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1.  ​Karl Wakes up for Academy
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Karl’s arm was wrapped around his head, trying to cover both ears. His arm was nice and warm under the blankets, and he had no intention of taking it out into the chilly air. The alarm clock had been doing its thing for at least five minutes. He was adequately and mentally prepared to ignore the blasted thing for another ten minutes. Unless, of course...

“Get up, Karl! Do not make me inform you of your morning obligations again!” said a lovably gruff but firm voice outside his bedroom door. A stickler for time and efficiency, Karl’s father let him ignore the buzzing of the clock for a few more minutes. The whole obligation comment to which he had been subjected concerned his new and unwanted family role of taking his younger siblings to school. 

He fought his way through the heavy blankets and cover sheet, he lobbed his feet over the side of the bed, hoping the momentum would kick-start his body for the day. It worked. He flipped into an upright position, without the usual overcompensation, and snapped his head to stare at his demanding archenemy which continued buzzing from the bedside table. He hit the top of the wind-up timepiece which relinquished its desire to be thrown out of his second-storey window. He wound the mechanical menace and returned it to the table. 

Each room had its own personal cleaning closet, an invention of his father, which required a simple aroma-induced sense spell to create the soap. The closet itself operated on steam generated from the engine in the basement. The intention was for the stinky individual to stand in the closet and use a scent-related spell to infuse the essence with the steam. 

Karl took off his underclothing and reached for a glass of herbs from the shelf above his workbench. He preferred rosemary, so flared his nostrils and conducted a deep sniff to access the magical contents within. With fancy flair, he flashed the spell into the closet whilst turning on the tap, allowing steam to escape from the top and sides of the foggy enclosure.

The spell’s cleaning property and the gentle massaging of the steam jets elevated Karl’s mood quicker than he expected. Happily, he felt more relaxed than he had since yesterday after learning of Professor Smeltzit’s mishap. Apparently, The Professor had slipped on some stairs and would be at a mending unit until natural science, and some magic helped him recover. 

Karl extracted a uniform from the wardrobe. It was resplendent with the Academy emblem on the left side of the jacket. The task of knotting a tie, magically or otherwise, was always a pain, and he had never mastered the craft. The tie failed to be contorted into a north windsor style knot and he shrugged his shoulders accepting defeat once again.

Karl picked up a piece of rough wood, licked it, sniffed a jar of dried parsley and conjured a push that he had been working on for months. He was yet to master this three-sense push, but it had worked on rare occasions.

“Do not concentrate too much on the taste, texture, or fragrance of the three ingredients,” said Smeltzit the previous week. “Concentrate on calmness and the outcome.”

The blankets floated, and after much argument amongst themselves, they managed to manoeuvre into a position whereby they might make the bed. This spell may yet work, Karl thought.

“That’s going to be a hoopla hoop of a failure,” stated Karl’s younger brother, Rain, poking his head through a slight crack in the door which he had criminally opened without Karl’s express permission. 

“Stop being a bother, you beast of a brother! Take to the wind, will you?” demanded Karl. On cue, to cause the most embarrassment, the sheets and blankets entangled and entwined themselves into a tight knot, falling unceremoniously to meet the dusty wooden floor. Karl’s father’s head poked above Rain’s. When sorrows come, they come not as single spies, but in family battalions, Karl mused.

“Concentrate on the desired effect! Don’t let your brother distract you! Oh, hurry up, both of you!”

The heads extracted themselves and the door closed quietly, probably with both sniggering as they sneaked off to tell Karl’s sister about his latest disaster. 

Karl glared at the linen and woollen knot of carnage lying amidst the dust his mother had asked him to clean the day before. He decided he would need to sort this out later because, in this moment, he needed to move like a startled beast to make it to the Academy on time. 

His second-hand uniform was designed for laboratory practice and featured a brown leather front and black leather patches on the knees and elbows.  His parents could afford a new one, but Karl liked the extra pockets this one possessed.

