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1: Home
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Staying in a motel in my own hometown was strange. I supposed I still thought of my hometown as, well, home. It was where I’d always lived before Skolala Refujeyo, and it’s where my friends lived, so for the holidays it made more sense for my parents to come back there and meet me rather than for me to go to my parents in their new house, in a new town, full of people I didn’t know.

I didn’t live in my town any more. I’d never seen my parents’ current house, so I supposed I didn’t live with my parents any more either. It was an odd feeling.

My first morning waking up in the motel, I got up earlier than my parents to inspect my face carefully in the bathroom mirror, checking for beard hairs. Yeah, I know how cliché that sounds, a teenage boy checking for his first beard hairs, but unlike most teenagers, I was quite relieved not to find any yet. I didn’t want to have to explain to my parents that I was on testosterone until it was impossible to hide; no matter how supportive they were, I didn’t think that they’d take me taking hormones three years before Australian law would allow it as particularly good news. The closer I was to eighteen before that conversation became inevitable, the better.

Then I double-checked that the long sleeves of my shirt couldn’t ride up. I didn’t want then to see the toothy scar on my left arm, and I most definitely didn’t want them to see the familiarity runes on my right. If I came back from my first semester as a wizard with scary scars, magic tattoos and biological masculinity... it had been hard enough to convince them to let me go in the first place. Convincing them not to pull me out of school at something like that would be difficult, and if I couldn’t convince them then they and the school would get into a fight where the school would have all the legal cards and my parents would have all the PR cards. My parents would never back down and since I was Kylie’s familiar, neither would the school. Better not to let things get messy.

I was supposed to meet Melissa and Chelsea at around nine, but I wanted to be out of the motel by eight. By the time I was satisfied that I would look normal to my parents, Dad was bustling around the tiny kitchenette making breakfast while Mum tapped at her laptop, probably getting a head start on work.

“Can you make the tea, K?” Dad asked.

I froze. How long had it been since I’d made tea? When I’d lived with my parents (still a weird thing to think of in the past tense), I’d made it all the time. It had kind of been my job, a sign of trust and a gentle reminder, giving the cursed kid the symbolic purification rite. I was probably reading too much into that; everyone learned how to make the tea, cursed or not. But I’d fallen out of the habit a long time ago.

How long had it been since I’d drunk tea? I vaguely recalled people making it for me occasionally, but did I ever drink it? I must have grown out of the taste.

I shrugged. There was no reason to refuse, so I got on it. It felt like a lifetime since I’d prepared tea for my parents, but it wasn’t a difficult task, or one that anyone forgets how to do. I poured, Dad dished out scrambled eggs, Mum put her laptop away.

“So,” Mum said, “it must be good to be home, right?”

“Y-yeah.” I gave her a weak smile. We’d all been tired last night, and hadn’t had much chance to actually catch up. “How have things been with you guys? With the new house?”

“Still getting used to it,” Mum shrugged. “You live in one place for fifteen years, then...”

“Never mind that,” Dad cut in. “How’s the school? Are you learning lots of magic? We haven’t heard from you very much.”

“I’m sure a teenager has more exciting things to do than constantly write letters to his parents,” Mum said, rolling her eyes.

Yeah. ‘Exciting’ was one word for it. “Pretty good. I’m learning how to make potions these days.”

“Oh!” Mum’s eyes lit up. Potions were something my parents would be able to understand. They sounded a lot safer to make than any other theatrics she might associate with magic, and a few of them were even available to nemaganti to buy, although too expensive for most people to bother with. “How’s that going?”

“Not too bad,” I shrugged. “I mean, I’m okay at it, there’s just a lot of catching up to do, you know?”

“If you work hard I’m sure you’ll be amazing at it and get excellent grades,” Mum said with all the confidence of somebody who had no idea how low a priority grades were for me right now. Hell, I fully expected the school to start sabotaging my grades the moment I got anywhere near graduation. Still wasn’t sure what to do about that. “Anything else? Can you do that blue hologram thing that Mr Cooper did at your trial?”

“Um, no.” Should I explain how spells and casting worked? No point. “That’s kind of his speciality. It’s a lot harder than it looks. My serve – uh, there’s this one mage I work with, who’s a famous magical scientist. I’m hoping to pick up some tricks from her.” Tricks to not get killed by Kylie’s spell, mostly, although it still seemed to be behaving itself.

“Oh! That’s nice.”

I managed to get through breakfast without upsetting anyone, explained that I needed to meet up with Chelsea and Melissa, and get out. I didn’t have to meet them for awhile, though. I had other places to be.

Dr Marley’s receptionist wasn’t in yet when I arrived at his little clinic. Technically, they didn’t open for another twenty minutes. He let me in himself.

“It’s been a while, Kayden. How have you been?”

“Well, y’know.” I shrugged. “Same old. Nearly died a couple of times, broke some public property...”

I hadn’t seen Dr Marley since he’d spoken in my defence at my trial six months ago, but his little smile was the same old smile he’d always given. “Yes, that sounds typical. You’re fifteen now, correct?”

“Yeah.” My birthday had been a couple of weeks ago, and Magista had been very grumpy about not being able to have a proper party for someone in the medical wing.

