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            In which there is no cyclone but things get shaken up, nonetheless

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything in the physical universe has a bottom and every social group has a lowest rank. For the Wizard’s College, in that time and place, Phadrig was both. There he sat in his basement room, the lowest-ranked wizard in the College. Not just in the current crop of students, but as far back as the records go, if the Dean was to be believed. No student would have quarters in one of the towers, those are reserved for faculty and other archmages, but most students had rooms above ground. But since students were encouraged to practice in their rooms outside of class and Phadrig had already been ground zero for a few fires…

      He had a basement room away from the other students, the faculty, the staff, the… people. He found such an arrangement quite satisfactory as it gave him the privacy he sought to run his experiments. These experiments were quite safe to the bodies of those around him but would be “ruinous to the reputation of wizardhood itself” as was explained when he first proposed them to his instructors. Wizards (any type of magic users he guessed, but the priests weren’t saying) rely on a certain amount of mystical secrecy and and even larger amount of intentional confusion to secure the proper level of respect from those around him. Ask a wizard how much respect is proper and he’d be happy to explain that the proper amount is “as much as I demand.” As a result, there has grown a tradition of obscuration in the limits, uses, costs, and risks of magic.

      Phadrig proposing a deep dive into methods that any keen and observant mind could use to gather information and distill that into valid deductions based on empirical evidence was… not well received. That something could be fully understood without the aid of a wizard’s magic was at least as scandalous as, for example, a moderately sized but innocent fire that claimed several tapestries and desks in the first-year dormitory. But he was sure that his method could be useful. Since his magical talents didn’t seem to be growing over time, he’d take useful he could do over impressive that kept eluding him. Still, he didn’t mention his interests to his instructors again nor to his peers at all.

      It had been years since his magical studies began informally and then in earnest at the College. Phadrig had mastered no more than the handful of basic cantrips that earned him the right to attend the College. It was his belief he was of great assistance to the Librarian and his position of unofficial assistant afforded him opportunities to research topics and glean the odd bit of information on a variety of topics. Since the curriculum of a magical school tended to, naturally, focus on things magical, Phadrig liked to think that he had the most well-rounded body of knowledge in the land despite the fact that his understanding of the magical arts was largely theoretical. When he was sent out on a task suitable for the skills of a first-year to show that he should move up in rank, Phadrig was reasonably sure he would be up to the task.

      But there was plenty to keep him occupied. He supplemented his studies with direct observation as much as possible. In the woods that bordered the back lawn of the school grounds, he found a nest of fire-drakes and closely watched them for a week to learn their natures and habits. The larger, true dragons - Draco Nobilis - were sometimes also called drakes as the two looked much the same apart from size. The few facts that were known about true dragons painted them as intelligent creatures driven by greed and their egos. Fire-drakes were exotic but nothing more than beasts. They became active as the sun set and preferred their kills cooked. This was possible because they breathed fire. They were fire-drakes, after all. But Phadrig learned that they never used their flames as a weapon, only to cook their meat. Another difference from their larger cousins. Tales of dragons raking towns with fire as they flew overhead were too widespread to be mere tall tales. The fire-drakes were the first creatures he found in the relatively tamed wilds near the school grounds but the woods held other mysteries to be examined. There were also rumors of at least one unicorn, or possibly a herd, flitting ghostlike through the woods. The creatures remained elusive, but he found stool, which may have come from a unicorn. Initial tests on-site indicated no magical properties, but he still gathered and examined samples for any latent qualities that might be useful. The tests were mostly inconclusive. The only thing that he could state without reservation was that all samples smelled very much like horse shit.

      Phadrig spent his afternoons in the library with Archivist Scribus, organizing the stacks and cataloging new arrivals. There were always new works on every subject and the Archivist seemed bent on having them all. Scribus was an odd, quiet man and his company suited Phadrig quite well for those hours he spent amongst the books. Phadrig gained a better understanding of what the other students were immersing themselves in when helping them locate specific tomes or sections on certain subjects. This was often another stark reminder that his magical talents were far behind his peers. He would sometimes fetch volumes on portals, gateways, and teleportation. He would other times find works on martial spells, conjurations, and alterations. Meanwhile, he’d practice the “simple” spell of lighting a candle and need to use flint and steel more often than not.