The trousers were made of a different fabric and responded well to the steam closet, which was fortuitous since the pockets normally contained forgotten ingredients, samples, and vials. Speaking of which, he located his vial belt on the workbench and filled it with items needed for day-to-day magic and the experiments he would conduct at the Academy. The belt was capable of holding twelve vials. He filled it with fifteen. He failed an attempt to lift the monstrous belt so, with an air of defeat, he removed three vials aiming to attempt fifteen at a later date.  

Downstairs in the kitchen, porridge was waiting on the table where his two siblings sat. “Did you shower this morning?” Karl asked his shorter, raggedy-looking brother.

“Of course, he hasn’t. Rain is a filth aficionado, don’t you know,” retorted his sister who was leaning awkwardly towards the family. Karl played along, spying the badge she was desperately trying to make someone notice. 

Karl made a pantomime of appraising her neat school uniform. He liked to indulge her attention seeking games, and did not mind her company too much either. “What’s with the insanely polished school pin?”

“Oh, this? Tis a badge of honour, brother. I was made a prefect at school. I bet I will be a prefect when I go to the Academy as well,” she mistakenly declared. The badge read Crystal Gone-Squinti—Prefect MM.

“Crystal, student positions work differently at the Academy. Each faculty has their own rules and manner in which they are upheld.”

Before Karl could complete his point, his father said, “You had better give yourselves a nudge, you three. It is a long walk when you miss the steam-mono.” As per usual, Paul Gone was correct. The three siblings finished their breakfast and picked up their school bags, which were labelled, not surprisingly, with the expected first names and their surname, Gone-Squinti.

“When is mother coming back from her research trip?” asked Rain, who was waiting as patiently as a ten-year-old could. Beeze Squinti had asked Paul Gone that their children bear the name of both families, so the new family of Gone-Squinti had been created on the day of their nuptials. Beeze was working as a contractor, prospecting mines in the island’s west, where most of the mineral and stench mines existed. 

“I suspect soon,” Paul answered, exactly the same way he had for weeks. Rain shrugged his shoulders and accepted the non-answer once again. 

They left their multi-storey house, some would say mansion, and stepped out onto the cobbled footpath. Horse-pulled carriages, steam walkers, mechanical-magic hybrid devices and an esoteric collection of strange conveyances filled the roadway and gave the impression that the whole affair was an orchestrated controlled chaos.

The three siblings walked past the park as a rubbish-carrying dirigible landed on it in the usual clunky way airships achieve their landings. 

“What exactly are they doing,” Crystal asked.

“That mechanic there is looking at the crashed vehicles and deciding what to do with the wrecks,” Rain replied.

“More importantly, should it be transported to the scrapyard or to the owner’s house,” Karl said.

“I have heard the mechanic could re-purpose components to increase his own personal... secret... supplies. Wink. Wink,” said Rain, who actually winked twice. 

“I wish we possessed one of those magnificent vehicles.” All three of them slowed down as they tried to see which make and type was prevalent among the broken vehicles. “We wouldn’t have to walk to school,” Rain said, spouting his thoughts despite them being ignored by his siblings.

“We would be better off having a family-sized airship. I heard our neighbours got one last week,” said Crystal, looking lovingly at the rubbish-transporter. “I’m going to be a pilot when I grow up,” she declared. Both of her brothers huffed dismissively. 

“You will need to bring your magic up to scratch and study piloting as much as Karl and I do,” replied Rain, who fancied himself as a master executant.

“Don’t smirk, youngster! Your sensory magic needs a lot of work if you want to be accepted into the Academy,” Karl remarked, trying to be seen as being helpful. 

Rain avoided the conversation by reacting to the aptly titled steam mono by shouting, “Here it comes; let’s scamper, somewhat!” 

Karl waited for the daily commentary on Rain’s favourite topic. Karl thought, It always starts with... “Did you know that this rolling stock does not have its own steam power? It is driven by a rotating metal rail that drags the carriage underneath it, sliding the densely populated carriage on a rail that is surprisingly agile and sturdy?”

