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Arcturus shrank deeper into the stable’s shadows, waiting for the dead of night. The clamour of the tavern next door had reduced to a gentle murmur, but it was not safe to come out yet.
If all went as planned, his master would ring the midnight bell soon, announcing to his patrons that it was time to wend their drunken way home, or if they were lucky, to a room in the inn upstairs. Only then would Arcturus make his move.
It was a plan ten years in the making; almost two thirds of his young life. He was going to escape the beatings, the endless hours of toil and the meagre rations that were his only reward.
As an orphan, his value was determined by the yield of his work, rather than the quality of his character. The ox in the stock next to him was fed better than he was, after all, it had been purchased at several times the price his master had paid for him at the local workhouse. He was worth less than a beast of burden.
The bell chimed, disturbing Arcturus from his thoughts. There was a creak as the tavern door swung open, then the crunch of gravel signalled the departure of the drinkers, their coarse laughter fading until silence reigned once again. Even so, it was a full ten minutes before Arcturus padded from the shadows and into the night air. He fingered his pack and wondered if he had everything he needed.
Escaping was not as simple as running away, something that Arcturus had learned from bitter experience. In the early days, before he was sold to the innkeeper, children would run away from the workhouse all the time. They would always return a few days later, starving, beaten or worse.
There was no work for scrawny, uneducated children, nor did they know where to go. Arcturus knew that if he ran away unprepared, he would end up begging for scraps before returning, hat in hand, to the inn. In all likelihood he would be sent back to the workhouse. Back to hell on earth.
Arcturus knelt in the straw and checked his pack one more time. Forty-two shillings: his life savings from tips, loose coins and charity. It would last him a few weeks, until he found a new source of income. A thick fur, discarded by a passing trader for the wine stain that adorned its centre, but it was still fit for Arcturus’s purposes; he would not freeze if he needed to camp overnight. Next, a serrated knife, stolen from the tavern kitchen at great risk. Although it was not much of a weapon against a brigand, it gave him peace of mind. Two candles, some bread, salted pork and a few spare garments completed his supplies. Just enough to give him a fighting chance.
The neigh of a horse in the darkness reminded him why he had chosen that night. An opportunity, unlike any he had seen before. A young noble had arrived only a few hours earlier, exhausted from a long day’s riding. He had not even bothered to unpack his saddlebags, simply throwing the reins to Arcturus and trudging into the inn to book a bed for that night.
Arcturus knew where the noble was going. When they came of age, noble children attended Vocans Academy, to learn the art of summoning demons. The academy was all the way in the capital city of Corciullum, on the other side of the Hominum Empire. With any luck, the saddlebags would contain everything Arcturus might need for a similar journey, not to mention the fact that the wealthy young noble’s possessions might be extremely valuable.
He sidled up to the horse, clucking his tongue to calm it. As a stableboy, he had a way with horses. This one was no different, nuzzling his palm as if searching for a handful of feed. He stroked it on its muzzle and unclipped the saddlebags, letting them fall to the ground.
Arcturus searched through each pocket, his heart dropping as he discovered that the vast majority of them were empty. No wonder the noble had left without them.
Still, the noble’s steed was the real prize. Many horses passed through here, but this was a fine stallion, with long legs, muscled haunches and clear, intelligent eyes. It could outpace any riders who might follow him, be they thieves, brigands or even Pinkertons; Hominum’s police force. It was not unknown for them to chase down a runaway orphan if the reward was high enough.
Arcturus rummaged in the last pocket and smiled as he grasped something solid. It was hard to see in the dim light of the stable, but he could tell by touch it was a roll of leather. He unravelled it on the ground and felt the dry touch of a scroll within.
A thin stream of moonlight cutting through the slats in the roof allowed Arcturus to see printed black letters on the page. He held it up to the light and examined them more closely.
Arcturus’s reading ability was poor; his education had been limited to the one year of learning at the workhouse. Fortunately, the books that travellers would abandon in their rooms would often find their way into his possession, allowing him to practise over the years. His reading was now better than most, but he still had to sound them out as he read.
‘Do rah lo fah lo go . . .’ he whispered the nonsensical syllables. They made no sense, yet he could not stop, his eyes glued to the page. As he spoke, a strangely familiar sensation suffused his body, starting as a dull drunkenness and gradually growing in intensity as word after word rolled off his tongue. The grey of the room seemed to become brighter, the colours intensifying in his vision.
‘Sai lo go mai nei go . . .’ The words droned on, his eyes roving back and forth across the page as if they had a mind of their own.
His heart pounding, Arcturus could feel something within him stir. There was a flicker in the darkness. Beneath his feet, the leather mat glimmered with violet light, patterns flaring along its surface. Out of the corner of his eye, Arcturus made out the outline of a pentacle, surrounded by symbols on each point of the star. The glow pulsed like a beating heart, accompanied by a low hum.
As he reached the last line of the page, a spinning ball of light formed in the air, growing into a brilliant orb that seared his vision. His ears popped as the humming turned into a roar, growing louder with every second.
Arcturus spoke the last words, then tore his eyes away and dove to the ground, clamping his hands over his ears. He could feel a fiery heat washing over him, as if he were lying beside a great bonfire. Then, as sudden as a lightning strike, Arcturus’s world went still.
The new silence fell upon the stable like a cloak, only broken by Arcturus’s deep, sobbing breaths. He shut his eyelids tightly, shrinking into a ball on the ground. He knew he should be moving, gathering his things and riding away before anyone arrived. Yet the ice of fear had taken hold, leaving him petrified on the cold soil of the stable.
There was a snap as the noble’s horse broke its tether, then the thunder of hooves as it bolted into the night. The light, heat and noise had been too much for the well-trained beast. Realising his last chance at escape had just galloped out of the door, Arcturus’s terror turned to despair.
Straw rustled in the darkness, followed by a low growl. Arcturus froze and held his breath. He kept his eyes shut and went perfectly still. If he played dead, perhaps whatever it was would move on in search of more interesting prey.
The noise intensified, moving closer and closer, until he could feel the hot, moist breath of the creature in his ear. A tongue slid across his face, leaving a trail of saliva as it tasted him. Arcturus tensed, knowing he would have to fight.
With a yell, he leaped to his feet, striking out with a clenched fist. It met a furry muzzle, rewarding him with a yelp as the creature fell back. Emboldened, Arcturus struck out again, sending the creature skittering into the shadows. It was clumsy, stumbling and tripping over itself as it ran.
Arcturus grabbed his pack and sprinted to the door. The inn was dark still, with no signs of movement. He grinned with relief, realising he might still have a chance to escape. If he was lucky, the horse may not be far away.
But as he began to leave, a strange feeling came over him. Pain and . . . betrayal. He shook his head and took another step, but the feeling intensified. On the edge of his consciousness, Arcturus felt something stir. The creature was connected to him somehow, like a mental umbilical cord. Suddenly, Arcturus was overcome with an immense feeling of loneliness and abandonment, emotions that he was not unfamiliar with.
He turned and stared into the darkness of the stables. In the light of the moon, the entrance yawned like a cave mouth, shrouded in shadow. The creature was whining, like a dog whose master had kicked it. He felt guilty, for the demon had only been licking his face. And that was what it was, a demon – the noble was on his way to learn the art of summoning them after all. Had he just done that? Summoned this demon? But that was something only nobles could do . . . wasn’t it?
As if it could sense his guilt, the demon tumbled out of the stable, blinking in the moonlight. It was not as large as he had thought, only the size of a dog. In fact, it had the head of a dog too, with a pair of large blue eyes, followed by a second, smaller pair behind them. It was entirely black, with a shaggy ridge of hair along its spine. This ridge continued on to a bushy, fox-like tail, though it swished back and forth much like an eager pet. Strangest of all was its body, muscled like a jungle cat with sharp, dangerous claws and powerful limbs.
‘What are you?’ Arcturus whispered, holding a calming hand out. In his mind, he could feel the demon’s fear dissipating, replaced with an eager desire to please. The demon took a wary step forward, then licked his hand with a rough, wet tongue.
Arcturus examined it more closely, stroking its head. Despite its size, the creature looked young, with the overlarge head and clumsy, thick limbs that gave it a puppy-like mien.
‘Do you want to come with me?’ Arcturus asked, rubbing the creature under its chin. It closed its four eyes and nuzzled back, panting with pleasure. With each scratch Arcturus felt a keen sense of satisfaction on the edge of his consciousness.
‘I bet any passing brigands would think twice before attacking us, eh?’ Arcturus murmured, smiling. ‘Let’s just hope you don’t scare the horse too. We’re going to need him tonight.’
He turned, just in time to see a cudgel lashing towards his face.
Pain.
Then nothingness.
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Arcturus awoke in darkness. For agonising seconds, he thought that the attack had blinded him. It was only the thin sliver of light at the end of the room that told him otherwise.
The air was stale and heavy, as if it had not been disturbed for some time. The stone underneath him was chilled, devoid of any warmth of comfort. Pain twinged through his skull with every turn of his head, and a tentative feel of his temple revealed a lump the size of a goose egg.
He lay in the gloom, bracing himself to stand and explore his confines. Perhaps if he crawled to the light, he could call for help. He tried to speak, but all that left his throat was a raw croak. A thirst he had never known was raging inside of him, leaving his swollen tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth like a slab of salt pork.
Footsteps, loud and purposeful, echoed from the source of light. The door, for that is what it was, swung open, blinding him with the glow of a torch. He blinked in the new light, shading his eyes with a hand.
‘Awake already are you?’ a cold voice snapped, lifting the flame higher.
Arcturus squinted, revealing brass buttons on black cloth; the uniform of a Pinkerton. The man had a handsome face, but his eyes were cruel and empty of empathy. He approached Arcturus and crouched down to examine him.
Arcturus spied a tankard of water in the man’s hand and snatched it, all sense of decorum forgotten. He took deep, pulsing gulps, filling his belly until the liquid sloshed inside of him like a half empty gourd. The man chuckled and lifted him to his feet, his grip like a vice on Arcturus’s shoulder
‘Thank you for the water,’ Arcturus gasped, dizzy from standing so suddenly.
‘It wasn’t for drinking. It was for throwing over you to rouse your lazy carcass. Two days you’ve been in and out of consciousness. That noble must have hit you something fierce.’ The Pinkerton laughed again, then pulled Arcturus out of the cell and down a narrow corridor.
‘Where are we going?’ Arcturus slurred, his gorge rising as a dizzy nausea overcame him.
Forks of pain spread through his brain with every jolt as if his skull was full of lightning. He felt the demon on the very edge of his consciousness, awash with confusion and terror. Arcturus preferred it in his own mind. Pain he was used to, for his master would knock him about when the mood took him. It was fear he could not abide, though he was getting flashes of his own as the Pinkerton ignored his question, dragging him up some stairs.
The stairs opened up into a small hallway with a set of double doors at the end carved from dark oak and stamped with the insignia of a noble house. They spoke of wealth and power, the old kind that was passed from generation to generation. Paintings lined the walls: portraits of old men with beady eyes that seemed to follow him as they passed.
‘You’re to go in alone. Be quick about it. It doesn’t do to keep a king waiting,’ the Pinkerton snapped, then grinned at the shock on Arcturus’s face. ‘That’s right, boy. You’re in that much trouble.’
He shoved Arcturus through the doors, then slammed them shut behind him.
Arcturus stumbled and collapsed to the floor, meeting the soft down of a bearskin rug. Bookshelves lined the walls, broken only by the door behind him and a crackling hearth in front. It was uncomfortably hot in the room, as if a sick man was being purged in a sweat lodge.
There were two armchairs and a stool by the fireplace. The young noble was in the smaller seat, eyeing Arcturus with trepidation. Behind him sat two middle-aged men, both with silver dusting their black hair at the temples. One appeared as the portraits did, his eyes beady with a hooked nose. He bore some resemblance to the young noble, and Arcturus realised that he was his father.
The other wore a circlet around his head and a scowl, twisting an otherwise handsome face into a savage expression. He could only be King Alfric, ruler of Hominum. The three wore expensive clothing, all velvet, silk and silver lacing.
‘Tell us exactly as it happened, Charles,’ King Alfric growled, his voice low and angry. ‘Leave nothing out.’
‘I told you already. I left the summoning scroll and leather in my panniers and bedded down in a filthy inn just outside Boreas. I woke up to a great racket from outside, so I went to investigate. Next thing I see is this . . . hoodlum . . . petting my demon!’ Charles pointed a wavering finger at Arcturus, spitting as he spoke. ‘I knocked him out with my blackjack and got the innkeeper to fetch the Pinkertons while I trapped the beast in the stable. It’s not me you should be asking questions of. Ask the delinquent.’
‘You will speak to your king with respect!’ the father bellowed, leaping to his feet and slapping Charles across the face. He lowered his head and bowed to the king, who waved a languorous hand in acceptance.
‘Calm yourself, Royce. We have more important things to worry about than petty niceties.’ The king turned to Arcturus and gave him a forced smile, trying to put him at ease. It had the opposite effect.
‘Listen carefully, stable boy. You are the only witness to the theft of Lord Faversham’s demon . . . or should I say, his son’s demon. The scroll and leather Charles mentioned are a way of transferring a demon from one noble to another, usually a parent to a child. Now, I want you to think very carefully. Who was it who took the items from the bag and summoned the demon in the stable? Did you see an insignia on their clothing, or perhaps a distinctive colour?’
King Alfric turned back to Lord Faversham before Arcturus could answer, which was just as well. His mind was still reeling.
‘Lord Lovett has been blessed with four adept children, rather than the usual firstborn. His youngest daughter is joining Vocans Academy this year, just like Charles. Providing a fourth demon for her would be difficult, especially for a weak summoner like him. You don’t think . . . ?’
‘My King, he would not dare. The Lovett’s are rulers of Calgary, a poor fiefdom by all accounts. It is nothing more than a few farms and rivers. It would be too great a risk for him. If he was caught, my bodyguard would storm Calgary and take back what is ours, and more besides. With your permission, of course.’ Lord Faversham inclined his head respectfully.
‘Of course.’ Alfric nodded, his eyes settling on Arcturus once again.
‘Who was it then?’ Charles asked, his voice low and threatening, the imprint of his father’s hand blazing red across his face. ‘Who stole my demon from me?’
Arcturus was struck dumb, unable to answer. Lying seemed the best option. Blame it on a mysterious figure, some faceless noble who came in the dead of night. The question was, would they let him live, in light of what he knew? And even if they did, what then? Back to the workhouse, to starve with the other children that nobody loved.
Perhaps it would be better to roll the dice, see what the truth would bring. A commoner being able to summon a demon was unheard of – it could turn his life upside down. But when you’re at the bottom of the pile, it always makes sense to reshuffle the deck.
‘It was me,’ he announced, his voice as confident as he could make it. ‘I summoned the demon. I can feel it now.’
There was a pause, then a cackle as the king and Lord Faversham burst into laughter. Even Charles snorted, though the malice never left his eyes. Arcturus sat in silence, setting his jaw.
The king held up his hand, cutting the laughter short. His smile narrowed to a pursed slit.
‘Charles, come here.’ He beckoned the young noble over, then leaned in and whispered in his ear. Charles hesitated, then strode from the room, slamming the door behind him.
The king steepled his fingers, levelling his gaze at Arcturus. His grey eyes revealed nothing, but Lord Faversham drummed his fingers on the armrest, betraying a sudden nervousness. Despite the heat, Arcturus shuddered under the king’s scrutiny.
‘You’re playing a dangerous game here,’ Lord Faversham said, narrowing his eyes at Arcturus. ‘Did they pay you to feed us this cock and bull story? Because if you think for one moment that you’ll be able to lie and leave this castle alive, you are much mistaken.’
‘It’s true,’ Arcturus replied, cursing the quaver in his voice. ‘I read the scroll aloud and the demon appeared.’
‘Commoners cannot summon demons,’ the king snapped, impatience getting the better of him. ‘The gift is passed down in the blood, always for the first born and sometimes for the rest. The noble houses have been the only summoners in Hominum for two thousand years. Now, I will give you one more chance. If you tell me the truth and identify the thief, I will give you four hundred shillings and transport to Corcillum. You can’t say fairer than that.’
But Arcturus could feel something new, grating on him like nails on a chalkboard. It was pain, distant but fierce, emanating from the thread that held him to the demon. A fresh throb made him fall to his knees, clutching at his skull. The dual sensation of this fresh pain and that of his own injuries was almost too much to bear.
‘You’re hurting it!’ he cried, burying his head in the fur of the bearskin rug.
‘When will you end this farce?’ Lord Faversham growled, kicking at Arcturus with his foot. But the king held up a bony finger, before pointing it at the entrance to the library.
‘As we speak, your son is whipping the demon downstairs as I instructed him. I was hoping to merely cause the thief some discomfort. Instead, it seems we have revealed him.’ The king smiled as Arcturus whimpered in agony.
He was barely able to comprehend the words, fresh waves of pain robbing him of all sense.
‘Who are you, boy?’ Lord Faversham growled, lifting Arcturus from the floor by the collar and holding him up in the air. ‘Your stableboy disguise has been found out, tell us which house you belong to now and perhaps your punishment will be less severe. Are you a Sinclair? A Fitzroy?’
‘No . . . house . . .’ Arcturus choked.
‘Put him down, Royce,’ the king ordered, tearing Arcturus from Lord Faversham’s grasp before his command could be obeyed. ‘This boy is no impostor. Can you not tell by his accent, his demeanour? His body odour alone reeks of a common upbringing.’
‘What are you saying?’ Lord Faversham asked, breathing heavily. ‘That this boy is telling the truth?’
‘I am saying,’ the king murmured, tapping his chin with a long finger, ‘that this boy is . . . something new.’
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The Pinkerton was called in to take him away, though Arcturus needed little encouragement. The two men scared him in a way that none had before. It was not cruelty or sadism that made them different; he had encountered more than enough men and women who shared those qualities. No, it was their complete lack of empathy that horrified him, their clinical scrutiny and calculating eyes. It was as if he were not even a person to them, but rather a commodity to be used, or tossed aside.
He was thrown back into his dark cell, but this time with a bucket of water and some fresh bread. Arcturus devoured it like a rabid animal, revelling in the warm chewy texture. On the other hand, the demon was given no such sustenance, and its thirst and hunger plagued him for hours on end. He banged on the door and demanded it be fed and watered, but received nothing but curses from the Pinkerton, then silence.
Finally, when the water bucket was empty and hunger began to gnaw at his stomach once again, Arcturus was dragged from his cell, then marched through a side door and into the courtyard.
This time, the king was not there, but Lord Faversham and his son were waiting for him, their faces dark and broody with ill humour. A large box lay on the ground beside them, with a strange leather harness wrapped around it.
As Arcturus trudged towards them, he took in his surroundings, scanning for an escape route. The courtyard was surrounded by a cobbled stone wall, thick with ivy. An elaborate archway curved over the entrance, and it was blocked by a heavy iron gate.
