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1: Back to Business
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I guess I figured, after the whole death at Duniyasar thing, that things would move along fairly quickly. But they didn’t. I explained everything to Casey, and they nodded and took notes and said they’d contact me when they had something to report, and left. I tried to get in contact with Saina, but it seemed like she was taking a bit of a break from school, presumably at the insistence of her mother. I didn’t know if she’d be coming back. Nobody had gossiped about the whole thing at Duniyasar, so for once people weren’t gossiping about us, which was a nice change.

The most interesting development was a full week later, when Max walked into our room in orange robes. Kylie and I stared.

“When did that happen?” I asked. “I mean, congratulations, but what?”

“You didn’t tell us that you were testing up a grade,” Kylie said, sounding vaguely accusatory.

“Hmm? Oh. Yeah.” He gestured at his new robes, as if we hadn’t just made it very clear that, yes, we’d noticed them. “I’m an apprentice now. My family were very upset when I didn’t grade up after six months, so I thought it best to get it out of the way.”

“They were upset because you didn’t go up a grade at the earliest opportunity that it’s possible to go up a grade?”

He nodded. “The whole human familiar thing got them off my back about it, but there’s no way they would’ve responded well to me waiting an entire year. If I didn’t get this done now, I’d never hear the end of it.”

“Isn’t a year to eighteen months the average amount of time someone’s an acolyte?” Kylie asked.

“Exactly. Average. You see the problem.”

“We’d better hurry up, Kylie,” I said drily. “Do nothing for too long and we might be below average.”

“Oh no,” she said. “The horror.”

“I didn’t see you, like, studying to test up or anything,” I said. “Were you trying to keep it a secret or something?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t seem worth mentioning. I didn’t need to study,” he said, as if passing up an opportunity to study wasn’t wildly out of character.

“That easy, huh?”

“Well, it’s a points system. Score high enough competence in enough areas and you pass. I didn’t need to do any theory.” He scowled at his mage mark. “Demonstrating extreme competence and control in at-will spellcasting gets you almost enough to move up on its own.”

“How did you demonstrate extreme competence and – oh.” I shut up. It had only been a week ago that he’d used his spell to save a life by taking another. No wonder he wasn’t all that proud or enthusiastic over moving up a grade.

I should probably just not say things ever again.

“Yes,” Max said, “well. If I work hard at it, maybe I can graduate apprentice and craftsman levels before Sekura Refujeyo get around to actually letting me know what they plan to do.”

“You’re innocent,” I pointed out, because he seemed to keep forgetting that.

“Mm. Oh, hey, I updated my school map.” He opened a notebook and showed us a really complicated diagram of... something. “I think what we have here is a series of layers built around a place of power. You can think of it like a, a line of power, a shaft of magic jutting down through the earth, with everything built around it. Like a support pillar for a building.”

“Like a magical shish-kebab!” I said, understanding.

“Erm. Yes. That is, quite unfortunately, actually a good analogy. So on the surface we have the actual building at Duniyasar, with the tower and its associated affiliations. They say that Duniyasar is interconnected with the power of the astral signs and draws power from the heavens and soforth, being the geological World’s Crown, but I don’t know how much of that is just spurious myth. Some distance below Duniyasar, we have the Pit, by which I mean the actual chamber where spells are channelled for the Initiations, and for sports and soforth. According to my maps, this is the centre of the school map; the halls we walk every day to get to lessons and the cafeteria and all of that form their runes around the Pit, so I think that’s our centre. Which means that it must be directly above that lake of empowered water, because that’s the centre of the empowered river network that we think is probably a magical power sink, for safety.”

“How do we know the lake’s the centre?” Kylie asked. “There could be lots of little lakes.”

“We know, because that lake is directly above the centre of the bottom layer, where the spells are. What the Destiny calls the ‘labyrinth of dreams’. Remember? Kayden found his mountain climbing equipment down there, which confirms it. Which means the empowered water network sits between the magic we generate at school and the spell storage below, like insulation. In fact, with... hmm.” Max frowned at his own diagram.

“What?” I asked, already accepting that I wouldn’t understand the answer.

But Max was considerately vague, and didn’t use any big words at all. “Explaining all this, it... it’s probably nothing, but in an abstract way, this sort of looks like the structure of a battery. If the water is the, the ion barrier, so to speak... then with a ‘wire’ to conned the centre of the Labyrinth to the Pit, and we know they’re connected, because that’s where the Pit’s spells come from... hmm. Not a battery if it’s generating power, though; more like a fuel cell. Excuse me, I have to get somebody to google something for me.” He turned and strode right back out of the room.

We stared after him for a bit. “Huh,” Kylie said, and went back to her tablet.

“Should we try to move up to apprentice level?” I wondered. I hadn’t even looked all that hard at the test requirements, except for ensuring that I’d be able to move up without being able to cast at will. They were fairly flexible like that; so long as I could demonstrate that my spell wasn’t dangerously out of my control (an automatic pass for me, since it was completely dormant), I could make up the points in potions, runes, and normal history and maths and whatever. I just didn’t know how much of that other stuff I needed.

Kylie shrugged. “Is there any point? Being stuck at school is an advantage for us, right? Refujeyo have to protect us, unless they expel us, and Fionnrath can’t do anything while we’re here.”

Except try to kill you, I didn’t say. “Yeah, but we’re going to want to leave eventually, and putting off all of our school requirements until then would be a massive hassle, especially since you need to spend at least six months at every level. We’re stuck here until craftsperson level; that’s six months as an apprentice and six as craftsperson, minimum. Even if we ace every test and move up as fast as possible, we’re here for at least another year, and I think we’ve seen how much things can change in a year. Maybe we should test up to craftsperson as fast as we can and just hang out at that level until we’re ready to leave, then take the final test? Anyway, if Max if getting through fast and might leave before us – ”

“He won’t,” Kylie said. “He’s Max. He could discover this place is powered by innocent human sacrifice and start a blood feud with every mage in Refujeyo and he’d still grit his teeth and stick around until he became a Master. That kid was born to achieve peak academic success and you know it.”

“That’s true, he is a massive nerd.”

“And achieving Master level takes years, even for massive nerds, so he’ll be here longer than we are no matter how lazy we are.”

“Hey, that’s not fair. Maybe I’ll be here forever because I also want to be a master mage. Did you ever think about that?”

