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Chapter 1 – Away from Home

The swaying and the bouncing of the vehicle kicked up a nauseous tightness in Corda’s stomach, and the young girl fought desperately to avoid vomiting. It wasn’t that she was a stranger to the town since she and her family had visited here many times. She had even walked around the Academy grounds when her oldest brother was a student. However, this time was different. The barely 13-year-old girl was now underway to a school where she would live and learn with strangers.

Lost in an emotional storm, Corda kept playing the events of the last few weeks over in her head. Desperately trying to feel some sense of control, she decided not to focus on her tearful goodbye of the morning as she left the loving embrace of Nanny, the person who had nurtured and raised her all of her childhood years.

Saying goodbye to her brothers and sister had not been as an emotional experience as leaving the people that had really nurtured her during the time that she had spent in her family home.

Watern House was a big, coldly-formal mansion that fit the Watern family reputation as the foremost Healers on Barkin Prime. That structure carried a sense of power and prestige, seeped into the wood and stone of the walls and floors over hundreds of years. It had only increased to an overwhelming pressure, as the family had grown in influence and wealth.

Corda’s father, Ealtert Hessen Watern IV, was a Healer Adept who had the position of Healer Secondus on the Planetary Council. He and his wife, Aret Gerson Watern, were considered a power couple in the local scene. Always entertaining to further her husband’s career, Aret was focused on her spouse and left the raising of her children to Nanny and the rest of her staff.

Lost in the memory and reliving the experience, Corda remembered making her farewells to her parents the previous night in a formal dinner. Ignored for most of the meal, just before everyone dispersed after dessert, Corda was told by her father, “I expect you to do as well as your brothers did at the Academy. I will not tolerate you doing less than upholding the family's reputation and honor. Apply yourself, and you should make a decent Healer.”

The family Patriarch pushed back from the table and offered his hand to his wife, commandingly stating, “Aret, it is time for us to leave for the Elwoods’ soirée. I will give you 15 minutes to change your clothing, and I will be ready to go. Don’t make me wait.”

Corda’s mother had responded, “Of course, my dear. I would never dream of keeping you waiting.”

The young girl had watched as her parents left the room. Pausing momentarily at the door, Aret had turned her head and with a slightly confused look of regret, said, “Just be good.”

There was a deep silence as the remaining children sat frozen and unspeaking around the table. Corda didn’t even want to look up and meet their eyes. Her younger siblings, two sets of twins, said nothing.

Corda could feel the weight of their gaze on her skin as if it was points of heat. About to push back from the table, the young girl was startled to hear her younger sister say, “Jerry and I know that you will do well, Corda. It won’t be too much longer before we go to the Academy also, and then we’ll see you there.”

Jerry, Jen’s twin, seldom spoke and only when pushed to do so. His low-toned voice brought tears to her eyes when he said, “I will miss you.” Shoving his chair back in what almost sounded like fear, the echo of his footsteps told Corda that he was fleeing the room.

Corda waited. There was a breeze of air that touched her skin, and she knew without looking that Jen had quickly followed her twin. Now, there were only Anthos and Jamy, the twins that were five years younger than she was.

Listening carefully, while still keeping her eyes averted, Corda sensed more than heard her younger siblings soundlessly leave the room. The echo in the large dining room damped down as the only sound was her uneven breathing.

They didn’t even want to say goodbye, the young girl thought to herself. A cold, abandoned feeling slipped over her like an energy-sucking blanket. Fighting against it, Corda monitored her breathing and tried to deepen both her inhalations and exhalations. Gradually, the tightly-wound hurtful emotions eased, and her breath came more easily.

Trying to marshal her control, the 13-year-old girl straightened up and began to push herself away from the table. She jerked in startlement when a voice said, “Please let me assist you, Lady Corda. Indulge an old man, I beg of you. This will be the last time for many months that I get to have the pleasure of assisting you.”

“Thank you, Gerzal. I would never call you an old man, and I deeply appreciate all the kindness you have extended me during my time in this house.”

The Butler carefully pulled Corda’s chair back, and the young woman looked at him through tear-soaked eyes, nodding her thanks before fleeing the room.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur for Corda. As she was packing up her belongings, stripping her room of everything of importance, the young girl had realized that she was deliberately numbing her feelings to survive what she now was going through.

Corda knew that Nanny was surprised and distressed that Corda was either packing or giving away the things in her room. Briefly, the woman had tried to argue with her, saying, “You can leave some of your things here, you know. That way, when you come back for vacations, you will have something familiar around you.”

Corda remembered smiling at the woman whose distressed aura was evident to the young girl, before saying, “Nanny, I love you and know that you love me too. However, it doesn’t do us any good to pretend things are other than what they are. Father has pushed me out of the house and into the Academy almost 2 years early because he doesn’t want me here. Even if I wanted to come back for holidays, we both know that he would resist that, and Mother would go along with him.”

Nanny had no rejoinder and silently helped the eldest Watern daughter to prepare for the next stage of her life. Corda had tried to keep things cheerful but knew that it was a poor attempt. The rest of the evening was spent with Corda trying not to acknowledge Nanny’s sorrow and the caregiver's respectful distance.

Corda had not slept well the previous night. Anytime she fell asleep, she awakened again shortly in a nightmare of bullying voices and a feeling that she couldn’t get oriented. The young girl woke to a cramping, empty stomach, and an overwhelming sense of approaching doom.

Refusing to give in to her terror, Corda realized at some point, Father wants me terrified and pleading. He is trying to get me to break, to beg him not to make me leave.

The young girl could feel the rise of energy as it exploded up her legs and radiated out from her core to her fingertips and even to the ends of her hair. Feeling much stronger, her mental voice echoed in her head, stating, I will not give a bully that much power over me!

Corda finished repacking, zipping up the last case, and looking around the room to the nakedness of empty shelves and cold of impersonal space. She thought to herself, No one would know that I had lived here my whole life. It is like the last 13 years didn’t make any impression on this house. Just like I haven’t made any impression on this family.

Feeling a sharp pain from this momentous understanding, Corda picked up her backpack and left the room, ready to make her last farewells.

Only Nanny and Cook were waiting in the nursery area. Both women had red-rimmed eyes and quickly enfolded her in warm arms. Corda’s breath caught in her chest, and she hiccuped a little bit before saying, “Thank you both for how much you’ve done for me. I can never repay you, but I promise to do what I can to offer the same care to others.”

Nanny was unable to speak, but Cook suffered from no such inhibitions. Her hands on Corda’s shoulders in a gentle yet firm grip, Cook gave the young woman a small shake, saying, “I know you will, sweetheart. It’s part of your loving heart, and you’re better than this family deserves.”

Nanny protested, saying, “Roby, you shouldn’t say things like that. You’re going to get into trouble!”

Cook just made a disgusted sound and concentrated on Corda. Staring at the young girl as if her belief could fill up the aching reservoir at the core of the child’s soul, Cook hugged the young girl once more, and then pushed her back, saying, “A nice little basket has been included in your luggage. Even though you’re not a teenage boy, you will be hungry, and I wanted you to have something that would remind you of my kitchen.”

Corda gave a wet chuckle and said, “I remember that you did the same thing for Bertor. He was so happy you had done that because he couldn’t stand to eat any of the food that the Academy served for almost 2 weeks.”

“I don’t think you’ll be that bad, but I know that you probably won’t eat before you leave, and you’ll be hungry after you get settled.”

Shaking a little and with eyes filled with tears, Corda gave Nanny and Cook one more hug before following the footman carrying her luggage down to the first floor. The young girl knew it was time to leave, and bowing to the inevitable left the home of her youth without a backward glance.
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Chapter 2 – Arrival and Registration

Corda was pulled out of her reverie when the Watern driver stopped the family limousine at the front door of the Barkin Prime Academy of Magical Disciplines. Feeling more than a little bit shaky, the young girl got out of the car and watched as the driver pulled her bags from the trunk and piled them on the curb.

Looking around her, Corda realized that most of the incoming students had family and friends with them. She watched as parents hugged and fussed over their children, some of them unobtrusively wiping tears from their eyes. The girl was numb, watching the emotional interaction and wondering what that would feel like.

A voice intruded, startling Corda, and she turned to look at the driver who met her eyes briefly and then stared at the ground as he said, woodenly, “I am sorry, young Miss, but your father has summoned me back immediately. I am sure that there are people here that will assist you. Good luck.” With no more interaction, the man darted back into the vehicle and drove off.

Fear and uncertainty clamped down on Corda’s chest, and she felt like she couldn’t breathe. What do I do now? she thought to herself in panic. Her heart was pounding, and dark spots and flashes of light fought to overwhelm her vision.

All Corda could hear was her own fear swirling around her like a big rushing wind trying to smash her fragile body into pieces scattered on the ground. Once again, she focused on controlling her breathing. In and out, in and out, the young girl held on to the sound of her own breath as an anchoring mechanism.

Sliver by sliver, Corda fought off the panic attack. The young girl knew that sweat was trickling down her forehead and from her neck down the middle of her back, but she knew that she was winning her fight. Finally opening her eyes, the young girl looked around, trying to see how others were getting their luggage into the school.

Most of the people had friends and family to help them, but the freshman student saw that there were some people assisting with luggage that looked like they were wearing a uniform. Perhaps, these are people from the Academy, and I can get them to help me.

Before she could gather her courage to ask any of those busy people what she should do, Corda heard a voice asking her, “Hello there. You look as new as I am, and it appears that you need some help. I would be happy to assist you if that’s okay?”

The young girl looked at the source of the voice in shock, surprised that anyone would be helpful to her. She saw a somewhat gangly young man, wearing glasses and managing to still look slightly unkempt even though he is wearing expensive clothing. His earnest face and beautiful silvery gray eyes were looking at her expectantly.

“Thank you, the driver had to leave, and I honestly don’t know what to do. It is the first time I’ve ever been away from home, and I don’t even know who to ask,” she answered.

Sounding more assured, the young man said comfortingly, “Don’t worry. I can get the guys that just carried my stuff to take yours also. Then the two of us can go together to figure out where we register.”

Corda managed a trembling smile, and she saw an answering flash of muted joy in her new friend’s face. Extending her hand out in a pattern of manners that had been drilled into her from the time that she was barely able to walk, Corda said, “I am so sorry. I should’ve introduced myself. I am Corda Watern.”

The young man smiled back even more broadly and carefully took her small hand in his automatically. In the same sort of drilled social response, he answered, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Corda Watern. I am Gerald Athald, and a first-year student here at the Academy.”

Just then, two men in an understated livery of black with charcoal gray accents came out and approached Gerald. Before they could speak, the young man said in an assured tone, “This is my friend Corda Watern. Her driver was called away in an emergency, and she has no one to carry her luggage to her room. Please take all of it and get it to her room for us and let me know when it’s done.”

Corda was amazed when the men turned without a word and begin to move her luggage. The young girl knew that she didn’t have a lot of items to carry, but between the two large men, everything was picked up and moving before she could even start to help them.

Gerald waved her toward the front door, saying, “I have been told that there is a registration desk for us and that there should be signs to let us know where to go. How about if the two of us see if we can figure out where to pick up our information packets.”

Gratefully, Corda followed his lead, responding to his tentative conversation and relaxing even more as she realized that this kind man was helping her without any nastiness or ridicule. The young girl could feel her tense muscles relaxing, and some of her worry going away as they walked. Soon, she was prattling on about how her oldest brother had graduated from the Academy, and her second oldest brother was an upperclassman and in his last year.

Smiling, Gerald told her that he was the youngest of nine sons and that none of his brothers had attended the Academy. They had either gone into private apprenticeships or been tutored at home. He was the first one that had wanted to get a formal education, and since his Magical talent was not highly demanded or very prestigious, his parents had not objected to him attending the Academy.

At some point, Corda realized that they had gotten into a waiting line that was making slow progress toward a registration desk. Content to chat with Gerald, the young girl was surprised when he asked her, “What Discipline do you follow?”

“Healer, of course. The Waterns have all been Healers for several hundred years. I am pretty sure that my father would disown me if I did anything else.” Realizing what she had just said, the young girl blushed a deep hateful red and tried to smile as if it were a joke. In the back of her mind, she heard a little voice saying, Father is just looking for an excuse to get me out of the family and push me far away.

Gerald laughed as if she had made a joke, not noticing the sadness or fear that washed over her face. He laughed and said, “I am lucky. No one’s pushing me to go into any specific Discipline. The fact that my talent is in a non-prestigious area called Animal Healer doesn’t upset anyone because I am so far down the line of inheritance that no one could possibly expect me to carry responsibility in the family business.”

The young girl was interested in finding out more, but just then, they got to the front of the line. Gerald went in the left-hand direction to get the information for the boy’s dormitory while Corda went to the right.

Feeling exposed and abandoned once more, the 13-year-old stopped in front of the clerk seated at the table and said her name in a soft voice. The clerk looked up with an irritated expression but stopped before any words came out of her mouth as she saw the shaking, pale girl in front of her.

Gentling her voice, the registration clerk stated in a kind tone, “Now, don’t you worry, everything will work out. It’s just pretty scary when you are new.”

Corda gave the woman a shaky smile and repeated slightly more loudly, “My name is Corda Watern, and I’m a new student. Is this the place I’m supposed to be?”

“Yes, this is the main registration line. I will give you the orientation material that you are supposed to take with you to your room. Make sure that you read it today. You are free to explore the campus, but make sure that you stay on the Academy grounds. I would also recommend that you locate the dining hall and the other areas marked in red on the map in your packet.”

Obediently taking the heavy envelope and the closed box that the clerk pushed across the table, Corda almost whispered her thank you. The presence of the other students in the line forced the young girl away from the registration clerk as other, more assertive people called out a familiar hello.

Moving away from the jostling mass of people, Corda quickly found an area off to the side, trying to hold her backpack while simultaneously opening the packet. She had not seen any signs telling her where to go, and she was starting to feel that closed and panicky feeling once more.

Before the girl could succumb to frightened tears, Gerald walked up beside her, saying, “How about if we go sit down over there where there are some seats and little tables? There are not many people over there, and maybe we can figure out where each of us has to go and can decide if we want to explore with each other or not.”

Gazing up at him gratefully, Corda said, “Thank you! I know that I’ll feel better once I figure things out, but right now, I just am so lost.”

Gerald smiled at her and said, “I guess we’ll just have to be lost together. It’s much more fun that way, you know.”

His uncomplicated smile eased her nerves, and she found that she could smile back at him and even talk in a normal voice. “That sounds delightful. How about if you lead and I follow?”

The young man laughed and said, “How about if we walk there together?”
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Chapter 3 – Getting Settled

Within a few minutes, Corda and Gerald were seated side-by-side on a comfortable couch, and the envelopes containing their orientation material opened and spread out on the coffee table in front of them. For a while, there was no conversation between the two new friends as they scanned through the thick bunch of documents.

Corda raced through all of the items, methodically sorting them in piles as she looked at each one. Most of the things she read made sense to her, at least on a general level. Those documents went into a stack on her right. Those that the young girl understood but felt needed more in-depth examination were piled up on her left. The remaining items were those that she thought she understood but wanted to verify the information with Gerald. Each of these, she placed in a stack directly in front of her.

Finished, at last, Corda looked up to see that Gerald had finished before her and was patiently waiting for her to catch up. Opening her mouth to apologize, she froze in silence as she carefully examined the expression on his face. It was one that the young girl couldn’t remember ever seeing before. There was openness and interest in his eyes that she had no framework for understanding. Maybe this is what a friend looks like, she thought to herself, Perhaps, I don’t recognize it because I’ve never had a friend.

The young man grinned, a crooked twist of his lips that invited her to find as much humor in the situation as he did. When she still didn’t say anything other than a small, involuntary squeak, Gerald said, “According to the information, the first-year dormitories are next to each other. That means that you and I will go most of the way together and just have to split up into the different buildings.”

Corda exclaimed, “I even found them on the map.” Pointing to the two building icons on the top document in her right-hand pile, she said excitedly, “That means that I am going to stay in Pamor Hall, and you are staying in Frastow Hall! There’s some interesting information in the packet about how they got their name, but I didn’t take the time to read it all yet.”

“Neither did I, but perhaps we should go check into our rooms and make sure everything’s okay first. Then we can go exploring.”

“I also know from the map where some of the important things are,” Corda contributed excitedly. “If the map is drawn to scale, the library is huge!”

Gerard nodded his head and once again gave Corda the strange look that he had given her before as he jumped to his feet, saying, “Okay! Let’s gather our stuff up and go exploring. We’ll be intrepid explorers finding first our dorms, and then all the places that are going to be important to know in our new school.”

Smiling herself, Corda obediently stood up and started stowing away her three piles of documents. Unable to just put them in willy-nilly into the envelope, Corda carefully folded the corner on the top paper from each of the piles, so that she didn’t have to redo her sort.

Seeing what she was doing, Gerald teased her, “I am glad one of us is organized! I was pretty sure it was not going to be me.”

The young girl laughed, and more of her tenseness dissipated as she realized that she had made her first-ever friend. This feels so good.

<< <> >>

The two friends walked to their dorms, using the map as their guide. Gerald insisted on walking her directly up to the door before turning to investigate his assigned dormitory. Promising to meet her at the front door where he left her off in an hour, Corda confidently entered the building.

The lobby area was open and bright, filled with natural light and plain but comfortable looking furniture. Corda suffered almost a violent flash of disorientation when she mentally compared the room with the opulent and structured rooms that she had grown up seeing.

Part of the dislocation was due to the activity that swirled in eddies and pools all over the large room. Small groups of students came and went, greetings were called out, and friends hugged. Everywhere she glanced, there was a mass of humanity, moving in a dance that the young girl didn’t understand.

Telling herself not to get all tensed up again, Corda determinedly walked toward where the elevators were. When the doors opened to an empty lift, the young girl got in and pushed the button that said “4.” The doors closed, and Corda realized that she had a death grip on her backpack. Trying to calm herself down, the young girl repeated to herself, My room is 417 according to the packet of information, and I have one roommate.

Looking around carefully, Corda turned down the corridor that was marked for her room. She hadn’t gotten very far before an irritated sounding voice called out, “This area is out of bounds for children! You don’t belong here, so leave and go find your parents.”

One of the dorm rooms had an open door, and pushing her way out into the hallway through it was a girl that looked like she was closer to Corda’s brother Pharyl’s age than hers. The girl was tall and blonde with perfectly styled hair and makeup. Corda immediately felt like she was underdressed and rumpled but tried to conceal her unease.

The unknown stranger was accompanied by another girl with sandy blonde hair who was smirking in open enjoyment. The antagonistic woman raised her voice and almost shouted, “I told you to get out! You don’t belong here!”

Corda found her voice and attempted to respond courteously, “I do belong here because this is where they’ve assigned my room.”

The two women advanced to the point that they almost trapped Corda against the wall. It reminded Corda of a coordinated attack by two dogs, one barking while the other circled to bite. Pushing into her personal space with what the younger girl knew was an attempt at intimidation, the clear leader of this pack bent down and snarled into Corda’s face.

The young girl’s stomach clenched in a moment of panic as she recognized the eager expression on their faces. They looked just like her brother Pharyl when he thought he could get away with hurting someone. That look and the intent behind it left a sticky, slimy feeling against Corda’s skin, carrying with it the knowledge that she was going to be harmed.

Something snapped in the 13-year-old’s mind as an internal voice that she almost did not recognize as her own said, Oh no, you won’t! I will not be bullied by people such as you. Opening her mouth, the young girl found herself channeling her grandmother in her response, “If you have any doubts about the appropriateness of my being here, I suggest you consult the floor monitor. I am going to go to my room.”

Startled, the less aggressive woman took a half-step back while the other woman stared down, trying to dominate Corda with a greater height and age. The young girl refused to be intimidated, staring into her attacker’s face with narrowed eyes and a rigid spine. It was as if Misha Bellee Gerson was standing next to her with an arm around her shoulders and cheering her on. There was just no way that Corda was going to allow someone to bully her without fighting back.

Knowing to move her eyes away from her attacker’s gaze would cede victory, Corda refused to blink. Bluffing to the best of her ability, the young girl moved 6 inches closer rather than shrinking away. That motion of strength surprised the large blonde woman, and Corda saw doubt flash in her eyes before the older girl spun around, saying, “Come on, Joyce. There is no reason to pay attention to this one!”

Looking in confusion from Corda to her leader, Joyce responded, “But, Hera, it’s just going to ruin the dynamics of the floor if they let babies on it.”

“I know. And I’ll make sure to let them know what we think!” Spinning to stare back at Corda, Hera snarled, “You will be sorry you were so rude to me. After I’ve talked to the dorm monitor, it wouldn’t surprise me if they threw you out anyway!”

The two women disappeared inside of Hera’s room, and the door slammed with the sound of a threat. Feeling like a puppet whose strings had been cut, Corda sagged back against the wall as her heart pounded in her breath rattled in her chest.
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Chapter 4 – Dorm Life

“Wow, you are definitely braver than I am.” The voice was shaky, and Corda would have jumped if she had any available energy. As wrung out as she felt, the young girl could not respond actively and just looked, seeing yet another stranger examining her.

At least this one isn’t looking like she wants to rip my throat out. Her face is pretty closed, and I don’t know if that’s a good wow or bad one. But considering my options, I’m just glad that she hasn’t decided to jump on me and kicked me senseless.

Giving herself an internal shake, Corda answered, saying, “Yes, it was certainly a surprise. I didn’t expect to be attacked before I even got to my room.”

A faint tracing of a smile appeared on the other girl’s face. Corda’s attention locked on a new target and started to gather information. The young girl noticed that this girl was most probably a couple years older than her own 13, delicately framed and slender. Wispy curls trailed down from a messy bun in the back of this stranger’s head, and the girl's intense green eyes were at least friendly.

More than a bit overwhelmed, Corda stood tongue-tied as the girl scrutinized her. With a slightly broader grin, the stranger disappeared back into her room. A voice floating over the young woman’s shoulder, “Good job and good luck. I have a feeling you will need it. By the way, my name is Dena Soner. Welcome to the fourth floor of Pamor Hall!”

Staggering to get herself moving again, Corda walked down the hallway to the door with the illuminated number 417. Underneath the lit room number was a little plaque with a protective shield over it that said “Evant and Watern.”

Unsure of whether to just walk in or not, Corda decided to err on the side of courtesy and tapped on the door. When the door opened, the young girl got her first glimpse of the person who would be sharing a room with her for the next year.

Her new roommate was a tall and voluptuous brunette with shining shoulder-length hair. The girl's stormy gray eyes widened slightly as she inquired, “May I help you?”

“I am Corda Watern, I believe I am your roommate.”

“Why did you knock then? You could’ve just walked in, it’s your room also.”

Corda blushed slightly and explained, “this is the first time I have been away from home, and I didn’t know what the polite thing to do was. I decided that I would rather be overly courteous then start off our year together by being rude.”

The new roommate’s face relaxed into a real grin, and she opened the door wide, saying, “Come in. Your bags arrived before you, and I have been dying to know where the rest of them were. After all, you can’t possibly have only brought this many clothes!”

Corda crossed the threshold of her new home, and it felt like she had jumped an unimaginable chasm. The young girl knew that her life would never be the same and was filled with a swirling mixture of excitement and fear. Unable to articulate the mix of emotions, Corda chose instead to say, “I’m afraid that those clothes were the only ones I have. I brought everything from my room at home.”

Tilting her head to the side as she thought over Corda’s response, the new roommate introduced herself, saying, “Whatever, you still are welcome. In case you haven’t figured out, I am Elizabeth Evant, although I prefer you to call me Liz.”

“It is very nice to meet you, Liz.”

Seeing how Liz had spread out her belongings on the left side of the room, Corda put her backpack on the empty bed on the right side of the room. Liz’s belongings covered the floor and every available surface on her side, as the young woman attempted to stow away her garments and other items.

Corda decided to do the same, but she only unpacked two of her five boxes. The two she opened contained the majority of her clothing and those belongings that she thought would help her in school. The other three, she left securely taped and put them into her closet, carefully positioning them in the back corner on the floor. There would be no need for those mementos of a previous life while she was living at the Academy.

The younger girl was quickly done, but Liz was agonizing trying to fit all of her clothing into the storage dresser and closets that the Academy provided. Corda could tell that her roommate was extremely stressed out.

Glancing at her almost empty closet, the young girl turned to Liz and asked, “I don’t need all my closet space. Would you like to have some for the rest of your clothes?”

“You don’t need it? If not, that would be wonderful. My dad is always kidding me about my clothes, and I tried, really tried, to limit how much I brought. If I could use the space, for now, I would be very grateful. When you get more garments, I will be happy to give the space back to you!”

“Please go ahead. It makes no sense to stress over something like this when I’m not going to be using the space anyway.”

With the extra closet room, Liz was quickly done with her unpacking. While she bustled to and fro, storing and rearranging items to her satisfaction, the older girl questioned Corda about herself. When the younger girl let slip her actual age, Liz stopped in shock.

“Your parents let you come here, and you’re only thirteen? You must either be amazingly talented or need the atmosphere here for another reason.”

Uncomfortable with the direction that the discussion was going, Corda just murmured, “I have been Healing for a while, and my father thought that it would be best if I came here to expand my knowledge.”

“Awesome! You’re in the Healer Discipline!? I have never been able to get my head wrapped around that type of Magic. Too much math and too many picky things.”

“What Discipline do you follow?” Asked Corda.

“You could probably figure it out considering how flighty I am, but I will not put you through that suspense. I am an Artist!” Liz struck a dramatic pose and then dissolved into laughter, sweeping Corda with her. The two girls laughed and joked for a little while until the younger girl realized what time it was and gasped in consternation.

“Oh no, I was supposed to meet Gerald ten minutes ago. I hope he hasn’t been waiting all this time.”

“Who is Gerald? Do you already have a boyfriend?” asked Liz in astonishment.

Corda blushed hotly, saying, “Of course, I don’t have a boyfriend. I’m only thirteen! But he’s a very kind person, and he’s been helping me not get lost in this big school. Gerald promised that we would go around and find all of the important landmarks together so that tomorrow. when we have to go do things, I won’t be late or get lost.”

Laughing, Liz said, “Sorry, Corda. I was just teasing you. That sounds like a great thing to do. This is my first year here also. Do you mind if I tag along with the two of you?”

Corda smiled happily and said to her roommate, “That would be wonderful, I’m sure Gerald will not mind.”

“Well, then we better get going, since you are already fashionably late. I would’ve escorted you down anyway, though.”

“Why is that?” asked Corda with a sense of unease.

“There are several people on this floor that have too high an opinion of themselves, and I didn’t want them to upset you.”

Touched, Corda responded, “Thank you from the bottom of my heart. This is the first time I’ve ever been away from home, and I’m feeling terrified. I really appreciate your help.” To herself, Corda thought, This is what it feels like to have a female friend. What a strange world this is.
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Chapter 5 – New Situation Overload

The day before had been very enjoyable for Corda. After walking all over the Academy campus, she had joined Gerald and Liz for supper in the dining room, and they had talked for hours. Eventually, Corda had wandered over to sit in the library. She was a bit surprised that Gerald wanted to go with her but understood that Liz needed to get back to the room.

Sitting in quiet companionship, the two students read sections of various books and explored the stacks. Both of them were thrilled with the number of available books. Corda felt like she was sitting in a land designed just for her, surrounded by stories from thousands of worlds and with someone that she could talk to without watching every word.

The young girl couldn’t remember a better day and night. She still felt a little disoriented by all the strange people, and the new experiences threatened to overwhelm her, but the release from the structure of her childhood home felt good.

“Corda, Corda, wake up.”

The young girl jerked to an upright position, and a fiery red blush covering her face. I can’t believe that I just almost fell asleep in the library on my first day, she thought to herself.

Gerald kindly said, “I am pretty tired also. Let me walk you back to your dorm, and you get some sleep before we have to start all of our class craziness.”

The two friends neatly placed their books in the area designated for re-shelving before they made their way back to the first-year dorms in companionable silence. Neither one of them felt like talking, and Corda experienced a wave of gratitude for whatever force had led her to find two friends the first day.

Numbed by the overload of new people and things, tired out by the walking and change in her situation, Corda said good night to Gerald and stumbled her way through the lobby, into the elevator, and into her room.

<< <> >>

The next morning was crazy. Corda had slept the deep slumber of an exhausted child, only reluctantly waking up when Liz shook her shoulder. Quickly stumbling through her morning routine, Corda felt like she had forgotten something important but couldn’t grasp what it was.

Whatever would I do without Liz? Corda thought to herself as her roommate chivied her through breakfast lines and to the orientation class that all first-years had to attend. Thanks to Liz’s aggressive management, the two girls got there in plenty of time and managed to get a seat fairly close to the front and on an aisle.

Thoughtfully saving a place between them for Gerald, both girls jumped up and waved to get his attention when they saw him enter the room. Giving them a big smile of relief, the gawky young man quickly made his way down the aisle and slipped into the seat.

“Thank you, ever so much for saving me a seat. I had this horror of coming in and finding no place to sit,” Gerald said to them both. Corda laughed and said, “I didn’t even know that we could save seats, so you better thank Liz this time.”

Before Gerald could better direct his gratitude, Liz said, “No need for thanks, I’m sure you’ll do the same for us.”

Just then, there was a flash of Magical fire on the doorways, and all entrances to the lecture hall slammed shut at the same time. There was instant quiet in the room as everyone looked around.

Without warning, the previously empty lectern was now occupied by a burly middle-aged man with the tab identification of a Maker. His bright red rank tabs contrasted with the gray tunic and dark pants that he wore. His gray hair and hooded eyes made Corda think of a swooping Eagle, and she felt herself crouch down a bit to make a smaller target.

The room remained quiet though Corda could almost feel the unease that pooled around them. When the man finally spoke, his voice snapped out in uncompromising syllables with crisp dictation.

I bet nobody ever can say that they misunderstood him, Corda thought to herself.

His voice was resonant, and the sound of it set the hair on the back of Corda’s neck to a trembling itchy wave of sensation. Vowing not to forget what he was telling her, the young girl clutched her notebook and pen in her hand and listened intently.

“Welcome to the new student orientation for the Barkin Prime Academy of Magical Disciplines. I am Prof. Campbell, your orientation instructor. This Academy has been set up to consolidate and regulate those people certified as Mages of Power on the planet Barkin Prime. Although some of you will not follow a major Discipline, your ability to receive an education here is guaranteed by the Barkin Prime Council.”

Once the man had started to speak, Corda relaxed a little bit and stopped worrying about him. For some reason, the impressively-muscled man reminded her of Nanny. Stern but fair. I can deal with this, Corda thought to herself.

The man went on to provide them general history on the Academy as well as the flow of classes, scheduled activities, and voluntary organizations and activities that they could join. He outlined the availability of tutoring help and the other things that would assist people struggling with any subject to get the help that they needed while still keeping up with their classwork.

Prof. Campbell also outlined the class load for the first portion of the year. Corda was intensely relieved to find out that she would have only three major classes during the first semester. One of them would be Beginning Healing since she was registered for the Healer Discipline. The second one would be a class that went over a combination of history and the differences between races and species that occupied not only Barkin Prime but the Vorcian Imperium.

Corda was a little concerned over the third class assignment. Prof. Campbell explained that the Academy would always allow them to add classes on subjects in which they were interested, but that their curriculum would also have requirements that they must pass to achieve certification. The first two classes he had talked about were minimal requirements to move on to your second year. The other required course was one that covered the use of defensive and offensive Magic.

There was a murmur of disbelief in the room when this requirement was mentioned. The professor sent his Eagle eyes around the hall, noting who was upset and who was reacting in other ways. He addressed the issue head-on, saying, “After hundreds of years of teaching Magic users, this Academy has the experience and the knowledge to know that Mages that cannot defend themselves are easily killed or controlled. You will not graduate from this Academy unless you can demonstrate basic skills and capabilities that allow you to defend yourself and your charges.”

A woman in scarlet robes stood up in the middle room and raised her hand in a gesture for permission to speak. When Prof. Campbell nodded his head toward her, the young woman burst into speech, saying, “But I’m going to be a Healer! Why would anyone attack me, and why do I have to sully myself with warlike skills?”

In a contemplative tone, the professor mused aloud, “Warlike skills. Interesting. Tell me, Miss…”

Flinching at having to identify herself, the girl finally said, “Lyne Mire, sir.”

The professor then continued, “Ms. Lyne Mire, if you are dealing with victims of a natural disaster and the hospital is attacked by criminal elements. What would happen if you could not defend yourself or your patients?”

“Respectfully, sir, that simply wouldn’t happen.”

“Thank you for the experience that you bring to this with all of your what 15 years of life, young lady. For your information, it has happened over 100 times in the last three years that Barkin Prime Healers have had to protect their patients from criminal elements attempting to take people hostage or steal critical health supplies. Now, of course, if you were in charge of the universe, this wouldn’t happen, but unless somebody hasn’t told me…”

The man paused and then startled everybody in the room by roaring out, “You are not in charge. Your prejudices do not substitute for reality. If you believe that you know better than those that set this curriculum, you obviously do not belong in this school. I suggest that you think about your attitude before you open your mouth again.”

The overwhelmed student melted down into her chair, shaking like a leaf. Corda felt sympathy for her, knowing how it hurt to have someone with a lot of power roar. She trembled herself a little bit but was surprised to feel a warm hand on hers. The young girl looked up in shock at her companion and saw that Gerald had put a comforting hand on both her and Liz.

Corda and her roommate both turned to look at him in surprise, and the young man gave them a comforting smile and released their hands. I don’t know about Liz, but that made me feel better, Corda thought to herself.

Prof. Campbell then went on as if his roaring fury had never happened. He explained that there would be an open house where the different professors of the elective courses would be available to explain what their subjects were about. This was designed to give people an understanding of what they could expect to do and learn if they chose to take the class. He warned them that if they elected a subject that they only had three sessions to decide if they were going to drop it or not. If they failed to drop it within the first three, they needed to complete it or receive a bad grade.

When the session came to an end, and Prof. Campbell asked the hall if there were any questions, no one spoke up. Releasing the lectern, the professor took a step backward and said, “Welcome to the Academy. I am sure that you will all benefit from the education on both Magic and how the politics of Magic work.” Before anyone could do or react to his farewell, the professor was gone, leaving not even a ripple of light to show where he had been.

Many in the audience gasped and then gasped again when the locking bolts of light crashed to pieces, and the doors to the hallways smashed open.
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Chapter 6 – Glasses and Classes

Corda woke up the first day of formal classes, feeling like she was already late. Trying to calm herself down, the young girl concentrated on controlling her breathing. Slow inhalations, followed by a pause as she held her breath. Then a slow, controlled exhalation. Gradually, her heart stopped racing, and her pulse ceased to pound in her veins.

Looking around the room, the girl felt a sharp sense of disorientation. Even though her bedroom at home had been relatively small, she had adjusted it to fit her needs and personality. This room was not hers.

Not only was there nothing familiar or comforting on the walls, but her bedding was different. Her bed certainly was softer, and the noises and smells around her were subtly wrong.

Soft, snuffling breathing sounds came from the other side of the room. It took Corda a few moments to realize that the noises came from her roommate. For one panicked moment, she could not remember the girl's name.

Elizabeth, that’s her name. And she likes to be called Liz. I have to remember that because I know it’s important and I know how I feel when people forget mine, she thought to herself.

Unsure of what she should or could do, Corda quietly crept from her bed and picked up her bathroom kit. Moving as silently as she could, the young girl fumbled with the door for a moment before finally remembering how to unlock it.

The hall was silent, dimly lit in the early morning gloom. There is no other sound of anyone moving, and Corda straightened up in relief and moved with more assurance toward where she remembered the bathroom was located.

I think everyone is asleep and I’m glad. There were so many people last night, and I can’t remember their names. They’re all older than I am and ignored me as if I were a baby. Also, they were laughing and talking about things that didn’t make any sense to me.

Everything in the dormitory was still silent, and Corda could hear the sound of sleepy birds starting to chirp outside. Realizing that dawn was probably approaching, the young girl resolved to get her morning ablutions completed as quickly as possible. If I’m lucky, I can be done and back in my room before anybody else uses the bathroom.

Corda pushed open the swinging door to the bathroom and walked in. She had been feeling secure in the lack of people moving around, and so she was totally unprepared for the startling vision that met her gaze.

“How dare you! Could you not at least knock?” The intensely-embarrassed voice belonged to another young woman, one that Corda had seen the day before. Mortified beyond measure, Corda stepped backward, ready to flee, but an unexpected wave of empathy froze her in place.

She is frightened! And embarrassed! Why? Corda thought to herself. Finding her voice, the young girl asked, “Are you all right? Everything was so quiet that I thought I was the only one up. I didn’t mean to startle you, and I beg your forgiveness.”

The strange young woman was staring at Corda with a pleading look. The waves of emotion that slammed into Corda from the other girl showed just how deeply mortified and terrified she was.

When Corda didn’t say anything immediately, the young woman stumbled into speech, “Please, don’t tell anyone. They already don’t like me, and if they know what I look like, it will be worse.”

“Why would anyone not like you? You seem okay to me.”

“Anyone different gets picked on. My last school was horrible, and this one seems to be the same way. I just want to get through all my classes and graduate.” Tears ran down the other girl’s face, and Corda ached with sympathy.

A strange tendril of energy grew inside of the young girl. Corda could feel that it was pushing to get out and stretch to this new person. Somehow the Watern girl knew this was something to avoid.

If Corda let her power reach out, it would wrap around the frightened young woman and try to ease her fears. I am not supposed to do that! I have to learn Discipline, everyone has been telling me that.

Trying to find a different way of comforting the girl, Corda said quietly, “I can understand that. Everything is so strange and scary to me. I’m just so lost with everything that has been changed in the last few days that I feel like I’m going to explode. This is the first time I’ve ever been away from home, and this is the first night I didn’t sleep in my own bed.” To the youngster’s surprise, tears welled from her own eyes and ran down her cheeks.

Her obvious distress shook the other woman out of her own fear. Face softening in understanding, the stranger assured Corda, “It will get better, I promise you. My first night away from home seems like a long time ago, but it was only two years. Just find some new friends, and things will be better.”

“I want to believe you, but if you’re upset about people knowing what you look like and you’re as pretty as you are, then what hope do I have of fitting in? I’m younger than almost everybody here, and I’m skinny. To make it worse, I don’t even get the jokes!” Corda was sobbing outright by the time she got done talking.

“At least you don’t look like this!” The stranger said as she gestured at her own body.

“Like what? I think you’re beautiful.”

“Beautiful!? How can THIS be beautiful?”

At first, Corda didn’t understand what the girl was referring to, and she just stared in confusion at the partially-clothed young woman. The girl was much taller than the 13-year-old staring at her, with a voluptuous figure and warm brown-toned skin. Dressed in her undergarments, the younger woman could see that she was neither very muscular or scrawny and looked healthy.

Trying to concentrate, Corda began to look at her with the eye of a Healer, cataloging different characteristics and facts as she saw them. After mentally tabulating general details of the woman’s flushed skin and discernible beating pulse in the neck, Corda finally realized that the glint on the woman’s torso was not a cosmetic. Instead, fine, iridescent scales covered the girl’s body between where her upper undergarments ended and the lower undergarments started.

“Oh, how beautiful,” Corda whispered. She leaned forward to see the fantastic sparkle from a closer distance.

The stranger backed up, wrapping her arms around the middle of her body and gasped in shock. “What do you mean, beautiful?”

Corda once more stood up and channeled her beloved grandmother, stating in an assertive tone, “Your skin is beautiful! Haven’t you seen all the people dumping glitter all over their skin to get the same sparkle that you have automatically? How can you be ashamed of that?”

The other woman stared at her for a split second before dropping her arms down her sides and answering Corda with tears in her eyes, “It tells everyone that I’m a halfbreed and I have been bullied about that from both sides of the family, and at every school I have attended.”

Placing her small fists on her hips, Corda stated once more, “We just won’t let them bully you. There is no reason you should be apologetic for who and what you are, and you are beautiful.” The silence stretched on for a second or two before Corda added, “By the way, I am Corda Watern, and if anybody makes fun of you, you just let me know!”

Almost in a daze, the older girl said, “Thank you, Corda. However, you are younger than I am, so how can you prevent people from making fun of me? How can somebody as small as you are, manage to protect me?”

Corda snorted, saying dismissively as she walked over to the sink to brush her teeth, “I can’t stop them from saying nasty things, but I can be your friend. It is hard to make fun of or bully people that are together. Part of what a bully does is make you think that you are all alone and that no one cares.”

Smiling, the other girl held her right hand out, saying, “I am Argah Bertson d'Val, and I would be honored to have you as a friend. I am on the Artist Discipline track, classified as an Illusionist. From your manner, I would guess you are either a Healer or something like that.”

The younger girl laughed and admitted that Argah was correct. Corda watched in appreciation as the older girl quickly finished her morning preparations and donned the rest of her garments. It didn’t take the 13-year-old much time to finish hers either, making the interval pass even faster as the two girls exchanged facts about their lives.

As quickly as they had washed up and got dressed, they managed to get all the way out of the bathroom area and into the common floor area before anyone else headed into the bathroom. Watching out of the corner of her eye, Argah lit an expression of distaste show momentarily as she saw someone coming down the hallway toward them. When Corda turned around, she saw that Hera and Joyce were just disappearing into the washroom.

“Corda, be very careful around them. They run around in a group that has two or three more people, and they like to embarrass and hurt anyone they think is weak.”

The younger girl answered soberly, “I already have run into them, but it didn’t go exactly the way they had planned. I will try to be careful, but you need to also be wary.”

Argah threw Corda a grateful smile as she headed back toward her room, and the 13-year-old moved quickly in the opposite direction for the relative safety of her own chamber. It was time to get everything gathered so that she had time for breakfast before classes began.

Even though the young girl's stomach was tense with anticipation, Corda had a feeling that the new life she was stepping into would be exciting. I am so looking forward to learning new things, she thought to herself, I just hope that it won’t be as dangerous as living at home.
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Chapter 7 – First Classes

Breakfast sat in Corda’s stomach like a lump, and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. The young girl was sitting in her first-ever class at the Academy, Introduction to Basic Magic, and she was terrified. What if I don’t even know anything about subjects here? What if everybody else knows what they’re going to be talking about, and I’m the only one who doesn’t? It sounds like all of them have been to other schools while I’ve just been taught at home. The young girl’s mind skittered around like water on a hot griddle, bouncing from one thought to another.

Corda was by herself right now. She had eaten breakfast with Liz, but the older girl had to run an errand before she came to class. The younger girl had obediently placed Liz’s bag in the chair to her left and had even put her backpack on the chair to the right. She didn’t know if she had done it correctly, but that was how Liz had told her that she was supposed to save seats. I hope nobody comes up and yells at me about this, Corda thought to herself.

Before she could work herself into a bigger nervous wreck, Gerald appeared next to her as if conjured and asked, “Is one of those seats for me?”

Corda’s relieved smile made him grin back in response as she pointed to the seat on her right. Her friend carefully removed her backpack from the chair and placed it on the floor between the two spots before plopping down with a noticeable sigh of relief.

“I didn’t see you at breakfast, and I was worried about you. Is everything okay?” Corda asked him.

“Everything is fine, don’t worry. I just had to go meet with someone I hope will be a mentor to me while I’m here at the school.”

Corda felt like an absolute idiot. She had no idea what the normal interaction was supposed to be, and she didn’t want to look as frightened as she felt. Her terror eased up a bit as Gerald patted her clasped hands and said, “Stop worrying. You are doing fine.”

Just then, Liz charged down the aisle and slid into her seat, almost landing on top of her book bag. “Oops, that would’ve been painful,” the older girl said as she managed to scoot the bag onto the floor just before she would have landed on it.