‘Still alive are you,’ Charles said, kicking at the gravel on the ground moodily. ‘I had hoped you would have died in—’
‘No, Charles,’ Lord Faversham cut him off. ‘The king has made . . . arrangements for the boy, as you well know. No harm will befall him whilst he is in our care, is that understood?’
‘Yes, Father,’ Charles sighed.
Arcturus remained silent, his eyes on his feet. He could sense his demon now, so close he could almost smell it. The box beside him trembled. Arcturus turned his eyes towards it and gasped. His demon – it was trapped inside! He kneeled and laid his hand against the wood, sending it feelings of calmness and safety, despite his own misgivings about the future. Slowly, the trembling stopped. The sound of lapping inside gave him some relief, as he realised they had finally given it some water. It seemed, for now, the Favershams wanted both of them alive.
‘They’re here,’ Charles said, pointing at the sky.
Two dots hovered in the heavens, like birds circling above a cornfield. Slowly but surely, they grew in size, until two winged beasts landed before them in a flash of feathers and fur.
Arcturus had to step back as they flapped and folded their enormous wings, the tawny feathers fluttering in the wind. They looked like winged, horse-sized stags, with majestic antlers branching from their foreheads. Their front legs ended in hooves, yet their back legs were clawed like a falcon’s, complete with deadly talons that dug into the ground. Instead of the traditional bob that all deer had, these creatures had long, elegant tail feathers.
Both were fitted with polished leather saddles and bridles, in which two riders sat, resplendent in navy blue uniforms that had golden epaulets and shining gold buttons. They removed the leather caps and dark goggles that they wore on their heads and shook their hair out with audible sighs of relief.
One of the riders dismounted and embraced Charles, kissing him on the forehead. She was beautiful, with golden hair that fell about her face. Arcturus shuddered as he realised she was Charles’s mother, Lady Faversham. As she turned to Arcturus, her expression was hard, her pretty face as cold and cruel as winter.
‘He is the reason we are here?’ she narrowed her eyes at him. ‘We flew through the night.’
‘The boy, and the fact that Charles couldn’t get half a day’s ride from here without losing his demon!’ Lord Faversham growled. ‘He needs to be flown to Vocans since he can’t be trusted on his own and he is already late starting the year as it is. You shall have to provide him with a new summoning scroll, or he won’t be allowed to attend. It is a shame you cannot gift him your Peryton – you need it for the Avian Corps. It will have to be the other one.’
‘You lost your Canid? Do you have any idea what your father risked to capture her for you?’ Lady Faversham hissed, seizing Charles by the ear, her anger as sudden as her arrival. ‘Now I will have to give you my Arach, and I caught it only weeks ago.’
Charles wailed like a baby, pulling at his mother’s hand until she released him with a grunt of disgust.
Arcturus absorbed the information, taking note of the names of the various species of demon, and the fact that his own was female. It appeared that demons could somehow be gifted through scrolls, and needed to be captured first. If he was to survive the coming weeks, he would need to learn all he could.
His understanding of the world of summoning was vague at best, given that he lived so far north of the jungles on Hominum’s southern border where most of the skirmishes took place. Though they were not officially at war with the various orc tribes that inhabited it, the nobles, their retinues and the king’s army would patrol along their borders, keeping Hominum safe from the occasional orc raiding party. Boreas, the city in which Arcturus lived, was far to the north, near to the border with the elves.
The next rider dismounted, a brunette with long tresses that came down to her waist. She nodded respectfully at Lord Faversham then went about attaching the box to a leather lead, before securing it to the bottom of her mount. She grinned at Arcturus’s wary expression and gave him a wink. He responded with a hesitant smile, which was swiftly wiped away when Lady Faversham clicked her fingers at him.
‘You, boy. If the king did not have such an interest in you, I would have you hanging from the gallows in a heartbeat! Nobody steals from the Favershams, especially not some filthy stableboy.’
Charles smiled hatefully at Arcturus from behind her back, drawing a finger across his throat. Arcturus responded with a cool stare, though tendrils of terror gripped his heart. This time, it was the demon that calmed him. Waves of encouragement and support flowed through their mental link as it sensed his discomfort.
‘Watch your back, boy,’ Lady Faversham said, unimpressed by Arcturus’s apparent lack of fear.
A servant scurried past them, dragging a heavy trunk behind him and attaching it to Lady Faversham’s Peryton.
‘Be careful with that,’ Charles ordered, striding over to survey the fastenings. ‘I don’t want my clothes all rumpled because you did it wrong.’
The servant bowed, a flash of fear passing across his face. He was barely older than Arcturus, and he looked half starved. Arcturus felt fortunate he didn’t have to work in this household.
‘Ophelia, are you sure Lieutenant Cavendish’s Peryton can carry the Canid?’ Lord Faversham asked his wife.
‘It’s only a pup,’ Lady Faversham responded. ‘If she was full grown it might be a struggle over such a long distance, but thankfully you caught it young.’
‘Aye, Hubertus is as strong as an ox!’ Lieutenant Cavendish called, tying one last knot on the thick leather leads that were now attached to the demon’s cage. She winked at Arcturus again, and he marvelled at how young she was. She could barely be older than eighteen, yet she wore the uniform of an officer. The Lieutenant jumped on to her mount in one fluid leap, then patted the saddle behind her.
‘We’d better get going if we’re to reach Vocans by nightfall. Since my luggage is a bit heavier than yours, we might get a bit of a head start on you, if that’s all right, Captain Faversham?’ she asked, rubbing Hubertus’s neck.
Lady Faversham gave her a curt nod then, with one final glare at Arcturus, she strode into the manor house. Arcturus hesitated before striding to the Peryton and holding up his hand. Lieutenant Cavendish gripped it firmly and pulled him up behind her with surprising ease. He could feel the Hubertus’s muscles bunching beneath his legs, as the demon unfolded his wings.
‘Hold on tight,’ she murmured, grasping his hands and putting them around her waist. ‘I hope you have a strong stomach.’
The wings flapped once. Twice.
And they were flying.
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The world was spread below Arcturus like a patchwork quilt, the fields of crops splitting the earth into squares of green, yellow and brown. With every beat of the Peryton’s wings, the fuzzy white cloud bank above them loomed closer. Soon they were in the mist, surrounded by a haze of the purest white Arcturus had ever seen. He revelled in the cool air, opening his mouth to catch droplets on his tongue. It was over all too soon, for they burst clear of the other side into the bright sunlight moments later.
‘You’ve got a strong grip there, lad!’ Lieutenant Cavendish chuckled, before clucking her tongue at Hubertus. The Peryton slowed down, until they hung above the clouds, rising and falling with each wingbeat.
‘Sorry,’ Arcturus breathed, realising he was squeezing her midriff tight. He relaxed his grip and gazed at the cloudscape around him. It was if they were floating above a sea of cotton, soft and welcoming as a featherbed. He had an insane urge to dive into them, but a gap revealing the ground far below reminded him of where he was.
‘You’ll get used to it,’ Lieutenant Cavendish said over her shoulder. ‘The first time I flew, I threw up over the side.’
‘I wish you hadn’t said that,’ Arcturus groaned, feeling his stomach give a sudden lurch. He was not the only one feeling ill. Below him, he could sense that the demon was feeling nauseous as its box swung back and forth, and the hunger that gripped its belly was not helping matters.
Lieutenant Cavendish swivelled in her seat and flashed him a grin.
‘You know, we’re going to be travelling together for the rest of the day, we might as well get to know each other. My name is Elizabeth Cavendish, what is yours?’
‘Arcturus, good to meet you,’ Arcturus said, proffering his hand and shaking hers awkwardly. He hesitated, then asked. ‘You’re very young to be an officer, aren’t you?’
‘My, my, aren’t you the forthright one!’ she laughed, tossing her hair from her face. ‘Actually, I’ve just graduated from Vocans, so I’m twenty years old. All graduates go on to become officers, but I’m just a Second Lieutenant, the lowest rank possible. I’m glad of it to be honest, what with the baby on the way. The less responsibility the better!’
‘You’re having a baby? Shouldn’t you be resting, instead of fighting in the army?’ Arcturus asked.
‘Nonsense,’ she scoffed, giving him a prod. ‘Maybe in a few months, but I’ll go home when I’m good and ready, thank you very much! Of course, most nobles my age have children as soon as they graduate, if not before, so the army are very understanding.’
‘What’s the hurry?’ Arcturus asked.
‘Don’t you know anything?’ Elizabeth asked, then smacked her forehead. ‘I keep forgetting you’re just a commoner. Very strange business, you’ll have to fill me in on the way.’
Arcturus bristled at the word ‘just’ but forgave her for it almost instantly. Of all the nobles he had met, she was by far the nicest, and didn’t mean any offence.
‘Nobles have children early because only our first born children are guaranteed to inherit the ability to summon as well as our estate. If I was to die in battle tomorrow, the Cavendish line would be cut off forever! Better to leave a successor, just in case. Luckily for me, the Aerial Corps is a pretty safe job at the moment. We do a bit of scouting, keep an eye on Hominum’s borders, avoid the occasional orc javelin here and there. Pretty simple stuff.’
It made a lot of sense, but it made Arcturus feel almost sorry for the nobles. Imagine having to marry so young, even if you hadn’t met your soulmate yet!
As if she could read his mind, Elizabeth smiled and clicked open a heart shaped locket that hung around her neck. A tiny painting of a handsome, mousy haired man sat within.
‘I was one of the lucky ones. I found the love of my life early on. He was a servant at Vocans and a commoner, like you. You’re probably the only person I can tell who won’t judge me for that. It is custom for the first born nobles to marry the second or third born from another noble house. It’s caused quite some controversy at the academy, I can tell you. I guess I’m lucky that you’re going to Vocans now. Maybe they’ll have something else to gossip about.’
As far as Arcturus knew, marrying a commoner was unheard of. He was glad in a way, for it meant that perhaps not all nobles viewed commoners as the Favershams did. At the same time, Elizabeth’s talk of gossip made him anxious about how he would be received at the academy.
‘Come on, we have a lot of ground to cover if we’re to get there before sunset. You can tell me your story on the way.’
They flew through the day and night, the endless cloudscape broken by glimpses of the ground below. Arcturus tried not to look down, for the lurching of the Peryton’s wings made his stomach uneasy. Instead, he distracted himself by telling Elizabeth his story.
He found himself going all the way back to his childhood, from the early years of starvation and backbreaking labour in the workhouse, to the endless beatings and abuse at the hands of the innkeeper. Elizabeth spoke very little, but he knew she was listening for she would occasionally interrupt to ask him to describe something further. She was as fascinated by his life as he was hers, and he suspected that she was unaware of the plight the orphans of Hominum faced, despite her common husband. For a moment he thought he saw a tear trickle down her face, though whether it was the harsh winds that tore at their faces or his words that brought them forth, he did not know.
As the sunset cast a rosy glow over the cloud bank and Hubertus began his descent, Arcturus reached the end of his story. Somehow, it had felt good to let it all out. He realised she probably knew more about him now than anyone in the world.
He was about to ask where Vocans was, but his mouth fell open, speechless, as it came into view. Four crenelated towers stretched into the sky on each corner of a vast, shadowed castle. It was a perfect square, but for a crescent shaped courtyard surrounded by high walls. A band of murky, black water surrounded it; a moat that could only be crossed by a heavy drawbridge. In the dim light of dusk, Arcturus could see hundreds of lights glowing from behind thin windows. It was a giant building, larger than anything he had seen before, as vast and immoveable as a mountain.
They glided expertly into the courtyard, circling until they landed on the cobblestones. Arcturus felt a flash of relief from his demon as the box thudded into the ground behind them.
A half circle of steps led up to a thick set of oak double doors, higher and wider than ten men. Behind them, an arched gatehouse loomed, shadowing the open drawbridge beneath it.
‘I can’t stay with you long, Arcturus,’ Elizabeth said, unclipping the leather lead from his demon’s crate. ‘But I have some advice. Don’t trust anyone, not even your teachers, for they are cut from the same cloth as their students. Study hard and take advantage of every opportunity you are given - the nobles will only respect you if you are better than them. Even then, some will hate you. But it is better to be hated and respected than their prey.’
‘I will, Lieutenant Cavendish,’ Arcturus said, lowering his head in deference. She tutted and lifted his chin.
‘Keep your head up and give as good as you get. Your old life is over. Reforge your soul in the fires of Vocans Academy.’
Her eyes burned into his and he knew that she meant every word. He set his jaw and nodded.
‘I won’t let them push me around. I have my demon now.’
‘What’s its name?’ she asked, pointing at the box beside them.
‘I haven’t thought of one yet.’
‘Well, you’ll need one. It’s bad luck to leave a demon unnamed for too long.’
Arcturus was taken aback. He wracked his brain, trying to think of a female name for his demon. The women in his life had rarely been kind to him, for the serving girls at the tavern had their own problems to deal with and the inn keeper’s wife was as cruel as her husband. But there was one.
Sacharissa had been a skinny waif of a girl, abandoned by her parents when they could no longer afford her. Arcturus had taken her under his wing, teaching her the ways of the workhouse. They would spend their nights together, sharing body heat in their freezing cot and talking all night about the lives they would make for themselves when they were older. But it was not to be. She had died of pneumonia a year later.
‘Sacharissa,’ Arcturus whispered. He felt the sting of tears in his eyes, but wiped them away, furious with himself.
‘It is a good name,’ Elizabeth said softly. She let him have a moment to gather his emotions, then spoke again.
‘I have a feeling you might need a weapon,’ she said, rummaging in a pack at the back of her saddle. She removed a blade, still in its sheathe. The scabbard was beautiful, the outer edge inlaid with gold and the leather embossed with the whorls and symbols of a summoner. She kneeled at his feet and secured it to his left boot, for it came with two leather belts attached. Arcturus heard the scrape of metal as Elizabeth grinned at him and withdrew the blade. It was too long to be a dagger and too small to be a sword, but it felt good in his grip when she handed it to him. He gave it a practice swing, feeling the balance of the weapon.
‘This is a dirk. When you battle with an orc shaman’s demon in the sky, you need a blade long enough to do some damage, but with enough speed and manoeuvrability to defend yourself from all sides; an attack can come from any angle. This is the perfect compromise. For a young boy like you, it will do just fine.’
She mounted Hubertus as he gazed at his weapon. It was an expensive piece, beautiful in its design and sharp enough to shave with.
He only realised she was leaving when he felt the breeze from Hubertus’s wingbeats against his face.
‘There is greatness in you, Arcturus,’ Elizabeth called, her voice almost snatched away by the wind, ‘Remember what I told you!’
Arcturus watched until she faded into the darkness of the sky, wishing he had thanked her. Then he set his jaw and turned to the double doors.
‘Well,’ he said, laying his hand on the box beside him. ‘Let’s get started.’
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Arcturus stabbed his dirk into the crack on the edge of the box and heaved. The wood creaked under the strain, then the nails gave way and the lid crashed to the ground.
There was a low growl from inside, before Sacharissa bounded out. Her fur stood on end and she snarled, spinning in a circle to scope out her surroundings. It was only when she saw Arcturus that she calmed, snuffling at his feet before lapping his hand with a rough, wet tongue.
‘It’s OK, girl. The Favershams won’t hurt us here. Not if I can help it,’ Arcturus brandished his dirk so she could see the blade, then slipped it back into the scabbard on his boot.
A cloud drifted across the moon, casting the courtyard in a shroud of darkness. Arcturus could barely make out the doors, but he stumbled up the stairs regardless, his hands outstretched in front of him. Sacharissa followed behind, bumping against his shins in her attempts to keep close by.
Before he could knock on the doors, they swung open unexpectedly. The inside was brightly lit and he shielded his eyes as a figure stepped out brandishing a torch. Arcturus gaped when his eyes adjusted to the glare. It was a dwarf!
Of course, Arcturus had heard of the dwarves, though they were rarely seen in the north of Hominum, where he had grown up. This one appeared almost exactly as he had imagined, standing as tall as his midriff. The dwarf was stockily built, as all his people were, with long, red hair kept in a ponytail and a braided moustache and beard. He wore a simple servant’s uniform, plain green with a red sash around the middle.
‘Welcome to Vocans, my lord,’ the dwarf said in a deep, respectful voice. ‘Please, come in out of the cold.’
Arcturus did as he asked, speechless. Sacharissa gave the dwarf a suspicious sniff before entering, then sat protectively beside Arcturus.
‘I see you already have a Canid. A fine specimen, if you don’t mind me saying so.’ The dwarf held out a thick, callused finger for the demon to sniff. Sacharissa snorted disdainfully and flicked her tail, then walked further into the castle.
The room they were in was an enormous hall, with identical winding staircases on either side. They stopped at intervals on five levels, each one complete with a long balcony bordered by gilded metal railings. The ceiling was supported by giant oak beams, and Arcturus could see a dome of glass in the very centre that would allow natural light to illuminate the room in the daytime. All around, the walls were ensconced torches, casting pools of flickering light that made the marble floor look like shifting water.
‘We call it the Atrium. Beautiful isn’t it?’ the dwarf said proudly.
‘It is,’ Arcturus breathed. At the very end of the hall, there was another set of doors, just as large as those behind him. But it was the archway above that took his breath away, for it was intricately carved with the twisting figures of a thousand demons. Their eyes were set with a myriad of glittering jewels, and the shifting shadows of the torchlight made it appear as if the creatures were alive. He tried to spot a Canid like Sacharissa among them, but it was near impossible, given the countless species that danced along the stonework.
‘Well, come on. I have to take you to your quarters. Most of the other nobles are sleeping, but you’ll get a chance to meet them in the morning. Do you have baggage, my lord?’ the dwarf asked.
‘No baggage,’ Arcturus said, spinning to show the dwarf his rucksack. ‘But hang on, I’m not a—’
‘Follow me,’ the dwarf interrupted, before he could finish.
The dwarf led him up the east staircase, holding the torch aloft to light their way. They continued all the way to the top floor, though Arcturus caught tantalising glimpses of tapestries and paintings as they passed each level. He was disappointed to find the walls relatively bare when they finally left the staircase and made their way down a long corridor, but was fascinated by the suits of armour that lined the way. The occasional crumpled breastplate or crushed helmet revealed that they had once seen battle, and he realised with a gulp that he might someday face the creatures that had broken them. Sacharissa sensed his fear and began to whine, but he settled her with a scratch behind the ears.
Once or twice he saw orcish javelins and arrowheads, preserved on velvet cushions behind glass cabinets, but the dwarf walked surprisingly fast for one with such short legs, and Arcturus could not pause to examine them further. After what seemed an age, the dwarf stopped by a door and pushed it open.
‘I will let the Provost know you have arrived. Your uniform is on the bed, although I know most of you like to have a tailor make a fresh one. Still, it’s there if you need it. If you need anything else, ask for me, Ulfr. I’ll do my best to assist you.’ Before Arcturus could open his mouth, Ulfr had ushered him inside and closed the door behind him.
