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A thief is nothing like a fine gentleman.

A wizard isn’t, either.

“I know who I am, Ro,” I said. “And I’m not somebody who goes to meetings.”

But there I was in a meeting room, even though I didn’t want to be. At least it was mostly empty, just Rowan and me. The room had shiny marble floors, tree-shaped pillars against the walls, and high, arched windows. One of the windows had a stained-glass tree built into it, and when the light from outside came through it, the room turned green. Sitting at the end of the table, with the green light shining over her and making her look a little green herself, was Rowan, my best friend, who happened to be the duchess of our city, Wellmet. She wore a green velvet dress and had her red hair in a braid down her back; she also had on her gold spectacles and an impatient look.

“I know you know who you are,” Rowan said crossly. “You are the same Conn you ever were. And,” she went on, “I need you to attend this meeting. It’s important.” She got to her feet and came over to me, where I stood by the door. “All right?”

Before I could say no, a polite little knock interrupted us.

“What is it?” Rowan called.

The door opened and a tall, paper-thin woman edged into the room. She had on a green dress like Rowan’s, but with neat white cuffs and collar, and had her gray hair scraped back into a tight bun. Her mouth was scraped into a tight smile. “Duchess,” she said in a scrapy voice, “I am so exceedingly sorry to intrude, but it is past time for the meeting to begin. You know how important it is to be punctual.”

Rowan sighed. “Yes, all right, I know.” She nodded at the woman. “Conn, this is Miss Dimity, my new secretary.” She pointed at me. “Miss Dimity, Conn is . . . um . . . a rather special wizard.”

Miss Dimity looked me up and down, and her eyes bulged, as if she didn’t like what she was seeing. She sniffed and turned to Rowan. “Duchess? May I show them in?”

Rowan said yes, and her councilors and advisors—and a couple of magisters—trooped in. Most of them frowned when they saw me and went to settle in their places at the long table.

“Hello, cousin,” said Embre, the Underlord who ran the Twilight part of the city, as he rolled past me in his wheeled chair. He was a thin young man a bit older than Rowan, dressed in black trousers and coat that matched his black hair.

Rowan, looking duchessly, went to sit at the head of the table.

The chair at her right was empty. She pointed at it—my seat.

Kerrn, the captain of the palace guards, was taking her place at the other end of the table, and she gave me a sharp glance with her ice-chip blue-gray eyes. I knew what she was thinking: I have got my eye on you, thief.

Nevery had come in, too, and was smiling and pulling on the end of his beard.

“Won’t you sit down?” Rowan said, watching me carefully.

“Ro—” I started.

“Conn,” Rowan hissed through gritted teeth. “Sit down.”

Oh, all right. I walked ’round the table to the empty chair. Whispers followed me. Why has the duchess invited him? The gutterboy? What’s Nevery’s cursed apprentice doing here?

“Well, boy?” Nevery whispered to me as I slid into my chair.

“Why does she want me here?” I whispered back.

“Hmm,” he said, no answer. “You ought to have your locus magicalicus with you. Where is it?”

Pip, he meant. I shrugged. The dragon Pip was about the size of a kitten, but much more fierce. Its true name was Tallennar, but when I wasn’t doing magic I called it Pip for a nickname. When I had found my second locus magicalicus stone, Pip had swallowed it, and the stone was still inside it—so now I needed Pip with me if I wanted to do any magic. It was probably off hunting pigeons. It liked to eat them whole, spitting out the feathers.

Beside me, Rowan cleared her throat. “I have called this meeting today for two reasons. One is because, as we are all aware, we now have two magics—magical beings, I should say—settled in our city, a change that I am certain will affect us all in some way. As Magister Brumbee has informed me, there is no precedent for such a thing. Isn’t that right, Brumbee?”

“Ah, yes.” Brumbee, a plump wizard sitting down the table from me, nodded. “The two, ah, magics. We do not know yet how they will work together, or indeed, even if they will. A concern, indeed.”

On the other side of the table, Magister Trammel leaned forward, scowling. “The two magics are converging over the hospital on the medicos island, and our healing spells are effecting in unexpected ways. Look at this.” He pointed at the man sitting next to him. An old, mournful-faced man, wearing a tall black hat. “Just this morning we treated this man for a headache, and look!” Trammel reached over and took off the man’s hat. Where his hair should have been, a crop of flowers sprang up, bright yellow and white. The old man nodded sadly, and the flowers bobbed on their long stems.