Both Gerald and Corda laughed, and the younger girl felt her tenseness ease up even more. For a while, she just listened to her two friends chatter back and forth about the posted bulletin board notices that talked about the elective courses that they could look into. Liz was very interested in several of them and couldn’t seem to make up her mind between some form of art based on sound and another using colorful media.

Gerald said that he hadn’t looked into many of them and was instead going to observe the professors, trying to find someone with whom he could be comfortable. When he turned to Corda and asked her what she thought about it, her response surprised him when she said, “It is tough to learn from someone that you don’t like and don’t respect. And if they’re not a good enough teacher to know how to package the lesson to fit you, then no matter how smart they are, it’s going to be painful.”

Liz was also startled and said in a wondering tone, “For someone so young, it sounds like you thought about that a lot.”

“I have. I’ve learned a lot from someone who wasn’t as knowledgeable as someone else who tried to teach me. The smarter one thought I was an idiot and wouldn’t change the way he was teaching to fit how I learned best. It was not a good experience for either of us. So why have a teacher that won’t adjust to you or can’t teach you what he knows? You won’t learn, and he won’t feel good about teaching. And guess who will get the blame?”

Gerald leaned over about to say something when the sound of closing doors brought everyone to attention. The room was built like an amphitheater, holding many rows on a slope so that everyone could see the lecturer. All over the lecture hall, students stared at the lectern waiting for the professor to appear.

Corda wasn’t one of the people staring at the front of the hall. Instead, the chill at the back of her neck told her that someone was watching from a different location, and her finely-honed sense of survival drew her eyes to her right, stopping at a place against the wall halfway down the steps to the front.

The room was quiet and tense. Even though the young girl could not see anyone against the wall, it was as if there was a magnet pulling her vision there. Her intuition was telling her that that particular spot was one she had to watch. Slowly, so gradually that she almost didn’t recognize the change in what she was seeing, the figure of a man dressed in a dark tunic and pants seem to seep out of the wall to stand slouched against its support.

The man’s arms were folded, and his eyes were partially hooded. Without moving his head, Corda could see his eyes dart around, examining the students with a slight smirk on his face. When his roving eyes met the young girl’s gaze, she had the satisfaction of seeing his eyebrows jump up, and his eyes widen slightly. The man’s smirk turned into a natural smile for an instant before he straightened and began to walk down the steps toward the lectern.

As he walked, the man began to speak, startling students in waves as he passed, “Good morning class, I am Prof. Turner, your Basic Magic instructor for the semester. I will be taking you through lessons designed to establish your understanding of the nature of Magical energy, as well as the ways that the Mages of Barkin Prime utilize that power.”

There was deafening silence as he reached the podium and positioned himself behind the lectern. The man continued, “This is a required class for the completion of your first-year certification, and should you fail this class, you may repeat the semester a maximum of three additional times. If anyone fails to pass a course for the fourth time, that will be the end of your education here at the Academy.”

Gazing around the room, seeming to stare at everyone individually, the professor then asked, “Are there any questions at this point?”

After a pause of several seconds without anyone raising a hand, Prof. Turner continued on. The instructor gave them a succinct overview of the semester's curriculum, identifying areas that would be lecture and test, as well as those that would be split out into team efforts or laboratory experiments. He directed them to certain parts of their information packet to provide them with some general guidelines. The professor also told them that after the first three weeks, that all students would be rotated through focus sessions that would familiarize them with the different Disciplines.

This time when he asked if anyone had any questions, a student about a dozen rows from the front raised his hand. When the professor acknowledged him, he stood up and asked, “I could not find any reference to books or scrolls in our material. I thought we were supposed to acquire a textbook so that we could use that with our studying. Did I miss that, or haven’t you come to that yet in our orientation?” the young man asked nervously.

Prof. Turner gave the young man an approving grin and answered, “Excellent question! In fact, it was such a good question that I would like to know your name. Would you please tell me?”

The student responded, “Risee Grediaz, sir.”

The professor laughed and said, “With a last name like that, I would expect that you’re of the Maker Discipline, right?”

The young man’s voice cracked as he answered, “Yes, sir. That is my plan.” Everyone in the room could hear how nervous he was, and Corda caught a few unkind snickers from behind her. How rude, the young girl thought, he at least was brave enough to ask the question.

“Master Grediaz has asked an excellent question. The answer is part of your homework assignment for the next class. Our next session will be two days from now. By that time, you must open the sealed box that you were given at registration. Inside that box, you will find your textbook as well as some other items. I expect you to read the first three chapters in the textbook and identify which of the items apply to the activities that will happen in your first lab exercise.”

The professor looked around the room with a gleeful smile in his face, glints of humor livening up his entire appearance. Corda felt both excited and worried as the man said, “There are a few rules to go with this. First of all, each person must open their own box. Second of all, the boxes are specific to each of you, and there will be no exchange of those containers because we will know what you have done. If that happens, you will have flunked the exercise.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the same girl that had asked a question in basic orientation raised her hand. The professor nodded in acknowledgment and waited for her query. The girl stood, shaking slightly but obviously burning with the need to know as she asked intently, “What happens if we cannot get the box open?”

The professor grinned at her and said mysteriously, “I suggest you not let that happen.”

The room was silent as each of the students thought furiously on what they were going to do. The tone that signaled the end of the class split the air, shocking many of the students. Sound resonated through the room, seeming to increase in volume. Before students could begin to gather their items, Prof. Turner added, “There is one other assignment. I need you to write up exactly where and when you saw me in the room at the beginning of class, what I was doing at that time, and how I looked.”

With that, the professor made a sharp gesture, and the doors to the classroom opened one after another, timed to sound like beats of a drum. Clang, clang, clang, clang.
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Chapter 8 – Field Trip Warning

Corda got through her second-class without any additional trauma. The professor that was in charge of the history and society lessons turned out to be an easy-going woman of middle age that reminded Corda of Nanny. She had a calm and relaxed manner, explaining the curriculum and outlining the reading that would be required.

The young girl was pleased that not all of the lessons at the Academy were going to be intimidating. For this class, the professor, whose name was Aris Ryante, told them that there would be a lot of reading and essay writing required, but in many cases, they would have a choice on the subject for their reports.

For this class, there would be no lab exercises. Instead, Prof. Ryante told her students that they would be taking a field trip toward the end of the semester. During that outing, their assignment would be to apply the lessons that they had learned during lectures and demonstrate that they understood the practical application of those subjects. They would have already covered the things that they would be evaluated on before they departed on the trip, including the politics of Magic as well as the mixture of races and species that comprised the Vorcian Imperium.

At first, the young girl had not understood what they were talking about. What on earth is a field trip? she wondered to herself, Everyone around me looks excited, but I have no clue as to what it is.

When the professor opened the floor for questions, there were many people with their hands in the air. Unlike her previous class, the interaction between student and professor was far more energetic, with students peppering Prof. Ryante with questions on where they were going, what the responsibilities would be, and even if they needed to get parental approval.

The last subject was something that caused the otherwise easy-going professor to grow rather stern about when she answered, “When you enrolled in this Academy, your parents unilaterally turned over responsibility for you to the Academy. That means no further permissions are required, nor are they welcome. While you are enrolled in the Academy, we act like your parents. Only when you leave will we release your custody back to your parents. Of course, that assumes that you have not reached the age of majority before you graduate.”

There was a lot of nervous laughter that popped up around the room as the first-year students let the impact of her statements penetrate their brains. When Corda glanced at her friends on either side, she saw in their expressions that this was not news to them. Neither one of them look surprised or concerned, and so she automatically relaxed.

There was something about what the professor had said that Corda felt was important somewhere deep in her gut. She vowed to herself to think about it later but for right now just to relax and rely on her friends. What a strange few days it has been, Corda thought to herself, Less than a week ago I came here, and I was a person who never had someone I could call a friend. Now all of a sudden, I have at least two of them, if not three.

After informing the students that their textbooks and other reading material should be waiting for them in their rooms, the professor once again promised to tell them more about the field trip in the upcoming months. Cautioning them not to get too obsessed about the practical exam, she encouraged them to focus on learning the lessons from an academic point of view that they would then be applying. After assigning them a considerable amount of homework, including reading several chapters and writing two short essays, the professor released them to go to their lunch break.

The halls were very crowded, as all of the morning classes had released at the same time. Corda followed closely behind Gerald and Liz as they formed a bulwark behind which she could trail. The young girl was still turning over everything the professor had said, trying to identify what part was significant when her head suddenly yanked back hard as her hair was grabbed and twisted. Corda slammed down on her knees to the ground, scattering her book bag onto the floor.

A well-known, but hated voice said, “Well, look what we have here. Some stupid little girl managed to slither her way into the Academy. Good thing you won’t be here very long.”

Corda’s eyes were watering from pain, and her neck and shoulders hurt terribly. With a well-practiced effort, the young girl tamped her fear down into a controlled ball and in a totally calm voice, said, “Hello, Pharyl. How nice of you to drop by.”

Before the young girl could do anything else, her brother reached out and grabbed her by the front of her shirt and picked her up. Her feet were dangling in the air and her head swimming from the pain, but she made no move to protect herself as the muscular, tall young man pulled her right into his face and said, “There is no one to protect you here, bitch.”

Silence spread out from the confrontation between the brother and sister, like water dropping away from a pebble into a pond. Corda cringed in embarrassment internally but refused to show any shame externally.

She had spent her whole life learning how to protect herself from her brother, but at least at home, she had people and places she could go hide. She had not found those places here and was determined not to show any fear in front of this monstrous person who happened to be related to her.

The young girl knew that more pain was coming and had resigned herself to it. Closing her mind as much as possible to what she knew was going to happen, Corda felt herself whirled and smashed into a hard stone surface. Something in her shoulder snapped with a sickening sound, and a massive arc of blinding pain rushed through her body and froze her breath.

Barely conscious, Corda heard her brother’s voice, laden with gloating and flushed with power, “I have been waiting for this for years. There is no one to protect you, nobody you can run to.”

The young girl was incapable of making any response, overwhelmed by pain so great that her breath had been stolen, her vision blacking out. Dim shouts of outrage made a soft background, and Corda felt as if she were falling inside of her own head, slipping toward a cliff that she feared with all of her might.

The sound of Liz, her roommate, was shrill enough that it punctured the increasing fog clouding Corda’s senses. A tiny spark within the young girl rose as her roommate jumped to her defense, screaming, “Stop it! What do you think you are doing? You’re hurting her!”

Corda’s brother snarled, “Good! The bitch deserves it, and she has no place else to hide. Get away from me, or you’ll get what she’s getting too!”

The threat against her friend did what personal danger had never managed to do. Corda was frantic with the need to protect her friend and pulled a formless spark of energy from deep within her core. Feeling that small bit of power racing down to her hand, the young girl swung in the approximate direction of Pharyl’s head and slapped him across the face.

Pharyl roared in outraged surprise and smashed the 13-year-old’s head into the wall. Transferring his hold from shirt to neck, the furious man shook Corda, whipping her head back and forth as he throttled her slender throat.

The power of the attack was so great that Corda had no energy to fight him any longer. Unable to breathe, unable to speak, the young girl felt a teardrop slip from her eyes as she thought to herself, I knew this was too good to last. But at least I got to find out what it was like to have friends.

Still wrenched from one side to another by the manic grip of her enraged brother, Corda was astonished when a massive force pulled her from his hands. The young girl could feel the gouges in her throat left by fingernails and whistling breath that she managed to pull through her bruised and abused throat.

There was only a split second before she was enclosed in someone else’s arms, but Corda had no more energy to move on her own. The tense muscles under her cheek and a familiar scent let her bemused mind identify Gerald before he pushed her into another set of arms.

The delicate, floral notes of her roommate’s body wash had intrigued the young girl from the first time Liz had gotten close to her, and that scent wrapped around her like a comforting hug. Corda relaxed slightly, desperately holding onto the hope that someone would protect her until she could recover.

Pharyl snarled, “You dare!” The young girl heard a voice that sounded like her friend Gerald answer him. Corda’s head was pounding, and for a moment she was confused, thinking, That almost sounds like Gerald, but I’ve never heard him talk like that.

“Unless you want to be thrown out of the Academy and into jail for assault and battery, I would suggest that you keep your hands off your fellow students.”

“That is my sister, and she’s been due a lesson for a long time. Stay out of this, it’s family business.”

An almost animalistic snarl of rage came from two directions, but Corda’s shaky consciousness prevented her from identifying who possibly could be making that sound.

Before the fight could go any further, a new voice interjected, demanding in authoritative tones, “What is going on here?!” Corda thought that she knew the voice but lost her tenuous hold on consciousness as a massive cloud of blackness descended on her, flattening her awareness and crushing her ability to think.

<< <> >>

The smell of morning mint and citrus tickled Corda’s nose until she stepped through the veil into full consciousness. For a moment, she luxuriated in the feel of soft pillows and a warm blanket before the shock of her situation kicked in, and she sat up like a folding jackknife in bed and gasped, “I’m going to be late for my class!”

Hands were touching and holding her, and to her surprise, she felt no need to fight to get free. At some level, she knew that she could trust the people attached to those hands even if she couldn’t rely on herself. Feeling protected and not in immediate danger, Corda let herself slip back into unconsciousness, ready to let whatever needed to occur to happen.

Floating in a sea of cloudy semi-consciousness, the young girl realized that people were surrounding her and talking. Every once in a while, comments and voices would become real before the tide of pain and fear pulled her back down.

<< <> >>

Feeling sheltered and at peace, Corda opened her eyes. For a moment, she tried to process what her sense told her, but slowly her normal thought processes reconnected, and she realized that there were four people sitting around her and that she was lying on a cot.

Trying to speak, the young girl fought her way through a parched and sore throat, to croak, “Am I late for class?”

There was a shocking moment of silence, and Corda’s hands were instantly clenched into a larger, trembling grip as she heard Gerald say brokenly, “Are you finally with us?” Still unable to focus her eyes, Corda heard Liz exclaim, “Don’t you ever make us worry like this again!”
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Chapter 9 – Pain is Just Pain

Corda was in the infirmary for five days, forbidden to even walk unattended to the bathroom. For the first two, she had floated in and out of consciousness, only alert for a few minutes at a time. Each awakening, she would look around the room in a panic, trying to recognize where she was.

The sight of her friends always allowed her to relax. After a while, she realized that it was more than Gerald and Liz that sat with her. The young woman that she had run into in the bathroom, Argah, was also there sometimes when she woke, sitting in the chair over in the corner with a reading light pointed at the book in her lap.

On the third day, when she awoke, there was a familiar-looking man of about Gerald’s age sitting in the chair instead of any of her other three friends. Bemused, Corda stared at him in the dim light for a few minutes before croaking out, “Grediaz. I remember your last name and that you are a Maker.”

The young man, who had looked very nervous in the lecture hall, looked up and smiled at her with an open, sweet expression. In a hushed voice, he said, “Yes, my name is Risee Grediaz. We were in class together right before you got attacked.”

Corda looked at him with blurry vision, closing first one eye and then switching to the other before she said, “My brain hurts, and I can’t seem to think of the right words to say, so I’m just going to blurt it out. I don’t think we’ve been friends, so why are you here?”

Looking embarrassed, the young man answered, “It was not right what happened to you. Only your two friends started to defend you in the beginning, and I know that bullies have to be stood up to, so I came to help.”

“Oh no, now Pharyl will try to hurt you too. He always tries to cause pain to those that he can get away with hurting. I am so sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. It’s not your fault that your brother is a sadistic bully. It’s nothing you did wrong, and he had no call to attack you.”

As if a faucet had turned on, tears poured out of Corda’s eyes and washed down her face. She stared at her fellow student, unable to reconcile his selfless assistance with what she had come to expect in her world. Caught in a whirlpool of confusion, Corda managed a faint whisper of sound, “Thank you.”

The young girl heard the beginning of words as the boy started to respond to her, but her overstressed body signaled the end of her capacity by dropping her through a trapdoor into the abyss of unconsciousness once again.

<< <> >>

Slowly over the next few days, Corda recovered, and she was able to stay awake for longer periods. Willingly, her friends brought her books and homework assignments, so she didn’t fall too far behind the rest of the class. The young girl felt like she was in a holding pattern, waiting for a big explosion.

Corda had quite a few visitors, although the Healers were careful to make sure she didn’t get overly excited or exhausted. She was touched by the visits of some of her classmates who came in and mumbled apologies or best wishes, depending on their natures and fled as soon as they could.

When Prof. Ryante came in to see her, it was on the fourth day of Corda’s hospitalization. The young girl had been reading a textbook assignment by that very professor and was immensely flattered by the woman’s appearance. However, when the professor shooed Liz out of the room and carefully closed the door, dread crawled up Corda’s back, chilling her to the bone.

“There is no need to look at me that way,” said Prof. Ryante. I thought it was vital for you to know what happened between the time that you were attacked and now. I also thought you might wish to know what will happen within the next two days.”

Corda clutched her textbook to her chest and suppressed a shiver of fear before she asked in a breaking tone, “Am I being expelled?”

“Of course, not. You are the victim here, not the attacker. However, the Academy has a process where things like this are handled, and you have not gotten to those parts of your orientation yet. I thought I might give you some knowledge of what’s gonna happen.”

The young girl was so shaken that all she could do was nod her head. Corda was fairly sure that her voice would not respond to her, so she just stared dumbly at the woman. Prof. Ryante gazed back at her consideringly before running her hands through her hair in frustration, and saying, “Pharyl Watern was immediately placed on room arrest where he has been confined to his chamber. Security forces were called, and he was escorted to his room and placed under guard. Those that participated with him in that assault were also detained.”

Corda went chalk-white, and she pulled her textbook closer to her chest. Aris Ryante waited for the young girl to respond, noticing the trembling of the girl's mouth. An intense flash of pain washed over that useful face, and a corresponding sympathy filled the Teacher's eyes when the 13-year-old asked, “Did anyone tell my parents?”

“Your parents were immediately informed of the incident, as was the Academy Tribunal.”

Her soul in her eyes, Corda stared at Aris and waited. Unable to resist that silent plea for information, the powerful Mage and experienced Teacher answered the young girl's unspoken question with the bluntness that accompanies the ripping off of a bandage. Devoid of any emotion, Prof. Ryante said, “Your father immediately came and consulted with your brother. A special Advocate has been appointed to him at your family’s expense.”

Corda closed her eyes, and Aris saw the droplets of tears trapped in her lashes as she asked in a voice barely louder than a whisper, “Did anyone else come with him? I don’t expect that he would have come to see me, but did my mother or anyone else come?”

The air was crystalline quiet as the Mage's voice said, “No.” The word seemed to echo around the room, bouncing off hard surfaces and smoothing into background noises where it touched fabrics. Corda drew a breath, slow and controlled, and held it for a moment.

When the young girl opened her eyes, Aris Ryante was shocked by the control that she saw in such a young child. Knowing that there was a tremendous amount of pain hidden behind that calm façade, Aris reached out as if to touch Corda, but the young girl flinched back, and the Mage dropped her hand.

Corda asked quietly, “What else is going to happen?”

Shaking herself a little bit to regain her focus, Aris Ryante gave her a quick rundown, saying, “The Academy Tribunal will meet and review what has happened. They have already secured the monitor recordings and have done all the interviews. It is not immediately clear if they will wish or need to interview you, but if they do, it will be with an adult present.”

Corda nodded her head in a jerky manner, closing her eyes briefly with an expression of pain. Pushed into speech, the professor continued, “The Tribunal will meet in three days, at which time the consequences of the behavior will be defined.”

The girl and the woman stared at each other for a moment as the older woman waited to see if there were any questions the young girl wanted to ask. When nothing was forthcoming, Aris finished this pain-filled conversation by saying, “Since it is the conclusion of the Headmaster that you have done nothing wrong, you are free to move about as you wish, as long as it is within the guidelines of the Healers’recommendation. I personally would suggest that you rest up because fractured skulls are never easy from which to recover.”

Feeling as if she were fleeing from the hordes of hell, Aris stood up and quickly summarized, saying, “Rest and recover for the next few days. Then be prepared for questioning and an appearance at the Tribunal. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask either the Headmaster or me.”

Without another word, the woman left Corda’s hospital room, closing the door quietly behind herself.
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Chapter 10 – Consequences

The days before the meeting of the Tribunal would have been harder for Corda to tolerate if she had not been so numb. Subdued in spirit, the young girl had obediently followed all of the instructions of the Healers and was unfailingly courteous to her friends and the infirmary attendants that helped her.

Corda knew her friends were worried about her, but she couldn’t reach beyond her overwhelming fear and grief to talk to them. The 13-year-old realized that even when she was allowed to go back to her room that her friends never left her alone. The young girl wanted to tell them that she wasn’t that fragile, but Corda wasn’t sure if she would have been lying. Instead, she focused on getting her homework done and trying to recover her mobility, which had suffered from the injuries and the extended time in bed.

The day before the Tribunal hearing, Corda was once again studying in her room while Liz and Risee were cheerfully discussing the current homework for two of their classes. All three of them jumped when there was a sharp knock on the door. Corda shrank down in an immediate reaction, feeling like her stomach had dropped to the floor. Her roommate reacted far differently, seeming to spring up off her chair as she charged toward the door.

Liz yanked the door open, and Corda heard an unusually aggressive tone in her roommate’s voice as she asked, “Who are you, and what do you want?”

The voice that answered was that of an elderly man, and he seemed to be somewhat amused as he said, “I am Advocate Amity, and I have been sent by Corda’s grandmother to stand in her defense, if necessary.”

Instantly, Corda was upright and moving toward the door, tears falling down her face as her trembling voice squeaked out, “Nona? You came from Nona?”

“Yes, child. Your grandmother is light-years away and has just heard what happened. There was no way she could get here in time to sit with you, so she called me to ask as both an old friend of hers and an accomplished professional in my field if I would come and assist you.”

Liz tumbled into speech, saying, “The school is telling us that Corda doesn’t have to worry about anything, so why would she need an Advocate?”

Risee quickly suggested, “How about if you let the man come in rather than discussing things so everybody in the hall can hear?” The young man promptly typed into his wrist computer as if he were closing files and stacked the papers that they were discussing in a neat pile. Corda thought to herself, Risee always seems to be so organized and in control. Maybe that’s part of being a Maker.

Liz flushed and looked apologetically at Corda before moving away from the doorway and gesturing the elderly man to enter. The Advocate moved directly over to Corda and placed a very gentle hand on her shoulder, staring earnestly in her face and saying, “Your grandmother is heartbroken that she could not be here for you, and she is furious that you have been hurt.

“The Academy is positive that you have done nothing wrong, but that does not mean that there may not be other consequences that need to be addressed as an outcome of this hearing. After talking to Misha, I volunteered to come here and help you in any way that I could.”

Corda tried to smile, but she knew that her lips were shaking and hated the look of pity that showed on the old man’s face. Brokenly, the 13-year-old said, “Thank you.”

“Your Nona will be here the day after tomorrow because that is the fastest ship she could find. I promised her that I would do everything in my power to act in her stead until she can get here and hold you in her arms.”

Just then, Gerald came barreling into the room. Moving toward Corda, his expression changed from fiercely-protective to surprised as he caught sight of the old man. “Advocate Amity, I am surprised to see you, sir.”

With an unusual bow of respect, the elderly Advocate responded, “An unexpected encounter, sir. However, Misha will be very pleased to see that her beloved grandchild has friends to act as protectors and supporters.”

Corda was confused, glancing between the two men and attempting to understand what was going on. Her heightened sensitivity let her catch the quick look of gratitude that Gerald shot Risee, and her mind instantly jumped to the conclusion that the young Maker had notified Gerald of the stranger’s arrival. What did I do to deserve such good friends, she wondered to herself, I certainly can’t think of anything that I’ve done that would result in them caring this much.

Gerald's recognition of the elderly Advocate significantly lowered the tension in the room. Perching on the edge of Corda’s bed, the old man said, “Ask me any question that you have, and I will try to answer. I know you have to be very worried, and while most of us are not concerned, there’s always some possibility of unexpected things happening that may distress or upset you.”

When Corda didn’t immediately say anything, Liz jumped in with a couple questions that she had, “What will happen to Pharyl? Is Corda going to have to stay in classes and get protected from him? Why is there even a hearing!?”

Advocate Amity responded, “There are many things that could be assigned as Pharyl’s consequences. The grounds of the Academy are covered under particular charters when it comes to violations, and that means that instead of normal criminal complaint jurisdiction which would fall to the city, the Tribunal has jurisdiction for adjudication and punishment.”

Liz sounded disgusted when she said, “That seems pretty silly. Why would anybody do that?”

Now smiling at her, the elderly man answered, “if you think about the problem with Magic users, the greater population isn’t going to understand what comprises a violation of any of the Disciplines’ Oaths. Therefore, when the Academy was set up, it was decided that in order to appropriately judge the severity of the crime, judges and any panel sitting in review needed to be aware of all the ramifications of the Magical Disciplines.”

“Oh, that makes sense now.” Liz seemed to relax and even leaned against Risee in the chair next to her. The elderly man continued answering the questions that she had asked, saying, “Corda should not have to deal with Pharyl in the Academy at all. The very minimum that will be assigned as his punishment is being kicked out of the Academy.”

Corda gasped in horror and dropped her book onto the floor. Her face was pale, and she immediately broke out into a cold sweat as speech tumbled from her mouth, “That would be horrible! The whole family is so focused on all of the Waterns being Healers that if Pharyl is thrown out of the Academy, my parents will never forgive me!”

Turning and looking the young girl squarely in the face, the old Advocate said, “The attack on you was unconscionable. The Security tapes show that he planned and staged it, not only for himself but for his cohorts. It was done deliberately to cause you the maximum damage and embarrassment.

“The tradition of the Academy is a proud one, stretching back hundreds of years. They have never given a Healer’s certification to someone who so failed to meet the standards demanded from all those that have the training and the capability of working with the human body and brain.”

Corda’s mouth opened and closed several times before she whispered, “I could leave…”

The old man’s voice was stern as he responded, “No, and you shouldn’t. The Academy is currently your guardian. They would never permit a victim to leave and keep the one who assaulted her. This is not your fault, Corda, it is all on your brother.”
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Chapter 11 – Hearing and Witness

Advocate Amity had stayed until well after dark, answering all of the questions that the four of them could come up with. His calm manner and demonstrated knowledge had done a lot to calm Corda’s friends' concern, but the young girl herself was terrified.

Covering her quaking fear and repeated cold flashes, the young girl crawled into bed as soon as everyone had left her shared room. Listening to Liz prepare for bed, Corda pretended to be asleep when the older girl whispered, “Sleep well.”

It had been a fragmented, tortured night where flashes of her father’s fury and her mother’s tears made it impossible for Corda to sleep. Stumbling from her bed at the irritating sound of her alarm, Corda had gone through the motions of her morning prep.

Respectful of her shadowed eyes and unsure of what to say, most of the floor’s occupants were kind enough to either not speak to her or to give her noninvasive words of encouragement. Making it back almost all the way to her room, Hera’s grating voice said, “I hope you say goodbye to your friends before you go into that hearing. Just don’t expect to come back here. The Academy doesn’t have any room for troublemakers.”

Liz puffed up like she was going to spit fire, but Corda put a hand on her forearm and turned to confront the much taller and older girl herself, saying, “It must be challenging to know that others around you understand things more than you do. I think you’re doing an amazing job of covering your ignorance up.” Immediately, the younger girl continued on to the door to her room.

Zipping in with her, Liz carefully shut the door before laughing so hard that tears ran down her face. “Corda, that was the best put down that I have ever heard in my life. You ought to bronze that and hang it on the wall.”

The wholehearted laughter of her roommate drew a smile to Corda’s face, even if it was a tiny and fragile one. Treasuring it like the precious gift that it was, Corda used the warmth of that present to carry her through the seemingly endless hour until they found themselves sitting in the witness room of the Academy’s Tribunal.

There was a bailiff assigned in the room to prevent them from talking with each other, and each witness sat by themselves, surrounded in an island of uneasy quiet. Corda had glanced around when she sat down, noting a variety of students and Prof. Ryante, as well as other people in Academy Uniforms that were strange to her.

Shortly before the doors were shut and locked, three Healers in the tabs of Masters and Adepts walked in and immediately sat on the opposite side of the room and with their backs against the wall. Corda recognized one of them, the woman that had overseen most of her treatment, but she was unfamiliar with the other two.

Once the doors were locked, a flash of Magic slithered through the room and covered the doors, ensuring that the proceedings would be held in a secure environment. Corda heard the insubstantial march of impending danger and doom, and her spirit recoiled in front of it. Swallowing nervously, the young girl gripped her hands together in her lap until her knuckles hurt.

Advocate Amity was sitting next to her, and the old man placed his hand on hers and gave her a comforting squeeze. Wishing with all of her heart that her grandmother was sitting there in his stead, the young girl was nonetheless grateful for his presence.

From their discussion the night before, Corda knew that they would be able to hear all of the testimony that happened within the courtroom, so none of them were surprised when the blank wall beside the door to the courtroom dissolved into a vid screen showing the members of the Academy Tribunal sitting down and the bailiff and recorder on either side.

Since the Academy Tribunal consisted of either the head of each Discipline or their designated representative, there were five members of the Tribunal. The rotating chairman for this month was the Head of the Maker Discipline, and the calm-looking man held the gavel of the Tribunal Chair in his hand with ease.

Arrayed in front of them, Pharyl sat at the far left in a chair within a box raised slightly from the ground. Three other men, all his approximate age, sat on a bench directly behind him.

Oh, dear heavens, he is furious, Corda thought to herself. Experience and pain pushed out her next thought, which was, He will take that out on somebody else, hurting them until he has transferred all of his discomforts onto them. I hope that whoever it is, is strong.

Bright spangled shards of pain ripped through Corda’s heart when she saw that beside the Advocate at the table next to her brother sat their father. Ealtert’s face smoothed over into a political mask, but Corda’s knowledgeable eyes saw the telltale actions that betrayed how truly angered he was. Her heart raced, knowing that her parent was a short distance away from an explosion, and when that happened, pain and suffering would result.

The young girl’s eyes whipped around the rest of the scene and saw that the witness stand was set up and that there were no other supporters for either her brother or his codefendants behind him. Corda closed her eyes in teary relief, thinking, At least Mother is not here.

The court hearing had been convened, and the testimony was being given. The first witness that the Tribunal Chair called was one of the Healers that Corda did not know. The man began to walk into the room when Pharyl’s Advocate stood up, stating, “Honored Tribunal, we object to the hearing based on the fact that this is a family matter instead of one that should concern the Academy. I have a motion here to dismiss this hearing and allow it to be handled within the family.”

Without a pause, the Tribunal Chair hit his gavel onto the desk and stated, “Denied. This occurred on Academy grounds, and it involved a student enrolled in the Academy executing an attack on another student at the Academy.”

The Advocate, obviously a highly paid and expensive one from his garb and his posture of assurance, exclaimed in surprise, “Internal family matters are outside of Academy jurisdiction. There is no basis for keeping this hearing within the Academy.”

Smiling thinly, the Tribunal Chair said with a flattened voice, “All Academy students are signed over to the authority of the Academy, superseding all parental rights and controls. This is written within the charter of the Academy, and I am positive, Advocate Jollede that you are aware of this, so please do not waste the time of this Tribunal with any additional spurious claims or attempts at derailing this hearing. If you continue on, I will declare you in contempt and remove your ability to speak for your defendant.”

Pharyl’s Advocate sat down quickly and shook his head at Corda’s father as the man tried to argue with him in a low tone. The Healer resumed his walk to the witness chair, but Corda saw that the man’s expression had turned from a calm neutral one to what looked like a coiled spring of tension.

Sitting down, the Healer identified himself and stated that he had been the Triage Healer at the time of the incident. The Tribunal asked him what condition the people that were examined by his team had been in. The man smoothly went into details on the eight students that had been seen by his group. Most of them had minor injuries, consistent with a general melee where people were bumped or tripped over.

Further questioning drilled down to the specifics of Corda’s condition at the time of examination. In a very clinical tone, the Healer outlined the damage to Corda’s body. He went into great lengths about her broken shoulder, cracked clavicle, concussion, skull fracture, and broken spine.

Pharyl’s Advocate rose on cross-examination and tried to loom over the Healer in his witness box, moving into the man’s personal space and demanding in a strident tone for his qualifications and certifications. Without a pause, the man smoothly laid out an impressive list of credentials, refusing to be thrown off by the Advocate's aggressive manner. Unable to disconcert the witness, the Advocate sat down in disgust only to have Pharyl’s father start arguing with him in a heated whisper.

The Head of the Healer Discipline at the Academy had one additional question for the witness, asking, “In general, what was Corda Watern’s condition?”

The witness responded, “She was very close to death.”
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Chapter 12 – Judgment

Released, the Healer left the room, and the parade of the rest of the witnesses began. Questioning the other two Healers about Corda’s treatment and recovery, Pharyl’s Advocate repeatedly tried to throw them off their testimony or divert the Tribunal into other inquiries. All of his efforts failed, and Corda’s father became increasingly enraged.

Moving without pause onto some of the other witnesses that Corda was not familiar with, the Tribunal next called one of the Academy Security Supervisors. Looking surprised, Ealtert Watern was muttering furiously to his son’s Advocate. The legal representative’s repeated shaking of his head in negation pushed the infuriated man almost to his breaking point.

Without any basis for an objection to the testimony, the Tribunal had the Security Head explain that they had immediately pulled the tapes that covered the hallways and had locked them against modification. Furthermore, they had replicated the media in several off-site storage areas to preserve the validity of the data.

The intense Head of the Artist Discipline interrupted his recounting and demanded, “I understand that we can look at the recording. What I want to know is a summary of what it showed. If there’s any question or ambiguity, we will review it later but right now, blast it, I want to know what happened.”

The man responded calmly, “The witness recounting of the attack is fully supported by the monitoring videos. We even pulled the two-hour period before the attack and saw that the accused, including the secondary defendants, had set up the ambush point before the actual assault. There were spells cast on the wall for concealment, and the wall that was used to smash Corda Watern’s body against was spelled to cause maximum damage and pain.”

Pharyl burst into speech, screeching, “You can’t know that! There is no way of tracking a spell like that. We made sure of it before we ever thought about doing it.”

Ealtert yelled, “Shut up, you idiot! You were told not to say a word!”

Settling back sullenly, Pharyl slammed his body against the support of the chair and crossed his arms in front of him. Glowering around the room, his eyes were fiery, and his mouth was set in a vicious slash. Corda felt a sense of sorrow to her surprise, and thought, How small and petty is he? Almost doomed in a swing of hurtful action and never feeling or being part of anything important. I almost feel sorry for him.

The Tribunal Chair turned to the Security person and asked, “Is there any difficulty in detecting the spells?”

The answer was straightforward, “No, sir. It is something that a first-year student could execute.”

Moving right along, the Tribunal called the other Security witnesses one after another. Recounting the witness statements and the forensic evidence, the Chair pinched the bridge of his nose and asked, “Let me get this straight, we have video and Magical evidence that this was a deliberate ambush designed to cause damage to another student. The attack was carried out by a 6-foot-2-inch man two weeks short of his 18th birthday, and the victim was a 75-pound, 5-foot tall barely 13-year-old.”

The current witness, the third Security Armsman that had been called to the witness stand, agreed totally. Pharyl’s Advocate was silent because there was not anything to say or challenge.

Shortly after that, the court was adjourned while the members of the Tribunal went into private consultation.

Corda felt like a limp old rag, emotionally ripped apart and frayed around the edges. Now that the main testimony was over, the bailiff was not enforcing separation on those in the witness room, and Corda was immediately comforted by her friends.

The young girl felt the presence of someone else and looked up to see the Healer that had been the first one that had dealt with her after her injuries. Touching the side of her face with a gentle hand, the man said, “I was so worried because I thought we lost you. It is only due to your fighting spirit and your inner strength that you made it through. Please remember that.” Without another word, the man went back to sit with the other Healers.

Corda stared after him, lost in thought, and letting his words sink into her soul.

Before they could have any more discussion or Corda could slip even deeper into her depression, the bailiff called for the court to reconvene. Eyes whipping to Advocate Amity, Liz demanded, “Is that good or bad? This is much faster than you told us that they would make a decision.”

The old man answered, “I think, I believe, that this is very good, but we have to wait and see.”

Turning to Corda, her grandmother’s friend spoke as if she were the only person in the world, saying, “Prepare yourself, my dear. No matter what the ruling is, you know that there are going to be hurtful consequences. I will do everything I can to soften them, but no one can prevent all of the corollary damages.”

In a soft voice, Corda responded, “I know that, sir. Thank you for all of your efforts.”

The Tribunal’s gavel slammed echoing through the courtroom and slicing through the speakers of the witness room. The Tribunal Chair announced, “It is the finding of this Tribunal that Pharyl Russon Watern carried out an unprovoked attack on another student, deliberately and in a premeditated fashion attempted to cause her either irreparable or fatal damage. It is also the finding of this Tribunal that he has shown himself fatally flawed for any type of position in the Healer Discipline.”

Corda’s father stood up and roared, “You have no right to deny my son. The Waterns have been Healers for centuries, and you will not deny us our birthright!”

Refusing to give an inch, the Tribunal Chair directed a steely gaze at the shouting man, stating in a cold voice, “If you cause a disruption in this courtroom, you will be gagged. None of your influence affects the Academy.”

“I am Healer Secondus, and I will immediately ask the Healer Primus to remove the backing for Healers to this institution. You will not condemn my son for that travesty of a daughter.”

Corda’s body shook as if she had taken a heavy blow and she tried to turn away in tears, but the old Advocate’s hand on hers and the immediate embrace of Gerald combined with the crooning comfort of her roommate and other friend gave the young girl a float to cling to in the storm of her pain and sorrow.

Addressing his remarks to the enraged father, the Head of the Healer Discipline at the Academy informed Ealtert in a dry voice, “This has already been discussed with Healer Primus. We have his full support, and I suggest you tread very carefully around this issue. Of course, you’re welcome to ignore my advice.”

Gritting his teeth so tightly that the speakers picked up the grinding sound, Ealtert sat down again. Scooting slightly away from his client’s father, Advocate’s chair created an audible scraping sound, making his opinion known to everyone there without saying a word.

Pharyl once again burst into speech, demanding, “Father! You said you could fix this! It’s not fair that I have to listen to them.”

Ealtert remained silent, his clenched jaw and heightened color warning of a volcanic rage that would explode at some point. Pharyl glanced wildly around the room looking for an ally but found no one, and his panting fear permeated the air even through the walls of the courtroom.

The Tribunal Chair continued as if all the drama had disappeared, saying, “It is the finding of this Tribunal that Pharyl Russon Watern has demonstrated that he has no adherence to the Healers’ Oath and has abused his power and his training. Before being expelled from the Academy, he will have his ability to channel Healing Magic burned from his brain and will be forever banned from any formal certification in the Magical Disciplines of Barkin Prime.”

Pharyl screamed and began to cry while Ealtert Watern roared in frustrated rage. As their combined emotions hit Corda’s ears, the young girl’s overstressed systems collapsed, and she fainted.

Cushioned by caring arms, Corda never heard her father scream, “You had better never set foot home again, Corda Devlin Watern. I may not be able to disown you while you are in the Academy, but you have no place, no home with us.”
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Chapter 13 – Focus and Dedication

One moment Corda was wrapped in a dark, familiar cloud of unconsciousness, and the next, it was as if a switch had been pulled, and she opened her eyes to see the familiar ceiling of the infirmary. Trying a careful breath, the young girl realized that she did not hurt and wondered how long she had been wrapped in the shadows of something deeper than sleep.

“Corda, my sweet one, are you awake again?” The voice was shaky and thready, but the young girl knew that beloved voice.

“Nona? Is it really you?”

Suddenly, her grandmother was there. Silvery, swirling eyes stared at her, and the age-bronzed face of her grandmother came closer. The old woman’s eyes were red, and Corda could see the tracks of tears on her face. The young girl’s heart lurched, and she raised a shaking hand to touch her Nona’s cheek, “Please don’t cry, Nona. It’s not your fault that I was stupid.”

“You were not stupid! Though I can’t say much about the intelligence and wisdom of the rest of us,” a hard male voice said, followed by heavy steps. Corda cringed a little bit until she realized that the voice belonged to her brother, Bertor. He leaned in from the other side of her, and both his large hands came down to cup her face.

“We failed you, little one. All of us owed you protection, and we took the easy way out and left you defenseless.”

Corda tried to laugh, but the noise that came out sounded strange even to her. Bracing her chin up, the young girl asserted, “There were many that defended me, brother. I even did a little bit of the defense myself.”

Bertor smiled and acknowledged her, saying, “We already ran into your defenders. When both of us arrived, you were encircled by a whole group, deployed with almost military precision. I do not think anybody would have been able to get into this room and close to you. I even had to get one of the senior Healers here to vouch for me before they would let me close to you.”

Nona laughed, saying with amusement covering her voice, “But they wouldn’t totally stand down until I got here and my old friend, Advocate Amity, vouched for me. We sent them off to get cleaned up and get some rest, although none of them wanted to leave you.”

“I am fortunate to have such good friends. And thank you, Nona, for sending the Advocate to me. I don’t know what I would’ve done without him.”

“When I couldn’t get hold of Bertor, I called Epheth Amity immediately. He was a childhood friend of your grandfather and has been a good friend to me all these many years. I knew that he was powerful enough to protect you and the sort of person that you would know that you could trust.”

Corda heard the sound of the door open and an old man’s voice saying, “I think that’s my cue.”

Nona half-shouted, “Eph, what on earth are you doing back so quickly. You can’t have had enough time to get any rest!”

“Misha, you and I both know that I need to contribute during this part of the conversation with Corda. There some decisions she needs to make from a legal stand, and I’m the best person to explain those. You are just worried that my old carcass is not up to a few extended hours.”

“You need to remember just how old you are and not push yourself!”

The Advocate walked over to where Nona was sitting by Corda’s bedside in place both of his hands on the older woman’s shoulders. “Hush now, let me do my part and then I promise I will go and rest.”

“Humph, go ahead then because you’re going to do what you want to do anyway, irrespective of what anybody else says!”

Wordlessly, Bertor pulled another chair up next to Corda’s bed to the left of his grandmother, and the Advocate carefully took a seat. The young girl could tell that he was tired but trusted him enough to know that if he was trying to tell her something, it was necessary.

The chill ran through Corda from the top of her head down to her furthest extremities, as dread and a hanging doom threatened to push the breath out of her body. Warm hands loosely clasped her left forearm on the other side of the bed as her brother sat. She could feel warm Healing energy flowing into her, and knew that he was there for her. The presence of the three around her struck a chord within the young girl as Corda’s eyes burned with unshed tears, but she tightened her control and waited patiently for them to speak.

Clearing his throat, Advocate Amity began to explain in a calm, factual voice, “You had fainted before your father pulled his dramatic set of threats.”

Corda caught her breath in a tiny gasp of fear. She stared first at her grandmother and then whipped her head over to look at her brother. Her heart plummeted when she saw that both of them were nodding. “What is he going to do to me? Or is he going to hurt the people I care for?”

A low-toned growl from her brother and a sharp hiss from her grandmother did nothing to dispel Corda’s fear. Clinging to the dispassionate voice of the Advocate as if it were a buoy in turbulent water, the young girl listened with every fiber of her being.

“Your father threatened to disown you, although, in the end, he admitted that he is not allowed to do that while you’re under the guardianship of the Academy. However, he warned you to never set foot inside your family home again. He made some other vague threats of retribution but was hustled out of the Academy grounds by the Advocate that he hired to defend Pharyl.”

Corda knew there was more bad news from the tightening of her brother and grandmother’s hands. Tucking her fear away inside the protective shell she had built many years ago, the young girl was left with a calm and receptive expression as her eyes encouraged the old man to continue.