      Phadrig found himself complaining about his lack of magical growth to the Archivist. “Stop trying to make your spells bigger, you should try making them smaller,” Scribus said. Phadrig looked up from the list he was working on of the title, author, and subject of the books at his elbow. The stacks of those to be recorded still dwarfed the stacks of those already noted. Archivist Scribus was firmly in his forties, which would put him nearing elderly for the general populace but fairly young for the magical community. His dark beard framed a mouth that was usually quirked up at one corner as if he were holding back laughter at a joke nobody else was in on. That day was no different and Phadrig took a few seconds to fight down the urge to hurl his ink pot at that smirk.

      “I can tell by the way your advice was phrased as my concern flipped on its head that this was supposed to be sage wisdom. I think if you really consider what you said, you’ll find that it was just a more-or-less random collection of words devoid of any real meaning. In short, nonsense,” Phadrig said

      “Nonsense or poetry, though I confess they are sometimes very much the same thing. What I meant is that instead of trying so hard to do bigger things, you should be focusing on doing more with what you already have under your control. Phadrig, you say you have a fairly good command of detection magic. Well, how specific can you make it? Rather than just detecting magic, can you tell the difference between a mage’s spell and a cleric’s divine channeling? Was this fae-touched item bespelled by a pixie or a fairy? The fine control of what you can currently do may be more important than being able to do bigger things,” Scribus replied.

      “That’s not a bad idea, my current frustration may result from misaligned priorities. Scaling back may be just what the situation calls for.”

      “Certainly that is a possibility. It’s also possible that the culprit is not misaligned priorities but unrealistic expectations. Consider: it doesn’t matter where you place it on your to-do list, you’re bound to end up disappointed if your goal is to eat this building.”

      “Have you considered that it might be as helpful, if not more, to offer encouraging advice than it is to crap all over my ideas?” Phadrig asked.

      “I have considered that. Rejected it out of hand,” Scribus said.
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      It seemed immediately obvious that testing detection spells would require things to detect. Field observation was one thing, but setting up controlled scenarios to allow for verification of his results would require a minor bestiary to be created and that was beyond his current capabilities. Phadrig’s quarters were somewhat removed by design but not so isolated that he could set up crates of creatures — both exotic and mundane — without undue notice. Additionally, some vague notion told him that imprisoning beings at or near human levels of intelligence would be of a concern. If not to him, then to those who held his fate and future in their hands. So, he would need to take some other tack.

      He focused his immediate efforts on wards instead as the two fields were closely related. Wards must detect for a certain type of entity in order to block it or sound the alarm to be of any use. The most common beasts to use in his experiments would be his fellow students, the faculty, and staff of the College. The first test was to see if he could devise a ward that would be able to differentiate between a magical adept and a mundane person. Most wizards love to eat but none he knew liked to cook. Many are distracted by a mess but none like to clean. It would be easy to imagine that wizards don’t make up the kitchen and custodial staff and that would be right. The hallway in the student dormitory would make a good testing area since both student wizards and chamber maids would both need to be there, but not usually at the same time.

      The basic shape of the ward was second nature to Phadrig at this point and the only effort was in fine-tuning the target. Making it warn of humanoids and tuning it to identify humans specifically was textbook spellcraft, so Phadrig knew the basic shape of things once the groundwork of the ward was laid. From there, things were trickier. The scan would be a bit intrusive, but it would be fairly simple if he were looking for it to allow women to pass through without response but alert him of men crossing the border. The difference between the two is clear. Women were the ones that made his tongue stop making words and men were usually the ones who stole his robes and tossed them up in a tree. Also, he was given to believe the reproductive organs were different. But what was the fundamental difference between wizard and mundane? The answer wouldn’t need to satisfy a philosopher but simply tell the spell what to trigger on if detected. This was both easier and more difficult. Quick spells were precise hand movements and verbal components, rituals were more complex and involved additional physical components as well. Anyone could memorize and master any of this with enough time and patience, but it was all for naught without the internal spark required to tap into the magic. There was a difference, but how to weave that into the framework of a ward?