“Daisies!” Trammel complained. “Sprouting from his head! It’s terrible!” He shot me an angry glance.

Another magister, the bat-faced, bat-eared Nimble, spoke up in his whiny voice. “We all know who to blame, too, don’t we?”

I slouched lower in my seat. The city had two magics because I was the one who had given the Arhionvar magic a place here, instead of banishing it forever. The magisters blamed me for the upset that occurred when Arhionvar had first arrived: There had been whirlwinds and flaming rocks raining down from the sky, and parts of the Twilight had been burned down or blown away, and the magics still hadn’t worked themselves out. They were two huge creatures yoked together, but they were pulling in different directions. I could feel how upset they were—any wizard could feel it if he or she paid attention. It was like an uneasiness in the air, like that moment right before lightning strikes in the middle of a towering thunderstorm.

Was this why Ro wanted me at the meeting? So I could listen to the magisters growling about the problem of having two magics in Wellmet?

Brumbee nodded. “The magics are entangled in some way over the academicos, too. Or perhaps entangled is not the right word. Overlapping? Linked in some way?” He leaned over to glance at Trammel, down at the other end of the table. “What do you think, Trammel?”

“Completely and incomprehensibly ruined, I should say,” Trammel answered sharply.

“Oh, dear,” Brumbee said. “Ruined is too strong a word, I think. Yet I cannot quite know what to expect whenever I take out my locus magicalicus to do a spell. The apprentice students find it most alarming.”

I nodded.

Rowan saw. “You have something to add, Conn?”

Not really. “No,” I said. But I’d start working to figure it out as soon as I could. The magisters were sort of right. I’d given the Arhionvar magic a place here, with the old Wellmet magic, and so the two-magic problem was my responsibility. But the two magics were very different from each other. The Wellmet magic was much older, and it felt warm and comforting, but it was weak, too. The Arhionvar magic wasn’t evil, it was just much stronger; it felt like a mountain, cold and stony, but it could be like a solid, protecting wall, too. It’d been alone for a long time, searching for a city so it wouldn’t be alone anymore. I wasn’t sure what I’d have to do to get them both settled here in Wellmet.

Nevery gave me one of his keen-gleam looks.

I know, Nevery. But if I said anything, the magisters would just get angry—angrier—and that wouldn’t help anything.

Rowan sighed. “I repeat. I am sure you know more about the magics than anyone here, Conn. You have something to add?”

I sat up straighter. All right. “You know that the magics aren’t just”—I shrugged—“not just clouds of magic floating around. They’re beings that were once dragons.”

“Not everyone agrees with that radical notion,” Nimble whiningly interrupted.

“It doesn’t matter if you agree with it or not,” I shot back. “That’s what they are. The magics are huge and powerful. They’re drawn to the city because there are people here, and it means they’re not alone, and they do want what’s best for us, but they can’t understand us. We’re tiny to them, so tiny they can hardly perceive us individually. Only a wizard with a locus stone can speak to them so that they’ll hear.” I looked around the table. Most of them were staring and it was clear as clear that they weren’t really understanding.

Nevery, though, was nodding. “Go on, Connwaer,” he ordered.

“Right, well, we can’t control them. I don’t know what it means that we have two magics now. They might be twice as powerful. They might work together, or they might not. Everything about the magics could stay the same, or it could change.”

Nimble whined about that, and Trammel banged his fist, and Brumbee said, “Oh, dear,” and then they argued about the magic problem for a long time, with nothing decided except to form a committee to talk about it some more, and two subcommittees for what they called related issues.

This was why I didn’t go to meetings.

“And now,” said Rowan at last, “the second reason I called today’s meeting.” She smiled brightly, but she wasn’t fooling me. She was nervous. “I’m pleased to inform you all that I am hereby naming Connwaer”—she pointed at me—“the new ducal magister.”

I sat up straight in my chair. What?

“What!” shouted Trammel, leaping to his feet. “That gutterboy?”

“Unthinkable!” shouted Nimble from across the table, and the councilors and advisors exclaimed and shook their heads.

“Oh, dear.” Magister Brumbee wrung his hands and looked worriedly ’round the table. “Oh, dear me.”

My cousin Embre was grinning across at me, his black eyes sparkling. Rowan sat there looking duchessly, waiting for the bubbling and boiling to die down.

Beside me, Nevery was smiling.

“You knew she was going to do this,” I accused.