Crystal and Karl gave each other that sibling look, here we go again. Crystal opted to give Rain a run for his money. “Indeed they are wonderful beasties. Did you know draglines are dotted around the harbour and the Twilight Square central business district, with the rails crisscrossing intersections so carriages follow set routes using magnets and flying automatons?” Rain gave Crystal a look that indicated he knew she was in her mocking phase, and he was getting miffed.

Just as Rain thought the mockery had ceased Karl said, “Did you know that this design ensures that they avoid collisions and follow schedules as strictly as reasonably attainable?” 

“Very clever you two. Let’s pull feet.” They ran across the busy street, narrowly avoiding a multitude of transportation whilst being abused by irate drivers and passengers along their way, and leaped across and up into the carriage. Noticing Crystal was just about to trip, Karl sniffed the puff of smoke from a nearby repugnant tobacco pipe, and pushed a movement spell to give her a short lift into the mono.

The children remained strangely quiet. The junior school was only four stops away. Crystal was thinking about a new teacher’s silly hat and the funny way she did spells. She had to use her hands, wave them dramatically and utter unintelligible words, which other people, principally Crystal’s family, had no need to do. 

“This is your stop. Go straight through the gate! I will be watching,” instructed Karl, who tried to help both siblings put on their backpacks. The two youngest Gone-Squinti children, shrugged off Karl’s attempt of help as they disembarked and made their way through the school gates with the other students jostling and casting push spells at each other playfully, as youngsters are wont to do.

Karl watched Crystal and Rain being counted by the post box-sized metallic automatons at the gate and, with them now at school he relaxed only to then consider the current status of his tutor. He hoped Smeltzit was all right. Major exams were coming up, and he needed Professor Smeltzit’s help to get into next year’s advanced magic classes. He carried his thoughts for a few more stops, dismounted the mono and made his way to The Academy. 
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2.  ​It’s all history
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“You there!” 

“Who, me sir?” Strangley Brown answered in a whisper that only a put-upon student could muster. 

Sitting well away from his friend, Karl tried to make himself invisible. Professor Fongbreath was not known to apply his immensely vocal teaching practices to one student alone, and sitting next to Strangley only attracted attention from teachers after they got bored playing with their preferred target.

“Yes, you, sir. Stop picking your nose and wiping it on the young lady in front of you.” As the class giggled, Karl held his breath and tried to concentrate on the crack in the wall above Fongbreath’s head, hoping to avoid unnecessary professorial eye contact. Against all odds, the professor did not yell at the entire class. Instead, he narrowed his crusty old eyes at Strangley. “Or indeed, wipe it on your pants,” The class erupted into groans and giggles, which caused a very rare and deeply creepy event–the professor smiled. The class was instantly overcome with trepidation and fell into complete silence. Fongbreath’s smile fell back into its everyday snarl and he continued, “By and large, snot boy, explain to the class the history of the war?”

Our parents speak about the war every Saturday night after a few honey meads, Karl thought and thus did not worry too much about his friend’s mental fitness. Yet. 

Karl waited as Strangely’s brain shuttered into first gear, “The Five Sense War commenced in an unassuming country on The Planet. The Planet’s colonisation had occurred only a few centuries earlier by unknown explorers with matching unknown intent. Countries were built, cultures created, then slowly, over time, people gradually forgot about the original colonists.” 

The Professor stared at him in disbelief but quickly regained his composure, “I hope you clean your own clothing, you vile creature; however, that is an uncommonly good text book answer. Most believe that the Old Empire, simmering in the Planet’s west, was built first by many good citizens and, indubiously, terrible citizens looking to create a comfortable criminal business after several typically pointless and horrific wars.” 

“You with the snot on your blouse, please pull down The Planet’s map and point at the countries I mention. Go on now!” The hideously embarrassed student ventured over to the cartography section of the lecture theatre and pulled down a map of the known countries. No one mocked, or said anything at all, because of what happened when someone last spoke out of turn in Fongbreath’s lessons. They say the wretched student was only a frog for an hour, but he still darts about attempting to lick flies to this very day.