      He began with one designed to detect the residue of channeling magic. It wouldn’t matter if he could discern between the fundamental natures of his subjects if the results were the same. The first person passed through and the ward flashed indicating the subject had trace amounts of magic on it. A positive result, he recognized the subject. The boy was somewhat known to even someone like Phadrig, who didn’t pay that much attention to people or to gossip (which was usually about people, anyway). The boy’s limp brown hair hung down into his eyes, partially obscuring his round-framed glasses and the scar on his head. The young target was a middling wizard but Phadrig’s test didn’t need anything more impressive.

      The archway he used to serve as the ward’s target flashed a pale blue as the dreary boy walked through. Success! A positive result was the expected and desired result. But this was only half the question. Now to see what would happen when someone without magical talent walked through the ward. The chambermaids would come by the dormitory area while students were in classes, so it wouldn’t be long until the next test subject wandered along. While he waited, Phadrig considered who he’d likely be testing against. Considering the number and laziness of wizards at various stages of their careers in the College, there must be a fleet of chambermaids, washerwomen, cooks, and general staff working nearly invisibly about the grounds. Where were they when they weren’t in line-of-sight? He knew where the kitchen was as it was possible to hear the clattering of cookware and the occasional shouts of the head chef from the grand dining hall. Surely the linens were stored somewhere and washed somewhere. The ground floor of the main hall was given to meeting rooms, the dining hall, and the kitchen. The tower on the east wing was for the personal offices and quarters of the ranking wizards, the west wing was for the student rooms. His room in the west wing basement was only a small fraction of the underground portion of the building’s area. Was the staff closer than he had considered before?

      His musings came to an end when he heard a cart being pushed down the hall. It was well constructed and rolled down the hardwood floor with less sound than he would have expected. In the empty hall, however, it made enough of a rustling to pull Phadrig back to the moment. A young woman pushed the cart and stopped a few doors down from the arch with the ward. The blue flash from before was immediate and very brief but checking the status of the ward still gave him a slight tingle due to the earlier trigger. He refreshed it to allow for a new baseline and waited for her to resume her journey down the hall. She backed out a few minutes later and shoved a wad of sheets into a cloth bag attached to the side of the cart. She walked through the arch and there was no reaction. So, this much seemed sound. This ward really detected a person who had channeled arcane energy recently enough to leave a trace. Next, he would need to test on a known wizard who hadn’t done any recent magic to see if the magical but dormant were invisible to the ward. Hard to find anyone anywhere that can do magic but hasn’t for long enough that they wouldn’t leave a trace; much more so in a place dedicated to growing and directing magical abilities. Luckily, if you need to find someone who hasn’t been doing any real work in their profession, you need to look to an administrator. And the College had a few to choose from.
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      Tales of elder dragons speak of gigantic appetites and egos to match their size. Wizards could give them a run for their hoards. Wizards moved up in rank by proving themselves magically adept and, in the case of the College, gained position in the faculty by proving themselves useful. Since it was often considered “useful” to be constantly told that you are the greatest thing to walk the earth, many minor positions in the faculty were filled with wizards whose greatest magic was having eyes blind to the faults of their superiors but still able to see everything else. Or at least able to heap on praise without removing lips from buttocks. As untested as those skills might be in real world scenarios or in pushing the boundaries of research, it was still unlikely that they’d go too long without using magic for something. Wizard’s magic just feels good to use. The exact nature of the sensation is described differently by different wizards but everyone seems to agree that it’s satisfying. To Phadrig, it was always like the satisfaction of straightening an askew picture frame or closing a door that is isn’t quite shut all the way, but a hundredfold more intense.

      However, when one reaches the pinnacle of an organization, the more one is done for rather than doing things. Phadrig was sure there was something that magic could accomplish that an army of servants couldn’t if that magic were given enough time, but his imagination failed him on what that would be. It’s said that the archmage that acts as Dean hadn’t cast a spell in at least a year. He would be an ideal subject if it weren’t for the danger inherent in a test that annoys the Dean. It could mean undue attention to Phadrig from on high.

      The Dean’s office was at the top of the faculty tower. Phadrig imagined the thinking was that anyone looking to see the Dean should be forced to trudge up all those stairs to give them ample time to consider if the issue is really pressing enough to intrude on the Dean (and to bother with the rest of the stairs). Rumor had it that the Dean had a stable portal that led directly into his office, bypassing the stairs altogether. So, that would mean that Phadrig would both need to get into the Dean’s office and place the ward in a place that didn’t require he pass through the exterior door. A tall order, but Phadrig’s ingenuity had rarely let him down before.