Kylie’s only reply was a snort of amusement. She brushed a long dark curl of hair back over her shoulder, and I saw a faint scar on her neck catch the light.

“Hey,” I said. “How long have you had that scar?”

“Hmm?”

I tapped my own neck to indicate the spot.

“Oh. Since I was about six? I fell out of a tree.”

“Huh. I never noticed it before.”

“Good to know that you don’t stare creepily at my neck and memorise all my scars, then,” she said, not looking up from her tablet.

I traced my fingers over the semicircular scars on my arm. I knew it was a stupid, random thing to worry about, but I’d gotten caught out by so many ‘stupid, random’ little things turning out to actually be super important that I wasn’t taking chances any more. “Do you remember when Saina gave Duniyasar to you?” I asked.

“Vividly.” She frowned. “I suppose I should be looking into giving it back now, shouldn’t I?”

“Probably. Do you remember the advice your spell gave everyone on that day?”

“Uh, no. You know I don’t remember anything the Destiny does. But you’re bringing this up now so I’m guessing it said something horrible.”

“It said a lot of things. It... it told Max that if he kept on the path he was on, he would break the world. He brushed it off, saying maybe he’d invent something cool and revolutionise magic or something, but then the, the thing with Lydia happened. And now people are worried about a war.”

“We all know that Fionnrath doesn’t have nearly enough power to actually declare war on Refujeyo.”

“Not alone! But Refujeyo tries to maintain good relations with all those little scattered societies, right? At the very least, they try to be left alone by them? So together, they must be some kind of threat. If this gets out, and Fionnrath gets the support of other small groups, there... there have to be some out there with really powerful spells, right? Or something. “

“Maybe? But I don’t think my spell could’ve been warning Max not to save me, because it also warned us that I was in danger, allowing him to save me in the first place.”

“So what? It gives advice to people you care about to help them be safe and prosperous, right? That’s what it’s for. The advice that helps one person might cause problems for another, so that person gets different advice. There’s no proof that it has long-term plans.” I hesitated. “But I’m more worried that it does. That its warning to Max wasn’t saying ‘don’t do this’. That it does want things, and this is what it wanted.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Did Max... did Max ever tell you his theory about why your spell is here?”

Kylie narrowed her eyes. “Have you guys been talking about me behind my back?”

“Not maliciously! But your spell is going to come up in conversation! Anyway, awhile ago, we had a talk. About how the Destiny’s primary motivation is ensuring the safety and prosperity of Fionnrath, but about how spells don’t really think in the way people do, the really smart ones just kind of simulate it. Meaning that they can do things that just make no sense, because we can’t see the logic.”

“Okay. And?”

“And he pointed out that your great-grandfather escaped Fionnrath ages ago, and he couldn’t have been the only one. And that Fionnrath’s Destiny clearly didn’t tell Fionnrath that he’d escaped. And that this is the first time it picked a host outside of Fionnrath, and that it just happened to give a prophecy that killed people you loved right when you were the right age to come to Refujeyo, and that that’s really a lot of coincidences, isn’t it?”

“Not really,” she shrugged. “You can point to any endpoint of anything and say that a lot of coincidences got you there. Everything that happens is going to have improbable stuff in its history of cause and effect, but something has to happen.”

“He speculated that your spell came to Refujeyo on purpose.”

“Why?”

“It can see the future. It... probably saw Refujeyo as a threat.”

“You and Max think I’m some kind of Fionnrath sleeper agent?!”

“Maybe! I mean, it’s logical, right?”

“No! Fionnrath had no idea I was here! Lydia tried to kill me, they clearly didn’t – ”

“I’m not saying the people of Fionnrath knew or did anything. I’m saying that their future-predicting spell that’s trained to ensure their prosperity by predicting events they can’t see ended up here as part of a sequence of weird and unlikely events and maybe, from the spell’s point of view, that’s not an accident. Yes, I know it sounds ridiculous, but ever since we got here, stuff keeps happening and we keep being like ‘oh, this probably means nothing, we don’t want to get all paranoid and overreact’, and we’re always wrong!”

“Hey, most of the stuff we decide is probably too weird to be happening turns out to not be happening.”

“Yeah, because something even weirder happens! We always waste time freaking out about something, then convincing each other it’s probably nothing and we shouldn’t freak out, and then having to scramble to catch up when shit happens anyway! Well, I’m done not overreacting. Way too much weird stuff is happening, and for once I’m gonna be ahead of the curve. This place is weird, we’re all in deep trouble, and nothing is okay.”

Kylie put her tablet down and came over to put a hand gently on my arm. “Kayden?”

“Mm?”

“Is this about the Child and the Hero thing?”

“It is me, isn’t it? I’m the one that prophecy warns about. I can’t be saved, and if we try, more people are going to die. You said it’s not me because of the way the prophecy was phrased; you said you know the, the quirks of how your prophecy communicates, but you don’t. You used to know, but there are so many exceptions now. The prophecy only predicts short term things... except for in high energy environments, when it doesn’t. It only predicts for people you’re close to... except that it told you I was going to drown on the very day we met, when you didn’t even like me. It only predicts in rhyme... except for at Duniyasar, where its power is enhanced enough that it gives relatively coherent advice and can even sort-of hold a basic conversation. Ignoring the worst case scenarios isn’t going to stop making them come true.”

“And your inevitable dramatic death is somehow connected to me actually being a sleeper agent this whole time?”

“Maybe! I don’t know. Maybe they’re separate things. I just... look, none of this is even what I wanted to talk about. Your prophecy gave me some advice awhile ago, and I... I guess it’s time to stop ignoring it.”

She frowned. “Ignoring what?”

“Ignoring what happened in the Labyrinth of Dreams.”
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“Out at Duniyasar, when your spell warned Max about breaking the world, it gave us all some advice. It told me that if I was stuck, I should rely on what had gotten me out of the Pit twice before.”

Kylie did some quick math in her head. “You hadn’t started pit comps then, so...?”

“So it probably meant my Initiation and the Labyrinth of Dreams thing, yeah.”

“And what got you out?”