Smiling in appreciation and approval, Epheth continued, saying, “before he actually left the physical Academy campus, Ealtert had wiped out and closed your allowance accounts and attempted to get your tuition returned to him. Of course, he was unable to get a refund on your tuition, but he did inform the Academy administration that he would be no longer paying for any portion of your education.”

Corda whispered, “Does that mean that I have to leave the Academy?”

A chorus of the word “No” came with emphasis and heat from both her brother and grandmother. However, it was the old Advocate's face that the young girl stared at, waiting for verification from him.

His look of approval grew even stronger as he saw her composure and her attention, even smiling at the relief that she showed when he also answered, “No.”

Continuing, Advocate Amity explained, “I believe this effort was your father attempting to punish you again. In response to that, I have taken several steps, but I will drop them unless you give me approval.”

When both Bertor and Misha attempted to interrupt, the Advocate turned to them and said sternly, “This is Corda’s choice, not yours. She has shown that she is capable of expressing her desires, and you will be doing her a disservice if you try to wrap her in protective shrouds. If she chooses to ask your advice, then feel free to give it. Otherwise, let her decide.”

Looking back at the young girl, the old man continued, saying, “The fact that your father did not make any effort to check in with the Healer team that was treating you, nor did he visit you, or allow any other member of your family to visit is a justifiable reason to request a different custodial agent.

“He has demonstrated almost a criminal neglect, and as such, there is a precedent for having someone else appointed to the position that takes over as your guardian when and if the Academy releases that control. Normally, that position would be held by your parents, but since neither of them have made any effort to visit you, check up on you, or in any other way see to your welfare makes Barkin Prime law clear cut.”

Corda felt as if her heart was ripping in multiple pieces, clouds of deep depression and unsatisfied yearning swirling through her core. What about the twins? Will I see them again? Are they safe? Knowing that each emotion that scraped along her nerves was going to have to be dealt with soon, Corda made the decision to put it off until it was safe to grieve.

Gulping slightly, the young girl looked at the old Advocate and said, “I would like you to do that. If Nona is willing, I would like it to be her.”

Bertor objected, rushing into speech, “It should be me! I am here almost all the time, and Nona needs to obey the Emperor when he calls. I’m younger and stronger, and, dammit, I should have done more to protect you. You’re my little sister, and I failed you.”

“Oh, Bertor, you know I love you. I don’t think you failed me because I know how hard you have tried to protect me. It has been horrible for you too. You also understand that Father could hurt you worse than he can hurt Nona. After all, he still is Healer Secondus, and you are a newly-made Master Healer. He is higher in the Healer political arena and could destroy your career. Sacrificing your future and well-being is not necessary.”

Bertor raised her hand up to his face and kissed the back of her knuckles, whispering brokenly, “What happens when Nona has to leave. I won’t even know you need the help.”

Clearing his throat, Advocate Amity said quietly, “Misha can leave me authorization to stand in for her just as she did during this unfortunate Tribunal.”

Surprised, Corda turned her head to look at the old man, seeing both the slight redness of his face and the gentle caress that her Nona gave him. The young girl heard her brother draw in a surprised breath, and a flash of intuition exploded in Corda’s brain. Before she could put any thought into the way of her speech, the young girl blurted out, “That would be fine, but I have a condition.”

Finally, she has succeeded in surprising the Advocate. Eyebrows raised, the old man tilted his head to one side and asked, “And what is that condition?”

Sparked by a devilish impulse, Corda said, “That I don’t have to keep calling you Advocate Amity.”

The first full laugh she had heard from the Advocate rang out, and he asked her, “Done! What would you like to call me?”

Warmth filled her body as well as her voice when Corda said, “Bonpa. I want to call you a name that means grandfather.”

Corda had to clamp down control over her facial muscles when she saw the identical looks of astonishment on both her Nona’s and the Advocate’s faces. She heard a strange snort that sounded like swallowed laughter from her brother but kept her focus.

After a speechless moment, the Advocate said in a shocked voice, “I would be honored. That is if it is acceptable to your grandmother.”

Tears standing in her eyes, Misha answered, “Perfectly acceptable.” The glow in her grandmother’s face was the perfect antidote to the grimness of the discussion that they just had. Corda smiled but was unable to keep her eyes open as she slipped once more into unconsciousness.
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Chapter 14 – Piecing the Puzzle

The next time that Corda woke, her Nona and several of her friends were in the room. Her grandmother quickly explained that Bertor had returned home for some sleep and would be back after his meetings of the following day. Carefully, Corda avoided asking about the Advocate, knowing that her grandmother might be embarrassed in front of Corda’s friends.

This time, the young girl felt like her brain was more clear. Looking over at where Liz and Gerald sat, she said, “I have no way of thanking you enough for everything that you’ve done. I certainly don’t know what I did to deserve such good friends.”

Liz made shooing motions with her hand, saying lightly, “You didn’t have to do anything to deserve it. You would do the same for me, I know it.”

Corda smiled but switched her focus to Gerald, seeing his face twist in pain. “What is wrong, Gerald? Did you also get hurt?”

The young man burst into an impassioned speech, his words tumbling over each other as he nearly cried out, “We were not fast enough to help. I was not fast enough. And you got hurt!”

Misha’s voice snapped out as she ordered, “Stop that. No, you were not fast enough, but consider the fact you were ambushed. What counted was that you did not cringe away. Instead, you came to Corda’s defense. By the 1001 gods, boy, you got there faster and did more to protect her than the professional Security man that was actually standing nearer to the problem. None of you are perfect or all-powerful. Stop blaming yourself for things that you could not reasonably handle and focus on those that you can improve on for the future.”

“That was a perfect example of a useful admonishment. I’m so glad that I came in to check on Corda just in time to hear it. In fact, I’m going to shamelessly steal part of it to use it as advice for the very new Security Guard that has been beating himself up for not breaking up the fight and preventing Corda from being so badly hurt. I’m even going to repeat it to myself since I still feel guilty for not cushioning her pain and Healing her faster.”

Corda recognized the voice and then saw the figure of the Triage Healer that had testified at the Academy Tribunal. Moved to speech, she quickly said, “I know you did everything you could, sir, and I seem to be getting better, so there should not be any guilt to hand around to anyone.”

Giving the Healer a nod of respect, Gerald said, “Sir, you certainly had nothing to feel guilty over. When Corda fainted, I barely managed to grab her before she hit the floor, but then I had no idea of what else to do. It was you that got things moving so quickly and calmed everyone down when you identified that she was just in exhausted shock.”

Liz chimed in, saying, “Between you and the Advocate, Corda got down to the infirmary in record time even though Gerald wouldn’t let any of you carry her or put her on a stretcher. I didn’t realize our friend was so strong that he would almost run through the halls carrying her and following behind you. I felt so useless, especially when you told me to stay and listen to the rest of the hearing.”

Nona perked up, latching onto something that had just been said. Her eyes alight with curiosity, the older woman asked, “Tell me! What happened at the end? Eph did not have time to explain everything before I nagged him into finally going home and getting some rest.”

Immediately, the Healer, who finally introduced himself as Master Healer Jerroy Tinels, added his voice to the request for information. Corda saw Liz’s posture and expression relax as the young woman realized that she had something to add after all and that she wasn’t just a useless member of their team.

Liz began to explain, “After the Healer Secondus had his threatening meltdown, he stormed out of the room along with Pharyl’s Advocate. Master Watern still managed to insult the Tribunal as a whole in the 50-foot distance to the hallway. I wasn’t listening very closely at that point since you guys had swooped Corda up from almost smashing into the ground. In just a few seconds, you exchanged some sort of mumbo-jumbo and took off running. Argah ran after you, promising to let us know if we needed to come there right away, while Ricee stayed with me for moral support.”

“Wow,” said Corda, “I’m glad I slept through that part.”

Everybody in the room laughed, and Corda felt the tension level go down. After a pause, Liz continued her narrative, “The boys that had helped Pharyl ambush us were also sentenced, but since they had not participated in actual physical damage, their punishment was not as severe. They were each suspended for a full year, at which time they could reapply to the Academy. However, they were not automatically going to be admitted. Instead, they will be reassessed to determine if they have learned a different pattern of behavior.”

Corda moved restlessly and tried to straighten up a little bit, the memory of that day poking on sore spaces in her heart. Moving more quickly than anyone else response to her discomfort, the Master Healer was instantly by her side and adjusting her bed to allow her to sit more upright. Ignoring everyone else in the room, the man put his wrist to the young girl’s head.

Corda felt the tickle of both Healing energy and the strange sparkling ripple that went with what she personally called ‘status checking.’ The man gave her a relieved smile and said lightly, “You are doing very well. Just don’t overdo it.”

Corda nodded and looked back at Liz and said, “Then what happened?”

“I actually felt sorry for them, because they had no one come to the hearing. No one explained why, but Argah suggested it might be because they don’t have a family, or if they do, it is one that doesn’t care about each other.”

There was a moment of quiet as each of the people in the room thought about what it would be like if no one cared what happened to them. In her own mind, Corda thought, There have been times when I felt abandoned, but I knew deep in my heart always that I had someone that cared about me and even loved me.

Shaking himself, as if coming out of a dream, the Master Healer patted Corda’s arm and explained, “I have other duties right now. You are making a good recovery, and I truly hope that I do not have to treat you again for a while. Be well, and if you have any further difficulties, please come back to the infirmary and feel free to ask for me.” With a glance around the room and farewell, the man was out the door before anyone else could say anything.

Nona interjected, saying, “That is a very fine man, and I am pleased that he was the one that was available when you needed a Healer. However, there are some of the things that need to be said that our best covered without outsiders in the discussion.”

Gerald and Liz started to come to their feet, but Misha said firmly, “That was not a suggestion that you leave unless Corda doesn’t want things like this discussed in front of you. As far as I’m concerned, you have proved to be real friends and more family than most of the others that claim that relationship with Corda.”

Corda immediately responded, “Please, stay for this discussion. I need your thoughts and your support. Besides which, sometimes things don’t make enough sense to me when they are first said, and this way, you can help me find my way through the confusion.”
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Chapter 15 – Family History

Both her friends seated themselves back down, and all three of the youngsters paid close attention to the old Seer. With a determined look on her face, Misha said, “There will be no problem with any fees from the Academy. I have already notified them that I will be picking up the bill. Also, I’ve established the usual three accounts for an Academy student. Corda, you are free to draw on those accounts as needed.”

“Nona, what accounts are those? I didn’t know anything about accounts.”

Everyone else in the room stared at Corda in blank astonishment. Liz was the first one who broke into speech, exclaiming, “What do you mean you don’t know anything about accounts? The guidelines for the Academy state that there should be three accounts set for each student. One of them is to cover any expenses associated with your courses. There is a prescribed amount that your guardians are to deposit in those accounts based on your specific curriculum to cover the materials and your textbooks.”

Corda whispered, “I didn’t know anything about that. I had no idea how I was supposed to pay for the books.”

Looking absolutely furious, Corda’s roommate continued, “The second account is for entertainment and extras. Most students that I know will have a quarterly payment into those accounts that allow them to do some form of extracurricular activity or special events like going to a play.”

When Corda just hunched her shoulders down more, Nona and Gerald put their hands together on top of hers and let Liz continue the explanation. The young girl's face was pointed toward where her hands were covered by her friends and family.

Sounding even angrier, Liz finished up, “The third account is an emergency fund that is designed to allow the student to learn how to manage long-term investments. It is a requirement from second-year on, although it is strongly recommended that funds be placed in it each year so that the student learns how to manage more significant wealth and can intelligently invest in equipment and components necessary to set up their long-term career. I know that there are recommendations for this because my parents went over those guidelines in detail with me. They asked me what my expected Discipline would be, and even asked me about my other choices so that they could arrive on an amount that would be useful for me.”

Comfortingly, Nona said, “I am pleased that we found this problem now, rather than having it hamper you later on.”

Corda cried, “Oh, Nona, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize what a financial burden I was going to be to you. If it’s going to be too much, I would understand if I have to leave the Academy.”

Gerald opened his mouth, his face enraged, but before he could speak, Misha cut in, saying, “This is no financial burden for me. When you were born, I established a trust fund. It was designed to pay for any Academy fees or other studies that you wanted. If you chose not to go through more formal education, it was to provide you with a nest egg to start your own business or to just travel the galaxy.”

“I never knew that, did you do that for my brothers and sisters too, or just me?”

“I established the same sort of trust fund for each of the twins also, although I chose to not make the amounts all identical. When I set up the account for you, Ealtert tried to pressure me into allowing him to draw on the account, and I refused. That collision got worse as the twins were born. When I refused to allow him power over that money, he forbade my presence in the house.”

“But why wouldn’t my mother tell me?” asked Corda. “She has to have known.”

Misha sighed, and her shoulders sagged. Now it was Corda’s turn to touch the Seer's hands in comfort. Gerald’s hands joined hers, trying to be supportive as the three youngsters listened.

Speaking around a clogged throat, Misha acknowledged, “Aret is totally under the control of Ealtert. When Aret’s first husband was killed, I left a high-level negotiation to come home for the funeral and spent the next two weeks with her, trying to cushion her grief and help her find her footing.

“The Emperor got more emphatic about demanding my return, so when she appeared to be doing better, I left her in the care of two of her friends and went back to preventing a war.”

Gerald uttered a sharp, painful sounding laugh and said succinctly, “Arguing with the Emperor or even resisting him is very difficult. You should have no guilt about that.”

Smiling in sympathy, Misha took a deep breath and continued, “I was gone for about two months. When I came back, I found out that my poor broken daughter had been swept off of her feet by Ealtert Watern and married in a private ceremony. There was nothing I could do, even though I knew that I had effectively abandoned my daughter, and she had latched onto someone she saw as strong.”

Bertor’s deep rumbly voice sounded from the doorway, “I remember, Nona. Pharyl and I were lost without a mother, and Father would call us into his study and outline how he was going to use marriage as a way of assuring the power of Watern House. One day, the nursery maid insisted on getting us dressed in new garments, and we went down to the parlor and saw the marriage of our Father and Aret. I remember thinking how beautiful she was and how sad.”

Corda exclaimed, “I never knew that Mother had been married before. Why would no one tell us?”

Misha opened her mouth several times but couldn’t get a word out. Bertor exchanged a glance with the old Seer and said gently, “Aret changed my life. Even though she wasn’t my biological mother, she saw to my welfare, got loving caretakers for the nursery, and turned Watern House into something to be proud of. I had no way of knowing when I hugged her after the wedding ceremony, what a profound difference her presence in my life would make. All I could think of is how good it felt to be in someone’s embrace and how bright the emerging life forces in her body were.”

Liz and Corda gasped in unison as Gerald muffled a curse. Pleadingly, Corda asked, “Bertor, I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”

Misha was the one who answered, saying, “What your brother is trying to tell you is that Aret was already pregnant when she married Ealtert. The two babies that she carried were her first husband’s, not the man she’s married to today.”

Reeling from the shock, Corda gasped, “Was that me? And why were there two?”

His voice burdened with remembered pain, Bertor mumbled, “One of the babies died before it was born. You were the survivor.”

Hit by another emotional blow, Corda felt swirling black spots start to cloud her vision. Forcing words out through a throat jammed with years of emotion, “That means that Ealtert is not my father. Do you think he knows that?”

Tears in his voice, Corda’s brother said, “He knows. He ranted about it and how he was trapped into supporting children not his. He pushed Aret to miscarry you, to abort you, but she refused. It was a horrible fight, and then all of a sudden, she was taken to the Healers in the middle of a miscarriage.”

Misha added in a distant tone, “I heard about the problem and came as fast as I could, but Ealtert refused to allow me in to see my daughter. He forbade me from contacting her or you children. His actions prevented any options I had to investigate why the Healers were convinced that someone had actively tried to force the miscarriage.”

Overwhelmed by the new information she was trying to fit into the jagged pieces of her brain, Corda felt her grip on consciousness slipping again. Staring in agony at Gerald’s face, the young girl felt Liz fling her body onto the bed, holding her friend tightly and whispering into her ear, “It’s not your fault.”

Corda whispered, “But it explains a lot, doesn’t it?”

The room was silent as the secrets long past were exposed to the light of discovery. Each person trying to fit these puzzle pieces into the pattern of their knowledge. That confusion could have extended, but Bertor’s agonized question pulled Corda out of her thoughts when he asked, “Do you hate me?”

Startled, Corda responded, “Of course not. Why would I hate you?”

“Because I’m the son of a monster?”

Corda smiled such a sweet and loving grin that the whole room lit up as she said, “I love you. You are my brother, and nothing will ever change that.”

Liz, as usual, applied perfect timing when she said, “Look at the positive. It means that you don’t have to deal with his genetics too!”

There was a pause before an explosion of relieved laughter. As mirth echoed through the room, the tension and shadows of old pain and horror evaporated in the light of love and caring.

[image: ]


Chapter 16 – Catching Up

Corda finally got back into class the following week. Her efforts to do the work that her friends had brought her from each of her courses and the cooperation of the professors meant that she was not behind on any of her assignments. However, she had been unable to participate in the lab exercises while she had been injured. That translated into a totally frenzied two weeks of catch up.

One of the first things she needed to do was to open the container that had been given to her when she first registered for courses. The assignment that Prof. Turner had assigned her students just before Corda had been attacked and injured was to successfully open the box and take an inventory of the contents. Each student also had to come up with an idea of what items from that collection would be used in their first lab.

Many of the students had worried that they would not be able to successfully open the container because they had not covered a lot of the ways such a feat would be accomplished. The professor had not been encouraging when asked what they could do if they were stymied.

The young girl remembered with skittering despair what the professor had said when asked what would happen if they could not unlock the box. The phrase, “I suggest you not let that happen,” frightened her even more than her brother had.

Shaking with tension, Corda picked up the box and held it closed her chest, letting her senses examine it. Closing her eyes, the young girl thought to herself, I need to get the box open an inventory the contents. How can I go about doing that?

There was a click in her hand, and Corda jumped back from the table, pulling the container away from her body and holding it up her face. Blinking repeatedly to clear what she thought was clouded vision, the young girl saw that the catch to the top of the box had released.

With trembling hands, she put the box down on the table and lifted the lid. Tears sprang to her eyes as she saw the contents that had been carefully packed on the inside. Scrabbling for pen and paper, Corda quickly took an inventory. There were not that many items, and Corda was completed with that step almost as promptly as had she conquered the first one.

A group of crystals, and shielding cloth holding candles and twelve vials of powder, were the most varied of the items. A leather sheath with an ancient design matched a pair of racers with similar decoration. Finally, there was another box inside at the bottom of the contents.

Corda’s fingers longed to explore the carvings that a long-ago Artisan had painstakingly cut into the swirling black and red wood from which it was constructed. The young girl realized that it was the approximate size and shape of the box that contained her Nona’s cards, and wondered with a bit of excitement if perhaps she would only learn to read the future also. That would be wonderful, but I don’t think it’s a Healer talent, Corda thought to herself.

Thinking about what was in the box, Corda tried to match what she expected to learn against the contents, deciding that she could see how the amethyst Crystal could be used for protection, and the powdery copper might be used to identify the nature of Magical things. Feeling like she had gotten a test question correctly answered, the young girl was about to mark that tests done when she thought of two aspects that needed to be considered any time someone was learning a spell. Nanny always said that you needed to protect others in case your spell got away from you. So maybe candles in the four primary directions and shielding cloth just in case something goes wrong.

Now feeling much more confident, the young girl wrote down the items she would expect to be used in their first lab assignment, even noting her logic for her selection. I think that’s everything they needed to be caught up in. I hope so I’m already feeling way behind everyone else.

Tidying everything away, the young girl went back to comparing the assigned assignments that had been given while she was in the infirmary with her completed work. Satisfied that the academic had been done, Corda turned her worry and nervousness to what she had possibly missed in the more physical class that was required.

Thankfully, Corda’s recovery had exempted her from the combat classes that she had dreaded since she first knew of them. The young girl had used the time when she usually would have been exercising to make up her lab work and prepare herself for participating fully in her enrolled classes.

<<<>>>

The first day back with a regular schedule, Corda felt her fear growing as the time for the physical education class approached. The young girl had overheard many of the other students talking about how scary the instructor was and how often he would leave bruises on his students. When the frightened student had asked her friends, they had reassured her that Warrior Robarn was both knowledgeable and fair. None of them had told her he was easy to please.

Dressed in the same workout clothes that she had used for her secret sessions with the Watern Armsmaster, Corda walked into the salle alone and feeling exposed. None of her other friends had this class at the same time, and her senses were alert to possible threats and dangers. Instead of pleasant anticipation, the young girl felt the dread of upcoming agony and humiliation, waiting to crash down on her without warning.

It did not help that Hera and her friend Hylla were in this class and seemed determined to weave the background of nasty little jabs and comments that Corda didn’t understand, but that made their surrounding students laugh. It is just another way that Hera can be a bully, Corda thought to herself. I know how to deal with bullies, and I just have to keep control.

Standing in ranks, Corda waited with the other students until a scarred, muscular man strode into the room trailed by two younger assistants. The man was massive, corded with muscle, and moving lightly across the ground. Corda instantly liked him but remained frightened because of her lack of knowledge in this area of expertise.

After greeting the students and hearing the return salutation from them, the instructor ordered his two assistants, Lead Liamy Enkill and Lead Cremy Marten, to take half of the class each and take them through warm-ups.

Corda found herself funneled into the group headed by Lead Enkill. The man immediately pushed the group onto a 3-mile route that took them up and down hills, while traveling through some challenging broken terrain. Corda soon found herself struggling for breath. As she dropped further to the back of the pack, the group leader ran back to the young girl and began to scream, “Move it, you poor excuse for a student. You are letting this group down, and you need to suck it up and move faster.”

Determinedly, the young girl pushed her body harder, but her struggle to breathe quickly turned into nausea. Intent and focused, she made it through nearly all of the course before her body betrayed her and she fell to the side of the path. Spasms ripped through her body, and she emptied the contents of her stomach onto the leaves. Even as she vomited into the bushes, Enkill stood behind her, screaming words of disparagement and abuse.

Her body spent, the 13-year-old struggled to her feet and focused on the finishing line. Enkill dogged her every step of the way, his litany of abuse like a hailstorm of insult and hurt. Corda did her best to block it out, but it added strain to her already overtaxed body.

Even after the young girl had crossed the finish line, her leg muscles continued to spasm, and spots floated over her vision. Walking around like she had been taught to cool down, at some point she realized that Enkill was still harassing her., Finally, the irate Lead demanded, “Are you listening to me? What is wrong with you?”

Stopping, Corda looked up at him and, drawing on all of her experience with bullies, replied, “No, I am not listening to you.”

Startled, the upperclassman came to a crashing halt and loomed over her demanding, “Why not?”

Calmly, Corda replied, “Because you’re not helping. If you really wanted me to succeed, you would find a different way of encouraging me.”

As the young man stood there in shock, Corda turned and walked away from him, going through her cooldown exercises. Behind her, she heard the approach of rapid footsteps and knew that she was about to be hit. If he is going to hit me, then that is what he’s going to do. I am not backing down, and if he strikes me, I am going to hit him back, she thought to herself.

Bracing herself, the young girl was surprised when the Armsmaster suddenly stood beside her and asked, “Corda Watern? Is that your name?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I thought you were on limited activity, per Healer’s instructions. Why did you run the course?”

Eyes wide, Corda answered him bluntly, “Because the leader of our group told me to run it, and when I had problems, he yelled at me to work harder. If I wasn’t supposed to be there, I expected him to tell me.”

Looking beyond the young girl, the Armsmaster asked in an unemotional way, “Enkill, did you fail to read your status messages on the class group?”

“No, Sir, I read all my messages.”

“Did you fail to see the notice about first-year student Watern?”

“Sir, I saw the notice but was also informed that her excuse from the activity was false.”

“Interesting. By what method were you notified of this?”

There was a pause, and the Armsmaster waited patiently for a response. Eventually, Enkill answered, “Respectfully, Sir, I believe I should not tell you.”

“What you are telling me is that you took unofficial instructions to override documented Healer instructions as to one of the student's ability to participate in class. Additionally, you have just refused to tell me who apparently deliberately tried to get a student who had a skull fracture…” and then at a roar “LESS THAN 10 DAYS AGO, KILLED OR SIGNIFICANTLY HARMED!”

“But, Sir, she is sneaky. I have valid Intel that says that she really wasn’t damaged, and she is using this just to get out of the efforts that everyone else is putting in. You’ve been teaching us that teamwork is everything. Her efforts are nothing but sabotage to the culture that you’re trying to create. I was trying to protect all of us.”

Armsmaster Tinels’ voice was low and dangerous. Corda was frozen into place, hoping that staying motionless might keep her out of what was promising to be a deadly encounter. Almost growling, the man in charge of teaching Battle Magic demanded, “I would believe that if you had consulted with me or verified your information and then brought it to me for discussion. To break the chain of command without any consideration sends a different message. What would justify that?”

The young man’s voice rang a chord of sympathy in Corda when he said, “I tried to do the right thing, Sir. I am sorry if I did it the wrong way.”

The older man snarled, and Corda knew that he was about to say something that would forever change the life of Enkill. Unable to tolerate any more pain or conflict around her, the young girl gathered her courage and said, “Please, Sir. May I speak?”

Corda could see both men staring at her in surprise as if they had forgotten that she was present. Bemused, the Armsmaster responded, “Since you were the one in danger, I am quite willing to hear what you have to say.”

The young girl could hear the audible gulp of the upperclassman standing to her other side. He sounded of despair tinged with regret, and Corda couldn’t harden her heart enough to ignore him. Blocking out his desperation, the first-year student said, “Isn’t the whole purpose of our education to teach us lessons? And if that so, some of the lessons are painful, but that’s to be expected.”

“Yes, that is true, but I don’t see how that affects what has just happened.”

“I think that hearing what has happened has taught me a lesson, which is that even if I’m only thirteen that I need to be aware of the things that I’m allowed to do or not do. I have also learned that I am responsible for standing up for myself and working with the knowledge that I have. Additionally, it might be that Lead Enkill has learned the problems with acting on knowledge that hasn’t been verified and the danger of failing to follow the chain of command.”

There was a pause before the Armsmaster answered her. His voice had changed from absolute fury to thoughtful consideration when he asked, “What other lessons do you think have been learned?”

Switching her eyes to look straight at the Armsmaster, Corda took a deep breath and blurted out, “That perhaps even an Armsmaster should be identifying things that have to be taught, even if they’re not techniques with blades and guns. Lead Enkill’s attempt to protect your program and your philosophy is admirable and indicative of loyalty. The fact that he didn’t feel comfortable coming to you with that information says that perhaps there’s a difference that needs to be made in what you are teaching in that area.”

Another pregnant pause and both Enkill and Corda jumped as the Armsmaster erupted in a roar of laughter. Slapping his thigh, the warrior said, “Well, girl, you certainly have a steel backbone. You know I would have demoted him and forbidden him any further involvement in arms training. Are you not afraid that he will take revenge on you?”

“I have experience with betrayal and bullying, Sir. Everyone deserves a chance to change and to learn. I am willing to give Lead Enkill another chance, and I’ve just met him. There was a reason you picked him for this position, and I hope you’re not telling me that any mistakes someone makes mean they are unrecoverable.”

Chortling, the arms instructor turned to the rigidly upright young man and said, “Learn from this, Enkill. Hopefully, the lessons you’ve learned mean that you grow and that I never have to have this type of discussion with you again.”
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Chapter 17 – Conditioning

Slowly, Corda’s strength and mobility continued to improve as she gradually recovered from her injuries. For the most part, the young girl was content, absorbed in all the things that she was learning. Only in one class did she have a significant challenge, and that was the use of Magic in a fight setting. Frustrated at her mind’s resistance, and determined not to let her teammates down, the young girl kept pushing her limits physically and mentally.

As the classes continued, Corda did her best to keep her head down and continue her efforts to compete with classmates that were all older and stronger than she was. She knew part of the problem was that her 5-foot, 75-pound body didn’t have the muscle or stride length to win races or lift heavy weights. The only solution she could come up with was that she needed to be faster and more agile.

Any day that she had free time, the young girl would head back to the climbing area. There, hidden from everyone else, she would race against time the climb up cliff walls, or run an agility course.

Corda knew that she was getting faster because she could see her completion time improve. Even when her shoulders ached with the burn of overstressed muscles or her calves spasmed in vises of clenched pain, she was aware of just how much her abilities had grown.

Why then, can I not work out how to use my Magic in the arena? Corda thought to herself, It is not that I’m frightened of pain. It’s like something’s holding me back, and I don’t know what it is.

Soaking in the hot springs that were the graduating class project from several decades ago, Corda eased herself into one of the hottest of the cascading pools. Letting out a sigh of relief, the young girl stretched her neck and rested her head against the moss-covered edging. “Ah, that feels good.”

The water rippled as Liz stepped into the pool and submerged herself, so only her face remained out of the water. Echoing the young girl's relief, Corda’s roommate said, “If I knew who the students were that came up with these hot springs as their senior class project, I would kiss each and every one of them.”

Corda laughed a bit and said, “I know what you mean. It’s the gift that keeps on giving. Could you imagine fighting sore muscles without so much hot water?”

“Oh, I don’t want to. Right now, I just want the burn and ache to go away so that I can feel even marginally human again.”

The girls soaked in companionable silence for a few minutes, letting their bodies relax and recover from the intense session they had just completed in the arena.

“Liz, what am I going to do if I can’t pass this course? I can’t seem to do anything right. Even the weakest Mage in our class is doing better than I am.”

“I don’t know, Corda. It isn’t that you are not working hard. Everyone can see that. You have even had the head of the Healers here at the Academy tried to guide you through allowing the Battle spells to flow through your Healer channels. But nothing seems to work.”

“I’ve tried meditation, visualization, research, everything I can think of. I don’t know what else to do, and if I can’t pass this course, I will not be allowed to go on with the rest of you.”

Tears started to slip down Corda’s face, but she made no sound to accompany her weeping. It had never been safe for her to sob openly, and habit still held her securely. She knew that unless Liz opened her eyes and looked through the rising mist of the hot water, that her secret tears would remain just that, a secret.

Liz offered comfort as best she could, “You are working very hard. I know how determined you are, and I truly believe that you will have a breakthrough. Just don’t give up. Promise me you won’t give up!”

Knowing that her roommate would not stop pushing her until she responded, Corda answered, “I promise.” The young girl was confident that Liz was unable to see through the rising mist and the turbulent water of the springs to track the tightly crossed fingers of both of the young girl’s hands.

<< <> >>

Corda exploded into her dorm room, throwing her backpack onto the bed and whirling to slam the door shut. She was sore, frustrated, and infuriated with an intensity that frightened her. What a horrible day this has been, she thought to herself. A failed lab experiment, only a ninety-eight on my test, and, worst of all, I got paired with Hera in our sparring exercise. To put the absolute best topping on the whole thing, she beat the living daylights out of me, both physically and Magically.

The young girl’s neck hurt even more than the bruises around the rest of her body. With a flush of shame, Corda remembered how she couldn’t even raise a minor shield to stop the blows from the practice wand that Hera took such delight in using. As part of a waking nightmare, the tiny girl could still hear the slap of the wood against her flesh and the zap of the little electric bolts of Magic that Hera had used to sting her repeatedly.

The other girl had seemed to take perverse pleasure in hurting Corda, going as far as to repeatedly yank on the younger girl’s braid. Each time Hera whipped Corda around by her hair, she would taunt the smaller woman with comments.

Her enemy had kept her voice down so that none of the instructors could hear her, but Corda felt like they were burned in her brain. “… Nice of your charming brother to show us your weaknesses…”, “You should just give up, you can’t pull your own weight and are going to let your team down…”

It had been even worse when they had switched roles in the exercise. Corda had been unable to land a single blow on Hera, and none of the things that she tried using to generate a Magical attack had worked. Not one.

Hera had even managed to grab Corda’s braid one more time, whipping the tiny girl around with such force that she could feel strained and burning muscles in her neck. It reminded her so much of the attack by Pharyl that the young girl was teetering between screaming, rabid fury, and cowering in the back of her closet in fear.

I feel like such a failure. I don’t know what else to do. Why won’t my mind and body let me accomplish this?

Trying to calm down, Corda paced around the small room that she shared with Liz. Unable to settle or focus, she stalked from one end of the room to the other, her mind spinning as she tried to think of a solution.

After a while, the frenetic energy eased, and the young girl became more aware of her surroundings. Noticing that there was a small stack of envelopes on her desk, Corda went over to inspect them and realize that mail and other correspondence had been delivered while she was in class today.

A smile lit her face as she saw the distinctive stripe of Diplomatic Corps correspondence and recognized her grandmother’s signature on the envelope. Knowing how busy her Nona was on her current assignment, Corda felt a flush of gratitude and warmth as she started to open the envelope. At least Nona loves me, even if I couldn’t damage a one-legged frog! What the…

Corda stared in astonishment as a folded note tumbled out of the envelope and released a glowing rectangle. Tracking the card as it seemed to hover in mid-air, the young girl reached out without thinking and snagged the crisp plaque. Her hands seemed to burn for an instant, and then Corda’s whole body echoed with an overwhelming SNAP that set off shooting stars across her vision.

Corda’s thoughts seemed fragmented as she alternated between sensation and observation, What of the 1001 gods just happened? This is not one of Nona’s cards! Why do I remember this card? I have never seen this deck!

As if from a dream of long-ago, Corda was surrounded by the feeling of a familiar room and saw in front of her a table covered with velvet. A card very similar to the one she was holding was the focus, and that plaque too seemed to shine with its own light. A voice that sounded like, yet unlike her Nona was saying, “…Judgment, the card that states the core motivation in your life will be centered around awakening, reflection, and reckoning.

For a moment, Corda stared at the plaque in her hand, wondering about the impact of this card in her life and what to do with it. Standing as if she were sleepwalking, the young girl retrieved the carved box that she had found in the chest that was one of her first assignments.

Placing it on the table, Corda raised the lid to extract the silk velvet cloth inside. Carefully, she wrapped the card in the shielding silk, placing the protected package inside the carved box and gently closing the lid.

Reluctant to lose the connection to the card, the young girl held the box against her chest and felt the power of the Magical plaque thrumming through her.

Fragments of images darted through Corda’s mind, and she let them flow, refusing to grab at them or use them for any purpose. She recognized some of them, more pictures of the card reading session, loving times with Nanny in the nursery, helping her twin brother and sister when they first learned to walk. Her heart was filled with a complex mixture of joy, sorrow, and regret. Aching, the young girl watched as a different type of image flashed in front of her.

These were the ones that she knew were outside of her experience, and she yearned to be able to interpret them. A picture of an older man, level gray eyes, and iron-gray hair in a determined face stood at the top of a small hill, throwing massive balls of fire that streaked across a broad valley. Power radiated off of him as his Magical Attacks demolished impressively tall fortifications.

The visions switched once more to an unknown time and place. Another man was pictured, slender but powerful with a hauntingly familiar nose and mouth. He held a shield of force in front of him expressed as a scintillating globe. Corda vibrated with his humming, notes that were syncopated by the impact of automatic weapons fire against his shields.

Abruptly, the vision released Corda, leaving her disoriented and shivering. The words and images resonated in her core, fountaining up before distilling down to a crystalline determination.

Hearing an irritating clattering sound, Corda looked down to see that she had somehow picked up a pair of scissors in the last few minutes. Where did those come from? I haven’t seen them before.

The young girl stared at the scissors for a moment before moving instinctually as the experiences of her day and the vision that she had just experienced came together in a resounding clap of realization. Unhesitatingly, Corda reached around and grabbed her long braid of hair, used the scissors, and cut.

Standing in the dim light of her dorm room, Corda stared at the 2-foot long thick bundle of hair in her hand and thought, This is my sacrifice. A symbol of my dedication. It is time that I truly woke up. While there is a time for reflection, there comes the point when the reckoning is due.
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Chapter 18 – Revisions and Changes

The day of her vision marked a turning point for Corda. Although her roommate had been surprised by the young girl's sudden hairstyle alteration, Liz had accepted without question the younger girl’s desire to make a change. Surprising Liz and Corda, Risee turned out to have some skill at trimming hair and cheerfully shaped Corda’s newer style into a fashion statement rather than a rebellious gesture.

Liz had asked her young roommate what she wanted to be done with the hacked-off braid. With a set face, Corda had said, “I don’t care. Just throw it in the trash if there is nothing better to do with it.”

Risee teased their grimly serious friend, saying, “Hey now, no pout faces or you will hurt my tender feelings. How am I supposed to make tons of money as a hairstylist if you are going to rain on my delicate artistic parade?”

Everyone in the room had laughed, even Corda and Argah. Liz was the only one that saw Gerald carefully pick up Corda’s hair and quietly placed it into his pocket. She smiled and tucked her thoughts away to examine later.

The laughing and teasing managed to lighten up everyone’s spirits, and the conversation quickly switched to the plans for the next few weeks. Corda was content to listen in. She was still trying to come down from the intensity of emotion that she had experienced with the vision and her decision to focus. Only half-listening to her friends, the young girl suddenly realized that the room had gotten quiet and that everyone was staring at her.

“What? What did I miss?”

As usual, Liz was the first to burst into speech. “We were discussing the team exercises that were outlined in the arena this morning and trying to figure out when exactly Winterfaire would cause a break. Do you have any idea?”

Seeing everybody looking at her with expectation, Corda said, “I understand what the schedule is and when the team exercises are going to change, but I have no idea what Winterfaire might be.”

“You have to be kidding,” exclaimed Risee. “Are you telling me that you’ve never gone to a Winterfaire?”

Corda just nodded and stared at the stunned faces around her. Even Argah looked so surprised that she actually volunteered a statement, saying, “I love Winterfaire. There are so many vendors of things that we don’t see most of the year, and the food booths are incredible. There is free entertainment, and I’m pretty sure that the upperclassman and all of the Bardic students will be taking their turn on the open stage to show off their skills.”

Liz chimed in, burbling, “I love it! Because I’m so lazy and usually wrapped up in a project, I always do most of my gift shopping at Winterfaire. It’s far easier to find interesting items with such a broad selection, and it’s fun to haggle with the shopkeepers.”

Seeing the alarmed look on Corda’s face, Gerald spoke up, suggesting, “Why don’t we go as a group? It’d be fun to enjoy the fair together, and that way, Corda can have three guides that can show her each of our favorite parts of the event.”

Relieved, Corda said, “Thank you, Gerald. I was actually getting scared thinking about it. But I heard Liz say that she was buying gifts. What are the gifts for?”

Deafening silence met her question, and for the second time today, Corda saw everyone looking at her with a stunned expression on their face. This time it was Gerald who broke the silence to answer her, saying, “It is the holiday where most of us exchange gifts with our family and friends. It’s a way of telling the other people in our lives how grateful we are that they are there.”

Argah added, “You don’t have to buy expensive gifts. In my family, at least, we look for something that expresses the fact that you understand and care for us as your friend or family. It becomes sort of the guessing game that shows how well you know someone. Only with that knowledge, can you find a gift that someone will truly like.”

Liz giggled, saying, “I know what you mean. It makes my eldest brother totally crazy that even though he’s a very conservative dresser, every Christmas, most of us give him wild, colorful socks. I’ve never seen him wear them, but it…” She smiled in glee, “I know for a fact that they go through his laundry, and so he must be wearing them somewhere.”

The conversation became more general, and the group of friends figured out that they had a few more days of individual sparring, and then the team phase of their arena training was going to begin. Noticing that Corda was looking a bit down, Gerald asked her in an undertone, “What is worrying you? Is it something I can help you with?”

Leaning her head against the top of his arm, Corda relaxed slightly into the comfort of his presence and whispered, “I am worried that I’m going to let my team down because I’m such a weak fighter.”

“I don’t believe you’re capable of letting anyone down, except perhaps yourself. You always find the strength to be there for all of us, and maybe it’s time that you started recognizing and acknowledging that.”

Corda straightened up and turned to him in astonishment, “But Gerald, I keep getting beat up in sparring when it’s my turn for defense, and when I’m supposed to be the attacker, nothing gets through anyone’s defenses. In any sort of a fight, I’m a liability.”

The rest of her friends had now changed their focus to the conversation between Corda and Gerald. Knowing how hard Corda was struggling with finding a way to defend or attack hurt all of them. Realizing that as a group, they had exhausted suggestions and tactics, the energy in the room dropped into a shadowed level. So lost in another internal search for a solution to the abruptness of a stranger’s voice from the doorway made them all jump.

“I might have something that will help,” said a resonant baritone voice. Staring at the doorway in shock, the friends saw another student that they recognized from their classes but one that none of them knew very well. Risee was the first to stand up and speak, stating, “You are in our history and arena classes! If I remember correctly, your name is Keve.”

“Yes, I am. I saw that Corda was being inundated by everybody’s suggestions in many of the arena classes, and since mine is just of vague idea, I didn’t want to put my nose in it. However, it’s been pretty apparent recently that she can’t get past the block, and I might know what it is. I had an uncle who had sort of the same problem.”

Liz jumped up and practically yanked the young man into the room and shut the door firmly behind him. “Sit, sit, please! If you have any suggestions, please help our friend.”

Keve looked over at Corda and smiled. Tendering her a small bow of respect, the young man sat down and introduced himself, saying, “I do not want to intrude, but this may help you. My name is Keve Preedams, and I am a first-year student here also but in the Bardic Discipline. My Grand Uncle Niall used to tell us stories of how difficult it was for him to pass the Battle Magic courses.”

Everyone in the room was hanging on Keve’s words, eyes totally focused on the young man’s face and expressive hands. Corda thought to herself, He reminds me of Bertor, but this man has a better voice.

A bit abruptly, Gerald asked, “What were the parts of the stories that you thought would help Corda? She’s not a Bard.”

The young man responded, ignoring the borderline rudeness of the question, “What he ultimately found out was that even though he became a Master Bard, he could not use those Bardic Magic channels to push Battle Magic spells through. He said that the Magic of the channel and that of the spell were too different and fought too hard.”

Leaning forward in interest, Argah asked Keve with her large eyes locked into his, “What channel did he use? Was he a multidimensional Magic-user? They’re very rare.”

Looking apologetic, the Bardic student looked down, his face slightly red. “I’m sorry, but he never did say what channel that he was pushing it through even though he was asked many a time. Perhaps with the understanding that someone else has gone through this, you might be able to find a way to change the collision that I can hear every time you try to throw a spell through your Magic channel.”

Sitting up abruptly as if someone had pinched her backside, Corda yelped, “You can hear it? You can hear my Magic fighting?”

He replied, “I have noticed it in the arena. I’m not sure if I could hear it every time. But I’m willing to help if my listening can assist you.” As he spoke, Keve’s eyes wandered over to Argah and quickly jerked back to look at Corda.

Unseen by anyone else, Liz smiled, a tiny happy expression of joy for her friend. Looking around the room, she didn’t think anyone else had seen the involuntary gesture except that Gerald had suddenly lost his aggressive edge.

Since her easy-going friend very seldom lost his temper, no one had expected any sort of anger response from him when the strange man had come in. Liz was glad to see whatever it was that had been upsetting Gerald had been addressed because all of them had come to depend on his calm and reasoned temperament to keep them from flying off the handle.

Excited, the whole group arranged a time to meet at the climbing area that Corda practiced every day. The three young men put their heads together to try to come up with some scenarios that Corda could attempt, as well. Argah watched the men talk, and Liz went over to sit next to Corda.

Putting her arm around her roommate, the older girl asked, “Are you okay with all of this? You don’t have to try it if you do not want to.”

Corda answered her in a somewhat abstract voice, saying, “Of course, I want to. It would be great to finally figure this out. I’m just poking around inside my own head, trying to figure out what channel I can push this type of Magic through. I mean, we’ve all been taught to meditate, and it didn’t take me that long to find my channels and identify them. Of course, the one that I was most familiar with was that which handles Healing Magic. It was far harder for me to find the others. But now I have all five of them identified, I just never thought of trying to push Battle Magic through any other of them.”

