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      Two weeks.  Two long weeks since our confrontation with the cursed box.  Tristan still wasn’t himself, and now he’d gone and locked himself away for three days in his room.

      I stood before his door staring at the entrance.  I took a deep breath and rapped on the wood.  “Tristan, are you okay?”  I waited a moment before I rapped again.  “Tristan?  Can I come in?”

      Still no response.  I leaned my ear against the wood and listened.  There came a strange shuffling sound from inside the room.

      I drew away and stiffened my jaw.  “Tristan, I’m coming in.”

      I grabbed the knob and turned it, or tried to.  It was locked.

      Gwill’s head floated out of the door.  “It’s not polite to enter when you’re not welcomed.”

      “But I want to see if Tristan is okay,” I insisted as I frowned at him.

      “He’s just fine, but not if you keep bothering him with your knocking,” Gwill scolded me.

      “Is he sick?” I asked him.

      Gwill waved his hands at me and scooted me away from the door.  “No more questions, just shoo!”

      I grasped the banister of the balcony railing and took one last, forlorn look at the door before I proceeded downstairs.  Alex’s large cat form met me at the bottom of the stairs, and at one look at my face his tail swished.  “Something’s bothering you.”

      I scratched the top of his head and shrugged.  “I’m just worried about Tristan.  After that night with the box he hasn’t really been himself.”

      Alex rubbed his cheek against me and blinked up at me with those beautiful eyes.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine.  Athrylis like to be alone.”

      I sat down on the bottom step and sighed.  “I don’t.”

      Alex sat down beside me and swished his tail.  “You’re different.  No normal athrylis would have wanted to free me.  Most wouldn’t have seen past the curse.”

      My face fell as I looked over his feline form.  “I wish I could have saved you some other way.”

      He shook his head.  “I don’t mind being this way.  It reminds me of my old friends, and I never want to forget them.”

      I looked over my shoulder and at the tell-tale door.  “I hope Tristan isn’t in there so long that he forgets about all of us.”

      Alex pushed his shoulder against mine.  “Want me to see if I can break down the door?”

      I shook my head.  “No.  I mean, it’s tempting, but I think we should leave him alone.”  I stood and stretched my arms above my head.  “I’m sure there’s other things I can do until he comes out.”

      I froze mid-stretch when a knock came from the front door.  Chloe hurried out of the dining room with her apron covered in flour.  “Now who could that be?”

      She opened the door and a smile stretched across my face.  Maddock, the doctor who had treated me during my first adventure in Ledrith, stood on the threshold.  A shadow of a beard hung about his jaw and his hair was slightly disheveled.  His soiled overcoat bespoke a long and messy journey.

      He sported a bright, cheery face as he bowed his head to Chloe.  “Good morning, Chloe,” he greeted her

      She curtsied and stepped aside.  “Good morning, Mr. Maddock!  Won’t you come in?”

      “Just the idea I had,” he teased as he stepped inside.  His eyes fell on me and his eyes widened.  “My my!  What a change from the shy young woman whom I first met not so long ago!”

      I stood and looked down at myself.  “You really think so?”

      He strode over to me and grasped my hands in his gentle but unshakable grip.  “Most definitely!  And I’m glad to see you have your magicum.”  His eyes wandered down to the harp that hung on my hip.

      I smiled.  “It wasn’t easy getting it finished.”

      Doc turned his attention to the furry friend at my side.  “And who might this be?”  His eyes widened a little as he looked between us.  “Well well!  A magicum and a familiar?  And in such a short time!”

      I blinked at him.  “How can you tell he’s my familiar?”

      Doc winked at me.  “I have a nose for these things.”

      Alex turned his face away and scoffed.  “It’s not too hard to see the connection.”

      Doc laughed.  “A familiar with bold truth!  Yes, this one suits you just fine.”

      Chloe came up behind him and nodded at his soiled clothes.  “May I take your coat?”