      It struck him that the solution would be simply to put the ward near the entrance to the Dean’s ground floor portal. The real trick in that would be in finding it. It would be safe to rule out anywhere heavily trafficked by students, such as the dorms or classrooms. It could be somewhere in the faculty tower on the ground floor. Since a portal’s aperture has surface area but no depth, it could be in an unused office or in a broom closet or even in behind a tapestry. That left a lot of possibilities to search but knowing the habits of wizards narrowed the most likely possibilities. His first stop would actually be somewhere near the dining hall. After an appropriately wizard-sized meal (large and decadent), the Dean wouldn’t want to walk too far. Privacy would be a concern, so it wouldn’t just be behind a wall hanging. He’d want a door to lock. So Phadrig would be looking for a door with a lock somewhere near the faculty side of the dining hall.

      Target area in mind, he began his search by skipping a meal and using the preoccupation of the others to allow for extra freedom. He didn’t see another soul as he searched at each door for a magical resonance between him and something lurking behind it. That was easier to find than he’d been hoping due to the area being the workspace of the most magically adept men in the kingdom. It was like trying to find a drunk in a pub. The novelty was when he’d find a door that didn’t have something active behind it. Thus stymied, he resolved the only logical course of action was something he was not terribly skilled at; he waited.

      Phadrig was not able to witness the Dean using any such portal that night since he began getting too many suspicious glances from professors for his liking and he soon retreated to his room. The theory seemed sound so he kept at it and was rewarded a few nights later when he managed to be outside an unremarkable door just before the midday meal and found the Dean walking out. Based on the placement of the door, Phadrig took it to be a supply closet. That made it the perfect place to hide a secret entrance in plain sight. Now that he had a target, he needed a spell.
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      Unlike the previous tests, there weren’t any templates in Phadrig’s basic instructional material for this. He’d need to define that essential spark that made magic possible to channel. He couldn’t think of any other way to have the ward discern someone who could use magic but hadn’t ever or hadn’t recently. This is something that would be well above a first-year, but since he was so far behind in other areas he needed something special to balance everything out. So, he’d be spending even more time in the library than he usually did.

      “Isn’t there anything more recent on the fundamental nature of magic? Anything I can see that is contemporary quickly turns into an examination of practical application,” Phadrig asked.

      “I don’t have the whole of the catalog in my head, but the most recent thing I can think of in the vein you’re tapping is by the Vizier of Ainran,” Archivist Scribus said.

      “Interesting. You’ve taken my request for a recent work to mean something written by the top mystical advisor of a country that no longer exists.”

      “Its collapse wasn’t all that long ago. A generation or two by normal reckoning. Mercy of the gods, I’ll bet that some of the more tenured professors knew the man personally. Wizards have been more interested in what they can do with the power than where that power comes from lately. What can I say? Do what you can with what you have. After all, that was the point I was trying to make when you took off on this wild goose chase.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. It’s just frustrating. I feel like I’m right on the verge of coming up with something useful that’s never been done before and I’m just missing the one piece that will make the whole puzzle clear.”

      “Magic is mostly examined in the effects. Maybe you don’t want magical studies, maybe you want philosophy to dig into the nature of something. Go take a look at the section of philosophy of the Eastern Kingdoms and leave me alone for a bit. I’m trying to index and whatnot.”

      Very little was known about the Eastern Kingdoms. They laid across an ocean and the information held came from seafaring traders and the books and other goods they brought back. One of the more popular imports was a cloth called wormweave that is decadently smooth and soft against the skin. Scribus described it as “silky” for reasons he found amusing but wouldn’t explain. But the citizens of the Eastern Kingdom apparently also spent much of their time examining the nature of things and writing about it. Under the heading of Philosophy, Phadrig found works on: what it means to be good and how to do it, how men act in social groups, how the mind of man works, aberrant behavior, how the parts of the body and mind work together to maintain health, and the nature of god and goddesses who (one writer named Du Floro claimed) walked among men and even originated among them before they ascended to godhood.