Liz squeezed Corda’s slender shoulders and cheerfully told her, “I have a good feeling about this. I really hope that you can turn around and whack Hera for all the times that she’s picked on you. If she weren’t such a good fighter, I would kick her ass, but none of us really are up to her skill set.”

Corda smiled, playing a vision of Hera knocked on her butt, eyes round with surprise. Laughing at the image and herself, Corda impulsively turned and gave her roommate a big hug, murmuring into her hair, “You are the best roommate ever!”
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Chapter 19 – The Scientific Method

Extremely excited, the friends met down in the climbing area. Corda showed her friends, old and new, what she had been doing to condition her body. Immediately jumping on the idea, all of them joined the youngest in climbing and agility exercises. They all knew that Mages needed stamina and strength, irrespective of their Discipline. The entertainment and challenge of the two setups appealed to each of them.

Pleasantly warmed up with fluid muscles and energy welling in each of them, the young men set up a series of targets. Risee explained to Corda, “I am going to fire small missiles using my Maker Magic channels, and I would like you to watch with your inner eye as I do it. You may have to touch me to get a good picture, but that’s up to you. Okay?”

Feeling extremely nervous, Corda agreed, saying, “Okay, although I’m not too sure I’m going to be good at this.”

Her friend just laughed and said, “I have confidence in you. We are going to repeat this for all of our separate channels so that you can identify which one you can throw the battle spells through.”

Liz called out from where she and Argah sat against a rock, “Okay, guys. That’s enough delaying, let’s see some fireworks.”

Buoyed by the cheerful atmosphere, Corda stood close enough to Risee to feel the heat coming off of his body. Feeling excited and hopeful, the young girl watched as her Maker friend let small sparks come out of his hands and fly toward the first target.

Concentrating so that her inner vision laid over Risee, just as they had been taught in their Basic Magic classes, Corda was amazed to see a glowing pool within her friend that slid within tubes of orange from the center of his body to his hands. She could even track as the Magic separated from his body and became its own tiny pool, flying toward the targets. Excited, she glanced down at her own body and saw a small pool of orange but only very narrow, spindly tubes. Saddened, Corda knew that she would not be able to piggyback her Battle Magic onto her Maker channels.

“I can see it, Risee, when you do it, but my insides don’t match well enough that I think I can actually push Battle Magic down that channel.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed, Corda. Right now, it’s just a big win that you can see the pool and channels. I’m also going to demonstrate my defensive spells because perhaps when you figure out which channel you can use, seeing the pattern of the spell that I cast will enable you to throw it better.”

The 13-year-old immediately felt more hopeful, and she agreed happily to watch him as he threw a defensive spell.

Acting as the attacker, Argah held a practice wand in her hand and started tentatively swinging at where Risee and Corda stood. At first, her blows were light, and Corda didn’t feel threatened by them at all. Able to concentrate on what Risee was doing, the young girl saw the same pool of energy as was used in the offenses spells as it expanded through Risee’s skin and moved away from his body in sheets. Awed by the complex symmetry and the brightness of his shield, Corda continued to watch with her inner eye as the pieces rapidly assembled into a plated sphere.

Argah increased the speed and power of her attacks, and Corda watched as Risee’s constructed shield started to fracture. Just before the protection reached a complete shattering, the young man called out in an exhausted-sounding voice, “Enough. That’s all I can do.”

Instantly Argah stopped the pounding blows of the wand and stepped back. Corda was amazed to see that Risee was dripping with sweat. Looking over at his young friend, the Maker explained, “The faster and the harder the hits, the more trouble I have holding it.”

Corda nodded her head and stated, “That makes sense. But this is amazing, you’ve taught me how to see which channel and where the Magic is flowing.”

Grinning, Risee answered her, “Then it was worth the sweat and the need to take a really long nap. How about if we get the other people in here so that you can see their channel usage.”

<< <> >>

It had been an exhausting afternoon with each of her friends, showing her how they moved their Magic when it came to fighting. Overall, the basic mechanisms for offensive and defensive Magic seemed to be the same from person to person and among Disciplines.

Each time she watched someone use their Magic repository and channels, Corda would examine deep into herself to identify where that pool of Magic was located, and how strong it and its conduits were. As they skipped from the Magic of the Maker to that of Artist, Artisan, and Bardic, Corda located each well within her own body, mapping out where such Magic would reside. In each case, the young girl could identify exactly where that pool was and look at the relative levels of Magic within her.

By the time they got around to Gerald, Corda was exhausted and feeling discouraged. Everyone was getting tired, and the young girl felt like she had wasted her friends’ time. “Gerald is in the Healer Discipline just like I am, so maybe we could skip putting him through the wringer and let you guys get something to eat.”

“No way are we going to let you skip any of us. We might figure out some more information, and why would we stop before you’ve looked at all of us?”

Corda looked up and saw a hurt look on Gerald’s face and realized that she had caused her best friend's pain. Words tumbled from her mouth as she stammered out, “I was just trying not to make everybody more tired and hungry.”

Gerald looked down on the ground and said, “It probably won’t help you. Remember me, the one that only has Healing for animals?”

“Please, Gerald. I do want to look at your Magic and how you do things. I just feel terrible that we haven’t had a breakthrough. Each time I could see a pool of Magic and the sort of pipes that run through their body that was used to push the Magic out. The way it gets pushed out is all similar, just coming from different repositories.

“When I look inside of me, I can find all those places, but none of them look like they are fully developed. They look skinny and undernourished like I haven’t been feeding them enough. Maybe I don’t belong at the Academy. Maybe my Magic is just broken like I am,” the young girl finished with a sob

A roar of protest from her friends swelled up, and Gerald grabbed her hands. Moving quickly, he hauled her abruptly across the practice yard to stand on the firing line, staring at the target. “Corda, watch closely. See if my Magic pool is the same as yours. Check out what I’m doing with it. If nothing else, you can help me improve my Magic.”

Corda felt immediately better, thinking to herself, It would be wonderful to help him for a change.

Focusing on her friend’s body as he began to throw the battle spell, Corda was shocked almost senseless at the vast pool of green Magic that pulsed all the way through the center of Gerald’s body. Far more massive in size than anyone else had shown, Gerald’s Magic pool was a brilliant spring-green color tinged with threads of gold that filled her with awe and excitement. When he threw the same missile spell from his fingertips, internally, it was totally different.

Instead of a flow routed through thin channels running from the center of his body to his extremities and skin, Gerald’s power seemed to instantly jump from his central reservoir to his fingertips and then flew out to hit the target, destroying it completely.

When the young man turned to look at her, Corda could see that he was prepared to hear that his Magic was not as strong as the others. Someone has made him ashamed of his Magic and told him that it is not important, the young girl thought to herself. Who would want to do that to him?

“Blessings of the 1001 gods, Gerald! I am so glad you showed me this. The reservoir of your Magic is huge, and you throw it differently than anyone else.”

Her friend was open-mouthed, staring at her in surprise. Instantly, the rest of them were clustered around Corda and Gerald, demanding details. Everyone was talking at once, and Corda was feeling overwhelmed.

Realizing the situation, Argah wrapped her arms around Corda from the back and hissed at the rest of them. The unexpected sound shut everyone up, and Corda could feel the tension in the sudden tension in Argah’s body as she realized that she had made a reptilian sound.

From the corner of her eye, Corda could see Argah’s face and realized that her friend had immediately looked at Keve to judge his reaction. Tracking her gaze, Corda saw a naked look of longing and adoration in the young Bards face that made her feel like she was looking at something so private that embarrassment flooded her face.

Argah found her voice and said, “All of you, calm down. For every other test, Corda was given time to look into her own mind to see where she could locate that similar energy. You’ve all jumped on her and scared her. Let the girl process!”

Risee answered, shamefacedly, “You are right, Argah. In fact, we are all exhausted and hungry. How about if we let Corda finish what she needs to do while the rest of us put all of the targets away. Then we can get something to eat. Perhaps afterward, we can regroup in a place where we won’t be overheard and try to make sense of what we’ve discovered.”

A chorus of agreement showed that nobody was opposing the plan, although Corda had already dropped her inner eye focus deep inside. The other energies had been easy to find, but this one was not. Looking for the right color of the pool, at first, Corda could not find anything that looked similar. I don’t understand this, she thought to herself. He and I are both within the Healer Discipline. Shouldn’t we have the same color of Magic?

Finally, Corda realized that while she had mapped out five pools of Magic, the pattern of the pool placement within her own body could actually be an incomplete circle. Curious to see if what had appeared to be empty space could contain the beautiful green that she had seen in Gerald, the young girl held the color in her mind and poked in the areas that appeared to be shadows.

Driven by an instinct that she didn’t question, Corda poked her Magic field as if she were investigating treacherous ice picturing a stick with a sharp end. Moving carefully around the arc of her identified Magic repositories, Corda found no resonance with the brilliant green light that she had seen in Gerald.

Sweat dripping down her face, and exhaustion shaking her limbs, the young girl was ready to give up. Discouraged and frustrated at the feeling that she was so close but as yet still disabled, in Corda’s mental view, she flung the spike tipped stick into the center of the circle, demanding of an uncaring universe, Why won’t you show me?!

Watching the stick flipped end over end in slow motion, Corda’s inner senses saw the stick hit and was immediately overwhelmed by an explosion of brilliant spring green. Not dizzy by the brightness and power, Corda cried out in pain and grabbed for support.

Vibrating like a large bell that had been claimed, Corda heard a faint voice calling her, “Corda, what is wrong? Do we need to call the Healers?” Recognizing Liz’s concerned voice, the young girl opened streaming eyes and answered, “Absolutely not, we have even more to talk about.”
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Chapter 20 – Cramming for a Holiday

After the evening meal, the group of friends had met in Liz’s and Corda’s room, carefully closing the door so that the rest of the floor could not hear their discussion. Corda’s feeling of unease was apparently shared by some of the others because Risee suggested before they started talking that he throw a muffling spell to make eavesdroppers less effective.

Liz agreed, saying, “I think that’s a good idea. We could always apply for a study room at the back of the library. That has shielding spells already on it. When it was just one or two of us, it wasn’t so much of a problem, but three hot looking guys and three girls having closed-door meetings is going to cause a considerable rise in curiosity.”

Keve piped up and suggested, “I can easily book a practice room that has room enough for all of us. Bards are encouraged to work with groups, whether it’s for creating music, composing, or just practicing. It wouldn’t be anything unusual if we said we were working on a project for Winterfaire.”

At his suggestion, Corda felt her tension drop away and noticed that Gerald looked much more at ease also. Nodding his head in agreement, Risee added his opinion by saying, “Bards and Makers frequently need privacy to do their work. There is too high of an incidence of theft of ideas in both Disciplines, and so it is far easier for Keve or me to get a secured spot.” Argah and Liz agreed immediately, with Liz saying, “we have a smaller problem of the same type in the Artist and Artisan Disciplines, but we are not as well-funded, so we don’t have as many rooms to reserve.”

Risee said, “Hold on a minute, while I set the muffling spell.” Corda observed as her friend created his spell, noticing that once again, his Maker channels controlled the creation of plates against his skin, which were then formed into the shape that he desired. The young girl could see that he had the potential for doing far more with his Magic, but that the reservoir level was low. I wonder what controls how much Magic is in the pool, she thought to herself.

Once the room was secure, the friends started going over everything Corda had learned. Knocking ideas back and forth, the brainstorming went on for hours. Corda noticed that Gerald was very quiet. There was a look in the back of his eyes that she didn’t know what it meant, and it worried her considerably.

Under cover of an argument between Argah and Keve, Corda asked Liz in an undertone, “Do you know what is upsetting Gerald?”

Liz responded, “At a guess, he’s feeling betrayed. Someone told him his Magic wasn’t very good and wasn’t very valuable. Now he’s found out that not only is it very strong, but it is immensely powerful. How would you feel?”

Corda looked at her roommate for a moment before she responded in a dark voice that caused Liz’s eyes to widen, “Betrayed and hurt. Unsure of whom to trust and questioning his very existence.”

Liz stared at Corda, and the two roommates felt their intent mesh into a unity of action. Getting up and moving in shaky steps to sit next to Gerald, Corda said, “I’m sorry. I was just so amazed at the power and the special nature of your Magic that I just blurted it out to everyone.”

Gerald looked at Corda and the pain in his eyes made her heart hurt and she grabbed his hand with both of hers trying to push her feelings of caring and support through him. From the other side, Liz slipped into his seat and added her one arm to embrace their hurting friend. Sitting there and quiet, the three of them just relaxed into their standard support structure. The feeling that he had people to watch his back gradually lightened the darkness in Gerald’s eyes.

“Thank you. Thank you, my first and best friends.”

<< <> >>

Working together, the group of six made sure to spend time with each other each day in the large and comfortable practice room that Keve had obtained for them. The Bardic student had warned them that he was going to have to demonstrate something of a musical sort at Winterfaire to justify reservation of the space. However, he had been working on a musical piece that Liz was augmenting with some of her artwork, and Argah supplemented with some ideas of Artisan components. Keve was hopeful that what they had to demonstrate would be adequate to justify a first-year student's request.

Corda’s classes had been increasing in challenges as they got closer to Winterfaire. The tests and lessons that she was facing within the Healer Discipline restraining her to the utmost. Many times after the combination of classwork and practical experience, Corda would be almost unable to navigate her way back to the dormitory.

Concerned, Risee and Gerald made a point of waiting for her to finish and escorting her back to the dormitory. Days when she was too exhausted to even go down for the last meal, Liz and Argah made sure to bring a tray of food back to the room and then nagged her until she ate it.

Still struggling with the Battle Magic curriculum in the arena, Corda continued to investigate how each of her friends threw spells. Exploring her own set up she found that she could distribute different types of spells along Magic channels that she usually didn’t employ.

Frantically trying to meet minimum requirements, the young girl worked out a hodgepodge of spells that could be thrown through different channels. Where none of her other friends could locate their nascent repositories, Corda could not only see them but use them. Unfortunately, their capacity for power within her was minimal.

However, her tireless work on defensive spells had finally paid off. On the second day of team activity, Hera and her two team members had been tasked to attack Corda and Argah’s group. The third member of their group was a young woman by the name of Shara Marte, a shy and retiring Bardic student with an unusually good grasp of attack spells.

As usual, Hera’s group had come in on an active approach, trying to build an overwhelming attack force and trample any possible defense. Corda could see the confidence in Hera’s eyes, and the young girl experienced a wash of dread when she thought about the damage that the arrogant woman could cause Corda’s team. Seeing Hera smash Shara to the side as the woman made a beeline for Corda, the 13-year-old felt a spark of fire within herself that made her see red.

No! This is enough, Corda thought to herself. Grabbing Liz’s upper arm and dragging her quickly toward the downed Shara, the young girl moved as if she were in a dream. Channeling the small amount of Artisan Magic that was in her repository, Corda threw up an insubstantial baffle of force in front of the advancing enemy that caught their weapons and succeeded in wrenching one of the wands out of the hands of Hera’s team member.

When the 13-year-old and Liz reached their downed member, Corda kept their defensive structure stable while Liz swooped down and assisted the stunned young woman to stand. Readying spells along the Artistic and Healer channels, Corda watched as Hera, and her fellow attackers spread out, trying to englobe the defenders.

Hera’s harsh voice rang out, “Hey, dimwit! Don’t you know defense is supposed to be backed up against a wall or something? That way, you don’t have to protect all the different ways you can be jumped! Of course, you too much of a baby to understand any of that sort of thing.”

Corda ignored the verbal diarrhea of her constant enemy to focus on the critical points. The young girl’s focus narrowed down to their battle. Understanding why was not important at this point in this fight. The cold, logical portion of the youngster’s brain insisted that only the interaction of forces deserved attention. Reflection and review could happen later.

Hera and the rest of her force advanced on the translucent shield wall that Corda had created. Crying out disparaging remarks, the three women confidently charged the flimsy appearing barrier.

A reverberating smashing sound echoed around the arena, and everyone in the stands stopped what they were doing and stared. Hera and the two other fighters had smashed into Corda’s barrier expecting to overwhelm it. Instead, the amplification that she had layered with the Artisanal spellcasting use their force against them.

The power of their advance and their blows reflected back in perfect angles that ripped weapons and shields out of competent grips and flung bodies back with bone-crushing force. Hera was the only one that stumbled to her feet, staggering as if she were punchdrunk. Advancing two more steps, the battered fighter dropped to her knees and slowly curled in on herself, struggling to breathe.

Pregnant silence converted to roars of overwhelming approval, as the spectators, students and instructors alike, stood and roared in triumph as Corda released the shield and went to assist Liz with Shara.
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Chapter 21 – Creepy Stalkers

As satisfying as it had been to finally defeat Hera, in the days after the watershed fight, the young girl had been very conscious of Hera haunting the edges of whatever area she was in and glowering at her. At first, it had freaked Corda out, but eventually, she had calmed herself down and decided that she would just have to cope with whenever Hera chose to attack. Even in her most optimistic scenario, the chance of Hera not attacking did not appear.

I know that she will come at me from one way or another, or even attack my friends. I just have to be ready to respond. I’m not gonna let her force me into avoiding my life, just because she’s this big, bad bitch waiting to get me.

The next day was the start of Winterfaire, and Corda was both nervous and full of anticipation. With her Nona still off-planet, Corda had decided to call Advocate Amity, the man she now called Bonpa.

Calling his office number, the impersonal and efficient person who answered the call did her best to insist that Corda make an appointment. After trying to be nice for several minutes, Corda became a little irate and half yelled into the comm-unit, “Do not give me that type of twaddle. I called to speak to my Bonpa, I know he’s always available to me. Put me through!”

Stuttering in shock, the snarky receptionist became instantaneously cooperative and, muttering multiple apologies, put her call through. Almost immediately, the laughing voice of Epheth Amity answered her, saying, “Hello, Corda. I understand you been terrorizing my assistant.”

Before Corda could apologize in a wave of guilt, the elderly man added, “Good for you! She needed to be taken down a peg or two. Better you than me, so thank you for the gift.”

Relieved, Corda laughed in return and told the Advocate about her problem. The man listened intently and then said, without a trace of amusement in his voice, “What you are telling me is that you will be going to Winterfaire for the first time and that you have no experience on how to pay for things or any of the other skills that are attached to shopping in such a market. Is that correct?”

The young girl was mortally embarrassed, and she started to apologize, saying, “I am sorry, but…” The retired Advocate General cut her off, saying gently, “No need to apologize, my dear. It is a shame that you were denied such a common pleasure before this.

“I would suggest that you take both an electronics fund card and some amount of cash for incidental purchases. It sounds like your friends will help you with negotiating techniques, etc., but if you were willing to indulge an old man, I would love to host you and your friends at a tradition of Winterfaire. There is a midnight meal that is served in a central area to celebrate family and friends.”

“Bonpa, that would be wonderful. They all have traditions, and I feel like part of me is broken because I don’t have any.” Almost in tears, Corda clearly heard the man with the perfectly-controlled voice say in tones thick with tears, “Then you, your grandmother and I will just have to invent new ones.”

After a quick catch up on Nona’s plans, Corda closed the comm channel and covered her eyes for a moment. I am blessed, she thought to herself, Even with all the pain, I would not trade where I am today.

When Liz came back to the room, Corda told her what her Bonpa had said, and her caring roommate came over and hugged her, saying, “You deserve it, girl. Your Nona is awesome, and it sounds like your Bonpa is equally wonderful. I have to say that your brother Bertor is pretty cute too.”

Corda laughed and then chuckled again when Liz asked extremely casually, “Does your brother have a girlfriend?”

<< <> >>

Dressed for walking and armed with a special wristband and a wallet of small bills that had been delivered to her a few hours previously, Corda couldn’t stay still. Waiting for the rest of their group in the foyer of her dormitory, the young girl was more excited than she could ever remember being before.

Cheerful greetings and warm hugs were handed around as the rest of her group of friends descended on their meeting spot. Corda was so thrilled and excited that her eyes sparkled in her face with the light of unexpected joy. Speaking happily with one another, the group of six soon started off for the Winterfaire.

Only as they left, did Corda see the glowering stare of Hera, lurking in the corner of the big lobby.

Walking through the town and down to the river, the group of friends was soon at the wintry splendor that marked Winterfaire. Corda’s eyes were huge, and she looked around. Everywhere her eyes landed, there were bright decorations, vendor booths that ranged from tiny to huge, and a milling, happy crowd.

Her nose was assailed by scents of a hundred cuisines and thousands of different spice blends. The music of different languages and the cadence of different cultures created a musical tapestry that made Corda feel like she could fly. Darting from booth to booth, the young girl let the experience flow into her, amazed and feeling blessed by the exciting sights and sounds.

Wandering through the Winterfaire, Corda let her spirit loose, protected by her friends, and finally able to be a child. The relief of fear and pressure made Corda feel like the sun had come up in an unending landscape of dark and dreary days. She could see the effect on her friends as each of them laughed a little longer and louder, while their smiles bloomed more frequently.

Buskers on every corner sang and danced, manipulated illusions, and did Magic tricks to enthrall the crowd. Wandering announcers used beguiling tones to tempt people to performances and offerings that overloaded Corda’s mind.

Luckily, Liz had extracted her roommate’s list of gifts that needed to be purchased. She and Argah, reinforced by Risee and Keve, worked out a plan of attack and began to direct Corda through the labyrinth that was Winterfaire.

Corda was beside herself with excitement. Totally focused on her first-time impressions of Winterfaire, the young girl missed the concern glances that her friends exchanged when they realized that they were being shadowed by a group of people that exuded an air of danger.

Deciding not to ruin Corda’s first Winterfaire experience, her friends tacitly agreed to just keep alert. Pulling the excited young girl passed the many people putting on Magic shows, the group moved quickly to the large tent where Bardic students were expected to take a turn at entertainment.

Entering into the tent, they saw that empty tables were spotted around the room, and Gerald was fast enough to claim one close to the stage. Settling Corda, Liz, and Argah at the table to hold it, Keve nervously headed for the back to get ready for his turn, while Gerald charged-off to get them food and drink.

Risee watched around them with such a tense posture that Corda asked him, “Risee, what is wrong?”

His eyes switching from side to side, the young man responded, “Nothing to worry about.”

Switching instantly from happy to relentless laserlike focus, the youngest member of their group demanded, “Do not try to cushion life around me! What the hell is wrong with you?”

Startled, the young man immediately apologized, “I am very sorry, Corda. All of us wanted you to have a wonderful experience, but we are uneasy and not sure why.”

Corda stared at the crowd around her for a moment before she responded, saying, “What are the signs that you are worried about. Perhaps, if we actually communicate with each other, we can figure it out.”

Blushing in embarrassment, the young Maker explained, “Hera has been hanging around the fringes of wherever we go at the Academy and glaring. That would not be a problem normally, but we’ve also spotted her in conversations with people that we would call thugs. Additionally, she’s followed us here. The combination is setting off every protective instinct that Gerald, Argah, Keve, and I have.”

Calmly, Corda said, “We all knew that Hera would need to make an attack. Keeping any of us, especially me in the dark, is doing no one a favor. Thank you for telling me.”

Liz interrupted, demanding, “How can you be so calm about this?”

Corda’s response was, “You forget that I’ve lived in a war zone for most of my life.”

Immediately, Liz covered Corda’s clasped hands with her own. Argah pulled the young girl close in a one-armed hug while Ricee nodded to the young girl and resumed his area monitoring. Shaking internally, Corda didn’t relax until she felt the warmth of Gerald’s hands on each of her slender shoulders. Thinking to herself, They care about me and will protect me. That doesn’t mean that I’m totally safe, it just means that I’m not in this alone.
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Chapter 22 – Showtime!

Before Corda could travel down any portion of the dark path of despair and anticipated pain, a Bard with the Magically enhanced voice announced from the stage, “The next set is going to be performed by Keve Preedams. It is a combination of music and multimedia experience. Let’s make a warm welcome for Bard-in-training Keve.”

Scattered applause spotted the audience, and Keve walked out on the stage visibly shaking. Corda heard Argah’s breath hitch as she realized how terrified their friend was, and the young girl patted the arm that still held her in a hug.

Keve carefully positioned himself on the stage, making sure that he was in the center of it and fingering his instrument. The young Bard started with shaky notes and voice, obviously not impressing the crowd. Supportive of their friend, Argah was the first person to join in, humming the descant that they had practiced. As her crystalline notes joined the Bard’s voice, Keve’s tone stabilized and started to round out slowly, seeping into the vast space and filling it with the smell and taste of spring.

The next to join in was Liz as clouds of butterflies began to swirl and rise through the stage, many of them disappearing into the tent surface, while others made individual landings on fascinated listeners all over the chamber.

Corda knew precisely when Gerald joined in as the smell of living flowers, and the warm sun added a sensory input that was second to none. The walls of a building, clad in marble and wood arced over the stage as the audience was transported into a different space and time.

Drawn by the imaginary world built on the now rich baritone of their friend, the Bard Ricee, Corda let her energy flow. Swelling on her power, the sound of waves hitting the shore and the gentle breeze of serene days touched everyone in the huge tent. Silently the audience sat or stood, enthralled as the Bard sang of love and friendship, all couched in the warmth of the summer, swirled through the tent.

The song was over, and Keve stood up and bowed awkwardly to the audience. His stricken face told his friends that he thought he had done poorly, but he had not taken more than a single step before the entire chamber rose in a spontaneous roar of approval. The thunderous sound of many hands clapping brought tears to the young man’s eyes and a blinding smile to his face.

Flushed with pride, the Bard’s friends sat down at their table and waited in companionable silence. Seeing this swirl of activity at the left-hand side of the stage, they all watched as Keve made his way determinedly toward them.

Corda felt her smile grow broader as she saw how many people tried to catch his arm and speak to him. The impact on their friend was nothing short of miraculous. His posture straightened and he gained confidence with every step. By the time he slid into his seat at their table, it had looked like his smile was going to crack his face in two.

Argah flew around the table and flung both of her arms around Keve, exclaiming, “You are amazing! Your voice was awesome, and it touched the heart of everyone here.”

The young student Bard responded with his heart in his eyes, staring directly at Argah’s face, “I could not have done it without you, all of you.” With a start, he made sure to look at each of his friends as he swung his eyes around the table.

Gerald laughed, saying, “The next pitcher is on me!”

A laughing cheer went up around their table, and as if conjured, the barmaid was there looking to Gerald for direction. Ordering not only a pitcher but a couple bottles of wine and appetizers, Gerald sincerely congratulated the student Bard, saying, “Your willingness to include a variety of sensory inputs was inspired.”

Keve was about to respond when he was interrupted in such an abrupt fashion that he lost all the color in his face and shot to his feet at attention.

A booming, commanding voice said, “I agree! You are a bit shaky at the beginning of the song, and we probably should work with you to get over the nerves. However, once you started to weave in all of the pieces of your performance, what you delivered was something totally unique.”

Another rich voice chimed in, this one a female, declaring, “It is seldom that Clark and I agree, but for this once I have to say I can do nothing but reinforce his summation. You, young man, have done your Discipline a great honor.

“This is exactly why the Bardic College was established and I think you’re going to have to decide which of the Masters you wish to study under. Your ability to blend all the different sensory components and work with those of other Disciplines is unique and extremely special. After Winterfaire, I will expect you to come to a meeting of the Masters, and we will discuss an individualized curriculum of study.”

Keve was frozen in an astonished expression that reminded Corda of nothing more than a cast statue. Seeing the widened eyes and the dropped mouths of the rest of her friends, the young girl was determined to establish some boundaries.

Standing up and shrugging off Argah’s arm, the 5-foot 13-year-old turned to look at the huge man and the woman, both dressed in the robes of the Bardic College. Leveling her eyes at the woman, who she instinctively knew was the higher power, the young girl said, “Keve is special, and we work with him because of that. Don’t you dare bully him!”

The expressions on her friends’ faces were shocked, and Keve had turned chalk-white. Corda refused to back down as the two Master Bards stared at her in astonished surprise. Recovering first, the large man roared with laughter, turning to his companion and saying, “Loisa, obviously this young Bard is smart enough to have his own support system.”

The female Bard and Corda remained in a staring contest and it was not the head of the Bardic College that dominated. Corda was determined to protect her friends, and she would take no prisoners in that battle.

Recognizing the power of the young girl, Luisa Andell, head of the Academy Bardic College, dipped her head in respect, a motion that she had only performed twice before in her life. Her rich voice now embroidered with humor, the woman said, “You can make sure I will not bully him. Such a talent should never be wasted or left unprotected.”

Nodding her head and acknowledgment, Corda sat down before addressing the two Master Bards. Speaking courteously but with an undertone of command, the 13-year-old informed the flabbergasted Masters, “We are going to celebrate because he did something amazing. We all had a piece of it, but he was the one who brought it all together, and he needs to feel appreciated. You’re welcome to join us, but you have to leave your titles at the door. Oh, you also need to buy at least one pitcher.”

There was another stunned a silent moment, and the student Bard became even paler than he had been before. Both of the senior Bards burst into uproarious laughter, and almost in unison, they flipped their tabs of rank over so that they were not apparent.

The one empty chair went to Loisa, and Ricee immediately gave his chair to her companion, Clark. Grabbing several more chairs, Gerald and Ricee tucked them around the table. The rearrangement of seating seemed to flow organically, allowing Argah to sit next to the stunned young Bard, while Gerald sat to the right of Corda and the young Maker claimed the chair to her left.

Louisa said, her rich tones underlaid with amusement, “I haven’t done something this unstructured since I was a journeyman.”

Clark agreed, saying, “I’m already enjoying it. I really didn’t want to make nice political talk to anyone. It’s much more fun to be able to talk to you, young Bard, and how you came up with this approach.”

Stammering slightly, Keve started to explain, his shaky voice calming down and becoming more controlled as Argah unobtrusively rubbed his back. Within a few moments, the three Bards, Artist, and Artisan were all embroiled in a free-for-all conversation that ranged widely, covering topics, methods, and inspiration.

The rest of the friends sat back and smiled, occasionally interjecting small comments but just enjoying the pleasure of their friends.

It was only a few minutes before the rest of the food and drink showed up at the table, and the conversation became even more general. The Bards were interested in everything, including the background and history of the other students at the table. Corda was feeling a little uncomfortable, and Liz picked that up. Before either of the women could object, Liz’s eyes lit up, and Corda felt the approach of the man that had meant safety to her for all of her life.

The young girl jumped to her feet and cried, “Bertor, how did you find us?”

Sharing a quick glance with Liz, the Master Healer leaned over and kissed his sister on the forehead before hugging her and saying, “How could I stay away from your first Winterfaire?”

The young girl smiled blindingly and reminded her brother of her friends' names before introducing the two senior Bards. Although amazed from the micro-expressions that he was unable to conceal, the Master Healer cheerfully greeted the Bards and sat down close to his sister.

Consciously, Corda ignored the flushed face of her roommate in the sideways glances that her older brother made toward the lovely woman who shared Corda’s room. Inside, the young girl couldn’t be more pleased. Her brother deserved someone as wonderful as Liz, and she knew that Bertor would be equally appreciative of the treasure that Liz was.
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Chapter 23 – Walking the Wild Side

The young girl was smiling broadly, thinking that this evening was perfect when she smelled a familiar scent and looked up to see Advocate Amity making his way across the crowded floor toward her. Jumping up and flinging her body toward him, the young girl grabbed his waist and stuck her face against his chest, crying joyfully, “Bonpa! I thought we were meeting later for a fancy dinner. Did something change?”

The old man’s face transformed into a loving smile as he said, “You mentioned that your friend Keve was performing, and I’m very sorry that a meeting kept me too long to hear his set. I did talk to your Nona, and she said to tell you that she misses you and Bertor. She also said that she should be back sometime in the next two weeks. I hope the Emperor doesn’t keep her longer, but that is her current plan.”

Corda laughed, a bright trill of joy. Standing up in respect, Gerald offered his chair to Corda’s grandfather, but the old man waved it away and took the remaining empty one. Smiling at the rest of the crowd, Epheth Amity greeted those who he knew by name and let Corda introduce the strangers.

Eyes wide in speculation, the two Master Bards watch the interaction, and Corda could almost see the thought processes that the two of them ran through. Thinking to herself, the young girl wasn’t sure she would have been able to understand their group dynamics if she had met everyone at this point. It had been a strange trip from her abandonment at the Academy door to this table full of friends and family.

A devilish look came into the young girl’s eye, and she turned to her brother and pushed a question at him with her eyes, almost daring him to act. Smiling in appreciation, the tall, broad Master Healer stood up and walked around the table to the elderly Advocate and said, “No hug for an errant grandson, Bonpa?”

Laughing, the old Advocate General stood up and threw his arms around his much taller adoptive grandson, exclaiming, “I have never understood at what point men stop hugging. As far as I’m concerned, I’ll take all the hugs I can get.”

Slyly, Corda teased, “That is just because Nona is out of town.”

The Bards’ eyes grew wide, and the flicker of their minds should have ignited their brains into bonfires, but the old Advocate just smiled and answered his beloved granddaughter with all the joy in his heart, “You are a minx, little one. Unfortunately, a smart little minx. Yes, I miss your Nona’s hugs, but at my age, I’m used to waiting.”

Corda smiled an impish grin that found a response in each person at the table. The young girl said slyly, “Bonpa, you really need more grandchildren than just Bertor and me. Since my friends are like my adoptive brothers and sisters, that would mean you would have five more grandchildren if you let them call you Bonpa.”

The elderly Advocate Gen. through his head back and laughed uproariously. Patting his granddaughter's hand, he said, “I would love nothing more than to have your friends allow me to adopt them as grandchildren. It would be such a painless way of acquiring relationships with people that I like and admire, giving me an excuse to put energy into their careers and well-being. Who knew that my adoration for your Nona would get me such treasure without having to go through the tiresome diaper stage.”

At this point, the Bards’ stupefied expression almost made Corda fall off her chair. Having only known her Bonpa in relationship to her Nona, the young girl had no appreciation of the cognitive dissonance that had attacked the Master Bards when the man whose reputation included words like “unemotional,” “unapproachable,” and “rigid” sat at the same table with student Mages, giving them his personal contact information, while holding the slender hands of the young girl that obviously had him wrapped totally around her little fingers.

The conversation started to be general, but with a twinkle in his eye that matched Corda’s devilish look, Epheth casually mentioned, “Keve, when Corda told her Nona about how you were going to architect your art, she was extremely intrigued. So much so that when Misha had dinner with the Emperor, she decided to mention your unique approach to entertainment. He has expressed an interest in seeing it and hopes that you would consider an invitation from him to come perform with whomever you choose to bring.”

Keve almost choked on the gulp of beer that he was in the process of swallowing, and Argah was forced to pound him on the back before he could breathe again. “Me?!” he squeaked.

Glances slashed between Clark and Loisa before Clark put a comforting hand on the young student Bards shoulder and said reassuring, “Don’t worry, Loisa and I will make sure you’re ready.”

Concealing a small grin under his mustache, Corda’s Bonpa asked, “I know that you have some gift shopping to do before we have dinner. Will the couple hours between now and then be enough time?”

Corda looked at him in confusion and answered, “I’m not sure I can spend that much time shopping, Bonpa.”

There was an uninhibited hoot of laughter that rose from all around the table, so infectious that people around them started to smile also. Liz interjected before they wasted further time, saying, “Yes, we need to go shopping. Corda, of course, has an organized list, and we need to start buying her gifts. If you’ll excuse us now, we are going to wander off and will join you in a couple hours.”

Standing up and sweeping the two other first-year students with her, Liz carried with her the warm image of Bertor smiling in grateful appreciation and admiration as she made her way out of the tent.

Still wrapped in a warm feeling, Corda’s older brother turned to see Gerald staring at him with a serious look on his face. Under the general cover of conversation, Bertor asked the young man, “Is something wrong?”

Gerald answered, worry plainly displayed in his tones, “Corda has made an enemy in Hera. She is aggressive and unprincipled. We have seen her stalking Corda around the edges of any meeting that Corda has been in, even going so far as to find a position a few tables away from here. After Corda left, I looked up and noticed that Hera was also gone.”

The two men exchanged worried glances, unsure what to do. Picking up their honorees, Epheth leaned over casually and asked, “What is the problem?”

Without a secondary consideration, both men explained their concerns. The elderly man thought carefully, and Bertor was pushed into speech by his concern for his sister, asking, “Bonpa, what should we do?”

Without a word, the elderly man pulled out his comm-unit and began to dial.

<< <> >>

Corda was having a blast, flitting from booth to booth. The three young women were rampaging through the vendors, purchasing gifts in every direction. From the beginning, Liz had insisted that the vendors deliver their purchases to the Academy. Her explanation was that without having willing beasts of burden in the form of their male friends, the shoppers would be slowed down too much if they carried their own packages.

Laughing, Argah agreed, and since Corda had no experience with this type of shopping, she just went along with her friends.

The three of them were in a vendor’s booth that catered to those valuing intricately carved items of stone and wood when Corda caught a glimpse of Hera talking with two rough-looking men. Surprised to see her nemesis so close by, the young girl thought of what her friends had shared with her earlier and began to plan their retreat to their dinner location as if it were one of her exercises in the arena.

As they continued shopping, Corda kept all of her senses alerted, but she caught no further glimpses of Hera or the rough-looking men she had seen with her enemy. Slipping back into the enjoyment of her first-ever shopping trip, the young girl felt such a wellspring of joy in sharing activities with friends that she simply couldn’t stay worried.

The three friends ranged far and wide throughout the market for more than an hour. Argah and Corda’s lists of gifts were complete but Liz had a couple items left that she wanted to make sure were perfect. After a quick consultation, Liz led the way back to a woodcarver, where she remembered something her younger brother would love.

Laughing and chattering, they were discussing what to find as a dinner host gift for the old Advocate. Liz was walking backward, confident that without any lampposts or other obstacles, she would not be in danger of tripping.

Feeling a wave of uneasiness, Corda kept her senses alert and watched around her but was unprepared when Liz was yanked into an alley. The other two girls were momentarily frozen, but the short screech of fear and pain from Liz, followed by the sudden silence, sent them both into motion.

Seeing where their friend had disappeared, Argah rushed into the alley without thinking. Corda paused long enough to send off what she hoped was a pulse of information from her bracelet to their friends and a message of ‘trouble encountered’ to her Bonpa and brother, before charging after her friends.
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Chapter 24 – Alley Rats and Traps

Only a step behind her friend, Corda ran into what she expected, a group of men, one holding a terrified Liz while two others wrestled with an enraged Argah. Dashing past the efforts of another thug who had reached out to grab her, Corda grabbed Liz’s arm and pulled her over against Argah before she generated the type of shield that she had seen Ricee create a few days previously.

Draining all of her Maker repository into the protection layer, Corda stood in front of her two taller, older friends in a protective stance and waited. Looking at the end of the alleyway, the 13-year-old could see Hera handing money to a figure draped in a hooded cloak. When the woman looked up and smirked at Corda, the young girl decided to mark her enemy's guilt in a manner that was unmistakable.

Taking a calming breath and channeling from her Artistic Magic reservoir, Corda exploded a multicolored combination of orange-black-purple-pink in a bomb of ink than totally covered the Mage and her stalker.

Immediately switching her attention to the closer threats, the young girl became aware that the people that had been holding onto Argah had not released their grip. Pulling on the young woman’s body, Corda could see that they were hurting her friend. Argah’s face was tensed in a rictus of fury and pain, and a furious glow of rage bloomed inside of Corda before exploding out in the same way that Gerald’s green energy had traveled from his core.

The confining limbs disappeared in a storm of ripped tissue and splattered blood. Both Argah and Liz were left unharmed, but both of them were shocked enough that they dropped to the ground. Running to stand between them, Corda braced herself and intensified her shield, vowing to defend her friends with her life.

Corda’s shield resonated with a massive slam, and the young girl looked up into the eyes of an enraged Mage. Minus the tabs of a certified Mage, the man was dressed in a shadowed cloak, and Corda quickly realized that this was a renegade.

Hera had disappeared, and the other thugs were down, either dead or severely injured, Corda spared no sympathy for them, focusing laserlike on the Mage as he stalked toward her.

“Even if the bitch had not paid us to take you out, I would find it a joy. She promised us that you had money and told us that only violence would get a ransom, but I could taste her desire for vengeance and knew that only part of that was right. Now, I understand the force that drove her. For your insult and the damage you have done, I will exact vengeance from your emotions and your flesh.”

Pausing, the Mage seemed to be waiting for a response, so Corda decided to provide him with one. Not feeling particularly polite, the young girl said, “You really should have paid more attention to your language lessons. You have at least five grammatical errors and several syntactical errors in that supposedly deathless speech. I hope you have a chance when you’re in prison to learn a little bit better, but I’m not holding a lot of hope out on that.”

“Silence, woman. Your blatherings are not worth listening to.”

“Beep! Thank you for playing. You have just really screwed up, and you have no recovery position..”

Enraged, the renegade Mage threw a massive Magical strike against Corda’s exterior shield. Unable to see past the first layer, the man was blind to the danger of the secondary layer Corda had constructed.

Corda watched as the man smiled in triumph as his spell stripped away her exterior shield. Unemotionally, she watched as his gloating satisfaction changed to alarm as the force of his attack reflected back to him, multiplied to many times the power that he had initially thrown.

Serenely, Corda watched as the reflecting spells bounced back not only into him but onto the walls of the alleyway where she had cast her third level of spells. The impact of the Magical rebound ignited a lattice of star-hot matter that crisscrossed the alley and vaporized everything that it touched.

The sifting of ashes drifted through the air to the surface of the alley in the quiet. Corda could hear her own harsh breathing and the rapid respirations of her two friends. For a moment, she thought they were safe.

The pounding of steps pulled her back to full alert and drew her two friends to their feet, shaking, but determined to defend themselves. Corda tried to calm her heartbeat to regain the needed control over her Magic, but the release and then the resumption of tension challenged her.

Large bodies turned the corner and charged down the alley, Corda barely avoided firing her remaining spells when one of them roared, “Corda, we are here!”

Running behind her brother Bertor, charged a group of people, including Gerald, Ricee, Keve, and men in Peacekeeper uniforms. Every single person in the relieving force looked ready for a fight. The Academy Mages came alight with spells to cast, and the Peacekeepers had weapons drawn.

Beside Corda, Liz said so softly that it sounded like a breath, “Safe. I think we are safe.”

Argah echoed, “Safe,” but added, “thanks to ourselves. The least they can do is clean up the mess.” The three young women dissolved into laughter as the men advanced, holding onto each other with tears running down their faces but still joyous in a celebration of being alive.

Without warning, a wave of nausea hit Corda. It felt like her stomach wanted to crawl out of her throat. Wrenching her body away from her friends, the young girl only had enough time to take three quick steps toward the side of the alley before falling helplessly to her knees and vomiting. Heaving until there was nothing left, Corda became aware that there was a warm hand on her back, and her brother’s voice was saying soothingly, “Breathe, just breathe. Slowly inhale, hold it, exhale. You are safe now.”

The voice that she had trusted since she was old enough to be able to identify sound pulled her back from her body’s extreme rejection of what she had just done. As the fog of battle lifted from her mind, tears sprang to Corda’s eyes, burning with the intensity of their heat. I just killed people. Even if they were attacking me, I used Magic to kill.

The young girl wept, tears hot with regret and the echoes of fear pouring down her face while sobs ripping through her throat. Her thoughts were jumbled and confused, mixing images of Pharyl’s sadistic harassment, and her father’s studied cruelty with snapshots of her own actions. Am I going to be like them? Will I turn out like my father, my brother?

Slowly, the comfort from her brother seeped in, soothing tense muscles carried by a wave of Healing Magic. Her pounding heart slowed, and the tightness in Corda’s chest released.