The room was enormous; almost the size of the stable Arcturus had worked in, with high ceilings and a chandelier lit by a ring of thin candles. The walls were lined with awnings of red and gold, and the carpet beneath his feet was a deep, white shag that Sacharissa immediately began to roll around on, rubbing her back against the fabric.
The bed was a king-sized four poster, with a mattress so thick and plush that it would be difficult to climb into. Arcturus wasted no time in diving across it, revelling in the springy bounce and the silky, satin sheets.
‘Up you come, Sacharissa. There’s room for both of us,’ Arcturus laughed, patting the space beside him. Sacharissa yapped with excitement, bounding on to the bed in one fluid leap. Her feet caught in the uniform at the foot of the bed, and Arcturus untangled it and held it up for them to inspect.
‘Fancy,’ Arcturus murmured. The jacket was double-breasted, made from a deep blue velvet and held in place by shining gold buttons. It looked too showy to be a military uniform, but then Arcturus was no expert and Elizabeth’s clothing had been just as ornate. He let his feet dangle off the side of the bed and undressed, before shrugging on the uniform. He was pleasantly surprised to find that it fit him well and the material was as soft as the bed sheets he sat on.
‘I could get used to this,’ he murmured, rubbing Sacharissa under the chin. Life wasn’t so bad after all.
The echo of footsteps from outside disturbed his thoughts, then the door slammed open. This time, it wasn’t a dwarf.
A man stood in the doorway, so tall and brawny that he had to stoop to enter. He was resplendent in the red uniform of a General, with tasselled epaulettes on his shoulders and rows of medals pinned to his chest. His hair was made up of blond curls, which tumbled across his shoulders in an aureate mane. The man was smiling when he stepped into the room, but as soon as he laid eyes on Arcturus he froze. His face was handsome, with chiselled features and a square jaw, but it turned ugly as it twisted into a furious scowl.
‘Ulfr!’ the man bellowed, balling his hands into fists. ‘Come here, immediately.’
‘What is it, Lord Forsyth?’ Ulfr asked, scurrying in behind him. He kept his eyes low and gave a half bow as Forsyth turned on him.
‘Why is this peasant in Charles Faversham’s room?’ Forsyth’s voice was deep and threatening.
‘Is he . . . but he . . .’ Ulfr stuttered, his eyes flicking nervously from Arcturus to Forsyth.
‘But nothing!’ Forsyth growled, grasping the dwarf by his beard and lifting him so he had to stand on tiptoes.
‘Hang on a minute,’ Arcturus interjected, standing up. ‘I didn’t tell him who I was—’
‘I’ll deal with you in a minute,’ Forsyth snarled, his grey eyes flashing with anger. Arcturus fell silent, lost for words. The venom in the man’s voice had turned his insides cold.
‘My lord, it was an accident. You told me Charles would be arriving tonight, so I assumed . . .’ He trailed off.
‘You assumed this filthy urchin was the son and heir to Lord and Lady Faversham, did you?’ Lord Forsyth said, lifting the dwarf still higher.
Suddenly, he punched the dwarf in the head, grunting with effort. There was a sickening crack of knuckles against skull and Ulfr sprawled across the carpet.
‘Hey!’ Arcturus yelled, rushing to Ulfr’s side. The blow would have knocked the senses from any human, but the dwarf was only stunned for a moment, before cradling his head in his hands.
‘A halfwit and a half-man. Though the two often go hand in hand.’ Forsyth laughed, rubbing his knuckles. Arcturus recognised the racist term ‘half-man’ and felt disgusted. Sacharissa gave a low growl as she felt his anger and padded towards Forsyth, but Arcturus calmed her with a thought. He did not want to make the situation any worse.
 ‘When you’ve recovered your wits – if you had any to begin with – take the peasant to the empty room at the top of the north eastern tower.’ Forsyth commanded. He swept out of the room without a backwards glance.
‘Are you OK?’ Arcturus asked, trying to lift Ulfr to his feet.
‘Get off me, human,’ the dwarf barked. Arcturus released him as if he had been stung.
‘And you wonder why the dwarves rebel against you so often,’ Ulfr muttered bitterly, rubbing his temple. Already, a large lump was forming on the side of his head.
Arcturus understood the hatred that dwarves felt towards humans, for even he knew of how the humans had overthrown the dwarves millennia ago, reducing them to second-class citizens in their own homeland.
‘I’m not like him,’ Arcturus whispered.
‘There’s nobody like Obadiah Forsyth,’ Ulfr replied, hauling himself to his feet. ‘But he is the black to your grey. In the end, you are all stained with the evil that is the human condition.’
Arcturus bit back a retort and started gathering his things together. Ulfr was already walking out of the room when he had finished.
‘I hope there’s a bed where we’re going,’ Arcturus said, tugging a reluctant Sacharissa behind him. She clearly didn’t want to leave the plush carpet in Charles’s room.
‘It has all the essentials. It’s where the Provost sends students as a punishment if they break the rules. Solitary confinement and all that,’ Ulfr replied, turning into another stairwell at the end of the corridor.
‘What’s a Provost?’ Arcturus’s voice echoed in the tight confines of the staircase.
‘A headmaster of sorts. He runs the academy, decides who graduates and sets the curriculum. You might say he’s the highest authority at Vocans.’
‘When do I get to meet him?’ Arcturus asked. Ulfr ignored him and turned into an empty chamber with two doors. He took him down the left one and they entered a narrow corridor.
‘Storage rooms,’ Ulfr grunted, pointing at the identical doors on either side. He pushed open a door at the very end and showed Arcturus a bare room with a thin pallet bed in the corner, with a simple desk and cabinet crammed against the far wall. An arrow slit allowed a cold gust of wind into the room and Arcturus felt the hair on his arms stiffen with gooseflesh.
‘Home sweet home. If you need anything, keep it to yourself. I’m paid to serve the noble born children, not freaks like you. Common summoners. It’s not natural!’ Ulfr shook his head and began to walk away.
‘I want to tell the Provost how poorly the servants are treated here. When do I get to meet him?’ Arcturus asked again, hoping to make peace with the dwarf.
Ulfr turned and gave Arcturus a bitter laugh.
‘You’ve already met him. The Provost is Obadiah Forsyth.’
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Arcturus woke feeling refreshed. Despite the cold draughts of wind that gusted through the glassless window, Sacharissa had wrapped herself around him like a slightly smelly fur coat, keeping him warm and comfortable all night.
She whined in complaint as he extricated himself from her embrace and stood shivering in the room. He yanked the threadbare blanket from beneath her and wrapped it around his shoulders.
‘Come on lazybones, we’re going to go find the baths and get ourselves cleaned up. First impressions are important.’
Sacharissa rolled over, then blinked her four eyes at him sorrowfully.
‘None of that,’ Arcturus grinned. ‘Your puppy dog act won’t do you any favours here.’
She snorted with feigned annoyance, before padding to the door and nudging it open with her nose.
Arcturus followed her out into the corridor, past the storerooms and down the stairs. She snuffled at the ground, as if she was hunting for something.
‘I hope you’re not taking me to the kitchens,’ Arcturus murmured, trailing behind her. ‘We need to find the baths.’
As if she could sense his meaning, she turned and looked at him. When his eyes met hers, he felt the connection between them flare, and for a brief moment his senses swam with a new awareness. Sounds became more acute, smells were intense and vivid. Only his vision suffered, the blue-white light of the morning outside turning into shades of grey and shifting strangely in front of his eyes.
He staggered at the sensation, steadying himself on the wall. As quickly as it came, the feeling left him, but not before he sensed the scent that Sacharissa was tracking. Water.
‘Lead on,’ Arcturus smiled, shooing her forward. He grinned, relishing the memory of his new power. It was fascinating to learn that Sacharissa might not be able to see colours. Who knew?
She turned down the spiral staircase, taking him down to the Atrium while snuffling at the ground. It was obviously still early, for the castle was as lifeless and silent as a tomb.
It was for that reason that he almost jumped out of his skin when a voice hailed him from the balconies above.
‘Arcturus!’ Obadiah Forsyth snapped, his face peering over the metal railing from the floor above him. ‘Who gave you permission to leave your quarters?’
Before Arcturus could answer, Obadiah’s head disappeared and footsteps echoed in the stairwell behind. He emerged red faced, an accusatory finger pointed at Arcturus like a weapon.
‘Sir, I am sorry, I needed to use the facilities,’ Arcturus said, layering his voice with as much respect as he could. ‘I did not mean to break any rules.’
 It was an almost automatic response, for he had learned from his time with the innkeeper that deference could save him from a beating, or worse. It had the desired effect, for Obadiah paused mid stride.
‘Well . . . I guess that is a fair excuse,’ he begrudged, dropping his hand to his side, before walking around Arcturus, examining him.
Arcturus lowered his head and watched Obadiah through half-closed lashes, ready for any sudden moves. Instead, the noble lifted Arcturus’s chin with a knuckle and nodded approvingly.
‘Well, I’m pleased that you know to respect your elders. And betters for that matter,’ Obadiah said, laying a hand on his shoulder and propelling him away from the doorway.
‘Your morning ablutions shall have to wait. The king has asked me to find out what level summoner you are. Come with me.’
Arcturus bit back a groan and followed Obadiah back up the stairs. Sacharissa pattered behind them, whining as she sensed Arcturus’s agitation. After a moment, Obadiah spun on his heel and kicked out at Sacharissa, but she skipped out of the way with a growl.
‘If you can’t control your demon’s infernal noise, I will shut her up for good,’ Obadiah snarled.
‘Sacharissa, stay,’ Arcturus said hastily, pointing at the ground. She cocked her head at him, as if to ask: are you sure?
‘Be a good do—’ he caught himself, ‘. . . demon and wait here for me. I’m sure it won’t take long.’
She stared at him pitifully, then settled down and laid her head on her front paws.
‘Good girl,’ Arcturus said. Obadiah grunted, then continued on down the corridor.
They walked for a few minutes in silence, before curiosity overcame Arcturus’s fear.
‘What do you mean by “level”?’
‘Different species of demons have different levels of demonic energy. For example, a Canid is a level seven demon. That means, to have been able to summon her, you are at least a level seven summoner,’ Obadiah replied, without turning around.
Arcturus realised they were heading towards the southwest tower. As they turned into what Arcturus expected to be a stairwell leading to the top of the tower, they entered a large circular chamber with a ceiling that stretched hundreds of feet above them to the roof of the tower.
In the centre of the room was a strange column, made up of different segments of multicoloured crystals. It was so tall it reached the very top of the room, and Arcturus had to crane his neck to see the tip of it.
‘Put your hand against the fulfilmeter,’ Obadiah ordered, then pushed Arcturus to his knees before he could respond. He seized Arcturus’s hand and pressed it against the cool gemstones.
Immediately, Arcturus felt something sucked out of him, flowing through his hand. It felt cool as ice and to his surprise, he could see a cobalt blue glow around the edges of his palm.
‘What you are feeling now is your mana being sucked into the fulfilmeter.’
‘Mana?’ Arcturus stuttered. He could feel it roiling in his blood, cold under his skin.
‘Yes, mana is the power you use when performing a spell. You will learn more about that soon, perhaps today if you keep your ears open.’
The last of the mana drained out of him, then the flow was reversed. But this was very different to before. It was hot and violent, a sharp contrast to what he had experienced just a moment before.
‘Demonic energy, what all demons are made from. The more you can absorb, the higher your fulfilment level,’ Obadiah murmured, tightening his grip on Arcturus’s wrist.
The segment of gemstone Arcturus was touching lit up with a hum. The others above lit up soon after, each one emitting a dull thrum as they did so. Seven times the room flashed with new light, then the humming began to slow. It was just as well, for Arcturus felt full to the brim with the caustic energy. It felt like he was boiling from the inside out. Just as he thought it was over, the eighth segment flickered into life.
‘A level eight summoner,’ Obadiah said, with a hint of surprise in his voice. ‘That is . . . above average . . . especially for a summoner as young and as new to his demon as you. The usual for an untrained noble who has just arrived at the academy is seven, which is what I assumed you would be. I find this very interesting. I’m sure the king will share that sentiment.’
‘What does it mean?’ Arcturus said, massaging his wrist as Obadiah released him. He felt a flash of dread. Would it have been better if he were a weaker summoner?
‘It means that you are unusual only in that you are a commoner, neither too high nor too low in level. You fall within the normal range of what we can expect from a novice. It also means that you could summon a level one demon, such as a Mite, on top of your level seven Canid. Of course, as you train in the various arts of summoning, your fulfilment level will improve over time, and you will be capable of summoning more powerful demons.’
Arcturus relaxed. Normal was good. He was unusual enough, without being something the king might see as a threat. As Obadiah began to lead him out of the room, Arcturus couldn’t resist one more question.
‘A Mite?’
Obadiah gave an exasperated sigh, then turned back to him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of leather. As he unravelled it, Arcturus realised it was identical to the leather mat he had found in Charles’s saddlebags, a brown square with a black pentacle embossed on both sides. Obadiah dropped it to the floor and touched the leather with his fingertip.
The pentacle flared with violet light, just as it had in the stables. This time, instead of an orb expanding above, ethereal strands of white light blossomed from the glowing symbol, merging together like threads on a tapestry. It was not long until an insect-like form materialised and the glowing white faded to reveal the true colours beneath.
The demon looked like a giant beetle, so large it would barely fit on a man’s hand. Its carapace was a dark red colour, with a sting not unlike a bee’s on its behind and a pair of sharp mandibles that clashed as it stared at Arcturus through two black eyes. With a flutter of insectile wings, it buzzed into the air, before settling on Obadiah’s shoulder.
‘Beautiful isn’t he,’ Obadiah said, stroking the Mite’s shell. ‘Rubeus is one of my weaker demons, but perhaps the most useful. He’s my eyes and ears at Vocans – step one toe out of line and he’ll come straight back to me. Unless I’ve already seen it of course.’
He reached into his pocket once again and pulled out a shard of crystal. It was flat, like a broken piece of glass, yet Arcturus could see the room reflected on the polished surface. Obadiah tapped it on the Mite’s shell and held it out for Arcturus to see. For a moment Arcturus thought he was looking at a piece of mirror, but as Rubeus buzzed into the air, he realised that the image on the crystal was exactly what the beetle demon was seeing.
‘The scrying stone and summoning leather are the two most important items in a summoner’s tool chest,’ Obadiah lectured, pocketing the crystal and rolling the leather up once again. ‘Your demon usually resides within your body and can be summoned into existence, then infused back into you using the leather. The scrying stone lets you share your demon’s senses, including sound and smell, though you need to look at the stone to be able to see what they do. Of course you will only be able to see black and white with yours. Canids and their various cousins are all colour blind.’
Arcturus smiled, glad to confirm his suspicions. Still, it was strange that he had been able to do it, if briefly, without a stone at all. He would have to investigate that later. The fact that Sacharissa could somehow be ‘infused’ into his body filled him with both excitement and apprehension. Could that really be possible?
‘Right, that’s enough for one day. I’m your Provost not your teacher.’ Obadiah said, shaking his head as if surprised he had shared so much.
‘Thank you, Lord Forsyth,’ Arcturus said, holding out his hand. ‘I look forward to learning more. May I ask, would it be possible for you to take me back to Sacharissa and then show me how to find the baths?’
‘I’m not your servant, insolent boy,’ Obadiah snapped, ignoring the hand and stamping out of the room. ‘We can collect your demon because it’s on the way, but there’s no time for a bath now, you’ll have to wait until later. It’s breakfast time. I’m going to announce your arrival to the other students.’
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Obadiah led Arcturus to the dining hall, taking him into the Atrium and beneath the carved archway. Sacharissa paced protectively beside them, sniffing with excitement as they passed through the doors and the scent of food pervaded the air.
The room was filled with low stone tables, surrounded by a dozen servants who scurried around with platters of food. Some of them were dwarves, with thick braided beards and long ponytails. Ulfr was among them, marked out by a purple bruise that must have blossomed on his forehead overnight.
An enormous statue dominated the centre of the room: an armoured man with a powerful build and short beard. His stony gaze seemed to fix on Arcturus, following him as he walked deeper into the room. The level of detail was extraordinary, as if a giant had been turned to stone.
Despite the size of the dining hall, only a few tables were occupied, with an assortment of boys and girls who had turned to stare at them. Arcturus could see bacon and eggs piled high, the gamy scent filling his nostrils and flooding his mouth with saliva.
‘Good morning, students,’ Obadiah said, striding ahead of Arcturus to stand beside them. He paused, looking at them expectantly.
‘Good morning, Provost Forsyth, sir,’ the students echoed back dutifully, though the tone was one of exasperation rather than respect.
‘I would like to introduce you to our newest student . . .’ He paused, and Arcturus realised that Charles Faversham was seated with the others, staring at him with hatred in his eyes. ‘Ah, I see that Charles has arrived at last. Has he filled you in?’
There were several nods from the table and Obadiah smiled.
‘In that case, I shall give you a brief summary of the events that have lead to a commoner joining Vocans. On his way here, Charles mislaid his summoning scroll. It was stolen by young Arcturus here.’
Charles shifted in his seat uncomfortably, before shooting Arcturus another malice laden look. Arcturus realised that the young noble must have neglected to mention that part in his version of the story. Obadiah didn’t seem to notice Charles’s embarrassment and carried on blithely.
 ‘By some quirk of nature, he was able to summon the demon Lord Faversham had captured for Charles. After proper interrogation, King Alfric decided that it would be in Hominum’s best interest to train the boy.’
One of the nobles stood up, a tall, heavyset lad with a square jaw and a cap of blonde curls.
‘Father, how is this possible?’ the boy asked, giving Arcturus a disdainful look. ‘The gift is passed through the blood, it is not some randomly occurring ability.’
‘Do not interrupt, Zacharias,’ Obadiah said mildly, pushing him back into his seat. ‘But you have cut right to the heart of the matter. King Alfric has posed that very question to me. In fact, I have another announcement to make. I will be leaving Vocans as Provost, short though my tenure has been here. The king has requested that I lead an investigation, to find out whether Arcturus is a freak, or if there are others like him out there.’
Arcturus looked from Obadiah to Zacharias, suddenly seeing the resemblance between them. The Provost’s son’s face had become crestfallen, before twisting into a scowl as his eyes fell on Arcturus.
‘Being Provost is far more important. This task is beneath you, Father,’ Zacharias muttered.
‘You think you know better than your king?’ Obadiah asked, giving his son a withering look. ‘Prince Harold, why do you think your father has sent me away?’
Arcturus’s heart leaped in his chest as a dark haired boy with piercing blue eyes stood. His brow was ringed by a silver circlet, studded with rubies. The king’s own son was studying at the academy!