      Phadrig was interested in all of it but was particularly drawn to the works on the topic of magic. While there were discussions of what could be done with it, there didn’t seem to be any firm delineation between what it was and what it did. There was a through line everywhere of what magic was and where it originated. Some of it was hard for Phadrig to follow as it seemed to assume a background of knowledge he didn’t have and made reference to stories that he didn’t know, but what he could glean was already giving him an idea of where to focus his efforts on the trigger for detection spells. In the College and even amongst the layperson, it was well understood that magic required a certain something —a spark, it was often called — to allow one to channel magic. A person sufficiently motivated could memorize the hand movements and any words required for a spell but it would be only so much spastic dancing without that “spark.” In the Eastern Kingdoms, thinkers tend to agree that magic flows from the universe in much the same way as artistic talent and imagination. In fact, they are treated much as different flavors of the same thing. If you can’t form an image in your head or make your hand physically create that image, no amount of practice or dedication will make you an artist. Thus, there is something inherent in a person that makes them a magician and something that exists in one place and not in another is something that should be able to be filtered for.

      He was eventually able to cobble something together that would perhaps meet his needs. It was in no way a direct detection of that magical spark but many of the texts spoke of something that had been translated as ‘preparing to do magic.’ It was a a sort of unconscious tapping into the spark that allowed wizards and various mage types to shape mana into spells. It may be that temple magic worked differently but the texts never called out specifically arcane magic or spiritual magic and you can bet your last copper piece that the priests never discussed it with anyone outside their temples. Since the placement of the first ward would serve again to calibrate the new spell, Phadrig decided to set up there.

      Back in one of the halls where the dormitory building led to the instruction rooms, things were beginning to get noisy. It was just before classes would begin for most of the first- and second-years (years three and four were mostly independent study) and the aggregate rustling sound from behind the dozen or so doors was almost deafening despite being fairly quiet. It was the sort of sound that doesn’t so much drown out everything around it as much as it draws all attention to itself. A door rattled, opened, and spat out a student. He was quickly followed by his roommate and they took a few steps into the hall. As if this were a dropped starting flag at a footrace, other doors popped open and disgorged students. The trickle became a flood and washed the sounds down the hall. Most of the doors had opened and closed but Phadrig had noticed some that hadn’t. It was the optimum time between as-isolated-as-possible and totally-useless-because-I’m-alone. He had the ward up just before a young man walked into the hall in hurried steps, head down and mumbling angrily to himself. The young wizard walked through the arch and that portion of the hallway flashed blue. His head shot up and whipped from side to side. He either didn’t see Phadrig or he decided it didn’t matter. After another moment, the tardy student rushed off down the hall again and through the double doors that led to the classroom building.

      Phadrig waited for the chambermaids and their carts to make their way into the hall and tucked himself back into the corner to have as little impact on their activities as possible. One of the bunch seemed to take a touch longer than the rest. One by one, the carts, loaded up with dirty linens and divested of their cargo of clean sheets, glided out of the hall through the arch with his ward. They had each passed by with no response from the ward, just as would be expected if everything were working correctly. The last maid seemed to be taking longer than normal, even for her slower pace. Out of curiosity, Phadrig repositioned himself in hall so he could get a peek from an oblique angle. She seemed to be straightening things on a small bookshelf. She was looking down at something in her hands more than arranging things on the shelf itself. She shifted and Phadrig could see that she was holding an open book and intently paging through it. His soft shoes must have made more sound than he thought when he shuffled his feet. She jerked her head up, snapped the book shut, and replaced it on the shelf all in one smooth motion.

      He tried to move away quickly and still end up in a position that looked causal. He was sure he’d failed by the way she studiously didn’t look at him. She pushed her cart down the hall and had almost reached the arch with the ward when she paused and tilted her head quizzically. After a moment, she shrugged and followed her cart through the archway. The ward flashed a pale blue and Phadrig jumped back about a foot. If she flinched at all, he missed it. Before he could recover from the shock, she was down the hall and out of sight.
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      Phadrig rushed to the Dean’s secret room as quickly as possible without standing out too much. An easy enough task while still in student areas as any student not in a classroom by this point would be walking briskly if not flat out running. He slowed down but walked with an purpose once he moved into more faculty dominated parts of the grounds. He’d found that walking like you’re on urgent business will cause most people to assume that someone has authorized you to be there and that you’re too busy to take on a new task. Assuming that, their attention deletes you from their world and then one is essentially invisible. Magic possible for anyone who can sell the air of distracted focus that tells the world ‘I have important business but it’s not with you.’ This and some angry muttering under his breath had gained me more than one unauthorized after hours snack with a single exasperated utterance of “Professors!”