      “If you would,” Doc pleaded as he peeled off the overcoat.  “But don’t let it go too far.  I will be in need of it before long.”

      My face fell.  “You won’t be staying very long?”

      He opened his mouth, but his attention was drawn to a spot above me.  I followed his gaze and my heart skipped a beat.  Tristan stood at the balcony railing.  His face was pale and his bright eyes were a little darker than normal, but otherwise he was himself.

      “What brings you so far from Laethion, and so close to the exams?” Tristan wondered as he proceeded down the stairs.  “The students must be lost without your sedatives.”

      “A most urgent matter,” Doc answered as he eyed Tristan with a sharp look.  “But have I come at a bad time?”

      “On the contrary, Christine is in need of company,” Tristan assured him as he joined us.

      “I’m afraid I can’t stay long, and I was wondering if the same might be said of you and your company,” he requested.

      Tristan arched an eyebrow.  “You mean for us to accompany you back to the city?”

      Doc nodded.  “I mean just that.  There’s trouble there that I’m afraid I can’t settle myself, nor can anyone, really, who is involved in the school.”

      “What school?” I asked them.

      “The Alchemical Research School,” Doc revealed.  “There have been some rather strange happenings of late that have darkened the halls.”

      A bitter smile slipped onto Tristan’s lips.  “Have you forgotten that I am not allowed to step on their grounds?”

      Doc shook his head.  “I didn’t forget, which is why I brought this.”  He reached into his shirt jacket and drew out an envelope which he handed to Tristan.

      Tristan opened the envelope and pulled out a folded note.  I sidled up to him, and Chloe and Alex crowded around.

      

      This letter surprises both you and ourselves, but we find we are in urgent need of an outside mind, and none can be more so than your own.  If you can pull yourself away from your black magic we will accept your company at the School within a fortnight.  Any longer and your services will no doubt not be needed.  We offer whatever you wish, within the reason of society, and await your reply through our mutual acquaintance.

      

      - The Committee of Alchemists

      

      Alex wrinkled his nose.  “That’s a lot of backhanded compliments.”

      I looked up at Tristan’s face.  There was a little bit of surprise mingled with curiosity.  “What’s the Committee?”

      “They are the arbitrators of the Alchemical school,” he explained as he looked up at Doc.  “What has made them so desperate that they call upon me for help?”

      Doc pursed his lips and sighed.  “That is a story long enough that we may find a seat.”

      Tristan gestured to the parlor and we took our seats on the furniture.  All but Chloe who held back.  “I’ll go get you a nice, warm drink,” she offered our guest.

      Doc managed a small smile.  “That would be wonderful, thank you, Chloe.”  She curtsied and hurried to get the drink ready.

      “What is the problem?” Tristan asked him.

      Doc cleared his throat.  “As you know, the school, though old, sits upon even older ruins.  Excavations have been ongoing for quite a number of years, and they recently discovered a vast treasure-trove of runes hidden in a tomb beneath the basement.”

      “Those things are just trouble,” a disembodied voice piped up, and Gwill made his appearance through one of the walls.  He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned.  “Just bury them and forget about them.”

      Doc sighed.  “Would that fix the problem, many would gladly acquiesce.  Even, I think, the Committee, though they desire the runes to further the influence of the school.”

      Gwill scoffed.  “Typical.  They’d sell the soul of their own grandmother to get even an ounce more of magic.”

      “Then they’re athrylis like us?” I guessed.

      Tristan shook his head.  “They’re abilities are greatly limited, and only the craftings of the alchemist are open to them.”

      “No doubt one of the reasons why they harbor such a disliking for you, old friend,” Doc mused as he folded his hands.  “But their own ambitions aside, it’s the ambitions of another that worries us.”

      Tristan arched an eyebrow.  “Who?”

      Doc shrugged.  “That’s the mystery.  We don’t know.  All we can discover is that some of the more powerful runes were stolen from the tomb, how we cannot even guess, and they have made their power known throughout not only the grounds but among the streets of the city.”