“These wars were fought in the new countries of Loopistan, and the Principality of X.” Fongbreath glanced at the map, to ensure the student was pointing at the correct countries. “Conflicts created immigration, and movements of refugees headed towards the safer confines of the east, creating the countries of more hospitable lands: the Republic of Kiraba, Midland, and the manufacturing centre of steel and steam apparatus in Toer Shot.”

“You, on the map, what else can you add?”

The regathered student took a deep breath and resisted the urge to turn the professor into a stick insect, only because she did not have the magical ability, yet, and said, “Base magic was a talent practised on The Planet since history was recorded. In the normal course of use, it was simple telekinesis combined with flame creation and steam-related magic to help ground and air vehicles operate. Metal and magic were the key ingredients of almost every civil activity: construction, vehicles, manufacturing and, of course, war.” 

“Wonderful, more text book drivel but accurate nonetheless. I would have that lad pay for your uniform cleaning bill if I was you.” The whole class looked at Strangley as he was now the most interesting person in the room. There were some whispers of dissent combined with sniggers to keep momentum with the knowledge that Strangley and snot girl were going to have a word or two during the lunch break. 

The Professor, immensely satisfied with his incitation of student violence, said, “Moving on! The inner workings of sense magic with its bizarre recipes and applications remained a frustrating mystery to academics and politicians alike. Research revealed that magic was evolving. Gaining momentum as a force. The discovery of fartial arts, as humorous as it inevitably could be, took the evolution of base magic to new heights. An executant nearly blew herself up the first time she discovered that the mix of rose petals, fartic stench and a high-pitched tonal whistle could create a fireball of tremendous power. The level of violence that sense battles can muster is something that you students must prepare for. Your weekly ten thousand word essay will be to analyse fartial violence in warfare and the impact of healing pushes using different senses to mitigate battle injuries and fatigue. Please have your essays ready by the beginning of next week’s lecture.”

The buzzer for the end of class sounded. Strangely lunged for the exit, closely followed by the student masses who were all interested in watching the violence most certainly expected in Strangely Brown’s near future. 

Karl gathered his belongings and headed to the food hall, which he was hoping would be mostly empty because of Strangley’s snot-related antics.
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3.  ​Karl Has No Class
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Karl was counted by a security automaton as he walked through the doorway from the food hall and casually bumped into a mountain. The collision was surprising. That part of the walkway was definitely mountain free yesterday. Karl assessed his vial belt for damages, and heard laughter from the sides and over the mountain.

The mountain turned around, and Karl looked up at a large b’hoy. 

“You gonna say sorry?” mountain b’hoy drawled.

“Not to you, he won’t,” came a reassuring voice from behind Karl. Strangley knows when to make an entry, he thought.

“I see you survived the snot incident.”

“Snot lady and my good self have a date at week’s end,” Strangley replied. The black eye he was sporting raised a smile from Karl. Facets of Strangley’s maze-like personality were best left alone. 

“You shouldn’t be standing still in the walkway. Commonly known rules,” Karl finally found his voice with help from his openly forceful, opinionated, red-headed, unwashed, and remarkably close friend. Both their fathers fought in the last war together and still maintained regular contact. At least once a week, they would play silly buggers or sit around the fireplace talking in loud whispers; the more the sherry flowed, the more audible the whispers grew, meaning that both Karl and Strangely Brown knew more than they ought.

“You should say sorry,” was all mountain b’hoy could manage.

The warning bell sounded for a tutorial. Experienced students knew not to be late, particularly as their homeroom teacher had a penchant for strange and peculiar punishments for tardiness, so they pulled feet and ponied on into the main school building. Karl looked at Strangely strangely, as if to ask with a glance who this new student was and why he was being so frustrating to complete strangers. Strangely shrugged as he joined the river of students flowing towards their administration classrooms. 

Karl, in turn, dove into the moving torrent and tried to steer towards the room containing Professor Fongbreath, his roll call and administration supervisor. Hopefully, he would receive news of Smeltzit.

Read cells carried in tubes that crisscrossed the roof were dropped into the top of lockers so teachers and tutors could communicate with students. 