“My sense of direction. In the Initiation, I was in a forest and kept getting turned around, and it was a matter of orienting myself. In the Labyrinth, well, you were there. I paced out Max’s runes and kept us oriented toward the middle. So I guess I’m gonna get lost in another literal maze or something? Definitely looking forward to that, sounds great.” I brushed my fingertips over my scars again. “It... it also told me that I needed to pay attention to my scars.”

“For someone like you, that’s pretty vague advice. Given how many scars I imagine you have.”

“Yeah, but there’s only two that are weird and suspicious. Malas says there’s something on my chest that... well, I have to get around to talking to my parents about that, not much I can do about it here. And here, on my arm.”

“Ah. Your Tooth Scars.”

‘That’s the thing! It... okay, this is dumb and minor, but... these scars don’t make sense.” I explained the stretch marks indicating I’d used healing potion, went over the timeline again, and used the wall to demonstrate how I couldn’t have cut my arm open in the tooth castle like I’d assumed. “So, um. Do you remember how I got this wound?”

Kylie shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t actually remember all that much from that whole thing. I was mostly focusing on channelling my spell, or on resting up and trying to get my head together to channel my spell again. But it’s probab – ”

“I know it’s probably nothing. But everything I think that about turns out to be something, so.” I shrugged.

To be honest, I hoped it was something. I hoped that the dumb scar on my arm was what Kylie’s spell and the spellthing in my dreams kept teasing me about. Because otherwise, I was supposed to be paying attention to whatever Malas had found on my chest, and that meant having an incredibly awkward conversation with my parents that I definitely wasn’t ready to have. I still didn’t know how to feel about... all that. Or even if they had cut me, but who else would have? They had to have known, at least. I didn’t remember it, which meant I was too young, which meant that I was young enough for them to very definitely be aware of any injuries I was getting, especially ones that were neat and tended enough to heal invisibly. I just wanted to go back to... not knowing about that. Maybe I wouldn’t have to deal with it. Maybe the weird scars on my arm held the key to everything, somehow.

Hey, I could dream.

“So you think Fionnrath’s Destiny is on some deep-cover mission to start a war with Refujeyo.”

“Well... probably not? I mean, it doesn’t make much sense when you say it like that, but it’s probably here for something, right?”

“Is that why you told the Magistae I had it?”

Oh. I had done that, hadn’t I? I’d explained everything that happened, because I knew that Magista would do what she could to protect Max. I hadn’t actually told them what Kylie’s spell was, but I’d been so distracted by needing to tell Magista everything about Max’s situation that it hadn’t even occurred to me how easy it would be to figure out.

“Ah. Sorry. I... I panicked, a bit. I was trying to protect Max and I didn’t think. Sorry.”

“It’s fi... well, it’s not fine, but they’re going to find out at some point anyway, I guess. So.” She shrugged.

“It was a shitty thing to do, though. I shouldn’t have said anything without talking to you about it, first.”

She shrugged again.

An alarm beeped on my tablet. I checked my messages and scowled. “Right, I promised I’d meet up with Fiore today.”

“I have no sympathy. You’re the one who jumped ship.”

“I didn’t jump ship. Putting this all on Alania just makes all of us, including her, look incredibly suspicious, and she has got an actual job beyond stopping us from getting killed or arrested. I just got a new serveyanto, I didn’t move out of the country. It was a tactical decision. It’s not a big deal.”

“You don’t even like the Fiore. You think he’s annoying and obnoxious.”

“If I couldn’t work with people who were annoying and obnoxious, I wouldn’t be able to work with myself, so.”

“You not being able to work with yourself would explain absolutely everything about you, actually.”

I rolled my eyes and headed off to see my serveyanto.

“Kayden!” Fiore greeted me congenially as I strode into his office and slumped into a seat. Socks immediately jumped into my lap, purring. “How have you been?”

“Just fine,” I said, scratching Socks’ ears on demand, as was her right. “How about you? Enjoying the exciting world of teaching?”

“Well, you know how students are.” He busied himself with preparing tea. “You certainly seem happier than our last meeting.”

I was in a more normal frame of mind than our last meeting, at least. I took a moment to consider my response. The point of getting Fiore involved in any of this was to have another adult in our corner, one who wasn’t one of Alania Miratova’s friends, so it was possible to actually do things without looking like being part of some big conspiracy. The trade-off, in this case, was that Fiore thought there was a big conspiracy, and probably wanted to figure out what it was and how to pull it apart. I was perfectly fine with that. Anything that kept him invested in helping me, anything that I could use to pull favours out of him to help my friends when necessary, was fine, but it put me in a tricky position.

I didn’t want to lie to Fiore. I didn’t want to manipulate him, or at least I didn’t want to manipulate him on a level greater than he was manipulating me. That could get very messy and awkward when the lies were eventually found out. So I had to give him enough information that was useful, or at least that looked to him like it was useful, to keep him interested in helping me, but obliquely and honestly enough that when this all fell apart it would look like I hadn’t been deliberately stringing him along. Fiore feeling like he’d overestimated my importance in the long run and dropping me was fine. Fiore feeling like I’d cheated him absolutely wasn’t. I was happy playing a pawn to get what I wanted, but I absolutely didn’t want to risk becoming anyone’s political opponent.

He’d obviously called me in to probe for information, so. Some suspicion-confirming ego-stroking, and a taste of information that’d become public knowledge too soon for him to find useful, but that would confirm that I could be useful, especially if I didn’t seem to know it wasn’t useful. That would work.

“You know Kylie’s spell?”

“Yes?”

“You were right about what it was. Lydia Nic Fionn came here to teach her to handle Fionnrath’s Destiny.” I paused, giving him a half-second to feel quietly smug. “Lydia’s dead.”

There was a clatter, as Fiore dropped a teaspoon into a freshly prepared cup and splashed tea everywhere. His back was to me while he prepared the tea, but I could tell he was trying to look unshocked as he mopped up the spill and said, “That’s unfortunate.”

“Mm.”

He picked up the cup to clean underneath it. “How did she – ?”

“She tried to kill Kylie.”

He dropped the cup this time. Giving up on hiding his surprise, he turned and stared at me. “Why?”

I shrugged. “Politics. Who cares? But I hope for their sake that they don’t send anyone else. Kylie’s my mage. I’m not letting her get hurt.”