      Cloaked thusly, he ducked into the desired hall of the faculty tower and set his new ward. He’d want to be more circumspect with his test since he likely wouldn’t be able to simply speak quickly and confuse the Dean into letting the matter drop if he became aware of the experiment. It was a quick and easy change to remove the flash as the output for the triggered ward and make it a physical alert instead. Phadrig set it to cause a cheap iron ring to vibrate slightly and slipped said ring onto his finger. He was ready.

      Sadly, his sense of ease in changing the trigger result was a symptom of overconfidence and working too quickly. He was not far around the corner when the ring finally began to tremble on his finger. He heard a hoarse cry less than a second later. Phadrig fled to his room but he knew something had gone wrong. Within the hour, he was in the Dean’s office along with the College’s Chair of Safety. His hard wooden chair was several inches shorter than their plush armchairs and their grim faces loomed over him.

      The Dean spoke softly and slowly. “I assume you know why you are here and why I saw a blue flash of light around a certain door a short while ago. In case you are not, we are here to discuss the conduct we expect from our students here at the College. For those lucky enough to be invited within our halls, we expect a comportment befitting a wizard and actions that lie within the limits set by your instructors. This is for both your safety and the safety of those around you.”

      “This is not the first time there has been a report of your spells causing a concern,” the Chair interjected.

      Clearing his throat, the Dean called the focus back to himself. “Yes, something about a fire and some tapestries, if I’m recalling correctly. But accidents do happen, we are aware that magic is not always a safe enterprise. There is additional cause for concern in the case today, however. This required going into an area generally not for the free use of students and in casting a spell with the clear purpose of causing someone else to be affected. Wall hangings are one thing but faculty, staff, and even students are another matter entirely. I want to be clear that I am not primarily concerned that I was the one affected. I was just the one first aware of it because I was the one affected. I would be just as concerned if the happened to any member of the faculty.”

      “Or the staff,” the Chair added.

      “Or a student?” Phadrig asked.

      Two pairs of eyes went icy at the sound of his voice. “That is, I apologize for any concern I caused. The spell was harmless and didn’t pose a threat to anyone. I was just trying to hone control and get ready for the upcoming end of year exam,” he said.

      “And that’s a laudable goal, son. But you’ll want to be sure that you stay within the guidelines of your instructors or faculty mentors. The course of study will allow for greater range of choices as you progress but we’re initially concerned with bringing students along safely. I’d hate to see that we have further concerns about you as we’ll have to begin to take drastic steps to ensure the safety of those here and the reputation of wizarding is not tarnished,” the Dean continued. “That’s it for today — and for the foreseeable future, I hope — so you can return to your normal schedule. I believe the Archivist has been expecting you in the Library and has been asking after your whereabouts. Off you go, then.”
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      The following weeks were a return to normal study and that study was mostly of the nuanced effects of frustration. In order to not garner any more negative attention, Phadrig dove into his assigned studies and practiced prescribed spells with an effort he hadn’t shown before. And got nowhere. He did manage to raise the temperature in his room so high that the water in the jug next to the washbasin turned to steam and filled the room but that’s as close as he got to manifesting a flame. Scrying was a class he did well in. Not because he’d mastered the skills but because, as far as he could tell, it was just so much humbug and he played along convincingly. He made efforts and apparently those efforts counted just as much as results. He had received disparaging remarks from both professors and fellow students but no complaints about his behavior. He was keeping his head down and his mouth shut. That seemed to be all that was wanted from him.

      As the instruction year ended and the Exam drew nearer, he’d begun to pick up on a strange thing from his professors. The words they said were the same and the instructions they gave remained on the same path they had been on but the delivery was a bit more desperate while the tone was more detached. They seemed to be more eager than ever to impart what training was on the slate for the day while distancing themselves from any involvement in the process. Phadrig was hesitant to address any of them about this directly. Luckily he had a faculty mentor who wasn’t involved in any part of his actual instruction who might have an ear to the ground, as it were.