      “What kind of runes are these?” I spoke up.

      “Of a typical nature from that period some two thousand years hence,” Doc informed me.  “That is, they are cut into clay tablets with several lines of incantations upon them, like a page out of a spell book.”

      “Except worse than most spell books in Tristan’s library,” Gwill quipped.

      Doc nodded.  “Yes, and that is where the trouble lies.  Whoever stole them has been using their powers to attack people.”

      “Can the culprit not be traced from those who were attacked?” Tristan wondered.

      Doc shook his head.  “As far as we can tell the attacks are random, almost as though the thief is merely testing the powers of the runes.”

      “What kind of attacks are these?” I asked him.

      A dark shadow fell onto Doc’s troubled brow.  “Of a most heinous nature.  People have-well, have had their lives so affected by the magic of the runes that many have been shunned by their friends and families.  Others have-” He paused and shuddered.  The act from such a cool and collected person gave me the chills.  “Then there are those who wish they were dead.”  He lifted his gaze to Tristan.  “You can see now why the Committee wishes the problem to be dealt with in as much speed as possible.”

      Tristan cupped his chin in one hand and furrowed his brow.  “And how many runes were stolen.”  Doc lifted one finger, and Tristan blinked at him.  “Just one?  For so many maladies?”

      Doc nodded.  “Yes.  This particular rune stone held only a few words.  They were: each to his own desire.  Fortunately, the thief hasn’t been able to decipher the true meaning of the words.”

      “How do you know that?” Tristan questioned him.

      “Because they don’t know that the necessary component for the curses is a touch of the victim’s blood,” he revealed.  “The rune, though stolen rather quickly, was also studied most thoroughly and in secret.  The most learned men informed the Committee of this very important detail only the day before the rune was stolen.”

      “Then I am to travel to the school and discover the identity of the thief?” Tristan guessed.

      Doc nodded.  “I admit I can’t keep an impartial eye, and neither can anyone else.  All are suspected, and so we need an outsider to help us.”  A sly smile slipped onto his lips.  “Your presence may even cow the culprit into ceasing or slowing their attacks.”

      Gwill scoffed.  “Or perhaps goad him into attacking Tristan.”

      Doc sighed.  “I admit that some of the Committee members do hope for that outcome, but whoever stole the runes, obviously not well-versed in their translation, shouldn’t be difficult for you to overpower.”

      “And yet they managed to foil the protections the alchemists placed over the tomb,” Tristan reminded him.

      Alex snorted.  “That’s easy.”  All eyes fell on him and he shrugged.  “What?  It is.”

      “Have you intimate knowledge of such thievery, Sir Cat?” Doc wondered.

      “Even in my time all you needed to do was find the tying point and untwist it with a piece of hawthorne,” Alex replied.

      Doc’s eyes widened.  “My god.  What a brilliant and so simple trick.”

      “Tying point?” I wondered.

      “The point at which the alchemical spell is finished,” Tristan explained.  “Hawthorne is known for its ability to ward off evil.”

      “Then alchemist spells are evil?” I guessed.

      Gwill burst out laughing while Doc coughed into his hand.  “I would not go so far as to say that, but the idea is intriguing and shows how desperate we are for fresh minds on this puzzle.”  He looked back at Tristan.  “So will you come?”

      Tristan looked down at me.  “I may be away for quite some time.”

      My face fell.  “Then I couldn’t come with you?”

      “Would you?” he wondered.

      I snorted.  “Do you have to ask?”

      A ghost of a smile slipped onto his lips.  “I am sorry I did.”  He returned his attention to Doc.  “We will go.”
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      I leaned out the carriage window and smiled as the wind blew through my hair.  The forests of Harlipren were long behind us, and now on either side of the wide dirt road lay fields and small farmhouses.  The road ahead of us was partially hidden by short, tumbling hills that created little hollows for creeks and springs.  A few mountains dotted the landscape, and here and there were large clumps of trees for fuel and play.  The scent of freshly cut hay tickled my nostrils and the sounds of farm animals calling to one another filled my ears with their soothing monotony.

