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1: Preparations
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So the thing about fire is this: it’s bad.

As soon as the flames erupted, I grabbed the fire blanket from the kitchen wall and tossed it over the dish, but that did nothing for the globs of flaming batter now scattered about the walls, floor, and benches. Magista swore and started stomping them out.

“That all of them?” I asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I think so. You hurt?”

“No,” I said, rubbing at a painful burn on my wrist. “You?”

“Not significantly.”

“What were you trying to do?”

“I thought I could get a more precise cook, and thus do several textured layers, if I used a... different heat source.”

“It wasn’t even in the oven!”

“Exactly.”

I glanced at the mage mark on her collarbone. “You tried to electrocute a cake?”

“Cupcakes, technically. And it should have worked!”

“Well, it obviously didn’t. Seven points, usually I’m the one doing stuff like this. You’ve had that spell for 2 weeks and things are already on fire. Do we need a change of plan?”

“No. No, all of the big pieces are already complete. This is just something I wanted to try.” She tucked a long strand of batter-encased hair behind her ear. “We’ll be ready in time.”

“Can I... help in any way?”

“No. No, I’ll be fine here. Thank you, Kayden.”

I took the opening to escape kitchen duty and left her to it. I’d been surprised, after moving into the main school, to discover how in-demand the little kitchens, laundries and various workshops provided for the students were, even though everything was provided for us. And it wasn’t just people like me, who didn’t want the janitors touching their stuff, who were using them – everyone just seemed to want to be able to make things.

I didn’t get it, myself. I’d never really liked cooking.

Once I was well out of Magista’s sight, I inspected the burn on my arm. It didn’t look bad; I could probably handle it myself. The shop sold first aid supplies. A month ago, I would’ve taken it straight to Malas, who could handle it neatly and painlessly, but... well, I didn’t want to see him again unless I absolutely had to. If I were careful, maybe I could avoid ever having to see him again.

Going through years of school without hurting myself. Forget learning magic, that was the true challenge.

I checked the map for the shop’s location, memorised it and put it away, only getting lost and having to pull it out again twice. I paced out the distances of the corridors as I walked, keeping track of the turns as best I could, writing them down so I wouldn’t forget.

Max and Di Fiore were in the shop, arguing over flowers.

“Trust me, she’ll like the white ones better,” Max said.

“The white ones are juvenile. Are you trying to insult her? You understand the message you’re sending to her?”

“It’s only a message to you! She never learned the – ”

“So you intend to condescend to her and make fun of her ignorance? Max, if we don’t use red – ”

“And you’re, what, going to take her aside and explain the political significance of things that she’s never remotely cared about? Why do you care so much about pulling every single person into – ”

“Why do you insist on ignoring – ”

“Hey, numbnuts,” I cut in. “Why not just buy both flower types? All that sweet, sweet Madja and Acanthos money run out?”

Di Fiore sniffed. “It’s not like we could just place...” he trailed off, thoughtfully.

“That would actually work,” Max said.

“Well... okay, yes, it would. But not for the reasons you think, Kayden.”

“Uh-huh. Max, a present.” I handed him my travel notes. “I’ll do the classrooms when, y’know, my classes actually start.”

“Thank you.”

“Why do you want me pacing these out again anyway? You’ve been taking the school map data from the actual map for months.”

“Just a suspicion. How’s everyone doing?”

“Magista’s cake is on schedule with absolutely no problems – ”

“Of course, she’s a genius at baking.”

“ – Kylie’s first class finishes in ten minutes, and I was just about to go check in on Magistus before heading around to waylay her.”

“You’re sure she won’t suspect anything?” Di Fiore asked. “She is a prophet.”

“Unless somebody’s planning to die at the party, it’s a little outside her speciality,” I explained for the fourth time. “So, y’know, so long at you don’t accidentally make a death threat flower arrangement and trigger a multigenerational Acanthos/Madja blood feud...”

“I doubt flowers would be necessary,” Di Fiore grumbled under his breath.