Taking a deep, shaky breath, Corda managed to stand up, raising her tear-clotted eyes to her brother’s face, and said, “Bertor, I killed them. I deliberately killed them.”

The Master Healer stared at his tiny sister, his face racked with pain, and his eyes somehow darker and deeper than she had ever seen. His voice was a low rumble as he said, “You did not go and hunt them, they hunted you. You acted as a defender, protecting those that you’ve adopted as your family. Feel pride in what you did, not disgust.”

The brother and sister stared at each other for a split second before Bertor crushed Corda to his chest, bending over and murmuring into her hair. He whispered, “I love you.”

Hesitantly, Liz and Argah joined the siblings. When Corda reached out to draw the two young women closer, first Gerald and then the other two young men joined them. As the friends reassured themselves that everyone was all right by a swirling exchange of hugs and garbled comments, Bertor wrapped his big arms around his tiny sister again and said brokenly, “I thought I had lost you.” As Corda attempted to return his hug, Liz and Argah threw their arms around the big man also. Not to be outdone, the other Academy students joined in a massive joint hug.
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Chapter 25 – Keeping the Peace

While Corda and her friends were reassuring each other of their safety, the black-clad Peacemakers had formed a protective cordon at the end to the alleyway, also securing the doors that led into the alley. The lieutenant in charge of the responding Peacekeepers had taken one startled look around the area before pulling up his comm-unit and requesting more senior representation and a response squad from the MCF, the Magical Crime Forensics division of the Peacekeeper organization.

The MCF shuttle and the captain from the Peacekeepers arrived at the same time. The tall, dark-haired man in the standard PK uniform with officer tabs had a quiet word with the young officer that had been first on the scene, before walking over to where Corda and her friends stood.

Introducing himself as PK Capt. Braige Thompson, the man first checked to see that no one needed medical assistance before letting them know that his officers would be interviewing each of them separately. Glancing around the area, he looked at Bertor and asked him what it happened.

“For the details of the attack, I am afraid you are going to have to ask my sister and her friends, Capt. Thompson. Even though the four of us and your Peacekeepers charged to the rescue, the three young women handled it before we could assist.”

His eyebrows raised in disbelief, the muscular man turned and inspected the three women. Responding to the challenge in a subconscious manner, Argah and Liz stood in a flanking position to Corda, ceding her the point. The officer's expression shifted once again, as his eyes widened and his face froze. Before he could ask further questions, a man in the usual PK officer uniform but with the MCF flash shoved himself next to Capt. Thompson, turning his back on the Academy Mages.

“Thompson, obviously, this is our crime scene, and you don’t have any jurisdiction here. You and your men need to vacate the area so that we can conduct our procedures.”

“Mage Capt. Hezal, by order of headquarters this remains our crime scene. The investigation does not fall under your jurisdiction, and you are to perform the appropriate tests and provide us with the findings.”

The Mage officer snarled and said, “Still trying to keep control of things you don’t understand, are you?”

Only the tightening of Capt. Thompson’s expression betrayed his emotional response to the rude and dismissive commentary. Ignoring the fuming MCF officer, the OIC took one step to the side and looked at the three girls standing together. Glancing at them, the man suggested, “I think it would be best if the three of you were interviewed first. You can then complete your statements and hopefully be released to some well-earned recovery.”

Interrupting another unsolicited remark, the MCF officer cut in, saying, “Still coddling witnesses, are you? Of course, it helps that they are female, but aren’t they a bit young for you?”

When Bertor tensed and was ready to fire back at the rude man, Corda reached out her hand and patted her brother's arm, saying, “It’s okay, Bertor. Either he’s usually rude, and there’s nothing you can do about it, or he is having an awful day, and it’s not worth fussing about.”

Cold blue eyes swung around and speared the slender 13-year-old, as the rude Mage demanded, “Leave this area. My staff needs to run the Magical traces, and I won’t have any of you smudging the Magical spell lines.”

Corda gave the man a sweet smile, which seemed to totally throw him off. As he gaped at her, the tiny girl said in a deadly, calm tone, “Of course, we will leave the area. We can talk to some of the courteous PK people outside of the alley. However, although all of the normal PK officers have been very careful not to damage forensic traces, you have charged through at least three and have probably done more damage to any reenactment than could be possibly done by accident.”

As the man stuttered in enraged shock, the Academy group moved out of the alley and into the street. Several vehicles and a cordon of PK patrolman had created a secure alcove to allow statements to be taken. Following the directions of the initial responding PK officer, the girls were separated and questioned by PK detectives.

Once their statements had been taken, the rescue party was also questioned. Through all of it, the Peacekeepers had been unfailingly polite and helpful, slowly lowering the tension level.

Corda could see that Liz and Argah were close to their stress limits. Both of them were shivering so badly that the young men of their group had removed their jackets and wrapped them around both girls. Keve had disappeared briefly, only to return with several new blankets that he tucked around Liz and Argah. When he offered one to Corda, she thanked him sweetly but told him that she wouldn’t use it quite yet.

With the instincts of a Bard, Keve had looked up at the note in her voice, straightening his clothing as if he were going to go into battle. In a low undertone, he asked the young girl, “Should I call your grandfather?”

A tiny jerk of Corda’s head told the young man that she hadn’t thought of yelling for help. Her wide eyes when she looked at him, betrayed her rapid calculations. When she jerked her head in a tiny nod, the young Bardic student quickly sent an explanatory note to the elderly Advocate.

While they were waiting, Corda had been very conscious of the bursts of Magical energy that were being released in the alleyway. From their classes in Basic Magic, she knew that Magical forensics relied on trace identification and reenactment. The clumsy Mage officer had violated some of the validity of evidence by breaking clear lines of Magical flow. That would destroy some of the ability of the regular MCF spells to trace how Magic had been cast and controlled. Why would he want to mess up a crime scene that he was responsible for looking at?

Having completed giving his statement, Gerald stood next to Corda and put a gentle hand on her slender shoulders. Examining her closely, the young girl could see some of his tension release as he realized that she was not on the verge of collapse. Giving him a sweet smile, the 13-year-old murmured, “I will relax when all the fuss is over. I neither like nor trust the MCF guy.”

“I agree. In addition to being a jerk, the guy doesn’t appear very competent either.”

“No, he is not, which I expect is going to cause us trouble in a little while.”

Bertor finished his witness interview and came over quickly to stand by Gerald and Corda. Looking in concern at his sister, the Master Healer said quietly, “They will not be able to figure out what happened, and that’s going to make them very unhappy. Perhaps it’s time to place a call to the Academy and to Grandfather.”

Before any of them could have further discussion, the MCF officer charged out of the alley and advanced on the Academy Mages. He started yelling when he was about 15 feet away, demanding, “Who else was in the alleyway with you? It is impossible to trace the different lines of Magic, and there has to have been more than three of you there.”

“The only people other than Corda, Liz, and I that were in the alleyway were the people that attacked us. That should be easy enough to track, even for you,” Argah hissed.

The infuriated officer raised his voice to yell, “You’re lying! Maybe I should throw you in a cell to teach you not to lie to the authorities.”
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Chapter 26 – Reserve Forces

A voice crackled with authority, crystal-clear, and underlaid with outrage, “That is enough!” Advancing on the angry man with a contained posture of fury and Magic sparking along his forearms walked Advocate Amity, flanked by two men in uniform. The man in the garb of Academy Security took a position in front of the students and drew his weapon, keeping it aimed toward the ground but obviously ready to use it.

The other man stayed by the Advocate’s side. This gentleman wore a version of the Peacekeeper uniform, but with markings that Corda did not recognize. He managed to stop Corda’s grandfather with a gesture before he demanded, “What exactly was the purpose of that tirade? Hezal, I expect an immediate explanation.”

Stuttering in his shock and surprise, the PK Mage came to a crashing halt as his eyes sought his superior's face, saying, “Sir, we have examined the evidence, and it does not support the statements of the witnesses. Respectfully, sir, this means that they are lying.”

The senior PK officer on the scene asked again in a hard voice, “What procedures have you run, and where is the report from that?”

When Mage Capt. Hezal stammered through the beginning of a reply, Corda had enough. Stepping forward, the young girl stated in a penetrating, intense voice. “Even from here we could tell that the MCF team ran three levels of Magic release traces. They have not run a reenactment at all. The findings from the three trace spells were faulty, since this man, who I refuse to believe is an accredited Mage, charged through the spell lines like a rookie PK on his way over to be nasty to Capt. Thomas, who was gathering information from us.”

Adding his voice to hers, Gerald stated, “And since we just finished giving our statements, I don’t see how he could say we were lying when he hadn’t even reviewed what we said. He was not part of our interviews, and he hasn’t read our statements.”

Desperately, the Mage Capt. said, “This could not have been a Magical battle. There are no clear lines of spellcasting, and the damage has to have come from a much larger team or a weapon.”

The Advocate’s dry voice cut through the burgeoning noise like a hot knife through butter. “Perhaps I can summarize. Number one, you were so busy playing political games that you destroyed evidence. Number two, your team was unable to run your normal forensics successfully. Number three, you can’t figure out what was used in the alleyway, so you’ve decided to attack the victims of this crime. Number four, the people you are attacking are three girls, three children actually, that had just survived a brutal attack, and you have decided to try to bully them in turn.”

In the sudden quiet that fell over the area, the Academy Security officer’s voice was clearly audible as he spoke into his comm-unit. “ASAP supplementary protection forces requested on my geo-tag. Extraction vehicles critical and notification to Academy legal department imperative. Notify medical of incoming, three female victims ranging from 13 to 15 years old. Possible shock, other mild damage, and mental trauma. ”

The high ranking PK officer turned to the irate Advocate and said in a conciliatory tone, “Epheth, please, calm down. Let’s lower the tension and avoid blowing this up even more. If everyone can just relax, we can get to the bottom of this.”

The elderly man responded, “Rankev, this whole thing is unconscionable. How many other times has this occurred where reliable evidence was destroyed, and victims were attacked?”

Closing his eyes in pain, the senior PK officer asked pleadingly, “Please calm down, we will get to the bottom of this.”

Just then, Hezal interrupted angrily, snarling, “Why do we care about three, silly girls? So what if they got scared? It’s not like they were raped or anything.”

Rankev responded furiously, “Hezal, shut the hell up! Answer when I ask you a question, but other than that, do not speak.”

Advocate Amity turned toward the cluster of the three girls, letting his eyes carefully examine each one of them. With the discernment developed over decades of legal work, the elderly man recognized their exhaustion and stress. His face tightened even more in anger.

Concerned that his worry for them would cause him to do something he would regret, Corda took a small breath and stepped toward the old man. As she approached him, his arms went out. With a little sob, the young girl’s control shattered, and she threw herself into the circle of his arms, tucking her head against his chest. She could feel the pounding of his heart and knew how much he had worried about her and how furious he was that she had been unnecessarily hurt and insulted by the very people that should have been protecting her.

Hot tears rose to Corda’s eyes again, and she looked up at the old man sobbing, “Bonpa, we are all okay. Liz got pulled into the alley, and she got hurt but not cut, and Argah got hurt when they were trying to knock her out.”

His voice breaking, her adoptive grandfather asked, “What about you, Corda? Are you all right?”

“They didn’t physically touch me at all, but they threw spells at us. They were trying to kill us with weapons and Magic. I tried to shield everybody, but my shields aren’t that strong yet.”

The silence stretched out as Corda tilted her teary face up at her grandfather and said, “There was no one else, and they were going to kill us. Hera had paid them and then left after we saw her. I didn’t know what else to do, and we didn’t know anyone was coming.”

His voice gentle, the old man asked, “Then what happened?”

Gulping slightly, the young girl answered, “The dark Mage threw a spell that was eating my shield, and so I stuffed everything I could into layers inside of the outer shield. He kept throwing more spells at me, and Liz and Argah were hurt and on the ground. I knew that the renegade was going to break through my shields, and then even if the Mage didn’t kill us, the other men would succeed with their weapons.”

Now wracked with heartbreaking sobs, the young girl cried, “I had to kill them. Bonpa, I had to kill them.”

In the stunned silence, one of the younger Peacekeeper patrolmen summed up everything when he exclaimed loudly, “Oh, shit!” From the expression of the other PK officers and patrolmen, the young man spoke for all of them.

Recovering quickly, Rankev stammered, “Your granddaughter?” At the Advocate’s nod, the PK Commander closed his eyes briefly with the expression of a man desperately praying before turning to the PK Mage officer and saying formally, “Mage Capt. Hezal, I am placing you on immediate administrative leave pending department investigation.”

“You cannot do that! I am doing my job,” was the furious answer.

“Capt. Thomas?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Detail two of your men to escort the Mage Capt. back to the precinct and process the paperwork to place him on immediate leave.”

“Yes, Sir,” was the immediate reaction from the OIC. Motioning to two of his patrolmen, the furious MCF officer was removed from the scene, still arguing at the top of his voice.”

Turning to where Corda still sobbed in the chest of her grandfather, the PK Commander appeared to be at a loss. When a motion from Capt. Thompson drew his superior officer’s attention, the PK Capt. pointed first at his own chest and then toward the sobbing girl.

Answering the nonverbal question, Rankev stepped back with a gesture of his hand, leaving the way clear for Capt. Rankev to move next to the traumatized girl, saying softly, “I know all of this has been very hard to handle. Unfortunately, it’s crucial that we gather information on what happened here.”

The man continued, “Before we get you back to the Academy, could you please help us understand what happened in the alley? It means that we will need you to watch the reenactment spell with us and to answer questions on anything that isn’t clear. Can you three ladies please do that for us?”

Liz and Argah both were shivering continually, while Corda was deathly pale and shaking. The elderly Advocate began to protest, but when Corda pulled herself up to her full 5-foot height and turned to look at the PK Capt, her grandfather let her go.

A fierce look of pride was plain to see on Epheth Amity’s face as he watched the young girl squared her shoulders in answer to the PK officer. Corda’s eyes showed how exhausted she was, but a hard core of determination was present in every line of her posture. In a thready but firm voice, the young girl responded, “We will do a little more to help. I know that you are just trying to find the truth and are not playing stupid games.”

Turning to her girlfriends, Corda offered them a fractured smile as they both wrapped the blankets around them more tightly and stepped up to her side. Looking over at the PK Capt., Corda nodded and said, “Let’s do this. I don’t think we have much more energy than another 15 minutes, so please be efficient.”
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Chapter 27 – Reenactment

It was quite a large party that moved down the alley, carefully avoiding lines that had been dusted with tracing powder during the previous MCF spellcasting. In addition to the two PK officers and the three girls, Advocate Amity, Bertor, and the rest of Corda’s circle of friends formed a strange procession that reminded the young girl of one time she had seen a line of waterfowl slipping into the water of a lake.

Corda knew that the inappropriate giggle that she was swallowing was a distraction, one that she needed to avoid while being overwhelmed by the cloud of fear and dread that intensified as she got closer to where they had been attacked. The acrid smell of the alley coated her throat with a thick, sticky slime that tasted of terror and death. Swallowing several times, the young girl fought off another wave of nausea.

A hand touched each of her shoulders, one warming her with the familiar Healing touch of her brother, and the other, a much smaller hand, was redolent with a powerful sense of protection. Laying her cheek first against one side and then the other, Corda knew that both her brother and grandfather were there for her. To the young girl, it made all the difference in the world.

Catching the rapid beat of unknown footsteps, Corda turned to look behind toward the street. Bracketed by two immense men in the uniform of Academy Security, a woman with a face of granite marched toward them. Trailing behind the woman came another person, hooded and covered by a floor-length cloak. The young girl heard both PK officers draw a sharp breath, and the MCF Tech Lead that had come to meet them muttered an audible, “Damn, and double damn,” in a despairing tone.

The entire group around Corda had stopped when she had, and courteously waited for the new people to catch up. The woman in the lead swept the cluster of people in front of her with a single encompassing assessment of their situation and stopped.

Her rigid expression changed slightly when she saw the elderly Advocate beside Corda. Ignoring everyone else, she addressed him, saying, “Advocate General Amity, it is an unexpected pleasure to see you. However, I am a bit confused as to why you would be here. My understanding is this involves Academy students and is, therefore, within our jurisdiction.”

“Jessa, it is a pleasure to see you, as usual. You are correct that this is an Academy issue, but there are aspects to it the fall outside of the Academy into other domains, and I am present because of those.”

Corda could see Jessa attempting to understand what other interests would be involved in what she thought was a fairly straightforward matter. Before the older woman could ask questions, Corda’s grandfather said the voice of pride, “Jessa, I would like to introduce you to my granddaughter, Corda Devlin Watern, and her elder brother, Bertor Howill Watern.”

Speaking directly to his adopted grandchildren, the elderly man said, “Corda and Bertor, this is Senior Advocate Jessa Powood, who is, in my opinion, the best Advocate on Barkin Prime.”

Only because Corda was carefully observing the woman’s face did she see the slight flush of pleasure that her grandfather’s compliment evoked. It was a tiny display of emotion on a visage that was closed and warded.

Both Corda and Bertor murmured words of polite acknowledgment before the woman slipped into place on Corda’s left side and turned her attention to the PK Commander.

With a nod, Jessa said, “Commander.”

Just as tersely, Rankev responded, “Advocate.”

Without another word, the PK Commander led the group past the bend in the alley toward the far side from the street and about midway down its length. As they walked, Corda realized that the hum through her nerves was the same sort of feeling that she had experienced a short while ago when she realized that she was in a real fight.

The young girl felt like her skin was hypersensitive, feeding her constant input about faint movements of air and the heat of others around her. Her sense of smell was amplified even more, splitting out odors of burned organics, pheromones of attraction, and the faint ionic taint of charged weapons.

Lost in a half-dream that mapped out the entire area around her, Corda caught the tiny muffled sounds of scales sliding against each other and the clink of carbon-polymer weapons as they slid into different positions.

Her reactions amped up by the adrenaline that surged through her body, Corda took a hard look around her in a comprehensive sweep, verifying the position of each of her companions and locating the unknown MCF personnel.

Like cards slipping into a premade slot, Corda knew that the two Academy Security Guards had taken positions on either side of their group, weapons shifted to full ready position even though they remained pointed at the ground. The mysterious cloaked figure had moved to the other side of the elderly Advocate, and the young girl knew that this was the source of the scale sound and a pleasant but unusual scent that reminded her suddenly-hungry stomach of nut paste.

The Academy Security Guard closest to the alley entrance caught Corda’s eyes, giving her a nod of acknowledgment and a small smile of approval. To herself, Corda wondered, I wonder what I did to earn that? We haven’t even gotten started.

“Errrrm, we are going to recast the Magical tracing spells now. I would request that none of you move around and if the trace line touches you that none of you move. It should not harm you or affect you in any way, but any interruption of the flow within the spell will cause it to end prematurely.” The speaker was a younger version of PK Mage Capt. Hezal. Obviously intimidated by the presence of both his superiors and the Academy personnel, the man was struggling to present a professional appearance.

Corda took an instant dislike to him. Something about his loosely held, wet mouth and his continually-shifting eyes called forth a stab of revulsion in her chest. Suppressing a shudder, the young girl concentrated on watching the effects of the tracing spells.

Distributed around the alley, the four MCF technicians released their portion of the trace in unison. Four separate glowing balls of light flew up to hover over the length of the alley, positioned in front of each of the Forensic Mages. Trails of light settled out etching out pathways on the ground and up the walls.

Corda watched as the clear tracks of the renegade’s attacks were drawn on the ground, all converging on the spot where she had remembered standing. Her mind flashed back to the tension of that time, and the young girl felt power consolidate and rise up in the core of her body. She was shaking, the remembered fear of that moment was expressing itself as if her previous containment had simply funneled it across time to try to break free now.

The young girl felt the grip of her grandfather on one shoulder and grabbed his hand, desperately trying to keep herself anchored. The tremors in her body increased, and tears poured down her face as the memory of hot fear for her friends and the cold terror when she saw the renegade Mage seared her eyes.
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Chapter 28 – Attack Response

All three of the girls were breathing in short gasping pants of air, frightened once again. Dimly, the Corda heard broken words of reassurance and comfort all around her, but the tension evoked by her memory kept any solace from reaching her.

Piercing through the shield of terror, the 13-year-old felt a stranger touch her, drawing a line between the chaotic energy inside of her and the ground between her feet. A voice whispered in her mind, << Let the memory of fear drain into the arms of the Mother, little sister. Allow She who gave birth to us all hold the burden for you. It makes no difference if you ever wish to pull that energy back, for She is boundless in her acceptance. >>

Slender firm hands captured her face, and Corda could feel warmth and strength, pouring into her from the contact. Opening her eyes, the young girl was surprised to see the Academy Advocate, her face no longer frozen but caring and concerned. In a low calming murmur, Jessa said calmly, “Corda, breathe slowly. You are experiencing the same emotions that happened at the time. Breathe evenly and let it go.”

Corda gave a short sharp nod and tried to regain her composure. She heard Argah and Liz whimpering and knew that the muffled sounds meant that her friends were being held and comforted. Aware that this torture was going to continue until the Peacekeepers got what they needed, Corda took another deep breath and looked around.

As soon as the young girl demonstrated that her control was coming back, Jessa released the young girl’s face and returned to her position on Corda’s left. However, the Academy Advocate left her right arm around the youngster’s shoulders, drawing a lethal-looking hand weapon with her left.

At first, Corda thought that her fear was causing a haze to cloud her vision, but in the next moment, she realized that the same shielding spell she had thrown before had been triggered by the replay of the fight emotions. Their entire group was enclosed in her constructed shield, and its hazy substance was what she had been noticing. Embarrassed by her lack of control, the young girl deliberately released the spell and allowed the barrier to dissipate.

Now looking around the alley, Corda could see where the effects of her spells were traced on the ground and up the walls of the alleyway. Around the location that the three friends had stood was a smudged circle, as if a very young child had taken chalk and scribbled a line. The uneven, wandering shape was a lopsided circle, and Corda could picture how its outline had skimmed around where she had stood between her two friends as they lay collapsed on the floor. With an ache of muscle memory, Corda knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she had been standing in the exact center of it.

Continuing to take shallow open-mouthed breaths, the young Academy student saw that the trace spell was almost completed. When the fluid Magic had ceased to swirl and stayed static for another few seconds, there was an audible snap, and all four of the trace repositories disappeared simultaneously.

The Peacekeepers and the MCF technicians spread out, examining the alley and the position markers carefully. After a whispered consultation, the MCF Mage Technician who had spoken before walked over to stand with his arms crossed and glared directly at Corda, demanding, “Who cast this Magic? I have never seen anything like this before. None of this makes sense. There has to have been someone else here!”

His aggressive advance on Corda broke her fragmented control, and the shield wall slammed up again between the angry man and her. He appeared not even to notice her action, instead beginning to shout, “Who else was here? What weapon did you use? Who threw the spells?”

Several things happened at the same time, as the two Academy Security Guards seem to teleport in front of Corda and the other students. This time their weapons were not pointed at the ground but zeroed in on the irrational MCF officer. Eyes blazing, Capt. Thompson had also placed his body between the yelling man and the trembling young Mages.

Almost in chorus, two voices rang out in incandescent fury, “That’s enough, stand down.” Collided with “You are out of order, sir.”

Startled, the PK Commander and the Academy Advocate met eyes before turning their attention back to the unfortunate man who just realized what a massive error he had made. Unable to stop his sense of outrage, he almost whimpered his question, “Who threw the spells?”

A voice rumbling with anger and power startled everyone in the alley as a man wearing the tabs of an agency head stalked like a colossal apex predator down the lane, leaving shaken technicians and rigid Peacekeepers in his wake.

Taking in the trace evidence with a glance, the huge man moved over and looked at the MCF technicians and said a single word, “Leave!”

Scrambling in response, all four of the men fled as if their lives depended on their speed. A few seconds later, Corda heard a vehicle start and accelerate away from where they were with a roar of a powerful engine. Everyone in the alleyway waited to see the contribution in the drama they were living that this new participant would make.

The big man nodded toward the PK Commander, saying, “Sorry it took me so long. I came as soon as I could break free.” Rankev nodded in response, saying, “I appreciate your assistance Minister Rodray,” before tilting his head toward the waiting group.

Although showing mild surprise at the composition of the group, the man continued in his commanding voice, “I apologize for the totally unacceptable attitude of the MCF in this situation. Be assured that this will be handled appropriately and immediately.”

Interrupting what he was in the middle of saying with a controlled, chill voice, the Academy Advocate informed him, “Considering this is the second time that the MCF officers have attacked three girls that were victims of an assault, the Academy Legal Office would asked to be informed of the steps that are taken.”

“Of course, we will inform you as those steps are executed.”

Focusing once more at the group as a whole, the man rumbled, “I appreciate that this has been a very tiring day, and I believe that I just have a couple more questions before we release you back to the Academy. First of all, who did cast all of the spells? I’m not talking about the renegade Mage attacker. I’m speaking of the ones that are traced in five different colors.”

Emerging from the center of a multi-arm embrace, Corda found herself standing in front of the group once again. Looking up at the broad, tall lawman, the 13-year-old girl said calmly, “That would be me.”

The Peacekeeper Minister looked like someone had hit him in the head with a brick. His mouth was open, and his eyes were bugged out, speechless as he stared at the tiny young woman in front of him. Opening and closing his mouth several times soundlessly, his voice squeaked as he asked, in disbelief, “You?”

With that as a trigger, all three of the young woman fell back into hysterical giggles. Corda had herself almost under control when she looked up and saw that all of the Peacekeepers had turned from whatever they were doing and were staring in stunned shock at her.

I could argue, I could show them, but this is just too funny, thought Corda. I’m the one who’s been having problems casting Battle Spells. Just the thought set her off in helpless laughter again.

The hysteria that the girls felt must have been noticeable because Minister Rodray gentled his expression and asked his other burning question, “What really happened?”

The Academy Advocate burst into furious speech, not raising her voice but shooting her words as if they were bullets from a gun, “Read the blasted reports of the interviews. These children, notice I am stressing the word ‘children,’ have been traumatized today and that trauma has been increased by their treatment. I am taking them back to the Academy and will not brook any further delay. The three girls are obviously suffering some level of shock, and I will not have them bullied any longer!”

Corda had sobered as soon as Jessa had begun to speak. Responding to the guilt shared by all the Peacekeepers' expressions, the young girl answered the huge man with echoes of fear and pain in her eyes, “They attacked us and were going to hurt Argah and Liz. I was the only one standing. And I had to stop them. It was bad enough with the men who had weapons, but there was a Mage, and he was really strong.”

There was no sound in the alley as everyone there focused on the tiny girl and her shaking voice. Squatting down, so his head was almost level with Corda’s, the big man’s voice was a clear whisper when he asked, “And then what happened?”

Her eyes staring off in the distance, unfocused and haunted, Corda said, “I pulled the bad men away from my friends. There was so much blood I don’t want to think about it. Then I tried to make a wall so the people with weapons couldn’t get to us. But the Mage was too strong, and he was ripping down my wall.” The anguished gaze of the frightened child was suddenly focused on the big man, hitting him with such a blast of terror, regret, and anger that he almost fell down.

“I would not let him hurt my friends. They were just trying to teach me how to shop, and it wasn’t fair that they would be hurt.”

Drilling into the Minister’s eyes and giving him a glimpse of the depth of her soul, the 13-year-old girl said, “The bad people kept coming and would not stop or go away. We hoped that our friends and my brother would come for us, but there was no more time. So I had to kill the bad people. I had to kill them with my Magic.” Brokenly, she added, “It was the only way.”

Shaking so severely that Corda felt she was going to fly into pieces, the young girl broke her stare-down with one of the most powerful men on the planet and turned to fling her tiny body into her grandfather’s embrace, crying, “Bonpa, it hurts so bad. I’m sorry, so sorry. Please make it stop.”
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Chapter 29 – Extraction

Moving like a force of nature, the Academy Advocate got them out the alleyway and moving toward the waiting transportation. Ignoring the strident pleas for just a few more answers from the Minister, the woman kept them traveling in the right direction.

The two Academy Security Guards were quickly reinforced by six more. Quickly forming a moving protective barrier around the traumatized girls, all of the guards shared expressions of rigidly-controlled anger, and it was apparent that they were not going to stop until they got their charges to safety.

The ready weapons and the furious looks were intimidating enough, but it was the no longer cloaked appearance of the Citadel Mage that prevented anyone, even the Minister, from trying to hinder their return to the Academy.

Reptilian in form, the woman possessed the incised crescent moon of the highest level of the Mages attending and certified by the Imperial Citadel Academy on the planet Nyri. Her swirling waist-high wall of fog held position just outside of the mass of Academy Security forces. Glowing with an eerie light, ribbons of bright Magic swam through the mist like strange eels, promising pain and danger to any that would think of breaching its barrier.

By this time, a crowd of curious people had formed around the cordoned-off area on the street. The emergence of the Nyri Mage drew startled comments as her distinctive brush of dappled, glowing long hair running from the crown of her head to the base of her skull and the delicate beauty of her scaled features came into view. There was a frenzy of picture taking, and the number of people from the news media grew by the minute. Moving theatrically, the woman drew everyone’s focus.

In the center of the moving mass of people, Bertor carried his tiny sister, a haunted and infuriated look in his eyes as her sobs ripped the heart from everyone that heard her fractured grief and fear. Gerald kept a hand under the elbow of the elderly Advocate, knowing how stupendously angry the older man was and how much Corda had grown to love her grandmother’s friend.

Wisely, the younger man knew that there was no way that Bertor would allow anyone else to hold his sister, so he had chosen the elderly man as his charge. All of the members of the rescue party were suffering from feelings of failure. The trauma the three girls had gone through was shared in the echoes of self-inflicted reproaches that the young men told themselves.

Even though Keve had tried to reassure everybody that they had done the best they could, Gerald saw the same sick regret in his other two friends’ eyes and could feel it humming through every motion that the Master Healer made. For now, there was nothing they could do but tough it out.

Everyone was coping to the best of their ability. Liz and Argah had ceased to cry but moved with the drugged motions of bodies pushed past exhaustion and minds battered by too many emotions. Gerald, Ricee, and Keve lent an arm when it would be accepted and tried to smooth the path, protecting each other as best they could.

Gerald kept his head down, trying to keep his face from being caught in too many pictures. He hoped with a feverish intensity that no one that would cause him problems would see him on the news broadcast.

When Argah stumbled and would have fallen, the Peacekeeper Commander, who had made a point of walking next to the elderly Advocate caught the young woman. Scooping her up smoothly without losing a step, Rankev saw the distress on Keve’s face and suggested in a low tone, “I can play beast of burden, but she needs a friend to hold her hand.” Sending the older, but stronger man a look of gratitude, Keve spent the rest the time holding on to Argah’s hand and murmuring to her.

In just a short distance that seemed to take an extraordinarily long amount of time, the Academy party arrived at the closely-parked group of four vehicles guarded by additional Academy Security personnel. Gently directed into three of the vehicles, the Academy students split up. Selecting a door at random, Gerald slipped in with Bertor and Corda, seating himself next to the bigger man and shifting Corda’s slender legs to lie across his lap.

Looking down at the dusty and scraped legs and feet of his little friend, Gerald realized that some time in her day that one of her heels had broken off her shoe and the entire bottom of the other shoe had been ripped, leaving her foot bare to the pavement. She is so small, so fragile. How could she keep taking these blows and not break? he thought to himself. Trying desperately to maintain control, the young man was unable to stop the tears that dripped soundlessly down his face and continued on to be soaked up in the dust coating Corda’s legs.

Moving his arm outward to enclose Gerald in the circle of arms holding Corda, the loving brother and Master Healer leaned the side of his head on the top of Gerald’s and let a few boiling hot tears of his own fall.

Through the open vehicle door, the two men could hear the aged but powerful voice of the retired Advocate General as he gave an obvious answer to a reporter’s questions, “Yes, it is a shame that the young women in our city could be assaulted in broad daylight, even snatched off the streets. Luckily, the Peacekeepers were quick to respond to the threat and joined Academy forces to prevent additional harm to the young women involved.”

There was a murmur of sound that apparently contained other questions that were indistinguishable to the occupants of the vehicle but the old Advocate’s response was crystal-clear as he firmly stated, “Yes, there were a few problems at a later point in the investigation but I believe that those are now under control. As you can see, Minister Rodray arrived to give his personal assurances that the shortfalls in procedure would be immediately addressed. I will be following up on this with him to identify any further legal action that needs to be taken, as will the Academy Advocate.”

Another murmur and the old man said, “I believe that others have statements and, please forgive me, but we need to get our Academy students back for medical evaluation and treatment. Good night.”

With that, Advocate Amity slipped into the vehicle, shadowed by the Nyri Mage. The door closed, and within just a few seconds, they were heading back to the Academy at top speed. Glancing out of the windows, Gerald could see that their shuttle had an escort of five streamlined Guardian Stingers. Marked with an unknown insignia, the armed single-occupant conveyances were something he was used to seeing in high-level protection details.

A light laugh from the Nyri Mage pulled Gerald’s attention back to his companions. The woman was grinning at the elderly Advocate, who was smiling broadly back at her. Her melodious voice carried the happy notes of sheer joy as she said, “I think it was well that I had come to visit my friend, Jessa. Not only was this interesting, but I think I was dramatic enough to draw attention away from the students. What do you think, Epheth?”

Capturing her hand and raising it gallantly to his lips in an old-fashioned courteous gesture, the Advocate said cheerfully, “My dear, if there were awards that we could give out for incredible acting, you would win the top prize.”

Over Corda’s shivering body, or Bertor and Gerald exchanged stunned and thankful glances.

Smoothly and without delay, their escort took them through the streets of the town and in through the Academy gate.

For the first time that he could remember, Gerald saw that the Academy entrance had not been left wide open. Instead, each vehicle coming in or out was required to stop and be inspected by a member of Academy Security.

“Wow, I didn’t realize that they would do that.” Flushing with embarrassment as he realized he had spoken out loud, the mortified young man looked up in apology but was reassured by the amused eyes of both the Citadel Mage and Corda’s grandfather.

Speaking to the Advocate, Gerald apologized, “I am sorry, my only explanation is I’m also very exhausted.”

Smiling, the old man responded, “I cannot remember the last time that this protocol was invoked. However, it has been in place for many years. Sometimes there’s a reason to know who’s going in and out, and I believe this is one of them.”
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Chapter 30 – Home Base

The Academy had been on high alert, waiting for the return of Corda and her friends. Gerald knew that the school was on standby but did not know what that meant in terms of what would happen when they successfully arrived on Academy grounds.

The first inkling that he and Bertor had was when their vehicle had come to a halt, and doors on both sides of the compartment were opened up to allow quick exits. Through the openings, angered words and shouting voices told them that all was not prepared in a way that the battered students could avoid additional stress.

“I do not care that you want to debrief the students now. It is our primary responsibility to see to their well-being, and they have already been held in a state of shock for hours. They need to be medically evaluated and treated as necessary before you can get your blasted interviews!” the incandescently-angry voice of Master Healer Tinels raised the temperature of the air enough to parch Gerald’s throat.

“Oh, dear,” murmured Bertor, “I know Jerroy, and he is beyond angry. Something better happen, or there’s going to be a Mage duel, and whoever it is fighting against him will not win.”

Gerald looked at the Bertor in shock, saying, “As a group, we’ve dealt with him quite a bit. He’s always so even-tempered and pleasant. That doesn’t sound like the man we know.”

Laughing a bit to himself, Bertor said, “He can be pretty easy-going and definitely nurturing up to a point, but he has one of the worst tempers that I’ve ever encountered. If you push him over the edge, you are in trouble.” When Gerald stared in disbelief, obviously still confused, Corda’s brother said, “A word of advice. Never, I do mean never, upset a man who knows how to put you back together. Remember that in order to know that, he really has to know how to take you apart.”

Understanding exploded inside of Gerald’s head, and he started to laugh. The other vehicle occupants joined in, and they exited with traces of that amusement still relieving some of the pressure that each one of them felt.

The next few hours were a confusing blur of movement and voices for Corda, Liz, and Argah. Refusing to back down, the Triage Healer swept all of the people involved in the incident, including Advocate Amity, into the infirmary for a rapid evaluation. Deciding that food and hydration were the primary requirements for the three Academy students and Bertor, the Triage Healer released them quickly after obtaining promises from all of them that they would perform no extraordinary physical efforts for at least several days.

As soon as Bertor and the three students set foot outside of the infirmary, however, all of them were hustled into a debriefing room. Expecting only to see one or two people there, the three students cringed at the packed chamber. Every seat filled, the audience included what appeared to be every instructor at the Academy and a whole myriad of people dressed in a mixture of uniforms and expensive suits.

Setting his shoulders, Bertor took the lead, and the three exhausted students gratefully trailed in his wake. Seeing the set face of the Master Healer, several of the people sitting at the table in the front of the room leaned back in their chair and appeared to be reconsidering their approach.

Of the nine sitting at the front table, Gerald knew six. One was the Headmaster of the Academy, and five more seats were occupied by the Master of each of the Academy Disciplines. The other three were strangers to him, but they all wore Mage tabs with strange insignia, and their guarded expressions filled him with unease.

Once everyone was seated, the Academy Headmaster addressed the group. Looking at Bertor and the three students, the man said, “I realize you’re exhausted, and all you want to do is to collapse. However, there are multiple aspects to this incident that are of concern to groups within the Academy itself and in the larger sphere of the Imperium. This includes political, military, educational, Magical, and commercial sectors. Hopefully, that will explain to you why there are so many attendees at this initial briefing.”

Bertor heard Gerald groan under his breath and wondered what the young man had just realized that the Master Healer didn’t know. Vowing to himself to ask the young man later, Bertor answered the Headmaster, saying, “All of us appreciate that, but you risk driving any one of us, myself included, into collapse after the events of the day.”

Interjecting her mellow voice into the conversation, the Head of the Bardic Discipline at the Academy said persuasively, “At this point, what is needed is a broad-brush understanding of what happened and any other piece of information or conjecture that you might have. That will allow the different groups represented in this room to come up with their approach to interviews.”

“Absolutely not.” The words were crisp and unemotional as the Academy Advocate marched into the room with Advocate Amity at her side. Walking behind them was a group of four other Advocates, including the Imperial Advocate, the head of the entire Imperium’s legal system.

Instantly standing in respect, every person in the room inclined their head in a bow, but Jessa marched down the central aisle of the meeting room as if she were going to battle. Turning her back to the Academy Heads, the granite-faced woman said in clipped tones, “You are not going to cross-examine or interview the witnesses or the victims of this crime individually. By accepting the position of Guardian of its students, the Academy is required to protect against such heinous behavior.”

Advocate Amity took over, leaning slightly on a cane and matching Jessa’s flat tone as he laid out the situation, “All of the main witnesses or participants in this event were either children under the letter of the law or unaffiliated relatives that cannot be forced into repeated and exhausting interrogation. You would be violating the Imperium’s Bill of Rights, and should you attempt to do so, please understand that you will be brought up in charges in the Imperial High Court.”

The older woman dressed in the garb of the Imperial Advocates took the bouncing ball of declamation and set it up for another player by saying, “The High Imperium Advocacy has already been convened in an emergency session and has unanimously ruled to support Academy Advocate Powood and Advocate General Amity. They have been issued Imperial Warrants authorizing them to file immediate injunctive relief or issue criminal warrants if any violation occurs.”

The ball was in the air, and nobody in the room knew where it was going to land. It hung there waiting for another player, and when the slender figure of the Imperial Seer walked in the room, she smashed it down with an explosion that wiped out any attempted strong-arm tactic.

Misha Bellee Gerson, the only known living Seer, explained to their audience in just a few words, “A vision on the subject was reported to the Emperor 15 years ago, long before some of the people involved were born. At that time, certain measures were put in place to safeguard events that are critical to the future of the Imperium for the next millennium. Those strategies were reviewed with the Emperor just a few days ago since further visions warned us of the immediacy of the trigger points.”

With a nod of her head, the Seer passed control back to Jessa. In the same even tone she had started with, the Academy Advocate said, “This is how it is going to be. All of you will have access to the witness statements and the interview content that the Peacekeepers collected. You also have available to you the data collected during the MCF evidence collection.

“As soon as the Healers in charge of their recovery will permit, the individuals involved in this event will be made available for question-and-answer sessions. For each individual group, 15-minutes will be allotted.”

An upset and angry cacophony of voices raised up in protest before Jessa threw up her hand to cut off the noise. When the room had quieted, she continued, saying, “If there is another group that you choose to collaborate with, you may add your 15 minutes to theirs. However, you will submit all of the questions that you wish to ask during that session no less than 12 hours ahead of time.”

Advocate Amity took over, saying, “Those questions will be reviewed by at least two Advocates. If any of those questions touch on inappropriate areas or ones that have been marked as out of bounds by Imperial decree, they will be excluded from your interview.”

Standing up, a man in the uniform of the Imperial Marines asked, “If we are not interested in interviewing all of the participants, may we use the 15-minutes allotment allowed for those we are not concerned with and transfer it to the ones we wish to speak to?”

The Imperial Advocate answered at this point, saying, “Within reason. And that level of reasonability will be defined by several things, one of which is the strain that it puts on the particular interviewee. We will not sacrifice the welfare of any of the people involved in this to satisfy random and unjustified curiosity.”

Nodding in acknowledgment, the military man continued, asking, “In any type of question-and-answer session, answers sometimes spark other lines of inquiry. If we have available time left in our allotment, may we asked those extemporaneous questions?”

The room was hushed as everyone leaned forward to hear the answer. This time it was Advocate Amity that answered with a smile, “Very clever, and it shows that you have a good mind. Unfortunately, the answer is the dreaded ‘perhaps.’ There will be at least two Advocates sitting in on any question session. If at any time, they perceive the stress on the interviewee to be injurious to their physical or mental health, the meeting will be done. And if the interviewee continues to demonstrate detrimental effects, all questioning will cease.”

The murmurs in the room didn’t sound as angry, but the sound intensity of conversation had increased. Walking down to Berthold, his grandmother stroked the side of his face and said, “Come on, my child. Bring your friends and let’s get you out of here.”
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Chapter 31 – Shock Effects

The three girls rerouted a very different way than the five men. Recognizing immediately how close to total collapse the young women were, the Triage Healer put each of them under the care of dedicated teams.

Gentle and quick physical examinations cushioned them from unneeded stress, and treatment for their cuts and bruises was quickly accomplished. The unobtrusive assistance in getting cleaned up began to settle their nerves. Neither Argah nor Liz could stop the tiny tremors that shook them. Any small noise or rapid movement startled them, sending their hearts into fast beating.

Even after a comforting bowl of soup, did any of the Healers try to engage them in conversation. When first Liz and then Argah responded to questions with a desperate blank look, their assigned Healers wordlessly assisted them into bed, quickly placing them into a deep sleep.

Wrapping monitoring cuff that would continue to supplement them with fluids around one arm of each girl, the lights were dimmed, and the young women were left alone. Suffering from strain and shock had been the general diagnosis, one that would only benefit from quiet and the lack of further stress.

Mara Watson, the Healer, leaving Liz’s room, turned and said to her colleague, Meley Richy, “Without any strain on their Magic channels, there yet they are young enough that a good quiet night will see them mostly recovered, I am sure.”

Meley responded, “Yes, they are young enough and strong enough that I’m sure they will bounce back. However, I know that Jerroy has a much more challenging problem with the young one.”

“I know. Even from across the room, I can feel how strained her Magic channels were.”

Determined to see if they could help, the two Healers were walking down the hall toward Corda’s room when they saw Armsmaster Robard and Prof. Ryante approaching. About to greet them, an anguished cry erupted from Liz’s chamber.

“Corda, watch out! Corda!” The young woman’s voice broke in a desperate plea. Without thought, the two Healers spun on their heels and ran back toward the young woman’s room, closely followed by Robarn and Ryante.