      I dropped back into the carriage where Tristan sat beside me and Maddock with Alex in his large cat form sat opposite us.  The mood inside the carriage wasn’t as fresh and carefree as the outside.

      “Whom do you suspect to be our foe?” Tristan asked our medical friend.

      Maddock folded his arms over his chest and pursed his lips.  “To be perfectly honest, I haven’t the slightest idea who is at fault.  Though you yourself have seen what happens when students turn their lessons to-well, less noble ventures, I can think of no person present at the academy who fits the description of such wanton brutality and reckless abandon for their fellow creatures.”

      Tristan eyed him with a sharp look.  “You do yourself a disservice in trying to protect the school.”

      A small smile appeared on Maddock’s lips.  “Is my partiality so obvious that I am blinded?”  He looked out the window to his left and sighed.  “I have been a doctor for the school for many years, as my forbearers were before me, and no doubt I would rather not cast suspicion on anyone whom I have met there.”

      “And yet you do harbor such suspicions,” Tristan persisted.

      Maddock continued to look out the window, but he gave a curt nod.  “Yes, I do.”

      “Do you have a list?” Tristan asked him.

      A slight touch of Maddock’s humor returned as he reached into his traveling jacket.  “You know me better than I know myself.  I only made the list as I was coming to you.”  He pulled out a folded slip of paper and handed the note to Tristan.

      Tristan opened the paper and read the contents.  I leaned rightward and cast my eyes on the three names listed there.

      “You might read them aloud,” Maddock invited him as he studied us.  “And then ask your questions that I can see in your eyes.”

      Tristan cleared his throat.  “Adria Ferro, Innesa Vasileva, and Charles Sullivan.”  He looked over the top of the paper and at our friend.  “All but the last are illustrious names.”

      Maddock nodded.  “They are.”

      I looked from one to the other.  “They’re famous?”

      “The Vasileva were once royalty of a kingdom far to the north, but they were ousted a century ago and much of their wealth was taken by the new king as his own,” Maddock told me as he leaned back in his seat.  “The Ferro family have a wealth of land to the east of Laethion where they grow the finest wines that are shipped to all the empires.”

      “And Sullivan?” I wondered.

      He shook his head.  “A poor family from the east.  He was accepted into the school through a scholarship and has shown an aptitude that has surprised all of his teachers.”

      “So why do you suspect these students?” Tristan asked him.

      “On the flimsiest of reasons,” Maddock answered.  “In that they all have the power to pull off such magical spells as we have seen.  Where they might have acquired the knowledge, however, is anyone’s guess.”

      “Magic can come out of you from anywhere,” Alex spoke up.

      Maddock smiled at him.  “As you well know, my friend, and would your experience have been more fortunate.”

      Alex shook his head.  “I have no regrets.”

      Maddock sighed.  “And I have no guesses as to where they might have found such power.”

      “Perhaps that is not to be guessed at all,” Tristan murmured.

      Maddock arched an eyebrow.  “I see you are already forming your plan to entrap the culprit.”

      “Forming being the operative word,” Tristan replied as he looked out the window.  His eyes hardened and his eyebrows crashed down.  “But first I must ask the Committee a few questions.”

      Our guide chuckled.  “You will find them unwillingly at your assistance, I fear.  They have still not forgiven you for defeating their finest at the Magick Tournament some hundred years ago.”

      “He was an opponent worthy of defeating,” Tristan countered.

      “What happened?” I spoke up.

      Maddock waited a moment for Tristan to respond before his attention fell on me.  “I once convinced our modest friend here to enter the Magick Tournament, a contest of skills in various aspects of magic.  The Alchemists put forth the best among them, a gentleman held in high regard by syk and athrylis alike.”

      “Syk?” I repeated.