“And you’re on hormone replacement therapy, according to these records?”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s a diagnostic complication. A lot of the things that I’m going to measure today are influenced by testosterone. But we were going to have to deal with the symptoms of puberty either way, I suppose. Your arm, please?”

I held out my right arm for him to affix the blood pressure cuff. His eyes lingered on my forearm, although there was nothing there to see but sleeve.

I grinned. “You wanna see it?”

Dr Marley tried to hide his own grin. “Well, I...”

I pulled up my sleeve to show him the runes. His eyes widened. He inspected my arm closely while the blood pressure monitor did its thing, before saying with a touch of disappointment, “It looks like a standard familiarity mark. Except for the cancellation attempt.”

“Sure does,” I said.

“Then... how?”

I shrugged. “If you have any ideas, me and basically everyone else at Refujeyo would be fascinated to hear them.”

“Well. Your blood pressure’s normal, at any rate.” He went through the rest of the basic inspections that I was familiar with from my years of him monitoring my curse; temperature, breathing, all the normal stuff. He drew some blood for the normal gamut of blood tests and I asked, “Is that even going to be useful? I mean, by the time you get the results for blood, it’ll be nearly time to go back to Refujeyo anyway.”

“I still think you shouldn’t have left. The kuracar can provide far better monitoring of your condition, and emergency treatment for any problems, than anybody out here could. Being out here is incredibly dangerous.”

“Could be incredibly dangerous. We don’t know.”

“‘Could be’ should be enough.”

“Yeah, well, my curse could have been incredibly dangerous for the nearly fourteen years I carried it out here because certain doctors never mentioned the very place that you’ve suddenly decided it’s too dangerous for me to leave,” I snapped.

“Kayden – ”

“I know, I know. The whole age law thing. I know.”

“Well, the legislative changes on that are well underway, so – ”

“Oh, the ones that Malas decided to turn my trial into a publicity piece for instead of telling what he knew six months earlier so the damn thing never had to happen in the first place?”

Dr Marley didn’t have anything to say to that. “Any unusual symptoms? Physical weakness, fatigue, low mood or mood swings?”

“No.” That wasn’t entirely true. The stress of everything recently had left me feeling kind of weak and thinned out, like too little of me was taking up too much space, and I honestly didn’t know what counted as low mood or mood swings – I’d spent most of my life trying to avoid extreme emotions and had no idea what my ‘normal’ was. Anyway, if I was experiencing anything like that, it was probably because of the testosterone, and that wasn’t Dr Marley’s problem. I already had a specialist for that.

“All seems normal,” he announced after several more minutes of tests. “At least, everything I can easily test here seems normal. We’ll have your bloodwork back in a few days.”

“Thanks,” I said, getting up. “You won’t tell my parents about any of this?”

“I already promised that I wouldn’t. Although I have no idea how you plan to hide being a familiar from them.”

I shrugged. “It’s not like they’re privy to mage gossip. I was just going to wear long sleeves. It’s winter.”

“And next holiday, when it’s summer?”

I shrugged again.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Kayden.”

“That’s never stopped me before. See you Wednesday?”

“Of course. And if you develop any unusual symptoms before then; any fever, any strong nausea – ”

“I have your number. Same as when we were worried about my curse.” I nodded. “Thanks. For everything.”

“Please be careful.”

An impossible request, so I brushed it off and bid him goodbye.

The sky was cloudy outside, but it didn’t look like rain. I was still a bit early early to meet the girls, so I dropped into a deli to grab a snack – I wasn’t hungry, having barely finished breakfast, but Chelsea probably would be. Ms. Hannity, a bony woman who liked to wear outrageously patterned blouses, had owned the deli since before I was born and was at the counter when I slipped through the mistletoe-hung door. She looked somewhat surprised to see me.

“Kayden?”

“Hi, Ms. Hannity.”

“Are you alright?”

“... Yes?”

“It doesn’t hurt?”

I was about to ask what she was talking about when her eyes flicked up to the mistletoe above her door. Oh, right. Everyone knew about the curse now. I had to deal with this, now.

“Ms. Hannity, you’ve always had mistletoe above your door. When has it ever hurt me?”

“Right.” She swallowed nervously while I tried to select some pretzels in the most nonthreatening manner possible. I reminded myself that she had every right to be afraid of my curse, and tried not to take it personally when she didn’t quite manage to hide her desire to flinch back as I took them to the counter. “So how’s school going?”

“Fine. Learning some magic.”

“You’re a mage now, right?”

“In training.”

“So how’s that working with... did they manage to help with the...?” Her question broke off awkwardly, and she just gestured awkwardly at me instead.

I considered the question carefully, balanced honesty with a desire to not spend the next thirty minutes explaining basic magical theory to a random commonfolk woman, and settled on, “Refujeyo is really good with magic. The only magic I have in me now is mage magic.”

Instantly, the tension drained out of her, and she gave me a bright, relieved smile. “That’s great news! I knew you could defeat it! Keeping that thing under control for fourteen whole years, even when that awful boy attacked you and everyone blamed you... I knew you’d be strong enough to beat it. And now you’re going to be a mage, too... I’m so proud of you.”