I bought my burn supplies and got out of there before they could drag me into any ridiculous fighting, and headed for our dorm.

The new Dorm Australia contained only three beds, but had rather more actual space than the initiate version had. Apparently the good stuff was reserved for actual mage students; we had our own little kitchenette, a nice bathroom, and a TV, although it only played stuff on the intranet or uploaded from our tablets. The whole private-area-behind-the-bed design had been carried over, which still struck me as ridiculous. I was starting to suspect that some master student had mass produced a bunch of force field enchanted beds generations ago and the school was trying to find excuses to use them.

At that particular moment, the room looked rather more crowded than usual due to the centre of the room taken up with an empty table shrouded in an unnecessarily fancy tablecloth that Magistus was carefully straightening out.

“Is it gonna be big enough?” I asked, causing him to jump.

“Yes. Magista would’ve cooked for the space we have. I do wish we had more, though.”

“There are only six of us. How much party food can we eat?”

“Ha! Well, whenever anything Magista cooks is in the room, Clara – ” Magistus stopped talking abruptly, and cleared his throat. “Well. Everyone likes leftovers.”

“Yeah. That’s, uh, true enough.”

We were silent for a long moment.

“Haven’t seen you around the gym much,” Magistus said. “Slacking off on your routine?”

“Well.” I tried an awkward smile. “Some of us come to school to exercise something other than dumb muscle.”

“Ha, right; because your brain...” he trailed off, apparently realising at the same moment I did that his comment was coming out meaner and less lighthearted than they used to. He cleared his throat again. “It’s nice to have a decent spotter, is all.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m just busy with getting ready for school, and all.” It was a transparent lie; we both knew I’d been avoiding hanging out with him. But he let it pass, and I gave another weak grin. “First class later today. You have anything yet?”

“Just math. What have you got?”

“Potioncrafting.”

“Ha! Nerd.”

An alarm beeped on my tablet. I had to get to Kylie’s class.

“Gotta go,” I said. “Message me when you’re ready.”

“You got it.”

I got there just as she strolled out of class. “Hey there. Want to go have that talk with Instruktanto Cooper?”

“What, right now?”

“He’s in his office right now.” I brandished the map on my tablet. “Alone, unless he’s with someone with their location turned off. The sooner the better, right?”

“Of course. But we need to... I mean, I’m not sure how to convince him to help us. When we were initiates, everyone was kind of... cagey... about the whole thing.”

“Oh, but you’ve got me. And I’ve got a secret weapon.” I brandished one hand in front of us, like I was revealing a great secret. “Guilt.”

“Uh... what?”

“Guilt! Instruktanto Cooper feels massively guilty about accidentally helping Malas screw me over at the trial! And that guilt’s going to fade fast, so we need to take as much advantage of it right now as we can!”

“That’s a great point. Okay, let’s do it. Let’s go exploit our teacher’s mistakes for personal gain.”

Getting to Instruktanto Cooper’s office from the main school meant approaching from the opposite direction than we were used to. I stared down the blue-lit corridor on the other side, the one I knew to lead to the initiates’ cafeteria. I’d been told, on the first day, that blue areas were general access, but when I was there I’d never seen any older students milling about, visiting friends or whatever. Was it just kind of ‘not done’, or were we actually not allowed to –

“Don’t,” Kylie said.

“I was just looking!” I could walk down that corridor and find out for myself whether I was allowed to be there, but it would be a bad idea. If it wasn’t allowed, and somebody found and explained that to me now, then I wouldn’t be able to use ignorance as an excuse if I ever had to go there in the future. Best not to risk closing that particular door for mere curiosity.

Instruktanto Cooper was indeed alone, his door open. He looked up in surprise as we knocked.

“Can we talk?” Kylie asked.

“Of course. Come on in.” He glanced between us warily. “What can I do for you two?”

“We came to know if there are any cursed kids among the initiates this semester.”