‘Lord Forsyth, the reasons are threefold. The first is that in the last dwarven rebellion, the noble families suffered several deaths, and this could happen again if the ongoing altercations with the orcs become any worse. With commoners to swell our ranks, we will be able to take fewer risks, giving the more dangerous missions to them.’
Charles smiled at the prince’s words and whispered in Zacharias’s ear. Arcturus heard the words, ‘cannon fodder’.
‘Very good, Harold. The second?’
‘With commoners capable of summoning demons, they become a threat to us. By keeping them close, where we can keep an eye on them, we limit their ability to cause us harm.’ The prince spoke matter of factly, though he avoided Arcturus’s eyes, as if ashamed of his words. ‘This threat has grown of late, ever since my father increased taxes to cover our recent expenses.’
‘Excellent! Now, explain the most obvious reason to my idiot son, so he learns to keep his trap shut,’ Obadiah said, narrowing his eyes at his son. Zacharias’s face flushed red and he twisted his hands in his lap.
‘A commoner being able to summon means that there may be a way to give the ability to a person who cannot. Therefore, it is possible that we can make all noble children summoners, rather than just the firstborn. We already know that this is possible, given that the Lord and Lady Lovett’s second, third and fourth born children are summoners, which was highly improbable. We just don’t know why it has happened. Perhaps the commoners are the key to finding out.’
Harold glanced down the table at a group of four students, sitting a little apart from everyone else. Three were dark-haired boys of varying ages, whilst the other was a very young girl with long black tresses and round grey eyes that gazed at Arcturus with frank curiosity. He remembered Lord Faversham had mentioned the Lovett family, accusing them of paying Arcturus to steal the summoning scroll on their behalf. If he remembered correctly, it had something to do with not having enough demons for all of their children.
‘I hope that this is reason enough. Now, Lord Goodwin will be taking over from me as Provost, leaving his role as your spellcraft teacher. We will bring in a new teacher to replace him.’
There was an audible groan from the table, though whether that was because Lord Goodwin was popular or unpopular was unclear.
‘Arcturus, please join your fellow students. After your first lesson come and see me. There are some questions I must ask you before I leave.’ With those parting words, Obadiah spun on his heel and strode out of the room.
Arcturus stood for a moment, cringing under the gaze of the nobles. There was a gap between the Lovetts and Zacharias, so he squeezed in and spooned some bacon onto his plate. Sacharissa installed herself beneath the table, searching the floor for food that might have fallen.
‘Something reeks,’ Zacharias complained, shifting away from him. ‘Is it the Canid or the pleb?’
‘Both,’ Charles said gleefully, pinching his nose with his fingers. ‘They smell exactly the same. Like wet dog.’
‘Dogbreath. That’s what we should call him. Much better than Arcticunus, or whatever it was,’ Zacharias laughed, and Charles snorted, spraying the table with egg. Another boy joined in with them, a sallow-faced noble with lank black hair tied in a ponytail.
‘Good one, Zach,’ the noble guffawed, slapping Zacharias on the back.
‘Oh, leave him alone,’ Prince Harold moaned, rolling his eyes at the bullies. ‘Last time we went hawking together, you three smelled twice as ripe, especially after the hike back. Sweating like pigs you were.’
Arcturus smiled gratefully at the prince, realising the young royal was very unlike his father. Harold gave him an apologetic shrug and went back to his meal. The three glowered at him, but Arcturus ignored them and began to eat, trying to stop himself from devouring it like a wild animal. It had been a while since he had last put food in his belly, and though he was used to hunger, he knew he needed to keep his strength up for the challenging days ahead.
It was not long before the rest of the table began to talk amongst themselves. Arcturus was keenly aware of the fact that he still needed to wash, especially after the comments the others had made. He looked up from his food, wondering if there was time to go before the others had finished breakfast.
A fair-skinned boy with scruffy black hair sat across from Arcturus. He noticed Arcturus’s gaze and leaned forward.
‘Edmund Raleigh,’ the boy said, holding out his hand and giving Arcturus a firm handshake. ‘We’ve all known each other since we were toddlers, so don’t worry if some of the conversation goes over your head. Let me introduce you to everyone. You’ve already met Charles, Zach and Harold. The boy on the end with the long hair is Damian, but everyone calls him Rook. It’s his surname.’
‘Like the chess piece, not the bird,’ Rook said, then wrinkled his nose. ‘You probably don’t know what chess is anyway.’
Edmund pulled a face at him, then turned to two girls on his right. ‘This is Alice, and this is Josephine, from the Queensouth family. Don’t bother trying to tell the difference between them, you’ll just get confused.’
‘Hello!’ the girls chorused. They were twins, with long blonde hair and large expressive eyes, giving them a doll-like appearance. Edmund was right, they were almost identical. But the one Edmund had introduced as Alice had given Arcturus a bright smile before going back to her meal. Edmund wrapped his arm around her and kissed her on the cheek.
‘We’re sweethearts, so don’t get any ideas,’ he winked, before turning to the remaining students to his left.
‘This is Baybars Saladin, the fiercest swordsman you’ll ever meet,’ Raleigh continued, pointing to a dark-skinned boy beside him. The boy gave him a polite nod before returning to his meal.
‘As you’ve probably guessed, these four are the Lovetts. This is Fergus, Carter, Arthur—’
‘And I’m Elaine!’ the girl piped up, beaming up at Arcturus. ‘I love your demon! Is it a boy or a girl?’
‘A girl, her name is Sacharissa.’ Arcturus smiled at her. She looked far too young to be a summoner, thirteen at most. Perhaps her parents had sent her there early, to be with her brothers.
‘She’s so cute!’ Elaine said, snatching some bacon from the table and holding it out for Sacharissa to eat. The greedy demon immediately forgot her animosity to everyone who wasn’t Arcturus, and lapped it up shamelessly.
‘Elaine, that’s not polite,’ said Fergus, the oldest of the Lovett boys.
‘Oh all right. You’re such a worrywart, Fergus,’ Elaine moaned, before sneaking a rasher from Arcturus’s plate and dropping it surreptitiously to the floor. A few seconds later, Arcturus heard snuffling and chomping from under the table.
‘That’s OK. She’s barely eaten in days. I wasn’t even sure that demons ate our food.’
‘Gosh, you do have a lot to learn,’ Edmund laughed, standing up. ‘Good thing you’re here! Come on. It’s time for our first lesson of the year. Let’s find out who our new spellcraft teacher is.’
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Arcturus was expecting them to lead him up one of the winding staircases when they left the dining hall, but instead they only took a few steps out into the atrium, where the others stopped and began to talk among themselves. It was very dark in the room, for one of the servants had put out the torches. The only source of light came from the dining hall behind them, and a broad column of light from the glass dome embedded in the atrium’s ceiling.
As he wondered at the darkness of the room, the other students pointed their fingers into the air, releasing balls of strange blue light that floated around the room, drifting this way and that as if they had a life of their own. They cast a dull cobalt glow in the darkness of the atrium, shifting the shadows and illuminating the gloomy cavern above their heads.
It was the first time Arcturus had seen a spell, and he stared wide-eyed as the strange blue lights glided around the darkness like fireflies. He stared at his own fingers, wondering if he would ever be capable of creating such wonders. Sarcharissa whined, frustrated at his lack of attention. He tore his eyes away from the spectacle and put his hands to better use.
‘What happens now? Shouldn’t we be getting to the lesson?’ Arcturus asked, rubbing Sacharissa’s head.
‘This is where all the spellcraft lessons are,’ Elaine replied, crouching in front of Sacharissa and examining her with unashamed interest.
‘I love her eyes, they’re so blue! Can I pet her?’ she asked, reaching out a hand.
‘Elaine!’ Fergus snapped, jerking her away. ‘You know you’re not supposed to touch another person’s demon, especially if it’s a boy’s!’
‘Why not?’ Arcturus asked, wide eyed.
‘It would be . . . unbecoming,’ Fergus said, his face reddening. Even as he said it, Arcturus could feel the waves of pleasure from Sacharissa as he scratched her between the ears. Fergus was right. It would be . . . strange . . . if Elaine was to do the same.
‘Sorry . . .’ Elaine said, kicking the ground with the toe of her boots.
‘Cheer up, I’m only looking out for you. You’re far too young and even if you weren’t, well . . . it’s a commoner’s demon,’ Fergus frowned. ‘No offence,’ he added hastily.
Now it was Arcturus’s turn to redden.
‘None taken,’ he replied, though his insides seethed with anger. He had no interest in the little girl, she was only about thirteen after all and romance was the last thing on his mind. Still, it hurt. His ineligibility as a suitor did not need to be pointed out so bluntly.
‘Why don’t you play with Valens. You only got him yesterday,’ Edmund interrupted, strolling over from the others and giving Arcturus a sympathetic smile.
‘I thought we weren’t allowed to have our demons out, unless it was a lesson,’ Elaine said, sticking out her bottom lip.
‘Well, the teacher’s late, but the lesson’s started. I’m sure they won’t mind, whoever they are,’ Edmund replied.
She looked to Fergus for permission, who rolled his eyes before giving her an exasperated nod.
‘Brilliant!’ she grinned, before reaching into her pocket and pulling out a Mite, half the size of Obadiah’s Rubeus and brown as an autumn leaf, yet clearly of the same species.
‘Hey, you’re supposed to have him infused, not just out of sight!’ Fergus remonstrated.
‘What’s the point of having the smallest demon here if I can’t hide him in my pocket? Come on Valens, let’s practise hunting!’ Elaine giggled, letting the demon fly from her palm to hover in front of her face.
Arcturus couldn’t help but smile as the impudent girl capered around the room, leaping and dodging as she and her Mite, Valens, played a strange game of tag.
As she neared the front doors, they blasted open and swung against the stone walls, sending Elaine scurrying back to the others.
For a moment Arcturus’s heart leaped when he saw a Peryton outlined against the harsh light from outside, but his joy was short-lived as he recognised the icy beauty who sat astride it.
‘Oh no,’ Arcturus muttered, shuffling behind Fergus and Edmund.
Lady Faversham clopped into the room, her back ramrod-straight as she surveyed the students. She dismounted, before slapping her Peryton’s rump, sending it swooping back out of the front doors in a thunder of beating wings.
‘So many familiar faces. It brings me such joy to see you all again.’ Lady Faversham said, though her cold eyes showed only disdain as they skipped over Arcturus and the Lovetts.
‘Aunt Ophelia,’ Prince Harold said, walking over and shaking her hand. ‘I had no idea you would be our replacement! Welcome to Vocans.’
Arcturus felt a growing fear as he realised that the prince had called Lady Faversham his aunt, which meant she was closely related to the king. He knew it was only the king’s curiosity that kept him safe. If she were able to convince him otherwise, Arcturus was as good as dead.
‘I’m not your only teacher, Harold. I have brought an assistant teacher, Captain Elizabeth Cavendish. The silly girl has managed to get herself pregnant by a common servant, so she might as well make herself useful. She can teach the youngster,’ she nodded at Elaine, ‘and the commoner. The rest of you are already far too advanced, so we will focus on the four battle spells of shield, lightning, fire and telekinesis in my classes. Please stand in a line over there.’
‘Golly, she’s something,’ Arcturus heard Edmund whisper as they hurried to do her bidding. ‘She’s not even unpacked and she’s already getting started.’
A second Peryton swooped through the front doors, wheeling around the atrium before landing with a clatter of hooves beside Lady Faversham. Elizabeth grinned at Arcturus, before dismounting and sending Hubertus out again with a click of her tongue.
‘Elizabeth, take the little one and the common boy to the summoning room and teach them the basics. I shall remain with the older students.’
‘I’m not a little one,’ Elaine pouted, scowling at Lady Faversham. ‘I’m thirteen years old. Me and Arcturus should stay!’
The noblewoman’s nostrils flared, but before she could respond, Elizabeth swiftly took Elaine by the arm and led her through a set of heavy doors a few steps away. Clearly, Lady Faversham did not take kindly to being contradicted.
‘You too,’ she snapped, clicking her fingers at Arcturus, ‘and infuse your demon while you’re at it. Don’t you know you’re not allowed your demon out other than in your room and in lessons. If I catch you again, I’ll have you sent to the punishment room to think about what you’ve done.
‘I don’t know how to infuse my demon yet,’ Arcturus replied matter of factly, ‘and the bedroom I’ve been given is the punishment room.’
Lady Faversham’s eyes narrowed and she took a step towards him. Arcturus met her gaze as calmly as he could, though his heart thundered in his chest. Sacharissa bumped her side against his thigh, but he calmed her with a thought before she could let out a growl.
‘I don’t like your tone, boy,’ she snarled, jabbing her finger at him. ‘You will call me Ma’am when you speak to me. Is that understood?’
‘Yes, Ma’am. Should I go now, Ma’am? I wouldn’t want to keep Captain Cavendish waiting, Ma’am.’ He didn’t know why he was antagonising her. It could only do him harm, for she held all the power and he had none.
‘Get out,’ she hissed, pointing at the door, ‘and take that stinking mongrel with you.’
Arcturus hurried to the summoning room, his courage suddenly failing him. He had been very stupid, to speak to her that way. But it had felt good to fight back. Give as good as you get, that was what Elizabeth had told him.
As he and Sacharissa passed by Lady Faversham, she darted forward and drew him close, so he could feel her hot breath on his ear.
‘The king’s curiosity will only last so long,’ Lady Faversham whispered. ‘When it wanes, I’ll have the skin whipped from your hide, and more besides.’
Arcturus tore himself away, trying to stop himself from sprinting out of the room.
‘See you later, dog breath!’ Rook called after him.
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Arcturus stumbled into the summoning room, slamming the door behind him. He leaned against it with his eyes closed, taking a deep breath. Sacharissa nuzzled him and he buried his face in her fur, waiting until his heartbeat returned back to normal. After a few moments, he lifted his head to find a bemused looking Elizabeth watching him.
‘You know, when I said stand up for yourself, I didn’t mean to the teachers!’ she chuckled, walking towards him. ‘Lady Faversham is the king’s cousin, not to mention her husband is the king’s best friend . . . well, second best, after Provost Forsyth. Then again, it’s not like she was particularly fond of you to begin with, what with you taking her son’s demon.’
‘I had to show everyone I have a backbone. Who better to make an example of than Lady Faversham?’ Arcturus said, more to himself than to Elizabeth.
‘Let’s just hope she doesn’t make an example out of you,’ Elizabeth whispered softly, lifting him to his feet.
The summoning room had a high ceiling, with heavy oak floorboards covered in a spiral of pentacles, varying in size and shape, from the size of a man’s hand to twice the length of a horse. There were lockers lining the walls on either side, and Arcturus could see leather gloves and aprons on hangers inside. The only source of light came from flickering torches in embrasures above the lockers, giving the room a smokey scent.
‘Elaine tells me her brothers got most of the attention when her father taught summoning and you’re completely new to all this, so I think it only right I give you both a crash course in summoning,’ Elizabeth said, sending a wyrdlight into the air and allowing it to float aimlessly around the room. Elaine was sitting cross-legged on the floor, stroking Valens’s carapace.
‘Elaine, please explain to Arcturus how to create a wyrdlight,’ Elizabeth asked, crouching in front of the young girl.
Elaine groaned and sent Valens fluttering into the air, then scrambled to her feet.
‘Every demon has a source of mana within them. Mana is the power source for all spells and every demon has a different amount, depending on their species and how experienced they are,’ she spoke in a bored voice, as if reciting from a textbook. Arcturus stared in rapt attention, trying to memorise as much as he could. If King Alfric considered him a threat he might need to escape from Vocans and go on the run.
‘A wyrdlight is just a ball of raw mana. The summoner must transfer mana from the demon to their own body via a mental link, then push the mana through their finger, like so,’ Elaine continued, brandishing a finger in the air. For a moment, nothing happened, and Arcturus wondered whether she knew what she was doing. Then, in the blink of an eye, there was a blast of light that illuminated the ceiling above her, beaming from her finger.
‘The summoner must then control the mana and make it into a ball. By concentrating, they will be able to manage the size, shape and movement of their spell, in this case, a wyrdlight. If they do not, the spell will come out in a blast, wasting a whole lot of mana, as I just showed you.’
‘Very good, Elaine!’ Elizabeth said, smiling at the girl and holding her hand up for a high five. Elaine rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to Valens, who has settled on her shoulder.
‘Well . . . er . . . let’s move on to more advanced spellcraft,’ Elizabeth said, dropping her hand with disappointment. ‘As Elaine said, a wyrdlight is just a ball of raw mana, which can be controlled with a bit of practice. It’s only real use is a light source, a flash to blind your opponent and occasionally, target practice. It disappears as soon as you touch it.’
Elizabeth snuffed out her wyrdlight with a snap of her fingers, which also served to return Elaine’s attention back to her once again.
‘The real power we summoners wield comes from etching. Please watch closely. I send the mana to my finger, rather than through it.’ Elizabeth held up her hand. Her fingertip glowed a dull blue, growing steadily brighter until it burned almost white and Arcturus had to shield his eyes.
‘When your finger is bright enough, you draw a symbol, like so!’ Elizabeth sketched a strange, jagged triangle in the air, leaving glowing blue lines, like the afterglow of a cinder being waved in the air.
‘This is the shield spell. It is one of the four battle spells that every summoner uses when fighting. The others are Fire, Lightning and Telekinesis.’ She demonstrated by drawing each in succession, the first a flamelike, curling symbol, the next a zigzagging bolt and the final a hypnotic swirl. Arcturus wished he had pen and paper to draw them, but instead focussed on memorising the shield spell. Better to be able to protect himself than hurt someone else.
‘You must hold your finger in the very centre of the symbol until it fixes,’ Elizabeth continued, putting her finger in the middle of the shield symbol. It pulsed once, and as she waved her finger in the air, it followed the tip. It was as if it were fixed there by an invisible frame. This time, Elaine watched closely, her eyes wide as she took it all in. Arcturus grinned, glad that this was all new to the young girl. It seemed he wasn’t as far behind her after all.
‘You need to maintain a steady flow of mana to your finger, otherwise the spell will disappear,’ she said, nodding at the other symbols as they faded in the air. ‘The most difficult part is pushing mana both to and through your finger at the same time. Like so.’
Elizabeth frowned with effort, then a thread of opaque material streamed from the symbol, pooling in the air like frogspawn underwater. Sacharissa growled at the strange material, but Arcturus hushed her with a ruffle of her ears.
‘You then shape it as you wish, in this case, like a shield.’ The pool shifted, then folded itself into an oval that floated in front of her. ‘This will protect you from projectiles and other spells, even a sword blow.’
The shield dissolved into a floating globule once again, then she sucked it back in through the symbol.
‘You can conserve mana by absorbing the spell once you’re done with it.’
‘Why don’t you make it bigger?’ Elaine asked, passing her hand through the space the shield had been in.
‘The thicker your shield, the more punishment it will take, before it cracks and eventually shatters,’ Elizabeth replied. ‘If you make it too wide, you lose durability. Too thick and you waste mana.’