His smile broadened. “It’s a very great honor, boy,” he said, speaking loudly to be heard over the noise.

A very great honor, he called it? Not likely. The ducal magister was the most powerful wizard in the city. That wasn’t so bad, but the ducal magister had to wear fancy clothes and go to lots of boring meetings, and he had to live in gold-encrusted rooms in the Dawn Palace instead of at home where he belonged.

If I was the ducal magister, the other wizards would always look at me funny; they’d never trust me—as far as they were concerned, I was either a gutterboy thief or I was the dangerously radical wizard they blamed for the two-magic problem.

At the head of the table, Rowan raised her hand, and after a few moments the people around the table quieted down. “I can see there is some concern—” she began, and the hubbub boiled up again.

Right at that moment, I heard a tap-tap-tap at one of the tall windows. Pip, back from hunting pigeons, wanting to come in out of the rain.

I got up and opened the window. In a whirl of golden wings and emerald-green scales, Pip tumbled into the room, shedding raindrops. Catching the air with its wings, it flapped to the table and landed in the middle of it, lashing its tail.

All of the magisters and councilors and advisors stopped talking and stared.

Then, its claws leaving scratches on the shiny tabletop, Pip crawled over to my place. It fixed me with an ember-bright red eye, opened its mouth, and dropped something on the table in front of me.

A shiny black shard of rock on a golden chain.

“Is that—” Brumbee said, craning his neck to look.

“A locus stone!” exclaimed Trammel.

Brumbee peered more closely at it. “My goodness! That’s the locus stone of my apprentice, Keeston. It went missing last night!”

I recognized it, too. Without thinking, I reached out and picked it up.

The other wizards at the table gasped; Brumbee ducked behind his raised arms. Beside me, Nevery snatched up his cane and leaped to his feet.

The stone and its length of chain lay in my hand. I felt a buzz from it, a tingling that ran up my finger bones and itched in the bones of my arm.

I shouldn’t have been able to touch someone else’s stone at all. True, I’d stolen Nevery’s locus stone when I’d been a pickpocket gutterboy, and the stone hadn’t killed me, but that’d been strange enough that he’d taken me on as his apprentice afterward. Anybody else in the city would die if they touched a wizard’s locus magicalicus. Even a wizard would die if he or she touched another wizard’s locus stone.

That meant if this stone had gone missing, only one person in the city could have taken it.

The other magisters knew this. They were all staring at me, and Captain Kerrn at the other end of the table was glaring, and it was clear as clear what they were thinking.

Thief.
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“Thief!” Magister Trammel shouted, jumping to his feet, jabbing a finger at me. “You see? He is not fit to be the ducal magister! Captain Kerrn, arrest him!”

Kerrn stalked around the table toward me.

I did what any thief would do when somebody accuses him of stealing something—whether he’s stolen the thing or not. I dropped Keeston’s locus stone and ducked under the table, scrambled to where Embre’s thin legs hung down, and poked my head out.

“Conn?” I heard Embre say.

There, the door. I crawled from under the table and went quick-dart out the door and down the hallway, my running footsteps echoing on the marble floor. Pip shot after me.

From behind, Kerrn burst from the meeting-room door. “Stop him!” she shouted. At the other end of the hall, two guards stepped out, blocking my way.

Drats! I skidded to a stop, and Pip flew past me, then banked with a flutter of wings and dropped onto my shoulder, gripping my sweater with its claws. I whirled back, and Kerrn was there, scowling.

My heart was thump-bumping in my chest, and I backed away from her.

No, wait.

I was not the ducal magister but I was a wizard with a dragon locus stone, so she couldn’t grab me by the collar and slam me against a wall. Still, I could tell she wanted to. She clenched her fists and made a sound in the back of her throat that sounded like grrrr.

Behind Kerrn, Rowan stuck her head out of the meeting-room door. “Did you catch him?” Seeing me, she came all the way out. “My office, Captain Kerrn, and you too, Connwaer,” she ordered. “Now.”

“Yes, Duchess Rowan,” Kerrn answered, without taking her eyes from me. She put her hand on the pommel of her sword. “Will you come?”

I backed up a step. On my shoulder, Pip lashed its tail.

“Or do I put you in chains first?” Kerrn growled.

Oh, all right. “I’ll come,” I said.

 

In her office, Rowan sat behind the desk and an angry-looking Nevery was just sitting down beside Embre, who was in his wheeled chair. The office was crowded with lace-doilied chairs and dusty trees in pots, and piles of books and papers.