Years ago, students were allowed to send tube messages to each other, but that all came unstuck when one student tried to prank another with a no-hair spell sent in a cylinder disguised as a read cell. Unluckily for him, a teacher opened the cylinder by mistake, and it took six months for her hair to regrow. The student was never seen again.

The tutorial room was undersized for its current purpose, thus needing a torturous and bizarre seating design masterpiece to be installed. It featured steep parabolic tiers of long benches made from continuous planks of wood. The school cheerfully called each bench a ‘social collaboration platform’. The students called it ‘The Crunch’. The undivided benches allowed administrators to pack as many unlucky students into a room as they possibly could.

Someone like Karl, who was tall for his age, found this style of seating annoying. He liked to sit on the side of a bench where he could dangle his long legs in the walkway. Because of this, he tried to get in last so he could squish his way onto the end of the curvy bench. 

Short students also had it rough, with some preferring to bring their own cushions or hard wooden boosters so they could remain seated while still seeing the teacher. The Crunch was always a surprise for new students. The mountain b’hoy, by desire or luck, implemented the same method as Karl and was trying to push in at the end of an already ‘crunched’ line of rowdy students. “Hey, Hazy, over here,” a voice called from the back of the room. Karl did not see who was calling, but judging by the vague look in the mountain’s eyes, it was not at all surprising that his name was Hazy.

“Stand!” came a command from the front of the room. Some overly officious student saw Professor Fongbreath about to enter the room and stuck to school protocol, which demanded respect for the teachers. A tradition that they had to stand smartly from their seats when teachers entered the room, or maybe an old charter, was handed down from student to student.. So they did.

A read cell bounced through the tube above and landed with an audible thud of metal on wood. “Shush! Shush! That sound, metal on wood, can produce what type of push?” barked Fongbreath whilst collecting the cell from its repository. No one ever answered these questions as there was always a catch, and Fongbreath loved to put some unlucky learner under pressure. He turned and pointed at Pussface Magee, who just happened to be the exact individual who called the aptly named Hazy over to sit with him.

Pussface looked like a beast caught under the gaslights of a garden guardbot but just a little bit bonkier. Having shoved students over enough, Karl hastily moved his frame into as much of a comfortable position as he could. There was a ‘no magic’ rule in the school, which essentially meant ‘do not get caught’. However, Karl could see, and bizarrely, feel defensive spells of smells being cast around him. He turned around towards Pussface to revel in his obvious discomfort about the question. ​

“B - b - bell,” was the timid reply.

“Yes. Another!” was the quick-fire response from Fongbreath who was using his fingertips to read the class roll which was gathered by the automatons on the school gates. Karl saw Hazy lean over and whisper into Pussface’s ear.

“Voice projection,” said Pussface in a much more confident manner.

“Correct. Who are you, helping Mr. Magee cheat?” asked the professor pointing at Hazy.

“Hazy Trustworthy, sir,” he responded. He was not intimidated by the teacher singling him out. He glanced around the room enjoying the attention from his newly acquired colleagues in learning.

“Trustworthy enough to help a fellow Mainland citizen cheat, nonetheless. Ha-ha!” The ha-ha’s were uttered at a rapid pace, almost songlike and jovial. Some of the class laughed, some muttered, and some stared straight ahead, just trying to survive another Fongbreath tutorial. 

“Meet our new student, everyone. He is here to study as a part of the advanced learning team,” Fongbreath looked directly at Karl and continued, “You and Mr. Trustworthy will be spending some time together. Get to know him well. He will be joining you and Professor Smeltzit when he recovers.” 

“When will that be, sir?” Karl shocked himself by being confident enough to talk in Fongbreath’s tutorial. 

“We will know more later this afternoon,” Fongbreath lied. 

Fongbreath mused that The Academy had not heard from Smeltzit in a few days, and his colleagues were growing more and more concerned about his well-being. More importantly, the academy and members of the dreaded council wanted to know the whereabouts of the items, which he was supposed to have ‘obtained’ from Mainland’s embassy. Fongbreath scratched at his arm showing a large tattoo of a dirigible emblazoned across his entire forearm. Karl had not failed to notice the tattoo and knew it had something to do with the war.