“... Yeah. Thanks.” My last conversation with Ms. Hannity had been over a year ago when she’d been yelling at me for breaking her window box trying to climb onto her roof. I paid for my pretzels, bid her goodbye and got out of there.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2: Catching Up
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Melissa and Chelsea were waiting for me under the big tree in Melissa’s yard, the one I’d used to use to get from my second story room to hers, back when the house next door had been mine. (Whoever owned it now had changed the gardens. I didn’t like it.)

Melissa threw her arms around me, knocking me off-balance into Chelsea. “Kayden!”

“Hello,” I told the cloud of curly hair pressed against my face.

“So are you a badarse mage now?” Chelsea asked. “Ready to rain your magical terror down upon the world?”

“Um. I can make some basic potions.”

“Can you make potions that catch fire and rain your magical terror down upon the world?”

“You mean molotov cocktails? Are you asking if I learned to make molotov cocktails at school?”

“No, I’m asking if you learned to make magical molotov cocktails at school.”

“No.”

“Lame.”

“My teacher magically melted a metal statue in her bare hands once.”

“... Less lame.”

“How is school, though?” Melissa asked. “Nobody’s giving you trouble?”

“Trouble? Uh, no.”

“He’s a big boy, Liss, he doesn’t need us to protect him,” Chelsea said, clapping me on the back. Then she shot me a worried look. “You would tell us if they were though, right?”

“Everything’s fine,” I said, rolling my eyes. “What about you? Surely I should be worried that foul villains besieged my fair maidens the moment I, their glorious and charismatic knight, was no longer around to protect them.”

About thirty seconds later, the girls recovered enough from their laughter for Chelsea to gasp, “Sure, Kayden.”

I crossed my arms. “You’re lucky I’m difficult to offend.”

“You’re literally incapable of fighting,” Melissa pointed out. “Because of the curse.”

“Not incapable. Sensibly refrained because of the curse. Which is no longer an issue; we can now be pretty sure violence won’t wake it up. So.”

“So you can protect us by raining your magical terror down upon our enemies?” Chelsea asked.

“What is it with you and magical terror?”

“What is the point of magic, if not to rain terror?”

“Heal the sick? Make cheap electricity? Discover the secrets of the universe?”

“Haven’t seen many mages doing that around here.”

“Okay, but to be fair, they’re not raining magical terror down upon anything, either.”

“... Fair.”

“Can you fight?” Melissa asked, apparently not willing to let this go.

“I have been in two fights,” I said, as dignified as I could.

“Did you win them?”

“I... did not lose them.”

“A teacher broke it up, then?”

“No! My, um, my boyfriend broke up the first one.” I rubbed my hand, remembering how much it had hurt to punch di Fiore.

“And the other?”

“A, ah, a giant magical lake monster broke it up.”

“I’m sorry, a giant magical lake monster?!”

“It’s not that exciting,” I mumbled.

“Not that exciting? When did this happen?”

“Um. A while ago? Maybe eight months?”

“Before you went back? You got attacked by a giant magical lake monster and you went back?”

‘Well, I’d already been attacked by the giant magical lake monster on my first day of school so it wasn’t all that big a deal’ seemed like the wrong thing to say, so I just shrugged.

“Of course he went back!” Chelsea said. “It’s a giant magical lake monster! Who wouldn’t go back for that? Did you find out anything cool about it?”

“I found out,” I said, “that if you try to swim in its lake, it will attack you.”

“... Handy to know.”

“Better than not knowing.”

“... Fair.”

“So how’s life with you guys? Getting into massive amounts of trouble without me?”

“Melissa won’t play the tracker game with me,” Chelsea complained. “Make her play it.”

“I have better things to do than crawl up drainpipes in the rain looking for tracking devices,” Melissa protested.

“Oh, right. Don’t want to interrupt your fanfiction schedule.”

“You are illiterate, Chelsea. Illiterate.”

Chelsea grinned playfully. “Maybe dragons are just boring?”

Melissa put one hand over her heart and closed her eyes. “You have wounded me! I will not allow this offence to stand! Lord Kayden, veteran of two entire fights, I demand that you defend my honour!”

“I don’t know if I’m really much of a lord,” I protested. “I think I’m more of a jester type.”

“A bard,” Chelsea said decisively. “He’s a bard.”

“What the fuck is a bard?”

The conversation moved on as we made our way into town. There wasn’t much I could say about myself that didn’t merit at least an hour of background explanation, so I mostly listened to the pair talk about the lives of people I used to know well enough but hadn’t even thought about for the past year. After about an hour of aimless wandering, we stopped at the ice cream place, and Chelsea pointed her plastic sundae spoon at me and announced, “While you’re here, you should come onto our youtube channel.”

“Um,” I said. “No.”

“It’ll be great! We still get occasional questions about you, you know? From people looking at our old stuff. I bet people would be interested.”

“The entire world saw me make enough of an idiot of myself at the trial, right? They don’t need a repeat performance.”

“You don’t have to, but it’d be fine,” Melissa said. “Everyone was really on your side over that whole curse thing. You’d been so responsible with it for years and then some bigots decided to lie about you attacking their son for a quick cash grab; it really drew a lot of attention to the anti-curse victim bias in law enforcement and media.”