Fiore, to his credit, made an effort to hide the automatic flicking of his eyes to my arm, where my familiarity mark sat under my sleeve. Aside from a somewhat odd frame of mind while Kylie was actively dying (which... a lot was going on right then, emotionally and physiologically), I hadn’t noticed any psychological effects of the familiarity bond beyond the kind of preoccupation you’d expect when you constantly had to manage someone else’s magic in your body. But other people didn’t know that. Most people made their pets into their familiars, and some of them expected me to be clingy and possessive like their familiars were. I wasn’t too proud to use that assumption to my advantage. If Fiore happened to draw the conclusion that my attachment was magically compelled, and that he could buy my favour by protecting my mage... good. Protecting Kylie and Max was why I was here in the first place.

It probably didn’t help the whole possessive familiar misconception that I had been getting kind of protective of my friends. But that wasn’t specific to Kylie. I was pretty sure that had less to do with fancy magical bonds and more to do with the fact that every time we took our eyes off each other for too long, one of us nearly died from stupid magical bullshit.

Fiore looked at my expression and drew a conclusion that, in retrospect, I probably should have expected. “Did you kill her?”

“No!”

“Then how – ?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” He’d find out about Max soon enough. No reason for me to tell him everything; if I got into the habit of doing that, it’d be obvious when I had nothing to tell him, and he’d learn pretty quickly that I didn’t know anything useful about Alania.

Besides, Max wasn’t the one I wanted him focusing on right now. I accepted the tea being handed to me and gripped it in both hands, ignoring the uncomfortable heat. “If they send someone else,” I said, “to come and kill her, I won’t let them. But they might just try to steal her. If they can bribe or threaten her to go to Fionnrath, I’ll have to go with her, and honestly that doesn’t sound great.” I paused. This next bit was the tricky bit. I didn’t know anything about Fiore’s morals; I had no idea whether he’d protect students just because it was the right thing to do, which was why I needed to make sure he had other incentives to help. If he read ‘forcing Kylie and Kayden to go to Fionnrath’ as ‘breaking up Alania’s little group of suspicious young wizards’ and saw it as the solution to a problem, I could be making things a lot worse. I had to make sure he’d draw the opposite conclusion. So I scowled and said, “I don’t get why Alania told them about Kylie and invited them here in the first place. She was so damn insistent on bringing Lydia here and look where it got us. She must be really ticked off about Lydia’s death.”

“You haven’t seen her since?”

“No. I came straight to you. I don’t want to deal with Fionnrath after they tried to kill my mage.” Too far? Might be bordering on too far. Time to stop.

“Well,” he said, sounding thoughtful, “I’m sure that things will work out. Oh, and nobody has come near her family, I’m sure you’ll be happy to know.”

I nodded. Were her family in more or less danger now? Less, because after Lydia’s death the rest of Fionnrath probably wouldn’t bother with coercion attempts? Or more, because they might want revenge? How much did Fionnrath as a whole know about what had happened? Was it even public knowledge that Lydia had come to Refujeyo?

Not my problem. There were other people to worry about that, surely. So long as they were leaving Kylie’s people alone, whatever internal diplomatic nonsense might be going on was their own problem.

I stood up. “Thanks.”

“Always ready to talk, Kayden.”

I nodded and left, kind of awkwardly. I couldn’t help wondering how Kylie and Max would fare after we figured out how to sacrifice me like the prophecy said. Would things be easier or harder for them, politically, without the familiarity complication? I’d just have to do my best to make the transition smooth, with the time I had left.

I just wished that I knew how much time that was.
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“Today, we’ll be looking at memory potions,” Instruktanto Costa announced, adjusting her glasses and sweeping her raptor-like gaze over the class. “It’s that time of year where a lot of people start testing up or graduating, so if you’re going to be putting your health on the line and using magic to help you study, you should at least know how to do it safely. I’ve sent you all an information sheet, so give it a look and answer the basic questions on the worksheet.”

I glanced down at the information, and almost turned to make a snarky observation to Saina before I remembered that she wasn’t there. I had the whole desk to myself. Was she just... gone, now? She’d been worried that if her mother thought she was in danger at school, she wouldn’t let her come back – had she been right?

Memory potions fell into two major categories – those for improving memory, and those for eliminating memories. The memory elimination section was short, a simple explanation that using such potions was dangerous and highly illegal unless prescribed by and taken under the supervision of a qualified mental health professional. Most of the paragraph was taken up detailing the legal consequences for illegally making or trafficking such potions. No further details or recipes were included, simply a note that if the reader was struggling with extremely distressing unwanted memories, they could get help from Refujeyo’s mental health resources.

I blinked at the paragraph. A controlled substance? I didn’t know Refujeyo had such things. Oh, sure, the school mandated uniform colours and wouldn’t let in outside electronics and stuff like that, but they were just... school rules. How dangerous did something have to be, for the place that just shrugged and gave me hormones on demand, the place where my potion teacher was openly telling us to be sensible when we started taking magical study aids, the place where I could book a workshop and make whatever I wanted out of giant books full of potions, to actually have laws against something?

The memory aiding potion category was more helpful. Apparently there were two kinds – retention potions and recall potions. Retention potions simply increased focus and memory retention for a period of time after taking them, bypassing some of the normal forgetting mechanisms of the mind so that things were remembered in greater detail and easier to recall. Retention potions resulted in much more accurate memories, but without the normal editing mechanisms of the brain in the way, they lacked the normal ‘tunnel vision’ of recalling significant details and it was usually harder to remember which parts of them were important or why.

Recall potions allowed one to recall existing memories more clearly, which meant that they could be taken after the event. However, they tended to be a lot less reliable. The sheet noted that the potions could only work on what was still in the mind – memories were edited over time with every recall, so just because they were recalled under a potion didn’t mean they were more accurate, just easier to remember.

The categories were broken down further than that, and I read them thoroughly enough to fill out the worksheet, but I wasn’t really thinking about the academic details. I kept looking back up at the description of recall potions, and running my thumb along the scars on my wrist. The recall potions didn’t sound dangerous (although the info sheet included a long list of warning about the danger of taking them with brain damage, or certain neurodivergences, but none of them applied to me). How hard were they to make?

I checked the potion books I had on my tablet. All of them flat out refused to provide recipes for memory eliminators, repeating the warnings about how dangerous and illegal they were, but recall potions weren’t that difficult. I found a couple that used ingredients I was pretty sure I could get a hold of, although the preparation process looked annoyingly complicated.