A knock at the door, detached Fongbreath from his thoughts and had over fifty students stop whatever disgusting thing they were doing or thinking about doing, look first at the door, then at Professor Fongbreath, then at the door and so on. Fongbreath walked over to the location of much interest, revealing his unmatched woollen socks and khaki grey trousers which he wore every day.

“Do you think he has more than one pair of those things?” the student sitting next to Karl asked.

“The trousers, his underwear, or the socks?” replied Karl. The student sniggered, Karl wondered what he said that was funny, as these were indeed questions worth answering, and received a snap-lock look from Fongbreath who was almost at the door. He got within swinging distance and bellowed, “Enter!” The student who entered was not shocked to find herself nearly walking into the professor. This was a tactic many teachers used but most students still got intimidated by its aggressive nature. This student did not hesitate to walk around him deftly and to stand at his side, so he actually had to move to face her. 

Good on you, Showdown, thought Karl. There was a murmur and some faint giggles from the class but nothing that attracted the negative attention of a now annoyed teacher. Sharon “Showdown” Lately-Brown was a cousin of Strangely. She hung around both Karl and Strangely almost on a daily basis. 

Showie, because of her teammates, was proficient at stench infused sense spells, an art which Karl was studying with Smeltzit and, apparently, now with Hazy. Karl wondered how she was going to feel about someone else studying their specialty. 

Showdown handed the read cell to Fongbreath who used his fingers to read the type as it appeared on the cell. Karl looked at Showdown and identified that she was staring directly at him, trying to move her lips to send him a message. Before he could interpret what she was trying to say, Fongbreath looked around the classroom, locked eyes with Karl and said, “Karl Gone-Squinti, you are wanted at the Academy Council Office. Off you go with Lately-Brown here!”

The Council had a small office at the Academy but also had a whole building dedicated to its broader role in innovation and the protection of magic, predominantly fartic devices, essences, and designs. 

His bemused fellow students stared at him as he performed the walk of whispers down the long steps and out through the door. Students quietly commented on his clothes, haircut, possible reasons for his being summoned and so on. Showie followed him, closing the door behind her. They could both hear the classroom descend back into its hell-like disposition of silence and fear. 

Showie had the bright blue hair of her mother, Fusing Lately, and was just as adept with magic as most of the Browns. Fusing’s marriage to Consistently Brown had been frowned upon by the snobbish folk of Wotson North, so Fusing moved to Fartonia after the war and had never been back.

“Are you the message automaton for the council now?” Karl asked Showie with a smile that implied he was about to burst into laughter.

“Laugh it up, buttercup! But my administration period teacher got the same read cell asking for both of us and Strangely to attend the council chambers immediately.”

“Where is Brown?” Karl said.

“No idea. I am sure he was sent for. He will turn up when he sees fit. As per usual.” Karl sighed and then smiled. Strangely did as Strangley does.

The hallways were a lot bigger and creepier when there were no students in them. They contained less rancid odours as well. The posters along the sides of the walls were mostly about choosing electives for next year. “Are you sticking with ‘Smells and Spells in Motion’ as your elective?” Karl asked Showie. 

She did not even blink or take a nanosecond to say, “Of course.” Which was the exact answer he was expecting.

“Did you know some b’hoy called Trustworthy is here to study with Smeltzit?”

“I did not,” she replied in her ever-earnest tone. Showie was always trying to be the best Sharon she could be. She knew deep down that the question was not who was going to let her; it is who was going to stop her.

“By the overall odorous condition of himself and his immediate surroundings, he has been practising some flatulent spells this morning. A great deal I sense.” Karl said. They walked past a poster which had a sensor-automaton react to their presence. A small flying steamwork bot flew out of the poster which had the word fartic written thereon.

“One expensive way to advertise something everybody wants to do anyway,” said Showie. Her nickname, Showdown Sharon, had not been that hard to come by. She spoke her mind, acted on her decisions, and seized whatever day she had the desire to.