“Okay but that’s not what... that’s not how it... can we not talk about this? I want to forget that whole trial happened, to be honest.” Not that it was easy. Random townspeople kept catching sight of me and doing double takes.

“We can talk about something else,” Melissa said quietly, “but only if you promise to react normally and not turn around and look.”

“Sure,” I said, grabbing Chelsea’s arm when she immediately made to turn around and look.

“I’m pretty sure that that guy in the pink shirt is following us.”

We were careful not to react to this. We kept walking, making small talk, and a couple of shops down I stopped to look in a window and caught sight of the man in the reflection. I didn’t recognise him, but that didn’t mean much; he could be a local that neither I nor Melissa happened to know. Our town wasn’t that small. I didn’t see a mage mark, but that also meant nothing; it was hard to distinguish that kind of thing in a window reflection anyway, and he could very well have one under his clothes somewhere. He could be a local, coincidentally in the same places we were. He could be a mage, wanting... what? To kidnap me? Unlikely. He could be some random out-of-town reporter who’d found out I was going to be around for two weeks and wanted to catch whatever residual interest there might still be in me. Hard to say.

I warned Chelsea what I was going to do with a few taps to her arm, and old code of ours, and a couple of blocks later stopped talking mid-sentence to duck into an alley at a dead run.

The butcher had a back door leading into the alley that he never bothered to lock. I slipped inside and dodged around him unseen easily – I’d perfected this technique when Chelsea had hid our tracker under the meat mincer that one time. I exited out the front door on a completely different street, cut across the road and through a private garden, and jumped up onto Miss Simpson’s decorative stone wall that would take me high enough for a jump onto her roof.

I barely made the jump and landed on the old tin with far more noise than I’d expected. I’d grown since I’d last done this, and I was starting to realise that I was kind of out of shape. Not completely out of shape, but jumping across rooftops wasn’t something I could do casually any more. Ugh, maybe I should join a pit comp team, if only to stay fit. Or at least do more rock climbing. Lift weights with Magistus. Something.

I lay flat on the roof and waited. The man who’d been following us could certainly canvass an area; it was only twelve minutes later that he strode briskly past, scanning for me. He was smart enough to check the roofs and trees (you’d be amazed at how many people just don’t think to look up), but I’d hidden on this very rooftop from cops often enough to know how to conceal myself.

So. He had been following us; specifically, he’d been following me. And he wasn’t a reporter or anything, or he would’ve just left and come back the next day. And he probably wasn’t here to kidnap me or anything either – me running off had to have clued him in to the fact he’d been noticed, and at that point a kidnapper would withdraw and come back later, right? Not take the risk of trying to follow their target through their hometown.

And there, on the back of his neck. Peeking out over his collar. The bright white lines of a mage mark.

Alright then.

So he was a mage, apparently without the ability to magically detect me, keeping an eye on me for... someone. Someone who wanted to be appraised of my movements, for unknown reasons. Who had I pissed off enough for this? Plenty of people, probably. Who had I pissed off enough who was rich enough to afford this?

Plenty of people, probably.

The Fiore seemed the most likely person to have hired this guy. I didn’t know anything I could use to hurt him, or have any intention of plotting against him, but he was paranoid and he’d approached me to try to get information several times before. If he thought that Miratova was assembling a group of politically elite teens or whatever then the whole ‘human familiar’ thing probably had him extra worried.

Or my follower might be Acanthos, for similar reasons. Max rarely talked about his family, but it was hard to miss how important their political reputation was to them. The narrative we were going with to stop copycats from getting themselves killed was that Max Acanthos had safely created a human familiar (which was true) with the heavy implication that this had involved some genius new process (which wasn’t) and that we, or at least Max, knew what to expect and what was going on (which definitely wasn’t). Even I could see what a big political boost something like this was to Max, and to his family. So it wasn’t out of the question that they might take an interest. (Although if they wanted to know anything about me, they could just have Max ask me and save themselves the trouble. What did they expect? That I’d lie?)

Which I supposed made the third most likely person or group to employ someone to follow me... absolutely every other mage family that might have any interest in the Acanthos family. Or in familiarity. Or in magical science in general.

Or the guy might be employed by no one, and himself be a mage scientist.

So I had no idea who was following me. Excellent work, Kayden. Brilliant deduction. Time to try my usual approach instead, then.

When he gave up on trying to find me, the guy would probably tail Melissa and Chelsea again, hoping I’d meet back up with them. But they’d be heading home by now, so unless he wanted to lurk outside one of their houses like a creep he’d next try to find me at...

I went back to the motel, keeping as out of sight as I could, and found him sitting casually outside one of the rooms, pretending to read a book. I dropped out of a tree right in front of him, gratified to see him jump a little.

“Hi.”

He looked relieved to see me, but not particularly surprised. He gave a little nod. “Mr James.”

“And you are?”

“Henry.”

“Right. Why are you following me, Henry?”

He pulled up his right sleeve and showed me a tattoo on his inner wrist, done in the same bright white ink as a mage mark. An outline of a sword inside a diamond. I had a vague memory of sword imagery being somehow important, but other than that, it meant nothing to me.