‘Maybe I can practise with Sacha,’ Arcturus murmured, rubbing the demon’s head fondly. Sacharissa was his most powerful weapon. He would make sure it was not just he who benefited from his training at the academy. He looked up to see Elizabeth shaking her head.
‘Unfortunately, shields are useless against a demonic attack, nor do attack spells do them much damage either. Should you be attacked by an orc’s demon, or any other for that matter, you will be better off using that dirk I gave you than a spell.’
Elaine gave a horrified gasp, holding her hands up to her mouth.
‘Not that this should happen any time soon,’ Elizabeth said swiftly, as even Arcturus’s face paled. ‘It will be years before you graduate as a battlemage and face the orc shamans on the frontier. Not to mention that most of their demons are low-level. You and Sacha shouldn’t have much trouble fending one off, even now. You too Elaine, although your Mite is quite young. I can see it hasn’t developed its stinger yet. When it does, you’ll be able to paralyse an opponent . . . although an orc takes a few stings before they go down.’
‘Does that mean that a low-level demon is a weak demon?’ Arcturus asked, remembering that as a Canid, Sacharissa was a level seven demon. A Mite was only level one.
‘Yes and no. The level a demon is, simply refers to what level of summoner you need to be to summon them: A level ten summoner can summon a level ten demon, or two level five demons. As a rule of thumb, the higher a demon’s level, the more powerful it is, both in mana, size and strength. That being said, as a demon becomes more experienced, they can improve in all these counts. A well trained Canid might be able to take on an inexperienced Griffin, which is level ten.’ Elizabeth brandished her fingers as she said each number, as if Arcturus might be incapable of counting. He forgave her for assuming – there were plenty of commoners his age incapable of reading or writing, and older besides.
‘Then there’s the fact that some demons are simply more powerful than their level might indicate, even if it is roughly accurate. A level seven Felid will beat a level seven Canid almost every time, despite them being the same level. It’s even capable of beating some higher level demons. There are also anomalies, such as Golems, which are level eight. When they are young, they are small. But after a few years they can grow to be as tall as nine feet and just as wide, but they will always remain level eight. So you see, it’s just a rough rule.’
‘I understand,’ Arcturus said, trying to internalise it all. ‘I can count by the way. You don’t need to use your fingers.’
‘Sorry,’ Elizabeth grinned, lowering her hands. ‘My husband wasn’t very good at numbers when I met him. Now, I think it’s time you tried to produce a wyrdlight. Learning to shape and control one is the first step to learning spellcraft. It will leave you well prepared for when you eventually start using spells.’
‘What, now?’ Arcturus asked, his palms suddenly sweaty. ‘I haven’t even . . .’
‘Exactly, you haven’t even tried yet. Learning by doing, that’s the summoner way. It’s all reflex at the end of the day, there’s only so much you can learn from books and lessons. Let’s see if you have a knack for it. I’ll tell you what, Elaine can try as well,’ she looked for the girl and found her on the other side of the room, playing her silly game of tag with Valens once again. ‘Elaine, stop playing with your demon and pay attention!’
‘That doesn’t make me feel any better. Now I’ll get shown up by a thirteen year old girl.’ Arcturus muttered.
‘So?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘You’re newer to this than her, of course she’s likely to do better. What does age or gender have to do with it?’
‘Umm . . . nothing,’ Arcturus said, shuffling his feet.
‘Too right,’ Elizabeth raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Now, most noviciates find it easier when they are sitting down for the first time. Why don’t you sit down with Sacha beside you. Your connection with her won’t change no matter how far away she is, but it can’t hurt.’
Arcturus settled down, cross-legged, and laid Sacharissa’s heavy head in his lap. The weight was comforting, and he twisted his fingers in her soft, black fur. Her warm, blue eyes gazed at him with trust, before she closed them and let out a contended rumble. He followed suit, waiting for the next instructions.
Elaine sat on the ground beside to him, and he sensed the young girl give Sacharissa’s tail a surreptitious stroke. The demon snorted and Arcturus heard the thwack of her tail and a yelp from the young girl.
‘Serves you right,’ Elizabeth said, tutting.
She knelt on the ground behind Arcturus and laid her hands on his shoulders.
‘Sense the connection, where you feel Sacha’s emotions and intentions,’ Elizabeth murmured, her voice soft in his ear.
Arcturus searched for the mental umbilical cord that held Sacharissa and him together. As he touched it, he felt Sacharissa shudder, then relax as he gently grasped it with his mind. Instantly, his body began to suffuse with a sensation both cold and hot, rushing through his blood with every pulse of his heart. His breath quickened.
‘That’s enough, let go for now. It’s just a small spell and you don’t want to drain her. Now, take the mana and push it through your finger. As it comes out, open your eyes and try to shape it into a ball,’ Elizabeth’s voice was low and confident, quelling Arcturus’s doubts. ‘You can do it.’
He pushed the mana through his finger, the energy rushing through him like a whitewater rapid. He snapped his eyes open, and contorted his mind, willing the mana into the shape of a rough ball. Light curled, slowly, emerging from his finger and spinning into an orb that hung in the air in front of him.
‘Excellent,’ Elizabeth breathed, still behind him. ‘Now, why don’t you try and float it up towards the ceiling.’
Arcturus’s mind felt as if it might snap, his brow furrowed so deeply he could feel the muscles cramping. He nudged it upwards, and his heart soared as the orb responded to his touch. It spun and ascended, until it touched the ceiling and disappeared.
‘Well done. That’s better than most students manage their first time,’ Elizabeth said.
Arcturus smiled as another, much smaller ball floated aimlessly in front of him.
‘I did it!’ Elaine yelled, punching the air beside them.
Arcturus watched as Valens buzzed around the ball, making mock dives at it.
‘You know, that’s probably enough for your first lesson,’ Elizabeth said, standing up and stretching with a groan. ‘I still have to move into my quarters.’
Arcturus stood, earning himself a grumbling growl from Sacharissa as her head flopped to the floor.
‘That’s great. I haven’t even had time to wash yet!’ he said, trying to remember the way to the baths.
‘I wasn’t going to say anything,’ Elizabeth laughed, holding her nose jokingly. ‘Go wash up and then relax in your rooms, I will make sure someone bring you lunch and dinner. The others will be at training with Lady Faversham all day anyway.’
‘When’s our next lesson?’ Arcturus asked as he hurried to the door, suddenly aware of how close Elizabeth and Elaine were standing to him.
‘I’ll see you tomorrow morning. I’m assisting in the summoning lesson with Lord Scipio.’
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Arcturus spent most of the day attempting to improve his living conditions, taking spare sheets and broken furniture from the storerooms, creating a makeshift blockade for the window and adding another few layers of cloth to his threadbare blanket. He was exhausted and hungry by lunchtime, but fortunately food was brought up by a waspish Ulfr, who dumped the tray unceremoniously in the room and left without a word.
The food was plain lamb and potatoes, obviously prepared for the servants rather than the nobles, but it was far better fare than Arcturus was used to at the inn and ambrosia compared to the slops he had eaten at the workhouse. There was even a bowl of mincemeat for Sacharissa, which she gulped down with relish and then nosed the bowl for more.
As instructed, he went searching for Obadiah in the afternoon, but was swiftly herded back to his room by one of the dwarven servants. It turned out that the Provost had been called away earlier than expected, and was no longer at Vocans. This was fine by Arcturus. He wasn’t sure if he liked the man.
They spent the rest of the night practising with wyrdlights, delighting in the way they floated aimlessly around the room, as if they had lives of their own. Sacharissa would snap at them in the air, leaping and diving to catch them, while Arcturus tried to nudge them out of the way. Whenever she managed to touch one, her look of complete bafflement at its disappearance and the fresh darkness entertained Arcturus no end.
When night fell, his room was considerably warmer than the previous night, with no cutting draft to chill his bones. He was lulled to sleep by the gentle rise and fall of Sacharissa’s chest, pressed against him among a tangle of blankets.
‘Wake up, you’re late!’
The banging on the door jerked Arcturus from his slumber. The room was still dark, a consequence of his improvised window shade. He had no idea what time it was.
‘Wassat?’ he mumbled as Sacharissa whined at the noise.
‘Summoning lessons started five minutes ago. Rouse yourself, or stay and face the consequences!’ Ulfr’s voice came from outside the door. His footsteps echoed down the corridor as Arcturus’s sleep-addled mind processed the words.
‘Oh no!’
Arcturus was glad that he had slept in his uniform, for he was pelting past Ulfr and down the stairs ten seconds later. Sacharissa ran ahead, punctuating each leap forward with a low pant.
He found her nosing at the summoning room doors, but he paused and composed himself before they entered.
‘Not a great first impression for Lord Scipio. Plus we’ve missed breakfast.’ Arcturus groaned, preparing himself for the worst. He turned the handle and stepped inside.
The other students stood in a circle, but they ignored him as he tiptoed into the room. The group were surrounding a low, round table, but Arcturus could not see what was on it. The nobles did not attempt to make room for him, so he looked over Elaine’s shoulder, as she was the smallest of the group.
The table was made of pure white marble, polished to be smooth and round as a river pebble, but it was the object embedded in the centre that took Arcturus’s breath away: an enormous gem, the size of a large carriage wheel and as black as ink, shone up at him like volcanic glass.
‘Nice of you to join us, Arcturus,’ a voice said from behind him. Arcturus turned, an apology already forming on his lips.
A man stood in the centre of the room. He was powerfully built, with lambchop sideburns and curly hair the colour of chocolate. He stood with his arms crossed, but the smile on his face showed Arcturus he did not mind his tardiness, so he cut his apology short. His gold edged officer’s uniform left no doubt as to who he was: Lord Scipio.
‘I was just going to go and collect you, when you ran right past me,’ Scipio said, before turning back to the open door he had come through. He gave a brief, sharp whistle. The hairs on the back of Arcturus’s neck stood up as he heard a yowl from outside, then a demon bounded through the door, its tail lashing the air.
Sacharissa growled, her hackles raised at the sight of the new demon. It looked like a snow leopard, with a dusting of black spots on a thick white pelt. It had two long canines that poked out on either side of its mouth like twin sabres, below a set of four fierce green eyes, not unlike Sacharissa’s. Strangest of all, it seemed to walk like a jungle chimp, crouching on two legs and resting on its front paws, almost bipedal, but not quite. It was agile, for it slunk swiftly around the room, its eyes never leaving Sacharissa.
‘Calm down, Kali, you’d think you’ve never seen a Canid before,’ Scipio laughed, as the Felid arched its back, snarling at Sacharissa. ‘You’ll have to forgive her, Arcturus. She’s a bit afraid of them.’
Scipio winked conspiratorially at Arcturus. As if she understood him, the Kali froze, then sat back on her haunches. She proceeded to lick her paw, completely ignoring Sacharissa.
Scipio walked over and held his hand out for Sacharissa to smell. She gave it a cursory sniff, then licked it once with her pink tongue to show her approval.
‘Canids and Felids, there’s always been a bit of a rivalry there. Must be something to do with competing for food sources in the ether.’
‘The ether?’ Arcturus asked, his curiosity piqued.
‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ Scipio said, looking behind Arcturus at the others. They had been watching their exchange with interest.
‘Make room for Arcturus, ladies and gentlemen. He shouldn’t have to crane over young Elaine’s head. Charles, Damian, there seems to be some room in between you. Budge up,’ Scipio ordered, shooing them with his hands.
The two boys stared daggers at Arcturus, who shuffled forward and wedged himself between them. They leaned in, digging their shoulders uncomfortably into his own.
‘For the benefit of Elaine and Arcturus, I shall give a basic run-through of what we are going to learn here over the course of this year. It will act as a good refresher for those of you who have neglected your studies since last we met.’
There was an audible groan from the others and Arcturus frowned apologetically. Edmund mouthed, ‘It’s fine,’ at Artcurus and gave him a smile.
‘Now, this stone in the centre is the largest scrying stone ever discovered, otherwise known as the Oculus. Are you aware of what a scrying stone does?’ Scipio said, pushing between the Queensouth twins and pointing at the stone.
‘Yes sir, when a demon touches it, the stone will show everything that a demon sees,’ Arcturus said, remembering his brief lesson with Obadiah Forsyth. Elaine nodded in agreement.
‘Very good. It will keep showing it for several hours, or until the scrying stone is touched once again. Now, Kali here will demonst—’
Before he could finish speaking, a draft ruffled the hair on Arcturus’s nape as the Felid soared over him. It landed with its paws around the stone, before nudging it gently with its nose.
‘Ahem . . . yes . . . well done, Kali,’ Scipio said, as the stone flickered with colour. A moment later Arcturus was staring at a close-up of Charles’s face, for that was where Kali was looking. The detail was incredible—
Arcturus could even see the pores in the boy’s nose. It was not a pretty sight.
‘Felid’s have better eyesight than others. Most summoners prefer to use a Mite to scout the ether first, but Kali is quick enough to jump back through if there’s any trouble.’
Arcturus’s curiosity quickened as the ether was mentioned again. Jump back through what?
‘And, do you know what infusion is?’ Scipio asked.
‘Yes, sir,’ Arcturus said, still mesmerised by the image as Kali switched her gaze from one face to another.
‘Good. I shall teach you how to infuse a demon next week perhaps, your demon seems well behaved enough to not distract you in lessons.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ Arcturus said. He felt far safer with Sacharissa by his side, and knew that if he were taught to infuse her, she would not be allowed out for most of the day. Still, he was curious about what it felt like to have the demon within him. He almost didn’t believe it was possible.
‘Now, I shall use one of the keyed pentacles on the floor beside us. Who can tell me what a keyed pentacle is?’
‘A keyed pentacles has a symbol on each corner of the star. They act as coordinates that will open a portal to the ether,’ Baybars Saladin replied.
‘Good. I shall now do so. Pay attention everyone,’ Scipio said, kneeling on the ground. He laid his hands on the floorboards, then grunted as his fingertips began to glow blue. There was a low hum in the room, and slowly but surely the lines of the pentacle Scipio was facing shone with the same electric light. The symbols on each corner pulsed. A pinprick appeared in the air, expanding slowly into a spinning orb the size of a man’s head. Still, it grew, doubling in size over and over, until it was larger than the table they stood around.
Scipio’s face was red with effort, the veins on his neck bulging. He lifted one hand, causing the pentacle to crackle, before removing a wooden spike, attached to a roll of leather from his back pocket. He rammed it into the floorboards, then stood, panting, the leather strap gripped firmly in his hand. The fingertips remained blue, and Arcturus could tell he was powering the pentacle through the connection.
‘There’s got to be a better way of doing this,’ Scipio muttered, stepping back into his place at the table. ‘Kali! You know what to do.’
The Felid yowled with excitement, before leaping over their heads once again. Kali landed in a crouch, then leaped into the orb, disappearing as swiftly as a disturbed wyrdlight. But Arcturus’s attention did not remain on the orb for long. The image on the stone had changed. Scipio smiled at him as his mouth dropped open.
‘Welcome . . . to the ether.’
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Arcturus had never seen so much green. The ground was coated in thick, sage coloured grass, with mossy tree trunks all around them. Hundreds of feet above, viridescent foliage filtered light from the sky, dappling the shadows with green tinged radiance.
‘All demons originate from the ether. Their world is shaped like a giant disc, with a desert known as the deadlands around the edges, and jungle and forests in the outer ring. The centre is more mountainous and dangerous, filled with the most powerful demons, volcanoes, great expanses of water and who knows what else. Nobody has ever been more than a few miles from the area we hunt in, but if you were to fly high enough, that is what you would see,’ Scipio was speaking for Arcturus’s benefit, for even Elaine seemed unsurprised by the moving images on the stone.
‘Using my mind and what I see in the Oculus, or another scrying stone as the case may be, I am able to control Kali’s movements.’
Kali’s eyes twitched to the nearest tree trunk, then her claws flashed into view as they began to climb. A tiny Mite, almost as small as a normal beetle, crawled from beneath the bark. Elaine gasped as Kali impaled it with one long talon, before spooning it into her mouth. The image juddered as the Felid chomped down.
‘Yes, the ether is a brutal place. It’s eat or be eaten, and lesser Mites are at the bottom of the food chain. A Scarab Mite, like yours, is not though. I feed her well, but Kali does like a taste of her old diet,’ Scipio joked, though Elaine’s expression remained grim and defiant.
‘Stay away from Valens,’ she hissed at the stone.
Kali continued her climb, occasionally glancing around to make sure the coast was clear. It seemed strange to Arcturus that such a large, powerful creature was so wary of her surroundings, and he wondered what manner of creatures could be a threat to a Felid.
He didn’t have to wait long. Kali broke through the canopy, the Oculus’s image flashing briefly as the Felid’s eyes adjusted to the new light.
The treeline seemed to stretch endlessly ahead, broken only by jagged mountains and the occasional clearing, like reefs and trenches in a sea of green. Each mountain top smouldered, sending slow moving pillars of smoke reaching into the sky before dissipating into a pall of ash that filled the cloudless sky. Arcturus could see no sun, or moon to speak of, just an orange glow that reminded him of dusk on a summer’s day.
As Kali’s eyes adjusted further, Arcturus could see swarms of creatures, too far away to make out, forming and reforming in the sky, while larger dots hovered above them, waiting for an opportunity to strike. A Scarab Mite, its carapace cerulean blue, flitted across Kali’s vision.
In the distance, Arcturus saw a herd of creatures making their way through the trees. They had the same long necks and large bodies as giraffes but with thicker limbs and a head that reminded Arcturus of a horse’s or camel’s. Their short fur was grey, mottled with black patches.
‘Looks like the Indrik herds are on the move,’ Scipio said, pointing at them on the stone. ‘Far too big to be practical as a summoner’s demon, but I always love to see them.’
They watched for a moment longer, as the Indriks made short work of the tree line around them. Judging by the size of the trees, they must have been as tall as ten men, standing on each other’s shoulders.
‘We cannot stay too long. Can anyone tell me why?’ Scipio asked.
‘You can never stay too long in the ether,’ Edmund said confidently. ‘There are other demons out there that might eat your own. No matter how powerful it is, there is always something higher up on the food chain. Then there’s the fact that your mana levels are dropping every second you keep the portal open. If they run out or you lose concentration, the portal will close and you will lose your demon for ever.’
Arcturus saw Zacharias roll his eyes, then whisper into Josephine Queensouth’s ear. She giggled and Edmund’s face reddened.
‘Very good, Edmund. You’re absolutely right, but that is not what I am getting at. Anybody else?’ Scipio asked, looking around the table. There was silence, then Prince Harold put up his hand.
‘Is it the Shrikes?’ he suggested, unsure of himself.