      “The term for those who are incapable of using magic,” Maddock reminded me as he nodded his head at Tristan.  “It was quite a sight to behold as Tristan and the champion faced off over their cauldrons.  They conjured up many a frightful and beautiful spell, but the victory went to our friend here, and the Committee has never forgive him.”

      Something in his words caught my attention.  “You said the tournament happened a hundred years ago, right?”

      Maddock laughed.  “I see my tongue has slipped, but yes, I did say that.”

      My eyes widened at the youngish man.  “But that would make you-?”

      He bowed his head.  “Quite right.  I am rather young looking for my age, am I not?”

      “But I-” I whipped my head to and fro between the men.  “How?  What?  I mean, do people live a long time in this world?”

      Maddock shook his head.  “Not any longer than yours, I would wager.  My case is rather, well, complicated.”  His eyes flickered to Tristan who’s lips were so tightly pressed together that the color had gone out of them.  “An unintentional error, if you will.”

      “Then how old are you?” I asked him.

      He shrugged.  “Only a few hundred.  After eight decades I am afraid I had forgotten the exact date of my birth.”  The carriage slowed and Maddock leaned out the window to look ahead of us.  “We are nearing our destination.”

      I looked out the window and my eyes widened.  Our carriage crested a short hill and made a sharp turn, and before us arose a majestic city of white stone.  The metropolis seemed to grow out of a hollowed out mountain and the sharp spires of its tallest structures cut into the very sky.  Even at this distance I could see the winding streets and different sizes of buildings that created a maze of wonder and confusion.

      The streets wound up and down the cut remains of the mountain, creating four tiers of progressively larger buildings until my eyes reached the top.  At the summit stood an impressive castle constructed of the white stone, and its ramparts glistened in the bright midday sun.

      “Wow,” I breathed.

      Maddock studied me with his mischievous smile.  “Do you like it?”

      I nodded.  “It’s beautiful.”

      Maddock nodded.  “I must admit I feel the same awe every time I return.  The beauty of this ancient city never fades, and I hope it never will.”

      “No amount of water will ever wash those stones of their blood,” Tristan spoke up.

      I turned my head to Tristan and blinked at him.  “Blood?”

      “A city as ancient as Laethion has its fair share of atrocities,” Maddock warned me with a sigh.  “Even the hands of the Alchemical school are not clean as they should be.”

      We passed a large boulder upon which had been affixed dozens of posters.  Some of them advertised plays and shops, but one of them had a picture of a shadowy face with the words Lady Night printed beneath the picture.

      “Who’s Lady Night?” I asked my companions.

      Maddock chuckled.  “A recent celebrity, if you can call a thief such a thing.  She is a burglar of extraordinary skill who took up residence in the city some six months ago and has succeeded in ever more brazen attacks against the wealthy.  She seems to have a particular animosity against many of the older households who advertise their fae heritage.”

      My eyes widened.  “Fae and humans can have kids?”

      “Often without issues, though obviously the fae mate will outlast their mortal partner, and their half mortal children,” Maddock told me.

      I noticed that Alex had stuck his head out the window.  His appearance frightened several pedestrians as we passed by them, but he appeared oblivious to their shrieks and yelps.  His every attention lay on the city.

      “Do you recognize the city?” I asked him.

      He nodded.  “Yes.  This is where I lived before-well, when I was alive.”

      “Has it changed much in your long time away from the city?” Maddock asked him.

      Alex closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Not from this far away, but I knew the streets better than I did the countryside.”

      Maddock smiled at him.  “Then we will have to show each other around when we have the time.”

      The city was entered via a wide stone arch through which four of our carriages could easily ride abreast.  The wheels of our carriage rolled off the dirt and clattered onto the rutted cobblestones that made up the many winding streets.  The carriage turned to the right and traveled up the tiers to the third level.

      On the way I noticed that each step was held up by massive stone walls of cut rock and boulders.  Stone and wooden houses pressed up against the walls and crowded against each other so that one could walk across their various roofs.  Several larger houses occupied their own little plot of land with yards and trees while most homes were hardly more than three-room affairs.