      When he walked into the library that day, Phadrig in fact found Scribus with his nose to the ground. It was close enough as a sign, as he was sure his divination instructor would have agreed, so he decided it was as good a time as any to voice his concerns about the curious behavior of his instructors. “Before you burrow to the Deep Reaches, might I ask you a question?” Phadrig asked.

      “You jest but I’ll have you wishing for the demons of the Deep Reaches if my notes don’t turn up. It has information of a…sensitive nature. Ask your question but look about as you do so, yes?”

      “No hardship at all. What am I looking for?”

      “It’s a stack of papers. The top page should begin with the line, ‘The Man in Black fled across the desert and…’” He paused, his face flushed. “Look, if you see a stack of papers written in a very uniform script, just let me know. Didn’t you say you had a question?”

      “Oh, yes, I did. I’ve been noticing an odd attitude from my instructors lately. Do you know why that might be?”

      “You don’t know that you’ve raised the hackles of the administration? Oh, my poor, sweet bookend. You really do have the observational skills of a block of wood sometimes, don’t you? Aha!” Scribus stood, a handful of papers held close to his chest. He walked over to his desk and tucked them in a drawer before turning to make eye contact. “There are no official sanctions being taken, but there is word that your Exam is not quite as random as it might be. Or, at all. And the rumor is that it would be tough for a student even with the normal first-year complement of skills. In your case, I’d say doom is inevitable.”

      “Doom is inevitable?”

      “Doom may be overselling it, I suppose. But progression is all but impossible, I’d wager. Still, it could be worse,” Scribus amended.

      “I’ll be prevented from moving up the ranks! How could it be worse than that?”

      “Phadrig, I personally know of several things that would be worlds worse. Other than those unlikely events, how about expulsion from the College? Bad enough to count as worse than being here but stuck as a first-year?”

      “I’m not sure about that. Being limited because of my skill or my nature as a magician is one thing. Being limited because the institution is not allowing me to learn or do more is quite another. It might be better to clearly have no option than have one presented that I can never really take. I’ll deal with that if it comes to that, I suppose. More immediately, what I’m taking from this conversation is that I’m not intended to pass my Exam.”

      “It would take an act of the gods, yes,” Scribus said, nodding solemnly.

      “Great, let’s hope for that then,” Phadrig answered.
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            In which there is an Exam, a message, and they are one and the same

          

        

      

    

    
      At the end of the first year, students were put to a challenge known as the Exam to show a basic foundation of skills across a range of magical disciplines. These took a few different traditional formats with minor variations for flavor. While no student would know exactly what the challenge would entail, it would be possible to prepare in a general sense. This was considered to be a fair set-up for the first years. Things got considerably more amorphous in later years, culminating in a real-world challenge fit for a full wizard for the final year students. For now, Phadrig had a few possible scenarios to plan for and all left him worried. The worry was intensified knowing that he had set his foot wrong enough to have those in charge of the Exam tilting the scale against him. It could simply be a harder test than normal for students at his stage of training or something specifically tailored to highlight his known weaknesses.

      For the most common tests, he would need at minimum: some ranged attack (most often used were fireballs, ice shards, or the like), a shield spell, levitation or teleportation, and some type of general detection spell. Over the previous five years, the vast majority of tests called for some combination of those types of spells. He was a quarter of the way there and beyond hope of filling in the gaps. Phadrig could only work to get as close as possible and maybe be clever enough to find some sort of workaround for when his magic fell short.

      He was still unable to manifest anything that would affect anything at a distance or could remotely be called a weapon. His detection spells for areas and stationary wards were, of course, beyond the curve. Defensive spells were fairly limited for a first-year and he had a rudimentary grasp on those. Relocation spells (such as portals or teleportation) were not expected at this stage of training but students would often have natural strengths in one of the various classes of spells and it was not unheard of to be a sort of reflex for a beginning wizard that future training would bring control to rather than an introduction. So, Phadrig had anywhere from one-half to two-thirds of the skills that a student would normally have going into the test.

      Luckily, one of his ways of relieving feelings of frustration involved firing crossbow bolts into a target in his basement room over and over. With all the difficulties thus far, he was working with a target that was mostly holes by that point and would need replacing soon. Lately, he had been putting a few thousand more holes in that crossbow target. Phadrig wasn’t going to replace one of the tower guard of the City Watch anytime soon, but he felt that he could tick hitting things at a distance off his list.