“Duchess Rowan,” Kerrn said, and gave me a push. “Here is the ducal magister.” She said ducal magister the way she might say poisonous viper.

“I’m not the—” I started, before Rowan silenced me with a sharp glare.

“Thank you, Captain,” she said, and gazed at me over her golden spectacles. For a moment she reminded me of her mother. “Sit, Connwaer,” she said, pointing at the other padded chair before her desk.

Instead of going to sit there I stayed by the door, leaning against the wall with my hands in my pockets. Pip dropped off my shoulder, then flapped across the room to the windowsill, where it crouched watching us, its eyes glowing red like coals in a winter hearth. Raindrops ticked against the windowpanes outside.

Before anybody said anything, there was a loud knocking at the door; it opened and Rowan’s secretary, Miss Dimity, poked her head in. “Duchess Rowan—” she whispered.

“What is it?” Rowan asked, straightening.

“I’m so very, very sorry to interrupt, but several council members are demanding to see you, Your Grace. They insist that the, um”—she bulged her eyes at me, and it was clear as clear that she wasn’t seeing a ducal magister—“that this young person should be arrested for thievery.”

“Duchess Rowan?” Kerrn said, waiting for orders.

At her desk, Rowan shook her head. “Oh, curse them, anyway,” she said with a sigh. “Tell them to wait, Miss Dimity.” The secretary nodded and went out. Rowan frowned at me. “You’ll have to do something about this thieving dragon of yours, Connwaer.”

“Pip’s not a thief,” I said.

“Really,” Rowan said, her voice dry.

Well, Pip was a thief. Its true name, Tallennar, meant thief in the dragon language. But it wouldn’t steal locus stones. Would it? Maybe it would. It had stolen my locus stone and swallowed it. But why steal Keeston’s stone?

Rowan was shaking her head. “It’s not exactly an auspicious start to your term as ducal magister.”

“Ro, I’m not the ducal magister,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” Rowan insisted.

“No, I’m not,” I insisted right back at her.

“All right then, Conn.” Rowan leaned forward and put her elbows on the desk. “You said you know who you are. So tell me.” She waved around the room at Embre and Kerrn and Nevery. “Tell all of us. Who are you?”

That was easy. “I’m Nevery’s apprentice.”

Nevery shook his head. “You know more about the magical beings than I do, boy.”

That was true. “I’m a wizard, then,” I said.

“The other magisters don’t think so,” Rowan said. “They think you’re a troublemaker.”

Drats, that was true, too.

“Once a thief, always a thief,” Kerrn put in.

“I’m not a thief,” I shot back.

“Well, then?” Rowan said, sitting back and looking satisfied, as if she’d proven something. “What are you?”

I glared at her.

“You see?” she said. “I’m right. And I think that will be all,” she said. “Conn, you stay for a moment.” She nodded at Nevery. “Magister Nevery, will you settle the magisters?”

“If they can be settled.” Nevery got up from his chair. “Which I doubt.” He bristled his eyebrows at me. “We’ll discuss this further when you get home to Heartsease, Connwaer.”

I shrugged. He could talk if he wanted to. I didn’t have any more to say about it.

“Well, boy?” Nevery asked sharply.

I glanced up at him. He was studying me with his keen-gleam black eyes.

I knew what he was thinking. Not very long ago, when I had tied the two magics to Wellmet, the magics had taken what was me, but left my body behind. For a long time I’d been lost, like a walking, talking puppet-boy. Ever since I’d found myself again, Nevery had been keeping a closer eye on me. Maybe he thought I would disappear again if he wasn’t paying attention.

“You’ll come straight home, my lad?” he asked.

“Yes, Nevery,” I said, because I knew it would make him not worry.

Nevery nodded, then strode from the room, his cane going tap-tap on the stone floor.

Embre smiled at Rowan. “You’ll keep me informed?” he asked her. He leaned forward and brushed the back of Rowan’s hand with his fingers.

She blushed, then jerked her hand away and gave him an annoyed nod. “Of course, Underlord.”

Captain Kerrn followed Embre as he wheeled himself out. Sure as sure Kerrn would wait outside the door, then hustle me out of the Dawn Palace when Rowan was done with me.

The office door clicked closed.

Just me and Rowan. My best friend. Who wanted me to be someone I really couldn’t be.