Whatever Instruktanto Cooper had been expecting her to say, that clearly wasn’t it. “Uh. I’m not really sure. It’s unlikely, statistically speaking, but possible. Why? Has there been some kind of problem?”

Kylie shook her head. “We want to meet them, if there are.”

“You want – why?”

“Isn’t that obvious? The transition can be difficult, and none of you guys get it. They need someone they can actually talk to, who knows what questions they’re going to have, and how to answer them in a useful way.”

“Ah. See, we generally find full immersion to be the best way to acclimate students to mage society, so we don’t encourage – ”

“We know. We just lived through it, remember?”

It was my turn. I played my whole hand at once – why not? “And maybe if you were a bit more gentle with that acclimatisation, you might have better results,” I pointed out. “Like, somebody in our position might be able to tell kids what they need to know to not nearly drown on their first day, something that nearly cost you both of last semester’s witches at once. Or maybe we could figure out any unusual circumstances before they’re publicly announced in a courtroom. You brought me to talk to Cheryl Castor because your wizard diplomats were failing; you know we can help each other where you can’t.”

“Those are fair points, I suppose. But a student’s information is private.”

“Then ask them first,” Kylie shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. Everyone knew about Kayden and me within days, so I’m sure if we ask around enough – ”

“I will inquire about whether there are any new witch initiates,” Instruktanto Cooper said reluctantly. “But it’s not likely. And if there are, unless they’re from Oceania, nobody’s necessarily under any obligation to tell me about it.”

“Thanks,” Kylie said, giving him an appreciative smile. “See you in maths!”

We left.

“So why are we asking him anyway?” I asked when we were alone. “I mean, like you said; if there are any witches, word’s going to get around. I’m sure the initiates will all know soon enough.”

“Di Fiore suggested asking him,” Kylie said. “The school hasn’t... well, nobody ever stopped us from talking to Talbot, but the whole thing is clearly not designed to make it easy. Di Fiore says there probably won’t be any problems if we want to start a little Witch Club, but on the off-chance there are, making our serveyanto complicit will help.”

“And you trusted him? That witch-hating git?”

“He’s a prick, sure, but he’s an expert on awful underhanded politics. And he seemed to like the idea, honestly. I think he hopes witches mentoring witches will limit how much those ‘undeserving witch initiates disrupt the school and drain its resources’. We can protect them from people like him, at any rate.”

“You sure it’s any of our business?” I teased. My tablet beeped; a message from Magistus. Good. I didn’t bother to respond. My location was on on the map; they knew how far away we were. I quickened my pace and Kylie, not really seeming to notice, accelerated to keep up.

“Not if they don’t want it to be,” she said. “But I think they will.”

“You don’t look certain.”

She shrugged.

“Seriously, what’s wrong? Witch Club is a great idea. I mean, doing it out in the nemaganti world would get us all killed, but here – ”

“Then why doesn’t it already exist? We can’t be the first people to have thought of helping each other out.”

“Maybe it has, in the past. Maybe it’s just that there weren’t any witches who were interested when we were initiates. I mean, the only one here we know is Talbot, and he’s... not a groupwork kind of guy.”

“Maybe. But Instruktanto Cooper would know if that’s the case, right?”

“Maybe he doesn’t want to encourage us. Or maybe he wouldn’t know; we’re his first witches, remember?”

“Yeah. I guess that’s true.”

“Anyway,” I said, throwing an arm around Kylie’s shoulders as we approached our door, “we can worry about all that later. Right now, we have something way more important to focus on.” I pushed the door open.

“What could we – ”

“Surprise!”

“Happy birthday,” I said with a grin.

Kylie’s eyes skimmed over the hastily pinned flowers about the room, the pile of brightly wrapped gifts, the kitchenette and central table laden with elaborate snacks.

“I was only gone for half an hour,” she mumbled.

Well, she was surprised!
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Kylie froze, but I’d already shut the door behind her. Magista swept her more fully into the room, saying, “You’re fifteen! We thought we’d celebrate.”