      The two lower tiers had a special feature: tucked between the houses were large, impervious boulders.  Their chisel-marked and scorched sides revealed the attempts made to turn them into powder, and all to no avail.  There they sat among the houses, many used as walls and others standing alone, silent witnesses to the changes in the city.

      The higher we drove the steeper the climb until, at the last, the pair of horses were forced to an easy walk.  I leaned over Tristan and looked out his window.  The drop to the buildings on the lower tier was some fifty feet down and climbing.  I shuddered, but Tristan wrapped a strong arm around me and drew me close against his side.

      “A carriage has rarely failed to reach the top,” he assured me.

      I winced.  “And the times they have?”

      “Political intrigue would be an apt term for those ‘accidents,’” Maddock spoke up as we reached the top.  “But it appears we bear no one any ill-will.  At least not yet.”

      The top was a small plateau with stone walls on two sides that signaled the end of the road.  The other two were the steep drop and the road back down.  The greenery was sparse, but a small park claimed the side farthest from the cliff while a narrow, tree-lined path occupied the cliff.  A small stable stood precariously near the sharp drop.

      Our carriage rolled through a small archway and into a courtyard.  Four floors of Gothic architecture towered above the arch and occupied three sides of the yard.  The majestic structure of sharp angles and guarding gargoyles was shaped like a ‘u’ with a few odd buildings that stood outside those tall walls.  A covered walk surrounded the three tall sides of the courtyard and planters full of flowers spilled over onto the smooth stones where many a foot had tread.

      For all its beauty the buildings showed signs of great age and some neglect.  Water stained the stone walls and the steep roofs were missing a few tiles.  The tall paned windows that looked down on us with such distaste were dirty on the outside and each tried to hide a darkness that occupied the halls beyond like an unwelcome guest.

      However, a steady stream of students and teachers disturbed the lifelessness of the place as, laden with books, they scurried to and fro.  The teachers were clearly denoted by their black robes with six-pointed star lapels over their hearts while the students, with a wide range of ages in that company, all wore the same drab black turtleneck sweaters with pants, though the girls wore long skirts with their hair pulled back.

      The carriage stopped before the rear part of the building, and Maddock climbed out first and offered me his hand.  “Welcome to the Alchemical Research School.”

      “It’s a little foreboding,” I commented as he helped me out.

      He chuckled as Tristan followed me.  “You must forgive the stone monsters.  They were a fancy of the architect, and the leader of the Committee at the time took a liking to them, and there they have stayed these many centuries.”

      “Maddock!” called out one of the boys as they passed.

      Maddock grinned.  “Not skipping class today, Tony?”

      “Tomorrow!” the young lad shouted back with his own sly grin.

      “Hey, Maddock!  Hi, Maddock!  Where you been?” came the shouts of other students as they hurried past.  The teachers gave a respectful bow of their heads, and some offered a smile.

      “What a cute kitty!” several of the girls cooed as they passed by us.

      Alex hunched over and flattened his ears.  “I’m not a kitty. . .”

      Several of the girls stared with admiration at the tall, handsome dragon at my side.  “He’s so handsome!” they squealed in barely hushed whispers.

      I looped my arm through one of his and grinned up at him.  “I have a lot of competition here.”

      He wrapped his arm around my waist and shook his head.  “None at all.”

      “Maddock!” a boy of ten shouted as he hurried up to us.  His trousers were a little too big for him and he tripped over their bottom hem.

      Maddock caught him and righted him.  “Still growing into your pants, eh, Ryan?”

      Ryan sheepishly looked up at him.  “Mother says I’ll be in them in no time the way I grow.”

      Maddock laughed.  “Like a weed, or so I’ve heard.”

      Ryan straightened and grinned.  “Where have you been?”

      “Having a little adventure on the road,” Maddock replied with a wink.  “And have you been having adventures in your studies?”

      Ryan wrinkled his nose.  “No.  They’re kind of boring, and too easy.”