Erupting into the chamber, the four adults saw the pale face and tumbled blonde curls of the frightened young woman, but what caught their attention was the change in her eyes. Swirling black completely filled her eyeballs, with no sign of pupil or iris. Staring at the center of the room, Liz had her hands out in a protective gesture, and all of the Mages could feel her trying to pull Magic from an empty reservoir.

As Mara began to sprint across the room toward her patient, the Armsmaster brother to a jarring halt with one muscular arm. As the Healer struggled to get around him, the man said urgently, “Stop! Use your brain, woman! She’s obviously in a trance and caught in that vision she can hurt you or herself. Let Roby deal with it.”

Desperately trying to calm herself down, the frantic Healer worked on regulating her breathing. Seeing that she was under better control now, the Armsmaster relaxed his hold, and Mara began to make sense of what Prof. Ryante was doing and saying.

“Tell me what you’re seeing, Liz. What you’re seeing is a picture of something that is not happening right now. Instead, you are experiencing a vision of a possibility. Observe and report. Just observe and report.”

No longer flailing about or screaming, Liz remained upright in her bed, but her teacher's instructions must have penetrated because the young woman started to convey that Mages in front of her. Almost whispering, Liz said, “The room is dark, but I can tell it’s large, it looks like a place that would have more than one bed. Corda’s lying down, and there are machines around her. Oh, God! She looks so bad, who has hurt her?”

Prof. Ryante’s voice was soothing, and the two Healers in the room knew that the woman had a touch of Healing talent as they felt their own tension relax. Her words continued in the same slow cadence, “Remember that this is only a possibility. Now focus, child, and tell me who else is in the room with Corda. Tell me who and what they look like, anything that will help us protect her.”

“There are three men, all big and powerful. Two of them are dressed all in black and are hard to focus on almost blurry. The one that seems to be in charge is wearing a uniform, but I don’t know what kind.”

There was a pause as the tranced young woman turned her head around as if scanning the chamber only she could see. The fear in her face drew a low growl from the Armsmaster, and he felt rage rising up within him. Three men have invaded a helpless and traumatized child’s room in the dead of night! This cannot be tolerated!

Liz started speaking again, and the four adults leaned forward to hear her soft comments, “One of the men has a needle, and he is moving toward Corda. I have to help her! Where is my comm-unit? I need a number, please, I need a number to call!”

For a moment, there was just the sound of Liz crying. Roby Ryante and Hony Robarn locked eyes in an instant of strategy and his acceptance of omission that neither of them would dream of failing. Similar looks of determination stiffened their expressions, and the Armsmaster spun to pin the two Healers with his eyes.

Before he could speak, Liz spoke once again in a voice that was rapidly losing energy, “I have to pretend. Otherwise, the man with the gun will stop me from calling. Push the comm-unit button. Push it quickly. No lights, no lights at all, and close my eyes. I’m sleeping, like in a dream. Please, hurry! We need to save Corda.”

Frozen as their minds moved quickly to put the pieces of this puzzle together, none of the adults in the room were initially aware that Liz had fallen onto her back, once more unconscious and still.

As the two Healers rushed to check over their patient, Roby snagged Liz’s comm-unit and quickly entered both her and the Armsmaster’s contact codes. Flipping to the setting controls, she also adjusted the light display so that it would not show in a darkened room.

The Armsmaster did a quick survey of the room, making sure that he had its layout firmly in his mind. Watching as Prof. Ryante carefully tucked Liz’s comm-unit next to the girl's side, the man that had dedicated his life to teaching his students to survive the fights and battles that they would face in her life gathered his rage into a cold shell around his heart and turned and walked out of the room.

Leaving the two Healers in the room with Liz, Roby Ryante caught up with her friend and asked, “What are you going to do now?” When the Armsmaster didn’t answer her, she followed him to the room where they could hear the Triage Healer giving instructions.

The Armsmaster stuck his head into the room and did a quick, comprehensive sweep of that layout. Jerroy Tinels so the motion and looked up. A quick flash of inquiry on his face was answered by a nod and a head tilt from the Armsmaster. The compressed question-and-answer satisfied the busy Healer, and he called out, “yes, I’ll talk to you as soon as I’m done here.”

Spinning around, the Armsmaster almost knocked down Roby. Not wanting to slow the man any further, the woman walked with him as he purposely left the infirmary.

“You know I really hate it when the two of you do that,” she grumbled.

With a broad grin on his face, the Armsmaster said, “I know. Actually, part of the fun is how much you don’t like it!”

“What are you going to do now?”

“Corda is in a room that looks just like the one that Liz is in. Since that is not what Liz reported in her vision, I think we should have time to prepare more effective protection. I am going to go and pull a bodyguard team together. When Jerroy breaks free, we will work out a consolidated plan.”

“That sounds reasonable to me. I will do the same with some of the school Mages and look into protection spellcasting. I should be ready with something in a few hours if that will that work?”

“I think so. We just cannot tolerate anybody preying in our Mages.”
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Chapter 32 – The Eye of the Storm

Jerroy Tinels had passed the point of exhaustion hours ago. His anxious feeling of desperation when he had seen the ravaged face of Corda had haunted him the entire time that they were trying to stabilize her. It had been a hard-fought battle, but one that he believed they had one.

Stumbling and clumsy, the Triage Healer headed toward the rooms of the Armsmaster, his friend Hony Robarn. If it were anyone else that he promised to meet, the man knew that he would’ve made some sort of an excuse. However, in the decades that he had known his friend, Jerroy couldn’t remember a time that the man had not been purposeful in what he did.

Reaching the door to the Armsmaster suite, Jerroy knew better than to knock, but just open the door and walked in, only to stop in shock when he saw the group awaiting him. He recognized some of them, including Roby Ryante, one of the instructors, and an ancient Mage that taught specialized classes occasionally. There were two other people in the room, both that looked like upperclassmen. What is going on?

The Armsmaster spoke immediately, “Good! I’m glad you’re here. And Cal, get the Healer a beer, he looks like he needs it.”

Looking at the exhausted man, Hony commanded, “Sit down before you fall down, you idiot.”

Smiling faintly with the affection of long-term friends, the Triage Healer quipped in return, “Well, if you have beer, I suppose I’ll have to put up with you.”

Smiling, Hony waited till the Healer sat before his face turned serious, and in an altered voice, he said, “I think you had better hear what we have to say, and then I can tell you what we put together so far. We will need your assistance and guidance to make sure that we could prevent what we are afraid might happen.”

Sinking down into his seat, Jerroy listened as the Roby and the Armsmaster told him of Liz’s vision. When they quit speaking, the Healer pinched the bridge of his nose and said tiredly, “I am not sure Corda could handle any more damage right now. We had a terrible time stabilizing her and ended up almost in a battle as she fired Magic off in a sort of porcupine flurry of spells.”

Quiet up till now, the elderly female Mage spoke up, “I was concerned about that. There are certain types of Mages that require specialized handling if they are stressed to the point that you are describing. However, this is the first time that I have heard of such a young person being faced with this type of problem.”

Jerroy and Hony exchanged startled glances and turned to the old woman with burning curiosity. Before they could start to interrogate her, the elderly Mage turned to Roby Ryante and said, “We will need to do the more difficult blanketing spell, so she has stronger protection. Whatever we do, she has to be kept away from any further attack or stress.”

<< <> >>

The room was dark, except for the blinking lights on the machines that surrounded Corda’s sleeping body. All silent on the infirmary floor as the darkness outside was echoed by the shadows within.

A slight gasp was followed by a hiss and then a small flood like something heavy and loose bouncing against a hard surface. For a few moments, there was no other sound or motion. Slowly, the door to Corda’s room crept open, showing the empty hall outside of her room.

There was a change in the light as two men seemed to appear out of empty air and moved into the room. Trailing behind them, an assured man in a dark uniform followed. As soon as they were all in the chamber, the door was pushed shut, and the three invaders drew closer to the unconscious body in the bed.

The uniformed man was the first one who spoke, keeping his voice low, “Secure the door. How long will the spray keep the nurse unconscious?”

The smaller of the chameleon-suited men answered, saying, “No more than 20 minutes. We will have to work quickly, or all hell is going to break loose.”

“Fine, we are just going to have to push faster. Blaise, inject her with the stimulant.”

The larger of the men moved over to where Corda’s medical bracelet wrapped around her wrist. Pulling an ampule from his pocket, he moved with the practiced motions of a Healer as he warned, “If we hurry, we run the risk of burning her out.”

“I really don’t care. We need to understand what she did, and if she gets damaged in the process, that’s not necessarily bad. At least that way, none of our enemies will have this knowledge.”

The covert operative with the Healer training shrugged his shoulders and responded, “I was just telling you like it is. No judgment. I understand the mission.”

“Good.”

In response to the drug that had been added to her system, Corda began to whimper as the potent stimulant began to rasp along her nerves, forcing her back into consciousness. Her pitiful sobs made no impression on the three men that stood watching her like she was a lab experiment.

Down the hall, Liz slammed to alert as if someone had applied an electric prod to her posterior. Disoriented and confused, Liz froze for a few seconds, looking and listening around her. The dark room was soothing, but there was something or someone was making a noise like a wounded animal. Liz hurt from the pain she could hear and longed to help stop it.

Immediately, Liz pushed the call button to summon a nurse. There was no response and the urge to stop the tortured cries became overwhelming. Oh, visions of hell that is Corda! What is happening to her?

Listening intently, Liz could hear men’s voices between the cries. Their local volume was getting louder as they fought to be heard over Corda’s cries for help. Suddenly, a flash of her vision splashed in front of her face, and Liz went cold with fear. Desperately, she pawed through her bedclothes, gasping in relief when she found her comm-unit. Hunching over it to conceal any possible light, she punched the activation button and was relieved to see that it had been set on stealth mode with only enough light to see the icons.

Thank the 1001 gods, she thought to herself in terror, Someone left a number for me to call.

Without further thought, Liz hit the button and was amazed when the Armsmaster’s face immediately appeared in her comm-unit screen. Keeping her shaking voice quiet, the terrified young woman pleaded, “Please, please. You have to come help Corda. Somebody’s in with her, and she is crying. The nurse won’t come, and I can’t get out of bed. I don’t know what to do.”

An expression of rage appeared on the Armsmaster’s face. His appearance was so frightening that Liz recoiled. Trying to reassure her, the man said soothingly, “I’m not angry at you. We are on our way. Just remember to turn off the comm-unit and pretend you’re sleeping.”

The call closed, and Liz quickly did what the Armsmaster had told her.

The young woman barely finished what she had to do before the door from the hallway swung open, and she felt the brush of air that indicated someone had entered her room. Moaning and whimpering as if she were in the throes of a nightmare, Liz said, “No, no. Please, no!” She had no idea what she was saying, but the young woman didn’t really care. All she knew was that danger stood by her bed, and she didn’t want to be killed.

Thinking she had flailed around enough, Liz stopped moving as if she had fallen back to sleep. It was hard to slow her breathing down, but she did the best she could, relaxing into the slow cadence of someone in a deep sleep.

Liz knew that it had worked when the frightening man crept out of the door, closing it behind him. The shaky breath that the young woman drew felt like a gift. For a moment, she just luxuriated in the fact that she was still alive.
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Chapter 33 – Mission On

While Liz cowered under her illusion of sleep, the two Academy Mages and Lead Enkill raced through the hallways toward the infirmary. The Armsmaster, accompanied by the Triage Mage and the other upperclassman TA Lead, Cremey Marten, were taking position at strategic spots around the outer wall of Corda’s room.

As they ran, the Armsmaster used his comm-unit to notify the PK Commander of the situation, in case the battle was more than his volunteer force could handle. Quickly comprehending both the confidential nature of the information and its urgency, PK Commander Rankev took personal command of the response team and was moving toward the Academy in less than 60 seconds.

Snarling in exertion, the Armsmaster called for all available Academy Security Guards but knew that it was unlikely that any of them could respond quickly enough. Terse sentences shot out of Hony’s mouth as he sketched out their plan and warned that the incursion was most probably from rogue Imperial elements.

With only a few seconds before they were in position, and knowing that silence would soon be crucial, the Armsmaster clicked through on override to the quarters of the Academy Advocate and turned on full audiovisual, startling Jessa and her friend by his sudden appearance and the desperate expression on his face.

“Hony, what is wrong?” demanded Jessa.

“Only a few seconds until op silence, report of possible Imperial incursion, Corda the objective, interrogation and kill team onsite, we are going in, scratch force only, Healer, two students, Mages Ryante and old Rezal. Called PK. If we are overcome, kill the bastards that did this. Hony out.”

Back in the Advocates quarters, the two women stared at each other before the Nyri Mage exploded, “That man is going into battle with two students, a blessed Healer, a woman who teaches history, and a 212-year-old Mage who has never had a hand-to-hand fight in her life!”

Entering communication codes like a madwoman into her comm-unit, the Advocate looked up and smiled with an expression that was the precursor to battle rage and said, “Yes! Isn’t life grand?!”

The Nyri Mage kicked off her slippers and charged out of her friend’s rooms, heading for the infirmary. As the woman ran, Jessa heard something that brought a different kind of smile to her face when T’Kini half yelled, “Please tell me he’s not mated!”

The next instant, the Advocate was snapping out commands and information to the first of the many people she was going to have to contact. Closing her eyes for a split second, she prayed, Hear my prayer glorious gods. Keep all of our people safe. Take no more of those I love away from me.

<< <> >>

When the infiltrator that had moved to check out muffled noises came back into Corda’s room, the officer in charge demanded, “Well? What did you find?”

“It was nothing but a drugged girl having a nightmare. She wasn’t even awake.”

“Kill her?”

“No, might have set off an alarm because she was attached to monitoring equipment. Easier just to make sure she was sleeping and get out.”

All three men stood around and watched as Corda came closer to being conscious, but the countdown on their timing was running out, and they knew it. The uniformed man muttered, “We could try kidnapping her, but she may be on biometric monitoring also.”

Checking his watch, the larger chameleon clad infiltrator said quietly, “eight minutes until extraction target.”

Turning to the Healer, the OIC ordered, “Give her another dose.”

“If I do, it would be a miracle for her to live for more than 10 minutes.”

“As long as we get our questions answered, I really don’t see the downside.”

Shrugging his shoulders, the infiltrator with Healing Magic pulled another ampule out of his pouch and slammed it into the intake port of Corda’s medical bracelet. The young girl jerked like someone had slammed her with an electrical charge.

Her whimpering grew louder, and she opened her eyes, blinking as she tried to focus. The man dressed in the dark uniform leaned over and taking her bandage shoulder in a cruel grip, ground his fingers into her wound, and ordered, “You will answer our questions and do it quickly. If you do not, I will make sure you suffer.”

Corda sobbed in agony as the vicious man leaned closer to the young girl and said, “Tell me what the…”

The outer wall of the room shattered in an explosion of fury and rage. The Armsmaster and the TA Lead flung their bodies at the two infiltrators, disappearing into rapid movements that in the dim light looked more like whirlpools of air than human bodies.

Snarling in a fury, the Triage Healer flung his body over Corda’s and yanked the med bracelet that was injecting the medicine that would have ended her life. The combination of his acceleration and the breadth of his shoulder smashed into her torturer, and the man was flung against the cabinet but instantly bounced back and reached for his weapon.

Roaring in frustrated rage, the uniformed man took aim at the Healer, who was focused on saving his patient. Smiling in anticipation, the killer squeezed his trigger, and a deep green beam of disruption flashed out to destroy both Healer and patient only to run into a barrier of smoke that sprang up to cover the bed, patient, and Healer under a dome of protective Magic.

Deprived of his prey, the man’s predatory instincts were raised even higher, and he turned his weapon toward the battling Armsmaster and fired. Unable to hit the pair of combatants that were moving in rapid, darting patterns, the shooter spun to fire on the two Mages framed by the doorway.

The man’s face twisted in snarling glee as he said in a low, vicious voice, “Civilian amateurs! A doddering old fool and a woman, hah! You should’ve brought more help!” When neither woman looked at all intimidated, another snarl rolled out of the man’s chest, and he took a step toward them and brought his weapon up.

Again, he got no response filled with the fear that he craved, and his sense of survival took over, and he fired. The beam from his weapon drilled toward the two women, and… did nothing.

Berserk with a frustrated craving for pain and suffering, the dark-clad man dropped his ineffective weapon and pulled a long knife that glowed with a yellow, Magical light. “I will get you one way or another,” he threatened. Stalking toward the two women until he was within several feet of the older one, he began a strike that would intersect the protective wall but was yanked to a halt, and the knife was ripped from his hand by a beam of force.

Screaming in denial, he tried to move his arms and legs but was unable to even flex a muscle. Yelling again, he reached his tongue back to crush the failsafe embedded in the back of his mouth, but a blanketing film kept him from smashing the repository of easy death, and the man let out a tortured sound of insanity.

“Oh, no. You don’t get out of this life that easily, little man.” Coalescing out of the darkness, T’Kini, the Nyri Mage, ran the claws of her left hand down the side of the man’s neck, leaving trickling blood behind.
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Chapter 34 – Tactics of Survival

“Watch out!” The warning came from Roby as she stood beside the elderly Mage, determinedly holding the protective barriers around Corda’s bed. T’Kini yanked her immobilized prisoner into the corner, away from the men still fighting.

Roby was frightened for the two students that were trying to take down the massive infiltrator. The young men were doing the best they could, but they were fighting an experienced combat specialist.

Lead Enkill had charged in to help his friend as soon as they had reached the room, but his incautious approach had earned him an immediate broken arm. Both boys were reeling from injuries, and the female professor was worried that she might see two of her students killed in front of her.

“Roby, keep your concentration. We can’t let the protective barriers lapse. If we do, the innocent will die,” whispered the elderly Mage. Torn, the teacher kept focused on her task, but her heart pounded in fear.

Another flurry of blows and one of the young men was down, still and bleeding. Enkill was doing his best to both protect his friend and win the fight, but the two female Mages knew that it would be the enemy that would triumph.

There was a sharp snapping sound, and Enkill’s leg fractured. The young man went down with a despairing cry. Diving forward, his opponent raised clenched hands to smash down to steal the young man’s life when the tall form of the Triage Healer sprang from Corda’s bed to tackle the infiltrator and smash his face into the ground.

Moving faster than their eyes could track, the Mages watched in amazement as the Healer disabled the large soldier with a flurry of deadly blows, paralyzing his arms and legs, and smashing into his back with an impact that audibly cracked multiple bones.

Springing up and flipping the man over, an infuriated Jerroy Tinels yanked the man’s mouth open and pressed hard on the hinge of his mouth, freezing the fighter's ability to move his jaw. Reaching in with both his fingers and Magic, the Healer ripped out a tooth and something else from inside the man’s mouth and flung the poison across the room.

Just then, the Armsmaster got in two sharp blows on his opponent. The crack of breaking bones echoed through the room, and with a cold look in his eyes, the Armsmaster grabbed both sides of the man’s head and twisted.

His head bent over, and his chest heaving in a desperate attempt to get more oxygen, Hony scrubbed his face with his hands and looked up. Glancing around the room, he took a quick evaluation of the current status and began to rise.

Thinking the fight was over, the two female Mages allowed the protective barrier to drop. Moving quickly over to where the two students lay senseless on the ground, the women began to do what they could for the injured students.

The movement of the two Mages left the doorway unblocked, so another man in a chameleon suit came charging through at a full run. Jamming a stiff leg into the Armsmaster, the special forces fighter knocked the surprised man back onto his knees and turned to fire into the back of the Healer who was crouched over the two students between the other Mages.

Sitting up in her bed with half-blind eyes and torn by tremors, Corda came to full consciousness, immediately immersed in a scene where her friends were in mortal danger. The hair on the back of the Mages rose as a colossal pool of Magic was ripped open, and every source of electricity in the room became a weapon in the grasp of the frightened young girl.

Intersecting and shredding the death beam that would have obliterated the Triage Healer, Corda wielded her power like a whip, bouncing the deadly spells off the walls and curving them around her friends, the incandescent burn of lights forced the Mages to close watering eyes and crouch down. The last standing enemy tried to spin and shoot at Corda, but a flick of her hand removed his arm, weapon and all. Seeming not to really see any of the people in the room, the young, frightened Mage was sobbing inconsolably as her Magic flew in a deadly dance.

The Armsmaster said in a low tone to the infiltrator, “Don’t move, you idiot.”

Bleeding profusely, their enemy chose not to listen and darted toward the door. The sudden movement drew Corda’s attention, and both of her arms moved forward, flinging a wide beam of dark red energy at the fleeing enemy, burning the entire top half of the man to ashes.

The Triage Healer considered the hysterically sobbing young girl and the two men that lay bleeding out at his feet in an agony of indecision. Choosing those that he knew he could help, Jerroy tried to get their bleeding under control before he could turn to Corda.

“Corda, you can relax now. All of the enemies have been controlled or killed. Very soon we are going to have people here to help, but they may come running in. You need to lie down and let the Healer help you.” The Armsmaster was talking to Corda in as gentle a voice as the big man could manage. Inch by inch, he was moving closer to her, drawing her gaze and trying to talk her down from her pinnacle of fear and hysteria.

Finally, the young girl’s sobs lost their sharp edge, and she sagged back against her ripped up pillows. The Armsmaster perched on the side of her bed and touched her hand with gentle pressure. Staring at him with a desperate plea, the 13-year-old traumatized almost to the breaking point by the events of the day, whispered, “Please don’t leave me.”

The Armsmaster answered her with a calm voice, but tears ran down his face, “I need to check on your friends. They are just across the hall, and I will be right back. Then I will stay until you tell me it’s okay to leave.”

When Corda stared at him in dumb panic, he asked, “Is it okay if I go check on Liz and Argah?”

“Yes. Oh, yes, but please, please come back.”

“I will. Is there someone you would like to hold your hand while I’m gone?”

Corda looked at him with the stunned expression of someone who was not processing language well, but her haunted look lightened as Roby Ryante came over and joined the Armsmaster on Corda’s bed. The teacher carefully reached out to hug the young woman. Tense for a moment, Corda turned her face into the Mage’s shoulder and was consumed with sobs.

Meeting the Armsmaster’s eyes over Corda’s head, Roby tilted her head in a definite order, and Hony Robarn moved smoothly and quickly to check on the welfare of the other two girls. He found Argah still sleeping with no apparent injuries. However, when he came into Liz’s room, he found the young woman huddled in bed and frightened out of her mind.

As soon as she saw him, Liz sat up in bed and demanded, “Is Corda all right? The noises were horrible, and I’ve been so frightened.”

“Corda is alive, but we have other injuries. The room is very bloody, but your friend needs you.”

Before he even asked her if she was going to come, Liz had ripped the medical bracelet off her arm and swung her legs out of bed. Teetering a little bit, she grabbed the Armsmaster’s elbow and let him guide her across the hall to her friend.

Taking in the scenario with one glance, shuddering at the gore that splattered the room, Liz climbed into the bed with Corda and threw her arms around her young friend. Corda’s sobs changed to a less frantic pace, and the young girl started to slip into an exhausted slumber.
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Chapter 35 – Hitting the Fan

The Mages were kneeling on the floor, desperately trying to save the lives of the two young men when the room was flooded with reinforcements. It was as if the floors and walls had erupted in Academy Mages, Security Guards, and Peacekeepers. Scurrying in to check the damage was the Headmaster, trailed by an assistant.

Unfortunately, everyone was trying to talk at once.

As the noise level rose, the blood-covered elderly Mage on the ground concentrated for an irritated moment and flung a noise-baffling shield spell over the bed where Corda lay vulnerable in exhausted sleep. Shortly after that, an influx of fresh Healers from all over the city relieved the worn and battered first responders.

Patrea Rivis, the head of the Academy Healer College, came in to take personal command of the infirmary. He was the only one that could make Jerroy listen. Even the distraught Academy Headmaster found it impossible to divert the furious and stubborn Triage Healer.

Insisting that everyone involved in the fight be evaluated immediately, Patrea succeeded in clearing some of the wounded out of the room. However, the people clustered around the severely injured young men refused to let their patients be shifted. Jerroy back them up with such ferocity that even the Head of the Healer College could not get him to budge.

In a quick consult, the Armsmaster huddled with the head of the Academy Security Guards and the PK Commander on the best way to deploy forces. The man’s urgent speech and concerned expressions chilled the Healers and other Mages that swirled around them even though they couldn’t hear what the men were discussing.

Coming to an agreement quickly, the Peacekeepers and the Academy Security Guard blended seamlessly. Within the room, the guards were mixed, while additional Peacekeeping forces could be heard deploying around the buildings and the Academy grounds.

Moving rapidly, more guards flooded the chamber and the infirmary halls, the sentinels arranged in alternating patterns of Peacekeepers and Academy Security forces. The grim expressions on the men and women’s faces made many of the Healers uneasy, but no one protested except the Head of the Healer College.

“Armsmaster, I think you are overreacting. It’s going to be impossible for us to do our job while tripping over clumsy people wearing battle armor every time we turn around.”

“I would rather you trip over us then lose any more students or Healers to the next wave of attacks. This is my job, so stay out of it.”

Turning to fully face the Armsmaster, the Head Healer said, “You, sir need to go be evaluated right now.” Gesturing to two of the infirmary orderlies, the man continued, “Get him into one of the examining rooms as soon as possible and then come back here.”

As the orderlies attempted to pull the Armsmaster out of the room, he dug his heels in and said, “Evaluate me here. I gave my word to Corda that I would stay with her until she told me it was okay for me to leave.”

Mage Rivis protested, saying in a condescending voice, “She’s sound asleep. With all these people, the girl will be perfectly safe. I am sure she will understand if she wakes up before you are back.”

The unyielding reply was, “I gave my word.”

“Healer Mage Rivis, I would strongly suggest that you avoid giving illegal or unsupportable statements at any time. If Armsmaster Robarn gave his word to the young girl that has been repeatedly victimized over the last 24 hours, I would think you, as a Healer of note, would be respectful of that.” Her face wearing the expression of an avenging fury, the Academy Advocate advanced into the room, once again in the company of the Advocate General Amity and the Imperial Advocate. A protective detail of the Emperor’s Own Elite Force accompanied them.

Everyone in the room could hear the high-pitched whine of charged and unlocked weapons. The powered battle armor that each man wore underscored the seriousness of what had occurred. Spreading out in a synchronized movement, the six men positioned themselves around the chamber, alert to any threat. Their opaque helmets made them a dehumanized danger, designed to terrify the Emperor’s enemies.

The Healer Mage flinched back a few steps from the imposing soldiers and almost tripped over Misha, as the Imperial Seer coalesced in the center of the room and advanced on the frightened man in anger so incandescent she was literally glowing.

Jabbing a finger into the much younger man’s chest, the Seer permeated the man’s skin with her voice down to the bone as she demanded, “Where has your common sense gone, man? Instead of rewarding the people that protected their patients with their life, your grandstanding is rebuking them and opening my granddaughter up to more danger.”

Turning back toward the Headmaster with the speed of a striking snake, Misha continued in an even angrier voice, “Justim Foste, your attempt to play politics and raise your importance to a higher level has come perilously close to treason. I would suggest you start building your defense, or you are going to find yourself facing the Imperial executioner.”

“But, Misha, you know how this game is played.”

A chorus of growls drained the color from the Headmaster’s face, and he seemed to age 20 years in an instant. The Academy Advocate stepped in front of the Headmaster and declared in a hard voice, “Justim Foste, you are hereby relieved of your authority as the Barkin Prime Academy Headmaster, pending review by the Imperial Court.” Nodding her head at one of the Peacekeepers lining the walls, two armored figures advanced to bracket the suddenly broken man as he was escorted from the room.

Spinning back again to confront the Head Healer, Misha advanced on him so suddenly that the frightened man almost tripped getting away from her. Unable to pull his eyes away from her anger, he flinched as she raised her hand and pointed at him, “Patrea, you are adding no benefit here, and your efforts to play politics will be remembered. I suggest you delegate to the people who actually know how to do the work and take yourself out of here. If you do not, I am going to hold you personally responsible for the welfare of all the endangered students and the well-being of anyone who needs Healing from this debacle.”

With a terrified look on his face, the man called out, saying, “Jerroy, this is really a triage issue. So you are responsible for it and any coordination needed. Work with whomever you need for the rest of the Healer evaluation and treatment. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” Before anyone acknowledged the handover, the man turned and fled the room.

Watching his retreat with satisfaction, the Imperial Auditor said in a dry tone, “Even after all these years, Misha, I never knew how bad a temper you had. The flame and fury are quite impressive, but I really like how you frighten them from the battlefield.”

“Caria, they might be picking up the fact that I’m ready to shoot them with a borrowed weapon. It seems to get their attention.”

While Misha had been verbally scorching those that were not contributing to the recovery effort, Advocate Amity had walked over to Corda’s bed. Passing effortlessly through the baffling shell, he stood next to the young girl and gently brushed her hair from her face. Thanks to the muffled sound, no one could hear what the man said, and those closest looked away at his expression of grief and the two tears that slid down his face.

The Seer joined him, putting her shaking hands around her granddaughter’s shoulders and murmuring brokenheartedly. The elderly Advocate wrapped one of his arms around the shoulders of the Seer and stood quietly in support.

There was a flurry at the door, and three men in the uniform of the Imperial Military moved quickly into the room. One of them was carrying Magically enhanced cuffs, which glowed a peculiar purple. Glancing around, the man in the lead locked his attention onto where the Nyri Mage had parked her prisoner. Moving quickly over to where she stood, the man brusquely said, “Major Raymy Pery, Imperial Military Intelligence. We are taking custody of this man and will remove him from the room. Release your spells, Mage.”

All over the chamber, heads turned to stare. Sensing a spike of emotion, the Healers shifted to protect their patients’ bodies and retreated away from the confrontation. The Armsmaster stood up, and the Peacekeeper Commander moved to a position beside him.
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Chapter 36 – Custody Wars

T’Kini looked the rude man up and down, drawing out her examination until she saw that her affront to his importance was causing him difficulty. Offering a thin, sharp-toothed smile, the Nyri Mage said, “No.”

“What do you mean, no? He’s military, and we are MI. He belongs to us.”

“No is an important word to learn. Obviously, you would benefit from remedial language lessons. In case you didn’t understand the answer, I will not be turning my prisoner over to you. I don’t trust you, I don’t know you. And given your manner, even if I did know you, I wouldn’t trust you.”

Snarling, the soldier holding the bespelled cuffs pushed toward the Mage, and said, “Watch it! We could just as easily put these cuffs on you.”

The whine of charged weapons and the click of safeties releasing had the three men spinning around looking for the source of the danger. Every gun in the room was pointed at the three men. Whether it be Peacekeeper, Academy Security Guard, or the Emperor’s Own, the men were caught in a lattice of sighting beams and angry regard.

The Major was first to react, slapping a slick smile on his face and saying, “Everybody, please calm down. We are removing this man for interrogation, and there shouldn’t be a problem.”

The Imperial Advocate stepped up to the men and tapped her tabs of rank, saying, “In addition to having problems with complex words like no, you dishonor the Imperium by your rudeness and willingness to break the chain of command. Are you so uneducated that you have forgotten how to salute a superior officer.”

Turning pale, the man stiffened to attention as did his two companions. Executing a picture-perfect salute, the man waited for the Imperial Advocate to return it. Since her office came with a rank of four-star General, the woman was also now offended and furious at the disrespect the man had shown to both the Academy and her office.

Leaving the three men to hold their positions, she tapped her comm-unit and reeled off a series of numbers. Eyes straight ahead, the MI Major paled slightly as he heard the sequence. The Imperial Advocate waited for less than 10 seconds until the holograph of a man in a dress Imperial uniform appeared above her comm-unit.

“Caria, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”

“I’m afraid I am not going to make you happy, Juanio. We have a situation where what we truly hope is a rogue MI infiltration team attempted to interrogate an injured 13-year-old and has attacked Academy Mages, Healers, and students.”

“What the hell?! Of course, it was a rogue unit. There is no way we would have given an order to do that.”

“Does that mean that you did not task an Imperial Military Intelligence Major to arrive at the Barkin Prime Academy with spelled Mage cuffs to remove our prisoner for interrogation?”

The good humor of Juanio Parker, Military Chief of Staff, had totally disappeared. The face that stared out of the hologram was infuriated and showed the same promise of death that had earned him his nickname of Laser Eyes when he had commanded the Imperial Special Forces. Snarling, he demanded, “Who? And where is he?”

As the Advocate turned to catch the three uniformed men’s faces in the view of her comm-unit, the Major shouted, “Kill them! Protocol Ibis!”

Shaken by the speed in which the three men pulled weapons, the Advocates, both Imperial and Academy, stood flat-footed for a deadly instant. Springing forward, the Major reached for the older woman, while the other man dropped the Mage cuffs and jumped for the younger.

Sizzling beams from some of the Emperor’s Own licked at two of the attackers, but the reinforced uniforms that they wore, shrugged the initial blasts aside. The rapid advance of the Major put the Advocates in a blocking position and gave him the protection of hostages that he was striving for.

Moving with all the enhanced speed and strength of his powered battle armor, one of the Emperor’s Own slammed into the Imperial Advocate and took the older woman down to the ground and covered her with his reinforced and protected suit. At the same time, the PK Commander dove for the Academy Advocate and swept her out of the danger zone. Moving two steps further into the center of the room, he swung around like a shot putter and flung the woman toward Corda’s bed.

Rankev had flung her so hard that she flew well over the bed and crashed into the corner wall, collapsing with a groan onto the floor. Unfortunately, that left the Peacekeeper exposed and without a drawn weapon.

Quickly, the MI Sergent shifted his aim to Rankev and fired. A bolt of poisonous green erupted from the end of the gun and zinged its way toward the commander. Realizing his danger, the man twisted in an effort to avoid the shot but was only partially successful.

There was a smell of burned flesh, and Rankev Powood, Peacekeeper Commander, dropped to the ground with the boneless fluidity of someone that was either badly injured or dead. Charging two steps closer and taking better aim at the injured man, the MI enemy was destroyed by the intersecting fire of a dozen weapons.

The violet hues of the Academy beam weapons crisscrossed with the intense yellow of the Imperial guards. Piercing dozens of places in the man’s body, his synapses fired uncontrollably, and he jerked like a drop of water on a hot grill as his body was cut to pieces.

Thwarted by the escape of his chosen hostage, the Imperial Advocate, Major Pery dove toward Corda’s bed, where the elderly Advocate and the slender Seer stood by the unconscious girl's body. Smashing through the insubstantial sound containment wall, the desperate man reached toward the Seer only to have her yanked out of his path and pushed behind the figure of the old Advocate.

“Move, or you’re dead old man,” Pery growled. Bracing himself to be hurt, Epheth stood his ground as the attacker continued to charge him.

The Armsmaster smashed into the Major, blindsiding him from where Hony had taken station by Corda’s head. Concealed by the slightly raised bed, the Head of Battle Attacks at the Academy smashed into the attacker with concentrated force and high velocity.

Scrabbling to stay upright, the MI traitor grabbed any surface he could, to try to keep on his feet. His hands slipping and sliding, his fingernails breaking off to bloody stubs, the man was now truly desperate and on the verge of giving up. Finally, finding enough purchase that he could straighten up, Raymy tried to release the wall and found that his hands were stuck.

The failures and defeats had become too much, and with a determined effort, the man moved his tongue back into the corner of his mouth and started to bite down.

“No, no, no, darlin’. There is going to be no easy way out for you. Besides which, I’m enjoying collecting you guys.” T’Kini, the Nyri Mage leaned closer, staring intensely into the terrified eyes of the man that had breached her spell perimeter. A thick blanket coated the man’s mouth and tongue, freezing all movement in that area of his body and preventing him from the release he so desperately needed.

Her smile growing broader, T’Kini said, “Now I have a collection of three. I don’t know whether to kill you and stuff you, preserve odd body parts in a pickling jar, or hang you from the chandelier and put you in a sustained shell so that you can twist in agony for the next hundred years.”

The claws of her left hand extended with gentle pings, and the man’s eyes grew large in his frozen face. Gently, oh so gently, she ran her nails down his body from his shoulder to his pubic bone, her sharp claws slicing his uniform and undergarments easily. Looking at the scored body that was revealed, the woman tapped the nail of her index finger on her sharp teeth and said, “Hmmm, I always heard that humans were bigger and more impressive than this. Oh well, it will do, if I’m on a diet.”

Turning and sauntering over to the third MI uniformed man, she looked down at his unconscious body and shook her head, “Tsk, tsk. They really aren’t much challenge, are they?”

Barking with laughter, the Armsmaster limped over and gave the female Mage a buffet on the shoulder that rocked her back on her heels. Grinning, he said, “Aren’t you the sweetest thing. Just don’t judge all humans by what you see there.”

Smiling to display her teeth, the Nyri Mage said, “I will hold off making judgment then. But for some reason, I’m feeling ravenous right now.” Punctuating her sentence with a wink from the eye that was not visible to the panicked prisoners, she drew a broad grin from the Armsmaster.

When an acrid smell filled the air, almost matching smiles of vicious satisfaction appeared on both the Armsmaster and the Nyri Mage’s faces. After the shared moment, they both turned and looked to see what else needed doing.
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Chapter 37 – Staff Churn

“Misha, blast it! I’ve already scrambled to teams to come that way. I need to know who it was that infiltrated the Academy and who the hell it was that tried to extract him and his team. It’s a matter of Imperial Security!”

“Take a minute and think about your bullheaded approach, Juanio! We have a school here for Mages. In the last 24 hours, three of our students were assaulted in the town. When he got them back to the Academy, a covert infiltration team that looks legitimately MI tried to interrogate and possibly kill some of those same students. In fact, without the skilled Healing Mages, the girls would probably be dead.”

The Armsmaster had cleared the room except for the guard force that lined the walls and the Healers still working on patients that were too fragile to move. The Seer was furious standing in the center of the room and snarling at the hologram of the Imperial Military Chief of Staff.

“Naughty, naughty!” Crooned the Nyri Mage for where she lounged by her prisoners. The Seer and the image of the Military Head spun just stare at her, and the man opened his mouth to roar when T’Kini put her right hand in front of her face fingers and palm cupped up.

Drawing air into her mouth until her cheeks puffed out like a blowfish, the woman exhaled quickly, and a misty ball of sparkling gray light appeared. Staring at the cloudy sphere for a short time, T’Kini held it as until it was about 12 inches across. She tossed it up into the air and tracked as it slowly drifted down. When it reached her shoulder level, the Mage unleashed a lightning-fast blow with her left hand. With a jagged cacophony of sound, the ball fractured. Moving like targeted bullets, the bits and pieces of the sphere exploded in all directions.

Before anyone in the room could react, the impact of her spell material was creating small explosions of their own. Every place that a piece of the sphere hit, there was a pop of sound or spark that smelled of melted circuitry.

Immediately understanding what had just happened, the Armsmaster and the second-in-command of the Peacekeepers pounced on the broken remains of whatever the spell had destroyed. The head of the Emperor’s Own detail joined them, quickly giving the other two men a peculiar handheld device that had a brushed nozzle at the front of a fat cylinder in retaining one for himself.

Activating the switch, the three devices emitted sounds that indicated the influx of air and the collision noises of small items being drawn into the holding cylinder, as each of the men carefully vacuumed up the shattered elements that remained at each impact location. Holding his bottle up, the Armsmaster peered closely at the debris and grunted in approval. He turned and looked back at T’Kini, saying, “You were right. Definitely an audio collector.”

T’Kini had a somber look on her face for the first time since she had run into the fight to aid the beleaguered Academy staff. Her eyes hooded, and her mouth in a straight line, the usually cheerful Mage said quietly, “There are too many fingers in this pie. The problem is expanding too quickly, and I think we have multiple players.”

Nodding in agreement, the Emperor’s Own trooper stared at his own cylinder, saying, “I think this one is a video capture device. The situation is deteriorating.” He looked up and snapped out orders to have his team take over the evidence collection. The Armsmaster turned his over to two members of the Academy Security Guard, while the Peacekeeper had two sergeants take over his.

“Are you telling me that someone bugged in infirmary ward with and video collection devices?!” demanded the Academy Advocate. Her town tone was outraged, and her voice a little rough. Misha turned toward the sound of her voice and realized that the woman was crouched down on the floor next to the team of Healers, working to stabilize the PK Commander until he could be moved.

Rankev was unconscious, his uniform ripped open in ragged destruction that echoed with urgency. One Healer knelt at his head, holding her hands on either side of his skull. The green light of her Healing Magic was intense and highly visible,’s work circling his throat and spreading out over his collarbone.

Two other Healers crouched by either side of the injured man’s torso. Magic burned hot gold and blue-green from the hands of each Master Healer, as they tried desperately to contain a swirling mass of dark, viscous fluid that glowed a poisonous green.

Moving with an eerie imitation of life, the fluid kept trying to evade the men’s hands in a determined path to Rankev’s head. All three of the Mages looked tired but resolute. The young Advocate was clutching one limp hand of the unconscious commander so tightly that her fingers were white.

The distraught woman continued, saying, “Who could have done this? It is a gross violation of doctor-patient confidentiality and is intolerable under Imperial Law as to Citizens Rights.”

The Seer turned back to the stunned looking Juanio. “You see what I mean? There too many things going on here, and together they make no sense. I think there are multiple interests and players active, and we cannot have anyone that we don’t trust inserted into the middle of this. It is already a confusing mess.”

Letting out an explosive sigh of frustration, Juanio still argued, “By the inclusion of Military Intelligence appearance, I have to have a quick and hard investigation into what’s going on. Until I can eliminate small and large-scale rebellion and treason, what has just happened to you has to be considered a threat to the Imperium.”

“Juanio, I know you are concerned about our safety as well as the ramifications for the Imperium. And I have to admit that I would be thrilled with more firepower here. But we are not helpless, and we actually did pretty well until we started getting hit with the attacks.”

“I know, Misha, but we have to have something that shows the military is not behind these attacks, and that means there has to be a visible investigative head from the Vorcian Imperial Military.”

 

Sounding ready to blow up again, the Seer snarled, “The people here put together a scratch force of students and instructors, 142-year-old woman and a Nyri Mage. Don’t you dare put down our people!

“They managed to capture prisoners before another group with legitimate-looking military credentials tried to extract them from our custody. When that didn’t work, those men, who even the Emperor’s Own thought were MI, attacked students and Healers. How the hell are we supposed to validate that the people you are sending in are not more of the same deadly bunch?”

The Imperial Advocate interrupted the heated discussion by saying, “Juanio, I think what Misha is saying is that right now everyone exposed to this problem believes that the legitimate military is trying to kill or abduct student Mages. If we do not find a way of both getting a fair and complete investigation of this and clear the reputation of the Imperial Military, we are asking for an explosion against the Imperium.”

The onlookers could see the Military Chief of Staff close his eyes in pain. The man asked tiredly, “Is there anyone that either of you can think of that could be accepted by the civilian side and represent the Vorcian Military?”

There was a pause as each person searched their brain for someone who would fit the requirements. Spinning through hundreds of people, no one stood out until the Emperor’s Own Captain suggested, “What about General Washick? I know he is retired, but he is still talked about in the military for his exemplary conduct and his brilliance in battle. He is also famous in the civilian side as the man whose nickname is Honor Mountain.”

Juanio blurted, “Perfect! Not only is he a thorough son of a gun, but he is one of those that calm things down rather than riling people up. What do you think, Misha?”

The Seer sighed, her eyes dark with remembered pain. Staring at her hands like there was a message written on them, she admitted, “Yes, he would be perfect. That is one man that would never betray his oath or deliberately harm innocent people.”

“I will comm him right away and see how fast he can join you. In the meantime, the teams that I have inbound right now will do perimeter protection and have strict orders to not enter the Academy grounds without a specific invitation from one of the three Advocates, or you, Misha.”

“Thank you for understanding, Juanio. Keep us informed and we will keep you up-to-date, but I would like to have all of this information under Imperial Seal.”