A tappity-tap on the door. “Duchess Rowan?” Miss Dimity. “I implore you to forgive me for interrupting,” the secretary said. “But I must remind you, Your Grace, that according to our daily agenda, it is time for you to change into your formal gown for this evening’s musical gala.”

“Yes, I’m coming,” Rowan answered. “I just need a moment. Please wait outside.”

“You don’t want to be late, Your Grace,” Miss Dimity reminded, and with a sniff, went out and closed the door.

Rowan blew out a sigh. “Musical gala. It’ll be harps again, I expect.” She turned briskly to me. “Look, Conn, I know you’re happy as you are, and I really am sorry to insist, but the ducal magister has to be you.”

“Why?” I asked.

She was barely holding on to her patience, I could tell. “It has to do with power,” she said. “The duchess, the Underlord, and the ducal magister. We each do our jobs and the city stays . . .” She held her hands palm up. “Balanced. Do you understand?”

I understood that, but why me? “Nevery’d be better at it.”

Rowan took off her golden spectacles and tossed them onto her desk. Then she came ’round and flopped into one of the padded chairs. She glanced at me, then studied the tips of her black shoes. “Conn, I’ve been training all my life to become duchess of this city. I’ve had lessons in swordcrafting, diplomacy, government, budget management, etiquette, architecture, city planning, and in magic. But”—her voice quavered a little—“my mother died before she should have. I’m the duchess, but I’m only sixteen years old.” She sat up straight and pointed in the direction of the Twilight, where my cousin Embre, the Underlord, lived. “And Embre is nineteen. Both of us are very young for our positions. Nevery is much older and very powerful.”

And so he threw off the balance. I got it.

Rowan pointed at me. “You, on the other hand, don’t overbalance me and Embre. You’re the right age, and, like us, you’re still discovering the reach of your power. It has to be you. Especially now, with the magics settled here so precariously.”

I didn’t think she was right about that. I didn’t say anything.

“And, well,” Rowan went on, looking at the tips of her shoes again. “I’m so busy right now, trying to become a good duchess, as my mother was. I work all the time and it’s—well, it’s lonely.” She gave a tired sigh. “You’re my friend. I want you here.”

Maybe, even with all that training she’d done, and even though she was good at it, she didn’t like being the duchess. Still, I couldn’t be the ducal magister, not even if saying no to Rowan made my heart hurt a little.

It wasn’t just about not wanting to go to meetings or live in the fancy rooms in the Dawn Palace. I could do those things if I had to, even if I didn’t like them. The problem was that ducal magister was a title, but it wasn’t what I was. Too much of me was still gutterboy; too many of my ideas were too dangerous for the other wizards to understand; too many people didn’t trust me, for a lot of reasons, and Nevery was right that I wasn’t really his apprentice anymore. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was—what my role in Wellmet was supposed to be. But ducal magister was not it.

Pip had crawled up the wall to hang upside down on the ceiling, where it puffed out smoke like a little teakettle. “Come on,” I called to the little dragon, and turned away.

“Conn!” Rowan called after me.

I didn’t answer, but I slammed the office door behind me.

No, it meant. No.
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After Kerrn followed me to the front doors of the Dawn Palace, her eyes drilling little eye-shaped holes in my back, I headed out into the wide, puddled streets of the Sunrise. Pip didn’t mind the rain, so it hopped off my shoulder and flew ahead, perching on a step or a sign over a shop doorway, watching me, then flying ahead again.

I went along to the Night Bridge, then to the wizards’ tunnels, going down the slippery-steepery steps to the first gate. In the chilly darkness, I leaned against the tunnel wall with my hands in my pockets, waiting for Pip. All around, I could hear the faint rush-rush of the river, and the sound of water dripping. After a while, Pip came crawling along the tunnel ceiling. “Lothfalas,” I said, the light spell, and the little dragon started to glow. It dropped from the ceiling and landed with a splat in a puddle.

“Tired?” I asked, picking Pip up and holding it up to the gate. I said the opening spell. Giving me a cross-eyed look, Pip put its snout against the lock, which clicked open. We went through all the gates until we got to the last gate that led to Heartsease. Pip opened the lock, then flopped out of my hands to the stone floor of the tunnel.

I grinned down at Pip. “It’s your own fault, if you really did spend the afternoon thieving,” I said to it.

Pip burped out another swirl of sparks. The lothfalas spell wore off, and the tunnel went dark.

Shaking my head, I climbed the stairs. At the top, I stopped. Way across the cobbled courtyard, Heartsease was waiting. Home.