      Maddock laughed.  “Well, I’ll have to give you some better material later, but right now I am in need of a favor of you.”  He leaned in close and lowered his voice to a whisper.  “If you could summon night and shadow, I would be much obliged.”

      Ryan’s eyes widened and he nodded.  “Of course!  I’ll do it right now!”  He scurried off to the right wing of the school, tripping every couple of steps.

      I smiled at our friend.  “He seems like a good boy.”

      Maddock watched him go with amusement and not a little pride.  “Yes.  He’s eager to please and as smart as his pants are loose.”

      “Lord Maddock!” a voice shouted from the cloistered hall.  A pudgy man of middle-aged chugged out from beneath the shadows with arms wide open.  “I am so pleased to see you have returned!”

      “And with good tidings, Lord Burliton,” Maddock replied as he gestured to Tristan.

      The lord stopped and frowned at Tristan.  “I see.  Well, congratulations on fetching him.  It is unfortunate that we need his help more than ever.”

      Maddock arched an eyebrow.  “Has something more happened?”

      The lord slung his chubby arm over Maddock’s shoulders and turned them back the way he came.  “Perhaps this would be best discussed in close quarters.”

      A few lingering students and teachers studied us with curious looks, but a bell rang out from a tall tower above the uphill wing and they scurried on their way.  In a few moments Tristan and I were alone with Alex, the carriage driver having left with his payment.

      I looked up at Tristan with an arched eyebrow.  “Lord Maddock?”

      “He has that distinction,” Tristan revealed.

      “Are you three still admiring the view?” Maddock teased from the shadows of the covered walk.

      “The Committee is waiting,” Lord Burliton called after him in a sharper voice.  “Hurry along!”
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      We followed our companions into the walk and quickly led through a pair of open doors into the school proper.  The main entrance hall occupied two floors and branches off in all three directions before us and to our sides.  The centerpiece of the large room was a larger-than-life statue positioned in the middle of the floor.  The stone portrayed a man in stoic robes who held a large book in one arm and his wizened face lifted up to the ceiling.  The sculptor had done a masterful job of giving life to the man’s face, as his eyes looked so real that I wondered if they didn’t follow us.  A plate on the front announced that I was looking at Lord Blisse, Champion for Alchemy.

      A wide staircase led up to the second floor where a large balcony oversaw the hall.  Another pair of doors, these ones shut, stood at the top of the stairs.  Their ornate fronts and silver handles denoted their status as an important room, as did the guards on either side.  The men were armed not with spears or swords, but with books at their hips and vials tucked into belts around their waists.

      “Guards inside the school?” Maddock wondered as our guide led us up the stairs.

      “An unfortunate necessity,” Burliton replied as he paused before the doors with one hand grasping the handle.  He eyed Tristan with a sharp look.  “One can never be too careful.”

      “But surely the committee members have nothing to fear inside the heart of the school,” Maddock insisted.

      Burliton shook his head.  “If the catacombs can be touched without the slightest hint of forced entrance then there is no telling what this foe may do.  Now let us see the others.”

      He opened the doors and led us inside.  The room beyond the portals was a large audience hall with hard benches set on either side of an aisle.  A plain wood door at the back left was the only other exit besides the windows at the back that looked out on a small yard.

      A long table stood near the back wall, and behind that were five chairs.  Each seat was ornately carved and had arms and backs, but the tallest back belonged to the one in the center.  That seat was occupied by a man of incredible age and sternness of demeanor.  He wore a robe much like the teachers, but with white hems.  The others around him wore red on their hems, but had no less serious faces.

      Lord Burliton stepped around the table and stood before his empty seat at the end before he cleared his throat.  “Fellow committee members, I have brought you Lord Maddock and his, ahem, guests.”

      Maddock smiled and bowed at the waist to them.  “Good day, good sirs.  I am happy to announce that my mission was successful and I have brought-”

      “Him,” the man in the middle finished with such a hiss in his voice that
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