“On that, you will get an argument for me. I will provide my feedback to the Emperor in a closed session. I’m going to assume that the two of you will also.”

The Seer and the Imperial Advocate responded in chorus, “Yes, we will.”

The comm channel closed, and the holograph disappeared. For a moment, Caria stared at Misha, noting her pallor and her drooping shoulders. Placing a comforting hand on the Seer’s forearm, she quietly asked, “Are you going to be okay with this, my friend?”

“Yes, I will survive this just fine,” she stated quietly as Misha lifted her head to stare back at her longtime friend with the darkness of loss and regret shadowing her eyes. “If there is one thing that life has taught me, it is that some things are inevitable. For all these years, I have been too much of a coward to confront something that will now punish me for my tardiness. It doesn’t help when you know better, it just makes the hurt larger.”
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Chapter 38 – Old Secrets

General Matthua Washick arrived less than two hours later, entering without fanfare and accompanied by only one noncom. A tall, spare man with iron-gray hair, Matthua stood ramrod straight and moved easily. The men and women in uniform were affected when he walked past, straightening their posture and keeping their shoulders back in their head high.

The combined forces were dealing with various levels and sources of guilt and regret. The regular Military personnel was almost crushed by a mixture of confusion and shame. Unable to explain or defend the apparent betrayal by branches of their service, they were faced with the pain and suffering that had been left behind.

When Liz had wakened from her exhausted slumber and climbed out of bed, her first sight of a regular Imperial Military uniform had triggered a PTSD episode that left the young woman sobbing and frantically trying to crawl behind a pair of Peacekeepers. When one of the EO troopers reached out to reassure the young woman, Liz lost control of her bladder and fought with such hysterical energy that the Healers were forced to sedate her.

There were enough regret and feelings of failure to go around. The Armsmaster was distressed because he had not recognized the urgency of putting up different protection and getting it into place more rapidly. The Triage Healer was bemoaning the fact that he had not informed the Armsmaster that they had moved Corda into the larger room.

Everyone was carrying their own load of guilt and doubt.

Matthua changed that. The first thing the old man did was to have two meetings with the combined protection forces. He started off the sessions by saying, “This has been a rough few days. There’s no point in either pointing fingers of blame or feeling the time with explaining how imperfect we all are.”

Looking around the room, he saw that he had everyone’s attention and continued, “we are faced with a complex and multilevel problem. It has personal as well as more Galactic implications, and we need to be conscious of both sides.” Looking around the room, the retired General knew that he had his audience’s attention, and Matthua expertly led them down the path that they needed to go.

The retired General soon had the different groups melding their work with increased efficiency. Establishing an Office of Investigation, Matthua made sure that the actions taken by his group were totally open to the Academy, the Peacekeepers, and the Imperial forces.

Moving with assurance, Matthua Washick navigated the swamp of Barkin Prime politics and the concerns of the Academy with the ease of long experience. While significant changes were occurring in the staffing of the Academy, no one complained about the man’s conduct either in the scope of the investigation or personally. For many in the group, this was a significant relief.

No more did the Academy have to deal with rudeness from the military personnel or the burden of concerns about being attacked by what was supposedly their own forces. Instead, the investigation went smoothly, mostly due to an attitude of respect and teamwork, rather than the rewards that came on the discovery of substantial information.

With the assistance of T’Kini, the whole Academy had been swept for spy gear, and the results sent shockwaves down the Academy Security structure. Although the infirmary was the most densely bugged, the entire Academy was infected with listening and visual devices.

The uproar from the instructors and the Academy Advocate was explosive. When it was determined that those audio and video pickups had slithered their way into the bathrooms and locker rooms of classes and dormitories, the Headmaster was put under full arrest and an acting one was designated. To everyone’s surprise, Arthan Rezal stepped up to take the reins on that interim basis.

The elderly Protection Mage had explained, “I realized when I got involved in the battle that I have been getting bored, and that is a quick way for your brain to dry up and rattle around in your head. So I decided that this is something I could do but not permanently. After all, I’m only 142, and I still have plenty of time to kick up my feet!”

It took three days before Corda finally woke up all the way. Although Jerroy was encouraged, he still was worried about the long-term ramifications of her experiences. Liz continued to struggle with the traumas of the Winterfaire day, and there was every indication that her Magic had been changed in response to the ordeal.

Discussing everything that had gone on over beers in the Armsmaster’s quarters, Matthua, Hony, Jerroy, and Jamie Yousses, the second-in-command to PK Commander Rankev were talking about the different people and personalities that they were dealing with when Hony mentioned that he had checked out the combined set up there was designed to provide Corda, Liz, and Argah with better protection and a calmer environment in which to recover.

Matthua looked surprised and stared at his mug of beer for a moment before saying, “I just realized that I have never actually formally met or talked with the central person in this whole nexus of power shifts. What is Corda like?”

“Plucky, smart, and dedicated. Too young to be here and struggling with a childhood that is left a lot of scars,” said the Armsmaster, a contemplative expression on his face.

Jerroy set up and said, “That’s not fair. She does her damnedest and somehow keeps pulling miracles out of some dimensional closet. There is no way that that child should have been able to protect her friends and survived a full-grown Mages attack at the level of training she has today. Additionally, she is loyal to a fault. Once you are her friend, she’s all in.”

Matthua laughed and said, “Sounds like you two are pretty fond of her.”

Hony stared at the old General, and stated very seriously, “If I had to pick three people to go into a fight with me, and I had a choice from the entire Academy, instructors and staff and students included, she would be one of them.”

Matthua looked thoughtful, his mind wandering and his eyes shuttered. Finally, he said, “In other words, you would consider her an asset on a personal level.”

The Triage Healer added, “If we can get her to adulthood, I would extend that statement.”

Matthua quirked an eyebrow in question, and his eyes flared when Jerroy finished his statement.

“When she is grown and trained, she will be an asset to the Imperium.”

The conversation became a little more general after that, and the man talked about the progress they had made in ensuring that all the spyware had been swept out of the Academy and changes in procedures.

One of those changes was that as Corda and her two friends were released from the infirmary, they had been moved into a larger room that would be shared among the three of them. Since the Academy Security Guard had very few female personnel, the Peacekeepers had seconded a group of twelve female officers to provide a more stringent protection detail for the young women. These bodyguards would maintain tighter support, including a presence in the girls’ room, and accompany them anytime they went off Academy grounds.

The standard Academy Security would provide additional protection, but that would be present in the hallways and outside of the girls’ personal quarters. Everyone agreed that this would help, but the worry and concern did not go away. Hony thought to himself, There are just too many forces involved in this problem. It’s like standing in the middle of a hurricane.

Just then, there was a knock on the door immediately followed by the Imperial Advocate charging into the room, towing the Seer. “If I have to talk to one more political appointee with the equivalent of two left feet for brains in the next 24 hours, I am not going to be responsible for death and dismemberment.”

Misha was looking at her friend and trying not to giggle, as she said, “I just listened to Keiri hear talk with two of the Imperial Ministry heads for 45 minutes. There was absolutely positively nothing substantive said in that discussion except that if you netted it out, Caria told them to go get screwed.”

The Advocate spun on her friend and waggled her finger in the woman’s face saying, “Like we are going to lock down the Academy so that our future weapons can be preserved.”

Caria thumb down an empty seat and looked over at Hony and said, “dear! I want beer!”

Jerroy reached into the tub sitting next to his side of the couch which was filled with ice and bottles. Fishing out two of them, he expertly cracked the top off each and passed them over to the two women. Almost in unison, the two female friends took a big gulp of the beer and sighed.

“Hello, Misha.”

The Imperial Seer froze in mid-swallow when she heard Matthua’s voice. Looking wildly around the room, Misha saw his flecked green eyes focused on her face. The man had a pleasant smile of greeting, but Misha was almost overwhelmed with dread. Swallowing convulsively, the woman stumbled to her feet and said in a big rush, “I am so sorry. I just remembered there was something critical for me to finish.”

Setting the beer down, the old woman got her feet and fled out of the room and down the hall as if the demons of hell were chasing her.

Eyes wide in astonishment, the men exchanged glances before they turn to the Imperial Advocate. Kari was looking after Misha with a very sad look in her eye. The men's silent regard eventually broke her concentration, and she turned them and began to say, “I…”

Pain in his voice and confusion written all over his face, Matthua asked his burning question, “Why did she do that? Was it something I did or said?”

Her voice full of compassion, the Imperial Advocate told him, “No, it is nothing you have done or said. It is the weight of old secrets and the burden of regret.”
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Chapter 39 – Investigation

Matthua continued to conduct his investigation, growing more distressed and distant as time went on. Realizing that the honorable man would not discuss the findings before the Emperor announced them, his friends tried to keep his spirits up but did not question him.

When the girls had finally been cleared by the Healers, the ordeal that they had dreaded in the debriefing had almost disappeared. Instead of exhaustive questioning by multiple groups, there was a disciplinary hearing about Hera and short sessions with Matthua’s team.

Liz was still extremely nervous about the whole process and couldn’t take a lot of comfort from the feedback that Gerald, Keve, and Ricee gave her. They tried to tell her that it was nothing to worry about, but just thinking about the debrief prompted another panic attack, and Corda and Argah spent an hour comforting their roommate.

Even their bodyguards got involved, promising that if she got too distressed, they would haul her out of the interview. When Liz realized that they meant what they said, some of her fear was reduced, but the day of the debriefing still found her wandering around at 5 AM, nervous and chewing her nails.

Finally, Corda spoke up, saying, “Liz, just control the meeting. You are panicking because you feel like you’re going to be in there and helpless. You probably think that while you are vulnerable, somebody might attack you, throwing fireballs or something.”

Mouth open in shock, the oldest roommate said in astonishment, “When you put it like that, it sounds pretty stupid.”

“Yeah, it can be, but if that’s what you’re afraid of, decide how you can handle it. Talk to your bodyguard detail and tell them if I say this, please get me out of there and then make that phrase something that is not common.”

Liz walked away with a thoughtful look on her face, and a few minutes later, Corda saw her talking to one of her bodyguards. Smiling to herself, Corda thought, It is better for her to have a plan of action than to feel helpless, like a child.

Argah didn’t seem to have any nerves about the debrief at all. When she and Corda were talking, Argah said serenely, “We did not do anything wrong. And I won’t put up with them yelling at me. If they do, I will get up and go out.”

Corda hadn’t thought about it one way or another. She did not look forward to the questioning, but she knew she had done the best she could, and whatever was going to happen was going to happen.”

Each of the girls had a private session for the debrief, and Corda walked into hers with curiosity and hope in her heart. I wonder what they are going to concentrate on. Are they going to ask me about my spells, or the people that attacked us, or even Hera? I hope they don’t expect me to really be able to explain the spells because I’m still working it out.”

The room was not large, and it held a small table at the front that seated three and a chair directly in front of that table facing the panel. Corda assumed it would be the place that she would sit.

There were clusters of chairs on either side of the room, and Corda saw that most of them were already occupied. On the right side, she saw the familiar faces of some of her teachers and the Academy Advocate, who smiled at her. On the left, all of the people seated in the twenty or so chairs were strangers. Most of them were serious-looking men in either uniform or business suits. The lone exception was a woman who looked like an older version of T’Kini, and Corda was immediately burning with curiosity, I wonder if that is someone from the other Academy, the one on Nyri? If so, why is she here?

Against that wall, there were two military men in uniforms that Corda did not recognize. Similar in appearance to the Imperial utility dress, they wore unfamiliar insignia and were staring intently at her. One was an older man perhaps a bit younger than her grandmother, tall and slender, but still powerful looking. The man next to him was much younger and was staring at Corda with his eyebrows scrunched into a frown.

I wonder why he’s mad at me? Corda thought to herself. Oh well, there are plenty of people mad at me because I don’t have all the answers. As long as they don’t just jump up and start shooting me, I should be all right.

Feeling a little calmer, Corda sat down and folded her hands in her lap, waiting for the debrief to start. Glancing at the people on both sides of the room, she occupied herself with imagining stories about each one. When she turned her eyes back to the group on the left-hand side, the young girl saw that there was a man staring at her in the second row, and his expression made her body shiver in revulsion. Fairly nondescript, the man was average in looks and height, with even coloring. Corda felt as if she were a hot pastry, and the man that was looking at her was starving.

Picking up her distress, one of her bodyguards came forward and bent over to whisper, “Are you all right?”

Corda answered in such a faint whisper that the bodyguard had to stick her ear almost by Corda’s mouth to hear her say, “That man staring at me with his mouth open really is frightening me. He just makes me sick, and I’m scared, Keira.”

Holding the young girl’s thin shoulders gently, the bodyguard said, “If he continues to creep you out, we will take you out of the room. Remember your safe word?”

Corda gave her a brilliant smile, her gray eyes lighting up and whispered, “Albacore!” Holding the smile, Corda felt much better and said, “Keira, thank you.” The bodyguard patted her hands and said, “Good girl. I’ll be right over there, listening.”

The knowledge that she had support from someone that was focused on her well-being brought a trace of a smile to her mouth. Buoyed by the feeling of grateful relief, Corda straightened up and looked around the room one more time. There was an explosive sound of astonishment, and Corda whipped her eyes over to where the older man in the unknown uniform had half risen out of his chair, staring at her with an absolutely stupefied expression on his face. The younger man beside him was tugging him back down to his seat as the three members of the debriefing panel walked into the room, and the session started.

<< <> >>

The session had gone well, and the panel was surprisingly gentle with the young girl. There were several times that Corda had gotten uncomfortable, but reassurance from her bodyguards allowed her to settle back down and keep answering questions.

As Corda had suspected, there had been a fair number of questions about the spell she had thrown. To the best of her ability, the young Mage had answered those inquiries but she could tell that no one was satisfied. Finally, in exasperation, the young girl said, “I am very sorry if I’m not telling you what you want to know. I haven’t even been here a semester, and I wasn’t trained in any of this Magic before then. I’m hoping that being at the Academy will teach me how to handle my Magic.”

Smiling in rueful apology, the head of the panel wrapped up the session and told Corda that she was free to go.

Relieved that she was done, Corda still had a question and asked if she might ask it. Startled, the panel chairman agreed, and Corda asked, “What are you doing about Hera? She instigated this whole thing, and I saw her paying the Mage off.”

Looking at the young girl with an expression so devoid of emotion that a robot looked warm by comparison, the senior Mage conducting the interview said, “The Academy will act on what is fact, not conjecture. We will announce the punishment within the next five days, but that will not be based on hearsay.”

Infuriated, Corda was about to explode into speech when her bodyguard placed a quieting hand on her shoulder, and the young girl looked up at Keira’s face with fury in her eye. As she began to speak again, Corda heard that same strangled gasp from the man that had been surprised about her before. A thought immediately intruded, I wonder why he reacts when I get really happy or furious? she thought to herself.

Shrugging off the reaction of the spectators as of no account, the young girl left the room, muttering in fury. “She had better not get off unscathed!”
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Chapter 40 – Work Release

Without much time to relax, Corda was also required to visit a Healer panel that would make the decision on whether she was released for regular classwork. It had always been the Academy’s practice that any of their students that went through a traumatic event needed to be checked by a group of three instructors, including a Mind Healer, the Armsmaster, and another faculty member.

When Corda was escorted into the room by her bodyguards, she didn’t recognize the third member of the panel. She stared at the man trying to figure out who he was since he was wearing Academy robes. When the young girl met his eyes, she was intrigued by his bright birdlike stare, and charmed by his curiosity.

The Mind Healer, a woman by the name of Bethan Gasby, led the questioning. Gently taking Corda through the sequence of events, the woman asked her how she felt when it was happening and if she could explain why she made certain decisions. As the session continued, Corda started to relax in the atmosphere of gentle exploration and non-judgmental discussion.

After a while, the control of the questions shifted to the Armsmaster. He focused mostly on the battle in the alley. He wanted to know how she had thought about building the spells and what she was trying to do with them. Corda had started to shake as she was describing the encounter, not realizing that she had begun to curve her shoulders forward as if hunching from a blow.

“I am sorry, Armsmaster, I didn’t know what else to do but to push more layers like turtle shells on the inside of my shield.” Corda’s breath caught in her chest, and she felt like there was a band around her throat. She couldn’t breathe. Desperately pulling air in through her restricted throat, the young girl almost jumped out her skin when her bodyguard laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and asked, “Corda, do we need to end the session?”

Clawing her internal control back again, Corda took a deep breath and straightened her back, smiling at Keira in gratitude. “No, I think we are okay. I just felt like I was back in the alley there for a little bit.”

Turning back to face her questioners, Corda was surprised and confused at the expressions on the three people’s faces. She could understand the look of sympathy that the Mind Healer had, and the fierce curiosity on the birdlike man’s visage made sense to her also. But why is the Armsmaster looking proud of me? she asked herself.

Getting back into the questioning, Corda thought the session was coming to an end when a sharp explosive sound occurred in the back of the room. The bodyguards reacted by drawing their weapons and taking a protective stance, interspersing their bodies between Corda and possible danger.

As soon as the percussive sound rattled the room, Corda had rolled to the side and tipped the chair to the floor. Lunging backward to the front table where the three Mages sat, the young girl stood semi-crouched. Holding both hands in front of her, Corda was instantly armed with a seething sphere of red in her right-hand and one of sizzling blue in her left.

Corda could not see any danger in the room and after a moment, asked, “Armsmaster, sir, should we check the hallway?”

That strange impression that he was proud of her came through his voice as the man answered, “No, Corda. I believe it was just somebody dropping something.”

Straightening slowly, the young girl made sure that her bodyguards were reholstering their weapons before she dismissed the bright spheres in her hands. Calmly, she picked up the chair and sat back down, looking at the three Mages in front of her and apologized, “I’m sorry, I think I’m a little jumpy.”

The Armsmaster leaned forward and asked her in a very serious tone, “Why did you take a position in front of us?”

Corda looked at him in confusion, saying, “I know the Mind Healer has very few defensive spells, and I’m not sure if she has any attack spells. You would either protect them or go past me toward the door.”

The Academy Historian asked in a quiet voice, “And what about me?” Corda looked at him, and all three of the Mages caught their breath as she pinned the man to his seat with a swirling level gray-eyed gaze and said, “You have neither offensive nor defensive spells. You’re too valuable to risk and too fragile. I would have protected you while the Armsmaster went to battle.”

After that point, the rest of the session went quickly. After dismissing Corda, the three members of the panel discussed their impressions and findings. Since they were in full agreement on the central portion of the report that the Academy was expecting, a short time later, their summary was completed and submitted.

The evaluation of Corda Devlin Watern returned her to full Academy participation. However, it warned that she would probably have some level of PTSD, so depression and flashbacks needed to be watched for. Additionally, she was suffering from exhaustion from the shock and should not be deliberately stressed for the next three months.

The Mind Healer included a confidential note that said her patterns of behavior showed that she had been subject to long-standing abuse and that there were strange traces of Magical drain on her energy fields. Unfortunately, Bethon Gasby, Academy Mind Healer, was unable to identify the source of either the abuse or the drain.

The Mage Historian included his own confidential addendum to the report. It was his opinion that the very young Mage was extraordinarily gifted and was already more powerful than most of the Mages that had graduated from the Academy in the last twenty years. He cited her lightning-quick grasp of situations and her empathetic interaction with others. Denny Lesell also stated that he had never seen the particular mixture of Magical energies that the young woman possessed and that she needed to be nurtured and mentored carefully to realize her full potential.

<< <> >>

The announcement of the Academy Proctors ruling on Hera was made several days later. It was the opinion of the Proctor that Hera had exercised poor impulse control and faulty judgment. He further indicated that the young woman had not been fully cognizant of the ramifications of what she was doing. Rather than expelling her from the Academy, a formal reprimand would be placed in her file, and she would be placed in a more controlled dormitory environment.

While in that residence, she would be wearing an ankle monitor and would be under curfew. Additionally, she would be restricted to her dorm floor when not in classes. Furthermore, she would be in a single room rather than a shared one. If during the next year, Hera was found guilty of any other violation of Academy rules, or if she broke any of the restrictions of her probation, she would be subject to immediate dismissal.

Corda and her friends left the assembly feeling disappointed and depressed. After the deadly danger in which the girls had been placed, all of them believed that Hera should have received harsher consequences. Corda felt the burning of tears in her eyes and was shaking. She couldn’t figure out if her reaction was from frustration, rage, or fear.

Gerald put an arm around Argah and Corda, and said, “I know what we need.”

Argah asked, “What now?”

A bubble of glee bounced in Gerald’s voice as he said, “I think we need to go to our range and run our frustration out. Maybe even blow some stuff up.”

When the other five friends agreed enthusiastically, the two bodyguards that were trailing exchanged grins and happily followed their charges to the climbing and agility range.

<< <> >>

Matthua was feeling restless. Strange ideas and longings destroyed his normal calm, while memories of old grief raised aches in his muscles and bones. He chose to wander around the Academy like he had done for the weeks of the investigation until the sounds of energetic voices drew him like iron to a magnet.

Tracking the echoing noises, he turned a corner and saw a gem of a large chamber that had a climbing wall built against one side and several challenging agility courses flanking it.

The retired General was impressed at the energy of youth as he watched the six people climbing the walls and making their way through the agility courses. Drawn by a vague sense of curiosity and another, stronger emotion, he moved to where the row of spectators benches had been built and sat down.

Looking at the six young people wearing off their excess energy, he found contentment in their joyful and enthusiastic attitude. Repeatedly, his gaze was drawn to the tiny girl-woman that flew through the agility courses and attacked the climbing wall as if gravity was absent.

Struggling with a strange sense of familiarity, Matthua watched the young woman for a long time. Gradually, he became aware of another person sitting next to him. The older man turned his head to see Hony calmly watching the young students.

“They are pretty impressive for first-years, you know,” commented the Armsmaster.

“I would’ve been thrilled to have as adult troops them at this level of confidence.”

Hony commented after another few minutes, “I thought that this would be where they went. The ruling on the girl that tried to kill them was ill-judged. I knew that this group would be frustrated and upset.”

Looking carefully at the six friends, Matthua said, “They don’t look particularly angry. I wonder what happened?”

From behind the two men, the voice of one of the girls’ bodyguards said, “Gerald happened. That young man is extremely insightful, and he suggested that they come down here and wear off their distress and excess energy. They trust each other, so they followed him.”

Matthua answered absently, “He is the best of that particular family. In some ways, it is too bad he is the ninth son. On the other hand, maybe he can carve out his own life because there are no expectations for him to follow the family business.”

After a while, Matthua rose and made his way back to his lodgings, haunted by a radiant smile and the flash of brilliant gray eyes.
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Chapter 41 – Heckler Motivation

Corda had been on pins and needles all morning. She’d gotten up a full two hours early and paced around the room. Nothing her roommate or her bodyguards could do or say calmed her down.

Today was the day of their finals in first-level defensive and attack spells. Corda was desperately worried that she would be unable to pass the basic standards. It was a required course, and failing would hold her back for an entire year.

Sitting in the stands and watching the students schedule before her, the young girl felt her spirits sinking progressively lower. No one else seemed to have problems getting their Magic Missiles to go fifty feet. No one else had any problem creating a shield that would withstand five rounds of Magic Missiles and fifty blows from a sword or cudgel.

Please, please let me pass this test!

Corda and Gerald were the last two of their particular group of friends to be tested. Gerald had not even gotten down on the arena floor before an upperclassman sitting about twenty feet to Corda’s right started heckling.

“Give me a break! This guy is just a forsaken Animal Healer! He shouldn’t even be in the same school as we are. Why are we even letting him test with the rest of us?”

Corda burst into speech, “He has as much right to be here as you do. Possibly more, because at least he's not nasty.”

“Oh, the wimpy Animal Mage has a wimpy girlfriend too. I’m really scared… not!”

Down on the arena floor, Gerald stood in the leftmost target lane, braced and waiting for his defensive test. Lead Enkill was running the test and announced, “Shields up.”

A light green shield rose around Gerald, and five simultaneous attacks of Magic Missiles threaded toward him. They slammed into his protection, while Gerald dug his feet into the ground and didn’t move. Unlike some of the previous students, he was not knocked off his feet, but Corda could tell that he was straining a little.

The attack of the Magic Missiles complete, three of the upperclassman ran toward Gerald’s shielded body and began to pummel his shields. Two of them were using quarterstaves while the third was wielding a sword.

This time, Gerald almost stumbled from the impact of the blows on his protective barrier, but he managed to keep his feet until Lead Enkill called, “Test halt.”

Moving on to the offensive attack portion of the test, Gerald looked at the first of three targets. Corda knew that they were only required hit one of the designated objects to pass the test. However, any student that hit all three was guaranteed a spot in the advanced fighting spell class, and the young girl desperately wanted to learn those skills. In her head, she was thinking, I’m not sure a Healer would ever need them, but I still just really want to learn them.

Corda watched her friend trying to find his center and focus after the tension of the defensive test. When the upperclassman heckler started in again with the rude comments, the young girl reached her limit.

Turning toward the shouting, insulting older student, Corda snarled, “I bet your test wasn’t half as good as his. You are just trying to make others fail, so you feel better about yourself. Whatever you are compensating for, keep it stuffed away. Nobody else wants to see it.”

So angry that she had tinges of red around the outside of her vision, Corda saw the furious man stand up and take a step toward her. Before he could get very far, some of his friends grabbed him and yanked him back down to his seat.

Way to go, girl! It’s not like I don’t have enough enemies already, the young girl thought to herself.

Corda took a deep breath, trying to release her tenseness as she watched Gerald get himself set. Finally, her best friend threw out his right hand and shot five Magic Missiles shaped like long bullets out of his fingertips. Flying straight toward their objective, every one of the projectiles smashed into the target. A cheer rang out over the crowd at her friend’s success.

Moving onto the next lane, Gerald took one breath and then fired off another handful of Magic Missiles. Another beautiful cluster of hits brought an even louder cheer. The third firing was even faster and its placement just as pristine.

Corda jumped up from her seat and screamed as loudly as the other people around her. When she went to sit back down again, she noticed that the group around the heckler had not gotten up to congratulate the Gerald on his accomplishments. Instead, they were muttering among themselves and glaring over at Corda.

Oh well, somebody else to watch. That’s what I get for losing my temper.

Corda knew it was the luck of the draw, but by the time all the other students had tested, and she set foot onto the arena, her nerves were jangling like electrified wires. Almost shaking in her boots, she walked over to the leftmost lane and prepared for the shielding test.

When Lead Enkill told her to raise her shields, Corda took one deep breath and brought them up. Remembering how effective the Maker shield was in the battle of the alley, she chose to use that structure and pulled the energy from that internal repository. This feels good, she thought to herself. I know this works, and it’s dependable.

The testing of her shield failed to even move her an inch. The trick she had learned about anchoring into the ground and linking that tether to the barrier took a lot of the strain off. She had practiced this same technique multiple times since the assault and knew how to do it quickly.

Corda’s nerves twisted tightly, and she had an urge to throw up. Fighting her nausea, the tiny girl walked up to the firing line looking at the target fifty feet away. Healer Spells are not very good for Magic Missiles, she thought to herself. Trying to throw a bullet-form of a sleep spell fifty feet away doesn’t make a lot of sense.

Looking inside herself, Corda saw that the Healing repository only had a small amount of energy in it. Wondering how she was going to get the spell to the target and panicking in her mind, the young girl delayed long enough for her nemesis, the heckler, to get involved.

“Poor baby. Maybe we should send her back home to finish growing up before she comes out here and plays with the big girls and boys. It’s probably too far for her, can’t somebody move it to a spot where she could actually hit it? Like maybe five feet away?”

Why is that man so hateful and cruel?

Corda’s face flushed with embarrassment, and she fought the urge to run from the practice grounds in tears. I won’t give that creep the power to make me run away, she thought to herself.

Although she was shaking, the young girl straightened up and stared at the upperclassman that was four years older than she was and easily sixty pounds heavier. Raising her head up straight, the tiny girl pictured steel in her spine and turned to look down the target slope at the dummies.

The young girl blocked the titters that were coming from the audience from her mind because she knew that splitting her focus would erode her control. A sideways glance told her that Gerald had his hands clenched and was on the verge of storming out into the middle of the sands and trying to protect her.

<< Please don’t! You will only make it worse. If I’m going to do this, I have to do it for myself. >>

He replied, << How can they be so cruel? You are 13-years-old to their 18 to 20. You wouldn’t even be here if your father hadn’t wanted to discard you! This is intolerable, and I won’t stand for it! >>

A warm flash of comfort filled Corda’s being as she realized how much her friend cared for her. Wordlessly, she pushed the equivalent of a warm hug to him before turning her attention once again to her target.
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Chapter 42 – Tantrums

“Come on, pipsqueak. Even you should be able to at least singe the straw on one of the targets. Either that or they’re just going to flunk you out of the school, and you will be begging on the streets. I know from my father that yours doesn’t even expect to make a marriage for you. You are pitiful and just taking up space that somebody more deserving should be occupying in this school,” snarled her tormentor.

Corda’s attention was on her target, not in the stands. If she were looking that direction, she would’ve seen the older military man from her hearing reach over and put a supportive hand on Gerald's shoulder, murmuring something in his ear.

Gerald gave the man a nod of respect and visibly calmed himself, turning his eyes back to the figure of his friend on the arena floor. Standing beside him, the older man watched the tiny girl just as intently.

Corda felt the heckler’s hateful words impacting on her body as if they were pellets of sharp ice. Wrapped up in a ferociously-focused beam of mixed disgust, fear, and incandescent rage, the young girl heard the Weapons Master start to call a halt to the exercise as she felt the internal wall that contained her anger and pain smash into pieces with explosive power.

Taking that emotion-laden energy, she flung both hands up in a pushing motion. The slender young girl slammed her beam of fury at the leftmost, untouched object standing at the end of the target range.

Painting the faces of those that had hurt and belittled her on the stuffed scarecrow, Corda was initially oblivious to the impact of her spellcasting.

An instant later, she was aghast at what she had done. The power that she had shoved at the dummy smashed it into dust, leaving only pieces and debris that were no longer recognizable.

The power shockwave that was reflected back at her was partially contained by the warded walls of the arena. Feeling as if she were moving in fast motion while everything else moved slowly, Corda knew that she was in danger of being hurt by her own actions.

I will not bow down, she vowed to herself as she mentally grabbed the ground underneath her and braced. There was no time to abort her attack because, by the time she felt the reflection of the force returning, her action had been completed. There was only time to survive.

The wave of power slid over her without inflicting any damage. It was as if her Magic recognized her, parting around her. If Corda did not know better, she might have thought that the power was sentient and knew that she was not to be hurt.

Whipping her head to the side, she checked to make sure her friends were unharmed, breathing deeply in relief when she saw that they were standing, untouched, amid the smashed bleachers.

The force of her blow had not only destroyed the targets but smashed into the warded wall of the arena, toppling the very supports of the building. The end pillars had crashed down, breaking into small chunks. The fire that had been woven into her force had scorched the entire surrounding area with an incandescent flame, leaving charred remains.

There was a moment of silence, as shock held sway among the spectators.

Finally, the Arms Master said in a bemused tone, “Thank you, Corda, I believe that is a passing grade in Magical Attacks.”

Relieved, Corda stepped out of the first test lane and was going to go back to the sidelines since she had passed the minimum requirements. The young girl wasn’t sure if she had enough energy to throw two more of such attacks, but at least she wouldn’t fail her final and be held back.

Seemingly driven by a death wish, the heckler started up again, oblivious to the gaping mouths and the angry looks around him. He kept erupting with insults, “Well, now we know how to get her to actually pull together enough Magic to be useful. Anytime we want to get her to attack something, we will have to beat on her first!”

Pressure began to build in Corda’s skull, ramping up to dangerous levels. The cruel laughter of the man heckling her from the stands kicked off a flashback of Pharyl touching her and the aching punishment delivered by her father.

Shaking so hard that she didn’t know what to do, the young girl marched over to the second lane and without a thought, flung a sphere at the target crying out loud, “Burn!” The second fireball was about the same size as the first and obliterated both the second target and the wall behind it.

Without stopping to see the results, she charged over to the third lane, only fifteen feet farther, and fired another spell at that target, screaming at the top of her lungs, “Burn!” As she fired off her attack in the third lane, Corda felt as if her mind was being pulled into pieces. The mental resistance was rubbery and resilient, but the overwhelming pressure in her head was too much for it, and a wall she never knew existed was shattered.

The fire that came out of her hands was like a roaring inferno, converting the target instantaneously to ash. Looking like a thick tongue of light and heat had erupted from the maw of a gigantic Dragon, the wall fifty feet beyond the target flared up instantly.

In disbelief, Corda saw a plume of flame rising up into the air with such force that it smashed open the Academy roof. Looking in fear at the direction that she had sent her five Magic Missiles of supercharged inferno, she saw that each had grown to an immense twenty-foot diameter hungry ovoid shape that was consuming the surrounding woods and rushing toward the populated parts of the city.

“No!” Corda cried. Desperately, she reached out insubstantial hands and attempted to pull her fire back. The young girl's hands felt scorched, and the agony of her burns smashed into her, coming close to overwhelming her willpower. Drawing a deep into her soul, Corda grasped her spell in her mental hands and gave a mighty heave, finally ripping the furious force back to its origin.

Rushing like a fast-flying shuttle, the fire splashed against the shields that Corda did not remember raising, engulfing her. The young girl frantically reinforced her defensive barriers, trying desperately to channel the roaring heat and power into the ground.

Springing out onto the arena ground, the Armsmaster slapped a containment shell around the remaining fire and stuffed it out. Lead Enkill turned the other way and threw a shield over the stands, protecting the spectators.

Without worrying about their own well-being, Corda’s friends scrambled, ran, and jumped to get down to her. Gerald was the first to reach her, sliding painfully on his knees to get next to the young girl's unconscious body. Ignoring the intense heat of the ground that scorched his legs, he was calling her name in desperate gasps, “Corda, come on. You have to be okay. You have to stop doing this! Corda!”

The older, military man that had been standing next to Gerald arrived only a split second later. The gray-haired man gasped for air.

When Gerald would have picked the unconscious young Mage up, the older man prevented him from grabbing her. “Wait for the Healers, boy,” he said.

Tears pouring down his face, Gerald stared up at the man, demanding brokenly, “General, what can I do? I can’t just stare at her! What if she’s dying?”

With hands that shook, the older man checked for a pulse and heaved a deep sigh of relief when he felt the rapid, faint beat. Reassuringly he said, “Her heart is beating, and she seems to be breathing. It is probably just a Magical Backlash.”

As the General finished his comment, the bodyguards that had accompanied Corda to the arena dropped to the scorching sand on the other side of the young girl’s body. One of them was muttering a litany of soft curses as she yanked out her canteen and gently rinsed off Corda’s reddened face. The other was giving a fast report on her comm-unit. When Matthua looked up at her, he saw the tears running down her face.

Echoing the curses of the bodyguard, although not so quietly or softly, the Triage Healer Mage dropped to the ground and begin a rapid, gentle examination of the unconscious girl. Without taking his eyes away from his patient, he ground out, “A stretcher team is on the way. A quiet room in bed will be prepared by the time we get her to the infirmary. I told them to set it up for the worst damn case of Magical Backlash anyone has ever seen.”

While the Healers were getting Corda transported to the infirmary, Ricee grabbed his comm-unit and called a stored contact number. When a man answered, the young man broke into and voluntary sobs, saying, “Bonpa, Corda got caught in spell backlash, and they are taking her to the infirmary. We are all going there. I’m calling you, and Liz is calling Bertor.”

In a shocked voice, Advocate Amity asked a couple of questions and then reassured the now deeply sobbing young man, “Nona and I will be there in less than 15 minutes. We will see you at the infirmary.”

Pushing the words out through a clogged up throat, Ricee almost wailed as he said, “Bonpa, she threw a fifty-foot fireball.”

“By the 1001 gods! Stay with her boy, we are on our way.”

Liz had already dialed Bertor and updated him. The Master Healer was an hour away but was leaving immediately to be with them all.

Watching the young woman carried out of the arena and shaking in reaction, Matthua felt stunned and disoriented. He recognized had that Magic, feeling its familiarity resonating deep in his bones. Desperate for an explanation, he dialed a comm number that he never thought he would use again.

When the woman answered, he asked, “Misha, is there something you need to tell me?”

Her pain-filled gasp and the beginning of her stuttered response was too much for the man to bear. Stabbing a finger onto the surface of the comm-unit to truncate the call, he walked quickly toward the infirmary.

I pray that the Universe doesn’t take her away, just when I know she exists.
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Chapter 43 – Trauma with Friends

Off-white ceiling tiles, dappled with faint shadows of green and gold. The movement of light was soothing, and nothing in the color palette made her want to blink or look away. Slowly, Corda realized that she was awake. Awareness returned, enough to tell her that she had fingers and toes. Moving gently, the young girl made sure that her sense of self returned sensory feedback from all her extremities, feeling the smoothness of the sheets on her feet, and the vibration in both her right and left hand.

Cocooned within a pain-muffled environment, Corda managed to turn her head and found at her right hand with her eyes. It was warm, and now she saw why. Nona looks so sad in her sleep.

The Seer had her head resting on Corda’s bed and age-spotted fingers wrapped around her granddaughter's lax hand. Staring in confusion, the young girl couldn’t resolve the number of digits that she could see touching hers, but when her eyes were drawn by a small motion, her focus flew to the tired face of her Bonpa as a trembling smile grew on his face.

Neither of them spoke as Corda looked from his face to where his left hand was interwoven with her Nona’s fingers, cradling the young girl’s own hand. Too tired to move her whole face, she tried to let him know with her eyes how much his presence mentor. She knew that her message was received when a single tear slipped down his cheek.

Feeling content, Corda closed her eyes and slip back into the cushioning arms of unconsciousness.

<< <> >>

The next time the Corda awoke, it was to a lively discussion. Even before her eyes opened, the young girl knew that most of her friends were there. A faint smile shaped her face into a strange-feeling expression as if even those muscles had been unexercised for a long time.

Gerald’s voice was the first one she heard, as he said quietly but with an edge of anger in his tones, “… can’t believe that there wasn’t some formal reprimand to the creep that was heckling.”

Ricee answered, saying with satisfaction, “Did you hear that Lead Enkill corner him in the middle of the cafeteria and told him off?”

Argah demanded, “No! Tell me because I’ve been dreaming about catching that man in a quiet alley and beating him up!”

Ricee laughed, saying, “What happened was so much better than a beating. Lead Enkill told him that he obviously needed to find a position that isolated him from having to deal with real people. When the creep asked him why, Enkill told him that an arrogant and condescending attitude, coupled with the inability to accurately judge power levels would get him fired or killed fairly quickly.”

Argah laughed and asked him, “Did he then slink off? Or was he stupid enough to argue?”

“He didn’t have a chance to do either because another first-year student was walking by and slammed his tray down on the table and walked over to confront the creep. The kid, who is only about a year older than Corda, was poking him in the chest and telling him that he better watch out because if the jerk ever tried to bully anybody else, that as far as he and all of his friends were concerned it was open season on him for Mage duels.”

“Good! I heard that when he went in to try to get his singed hair and beard trimmed, the barber refused to work on him. Something about the loss of prestige for trimming an arrogant idiot’s hair.”

Ricee was smiling, Corda could hear it in his voice. “After the confrontation, he went over to sit with his buddies, but apparently there wasn’t any room any had a go sit at a different table all by himself.”

“Good. Hecklers shouldn’t go unscathed.”

Multiple voices shouted, “Corda! You’re awake!”

The young girl could feel people crowding around her bed, and her bleary eyes could tell their shapes. Their voices pummeled her with buffets of words, and the young girl felt herself falling back into unconsciousness.

<< <> >>

Awakening to another conversation, before Corda opened her eyes, she knew that Gerald, Argah, and Liz were the only people in the room. About to say something to her friends, the young girl froze as the impact of what she was hearing hit her mind like an icy dagger to her heart.

“… admit that she’s dangerous! She could have wiped out half the town or killed everybody in the Academy. How can you say she’s the same as before?”

Liz responded hotly, “Argah, all of us are dangerous. We are training as Mages. That means that we can throw spells, both constructive and destructive. All of us can kill, as you well know. How can you say that you don’t trust Corda any longer because you now think she is too powerful?”

“Liz, that’s not what I meant. I just suggested that we move out and give her her own room. That way, if she accidentally has a problem, we are not going to be affected by it.”

Gerald’s voice was tight and well-controlled as he answered. Corda wondered with a pang if he was going to decide also that she was a monster. Listening to his words, the young girl felt a relief so intense that tears started to stream down her face, and her heart began to gallop in her chest.

She clung to his words as if they were a life raft, branding each one into her heart, as he said, “It sounds to me like you want us to agree with you so that your own fear can be justified. Neither Liz nor I agree with you. Each of us has abilities that the others don’t have, and those abilities come in different power levels. Corda just has certain abilities that are strong in areas that you have never considered important before, and I think that frightens you.”

“I don’t need you to justify how I feel. I’m not sure I could sleep in our room, worried about her killing me in my bed!”

“Argah, that is the last thing she would do!” Liz was infuriated as she almost stuttered, “in that alleyway, she defended us with her life! Not to avoid ridicule, not to avoid somebody cranking her, but with her blasted life!”

Almost whispering, Argah said, “It was all because of her, that we were in that alley, to begin with. Hera hates her, and if we stayed away from Corda, we would not be in danger.”

Corda’s heart pounded even faster, and suddenly there was not enough air to breathe. It felt like a piece of her heart was being ripped out, and pain pounced on her to slice through her eyes and drill directly into her brain.

There was a shout from the hallway, and bodies came crashing through the door.

“Move away, damn you! What have you done?” It was Jerroy’s voice, and he sounded furious. Corda wanted to speak to him but couldn’t seem to get enough breath to talk.

The familiar warmth of Healer Magic flooded the young girl’s chest, and her respirations came more easily. Corda could open her eyes now, and she glanced at Jerroy and the other Healer Mage as they clutched her, soothing her bruised channels and body.

Immediately searching for the face that she wanted, Corda felt her tears fall, and her heartbeat stuttered in her chest as she said, “It is okay, Argah. You think I’m a monster now, and you blame me for being scared and hurt. I guess you’re right.”

A roar of noise that made no sense was overwhelming the young girl, but she managed to gasp out, “I understand you leaving. Be safe and happy.”

The pain in Corda’s chest became overwhelming, and the illumination in the room swirled and shattered into small pieces, scattering points of light in the darkness, as Corda dropped into a pain-filled abyss.

<< <> >>

Corda didn’t want to wake up again. She felt herself floating toward light and awareness but resisted as much as she could. Vaguely, she knew that to emerge in the light was going to hurt, and like a wounded animal, all she wanted to do was hide.

Warm hands and a gentle but supportive voice pulled her until she realized that all resistance was futile, and it was time. Time to open her eyes to the light again. Time to accept whatever combination of pain and pleasure the universe held for her.

Sound was the first sense that immersed her in the here and now.

“I do not fear you. Power is simply power, it doesn’t change the underlying person. Yes, unchecked power can corrupt, but that still is a veneer on top of the real person.”

Feeling was the second sense that tugged her another step closer to consciousness.

Large warm hand cradling hers, and the feeling of soft but bristly skin. Gerald’s hands were around hers, and his face rested on her palm. The vibration as he spoke, traveled up her arm, and warmed her core.

For a while, Corda wrapped herself in the texture of his voice, the truth of his words, and the warm connection of his touch.

“Please, understand that I am not frightened of you. I trust you with my life. You, at least, will have the ability to contribute great things to the universe during your life. I wish I were that powerful. I keep thinking it would be nice to be important, wanted and respected for what I do and who I am. However, I know that if I were stronger and had more skills, my father and brothers would see that as a problem.”