Although maybe that was a good thing. I was pretty good at potioncrafting. If I mastered this, I could probably sell it to other students, who couldn’t (or didn’t want to bother to) make it themselves. If I was lucky, I might be able to put off having to get an actual job. I flagged the recipes for future reference and got back to classwork.

After class, Peter found me in the hall. “Did Saina talk to you?” he asked, without preamble.

“Talk to me about what?” I asked cautiously. I wasn’t sure how much Peter knew about Saina.

“Apparently she’s had to take some time off school for family stuff. She doesn’t know when she’ll be back. So where does that leave us with pit comps? I can look for three-member events for us, but there aren’t very many of those around. That’s why we needed you in the first place. We can wait for her, or we can pull in a temporary replacement. Thoughts?”

Ah, to be worried about school sports. For a moment I was genuinely, pathetically jealous. “Um. I’ll go along with whatever you and Hammond want to do. But I think we should wait, at least for a bit. Pulling someone else temporarily in when we don’t know how long it’s for could be... messy... and it’d be kind of a dick move to pull in a permanent backup without Saina being involved in the decision, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, Hammond said similar things,” Peter said, sounding vaguely frustrated.

I clapped him on the back. “Hey, it gives you time to focus on one-on-one duels for a bit! Get those aggressive instincts out!”

“Yes, yes. I just hope this whole thing doesn’t collapse after one event together.”

It might, I thought, depending on how long I have.

And with that lovely thought, I suddenly found myself needing to be alone for a bit, and found a random dead-end tunnel to sit in and just kind of... feel dread.

The Hero’s life cannot be saved. The Child will not be enslaved. Like every prophecy that Kylie had given since I’d become her familiar, the words were etched into my brain, clean and unforgettable. And I’d made the decision not to dither about with bullshit denial any more, since all that seemed to do was put everyone in more danger, so I couldn’t keep pretending that that prophecy wasn’t really obviously about me. I was going to die, and it felt... surprisingly a lot worse, than normal.

I’d spent my childhood with a time bomb in my chest, expecting it to kill me at any moment. I’d grown up with it, learned to tolerate it as a fact of life. Then I’d had a brief period of safety, where it wasn’t going to kill me after all, before the familiarity link took its place, another thing that could flare up and kill me at any time. So this prophecy shouldn’t be anything new, really. But it was. It was terrifying.

The curse had been an ongoing hazard, a thing that might strike at any time, like being prone to strokes or heart attacks or something, but it had been... abstract. Kind of like I imagined living under the threat of a war would be, or on an active volcano with no emergency evacuation plan. There, present, a ‘maybe’ disaster, a ‘probably’ disaster even, but... a nebulous future thing that might not happen. The familiarity link had been even less trouble, because despite everyone else’s panic, after I survived the first night I was pretty sure I was safe. Or at least, that the magic was no more likely to kill me than the various other hazards I regularly encountered. But the prophecy... the prophecy was a certain end. More certain than when that lake monster had been drowning me, where everything had been desperation and adrenaline rather than waiting for an inevitable end; more certain than the spellthing trapping me in its cabin in the Initiation and giving me no way out, when I’d been busy searching for – and had found – a way to convince it otherwise. This was a patient future, a set finish, although we didn’t know when it would be. And... I guess everyone has that? Everyone will die eventually and most people don’t know when. And lots of people have things they need to do before they die, like I needed to keep my friends safe and figure out what the hell preparing my heart “in offering” was supposed to mean. (I hoped it was something I could do myself. I didn’t think my friends would be able to bring themselves to kill me, even to protect us from whatever nebulous disaster it was supposed to protect us from. I wouldn’t ask them to, if there was any choice in the matter. But I didn’t want to have to go finding someone else and convincing them that they needed to do it.)

I’d tried to explain it to Kylie, how seriously we needed to take this, how we couldn’t pretend any more. I’d tried, and she’d listened, but I didn’t think she was going to stop pretending. I didn’t fancy my chances convincing Max, either. They didn’t want the prophecy to be about me, and... it would be kind of unfair for me to force them, I supposed. To make them help figure it out. I’d have to see if I could puzzle things out on my own.

When I got back to our room, nobody else was there. I shut my bedcurtains, pulled out some paper, and wrote the prophecy down.

In a time that’s mostly been, a Hero dreamed a thousand dreams.

A goal, a wish upon a star, a kiss blown to travel far.

In a time that’s partly been, a Child screams a thousand screams.

Imprisoned in the buried heart it pushes, presses, tries to start.

In a time that’s not yet been, the Hero dies, the Child free.

Breaks mirrors, chains, and crushes pearls, to rise from the top of the world.

The Hero’s life cannot be saved. The Child will not be enslaved.

But jailers have a chance to choose just how much they wish to lose.

Safety has a simple price – a single Child sacrifice.

Prepare its heart in offering, and be the music – climb, and sing.

That was extremely unhelpful.

There would be climbing involved. That was something. And singing – a ritual chant of some kind? “Be the music” suggested that might be the case, people forming a chorus? Or it could just be a roundabout reference to my elemental designation of sound?

If I was interpreting this right, then it was suggesting the Child – my spell – had to be sacrificed, which... was that possible? Could you kill a spell? They had to, well, break down eventually, right, or everyone would have one? Although that probably depended on the rate at which they were created... Max would be able to crunch the numbers on that. I could probably find a way to ask him without making it obvious that it was about the prophecy.

Oh! Wait!

My life can’t be saved. The spell won’t be enslaved. The spell needs to be sacrificed. No timeline given in the prophecy. It was so obvious!

I recalled taking to Malas about his spells, a pair so powerful that they were destroying his body and if he ever left his locus and they lost the power to sustain him, he’d die. He’d told me that when he did eventually die, his spells would seek out one of his apprentices... and mentioned offhand that it would probably kill several of them before finding one that could survive it. I’d been so distracted by thinking of my spell in the way I’d been taught to as a child, as a dangerous thing that might trigger and give me the power to cause great harm someday, but what if this wasn’t about the spell awakening at all?

What if it was about what the spell would do after I died, whenever and however that happened? “The Hero’s life cannot be saved” could just mean that everyone dies eventually.