“Yeah, that doesn’t answer my question.”

“A lot of people have problems with the Refujeyo,” he explained. “If they wanted to cause trouble, you’re of potential interest. The higher-ups thought it best to make sure there wasn’t any trouble.”

Refujeyo... Max had explained the organisation of Refujeyo to me once, labelling the three divisions with a book, scales, and a sword. Education, law, security. This man worked for Sekura Refujeyo.

“You’re here to stop upstart mad scientists or political rivals from kidnapping me?”

“Essentially, yes.”

“And the chances of that happening are...?”

He shrugged. “Low, in my opinion. But high-level risk assessment isn’t my department. The chances are, of course, lower if you don’t run off and hide and prevent me from doing my job.”

“If I can evade you, I can evade threats, right?”

“If I were a threat to you, Mr James, I would have shot to kill the moment you started running.” He spoke without any malice, simply stating a fact.

I opened my mouth. Closed it again. Skimmed my eyes over him, trying to see where he might be hiding a gun and coming up with nothing, then realising that didn’t actually matter when I had no idea what his spell did.

“Yeah, well,” I said, “if anyone wanted to kidnap me, shooting – ”

“There would be no point in abducting you without also abducting Miss Kylie,” Henry said. “She would be the more important, and therefore the first, target. And she is fine, meaning that anybody coming for you right now has another goal in mind.”

“And, and the chances of that are...?”

“Very low, as I said. But let’s try to keep them as low as possible, hmm?”

“R-right.”

“Good day, Mr James.”

I would’ve liked to come up with some kind of witty parting word, but my mind was blank. So I took the dismissal for what it was and headed for my room.

Apparently I was in enough danger to need a bodyguard.

Fantastic.
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I had a new bodyguard the next day; a young woman wearing a voluminous pink skirt that, I couldn’t help notice, could easily conceal a gun. I considered giving her the slip again, just to be petty, but if these people were here for my safety then I should probably play along, so Melissa, Chelsea and I pretended not to notice the stranger who kept showing up in the same locations as us and never seemed to buy anything.

The idea that I might need protecting was worrying. I’d resigned myself to being a bit of a curiosity until the novelty wore off, but even I knew enough about magic to know that the whole human familiar thing wasn’t important in any practical way. It was interesting because it was a rare and dangerous accomplishment, not because it was useful. If anything, the complete lack of knowledge of how stable the familiarity bond was and the distinct possibility that it might kill me or Kylie at any point made me a much less useful familiar than the animals that mages had been using for thousands of years. It might be politically useful and potentially scientifically interesting, but that was it.

I took comfort in the fact that Sekura Refujeyo clearly hadn’t sent top-notch agents to look over me. Melissa had spotted Henry on day 1, and he hadn’t been all that hard for me to lose, so this couldn’t be his normal job. I’d seen sekkie kids in pit comps who could’ve run rings around me if I tried to give them the slip, even in my hometown, so I knew Sekura Refujeyo had better. That they hadn’t sent them probably meant that I wasn’t in any serious danger; that the agents were supposed to be more a declaration of intent, a warning to anyone else that I was under protection, than an actual force that might have to protect me.

Unless they were a distraction, and there were more skilled agents who –

No. I wasn’t getting caught in that kind of thought spiral. I was going to hang out with my friends, and catch up with my family, and enjoy my fucking holiday.

But it was only a few hours before Melissa pressed, “So, why exactly do you have a bodyguard?”

“Is it because of the curse thing?” Chelsea asked. “If they’re still hounding you because they think your curse is going to go beserk and kill someone I swear – ”

“No, that’s... not a problem any more.” Not for that specific reason, anyway, probably.

“Good. Because they were supposed to teach you to control it, right? That’s the deal you made. So if they are hounding you and treating you like a criminal over it – ”

“They’re not. It’s fine.”

“Good.”

“Then why the bodyguard?” Melissa asked.

I shrugged. “It’s not important.”

“Uh-huh. I’m sure it’s a complementary service offered to all students of mage schools, right?” She battered her eyelashes sarcastically, which wasn’t something I’d previously known people could do.

“Well, we are a very fancy school,” I deflected half-heartedly. But both girls were looking at me, and I could feel my resolve melting away. Chelsea and Melissa were older now, different, just like I was, but they were still Chelsea and Melissa. The three of us had never had secrets from each other. We’d always been there for each other, and shared everything. What had I been thinking, trying to pretend nothing was happening? That I could keep my two lives neatly separate, keep them frozen in time as childhood friends providing a neat escape from my new life? That was ludicrous. If we were going to stay best friends, we had to accept who each other were now. I couldn’t hide myself from them and stay close. I couldn’t have it both ways.

I sighed. “There’s... some stuff going on,” I admitted.

“You don’t say,” Melissa said mildly.

“Yeah. But it’s kind of complicated. And not really something I can discuss in public.”

“Melissa’s house, then,” Chelsea said decisively, grabbing for one of my wrists while Melissa grabbed the other. I pulled out of their grip reflexively, but let them link arms with me and steer me to Melissa’s home – the closest thing I had to a home, with my old house sold – to talk.