 ‘Correct!’ Scipio beamed, flashing the prince a congratulatory grin. He turned to Arcturus and Elaine. ‘Shrikes travel in flocks, led by their matriarch, the dominant female. During the first few weeks of the academic year, they migrate across our hunting grounds. They are dangerous birds, twice as large as an eagle and many times as vicious. That’s them, flying over the Lesser Mite swarms in the distance. They hunt alone for smaller prey, but for Kali, they would attack in a group of ten or more. After they make their kill, they impale their victims on tree branches, to hold them in place while they feast. Luckily for us, we seem to have missed the worst of it.’
Arcturus shuddered. He wouldn’t want to send Sacharissa into the ether, but he would dearly have loved to capture a Mite for himself. She had spent most of her life there . . . surely it couldn’t be that bad.
‘Right, I think that’s enough for one day. The first and second years will practice demonic control and infusion for the remainder of the day. As for the rest of you, I suggest you practice opening and closing portals, making sure to keep your distance. As you know, the air in the ether is highly toxic to humans. No demons are to enter under any circumstan—’
Scipio froze, his eyes searching the stone, though all Arcturus could see was the tree trunks.
‘Something’s coming. Kali can hear it. Smell it,’ Scipio uttered. The pentacle behind him crackled as his concentration slipped, but he grunted and it returned to a steady glow once more. The acrid stench of burned wood permeated the room, and Arcturus could see the planks at the edges of the pentacle singeing black.
‘Another. Two of them. But not the same. Better stay in the trees,’ he was muttering to himself, the lesson momentarily forgotten.
Kali’s eyes turned to the ground for the first time. Another orb, identical to the one floating in the centre of the summoning room, hung in the air, spinning gently. It must have been what Kali had come out of, and would need to return to if she wanted to leave the ether.
They were above a large clearing of sorts, for the surrounding area was uneven, scattered with tangled branches and lichenous rocks. Yet within the vegetation, there was a disturbance, shaking the leaves as something made its way towards them. Though Arcturus could only see what was happening, he could imagine the sound of snapping twigs as a beast tore through the foliage.
To the other side, something even larger had almost reached the clearing, for Arcturus could see horns tearing at the undergrowth. Whatever it was, it was enormous, perhaps as tall as seven feet.
‘There’s going to be a fight,’ Fergus whispered, wrapping his arm around his little sister. Elaine ignored him, instead removing Valens from her pocket, so he could watch.
A hairless, gangly creature emerged into the clearing. It was longlimbed and skeletal, with elongated claws and splayed feet. It walked much like Kali did, though it was more hunched and bowlegged, with lengthy arms that knuckled the ground with every step.
Gnarled antlers branched from a heavy-browed forehead, above a snout somewhere between a horse’s and a wolf’s. Its black eyes scanned the ground ahead and it snorted gulps of air as it sought the scent of its opponent.
‘A Wendigo,’ Scipio whispered, his voice tinged with something between awe and horror. ‘I’ve never seen one in the wild. They’re rare in our hunting grounds, in fact, it’s virtually unheard of. Only the most powerful of orc shamans use them, and rarely. It has a fulfilment level of thirteen.’
Arcturus felt his stomach turn over, watching as the grey-skinned aberration edged around the orb. With just one leap, it could enter through the portal and into the summoning room.
‘Sir, shouldn’t we get help. It . . . it might come through,’ Arcturus stammered.
Scipio was sweating profusely now, his face gone from the red of exertion to the pale white of exhaustion. He responded to Arcturus without lifting his eyes from the Oculus.
‘Don’t worry boy. Wild demons don’t like to go near portals. It’s strange enough that the Wendigo would get that close at all. Must be starving, that’s why it’s wandered into our hunting grounds. Still, if it’s that desperate, we can’t risk sending Kali through until its gone. It might jump in after her.’
‘Can you keep the portal open for long enough? How are your mana levels?’ Prince Harold asked.
‘If I can keep the flow of mana steady, maybe another ten minutes or so,’ Scipio replied, watching as the second creature neared the clearing. ‘I exhausted most of my mana yesterday on the battlefield. If the worst happens, I may send in Kali when the Wendigo is distracted. Let’s see what the other demon is first.’
As Scipio finished speaking, the second creature erupted from the bushes with a throaty bellow. Yet when it saw the Wendigo, it began to back away, as if surprised to see it.
‘Looks like it didn’t know what it was tracking,’ Prince Harold said, leaning over the table to get a better view.
‘Minotaur. Fulfilment level of eleven,’ Rook breathed from beside Arcturus, his voice tinged with awe and longing. ‘My father has one of those.’
Arcturus examined the creature as the two demons circled each other. The Minotaur was an enormous beast, slightly taller than the Wendigo, but only because it walked upright instead of hunched over. It had a bull’s head, with red baleful eyes and a pair of long, curved horns that it lowered at its opponent.
A shaggy carpet of black fur covered its frame, over thick slabs of hard muscle. It scored the ground with its hooves, preparing to charge, the hooked claws on its hands outstretched.
‘That’s two demons that rarely show up in our hunting grounds,’ Scipio said, thinking aloud. ‘It must be the Shrikes, they’re following them to eat their leftovers. But there’s not enough food for both of them.’
‘They had better stop this showboating, if Kali’s going to get out in time,’ Edmund muttered, as the creatures continued to stare at each other, making mock charges. Then, as if spurred on by Edmund’s words, they met in a tangle of claws and teeth.
The Wendigo’s antlers locked with the Minotaur’s horns as they spun and circled, spitting and slashing at each other. It was immediately obvious that the Wendigo had the upper hand. The length of its arms allowed it to hack away at the Minotaur’s chest and shoulders, leaving deep, bloody scores in the flesh. Meanwhile, the Minotaur’s reach was too short; the antlers its horns were caught in kept it at a distance. Instead, the Minotaur grabbed at the Wendigo’s wrists, until it finally managed to grasp them. They struggled on, straining against each other, as the Minotaur’s blood trickled into the tall grass.
‘I’m going to make a break for it,’ Scipio gasped, as the pentacle began to crackle. The wooden boards were smoking now, as the unstable connection generated too much heat.
‘Now!’ he yelled.
Kali somersaulted from the tree, plunging towards the spinning portal. There was a brief image of the two predators, their eyes turning at the sudden arrival of the Felid. Then she was through, slamming into the floor below the summoning room portal. Scipio released the leather cable and collapsed. The orb shrunk into nothingness and the pentacle faded, leaving a smoking outline of charred wood. The room was cast in darkness as the wyrdlights winked out, one by one.
There was silence, then Scipio spoke, a ragged voice in the shadows.
‘Let that be a lesson to you. The ether is a dangerous, unpredictable place. Class dismissed.’
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They trooped out of the room in silence, leaving Scipio to recover on his own. Prince Harold threw some wyrdlights over his shoulder on the way out, allowing Arcturus to catch a glimpse of him embracing Kali with tightly closed eyes. He understood the feeling – if Sacharissa had almost been lost to the ether, he would likely be in tears.
‘So, dog breath. Are you off to hide in your room, like you did yesterday?’ Charles asked, stepping in front of Arcturus. Rook and Zacharias crowded close to him, but he ignored them and met Charles’s gaze with as much confidence as he could muster.
‘I wasn’t hiding,’ he replied, lifting his chin. ‘But you don’t seem to enjoy my company, so I chose to avoid yours. Maybe you’re scared of me.’
‘We’re of different stock, you and I. A thoroughbred and a mongrel. Blue blood and yokel. Upper crust and pigswill. It wouldn’t do for us to mix.’ Charles sneered.
Arcturus resisted the urge to punch the boy in his smug face, which was just as well, for Sacharissa’s chest was rumbling with a deep growl.
‘Oh, leave the boy alone,’ Prince Harold called out in a bored voice. ‘Zacharias, don’t you have better things to do? Edmund and I are going to Corcillum. Will you join us?’
Zacharias dug his elbow into Arcturus’s ribs, before following the Prince and Edmund through the Atrium’s entrance doors. The others were already making their way up the stairs, except for Elaine, who was watching their exchange with open curiosity.
‘Not invited?’ Arcturus asked innocently, noting Charles’s disappointed look.
‘Shut up,’ Charles hissed, shoving a finger in Arcturus’s face. ‘The prince likes me well enough. Zach and Edmund are his childhood friends, just like my father and the king were. If I was a bit older and didn’t live so far north, things would be different.’
‘Sounds like I hit a nerve,’ Arcturus said, goading the boy. It wouldn’t help matters, but Charles already hated him and it felt so good.
‘I’ll hit you in a minute,’ Rook snarled, grasping Arcturus by the collar and raising his fist. A warning bark from Sacharissa was enough to stop him going any farther.
‘Don’t worry, Rook. This is my fight,’ Charles grunted, laying a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
‘Yeah, tell your lapdog to stand down,’ Arcturus said, smiling at Rook. The boy’s face reddened with anger, but he obeyed Faversham without question, releasing the collar and stepping back.
‘How about it, Arcturus? Tonight, just you andme. We can meet right there, in the summoning room. Nobody will hear us.’
Arcturus knew he was being baited, but he could feel Sacharissa’s eagerness to fight fuelling his own. He remembered Charles’s new demon was the Faversham family’s second choice, an Arach. Surely Sacharissa was more powerful? And it was Charles’s first year at Vocans too. He only just had his first lesson at performing battle spells, so it was unlikely he would be able to do one yet. They would be evenly matched.
‘What time?’ Arcturus asked, clenching his fists.
‘When the second morning bell rings, open the summoning room door,’ Charles said, barging him in the shoulder as he and Rook walked away. ‘Don’t be late. Again.’
Arcturus gave it ten minutes before he followed them up the stairs. He would have liked to go sooner but Elaine took what felt like an age to leave, lounging around the Atrium until he pretended to head to the washroom. He wondered if she had heard what they were discussing, but dismissed it offhand. What difference would it make if she had?
He knew where Charles’s bedroom was. It didn’t take long for him to arrive outside the door. Sure enough, they were inside, for he could hear muffled voices behind it. Too muffled.
He tutted with frustration and pressed his ear against the wood, but still the voices were indistinct. He hadn’t anticipated that. There was always the possibility that Charles would cheat. That maybe Rook would come at him from behind as soon as he stepped into the room. Maybe they would simply attack him together. If that was the case, there was a good chance they would be discussing it at that very moment.
Sacharissa nosed under the door, as if she could smell the plush carpet she had enjoyed just two days ago.
‘I wonder if you can hear what they’re saying,’ Arcturus murmured. ‘You seem to understand me well enough.’
She licked his hand, then cocked her head to one side. Arcturus knew she didn’t really understand him. She could simply sense his intentions. Still, her snuffling had given him an idea.
‘Look at me, Sacha,’ Arcturus murmured, lifting her head with his hand. He stared deep into her eyes, trying to catch that brief moment they had shared in the corridor. In the dim torchlight of the corridor, they shone like shards of blue ice, never wavering from his own.
The world started to shift, the blue becoming a cold grey, the flickering orange replaced by pale shadows. He could smell the oil in the lamps, suddenly bitter and pungent in his nostrils. Most importantly, the voices in the other room came through clear as day, as if he were standing right beside them.
‘. . . he will find out soon enough. We need to get rid of the evidence, or all will be lost. My father has spent years currying favour with the king. Never has our future been so threatened.’
It was Charles, his voice low and rapid. Arcturus could even hear his panicked breathing.
‘Are there others?’ Rook asked.
‘How should I know? There might be!’ Charles snapped.
‘What good will it do then, if there are others?’
‘They won’t know where to look for them . . . yet. My father has already taken care of the innkeeper and his wife – they were the only others who knew where the urchin came from, before he was a stableboy. Father sent word that Provost Forsyth will return tomorrow, to interrogate the boy. We cannot let that happen. A few words from him and all might be lost.’
Stableboy? They had to be talking about him. As he tried to make sense of it all, Arcturus’s concentration slipped and the world turned colourful again. He gritted his teeth and grasped Sacharissa’s head in his hands, forcing the connection. He had to know more.
‘. . . tonight. I’ll tell dog breath what he is before we begin. I want to see the look on his face,’ Charles snarled, followed by the sound of cracking knuckles.
‘There’s a chance he might win, you know that right?’ Rook warned. ‘Your demon is the same level as his and neither of you can cast any spells.’
Charles laughed scornfully,
‘Don’t you worry about that. The battle we witnessed today has given me an ide—’
Sacharissa whimpered. Arcturus realised he was gripping her head, his fingers tightening like a vice as he concentrated on the connection. He could suddenly feel her pain, fierce pulses of agony that she had borne stoically.
‘What was that?’ Rook hissed. There was the sound of feet thudding to the ground.
Arcturus released Sacharrissa and they sprinted away, dodging around the corner just in time. The door slammed open, the bang echoing down the corridor.
‘Nobody here,’ Rook grunted.
‘Well close the door, it’s freezing out there,’ Charles called.
The door closed and Arcturus breathed easy once more. He let himself slide down the wall, until he was sitting on the cold paving of the floor.
‘I’m so sorry, my darling,’ Arcturus whispered, gently stroking Sacharissa’s back. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’
She gazed at him with pain in her eyes, but lapped at his hand, as if to say she still loved him.
‘I wasn’t so sure if I was going to go tonight; if I do it will put us in unnecessary danger. But now I know I have to. Lord Forsyth will interrogate me tomorrow, and we already know what that’s like.’ He remembered the pain from when Sacharissa was whipped. The darkness of the cell.
‘Charles said he would tell me what I am before the duel. I won’t even fight, I’ll just hear what he has to say and then we’ll leave Vocans. Maybe we can make it to the Elf lands. It’ll be safer than this place.’
Sacharissa yawned, and rested her head in his lap. Arcturus laughed as she began to snooze, half closing her eyes.
‘You’re right, you lazy thing. Let’s get back to the room, pack our bags and rest up. We’ve got to be ready at the second bell and as far away from Vocans as possible by first light.’
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Arcturus didn’t sleep. His bag was packed, his meagre possessions in the satchel and ready to go. He would take it with him when he went to the summoning room. As soon as he was out of Vocans, he would need to change into his old clothes. His military uniform would be too conspicuous. Then again, with Sacharissa by his side, it wouldn’t really matter what he was wearing, they would stand out like a sore thumb. Once he had put a few miles behind them, he would need to somehow teach himself infusion.
For a while he had debated whether to keep the dirk strapped to his boot or to stash it in the bag for his meeting with Charles. He had been wearing it over the past two days, but nobody seemed to mind – it was a military academy after all. If it did come to a fight, he would prefer there to be no weapons involved. At the same time, if Charles planned to use one, it would make no difference if Arcturus was visibly armed or not.
‘I’d rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it,’ Arcturus reasoned to Sacharissa, listening for the dull sound of the second morning bell. His mouth was dry and the evening meal Ulfr had brought him remained untouched beside his bed. Even Sacharissa had refused to eat it, although that might have had something to do with it being a salad. Arcturus suspected that to her, it might as well have been a pile of grass.
The knell of the bell echoed down the corridor, leaving his heart thundering as he realised the moment had arrived.
‘Come on, Sacha,’ Arcturus murmured, opening the door. ‘Let’s hear what he has to say and then leave as soon as possible. We’ll run back to the room and lock ourselves in for half an hour, then make our escape when the coast is clear.’
They hurried down the corridors, feeling their way in the darkness. Arcturus didn’t risk a wyrdlight, for they would be too bright against the pitch black of the castle interior. If any of their teachers caught him out at night, his chances of meeting Charles would be scuppered, not to mention any possibility of escape.
It felt like an age until they reached the atrium, and for a moment Arcturus was worried that he was too late. It was only when he saw a bright light flickering beneath the summoning room’s door that he realised that Charles was waiting within.
‘OK, Sacha. This is it.’ He took a deep breath and pushed open the heavy door.
For a moment Arcturus didn’t understand what he was seeing. After being in darkness so long, the light within half-blinded him, so bright was it in his vision.
It was a portal, the blue orb hanging in the air like a miniature sun. Rook was kneeling beside it, pulsing mana into the violet pentacle beneath. This wasn’t right.
Arcturus turned to run, but Charles was standing in the doorway, a nasty smile on his face. He swung the door closed with a kick of his heel.
‘What’s going on here, Charles,’ Arcturus growled, gripping Sacharissa by the scruff of her neck. She was preparing to pounce on him, driven by equal parts of fear and fury.
But before Charles could answer, Arcturus felt something wet and sticky whip around his body, trapping his arms to his chest. Sacharissa leaped, but Charles was already rolling out of harms way as the Canid’s attack slammed against the door. Another thread hissed through the air, glowing like a shield spell. This time, it wrapped around Sacharissa’s hind legs.
‘Trussed like a chicken, ready for the kiln,’ Charles cackled as more threads shot out of the shadows, swathing Sacharissa as she scrabbled at the oak floorboards. Another lashed around Arcturus’s neck, tighter than a hangman’s noose.
Arcturus fell to the ground, bringing his knees up to his chest. He gripped the dirk in his hand and eased it from the scabbard, even as he became entangled by more of the deadly strands. Soon he could barely move, only watch as Sacharissa howled and snapped at the strange fibres that constricted her. A few moments later, a last thread encircled her muzzle and tightened, reducing her noise to a strangled growl.
‘Beautifully done, Anansi,’ Charles called. ‘You can come out now!’
Charles’s Arach crept out of the shadows, the strange glowing fluid dripping from the back of its abdomen, beneath a deadly stinger. It was an enormous black spider, with a body as large as a human head and long spindly legs that scuttled along the floorboards. It had a cluster of beady eyes set in the centre of its forehead and a swollen body peppered with stiff brown hairs. The mandibles that served as its mouth clicked menacingly as it circled around Arcturus to return to its master.
‘You know, I think you did me a favour, stableboy, by taking that pathetic Canid from me,’ Charles sneered, hunkering down to bring his face close to Arcturus’s. ‘The Arach is a glorious specimen, able to trap its prey with a mana web, inject them with its stinger and then consume them at their leisure. Anansi can even scratch away at his hairs, which float into the air to blind and irritate his victims – as his owner, I’m immune, of course. He is versatile, agile and deadly. I couldn’t ask for a better demon.’
‘Thanks for the demonology lesson,’ Arcturus said sarcastically, though the tremor in his voice revealed his fear. ‘Why don’t you tell me what all this is about. You’re taking a great risk, trapping me like this. When the king finds out—’
‘The king won’t find out,’ Charles interrupted gleefully, slapping Arcturus lightly on the face, just because he could. ‘You won’t be in a position to tell him, or anyone else for that matter, what with you being dead and all.’
Arcturus’s heart lurched as Charles’s eyes bore into his, their murderous intent as plain as the words he had just spoken. Twisting his hand beneath the webbing, Arcturus began to gently scrape at the gossamer with the dirk’s blade. It was hard to tell if it was having any effect, but it would not do to reveal his weapon to Charles. His only chance now was the element of surprise. He had to keep the young noble talking until he was free.