I’d been a familiar for several months now, with no ill effects beyond the familiarity link refusing to be broken. Malas had told me, the first time he’d looked at my spell, that it was one of the extremely clingy ones, probably impossible to remove. Different people responded to hosting spells differently, and the available evidence suggested that I was a) walking magical flypaper, for some reason and b) had an unusually high tolerance for magic. If a particularly powerful curse was flying around, one that would kill most hosts, and I, a six month old uncursed baby, had been in the vicinity...

Maybe I wasn’t a time bomb. Maybe I was a radioactive waste containment facility.

Okay, so I’m not great at metaphors, but it gave me something to work with. The purpose wasn’t to kill me before I could hurt everyone or break everything or whatever the prophecy was warning against; it was to kill my spell before I died. And, okay so the wording suggested I might have to be killed as a part of this, but maybe not, and it felt different, somehow, to frame it as a problem inherent to the curse, not to me. And it gave me somewhere to look. There were, presumably, scientists who researched this kind of thing. Who probably had techniques for this kind of thing.

I just needed to learn how to kill magic.
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4: OHSW Exists For A Reason
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“Can spells be destroyed?” I asked Max while he painted runes up and down my arms. For the first time, he wasn’t painting the complicated, circular designs that we’d been taught at Skolala Refujeyo, but the spiderweb designs that we’d found on the skeleton under the lake. (With Saina not around to return Duniyasar to, Kylie was still the owner, and apparently she’d been letting him in to study the tapestries; he was pretty sure he had some idea of how magic flowed through them, now, and wanted my confirmation.)

“Hard to say,” Max murmured, most of his attention on the brush in his hand. “Theoretically, spells probably degrade to nothing eventually, or there’d be a lot more of them about, but it’s never been directly observed. Sometimes a spell will simply disappear for a while and everyone will think it’s dead, and then it’ll rise up again out of nowhere. Fionnrath probably thought their spell was dead, until Kylie showed up.” He scowled. “I’m running out of skin. You don’t have enough. You should eat more and put on weight.”

“Sure, I’ll get right on it.”

“Ugh, I’m going to have to paint over these scars. Do they hurt?”

“No, I can’t feel them. I don’t know if I’ll feel the magic in that part.”

“It’s okay, it’s not an important junction. Anyway, nobody’s sure about the life cycle of a spell because they’re kind of hard to track. We know that sometimes, the easy ones, the ones with lineages, will vanish, and sometimes they’ll come back generations later and sometimes they won’t. So maybe those that don’t come back are gone, or maybe they’re just... waiting. Which even makes calculating the number of spells we should have by looking at the rate of spell generation unreliable, and let’s not get into how unreliable every single formula already is for calculating the rate of spell generation. Can you turn your arm – yeah, like that. As for deliberately destroying spells, well, there’s probably a way, but I don’t know anybody who knows how. They say that Sekura Refujeyo used to have a bunch of scary witch assassins during the Purity Revolution, but they say all kinds of things. You know the stories.”

I nodded, and focused on not trembling while Max was still painting my arms. I did know the stories. During the witch hunts of the Purity Revolution, people would root out and kill cursed people in all kinds of creative ways, hoping to trap the curses inside their bodies and destroy them along with the witch. Of course, there had always been dangerous curses and people ready to try to destroy them, but with the Purity Revolution came the witch hunters, the mages tasked with protecting the world from curses, and if a curse repeatedly cropped up in a community no matter how many witches they burned or drowned or skinned or whatever, then they’d be called in to... deal with the problem.

The Revolution had calmed down over time, but the witch hunting mages never went away. I’d been warned about them for most of my life.

“So Sekura Refujeyo can destroy spells?”

Max snorted. “If you listen to the rumours, sekkies can do pretty much anything. They’re cops with lots of magic and not very much oversight. But no, I think if they were out there destroying spells, we’d know about it. There’s no reason to keep it a secret; the scientific community would be aware of the method, at least. I expect that what happened is that desperate people hiding their dangerous cursed children had witch hunters show up on their door to take them here to be trained – you know, the entire purpose of this school – and all the parents noticed was that big scary mages showed up and they never saw their children again. Repeat that process several hundred times, while commonfolk are killing witches out of desperation to try and eliminate their curses, and...” he shrugged.

“So... spells can’t be destroyed?”

“I don’t know of a method by which they can. But that isn’t to say that that method isn’t out there. There are teams of cultural researchers out there unearthing old commonfolk curse binding methods and occasionally turning up things that work; who’s to say that some of their old curse destroying methods didn’t work as well? Okay, these are done; let me get the thing.”

“The thing?”

Max went into his little area and retrieved a large ceramic tile with a simple illumination rune circle engraved into it. “We’ll use this to earth the magic. I’m basically going to channel some magic through your left arm, and need you to take note of where the magic flows; then I’ll do your right arm. Alright?”

I nodded. “We don’t usually use anything to ground the magic.”

“That’s because usually I’d just paint this part onto your arm. But this is... okay, if you think of normal runes like circuit boards, my theory is that these runes are more like wires. They can channel a lot of magic, but they’re not complicated enough to do much with it. Not in the limited space of your arms anyway. I think.” He bit his lip. “Anyway, if we want the magic to flow, we need to tell it to actually do something. I considered just putting it in a holding rune, but with an illumination rune we’ll be able to see it working by checking for light.”

I nodded. “Aright then. So I just touch it?”

“Yeah. So long as the black pads I painted on your fingertips are making contact with the rune, it should work. Okay.” He rubbed his hands together. “You ready?”

“Let’s do this.” I touched the tile.

A loud bang echoed through the confined space of the bedroom, and I was on the floor, seeing stars.

“Kayden? Kayden!”

“’M’fine,” I mumbled, sitting up and trying to blink my vision into something resembling normalcy. I felt... numb... inside. Weak? Drained? “Maybe use a bit less magic next time?”

“I hadn’t channelled any yet! I wasn’t even touching you! I’m so sorry, I have no idea what that was. Clearly I don’t understand any of this enough to be experimenting on you. I’m sor – ”

“Seriously, Max, I’m completely fine.” I pushed the heels of my hands against my eyes for a few seconds, and when I took them away, my vision was clear. I’d identified the drained feeling – it was the absence of Kylie’s magic. I felt like I’d been out of her range for a couple of weeks, at least.