“How about you tell me about the fartic faculty before I swat you like a metal insect?” Showie asked it calmly. Treating automatons poorly is often frowned upon but this one needed a prompt to become a little more expeditious.

“Keep your old, faded, poorly washed pants on. Find out the information yourself!” The whirring sound of the unravelling spring quietened down, and the automaton fluttered back into its slot. The slot closed. That was the end of an annoying experience that gathered biff all information, Karl thought.

Karl was about to say something witty and amazingly relevant when he was knocked sideways. His feet were raised from the ground. His body hit an erratic line of trajectory before changing direction, letting the double-edged sword of gravity make the decision for him. 

Gravity could be positive or negative on one’s immediate fortune. In this case, he hit the ground gracefully, using his head to break his fall. 

The moan made by someone when being spell-tackled like this is three-fold. Firstly, the initial grunt from the impact of the spell was quick and not that loud. The second sound was the body crunching itself into the floor. If you have ever seen an adolescent boy fall, he tends to do it in stages to ensure that every pointy part of his body hits the ground as hard as plausibly achievable. The third sound was the combination of growling and groaning from the gravity-punished individual.

All of this happened to Karl whilst Showie silently watched. The thought had briefly crossed her mind about laughing but then that thought acknowledged that something or someone had caused this incident. Perhaps she needed to create a defence push, which she did in a flash. Being friends with Karl and her cousin kept her in a constant state of defence.

Endeavouring to turn to offence, she immediately sniffed for anything she could use in an attack push. She detected nothing so she reached for a stench vial attached to her belt. She had collected a scatological odour from the steam mono on her way to school thinking it might come in handy in fartial art manoeuvres. Karl was still moaning, and she realised they were both trapped in a... well... funnily enough, a trap push.

Council security agents, whom the students called goons, ran down the hallway, batons in hands, angry fight faces turned up to full volume. The biggest and ugliest of them shouted, “Not a move, you two! Stand fast!”
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4.  ​Fight in the Atrium
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Showie responded to a council thug displaying a failure to keep her growing frustration disguised, “Does it look like we can move, you rabid foozler?”

The council guards wore the Council Constabulary uniform of choice and were armed with oversized muscles, training in martial arts, and a smattering of fartial arts. They were also the proud owners of the lowest intellects ever collected in Fartonia. The uniform was black with the appropriate badges and insignia, of which militias of this sort donned to identify rank and whatnot. 

“Please don’t upset the goons!” begged Karl.

“The council wants youse three! They are waiting for you on the ninth floor of the Council Building,” said one goon, who was apparently unaware that the eighth and ninth floors of the Academy Security Council were known worldwide for their secret contents and high level of security.

“We were told to meet them in the office here,” responded Karl, who was not feeling the love from these two. He had never heard of guards actually casting spells at students. Most of the guards he knew barely had the base magic skills to pass rudimentary magic exams. He glanced at Showdown Sharon, who was keeping watch whilst considering ways to create a ruckus, using the guards as her main demonstration point.

Karl finally made eye contact with Showie and shook his head in his predictably nuanced manner, which he only ever used with her when situations became dangerous. Like the time she wanted to test a flight spell she had heard was a sure-fire thing. It was not. The fire was successful but not the flight. 

She glared at him, then did what he wanted her to do, which was to slow down and re-read the situation. “Trap spells, hey?” Showie asked in a controlled, non-violent, I will not become a vicious attack beast kind of way–which was a complete ruse. “What week of training did you learn that? The eighth or ninth?” Showie asked, keeping her emotional interrogation technique aimed at being a kindergarten teacher asking what flowers the children picked. When, really, she wanted to be the upset teenager about to toss some guards off a building’s roof.

The goons were now close to Karl, one was reaching out with a set of old hand shackles. 

“Time for you to copy the fate of Smeltzit,” one of them said.

“What?” Karl yelled. Internally, however; What the biff was going on here. Smeltzit? What has he got to do with this?