‘How’s it looking, Rook?’ Charles called, for the pentacle was spitting and sizzling behind them. Arcturus twisted his neck to see Rook’s kneeling figure, beads of sweat trickling down his forehead.
‘Five more minutes. I’ve found the Minotaur’s corpse. The Wendigo only took the heart, liver and kidneys. The flesh must have been too tough, it will still be hungry. There’s a trail of blood.’
Arcturus saw a shard of scrying crystal on the ground between Rook’s hands, flashes of green reflected in it as his demon hunted in the ether. Why on earth were they hunting for the Wendigo, and now of all times? Even Scipio had been afraid of it.
Arcturus turned back to Charles, who was gently stroking the Arach’s abdomen.
‘Why am I here if I did you a favour by taking Sacha. I’ve caused you no other offence.’ Arcturus felt the first strand of gossamer part, leaving him more room to manoeuvre the blade.
‘It’s not what you’ve done, but what you are. In more ways than one.’ Charles plucked a patch of hair from Anansi and stroked it along Arcturus’s bare arm. It raised a welt of red as it stung the skin, as if he were being stroked by a nettle. ‘Commoners should not be summoners. It upsets the natural order of things. Any commoner planning a revolt against the ruling classes knows they are doomed to failure. But throw common summoners into the mix and suddenly our spellcraft and demons aren’t so scary anymore. That alone should be enough reason to kill you. But it’s not the only one.’
‘Enlighten me then,’ Arcturus said, gritting his teeth as the pain in his arm began to throb. He didn’t want to think how much it would hurt if a hair found its way into his eye.
‘Do you remember, how a firstborn child of a summoner will always inherit the same gift?’ Charles asked, allowing the patch to fall to the ground.
‘I do,’ Arcturus grunted.
‘Well, a summoner can have several firstborn children with different partners, as long as it is the first child of that partner. For example, a man might father several firstborn children with various women, if it is each woman’s first child. As long as one parent is a summoner and one has never had a child before, the offspring will inherit the gift.’
‘I understand, get on with it,’ Arcturus snarled, redoubling his efforts with the dirk. The blade scraped along his skin painfully, but he didn’t care. He had only a few more minutes to make his escape.
‘So eager to die, Arcturus?’ Charles laughed. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll hear the whole story before you’re dead.’
Arcturus wondered what he would do when his arms were free. Would there be time to release Sacharissa, or would he have to kill the Arach first? Sacharissa was quiet now, as if she could sense what he planned to do. Another thread parted, and Arcturus felt like he could tear himself free if given enough time. But he needed it to be fast.
‘I see it!’ Rook shouted from behind. ‘Not long now!’
‘All right, looks like I’ll have to make this quick,’ Charles snarled, taking a handful of Arcturus’s hair and drawing him closer. He took a deep breath and began to speak.
 ‘I don’t like the rumours going around.’
‘What rumours? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Don’t you see, Arcturus. You grew up in Boreas, the same city my father lives in. Born with the power to summon. Abandoned as a child at an orphanage. You are proof of my father’s infidelity. You are his bastard, and it won’t be long before someone else comes to the same conclusion.’
‘No . . .’ Arcturus stammered, his escape forgotten as understanding began to dawn on him. Could it really be true? He pictured the beady eyed man who had imprisoned him in that cell, without food or water for days. He shuddered with horror. He had always wondered who his father was . . .
‘Your mother was nothing but a common courtesan, who whelped you and abandoned you for the state to raise. If only she had left you out in the elements to die. But no matter. I will take your life instead, before Obadiah has time to find out where you came from.’
Sacharissa was struggling now, grunting as she strained against her bonds. Her claws scratched on the wood, but all she managed was to shuffle a few inches closer to them.
‘You’re my brother!’ Arcturus cried. Charles planted his knee in Arcturus’s stomach and began to twist his head. Arcturus felt his spine creak under the pressure, as if Charles were trying to snap his neck.
‘Half-brother,’ Charles hissed in his ear, pointing at the floating globe. ‘I guess this only makes this half-fratricide. Now look. See what fate we have planned for you.’
The portal spun in the air, crackling with energy. Rook had stabbed a leather tie into the pentacle’s edge and was standing just a few feet away from them now. He looked exhausted, yet he was in a sprinter’s crouch, as if ready to run from the room at any moment.
Suddenly, a demon hurtled from out of the portal, gliding out in a flutter of wings. It looked like a large, red-feathered owl with four legs. Arcturus caught a glimpse of round black eyes before it flew over him. A spatter of blood struck his face, and he realised the bird must have attacked the Wendigo with its talons before coming through.
‘Will it follow a Strix? They aren’t known for being prey,’ Charles wondered out loud, as the portal continued to spin.
‘If it doesn’t, no matter. We’ll just stick a blade between his ribs and throw him through.’ Rook panted, his breathing heavy with effort from keeping the portal open.
‘Too risky. Father said it has to look like an accident – that’s the whole point of this. Someone might find his body if they go hunting. Not usual this time of year what with the Shrikes, but still a possibility.’
‘The Wendigo will dispose of the body. What other choice do we have?’ Rook hissed.
‘You’re going to make it look like I tried to capture a Wendigo, alone, and it killed me?’ Arcturus realised with disgust
‘A living demon not connected to a summoner fades back into the ether, within a few hours,’ Rook laughed, glancing back at Arcturus. ‘They’ll never know what killed you, but they’ll have their suspicions.’
Even as he spoke, the Wendigo emerged from the portal in a tumbled clatter of claws and antlers, dripping blood from scratches across its muzzle.
‘Have a nice life, brother. All thirty seconds of it,’ Charles whispered.
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Arcturus was shoved to the floor, his nose thudding into the floor boards. The door slammed and the room was cast in pitch darkness as the portal disappeared, its power source gone with Rook.
Salty blood gushed from Arcturus’s nose and on to his lips and chin as he struggled to get upright, ripping at his weakened bonds with all the strength he could muster. As the dirk sliced through the mana web, they dissolved into nothingness – no evidence to prove what Charles had done. They had planned his murder well.
As quietly as possible, Arcturus shuffled back and began to work on Sacharissa’s bonds, all the while impressing the need for her silence with his mind. She barely breathed, even when he sliced her in his blind rush to get her free. Every moment mattered, for the gossamer still glowed, just enough for the Wendigo to track in the darkness.
He could hear it now, its claws slipping and scraping on the floorboards. Arcturus could remember the way its hooked claws had dug into the earth for purchase when it had battled the Minotaur. It was a wild animal, completely new to such a smooth, hard surface. He would use this to his advantage.
The final thread was sliced away and Arcturus helped Sacharissa to her feet, now in total darkness. The Wendigo was snorting lungfuls of air, hunting for them by scent alone. For the first time, he was glad of the stink of burning wood that polluted the air. It would help keep them alive.
First, Arcturus tried the door. It was locked, but he could feel the keyhole, so large that he could stick two fingers through it. The lock was rough and simple, a relic of the old times the castle had been built in. If he was lucky, a bit of jimmying with the dirk might get the door open.
As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Arcturus saw that there was dim light from beneath the door, enough to see Sacharissa’s eyes. Instinctively, he re-formed their connection. Her black and white vision would not make much difference in the gloom of the room; hearing and sound would be key.
The scratch of claws against the wood was sickening, like nails against a chalkboard. But it was nothing compared to the smell that the Wendigo gave off. It was like rotting carrion, sweet and ripe in the air. Arcturus felt as if it coated the back of his throat, so strongly did it reek of death. In his mind’s eyes, he could tell the demon was creeping up to him cautiously. Arcturus supposed that it must have not recognised his scent, since humans did not enter the ether. It was scared of the unknown – yet it approached nonetheless.
‘Get back!’ Arcturus yelled, slamming the dirk through the keyhole, twisting and scraping at the mechanism within.
He heard the skitter of claws as the Wendigo leaped away, like a startled bird. Even so, it was but a moment before he heard the slow creep once again.
Strangely, it did not seem to be approaching him this time, or at least, not that he could hear. Instead, the Wendigo appeared to be heading towards the lockers on the other side of the room. As Arcturus honed in on them, he could scent a trace of something he hadn’t before: a mix of bath soap, sweat and leather. Perhaps both he and the Wendigo could smell the aprons within, and the creature had decided they were easier prey.
Arcturus didn’t care, as long as it was moving away from him. He could feel the lock in the door clicking with every rattle of his dirk, until finally, a dull clunk told him that the latch had popped on the other side. With a last wrench, he dragged the door open, tumbling through with Sacharissa just behind him.
He slammed the door closed, threw the latch back in place and pressed his back against it.
The Wendigo rammed against the door, its predatory instincts telling it to chase that which ran away. The door shuddered but stayed firm against the demon’s onslaught. Perhaps it had been made thick and sturdy for that very reason.
Arcturus felt a rush of hot, moist air against his lower back, as the Wendigo snorted beneath the door, smelling him. He raked the dirk through the crack and was rewarded by a grunt of pain. The blade tip came away sticky with black blood. Then there was a clatter of claws as the demon crawled away in search of less dangerous prey.
Arcturus took a deep breath and assessed his situation. His satchel was still attached to his back and Rook and Charles were nowhere to be seen. They must have returned to their rooms, in case someone heard Arcturus screaming and caught them.
It had all turned out better than expected in the end. There was blood on the floor from his nose and Arcturus was sure that if they found no body, Charles would assume that the Wendigo had eaten him entirely, then faded into the ether. He had inadvertently faked his own death. It was perfect!
Sacharissa nosed against his palm and he gave her a brief hug. He only wished he had time to try and infuse her before he disappeared into the night. She was in enough danger, and it would save him feeding her. She was already hungry, for Ulfr had only brought her one meagre portion of mincemeat in the afternoon.
Suddenly, he heard a bellow from inside the room, like the last breath of a wounded bull. Then a scream, so loud and full of horror, that it cut him through to his very soul. There was no doubt in Arcturus’s mind who it could be.
‘Elaine!’ he gasped.
He threw open the door, the darkness inside suddenly lit by the dim light of the Atrium. Wyrdlights flew from his fingers, zooming in to reveal the monstrous figure at the other end of the room.
Elaine lay curled up on the floor in front of a broken locker, covering her head with her hands. Brave little Valens was buzzing around the Wendigo’s head, stabbing his juvenile sting at its eyes. With each swipe of the Wendigo’s claws, the Mite dodged into the maze of antlers that branched from the monster’s forehead, so that his attacks clattered ineffectually against them. Arcturus realised that Elaine must have overheard him and Charles, and then hidden in a locker to watch their fight.
‘Elaine, get out of there!’ he yelled.
But Elaine didn’t move. She was motionless, as helpless as a newborn lamb.
‘Fetch her, Sacha,’ Arcturus ordered, running towards the Wendigo, his dirk outstretched. Sacharissa bounded beside him, skittering as she struggled to find purchase on the smooth floor.
It was a good fifty yards to run, but it felt like a mile as the Wendigo flailed its claws around the room, each step dangerously close to Elaine’s prone figure on the floor.
Sacharissa reached her first, snatching Elaine’s shirt collar and dragging her to the open door of the summoning room. It was slow going, and they had barely made any progress, when the Wendigo spotted his two new opponents.
Enraged by the stinging insect, it bellowed a challenge at Sacharissa, raking its claws along the ground to leave deep scores in the floorboards. Sacharissa paused, lowering her head and crouching against the floor. Arcturus sensed her intent: to meet the Wendigo head on.
‘No, get her out of here,’ he yelled, stepping between them. ‘I’ll keep it busy.’
He held the dirk in front of him, cutting back and forth at the air. It looked tiny next to the long talons that the Wendigo bore. One blade against ten.
A wyrdlight drifted between them. For a moment the Wendigo’s eyes were transfixed upon it, then it was gone, floating past them.
‘How about this,’ Arcturus yelled, shooting a wyrdlight from his finger to zoom around the Wendigo’s head. It blinked stupidly, then swiped its claw at it, just as it had done with Valens. The wyrdlight was extinguished, but another few seconds had been bought. Valens took this opportunity to sting at the Wendigo’s eyes again. The monster swiped blindly at its own face and left a groove of raw flesh in its skin before the Mite was forced to take refuge in the antlers once again.
‘Take this, this and this,’ Arcturus yelled, sending one wyrdlight after the other to circle the Wendigo’s head. The Wendingo staggered in confusion, slapping at them like flies on a hot day. Arcturus glanced back, to see Sacharissa was almost at the door. That was his mistake.
The Wendigo lunged, its claws slicing through the air to grasp for his throat. It was only by sheer luck that Arcturus managed to dive aside in time, but a grasping claw sliced him at the hip.
He was barely up and running before the next claw came slashing towards him. This time, there was no time to dive aside. Instead, Arcturus blasted wyrdlight in a thick pulse of mana, a beam that left the Wendigo staggering as it clutched its scorched retinas. The claw knocked him flying, but the bulk of it was caught in the satchel on his back. Still, as he landed on the ground he could feel blood trickling down his spine and a streak of fierce pain across his shoulder blades.
Then he was running again, driven by adrenaline and fear as the Wendigo roared behind him. Valens zoomed over his shoulder, abandoning his perch to return to his mistress. Sacharissa was moments from the door now, but Elaine was fighting against her now, battering at the Canid’s snout with her tiny fists.
It was the blood that did it. The puddle of blood Arcturus had left on the ground from his nosebleed, wet against the smooth surface of the oak floorboards. His boot slipped from under him, no more than a few feet from the entrance. His head cracked against the ground, blackening his vision as the senses were knocked from him. So close. He had been so close.
He could feel Sacharissa dragging him, and the dull vibrations as the Wendigo approached from across the room. There was a strangled snarl and the pressure on his leg loosened. Then Sacharissa was leaping over his body, claws outstretched.
‘No,’ Arcturus whispered weakly, forcing himself to his knees.
But Sacharissa was already there, dodging beneath the Wendigo’s outstretched claws to bite at the legs beneath. She took a calf in her teeth and shook her head violently, tearing into the hard flesh. Even as the Wendigo lashed at her, she had disappeared between its legs, only to swipe at its thigh with her claws. But as Arcturus rejoiced, the Wendigo kicked blindly like a mule, catching her in the chest and hurling her across the room. She lay there, barely able to breath. Arcturus knew her ribs were broken.
The Wendigo advanced upon her, saliva dripping on the floorboards, ready for the killing blow. It raised its hands high in the air, claws pointing down, like a mad pianist ready to play his first note.
Arcturus roared, leaping on to its back and burying the dirk up to the hilt in its spine. The Wendigo screeched like a banshee, spinning and slapping at him. But Arcturus was well placed, right in the small of its back. He clung on to the hilt, swinging back and forth as it leaped this way and that. Valens was there too, burying his mandibles in the Wendigo’s ear.
It couldn’t last though. The Wendigo bucked, breaking Arcturus’s grip and sending him tumbling away. He fell in a tangle of limbs, right on top of Elaine. She sobbed beneath him, still frozen in fear. The end was near now. There were no cards left to play. He barely had the strength to walk, let alone drag Elaine out of the door.
He climbed on to his feet unsteadily and held up his fists. The Wendigo limped towards him, its leg in tatters, yawping with pain as the dirk twisted in its spine.
‘It hurts so much,’ Elaine gasped beneath him. He saw the blood then, trickling from her head. She hadn’t been paralysed with fear. The Wendigo had knocked her unconscious.
‘Get out of here, Elaine. I’ll hold it—’
The Wendigo’s claw flashed out, slicing him across the face. He could barely see, but punched out, connecting with the cold, hard flesh of its chest. He could hear Sacharissa howling, then he collapsed as another blow whistled over his head. A kick then, like a sledgehammer in his stomach. He puked.
He could see Sacharissa, crawling towards them. She leaped, though the pain that ripped through her in doing so was like a knife in Arcturus’s heart. It did nothing but cause the Wendigo to stumble. Then a bellow. Blood, dripping on his face. Flashes of light.
Darkness.
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A glimmer, flickering in the black. He was so close to letting go. There was so much pain. It would be so easy, to fall into the abyss.
The light was relentless, darting back and forth to keep his attention. It wanted him to follow.
‘He’s waking up,’
It tugged at him, insistent in its need. It knew him, this light. It was his friend.
‘That’s it, come back to us, Arcturus. You’re going to be all right.’
Sacharissa was calling to him. He could feel her love, tugging him through their connection. She was the light in the darkness. The only one left in the world who cared for him. He struggled back, wading through the void, though it lay heavy, as if Anansi’s tendrils gripped him still. He opened his eyes.
Three faces looked down at him. Elizabeth. Scipio. Obadiah. He groaned as he saw the Provost’s face.
‘Not you. I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t hurt Sacha,’ he croaked, grasping Obadiah’s jacket.
‘He’s delirious. Thinks you’re the Wendigo,’ Scipio said, sponging Arcturus’s forehead with his sleeve.
‘Did the healing spell not work?’ Elizabeth asked, her eyes filled with concern.
‘It worked perfectly, but he took a knock to the head,’ Obadiah lifted Arcturus’s eyelid and peered close. ‘Nothing a healing spell can do about concussion.’
‘I’m fine,’ Arcturus said, slapping Obadiah’s hand away and sitting upright.
The room was filled with rows of beds, just like the one he was on, but from the masonry he knew he was still at Vocans. Bandages, bedding and medical instruments were stacked on shelves nearby. Elaine lay on the bed beside him, but she looked asleep. An infirmary then.
Sacharissa was curled up at the end of his bed, covered by a warm blanket. He could feel a fierce ache through their connection which told him her ribs were still broken.
‘Heal her,’ he ordered, shuffling closer to Sacharissa and stroking her ears. ‘Heal her and I’ll tell you everything you need to know.’
‘The healing spell can’t fix broken bones, Arcturus,’ Elizabeth said gently, laying a calming hand on his shoulder. ‘Only flesh wounds. We have to let nature take its course. She needs rest.’
‘How did I get here?’ Arcturus asked, blinking tears from his eyes. Sacharissa was so quiet, her chest barely rising and falling. How could he have let this happen to her?
‘Ulfr woke us, told us he had heard unusual sounds from the summoning room. We got there just in time to fight off the Wendigo. I left it locked in the summoning room, while we tended to your wounds.’ Scipio looked reproachfully at the Provost. ‘Obadiah arrived as we dragged you out. He is going to harness the Wendigo later.’
‘You’re going to make that thing your demon?’ Arcturus cried. ‘After what it did!’
‘It’s a powerful demon, weak enough to capture.’ Obadiah stated, unashamed. ‘I will bend it to my will and use it against the orcs. I have given my Hydra to my son, Zacharias. This demon will take its place.’
Arcturus leaned away from him, disgusted. What manner of man would want that monstrosity as their demon, powerful or not? How lucky he was to have Sacharissa!
‘I want to know what you meant by “tell us everything you know”,’ Elizabeth said, tactfully changing the subject. ‘Is that why your bag is all packed?’