Oh no. Had the experiment broken the familiarity link? Max had been careful not to paint over the link runes, but – no, the link was still intact. There just wasn’t any magic flowing through it, and the magic that had been inside me was gone.

I grabbed my tablet. “We have to check on Kylie.”

“Why? What’s going on?” Max asked, grabbing his own tablet.

I gestured at the small pile of rubble and dust that had once been a ceramic tile with runes on it. “That was her magic, not yours. I can’t feel her magic inside me any more.” I went to send her a message, but just then, she stumbled through the door.

“Are you alright?” Max and I asked simultaneously, causing her to jump.

“Yes,” she said with a certainty belied by the how her legs shook as she took the few steps to her bed, and collapsed onto it.

“How do you feel?” Max asked.

“Weak and dizzy, if you must know. What’s going on?”

“It’s our fault,” I said. “Sorry. We were experimenting. We, um.” I glanced at my arms. “I’m not feeling any of your magic. I think we might have... accidentally drained it? It was disorienting for me, too.”

“Oh. Huh.”

“I’m sorry,” Max said for the millionth time. “We didn’t even consider that this experiment might affect you.”

“We probably should have, with the link,” I added. “We’re idiots.”

“It wasn’t supposed to channel Kylie’s magic at all! None of the previous runes did! We know you can’t channel Kylie’s magic. That’s an established fact.”

“True. But you said those are like circuit boards, and these are like wires, right?”

“Metaphorically, yes. They don’t behave exactly like – ”

“I might not be able to, um... run programs?... with Kylie’s spell, but the power is still there. I think you just earthed it. Does that metaphor make sense?”

“Not even a little bit, but I think you have a point, nevertheless. At least as far as earthing the magic that happens to be present goes.”

“Hey,” Kylie said, “what are you two even talking about?”

“Oh, nothing.” I shrugged. “Max just accidentally invented a new magical weapon.”

“I what?!”

I gestured at the broken ceramic on the floor, and then kicked some fragments aside to reveal what I’d just noticed – the stone floor beneath was pitted and cracked. “I mean.”

Max flushed. “I... didn’t mean to do that. Or hurt either of you. I’m sorry.”

“We’re not hurt,” Kylie said. “I just need to rest a bit and the magic – ”

“You could have been! This proves that I had no idea what I was doing, and I shouldn’t have put you in danger like that! What if something worse had happened? Something more dangerous? I mean, even this is dangerous; if that tile had exploded outward then the fragments – ”

“Kylie can be mad if she wants,” I said, “but I agreed to this experiment. I took the risks, too.”

“Because you trusted my competence. You trusted that this would be safe, because I thought it was. Same as you trusted that I’d be able to undo that familiarity link.”

Kylie and I exchanged a glance.

“You’re right, Max,” I said, deadpan. “We are very traumatised and will never forgive you.”

“Honestly, I think you’re the source of all evil in the world,” Kylie added. “After all, your magical big brain legacy mage genius hasn’t solved world hunger yet. People are starving. For shame.”

“Yeah, and why haven’t you eliminated all disease? And stopped all the wars? People are trusting in you, Max.”

He sighed. “Do you two ever take anything seriously?”

“No,” I said. “It’s bad for my health.”

“We take you concerns seriously when they’re not total bullshit,” Kylie added. “Do you think your little earthing trick would work for people who aren’t Kayden?”

“What do you mean?” Max asked.

“I mean, channelling that amount of magic would normally have killed both of us, right?” she asked. Max clearly hadn’t considered this, because he went completely white and opened his mouth to respond, but she kept talking over him. “But that discharged the magic into that instead. Side note: how deep do you think those cracks go? Should we change to a different bedroom? Not important right now. My point is, it discharged the magic in Kayden because he’s a familiar, right? Because of the way the magic moved through his body, it was just there and available?”

“I assume so,” Max said, “but we’ve done no research and everything is guesswork at this point.”

“Right. So my question is, does it only work for familiars, or could a mage discharge their spell like that, too? If they channelled their magic through it?”

“Hmm.” Max rubbed his goatee, slipping back into Mad Scientist mode. I caught Kylie’s eye and gave her a ‘congratulations on sufficiently distracting him’ eyebrow waggle, which I assumed that the context of the situation would sufficiently communicate. She gave me a thumbs up.

“I don’t think that would work,” Max continued, “since they’d still be channelling the spell to get it into the, um, wires. Since they’d have to be touching the rune anyway, I don’t thing drawing these on their arms would change anything. They could be used to convey magic outside the body and activate runes at a distance, but we already have runes for that... I guess it’s worth experimenting to see if these kinds are better or worse than modern runes, but they’d probably be worse, because otherwise why have they fallen out of use?” He bit his lip. “Now, if there was a way to get the magic of the spell directly into the ‘wires’ without channelling, then another mage might be able to accomplish the same as Kayden. I’d have to paint over the mage mark, I think...” he frowned at the mage mark on his arm thoughtfully. “Mmm. Excuse me, I have some work to do.”

“Try not to blow up any school equipment!” I called after him as he left. I looked at Kylie. “We should probably go to the kuracar, right after I wash all these runes off.”

“Oh, yeah. We could have all kinds of internal injuries. Let’s be quick; if he finds anything, I don’t want Max to know about it.”

“So that whole situation was fucked up, right? Human experimentation and unexpectedly dangerous magic? He’s right, that could’ve been way more dangerous.”

“Well, yeah, but aren’t we used to that by now?”
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5: A New Theory
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“You seem perfectly fine,” Malas said once he’d scanned us. “Your parasympathetic systems are quite active, if that’s informative.”

“Is that bad?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s just the system of responses that calms you down. It’s a normal response to all kinds of things. Being fatigued, or hungry, or well fed, or sedated, or just in a very relaxing situation. What happened, to bring you two in here?”

We both shrugged. We’d decided not to explain Max’s little experiment. We were still waiting for the other shoe to drop over Lydia’s death, and ‘oh yeah, the person who killed her at Duniyasar is regularly going back there to study the magical secrets of it tapestries’ probably wasn’t a great look.

“Just, you know. You’re always insistent on regular checkups,” I said, as if that was remotely believable.

“... Right. Well. You seem fine. Unusually so, in your case, Kayden. My scan usually stresses your system a little.”