The feather touch of his lips on her hand echoed throughout Corda’s body. Confused and unsure, the young girl found herself reaching for the light of consciousness. Pushing hard, the young girl opened her eyes as a chorus of alarms went off on her bedside monitoring devices.

Looking in the direction of Gerald’s voice, Corda offered him a trembling, fragile smile, saying, “Thank you. I don’t know how I would survive if you thought I was a monster too.”

Exhaustion hit, and Corda slipped under the black ice of unconsciousness. Carried in the cold current of forgetfulness, she floated, satisfied with the affection in her life and the stability of willing connections.
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Chapter 44 – Awakening

One afternoon Corda simply woke up. There was no gradual transition from unconsciousness to awake. Instead, her awareness snapped immediately into full gear, her sensory input providing her with the immediacy of knowledge of her surroundings that was normal for her.

A murmur of voices from the side of her bed caused Corda to slowly turn and look to the left, where she saw her Nona with an arm around Bertor. The large man had his head bowed down, resting his face so stupid or maybe I just on his hands as his grandmother tried to comfort him.

“I can’t believe I was so stupid. Or maybe I just didn’t want to see. My head got so twisted around that I thought his behavior was normal.”

“Bertor, he has fooled older and more experienced people than you. He’s your father, the parent that raised you and help build your expectations. It is tough to get away from the basic foundation that your childhood determines.”

“But Nona, I knew he was cruel to Corda, and I never put it together. He always had some explanation for me, like she had done something wrong, or it was important for her to learn a lesson. But the truth is that I didn’t want to stand up to him. I’m afraid of my own father.” The self-loathing and pain in the Master Healer’s voice stabbed Corda in the chest like a blow.

The young girl could not stand to hear the sorrow in her brother’s voice. “All it would have done is given him another target. It would not have changed his behavior, but at least you were freer than the rest of us and comforted me when you could.”

The man looked up with joy in his face, springing to his feet and bending over his sister. “Corda, little one. Are you finally awake and back with us?”

Her voice was a little bit scratchy, but Corda felt remarkably well. She smiled at her loved ones and saw both her brother and grandmother relax. “Nothing hurts, and all of my bits and pieces seem to be working right now.”

Her grandmother moved to the side of the bed next to Bertor and patted the top of Corda’s leg, a shaky smile on her face. Brushing moisture from her eyes, the Seer assumed a stern pose and said, “Do not scare us like that again. I don’t need to be frightened out of any more years of my life by you getting so hurt.”

“I will try, Nona, but I’m afraid that I can’t make a promise like that. Sometimes things just happen, and I’m doing the best I can.”

“I know, sweetheart. Just try, please.”

The door swung open, and Master Healer Jerroy walked in, accompanied by Mind Healer Gasby. Jerroy broke into a broad smile, saying, “I thought I heard a little bird chirping. It must mean that this will be a great day.”

The brother and grandmother moved away from Corda’s bed so that the two Healers in charge of her case could satisfy themselves that Corda was, in fact, doing quite well. They busied themselves in checking her mood, awareness, and physical symptoms. Corda could see both of them relaxing as no specific problem arose.

Finally the two Healers were done and stepped back, grinning in satisfaction. Jerroy was the first one to comment, saying, “Congratulations! For the umpteenth time, you have barely managed to avoid killing yourself! However, Bethon and I would appreciate it if you could avoid such record-setting damages in the future.”

Corda just looked confused, switching her gaze from one Healer to the other. Both of them held serious faces for an instant, but finally, her look of incomprehension broke their façade. Jerroy and Bethon dissolved in relief and uproarious mirth.

When they had calmed down, Corda asked them what they meant. Looking a bit more serious, Jerroy answered, saying, “You officially had the worst case of Magical Backlash that the Academy here has ever seen.”

Bethon added, “More specifically, the worst case that anyone survived.”

Corda shrank down a little bit in the bed, saying miserably, “I didn’t mean to.”

Jerroy gave another shout of laughter, barely managing to choke out, “We are not complaining about your survival, just your recklessness when it comes to your life.”

Corda smiled, but as she looked from her grandmother and brother and back to the two Healers, the young girl got a sense that something else was coming. When they looked at her consideringly, a sinking sensation hit her, and she asked, “What are you not telling me? Did I get thrown out of the Academy?”

“Of course, not!” answered the Seer.

Jerroy said, the four of us wanted to talk to you about something, and decided that all of us should be present when you hear about it.”

The dread that Corda felt intensified, becoming bolder coming down the slope at her, caring more hurt. Frightened, the young girl began to weep, “What could be so bad that you look like when I hear it I’m going to die? Did somebody die? Is it Gerald? Where’s Bonpa?” Corda’s voice was rising higher, and she had begun to panic.

“Crap! Just tell her already, dammit! She doesn’t need any more stress.”

Taking a deep breath, the Seer explained, “You have been mostly unconscious for the last two weeks. A few days ago, the Academy carried out the decreed punishment on Pharyl. Your father had two new Advocates who attempted to get the decision overthrown based on your lack of character and the fact that no one in the household would speak for you.”

Tears running down her face, Corda stared numbly at her grandmother and asked brokenly, “No one? Not even Nanny?”

Bertor said urgently, “It is not what you think. Apparently, after the Academy Tribunal, Father went back to the house and fired everybody that he suspected of having any sort of sympathy for you. Then he replaced each position with someone that had to sign an agreement to support him in any legal action.”

Misha held her granddaughter's cold hands in her own warm grip, saying, “Ealtert also called Bertor to demand that he sign an affidavit attesting to your poor character. Your brother refused, and your father tried to bully him.”

Corda gasped, “Bertor, you can’t set yourself up in opposition to him. He’s Healer Secondus. It will make it impossible for you to pursue any position of responsibility in the Healer political scene.”

Bertor laughed, a sharp unamused sound that grated on Corda’s ears. “You are my little sister, in my heart and yours. I will forever, and I do mean forever, bear the guilt for not being stronger and more honorable. I let you live in an abusive situation and did nothing substantial to change that.”

When Corda would have interrupted him, he put a hand up to silence her, and continued, “I found my place to take a stand. Regrets of a child, of an adolescent, are one thing. I refuse to have regrets going forward about a lack of action when it comes to my principles. How can I be true to my Healers’ Oath if I do harm to the innocent?”

The young girl closed her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths, appearing to become a when she reopened them. Staring down at her clasped hands, she asked quietly, “What did he do?”

Misha told her granddaughter, “Ealtert had decided to confront your brother at a public location. He threatened Bertor with some really horrendous things and then told him he was not allowed to be at the appeal hearing. I think he didn’t want Bertor available to be called as your character witness.

“Luckily, Epheth had talked to Bertor ahead of time, and they made arrangements to minimize the damage. There was a Peacekeeper Inspector who witnessed the interchange. That officer delivered a sworn affidavit to the Healer Primus two days before the hearing.”

Corda looked up quickly, and exclaimed, “Oh, Bonpa is so smart! I bet that messed Father’s plans up! But how did Bonpa know that there would be a problem?”

Both the Seer and Bertor started to laugh. Corda’s brother said, “That is where Father shot himself in the foot. When he fired everybody with no references, Cook and the Armsmaster got hold of me and explained what happened. Cook knew right away that Father was up to something. Nona, Bonpa, and I came up with a plan to protect both of us.”

Suddenly serious, Misha said, “It was a nasty hearing and your father was irate. Nothing he did worked, and the sentence was carried out on Pharyl. His Healer channels have been burned out, and he will never be allowed in any of the Imperial Mage Academies.”

Pain in his eyes, Bertor added, “Father was prepared for that option. As soon as the appeal was denied, he left the Academy and filed a notice of Pharyl’s disownment. There was no one there with our brother when the Mage Judgment was carried out.”

“I would’ve gone, even after all the pain he caused me,” stopped Corda.

Bertor’s voice was low and sad when he said, “I would have gone also, but father blocked me from being able to do so. Pharyl was alone in the pain of losing his Magic and the destruction of what he thought was going to be his career. There wasn’t even anyone to drive him away from the Academy.”

The tiny young woman held her arms out, and her big strong brother put his head down on her shoulder and cried. Her tears joined his as they mourned the loss of a brother and acknowledged the destruction of an illusion.
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Chapter 45 – Secrets Exposed

The atmosphere in the room changed when the elderly Advocate General walked in accompanied by the older military man that had attended her hearing. Corda blinked in surprise, wondering what the person in charge of the military investigation would want with her. A startled gasped from her Nona drew her attention, and she saw that her grandmother’s face had gone pale.

There was a movement of air, and the young girl realized that both the Triage and the Mind Healer had left without a farewell. Confused by their very atypical behavior, Corda looked from her grandmother to the military man in thought for a second before turning to her grandfather and asking, “Bonpa, what is going on?”

Epheth turned to the stranger and said, sounding to Corda’s ears like he was bragging, “See! I told you how fast she was on the uptake.”

The unknown man was staring at Corda’s face. The young girl could not determine what his expression meant because she did not know how to interpret the intense mixture of hope and disbelief. She looked at him, noticing that he definitely carried himself like a military man with an upright posture and ease of movement that she recognized from the Peacemakers and the Emperor’s Own forces.

The man maintained his silence, and Corda searched his face, looking at each of his features with an uneasy sense of familiarity. There was a point when Corda’s eyes met the man’s storm-cloud-gray gaze that the young girl felt a shock of recognition. I do not know him, but I feel like I do. Who is he?

For an endless moment, old eyes of stormy gray met younger ones of gray flecked with gold and held. Everyone was silent, waiting as the two opposites inspected each other. Old to young, military to civilian, male to female. Opposite in many ways, but there was a sense of connection that neither one of them was prepared to deny.

Breaking free, the older man spun and took a step toward where the Seer and Bertor sat. His voice full of pain, the man demanded, “Misha, how could you not tell me? Why did you not tell me?” His voice broke in betrayal and pain, and the man stumbled, clutching wildly at the bottom rail of Corda’s bed.

The young girl was frozen, the man’s voice striking a chord in her, an explosion of confusion erupting inside her head like a flock of startled birds. The noise of her whirling thoughts failed to cover up her Nona’s tortured answer, “At first I did not know. After I came back and found that Aret was married, there was nothing I could do. I suspected, but Ealtert and Aret said nothing. My daughter was lost to me, and it was years before I saw her again for any length of time.”

The strange man’s voice was less anguished but rang with the power of command, when he demanded, “When did you know?”

Leaning against her grandson’s shoulder as he held her supportively, the Seer answered with tears in her voice, “I got to see Corda again just before she was ten. I read the cards for her and suspected then but had no proof.”

Standing rigidly at the end of Corda’s bed, the man flinched as if he had received a massive body blow. The young girl’s mind skittered around her skull, trying to connect all the pieces, put together all of the clues that were being laid out in front of her. Lacking enough context, the young girl could not come up with an answer. Helplessly, she continued to observe, carefully noting the facts of interest.

“Almost four years. You have suspected for four years and not told me!”

Tears pouring down her face, Misha said brokenly, “Yes, but admitting what I suspected would have done no good. I could not prove it even though my heart screamed out to do something.” Sobbing openly now, the Seer admitted, “how could I believe this of my daughter? She has always been tenderhearted, unable, or unwilling to argue.”

Everyone in the room knew that the conversation was between Misha and this other man. Even Corda’s Bonpa had stepped back, letting the two of them deal with the complicated and emotional messaging that was flying back and forth between them, carried on the wings of shared history.

“Misha, how could you not know?”

Protective of his grandmother, Bertor jumped in, saying hotly, “Father forbid Nona from entering the house for many years, and Mother is totally under his thumb. I very seldom got to talk to my grandmother, and it never occurred to me to tell her that when Father and Aret got married, I sensed the two sparks of life within her.”

Misha gasped, and Corda felt like she had dropped twenty feet. Instantaneously, the stormy gray eyes of the still-unnamed man transformed into thunder-cloud dark. Dangerously, he asked, “Two? What do you mean two?”

Blind to Advocate Amity’s frantic gestures, Bertor responded openly, “When I hugged Aret after she married my father, I did not realize that I was a Healer. However, my sensing ability was precocious, and I knew that she had two other heartbeats in her belly. I could feel them when I hugged her, and I remember being happy that I would have a new brother and sister.”

Feeling the force of the older man’s regard, Bertor stammered as he said, “Nona had no way of knowing any of that. Father made sure that we only saw her for short periods and in public places. She was an oddity but was someone I could relate to. I looked forward to seeing her…”

Bertor’s explanation was truncated as the older man turned to the Seer and asked with dread in his voice, “The boy?”

“I was told that there was only one child and that she was born early. Corda arrived seven and a half months after Ealtert and Aret were married.”

The military man’s breath sounded like a cry of deep-seated pain, and Corda’s heart went out to him. She sat up in her bed quickly and said, “Please, sit down on my bed. I do not understand half of what you are talking about, but I know you are hurt. They have very good Healers here, and I know that they will come to help you. They helped me, even when I did pretty stupid things.”

The older man fumbled until he was sitting on the edge of Corda’s bed, his hand clenched on her lower leg. Corda usually hated when people grabbed her, but for some reason, this man’s grip did not upset her. Telegraphed through his touch, she knew that he was in that same cloud of disorientation and confusion that she found herself more frequently than she liked. The young girl could empathize with the feelings that people had when their whole world was yanked into a different shape.

To relieve some of the fog of sorrow mixed with anger that she felt in the room, Corda attempted to lighten the atmosphere by saying, “Forgive me for asking, but we have not been introduced. I am Bertor’s sister, Corda. You obviously know my Bonpa and my Nona. Could you please tell me who you are?”

The man perched at the bottom of her infirmary bed switched his gaze from her grandmother to her eyes, and again Corda felt that shock of familiarity. In a shaky voice, the man said, “I am Matthua Washick. My son Jaxom was your mother’s first husband. From what I can see and what Misha has just told me, you are my dead son’s daughter. And my only grandchild.”
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Chapter 46 – When Plans Evolve

Corda had been exhausted by the discussion with her family and meeting the man who said he was her other grandfather. Somewhere in the middle of a conversation with her brother, Corda fell into a deep exhausted sleep.

The young girl woke up tense, wondering what new emergency would greet her when she opened her eyes. When only the dim light of the darkened room and the sleepy quiet of the infirmary at night greeted her, she finally felt like she could relax. Too much in one day, she thought to herself.

Corda had scooted herself up in the bed, adjusting it so that she could sit upright. The young girl felt very strange as if she were in a surreal landscape, and spooky music should be playing. Imagining her own eerie accompaniment, she slid into a contemplative mode.

So much has happened to me in just a little while. There has not been time to examine the changes or where I am. I am not sure what I am at this point. First, I was worried about passing a test. Then my friends were going to show me how to shop because everyone knows, except me. I had not learned even that part when we were attacked. People were going to hurt or kill us, so I did my own combat test. We survived, which means I passed. The blows kept coming, and there has been no place to hide or moment that the barrage stopped.

Closing her eyes, Corda used her internal senses to examine her core, checking on her general health. With the perception that she was learning as a Healer, the young girl could tell that her bodily functions, including heart, lungs, and nervous system, were operating well. All that looks good, she thought to herself.

It was when Corda turned her perception to looking at where she knew her repositories for Magical energy were located that she caught her breath in surprise. This does not look at all the same! The whole middle of me is different.

Every single one of the repositories that she had seen in her friends showed an increase in size and how much energy resided within them. Maker, Artisan, Artist, Bard, Healer. All were more full and darker in color.

A sixth amorphous shape was faintly visible along the same arc that held the five Discipline repositories. The young girl had no idea what it was but decided it was probably another Discipline that was not common on Barkin Prime. Perhaps, a different type of a Mage would know what it is, Corda thought to herself. So I can either ask somebody or do my own research.

In the center of the arc defined by her Magical repositories, Corda saw the largest difference from before. Not only could she see three different pools, but she saw a wall of fluidly moving mist that surrounded that area and kept separate from the repository grouping.

The wall was, at the same time, more visible and more fragile. While the mist had darkened and now defined the boundaries of that barrier, the barrier also showed where it was ripped in places, like the rent skin from sharp claws. Rapidly casting about in that area, Corda was not surprised to see a similar wall on the outside of the arc, separating the Magical repositories from the rest of Corda’s body.

This wall had much larger holes, and the swirling mists barrier was thinner. I wonder if the damage to the wall is from the backlash or if when I threw the last Magic Missile and felt something go down in my mind if it was this barrier getting shredded?

“Corda, May I come in?” It was the Academy Mind Healer, Bethon. “I was wondering if you would be awake, and since I was in checking on another patient, it seemed reasonable to stop by.”

“Of course, it is all right. Healer Bethon, I really appreciate everything that you have done to help me recover. I hope when I am fully trained, that I can do even half of what you do.”s

Corda was not sure why the woman looked very sad for a moment, but when the Healer came fully into the room, the young girl could see that Bethon had her typical smile and seemed to be her usual serene self.

Bethon walked over to the young girl and touched her lightly on the shoulder. Corda could tell that the Healer was doing a quick check on her health, similar to what Corda had done earlier. Waiting patiently, the young girl saw that the Healer appeared conflicted and indecisive.

“Is there something wrong, Bethon? You look like you are worried about something.”

“Actually, Corda, I am inclined to have a discussion with you about something that I am sure will come up again in the future. I just do not want to create any more stress or difficulties for you.”

Swallowing mildly, the young girl answered, “I would rather know about something, even if it is bad. The surprises are worse than anything else.”

Once again, the Healer gave the young girl a long, hard look. Nodding decisively, Bethon explained, “It should not surprise you that the Academy is quite interested in how you constructed your spells and why your spellcasting is much stronger than it was. While you were unconscious, several groups of Healers, both from Barkin Prime and other worlds, came to examine you. All of them could see your Healer energy pool and your channels. The pool in your body of Healer energy is small, and the channels that go from that area are thin and underdeveloped.”

“Maybe that is why I could not throw Magic Missiles loaded with sleep!”

“I think that is exactly why. But what is frustrating everyone is that this condition would normally mean that your Magic is very weak and somewhat fragile. But that is not true. So we are left with a conundrum. A Mage who should be very weak according to what we know, but is instead powerful, but not in a predictable way.”

Corda asked in a small voice, “Does that mean that I have to leave?”

“Oh, my dear, that was not the intent of this discussion.”

“Then what is?”

Bethon smiled, a real smile full of approval. Her eyes glowed in the dim light as she caught Corda’s gaze with her own. “I thought you had the right to know. It will cause you some difficulties, I am sure. Many of the Mages at the school and the people that know of you desperately want to understand how you are throwing such powerful spells. Those people may use different types of pressure to find that out. Please, child, be careful.”

As silently as she came into the room, Bethon left.

Corda sat for a long while, just thinking before the young girl flattened out her bed and went back to sleep.

<< <> >>

The next day held additional surprises for Corda. The infirmary attendants had her up and moving around early in the morning, and she began to take short walks up and down the hallway under the ever-present eyes of her bodyguards. On the third circuit of the infirmary floor, the young girl was so exhausted that she chose to sit in a sunny, otherwise deserted waiting area.

Still in a somewhat reflective mood, Corda was letting her mind float free while she watched the brightly plumed birds flitting from branch to branch in the garden outside the window. The measured tread of several feet drew Corda’s attention, and she looked at the hall to see that two men that she knew were walking toward her.

“Commander Rankev and Minister Rodray! What a pleasant surprise! I hope everything’s okay.”

It was Rankev that answered Corda, saying, “Good morning, Corda. Actually, the Minister and I came to talk to you.”

With Bethon’s warnings fresh in her mind, the young girl asked suspiciously, “What about? Do you need more testimony?”

“No, nothing like that. General Washick is handling all that, these days. I certainly do not envy him that task. It is on an entirely different matter. To make sure that everything is fair and above board, I commed your grandfather, and he is on his way in, and I think it would be best if we waited for him to get here.”

Corda felt immediately more relaxed and chatted with the two men briefly on what had happened since their meeting almost a month ago. After a few minutes, the young girl saw Advocate General Amity making his way down the hall to join them.

After the men all greeted each other, Corda’s Bonpa asked the Minister, “Lane, what is all of this about?”

Lane Rodray cleared his throat and said somewhat diffidently, “I could pussyfoot around it, but Rankev and I have been talking and would like to make Corda an offer. We would like to recruit Corda for the Peacekeepers. We have been planning on creating blended combat and weapons teams that include Mages. You know, Epheth, how often we have critical situations where a Mage that can throw remote shields would be a godsend.”

Whatever the elderly Advocate had been expecting, Corda could tell that this was not even close. Her Bonpa was only shocked for a moment before the practiced mask of an Advocate slipped over his face, and he reminded the men, “Corda is only thirteen. She is far too young to entertain the offer of a real job.”

“Rankev reminded me of that same point. However, she has a flexible mind that is needed to help us develop the protocols and the rules of engagement for such a unit. Obviously, she needs additional training and education, but her instincts are good. There is such a difference between a Mage that can fight and one that knows how to keep the peace that we wanted to make our interest known.”

Corda sat there, frozen in surprise by what she was hearing. When her Bonpa turned to her and asked, “Little one, what do you think about this?” She answered with total honesty, “I think I would like that, but I do not want to interfere with my classes. There is so much I have to learn.”

Rankev stumbled into speech, saying, “Perhaps you could act as a consultant to the PKs. You might even get the Armsmaster to work up an elective for you that allows you to get credit while working with us. And if for some reason you did not have funds for your training, the Minister here has said that we could pick up the entire cost of your education in return for you working with us for couple years after graduation.”

Corda was looking extremely interested, but all three of the men could see the caution in her eyes. Completely ignoring her grandfather and the Minister, the young girl leaned forward so that she could see Rankev’s face without the concealing shadows. She asked softly, “Will this really make a difference?”

Rankev’s equally soft response was, “It will make an enormous difference to many people.”
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Chapter 47 – When Plans Collapse

Master Healer Tinels followed Corda down the hall, catching up with her just as she entered her assigned infirmary room. “Just the young woman I wanted to see. How about if we talk about a couple things before you take your nap?”

Corda grinned and perched on the side of the bed, looking curious. “Healer Jerroy, we can talk about whatever you want to. I am not very busy here, as you probably have noticed.”

“I know that you are going to be very busy once you leave this floor. But I really wanted to talk to you about a couple of things. The first is that you need to be very, very careful of overextending your Magic. This is not like Healing! It is far more dangerous and has the possibility of crippling or outright killing you.”

“I know everybody’s been talking to me about it, but what I get out of what people are telling me is that I need to train faster, harder, smarter.”

The Triage Healer laughed to himself, replying, “I think you are probably right. But, you need to start considering the risk of doing something before you act. Or one of these days when they bring you in, I am not going to be able to save you, and that would break my heart.”

Corda’s eyes grew misty, thinking to herself, I do not understand why all these people are so kind to me. Out loud, she said, “I promise I will try.”

Before the young girl could say anymore, the three evaluators that had cleared her for class purposely walked into Corda’s infirmary chamber. Politely, but quickly pushing Jerroy out of the room and the door began to close, the thirteen-year-old saw two Academy Security Guards take sentry places in the hallway, alert to any danger.

The Armsmaster stood at the foot of Corda’s bed, while the Mage Historian took a seat on the chair next to the left side. Mind Healer Bethon stood on the right side of the bed. Feeling surrounded, Corda looked a bit panicked, and the Armsmaster tried to calm her down.

“We need to talk to you, Corda, about something very important. It is highly likely you are going to be upset with us after we speak, but I want you to think about this and talk it over with your Nona, Bonpa, and anyone else that you wish.”

Corda’s voice was unsure and trembling when she said, “Okay.”

The Mind Healer interrupted, “Hony, you are scaring her. It is going to be a big enough shock, so just come out and tell her!”

When the Armsmaster took a deep breath, Corda realized the man was nervous about what he was going to say to her. Rather than frightening her more, the understanding that even people that she admired had things that scared them relaxed her.

“I am sorry, Corda, but you are in the wrong major. There is no calling to be a Healer in your internal setup. We have had multiple people come in and see what Discipline you should be assigned to, but none of them have had a clean-cut answer.”

The Academy Historian took up the conversational thread, saying, “There is a wealth of documentation that shows the extreme dangers for both you and anyone around you if you try to force Discipline channels to carry the wrong kind of energy.”

Corda protested, “But I am doing well in my Healer classes. I may not be the fastest one, but I have completed all my labs and turned in my homework. My practicals are going well also. I am getting to actually help in the infirmary, and I got A’s in all those classes too. So how can you tell me I am not a Healer?”

Feeling like the walls are closing in on her in a full-blown panic attack, Corda almost snarled out, “I have to be a Healer. All of the Waterns have been Healers. And I know that if I do not have a Discipline, then I am going to be a second-class citizen forever on the planet of my birth.”

Bethon tried to calm her down, saying, “I know this looks bad and we are not talking about you dropping out of the Academy, it is just that you are truly not a Healer.”

“Am I supposed to just bounce around from class to class with no direction to go? How will you be able to set goals and expectations for me? When I graduate, who will want to be associated with me, let alone marry me? You are asking me to give up my whole world.”

His eyes apologizing for what he had to say, the Academy Historian told the young girl, “In every case that we have been able to find, those that ignored their true Discipline ended up dead or insane. Some of them tried to heal without having Healing energy and killed the very people they were trying to help. Is that what you want to risk?”

The Armsmaster said with rough sympathy, “Corda, none of us are happy to have to tell you this. We spent the whole time that you were unconscious, trying to find out how to solve this problem for you. Unfortunately, the answer is it just will not work. You cannot use Healing channels for Battle Magic. Trying to take the arena fire spell back in, we believe you unconsciously tried to fit that energy into the pool of Healing energy that you have inside. That is what almost killed you.”

“But the Waterns have always been Healers. How can I be anything else?”

Hony answered her with a gentle rumbling voice, “Little one, you are not a Watern. Their expectations do not apply to you.”

Corda collapsed into tears, feeling her whole world crumble around her. She so desperately wanted to wave a Magic wand that would make her father love her, or that would make her mother the woman from Corda’s early childhood, resolute and brave. But those were not the plaques that she had drawn in this game.

Finally, Corda’s tears stopped, and she went and washed her face so that no one would know just how hard she had been crying. For a while, she sat numbly on her bed, entirely dressed, and wondering what to do.

When one of the upperclassman Healers came into the room and told Corda she was free to go back to her dorm room, the young girl moved like a sleepwalker. Blindly moving, Corda was surprised when she found herself next to the climbing wall. The young girl did not see anyone else using the facility, and so she began to scale the wall and run the obstacle courses.

As she moved, the twisted ball of energy that had been pressing on her sternum and diaphragm started to dissipate. Letting the exhaustion and her muscles overcome her sense of uncertainty, Corda moved from the last of the agility courses to the range on the far side of the area where they practiced their spells.

Corda prepared five targets, ones that would record hits but would not be destroyed after a single successful shot. Looking deep inside of herself, Corda saw the differing pools of Magical energy and began to rapid-fire the Magic Missiles from each repository in turn. The smell and taste, the touch on her fingertips, identified what type of Magic Corda was firing, and the young girl threw herself wholeheartedly into experiencing how each of them felt.

The deep maroon energy of the Maker Discipline puts strength in her muscles, firing sharp edge projectiles like hunting tips for an arrow. When Corda next tapped the Artist Discipline Magic, her feet almost left the ground, and she felt light and intuitive. However, the projectiles that came out of the Magic Missile spell with that energy crackled with an electrical punch carried by solidified air.

Corda’s whole body was dripping with fat droplets of sweat, and tears ran in an unending stream down her face. Determined and focused, the young girl pushed through her body’s exhaustion and grabbed hold of the Artisan Discipline pool and focused it on the next target.

The deep orange of the Artisan Magic did not come off like five Magic Missiles in parallel. Instead, the five were linked and followed the first projectile, impacting one after another into the target. The sense of logical progression and order screamed inside of the Magic until Corda’s head felt like it was going to explode.

Now gasping for air, Corda moved on to the next pristine target. The swirling purple energy channeled by the Bardic Discipline had built up into a thick pool of moving mist and water that drew Corda like a magnet. When the young girl reached inside of herself to grasp the Magic in that repository, her whole body began to hum with chorded vibrations.

Gesturing to build the Magic Missile spell with that glorious force, Corda almost fell on her knees when the tiny projectiles went flying toward the target, light and not requiring strength to move them. At first, Corda was convinced that she had thrown the wrong spell. However, when the Bardic Discipline Magic Missile was ten feet in front of the target, five separate blasts of intense sound shredded everything around the designated objective.

Shaking and almost unable to walk, Corda took a position in front of the last target. Summoning every bit of Healing energy in her Discipline pool, the young girl threw the Magic Missile spell toward the target. Five slender darts of blue erupted from Corda’s fingertips and moved quickly toward the goal. On they flew, only to fragment in midflight after about fifteen feet.

“No,” screamed Corda, dropping on her knees to the ground. Sobs that felt ripped out of her heart made her chest ache, and her throat felt like it was being flayed. The young girl sobbed, grieving for the last vestige of the life she thought she was going to lead. She wept tears of fire, acknowledging that the successful path that she had been raised to desire would never be hers.

Finally, the tears slowed down, but her heaving chest and raw throat remained.

Moving reluctantly to get off her bruised knees, Corda struggled her way to her feet. Looking around at the singed or shattered targets, the young girl turned to leave, unsure of a destination but driven to move.

A slight motion on the edge of her peripheral vision had her turning her head to catch someone standing by the benches. With a sense of inevitability, Corda focused on Gerald standing on the sidelines, waiting for her. Flanking him were Liz, Ricee, and Keve.

Friends waiting for her, telling her with their presence that she was not alone. Corda felt a rush of feeling where she had previously had numbness. Wrapped in acceptance, support, and affection, the young woman felt the overwhelming load of her thoughts lighten as her burden was shared.

Walking into their open arms, Corda was warmed and energized by their regard.

For a while, the five friends stayed in the range and talked of lighter topics. Later on, Corda could not remember anything they talked about, but that was not the point. Finally, Gerald suggested, “I think you may want to go back to your room and rest. After all, you just got discharged from the infirmary after a pretty grim few weeks. We can meet up for supper, but please get some rest now.”

Hardening her heart to an anticipated hurt, Corda looked over at Liz and asked, “Has Argah moved out yet?”

“Yes, I am sorry, but she came and got the last of her things this morning. She made a big point about leaving you a note, but if it were mine, I would not read it.”

“I will probably read it anyway, although it will not stop the hurt.”

Gerald said softly, “There is another note waiting for you. One from me. I thought you might need something to keep you company at some point. So my note is one that does not wear out and does not become old-fashioned. That way, you can look at it when you need it.”

Corda walked the rest of the way to her room, feeling like a storm had passed, and she was standing on firm ground. I suppose I could think about this as the weather. Only after a rainstorm can we get a rainbow.
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Chapter 48– When Hope has Wings

Corda had difficulty remembering the rest of her day. She had stumbled through the return to her room, feeling like she had been away for a year. Seeing the emptiness that Argah had left behind, her emotions just shut down. Crawling into bed fully dressed, the young girl had crashed into oblivion.

Sometime in the evening, Liz had almost force-fed her some soup and bread before dragging her into the shower room and getting her cleaned up. The young girl was in survival mode, just trying to get through her day.

The next morning found Corda moving a bit better. Still haunted by Argah’s abandonment, the young girl had refused to go to the cafeteria to eat and had planned on skipping a meal. But Gerald and Keve had shown up with trays of food. Laughing and teasing, Corda’s three friends were there for her, and slowly, the young girl was feeling better.

All of them had gone out for a while, leaving Corda alone in the room. She was staring at the two envelopes on her desk, one from Argah, the other from Gerald. I do not want to open either of them right now. I may never open Argah’s.

A knock on the door startled Corda, breaking her out of a reverie. Expecting a student or teacher, the young girl was shocked when she saw Matthua Washick standing with his hand raised to knock again. The tiny girl and the elderly General stood frozen, staring at each other’s faces. She stepped back and gestured for the man to enter, speechless.

She pulled out a chair for him to sit in, and the man carefully took a seat, still staring at Corda. Clearing her throat nervously, she asked, “May I get you something to drink? I have juice and water.”

Her offer broke the impasse, and Matthua rushed into speech, “I would have called, but I did not have your contact number. I am still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I have a grandchild, let alone one as accomplished as you are.”

Corda sat down on the edge of her bed, facing her visitor. The silence stretched out a little before Corda responded, “My life has changed in so many ways in a few months, that I cannot seem to get my balance. I do not want you to think that I am upset about knowing you are my grandfather. It is just that I do not know who I am anymore.”

Again the silence, but the silences held between the two of them had moved into the comfort zone rather than display any uneasiness with each other. Corda could have wept with relief at the way the older man’s manner did not push her to answer or react quickly. I like him, that has to be a good start.

The General lifted up a small box that Corda had not noticed when he came into the room. The man laid it on the table and lifted off the lid. “I have some idea and how difficult this is for you, and I thought perhaps that if I brought my box of memories over to show you that it might help you feel more connected.”

Corda’s smile was trembling, and teardrops clung to her eyelashes. Her voice was just above a whisper as she said, “Thank you for understanding. I feel like something that hurt but was familiar has been chopped off. The problem is I have nothing to replace that with.”

Reaching his hand out very carefully, the old man said, “I understand. Anybody who has ever lost anything they really cared about would understand.” He looked down at the contents of the box and said with a flush of embarrassment on his face, “The memories in here are not necessarily fancy. So hopefully, you are not expecting glitter and fancy pictures.”

Corda smiled more naturally and said, “How about you tell me about my grandmother and my father. I really want to somehow know them.”

The old man pulled out snapshots and dried flowers, talking about the wife he obviously still loved. When Corda saw the first picture of the woman, she caught her breath. She looks like me, just a little older.

Matthua was telling her, “We met when she was sixteen, and I was twenty-four. I thought she was sweet and looked forward to seeing her again, but I found out later she went home and told her father that she had met the man she was going to marry. Every day I wrote her a letter from my postings. Some days it was only a short letter, others I would write ten or fifteen pages telling her how much I missed her and what I saw around me.”

The man stared down at two bundles of letters, one tied with a dark blue ribbon, and the other bundle secured with a brilliant red cord. “She wrote me one back every day also. I kept all of hers to keep me company, and she treasured mine and slept with them under her pillow. Even now, all these years after her death, I read them.”

Corda’s eyes filled with tears, touched by a loving relationship that she had never envisioned before. The idea that this man had loved his wife so much and that she had returned his affection was so unlike the family that she had been raised in that she simply had no reference points.

Delving deeper into the box, Matthua brought out of a group of pictures showing a little boy that evolved into a grown man. Corda gasped, laying a gentle finger on his face, before lifting her eyes up to look at her grandfather with a question written all over her expression.

The man gave her a big smile, saying, “Yes, your eyes are just like his. That was the shocker when I went into your debriefing. The way you held your head and your features make it evident that you are your grandmother’s child. The gray eyes told me that you are my son’s and mine.”

Corda and her newly discovered grandfather were deep in conversation when Liz returned to the dormitory room. Bouncing into the room, Liz announced, “I knew there was something special going on because your bodyguard is outside grinning her face off!”

Turning toward Matthua, the energetic young woman burbled, “I am so glad that this part of the mess has gotten straightened out. Now, Corda has two grandfathers, and that is awesome. Bonpa has even adopted the rest of us, which makes things a whole bunch easier. I think he will probably regret that at some point, but right now, he seems to be having a good time.”

Spinning around, Liz grabbed Corda and hugged her roommate. Leaning over the memory, Liz was soon cheerfully commenting on family similarities and joining Corda in listening to the anecdotes that Matthua shared.

There was an alert from the Generals communications band, and he made a disappointed sound. Looking up at the two girls, he said, “I am afraid that I have to go to a meeting. This was a wonderful visit, and I hope we can have more. I would love to invite you to see the family home, and you and your friends are welcome at any time.”

Corda said, “Thank you so much for coming. Just talking to you has helped straighten things out for me a little bit.”

“Okay, you guys. I am glad the visit went really well, but neither one of you are being very practical. Give me your comm-unit, Corda’s other grandfather, and I will put in everybody’s contact number. That way you will know who we are if we call you, we promised to call you if there is a problem. If you cannot get hold of Corda, call one of us. Also, what is Corda supposed to call you? I realize that you are not very experienced at being a grandfather, but there is no time like the present for jumping in.”

Corda went off in a peal of laughter, holding her sides to keep her ribs from hurting. “Believe it or not, she is always like this. Since the only other option is to murder her, I have decided it is a feature.”

Smiling broadly, Matthua handed his comm-unit to the young woman so that she could enter in the phone numbers. While she was doing that, he said to Corda, “Vovo. Please call me Vovo.” The smile on Corda’s face was bright enough to illuminate the room.

Escorting him toward the door, Corda stopped and looked at the man with a desperate question in her eyes. When he held out his arms silently, the tiny young woman tucked herself against him and hugged him harder than he thought her slender frame could deliver.

“Vovo,” Corda whispered, and the elderly General tucked his face against the top of her head and inhaled the sweet scent of her hair. “Pequeno,” he murmured back. By the time he had walked out the door, and it had closed behind him, Liz was sobbing into a handkerchief.

“Liz, what is wrong?”

“That was so beautiful!”

When Corda sat down on the bed again and tucked a pillow against her stomach, gazing off in the distance, at first, Liz was not concerned. However, when Corda refused to go to supper and stayed in the same hunched over position on her bed, Liz decided that something else was going on.

Unsure of what to do, the young woman noticed that the note from Gerald was still on Corda’s desk. In a flash of intuition, Liz grabbed the envelope and placed it against the pillow that Corda was still clutching.

Liz opened the door to the hallway and called back to Corda, “Hey, silly. I am going to run a couple of quick errands and will be back in about a half-hour. Ping me if you need me!” Stopping only to explain what was going on to the bodyguard in the hallway, Liz took off for the infirmary, her shadow following closely behind her.

Corda did not hear Liz at all. Lost in a revolving tornado of fragmented memories and unsettled emotions, the young girl was adrift. Tears welled up in her eyes, and all of a sudden, Corda was crying. Alone and private, she was able to just let her emotions out.

Weeping and cursing, grieving and longing, Corda dropped her control and just felt. A crinkling of paper drew her attention, and the young girl came back to the here and now to realize that she had leaned on a piece of paper on the bedspread beside her. Reaching down, she saw that it was a note to her, and the writing was Gerald’s.

I remember he said that I should open the note when I wanted company. Touching the envelope and accepting the affection that drove Gerald to leave her such a thing, Corda opened the envelope and unfolded the paper.

The first thing that she noticed was a beautifully drawn butterfly at the bottom of the page instead of a signature. Delicately tinted teals and blues filled in the spaces between silvery lines in a Magical looking drawing of a breathtaking moment.

Corda stared at the drawing feeling the whisper of a breeze under small moving wings, carrying hope and affection to her heart. The words wrapped around her like a warm hug from a friend, like supporting arms when she needed them.

The words seared into her brain. Gerald had known what the Healers were going to tell her. His message said that he could see that her path was not that of a regular Healer from the very first day they had known each other. He also told her to remember that just because she was not going down the path that had been selected for her, it did not mean that she had failed.

Reading and rereading his note, the battered-feeling young girl clung to the words where he told her that she was still a wonderful person. Insisting that her worth was not tied to her ability to Heal, he reminded her that everyone has to work with what they truly have.

The end part of the note was the part that resonated in her heart. That was where Gerald told her that no matter what Magic she had or did not, whether she was good at something or not, she would always have him. That friendship was a way of picking the family that you wanted, rather than trying to survive the one you were born to.

Her emotions spent, and her calmness renewed, Corda was sitting at her desk reading a book when Liz returned with Healer Jerroy. Fussing at her for “ill-judged” activity at the range, he refused to leave her until she had drunk a potion designed to help her sleep and heal.

Almost immediately, the headache that she had ignored was gone, leaving her feeling less tense and more serene. The warm feel of the parchment that Gerald has written his note on brought her comfort, and she looked at the message one more time.

Fingertips touching the drawing that Gerald had used a signed the note, Corda slipped into a deep and dreamless slumber. Alone in her room, the young girl rested and dreamed. In the dim light of the evening, the note appeared to glow. Fluttering its wings slowly, the silver barred blue and teal butterfly stretched its wings, brushing them across Corda’s hand like a kiss across the knuckles.

With a slight whisper of wind, the butterfly never before seen anywhere in the universe rose to fly away, stopping briefly for a last caress on the sleeping girl’s face.
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Author Notes

This is the second story in the Vorcian Imperial Chronicles about Corda, the eldest girl in the Watern family of Barkin Prime. We first met Corda in the book In the Cards, where her coming of age 10th birthday was celebrated by a visit from her maternal grandmother, the Imperial Seer. The story picks up when Corda is barely 13 and is starting at the Barkin Prime Academy of Magic.

All of the Waterns have been Master Healers, a legacy that runs back hundreds of years. Corda does not expect to break that pattern, but the universe has different plans for her. The events that help shape the woman that will become an essential part of the Vorcian Imperium are powerful. Just like the adult that she is destined to be.

I have to say that writing Power Nexus was extremely challenging. Originally intended to be the same approximate length as In the Cards, there were so many things that needed telling in the story that it grew. And grew!

At first. I wrestled with it, trying to trim it down to fit my strategic plan. But the characters in the story mutinied and took me captive. They insisted, even demanded, that I write a deeper, richer story, one that would hopefully immerse you in the scenes and make you feel the emotions and the sensations of the people that inhabit the story.

Of course, such a crew of characters demands another book, and the sequel to this tale, Power Surge, will be following after. Hopefully, that one will not be such a difficult crew to wrangle. But, if they are, I will once again write the stories to be as long as they need to be.

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

Magic and Technology in a SciFi Universe

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat - Dec 2019

Tattered Wings - Dec 2019

Elemental Connections - Jan 2020

Mate's Gift - Jan 2020

Mage Emergent - Feb 2019

Mage Ascendant – Apr 2020

Mage's Sword – May 2020

Fleet Genesis - July 2020

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

Pledged to Duty, Driven by Honor

An Attitude Adjustment

Cadre Files

In the Cards

Power Nexus - Dec 2019

Burnished Blade -  Jan 2019

No Money for Marriage -  Feb 2020

Steel Harvest -  Mar 2020

Count Off -  Apr 2020

Deadly Mascot -  June 2020

BattleMage Investigates

Power of the Mage, Focus on Crime

Battle Cadre Arises - Dec 2019

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Jan 2020

No Accounting for Taste - Feb 2020

The Case of the Missing Sniper  - Apr 2020

Sing a Song of Politics  - June 2020

The Case of Short Shots  - Aug 2020

Explosive Echoes  - Oct 2020

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - Dec 2020

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward

The Gift of Fashion

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Payment in Kind

Daytripping

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - Dec 2019

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Dec 2019

Treasured Knowledge - Jan 2019

Alastair and the Dungeon - Feb 2020

A Matter of Trust - Early 2020

Death Walking - Early 2020

Clingon - Early 2020

Najeer  - Early 2020

Echoes of Knowledge - Mar 2020

Wynn's Kitten - May 2020

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - 2020

Life Rebuilt - Late 2020

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Little Things in Life

The Gratitude Challenge - Dec 2019

Bridge to Honor - Jan 2020

Carp EDM - Jan 2020

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways - Dec 2019

Familiar Trials - Expert - Feb 2020

Familiar Trials - Master - Mar 2020

Familiar Trials - Adept - June 2020

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Silent Thanks

Shadowed Light

Powerhouse Punch

Sensorium I

Spirit of Thanks

The Hand You Were Dealt

The Imp Prince

Treated to Tricks

Tricky Treats

Your Goose is Cooked
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Keep Connected

Keeping connections is so important today in our digital world. Readers can always reach me at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  I promise that one of these days I will actually stop writing long enough to publish one!

My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for her book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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