“I never told any of you when my birthday was...”

“Of course you did! You mentioned it a few months ago. Magistus, the candles?”

The cake that Magista had made was understated, but beautiful, with pink icing covered in elaborate red scrollwork. The fifteen candles were quickly lit and we sang the birthday song, feeling like idiots while Kylie waited patiently for her chance to roll her eyes and blow them out.

When Magista cut into the cake, I realised I’d vastly underestimated her baking skills. I wasn’t the only one.

“That,” Max declared, “is straight-up impossible. I do not believe you’ve done that, on a fundamental physical level.”

“It’s a bit of a fiddly technique,” Magista said humbly, “but very possible.”

“No. I guarantee it isn’t.”

What Magista had done was write inside the cake. That is, she’d made a vanilla cake, and marbled a little bit of chocolate through it, but not in the random marble pattern normal in such cakes; somehow, she’d gotten the swirls to spell ‘Happy Birthday Kylie’.

“Seriously,” Max pressed, “how did you do that?”

“Baker’s secret.”

“Okay but how – ?”

“Everyone wants a big piece, I assume?” Magista asked, loading plates. The question was obviously rhetorical.

I pondered my piece of cake and wondered how any of us were going to fit in the various other snacks that had been prepared and displayed among the scattered red and white flowers. “So, I guess you’re the oldest of us then, Kylie?”

“Di Fiore’s the oldest,” Magistus said. “His birthday was a few months ago.”

“You didn’t invite me.”

“You’d stormed into my room and punched me in the face the week before,” Di Fiore said. “Also, I didn’t want you there.”

“Don’t feel bad, Kayden,” Max said. “They didn’t invite me either.”

“And you both missed out on some great cake,” Kylie said, eating a forkful of her current cake. “That’s what you guys get for fighting.”

“You were invited?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You never said anything.”

Kylie looked puzzled. “Should I have?”

We finished our cake, then turned Kylie’s attention to the pile of presents in the corner. She blushed. “You guys didn’t really have to get me anything,” she mumbled.

“That’s half the fun!” Max exclaimed, pressing an immaculately wrapped package into her hands. “Anyway, this will be useful.”

Kylie looked like she wanted to give it back, but reluctantly opened the gift. When she read the title of the thick, leather bound book inside, her eyes widened.

Looking Forward and Back: How Prophecies Shape our World.

“You have a rare and powerful spell,” Max explained. “I know your history with it has been... mixed... but I thought you should have some context on mages like yourself.”

Kylie nodded. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

“Mine might be similarly useful,” di Fiore said, handing her a thinner, irregularly shaped package.

Inside was a hand mirror, about the size of Kylie’s spread palm. The handle and frame looked silver to me, though I couldn’t be sure without holding it myself. The reflection wasn’t clean and sharp like a modern mirror, but had that hazy, foggy look of antiques; I’d read somewhere once upon a time that old mirrors reflected like that because the craftsmen would literally brush silver onto the back of the glass with a brush.

The back of the frame was covered in writing in all sorts of languages and alphabets. A couple of the sentences looked to be in English, but they were too tiny for me to read from where I was standing.

“The Fiore before the current Fiore was a prophet,” di Fiore explained, “and always found it useful to have something on hand to help her cast. I thought something similar might help you, and mirrors are one of the more portable foci for prophets.”

“It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

“My turn,” Magistus announced, lobbing a small gift over di Fiore’s head so that it landed perfectly in Kylie’s arms. She jumped and tore her gaze away from the mirror to glare at him; he just grinned.

He’d bought her a stationary kit. A fancy one, with paper that had shiny threads through it, and little pressed flowers and perfumes for decoration. “Since we all miss home a bit,” was the only explanation he gave.

“And we all deserve to have fun here!” Magista exclaimed, presenting her gift. It was easily the largest, and squishy. Kylie unwrapped the neat package and pulled out a long scarlet robe.