I swore them to secrecy, of course, and collected my thoughts. The real question was where to start. I started with the nature of curses, mostly because I resented the fact that I didn’t want to explain curses, and that alone took about twenty minutes while the pair got their outrage out threatening every mage they’d ever heard of and generally condemning the world at large while I had to desperately explain that no, they couldn’t just announce this on their youtube channel, no matter how much it seemed like it might help other cursed people in the short term. I pointed out that youtube had been around for awhile and somehow nobody else had turned this into big news, and it seemed like a bad idea to try to make a thing of it and find out why. I’m not sure they were convinced, but they had already promised secrecy, and eventually stopped grumbling.

Then I moved onto the actually infuriating stuff.

Covering everything took hours, because they kept interrupting with questions and I’d have to backtrack over something I’d forgotten that nemaganti wouldn’t know. But eventually, we got through everything important. The Pit. The Labyrinth of Dreams. The familiarity mark. Kylie’s most recent prophecy, every word still burned clearly into my mind.

“Well,” Chelsea said. “Fuck.”

“And you weren’t going to tell us this?” Melissa demanded. “You were just going to, what, pretend none of this existed for two weeks?”

“Well, yeah. There’s nothing you guys can do to help.”

“You don’t know that! You might need our help, and if we didn’t know, where would you be then?”

“Liss, we’re talking about an underground school in a secret location you couldn’t possibly even get – ”

“Oh, that’s no problem,” Chelsea said brightly. “You were working on finding the location of the school, right? You just have to stay out of trouble until you’ve got that done.”

Oh yeah. I’d forgotten about that. “I’m not great at staying out of trouble,” I admitted.

“Clearly,” Melissa said drily.

“Can I see it?” Chelsea asked. “The familiar thing?”

I hiked up my sleeve to show them.

“Hmm. It just looks like a normal mage tattoo to me.”

“No, it doesn’t – aren’t those usually white?”

“Yeah, you’re right. So this is what might have killed you, huh?”

“It still might,” I admitted. “It seems to be safe, but we’re not sure why. Nobody can figure out why I’m not dead yet.”

“You don’t sound scared.”

I shrugged. “The curse has been a time bomb my whole life, and honestly, this feels less dangerous. I don’t feel any magic from my curse; I never have. It’s just there, ready to either wake up or not. But the Evil Eye... I can feel the magic flowing around me, making room for me. So I know it’s flowing in harmony with me.”

“So you don’t think it’s dangerous?”

“No more dangerous than my own heart or appendix or nervous system. Any system can fail and maybe kill you, but I don’t think this is any more dangerous than the body systems I was born with. We just don’t know why.”

“Maybe you’re just the luckiest guy in the world?”

“Ah, yes. That sure describes me. Lucky.”

“Hey, you’ve survived everything up to now, right? Lucky.”

“It’s hard to argue with that, I suppose.”

“Anyway,” Melissa said, “you need to keep us updated about this kind of stuff. Write more often.”

“I can’t. I mean, I can write, I guess, but I’m not supposed to talk about a lot of this. I don’t think our letters are monitored, but they might be.”

“Then we’ll use code,” Chelsea said.

“I don’t think any code we could come up with would beat – ”

“A one-time pad,” Melissa suggested.

Chelsea shook her head. “Too restrictive and too obviously a code. Shaka, when the walls fell.”

“That might work!”

“What in the world,” I cut in, “are you two talking about?”

“Kayden, I am literally begging you to watch Star Trek.”

“I can’t. We don’t have nemaganti TV at school.”

“Lame.”

“Chelsea means,” Melissa said, “that a communication system built on cultural references is basically incomprehensible to someone who can’t understand those references. We have fourteen years of shared memories that no one else knows to build whatever ‘code’ we want. It’d be vague, but unbreakable, and not suspicious if we do it right.”

“Aw yeah!” Chelsea punched the air. “Secret spy codes! Let’s get to work!”

I opened my mouth to ask if I got a say in this, decided I didn’t want to know the answer, and closed it again. By the standards of my life, none of this qualified as weird.

I didn’t have too much faith in whatever Chelsea and Melissa kludged together as a ‘code’, but the conversation quickly turned to reminiscing about old times anyway. I’d seen the girls several times a week for my entire life up until a year ago, so there was a lot to reminisce about. None of us were too worried about getting pulled off topic so often; there’s no such thing as wasted time with old friends.

The holiday passed quickly; too quickly. It seemed like no time at all before I was giving Chelsea, Melissa and my parents parting gifts (healing potions I’d made, mostly to have solid proof for my parents that the school they’d been so reluctant to send me to was actually useful), hugging everyone goodbye, and climbing into Cooper’s van.

“Have a good holiday?” he asked as we pulled out of the motel parking lot.

“Mmm,” I replied. I wasn’t sure how much Cooper knew about the whole ‘school being a giant runic circle’ thing, and too tired to be mad at him even if he did. I’d been able to ignore the weary, drawn feeling that had been dogging me all fortnight while I distracted myself with seeing family and old friends, but now that I was heading back to school, I just wanted to sleep.

I didn’t, though. I kept my eyes on the road ahead. At some point, the van was going to teleport to bring us near to Kylie or Max, and I was going to see it happen this time, damn it.