The negative analysis was progressing since this was another clue for Karl—actually, three clues. The shackles this monster held were old and looked used. Scratches and signs of the leather pouch being resewn at the bottom showed a well-used set of restraints. This is a bit of a furphy of a clue, thought Showie, who now looked calm and entirely in control. “Did you learn shackle techniques the same week as trap spells?” she asked. 

The trap spell, being cast by an amateur executant lost its power and instantly dissipated. Karl cast a defence spell and ducked. The guard closest to Karl realised they had been weighed, tried, tested, and had been found wanting. He threw a punch at Karl, which had the same velocity as a steam mono speeding through the open landscape. The punch missed wildly, leaving the guard off balance as he tumbled away from Karl. 

Showie used a basic trip push causing the guard closest to her to violently nosedive into the floor. Karl searched his webbing for a vial he thought she might need, grabbed it from his belt and smashed it onto the filthy floor. Showie tentatively sniffed the odour as it expanded itself to fill the greatest external volume. 

She had to work without delay before it was sucked out of the air vents. She sang a song, achieved the note she needed, and created a complex fartic push utilising the properties of odours and sound to float the fake council guards. They floated as though an invisible, humungous, three-armed troll had them by one leg each. Karl pushed a basic mute spell he used on his siblings to muffle the goons’ shouts.

Before either of them could take any kind of inventory of what had just happened, the clang of the emergency bells broke all laws of sound and nearly brought the whole academy down around them. The alarms changed pitch and shuffled through random notes every few seconds to stop anyone using sound magic. A cold mist sprayed on them to counter any undue spell related fragrances that might voluntarily or involuntarily occur during the evacuation. 

“Oh, bother,” murmured Karl. Automatons deployed, scattering themselves in the air and on the ground. Classroom doors flew open, and the automatons directed students to the nearest exits. Bells and mist negated the float push. The large, muscle-bound thugs hit the ground, immediately returning to hunt mode. The surrounding chaos persisted, giving Karl and Showie the opportunity to withdraw strategically.

“Let’s scarper!” yelled Karl. He turned to see where Showie was, only to glimpse the advanced back of an already scarpering colleague. 

“You two can’t even wait five minutes to get into trouble?” yelled Strangely Brown. “Who are those goons?” he yelled directly into Karl’s ear. Karl pushed him away, grabbed his shirt and roughly directed him towards the now adequately scarpered Showie, who clearly wanted no part in more unnecessary shenanigans. 

Staff barked orders in person and over the tube system, but the alarms were having none of that. No one could hear a thing and continued doing what they wanted. The two laggers raced around a corner, knocking into the now stationary Showie. They were all puffing heavily. She said, “We should go to the office as instructed.” She then turned and ran towards the office. The hallways were emptying of students and automatons, so the race there was free of drama and fake guards.

The door to the office was open. They entered the room like a vaudeville comedy act and after quickly surveying the scene realised they were on their collective lonesome. 

“We need those three, just as he said!” yelled the noticeable voice of the chunkiest guard, who was lurking in the corridor. Showie indicated with her index finger that they should be silent, first brushing away tangles of blue hair and then resting it on her lips. 

Strangely cast a push spell to close the door gently. The door was usually recalcitrant, as was its disposition that day, so it slammed shut, alerting the not so intellectually endowed guards, who pushed, pulled and at some times actually turned the doorknob. He thought of one of Smeltzits’ learning gems, ‘Magic is all well and good, but the best form of defence is to be someplace else’. 

The head teacher’s office door was open; they ran in and across the ridiculously oversized and under-used space to the window which handily led to a ledge. Two bloody stories high, Showie thought. “The first one of you cheeky b’hoys to crack a joke about a flight spell will accidentally fall to his demise,” snarled Showie.

“All humorous anecdotes aside, some sort of levitation spell or push would be a handy development about now,” said Karl. All three conducted a shaky crab-like sideways shuffle along the ledge, looking down at a flower bed below them, which was unfortunately riddled with exploding shrubs from the Waiface 3 system.

The bells stopped
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