“We’re going to need new formal clothing this year,” Magista shrugged. “I had them do something I thought you’d like.”

Even I could tell that the robes were fancy. Like Kylie’s formal robes last year, they were cut in a style resembling a dress, except this one was made from many layers of extremely fine fabric, each patterned in what looked like leaves of various shades of red with a few shocks of orange or yellow. Kylie ran the fabric through her hands, and I realised I’d been wrong; the patterns weren’t leaves. They were flames. When the fabric moved, they rolled and danced over each other to give the impression of a living, moving fire.

Next to all these fancy presents, I was feeling kind of stupid about mine. I handed over a small box. “Careful; it’s breakable.”

Truth was, I’d used most of my guilt-induced goodwill with Instruktanto Cooper to encourage him to drive me to a town to buy this. I wouldn’t have been able to get it through the school shop. I hadn’t even told him why I’d wanted to go to the very specific town I’d tracked down that still sold them.

It was an instant camera, the kind that prints out a little photo right after you take it. Kylie looked down at it, then up at me, confusion and understanding colliding chaotically on her face.

“You can take as many pictures as you like on your tablet,” I said quietly, “but there’s nowhere here to print them out. No way to share them except on the school intranet. I know you write to your family a lot. I thought maybe you’d want to show them your home here.”

Kylie looked away quickly, and for a moment I was worried I’d screwed up; was I about to make her cry in front of all of her friends? But she busied herself putting her presents away behind her bedcurtains, giving her a chance to get it together while we chatted about what classes we were looking forward to and soforth. I didn’t have much to add to the discussion, of course; without knowing what my spell was, or being able to cast it, the range of magical classes I could take was pretty limited, and I didn’t have any great enthusiasm for maths or science. Potioncrafting and runecrafting had the potential to be interesting, I supposed.

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Max shrugged when I mentioned this. “I don’t know how to use mine, either. It’ll probably take years to figure out.”

“Yeah, because it’s complicated and awesome and powerful,” I said. “At least you know what it is.”

“Broadly. But given the variation within the category of contract spells, I know a lot less than you might think.”

“You all have some idea of what you’re working with,” I said.

“I don’t,” Magistus said. “Still no idea what mine does. But if it doesn’t show anything by next week I’m going to Malas for an assessment.”

“An assessment?”

“Yeah. Let him magically poke it a bit, rile it up, give it a scan. You could come with me if you want. I know it’s kind of a long shot for you, since your spell isn’t a Refujeyo spell like mine, but he might find someth – ”

“No thanks,” I said. “I don’t think that’d help with mine. Best of luck to you, though.” The last thing I needed was to give Malas another chance to manipulate me by lying about my magic.

An alarm went off on my tablet – ten minutes until my first potioncrafting lesson. I had to hustle. Grabbing a second serve of birthday cake for the road, I bid Kylie another happy birthday and left. Working with potions shouldn’t be too bad – it might even be fun!

As soon as I got to the classroom, I regretted my decision. The fifteen two-person tables were mostly filled with students, dressed in a sea of orange and yellow. I’d known that this was a mixed class, but I’d expected a lot more acolytes to be taking it. I was surprised that Magista, at least, hadn’t picked the topic – it was basically cooking, right? – but maybe such a trade skill was looked down on by legacy mages or something. Whatever.

Just as I tried to pick out the least intimidating person to sit with, another red-clad student brushed past me. She looked familiar, with medium brown skin and long, straight dark hair, but I couldn’t recall her name. Maybe we’d had some classes together last semester? Probably.

Her quick eyes skimmed the room, seemed to reach a similar conclusion that I had, and rested on me. She flashed me a bright smile. “Oh, hey. It’s been awhile.”

“Uh, yeah. How are you?” Oh no, did she know me? Was I supposed to know her?!

“It’s Kayden, right?”

“Uh, yeah.” Dammit; if she knew my name, I couldn’t really ask about hers, could I? Of course she’d know my name, I’d been the witch. Everyone had known about my curse. It wasn’t fair.