“How was your holiday?” I asked, mostly to keep the conversation going.

Instruktanto Cooper laughed hollowly. “I don’t think I’ve had a proper holiday in years. You’d think that having an area with such a low population to oversee wouldn’t be a lot of work, but since the new amendments passed letting us approach younger cursed people, I’ve been swamped with recruiting students.”

“So there’s going to be a bunch of new initiates from Oceania this year, then?”

“Well, no. More than usual, certainly, but our numbers are already low. Your semester having three is fairly typical – was fairly typical. We’re looking in the range of six or seven this semester, I think.”

“Oh, wow. Soon we’ll be taking over the school.” I rubbed at my eyes, and that, of course, was the moment we were suddenly out of my town and in the desert. I knew before I even looked back up that it had happened, because I felt a sudden surge of energy, a relaxation of something inside me I hadn’t even noticed I’d been holding tense, as the magic of Kylie’s spell rushed through me and washed away the tense fatigue I’d been getting used to. Giddy with the feeling that everything was right, that I was whole, that I could relax, I couldn’t help but grin like an idiot as Kylie climbed into the van, wearing an identical expression. She pulled me into a brief hug, which was about as much physical affection as I’d ever seen her give anyone, before sitting down.

“So how was your holiday?” I asked her.

“Good.” She shrugged. “It was good to see my family again.” She brushed her fingers against the mage mark on her face.

“And does it being the first holiday with that make things easier or...?”

“Well, it’s... some of my family are kind of traditional, and it’s not...”

“Not how they do things?”

“Yeah. But.” She shrugged again. “Honestly, I can’t wait to graduate. I can’t stand being away from them for so long.”

I nodded, although I couldn’t say I felt the same. It was great to see my family and old friends, but I’d hardly say I couldn’t stand the absence.

“Kayden. We need to start thinking about...” she gestured at my arm.

“Yeah. I know.” Being apart had sucked.

“A couple of weeks, we can stand. But when we do graduate...”

“That won’t be for years. They’ll probably have figured out how to separate us by then.”

“And if they haven’t?”

“Then, again, it won’t be for years. We have plenty of time to figure something out. And there’s no point getting all stressed about future problems this early when there’s every chance they won’t come up, is there?”

She smiled thinly. “They might, though.”

“They might.”

“I can’t leave my family. I can’t.”

“I know. I wouldn’t ask you to.”

“But somehow I doubt you’d be happy coming out to live – ”

“No need to worry about it yet. We have years, and – ”

“And maybe they’ll find a way to separate us by then, yes, you said.”

The van had stopped again. Max climbed in, collapsed into his seat, and pressed his palms against his eyes. Kylie and I stared at him.

“How, um... how was your holiday?” I managed to ask after several seconds of stunned silence and shared incredulous looks with Kylie.

“Exhausting. But over. School is relaxing compared to that madhouse.”

“School might be a bit stressful this term, though, right?” Kylie managed, in a surprisingly neutral tone. “What with everything going on.”

“Yes, I suppose so. But we can handle it.” He lowered his hands and caught a look at our faces. “What? What is it?”

I tried to wrestle my face into a neutral expression. “You’re right,” I said. “No problems.”

“Kayden and I were the subject of everyone’s curiosity in our initiate year,” Kylie agreed, eyes not leaving Max’s face. “Because we were witches. I’m sure the curiosity over this familiar thing will die off too.”

Max sighed. “It’s the goatee, isn’t it?”

“Why do you have a goatee?!” I asked, at the exact moment that Kylie exclaimed, “You look like a Disney villain!”

“It’s a classic style,” Max grumbled, worriedly stroking his new goatee in an unvillainous way.

“To be fair, it suits you,” I said, just as the van pulled to a stop.

“We’re here,” Instruktanto Cooper announced.

And we stepped out into the valley, and then into the secret underground halls of Skolala Refujeyo.
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4: The Bearer of Destiny
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We were intercepted by a few classmates on the way to our room, all wanting to make small talk about the holidays and segue into questions about the familiar thing, but not many. Max and I had paced the tunnels around our room many times for his research, and knew how to avoid the most populated ones. We were, however, unable to avoid the strange woman lurking right outside our door, next to an unhappy-looking Alania Miratova.

The woman was tall, with pale, weathered skin, kindly eyes, and her long grey hair in a loose plait down her back. Her shapeless pale dress looked out of place in a school filled with brightly coloured mage robes. She looked like someone’s aunt who collected healing crystals and grew her own marijuana.

As soon as she saw us, her face broke into a wide smile. “You must be Kylie! I’m Lydia Nic Fionn. I’m very pleased to meet you.”

“Um,” Kylie said, wrong-footed. “Same?”

“We need to talk about your future,” Lydia said.

“Perhaps,” Alania cut in, “we should let the girl get settled first? I’m certain we can arrange a meeting for after she’s recovered from her journey.”

“She deserves to know her options as soon as possible, don’t you think?”