      When the day of the Exam arrived, there was a feeling of excitement running through the student body. Even when not participating, the Exam provided an interesting show. Fighting against phantasmal foes, racing against the sands of the hourglass to complete a maze or even a display of artistic illusions could be the form of the test and it sure beat the usual entertainment. There were two schools of thought about when was the best time to be tested. Anxiety could take a toll and many students wanted to go towards the beginning of the testing to get it out of the way. Seeing others take their Exam could give you an idea of what to do or what mistakes to avoid. Also, students tended to head out for a home village or town once done with the Exam, so later students also had fewer people watching them like a specimen in a jar. Either had its advantages and drawbacks. Order was assigned by drawn numbers distributed by one of the professors. There was, in years past, quite the frenzied underground exchange of numbers. This was often accompanied by favors promised as students jockeyed for the position they wanted. While this was an open secret, the administration of the College never spoke about it. This year, without explanation, trading of Exam order was strictly forbidden. It came as no great surprise when Phadrig got his number and was dead last. He imagined whatever was about to happen, they wanted the barest number of spectators possible.
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      The Exam for the first three years of instruction was held in the arena. It likely sounds grander than it was. The arena was a building of middling size. Most of the area was given to the Exam floor, which was a large room with a hard-packed dirt floor. Halls rang all four sides of the rectangular floor and these were dotted with windows along their lengths. This gave a view to those outside the arena who would like to observe. The two ends on the shorter sides of the rectangle had booths about twenty feet off the ground that were filled with chairs for sitting professors. The floor of the arena was configured — magically, of course — to form the layout for any number of possible scenarios. Phadrig was expecting the maze configuration as this seemed to be the hardest, requiring both the wit needed to solve the maze before running out of time and also overcoming animated foes when stumbling into traps. This would have been hard to deal with but it was the one he was hoping for. Being clever or lucky enough to get through with no wrong turns would also mean a path clear of obstacles to overcome.

      Instead of the high walls blocking his view of the twists and turns within, he found himself looking at an arena floor that was largely open. The only thing breaking up the dirt floor were some low walls and something that served as the approximation of a building. He was dismayed to see this was a combat scenario. The goal would be to eliminate the enemies before they eliminated him. The constructs he would be battling against would be limited to attacks that were non-lethal. This didn’t mean they wouldn’t hurt or wouldn’t be dangerous, but no one attack should kill him outright. On the other hand, he could use any means at his disposal to take them out. This was a challenge for a wizard being groomed as a combat mage.

      “Phadrig, first-year student wizard, welcome to your Exam. There is both a goal to be achieved and a one hour limit in which to achieve it. You will face off against approximately one half dozen enemies. They must all be eliminated and the treasure recovered from the structure in that time. The treasure being held is an iron ring a bit wider in diameter than your head. Failure to recover the ring or failure to overcome your adversaries will mean failure of your exam. Begin!”
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      Before the booming voice had faded, the door to the small building opened and figures emerged. They were hard to make out from that distance but they were most likely animated skeletons. They were the standard fare for this sort of thing. Phadrig could make out the eldritch glow that would tie the bones together and serve as the muscles that moved them. He had asked a few times what made a glow eldritch and had never gotten a satisfactory answer. From the best he was able to glean, it seemed to mean sort of…purple. Whatever the nature of the glow animating them, it moved the enemies behind the low wall near the building. He got no time to plan a strategy or get into position. Even for a budding combat mage, this was a big disadvantage. And he was sure the nasty tricks hadn’t stopped there.

      He quickly sent out a mid-range general detection spell to detect any motion within the radius. Sure enough, he got a response on his flank. Something was trying to get behind him and it wasn’t anything visible. Leave it to the bastards to put an enemy caster in this scenario. It was either the invisible thing moving behind him or it cast the invisibility spell on this one. Phadrig needed to take out the hidden player as soon as he could, but he couldn’t count on that taking out the magical opposition. He could probably pierce the invisibility spell but it would likely take longer than he had. He decided it would be best to just move on it aggressively and hope it was counting on surprise get it up close rather than getting into a position to use a ranged weapon. Once he moved on it, it would know it was exposed and just shoot Phadrig down if it could.

      Luckily, the design of the arena recreated a real setting for that scenario as close as magic would allow. This was fairly detailed and the
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