“You ate seven cocktail weenies off a stick that one time.”

“What?” But the memory was coming back to me. Magista’s first party... that’s where I’d met this girl. That was my reputation? After everything? I was the cocktail weenie guy? Oh, god. Quick, say something witty... I shrugged. “Everything’s better on a stick.”

Ugh, that wasn’t witty at all. But she was nodding like I’d said something clever. It’d have to do. “Have you got someone to work with in this class, or...?”

“No,” I said, too quickly. “I mean, I don’t. You?”

“Let’s grab a table while some are still empty, shall we?”

We did, sitting at one of the empty wooden tables and pulling out our tablets just as the oldest mage I’d ever seen ambled through the classroom to the teacher’s desk up front. She didn’t have the prematurely aged look of Ahuja or Miratova; she looked to be at least eighty, probably older, and walked with the help of a frame. I half-expected the walking frame to look fancy or mystical in some way, but no; it was just aluminium and rubber. Her wrinkled face was largely concealed by a cloud of thin but puffy white hair and a pair of large, thick glasses. They were clearly for seeing, not sunglasses, but I... couldn’t really make out her eyes behind them, for some reason.

I didn’t know this woman, but the quiet respect of the older students around me suggested that she was somebody important. At the front of the class, she sat, gave us a look over, and started to speak in clipped Ido.

“ – that potions are a lesser craft,” she was saying by the time I got my translation software running. (It was difficult to ignore the unfamiliar syllables and focus on the translation scrolling across my screen; I should try to learn some Ido as soon as possible.) “But if any of you are here for an easy grade, you have come to the wrong class. The construction of a potion is a complicated affair. Potions are versatile, so you will be learning many different techniques to create many different effects, and some of those techniques will seem, on the surface, contradictory. To truly excel at this class, you will need hard work, intelligence, and instinct. To pass, you will need at least two out of the three. So. Let us begin.”

She reached under her desk and, with some effort, placed a large glass jar of what looked like water on it.

“This is empowered water. It is the basis of all potions, excepting of course those based in empowered oil. In this class, you will be provided with empowered water; you will be neither taught nor expected to make your own. That is a Wizard level potioncraft skill, and very few Wizards or Masters actually working in the industry use it; they buy their water from Refujeyo, just like everybody else. What we will be learning is how to take the power in this water and shape it to our needs.” She produced a smaller bottle of something yellowish. “This is empowered oil. It works the same as empowered water; a base for a potion that provides its power. Those of you who have studied chemistry will already know why we empower both water and oil: the base that you use will depend on what you are trying to dissolve in it. Oil cannot be empowered using the same industrial process that Refujeyo uses to empower water, so it is more expensive and difficult to produce. We will be using it on occasion, but we will rely mostly on water in this class. Any questions?”

We were lucky there were no questions, because she only paused for about two seconds before continuing, “Today, you will be familiarising yourselves with the equipment and basic procedures that we will be using in this class. I have sent all of you a recipe for Illuminus, a very simple potion appropriate for a beginner class. You will not be graded on this potion; I hope you all take the opportunity to experiment and familiarise yourselves with the process of potionmaking. Tools and ingredients are under your desks. You may begin whenever you like.”

While we all pulled up the recipe, I took a moment to check the school map. Yes! Both my lab partner and the instruktanto had left their locations on. My partner’s name was Saina. Like Kylie, she hadn’t included a surname. The instruktanto was Andrea Costa.

The recipe looked simple enough. As I’d expected, making a potion was pretty much like cooking. We’d been provided with little labelled basins of powers, some bunches of plant roots and stems, and a bottle containing about a cup of precious empowered water. Saina carefully shredded moon-picked dandelion roots and white lilies fed on spring water with a sharp knife, while I carefully measured and crushed ochre with a heavy pestle.