We’d been back at Skolala Refujeyo for fifteen minutes, and already the vultures were swooping in. Max had warned us that a lot of people would be interested in us over the familiar thing, but as we were coming in? Really? I shared a slightly exasperated glance with Kylie, then looked to Max – but he didn’t notice. He glanced, shocked, between Kylie and Lydia, and then questioningly at Alania. Alania gave the tiniest nod. Max frowned and shook his head. Alania shrugged.

Max noticed my confusion and mouthed ‘Nic Fionn!’ at me, as if that was supposed to clear anything up. It didn’t.

“I’m sure,” I said, “whatever sales pitch you’ve got for Kylie can wait ten minutes. Come on, Kylie.”

Lydia looked at me like she’d only just noticed I was there. “It won’t take long,” she reassured me. “I’ll have your friend back quite soon, but I’m on a bit of a tight schedule here and this is quite important. We need to speak alone.”

“I’ll come,” Alania said.

“It really isn’t your concern,” Lydia said.

“I’m her serveyanto.”

“This isn’t a Refujeyo matter.”

“She agreed to our contract. She underwent the Trial. So yes, it’s a Refujeyo matter.”

“We’ll come, too,” Max said, to my great relief. If this woman was going to try to pull Kylie into some kind of agreement over this familiar thing, we’d definitely need Max’s advice.

“I’m afraid I really can’t have that,” Lydia said. “This issue is between me and Kylie. It’s a somewhat private matter.”

Max purse his lips, but didn’t argue further. Apparently being Kylie’s serveyanto granted Alania some right to intrude, but Max and I didn’t have any such right. I suppose we’d just have to rely on Alania to –

Wait! I did! I had the right to go anywhere Kylie did!

“We’ll catch up with you later about it, Max,” I said. “I’ll go with Kylie.” When Lydia opened her mouth to protest, I shook back my sleeve and flashed her the familiarity mark on my arm.

It was at that point that I realised I had massively misread the situation. Lydia clearly wasn’t here about the familiarity thing, because she’d had no idea about it. She stared at the mark on my arm in pure shock, looked at Kylie, then back at me, and then rounded on Alania.

“This,” she said in a decidedly less friendly tone, “is something I should have been informed of, Miss Miratova.”

“My apologies,” said Alania, barely bothering to hide her amusement. “I didn’t realise I’d need to bring you up to speed on common knowledge. I thought everyone had heard of young Maximillian Acanthos’ achievement in familiarity linking?”

“Of course I’d heard about this place’s little familiar experiment,” she snapped. “But you didn’t inform me that Kylie was the subject. Do you realise how complicated this makes things?”

“Do you really want to have this discussion in the hall?”

“No, no; you’re right. I forgot myself. Kylie, if we may? And um...” she glanced at me.

“Kayden,” I said.

“Kayden. I suppose you should come along too, then. Since this involves you too, it seems.”

Kylie and I exchanged a glance, then went to follow her down the hall. Something was pressed into my hands; my tablet. Max had slipped into our room and grabbed them. I saw Kylie already setting hers to record.

We were lead into a small meeting room. Alania stood by the door, eyes not leaving Lydia as she sat opposite us across a small table and flashed Kylie another kind smile.

“Now then,” Lydia said. “Kylie. How much do you know about the Fionnrath’s Destiny?”

Kylie frowned “Um. Just the basics? One of the most powerful prophecies in the world, confined to a specific bloodline. It’s so powerful it needs to operate inside its locus, in Fionnrath, in Scotland. Prophesies specifically about the fortunes of the people of Fionnrath, granting the town great fortune and making them a political powerhouse in mage society based solely on the power of their prophecy. It. Um.” She glanced questioningly at Alania, who nodded encouragingly. “It, uh. Went missing, a little while ago.”

“Mostly correct,” Lydia agreed. “Except that it went missing fifteen and a half years ago.”

“That can’t be right,” I said. “Fifteen and a half years? Somebody would have noticed.”

“Nobody expected that it could ever leave Fionnrath,” Lydia shrugged. “It was easy to falsify a prophet and have him pretend to carry Destiny, until Miss Miratova’s little spy came specifically looking for it.”

“I had suspected,” Alania said, “that Fionnrath’s Destiny had disappeared shortly before Kylie was born. And I was correct.”

“Why shortly before I was bor – ?” Kylie’s eyes widened. Her hand flew to the mage mark on her face.

Alania and Lydia both nodded.

“That’s impossible,” she said. “I’ve never even been to Fionnrath. I’d never been out of Australia before coming here. My mother has never left Australia. I... I don’t...”

“You may not have been born in our town,” Lydia said, “but you carry our blood.”

“You remember,” Alania cut in gently, “that the both of you consented to a DNA test at the end of last semester? We were attempting to determine if you were blood related. Well, we found no relation; but you, Kylie, are of the prophet Fionn’s bloodline. Would you happen to know anything about any non-Australian ancestors you might have?”

“My, my great-grandfather, maybe. He’s the only whitefulluh. I never met him.”

“That’s probably Sean,” Lydia sighed. “We thought he had died leaving town. Apparently not.”

“But I don’t... my spell doesn’t act at all like Fionnrath’s Destiny! All it does is tell me if someone close is about to die! It doesn’t give advice or good fortunes or anything like that!”

“What do you expect?” Lydia shrugged. “It’s so far away from its locus. When we get
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