‘I overheard Charles saying that the Provost was coming back to interrogate me – I wasn’t going to hang around for that,’ Arcturus muttered.
‘Interrogate is a strong word. I wanted you to confirm my suspicions, that’s all. I suspect that is why Charles and Rook tried to kill you. Little did they know, I already knew the truth.’ Obadiah’s face darkened with sudden anger.
‘How do you know they were involved?’ Arcturus asked, dumbfounded.
‘Ulfr saw them leaving the summoning room,’ Obadiah said. ‘Of course, the word of a dwarf will never stand up in court, especially against two nobles, but it is enough for me. The half-men are malicious little creatures, but this particular one had no reason to lie. The two boys will be expelled from the school, to be privately tutored at home. It is as harsh a punishment as I can give them.’
Arcturus nodded, unsure of whether to be pleased or angry. It could have been a lot worse – their actions may never have come to light. But expulsion . . . was that all? Even when caught red handed, their high-birth had protected them.
He felt a flash of gratitude for Ulfr. Were it not for him, Arcturus would be slowly digesting within the stomach of a monster. How unfair it was that Obadiah spoke of him in such a way.
‘Lady Faversham is dealing with them now,’ Obadiah said, lowering his voice and leaning closer. ‘It is a good thing she is not here, for what we are about to discuss must never reach her ears.’
‘What do you mean?’ Scipio asked. Even Elizabeth looked perplexed. Clearly, this was news to all of them.
‘As soon as I heard of the mysterious fire that killed the innkeeper and his wife, I suspected foul play. Yet, they were the only two that knew where you came from. I already suspected you were Faversham’s bastard son, hell, that’s why the king put me in charge of the investigation in the first place. He suspects the same.’
‘He’s Faversham’s son?’ Scipio groaned, laying his face in his hands. ‘This is going to cause a mess. Lady Faversham is going to be furio—’
‘Lady Faversham will know nothing,’ Obadiah snapped. ‘Now keep your tongue still until I have finished speaking. What we are about to do amounts to high treason, but it is the only thing we can do to save hundreds of lives and prevent the kingdom from tearing itself apart.’
Scipio fell silent, though his face reddened with anger at being spoken to in such a way. Elizabeth squeezed his shoulder and nodded at Obadiah to continue.
‘I searched for mysterious deaths in the local area. Faversham wouldn’t stop at the innkeeper, he had too much riding on it. So when I discovered that the owner of a workhouse had been mysteriously murdered, I knew where to look.’
‘Smart,’ Arcturus said, but he shook his head in disgust.
‘But that’s not all. I went to the workhouse and discovered something else there.’
He leaned even closer, his voice barely more than a whisper.
‘There were others. Like you. More of Faversham’s brood.’
Arcturus was stunned. Lord and Lady Faversham were obviously covering up an unhappy marriage if there were other half-sons out there. 
‘I tested them, the same way we do with non-firstborn noble children, in case they have inherited the ability to summon. Two others, plus one more in another workhouse.’
‘Three brothers,’ Arcturus murmured.
‘Two brothers and a sister, actually,’ Obadiah chuckled. ‘But that was not all. You see, I had sent my most trusted officers to test other children, to keep up appearances, you understand. They flew from village to village, lining up the boys and girls and checking one by one. They have been through thousands of them, testing each and every one. It was only on my way here that I received the message. There are more of them.’
‘What does that mean?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘Other illegitimate children?’
‘No, not bastards,’ Obadiah stated, sneering as Elizabeth winced at the terminology. ‘The officers confirmed it. The village they found the first common summoner in was hundreds of miles from the nearest noble estate. The mother is a brunette who had never been more than a mile from her village. The local baker was the father, and the boy had his red hair and green eyes. They even had the same allergies. There was no doubt of parentage there.’
‘So . . . it’s not just illegitimate children. Commoners are manifesting the ability independently!’ Scipio cried.
‘Not so loud,’ Obadiah hushed. ‘Yes, that is the case . . . and that is the story we are going to tell the king. Nobody must know that Lord Faversham cheated on his wife. There will be other bastards out there, just like Arcturus. Scores of them. Maybe hundreds.’
Obadiah was sweating now, and suddenly Arcturus understood that perhaps even Obadiah himself had worries about illegitimate children of his own. He feared for his marriage.
‘Imagine what would happen, if word were to get out. The orphanages around the country would be tested immediately, proof of every infidelity across the country revealed. Noble houses will split apart, Hominum’s aristocracy shattered in an instant. Right when we need to be strong.’
Elizabeth and Scipio were nodding, though most of it went over Arcturus’s head. All he knew was that they were going to keep his origins a secret.
‘The dwarves plot another rebellion as we speak. The orc raids become more frequent each day. Even the commoners themselves are becoming despondent, furious at the way the king has bankrupted the country. There is even talk of the king giving up his throne, so that Prince Harold can take his place, just to placate the people! He spoke to me of it just yesterday. He is already taking over management of Hominum’s law, the Pinkertons and the Judges. He will maintain control, ruling through them and his son.’
‘All well and good,’ Elizabeth said, holding up her hands. ‘I agree that we must keep illegitimate children a secret and tell the world that Arcturus simply manifested the gift independently, as the other commoners you found did. But I have two questions for you. How will we keep him safe? As long as Arcturus is here, Lord Faversham and Charles will try to kill him, to get rid of the evidence. Also, how will we keep this a secret? Let’s not forget that if Lady Faversham finds out, she will kill him.’
‘Now, I want you to stay calm,’ Obadiah said warily, backing away from the table. ‘But I have made a deal with Charles, who will relay it back to his father.’
‘You did what?’ Elizabeth snarled, her eyes blazing with anger. ‘After what they tried to do to Arcturus?’
‘I said calm yourself!’ Obadiah growled back. ‘It had to be done, to keep the boy safe. In exchange for Arcturus’s safety, I promised that I would remain in charge of the search for the commoners, for as long as the king will allow me to. I will hide the clusters of adept commoners in the workhouses and orphanages from the world, and keep Lord Faversham’s shameful secret. I was going to do it anyway, we might as well get Arcturus’s safety out of it. All I need from you three is to keep your mouths shut about this whole thing.’
‘But what if you die, or the king decides to place you somewhere else?’ Scipio asked. ‘What if he creates a grand inquisition to investigate the whole affair? You said yourself he has his suspicions!’
‘At that point, Arcturus will hopefully be a graduated battlemage, capable of taking care of himself and away from Lady Faversham’s wrath. I pray it never happens. Who knows, maybe if the truth gets out, the whole empire won’t fall apart. But what I do know is that it is better not to risk it. Do you agree to this plan?’
‘I do,’ Arcturus said, holding up his hand. ‘I just want to live in peace.’
‘As do I,’ Scipio agreed in a low voice.
Elizabeth paused for a moment, then nodded.
‘If it keeps Arcturus safe,’ she said.
‘Good. Now, let’s allow the boy to have his rest,’ Obadiah clapped his hands together with finality. ‘You should be happy, Arcturus. You’re year is just beginning!’
‘Rest up,’ Elizabeth said, following Scipio and Obadiah as they filed out of the room. ‘I’ll bring you breakfast in the morning.’
The door slammed behind them, leaving Arcturus sitting in silence. Even Sacharissa was asleep, despite the discussion that had been raging above her head. He lay back and tried to do the same.
‘Well, I thought they’d never leave!’
His eyes snapped open to see a grinning Elaine, her tresses falling over him and tickling his nose.
‘I thought you were unconscious!’ he spluttered, pawing her hair out of his face and sitting up.
‘So did they,’ Elaine giggled, waggling her tongue at him. ‘Silly teachers.’
Arcturus’s heart began to thunder. A secret that could tear apart the empire, in the head of an impressionable thirteen year old.
‘What did you hear exactly?’ he asked carefully.
‘I don’t know. After they said Charles was expelled, I stopped listening. Too confusing.’ She shook her head, then winced and rubbed the back of her skull. ‘It still hurts!’
‘Serves you right, listening in on people’s conversations. You’d think you would have learned by now, after that Wendigo almost killed you,’ he growled.
‘Oh poo. Sacha was there to protect me, weren’t you beautiful!’ She stroked Sacharissa’s neck fur, the sensation of which made Arcturus blush scarlet.
‘Stop that!’
She snatched her hand away and crossed her arms, giving Arcturus a grumpy look.
‘If we’re going to be friends, you can’t talk to me that way!’ she said haughtily, turning her nose up at him. ‘You have to say please.’
‘OK. Please don’t do that. It’s not polite.’
‘Good,’ she said, instantly forgiving him. ‘I’m a good friend, you know, I promise! We can talk whenever you like. You’re not alone anymore.’
Arcturus shuffled over to make room as she sat beside him. He smiled as she surreptitiously flicked the end of Sacharissa’s tail.
Arcturus then thought of the risk his teachers were taking to keep him safe. The feeling of being protected was new to him. His mind turned to the brothers and sisters he might have out there. Then the other common adepts, illegitimates and randomly gifted alike.
‘You’re right, Elaine. I’m not alone. Not anymore.’
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It was now or never. If Fletcher didn’t make this kill, he would go hungry tonight. Dusk was fast approaching and he was already running late. He needed to make his way back to the village soon, or the gates would close. If that happened, he would either have to bribe the guards with money he didn’t have or take his chances in the woods overnight.
The young elk had just finished rubbing its antlers against a tall pine, scraping the soft velvet that coated them to leave the sharp tines beneath. From its small size and stature, Fletcher could tell it was a juvenile, sporting its first set of antlers. It was a fine specimen, with glossy fur and bright, intelligent eyes.
Fletcher felt almost ashamed to hunt such a majestic creature, yet he was already adding up its value in his head. The thick coat would do well when the fur traders came by, especially as it was now winter. It would probably make at least five shillings. The antlers were in good condition, if a little small, they might fetch four shillings if he was lucky. It was the meat he craved the most, gamy red venison that would drip sizzling fat into his cooking fire.
A thick mist hung heavy in the air, coating Fletcher in a thin layer of dew. The forest was unusually still. Normally the wind rattled the branches, allowing him to stalk through the undergrowth unheard. Now he barely allowed himself to breathe.
He unslung his bow and nocked an arrow to it. It was his best arrow, the shaft straight and true, the fletching from good goose feathers rather than the cheap turkey feathers he bought in the market. He took a shallow breath and drew back on the bowstring. It was slippery on his fingers; he had coated it in goose-fat to protect it from the moisture in the air.
The point swam in and out of focus as he centred it on the elk. Fletcher was crouched a good hundred feet away, hidden in the tall grass. A difficult shot, but the lack of wind brought its own rewards. No gust to jar the arrow in its flight.
He breathed and shot in one fluid motion, embracing the moment of stillness in body and mind that he had learned from bitter and hungry experience. He heard the dull thrum of the bowstring jarring and then a thud as the arrow hit home.
It was a beautiful shot, taking the elk through the chest, into the lungs and heart. The animal collapsed and convulsed, thrashing on the ground, its hooves drumming a tattoo on the earth in its death throes.
He sprinted towards his prey and drew a skinning knife from the slim scabbard at his thigh, but the stag was dead before he got to it. A good clean kill, that’s what Berdon would have said. But killing was always messy. The bloody froth bubbling from the elk’s mouth was testament to that.
He removed the arrow carefully and was happy to see the shaft had not snapped, nor had the flint point chipped on the elk’s ribs. Although he was Fletcher by name, the amount of time he spent binding his arrows frustrated him. He preferred the work Berdon would occasionally give him, hammering and shaping iron in the forge. Perhaps it was the heat, or the way his muscles ached deliciously after a hard day’s work. Or maybe it was the coin that weighed down his pockets when he was paid afterwards.
The young elk was heavy, but he was not far from the village. The antlers made for good handholds, and the carcass slipped easily enough over the wet grass. His only concern would be the wolves or even the wildcats now. It was not unknown for them to steal a hunter’s meal, if not his life, as he brought his prize back home.
He was hunting on the ridge of the Beartooth Mountains, so called for their distinctive twin peaks that looked like two canines. The village lay on the jagged ridge between them, the only path up to it on a steep and rocky trail in clear view from the gates. A thick wooden palisade surrounded the village, with small watchtowers at intervals along the top. The village had not been attacked for a long time, only once in Fletcher’s fifteen years in fact. Even then, it had been a small band of thieves rather than an orc raid, unlikely as that was this far north of the jungles. Despite this, the village council took security very seriously, and getting in after the ninth bell was always a nightmare for latecomers.
Fletcher manoeuvred the animal’s carcass on to the thick grass that grew beside the rocky path. He didn’t want to damage the coat; it was the most valuable part of the elk. Furs were one of the few resources the village had to trade, earning it its name: Pelt.
It was heavy going and the path was treacherous underfoot, even more so in the dark. The sun had already disappeared behind the ridge, and Fletcher knew the bell would be sounding any minute. He gritted his teeth and hurried, stumbling and cursing as he grazed his knees on the gravel.
His heart sank when he reached the front gates. They were closed, the lanterns above lit for their nightlong vigil. The lazy guards had closed up early, eager for a drink in the village tavern.
‘You lazy sods! The ninth bell hasn’t even rung yet.’ Fletcher cursed and let the elk’s antlers fall to the ground. ‘Let me in! I’m not sleeping out here just because you can’t wait to drink yourselves stupid.’ He slammed his boot into the door.
‘Now, now, Fletcher, keep it down. There’s good people sleeping in here,’ came a voice from above. It was Didric. He leaned out over the parapet above Fletcher, his large moonish face grinning nastily.
Fletcher grimaced. Of all the guards who could have been on duty tonight, it had to be Didric Cavell, the worst of the bunch. He was fifteen, the same age as Fletcher, but he fancied himself a full-grown man. Fletcher did not like Didric. The guardsman was a bully, always looking for an excuse to exercise his authority.
‘I sent the day-watch off early tonight. You see, I take my duties very seriously. Can’t be too careful with the traders arriving tomorrow. You never know what kind of riffraff will be sneaking about outside.’ He chuckled at his jibe.
‘Let me in, Didric. You and I both know that the gates should be open until the ninth bell,’ said Fletcher. Even as he spoke he heard the bell begin its sonorous knell, echoing dully in valleys below.
‘What was that? I can’t hear you,’ yelled Didric, holding a hand up to his ear theatrically.
‘I said let me in, you dolt. This is illegal! I’ll have to report you if you don’t open the gates this minute!’ he shouted, flaring up at the pale face above the palisade.
‘Well you could do that, and I certainly wouldn’t begrudge you your right to. In all likelihood we would both be punished, and that wouldn’t do anyone any good. So why don’t we cut a deal here. You leave me that elk, and I save you the trouble of sleeping in the forest tonight.’
‘Shove it up your arse,’ Fletcher spat in disbelief. This was blatant blackmail.
‘Come now, Fletcher, be reasonable. The wolves and the wildcats will come prowling, and even a bright campfire won’t keep them away in the winter. You can either leg it when they arrive, or stay and be an appetiser. Either way, even if you do last until morning, you’ll be walking through these gates empty-handed. Let me help you out.’ Didric’s voice was almost friendly, as if he was doing Fletcher a favour.
Fletcher’s face burned red. This was beyond anything he had experienced before. Unfairness was common in Pelt, and Fletcher had long ago accepted that in a world of haves and have-nots, he was definitely the latter. But now this spoiled brat, a son to one of the richest men in the village no less, was stealing from him.
‘Is that it then?’ Fletcher asked, his voice low and angry. ‘You think you’re very clever, don’t you?’
‘It’s just the logical conclusion to a situation in which I happen to be the beneficiary,’ Didric said, flicking his blond fringe from his eyes. It was well known that Didric was privately tutored, flaunting his education with flowery speech. It was his father’s hope that he would one day be a judge, eventually going to a lawhouse in one of the larger cities in Hominum.
‘You forgot one thing,’ Fletcher growled. ‘I would much rather sleep out in the woods than watch you take my kill.’
‘Hah! I think I’ll call your bluff. I’ve a long night ahead of me. It will be fun to watch you try and fend off the wolves,’ Didric laughed.
Fletcher knew Didric was baiting him, but it didn’t stop his blood boiling. He gulped the anger down, but it still simmered at the back of his mind.
‘I won’t give you the elk. There’s five shillings in the fur alone, and the meat will be worth another three. Just let me in, and I’ll forget about reporting you. We can put this whole thing behind us,’ Fletcher suggested, swallowing his pride with difficulty.
‘I’ll tell you what. I can’t come away completely empty-handed – that wouldn’t do now would it? But since I’m feeling generous, if you give me those antlers you neglected to mention, I’ll call it a night, and we can both get what we want.’
Fletcher stiffened at the nerve of the suggestion. He struggled for a moment and then let it go. Four shillings were worth a night in his own bed, and to Didric it was nothing but pocket change. He groaned and took out his skinning knife. It was razor sharp, but it was not designed for cutting through antlers. He hated to mutilate the elk, but he would have to take its head.
A minute later and with some sawing at the vertebrae, the head was in his hands, dripping blood all over his moccasins. He grimaced and held it up for Didric to see.
‘All right, Didric, come and get it,’ Fletcher said, brandishing the grisly trophy.
‘Throw it up here,’ said Didric. ‘I don’t trust you to hand it over.’
‘What?’ cried Fletcher in disbelief.
‘Throw it up now or the deal is off. I can’t be bothered to wrestle it from you and get blood all over my uniform,’ Didric threatened. Fletcher groaned and hurled it up, spattering his own tunic with blood as he did so. It flew over Didric’s head and clattered on the parapet. He made no move to get it.
‘Nice doing business with you, Fletcher. I’ll see you tomorrow. Have fun camping in the woods,’ he said cheerily.
‘Wait!’ shouted Fletcher. ‘What about our deal?’
‘I held up my end of the bargain, Fletcher. I said I’d call it a night, and we’d both get what we want. And you said earlier you would rather sleep in the woods than give me your elk. So there you go, you get what you want, and I get what I want. You really should pay attention to the wording in any agreement, Fletcher. It’s the first lesson a judge learns.’ His face began to withdraw from the parapet.
‘That wasn’t the deal! Let me in, you little worm!’ Fletcher roared, kicking at the door.
‘No, no, my bed is waiting for me back at home. I can’t say the same for you, though,’ Didric laughed as he turned away.
‘You’re on watch tonight. You can’t go home!’ yelled Fletcher. If Didric left his watch, Fletcher could get his revenge by reporting him. He had never considered himself a snitch, but for Didric he would make an exception.
‘Oh, it’s not my watch,’ Didric’s voice shouted faintly as he descended the palisade steps. ‘I never said it was. I told Jakov I’d keep an eye out while he used the privy. He should be back any minute.’
Fletcher clenched his fists, almost unable to comprehend the extent of Didric’s deceit. He looked at the headless carcass by his ruined shoes. As the fury rose up like bile in his throat, he had only one thought in his mind. This was not the end of it. Not by a long shot.
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