Because it feels weird and gross, with Kylie’s magic in the way. Not currently a problem. (We should probably have waited for Kylie’s magic to recover before coming in. Oh well, hindsight and all that.)

We thanked Malas and headed back to our room. After inspecting the floor a bit, we concluded that the cracks were probably quite deep, although we couldn’t see much of them, and the chunks taken out of the floor were pretty obvious. After some discussion on just how we were supposed to explain this damage to anyone, we went and bought a rug to cover it instead. There, problem solved. So long as we started sweeping our own floor, the janitors would have no reason to move the rug, and nobody would see the damage. We were so smart.

“I think I need a nap,” Kylie remarked.

I nodded. A nap sounded like a pretty good idea.

In fact I was only dozing lightly when I was woken by Kylie sitting straight up in bed and exclaiming, “Holy shit!”

I knew what she meant. “We could have died!” I added.

“And we’d have had no idea why! Those runes causing the magic to bypass us instead of just pulling it right through us was pure luck! Nobody had any idea that would happen!”

“And the floor!” I got up and kicked the rug aside. “Look at the floor! This could’ve caused a cave-in!”

“Do we know it didn’t? That fissure might’ve collapsed something on someone!”

“No, I’m pretty sure that that would’ve triggered the evacuation alarm,” I said. “So like, we know it didn’t cause a cave in. But it could have.” I sat heavily on my bed, not confident that my knees would be able to support me much longer. “What the hell. We have to alert someone about this.”

“Why did you let him perform mad science experiments on you?”

“It’s never been a problem before! He just writes perfectly normal runes and channels perfectly normal magic through them! We had no reason to think that this would be any different! Are you okay? Any lingering effects of being, you know, depowered?” I could feel her magic back in my own body; faint, but present. So we hadn’t broken anything (except the floor). Good.

“Most people go through life without being born with magic in their face,” Kylie replied. “I’m sure my body can handle being unmagical for an hour or two without ‘lingering effects’.”

“That was weird though, right? Why does nothing normal ever happen to us?”

“To be fair, this was kind of self-inflicted. What with the mad science experimentation.”

“It wasn’t mad science.” I rubbed my face. “Hey, do you think you could kill a spell with this?”

“... what?”

“If Max figured out how to channel it directly from the mage, into these kinds of runes. Or, or even if a mage just uses another familiar; there’s no reason this wouldn’t work with any familiar, it doesn’t have to be me. Do you think you could destroy a spell by channelling it through these?”

“Um. I don’t think we need to worry about that? I mean, that pulled all the magic out of the Destiny, and it’s recovering fine.”

“Yeah,” I said, my heart sinking. “That’s true.” Damn a lack of easy answers. I’d already been constructing a scenario where to ‘prepare its heart in offering’ would just involve Max painting sigils over my heart, and we’d climb to wherever we’d set up a magical sink to absorb the power of the spell without bringing the caves down around us, and...

Ah, well. Back to the drawing board.

“So what do we do about this floor?” I asked. “Is our plan seriously to just... cover it up with this rug and hope that nobody asks any questions?”

“If you came up with a better plan while napping, I’d love to hear it.”

“What do we do when someone inevitably notices?”

Kylie shrugged. “Play it by ear? It’s not the first bedroom damaged by a Max mad science explosion.”

“Do you have to keep calling it mad science?”

“Yes, to annoy you.”

When Max returned some time later, he eyed our new rug, opened his mouth, closed it again, and seemed to just decide to ignore the entire issue. After apologising to us yet again, he shut himself behind his bedcurtains to study. I had no idea whether that was a good sign or not – it was his favourite thing to do in both really good and really bad moods.

I started listing the ingredients of the memory potions I wanted to try out, having decided that my vague whim of making and selling them to other students was now a definite career plan, because why not. After some mutual silence, Kylie piped up, “So anyone doing anything interesting for the holidays?”

“Wait, what?” I frowned. “When are the holidays? Didn’t we literally just have holidays?”

“We just had an emergency evacuation. The holidays are in a month.”

“... Oh.” My internal calendar had been completely thrown off. I was going to see my parents. I was going to have to talk to them about the scars on my chest; I couldn’t exactly avoid asking, not when they might actually be important. I was not ready for that conversation.

I rubbed my chin worriedly, feeling the bristle of patchy hairs that I hadn’t bothered to shave that morning, and for the first time felt not satisfaction, but panic. I was going to have to have that conversation, too. They could hardly not notice. Was it too late to insist on staying at school on the pretence that I was worried about the familiarity link killing me?

Yeah, probably. Previous holidays hadn’t been a problem, and Kylie would be going to see her family. I was just going to have to have multiple awkward conversations. With people I was staying in a motel with. For two weeks.

Ugh.

Well, that was Future Kayden’s problem. Current Kayden had enough to worry about.

“How about you, Max?” I asked Max’s bedcurtains. “Are you coming with us again for the holidays?”

“Mm? No, I can’t. It’s my grandmother’s birthday, and it would be unthinkable for her heir not to attend. I have to stand around and smile and be passive-aggressively bragged about to other mage families.”

“Sounds like an absolutely riveting time. The most fun holiday ever.”

“Holidays should be shorter here.”

I wasn’t sure I’d go that far. Awkward conversations aside, I was looking forward to seeing my family. And Melissa and Chelsea, of course. Being able to secretly text them was much better than relying on snail mail, but I still wanted to see them.

My thoughts were interrupted by a thump from Max’s direction, followed by a quiet, “ow”.

“... Max?”

“It’s fine! I just punched my desk. It’s fine.”

“... Why did you punch your desk?”

“Because this book isn’t giving me the information I need and I refuse to punch a book, on principle.”

“I’ve never seen you punch anything.”

“Yeah, that’s probably why it hurt.”

I vaguely recalled Max being smug when I’d hurt my hand on di Fiore’s face, back when we were initiates. Could I pull off the same kind of smug lecture? Probably not. I didn’t really remember what he’d actually said.

“Lunch break?” Kylie suggested.

“You go,” Max said. “I’m not hungry.”

I was hungry. My mind was still reeling from the whole ‘blow a hole in the floor’ thing and the adrenaline had apparently eaten up a lot of energy. But I could eat later.

“Weird puzzle time, then,” I suggested. “What do you remember about this?”

Max came out from behind his curtains
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