When I’d settled the two magics in the city, Heartsease—the house I lived in with Nevery and his bodyguard, Benet—had had its roof blown off. Not for the first time, either. So now the top floor was being rebuilt. Most of it was done, but the cobblestoned courtyard in front of the house was scattered with piles of bricks and barrels of nails, and a huge pile of roofing slates.

It was a narrow building, five stories tall. Each story had three windows across, and the ones on the first floor—the kitchen—were bright with lights, and so were the ones on the next floor up—Nevery’s study. His workroom and bedroom were on the third floor, the ground floor was the storeroom and Benet’s room, and the top floor, the one without the finished roof, was mine. I started toward it. Maybe Benet was making pot pie for dinner. Mmm, the kind with gravy and a biscuit crust.

From behind me came the faintest skff-skff of footsteps sliding over cobblestones. I felt a prickle on the back of my neck, like I was being watched. I stopped. Rain pattered down. A sooty mist crept along the ground. I glanced over my shoulder. Nothing, just the dark river and the faint lights of the Twilight beyond it.

When I turned back, a man-shaped shadow stood between me and the safe, warm windows of Heartsease.

“This him?” a deep voice asked.

“It is,” a deeper voice said from behind me.

I opened my mouth to shout for Pip, when a fist crashed into my face. “Pip!” I gasped out. I staggered back and the man behind me caught me, spun me around, and punched me hard in the ribs.

Then he grabbed me by the front of my sweater. “You’re coming with us, wizard boy.”

Oh, no, I wasn’t. I gave him a sharp kick in the shins and tried to squirm out of his grip.

He pulled back his fist to hit me again, and I felt Pip coming, a sharp bolt of fire, and then the little dragon was there, shooting like a golden arrow from the mouth of the tunnel and into the face of the man. He dropped me with a muffled shout and raised his hands to defend himself.

I fell onto the hard cobblestones, black spots whirling in front of my eyes. Over my head I heard Pip hissing and spitting puffs of flame, and the men trying to fight the dragon off.

A spell—I needed a spell to keep the men from dragging me away with them. I gasped out the first few words of the embero spell—it was all I could think of and it would change the attackers into animals—when one of the men whirled away from Pip and kicked me in the ribs. I gasped and grabbed at his foot, and as he tumbled down Pip was on him, its claws raking at the man’s face.

As the man lumbered to his feet, I scrambled away and Pip hovered over my head, its wings flapping furiously.

The two men, hulking shadows in the darkness, backed away from us. “Curst dragon,” I heard one of them mutter.

“We can’t get ’im now,” the other one said back. “Let’s go.” And they faded into the darkness and were gone.

My head spun, the excitement of the fight faded, and I tipped over and found myself sprawling on the ground. Cold from the courtyard cobblestones seeped into my bones. Pip landed next to me and stalked around, hissing and lashing its tail. From where I lay I could see the warm lights from the kitchen windows.

Right. Well, it could’ve been worse if Pip hadn’t come. Slowly I creaked up until I was sitting. I pulled up my knees and folded my arms on them, then rested my aching head on my arms. My face hurt and I could feel the blow I’d gotten spreading into a bruise. Blood leaked from my nose and split lip and onto the sleeve of my sweater. Nothing broken though, I didn’t think.

Pip crawled up my leg, then onto the top of my head, clinging to my hair.

“Ow,” I said. My voice was muffled in my sweater-sleeve. I shivered, getting cold. Pip hopped down to perch on my shoulder, then edged closer, curling its tail around my neck.

“Minnervas,” I said, a spell.

The minnervas was supposed to be a warming spell.

But the magisters were right about one thing—the two magics were not working the way they were supposed to.

As the spell effected, Pip started to glow, which felt nice at first, but then the spell went wrong and its warmth turned hotter until its belly burned red-hot, and I was dizzily scrambling to my feet while pushing Pip off my shoulder.

Ow. I rubbed at the burned spot on my sweater.

On the ground, Pip snapped at its belly, which glowed like a hot stove on a winter day. Quickly I stopped the minnervas spell. Pip glared at me.

“Sorry,” I whispered, and shook my aching head, trying to think.

Right, the magics were a problem, I knew that already. They really were like two dragons, both trying to fit into one dragon’s space, and even a simple spell like the minnervas was enough to make them twitchy.

But now those men had tried to kidnap me. Wizard boy, they’d called me. Who were they? What was going on? Why did they want me?

And were they going to try again?
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