It was repetitive work, so I got a chance to glance around at how the other pairs were doing. Fortunately, we weren’t lagging behind; while a few tables had people bouncing knives like experts, their fingers curled up on their roots like chefs on TV, and barely needing to measure their ingredients, most of them were like us, slowly plodding through steps. Saina dropped pieces of root into my mortar a few at a time, waiting for me to grind them thoroughly into the ochre powder and release their juices before adding more.

“I don’t get how this is supposed to work,” I admitted as the powder became a thick paste under my hands. “I mean, we’re not casting anything. And none of these are magic, right? Except the water?”

“They, ah... tell the magic in the water what to do, as I understand it,” Saina said.

“Dandelion roots and crushed rock? How?”

She shrugged. “It’s my first lesson, too.” She sprinkled the chopped lily petals into the bottle of water, careful to scrape in as much of the juice on the cutting board as she could, then stepped back while I scooped the mortar’s contents in. I capped the bottle and turned it upside down, shaking vigorously to dissolve the paste. Come on, come on...

Light! The water glowed bright and white. I set it on the table and grinned at Saina, delighted. “We did it!”

She smiled, looking a little baffled at my excitement. Everybody else’s bottles were lighting up, too; the project hadn’t been hard. But this was... wow, was this the first magic I’d ever actually done? It was! It was the first magic I’d done!

I picked up the glowing bottle. It wasn’t warm to the touch, like I thought it would be. It just glowed, brightly, in my hands. My first actual magic.

And I’d aced it.
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My success with the Illuminus potion put me in a good mood for the rest of the day. Of course I’d known, intellectually, that’d be doing some magic at mage school, but not being able to cast the spell in my heart had left me feeling... well. It wasn’t the first time I’d just accepted being left out of things. A cursed kid in the comm – the nemaganti world had to avoid a lot of activities, too.

But I could still do magic!

I was still in a good mood when I received a message from Instruktanto Miratova, ominously devoid of details, asking me to come and see her at my convenience. I made my way down the hall, pacing it out for Max and trying to figure out of I’d caused any problems recently. The kitchen fire? No, that was Magista’s fault. Had I trespassed anywhere or broken into anything? No, I didn’t think so...

“Ah, Kayden.” Instruktanto Miratova looked up from her chaotic mess of a desk and smiled. That was a good sign.

“You look like you’re recovering well,” I said.

“It’s an ongoing process. But I’m well enough to run all of my classes, so that’s good.”

I nodded, wondering if the undercurrent to that message was ‘so I can maintain my work ethic as a teacher’, or if it was ‘so that bastard Fiore has no excuse to stick around’. Not my problem, I supposed.

“You wanted to see me.”

“Ah, yes. I was wondering – although it’s not really any of my business and I understand if you’d rather not talk about it – how things are between you and Taine?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “You heard about the trial.”

“Everyone heard about the trial.”

“Right. Well, I’m... pretty sure he didn’t betray me on purpose, or anything, unlike... anyway. Nothing to do about it now, I guess.”

“Are you going to keep him as a serveyanto?”

Oh. That’s what this was about.

“I haven’t really thought about it,” I lied. “I mean, I don’t know much about most of the teachers here, except for him and you.”

She nodded. “Max is switching to me. I don’t know if he told you that. It’s not a big deal, but in my experience, dorm mates generally find it more convenient to stick with a single serveyanto in case of... conflicts. So it’s something that you and Kylie should think about.”

I nodded thoughtfully. It was worth thinking about. I went to respond, but before I could say anything, someone in pale brown robes bustled in. “Alania, the – ”

It was Clara. She froze, staring wide-eyed at me.

I froze, too. What the hell do you say to someone who endangered the life of you, your friends and your teachers, and embroiled you all in a complicated attempted murder conspiracy that could’ve wrongfully imprisoned one or more of you, all for personal gain?

“Yes, Clara?” Instruktanto Miratova asked.

“The, um. The transport can be ready by tomorrow.”

“Then you have some packing to do, don’t you?”

“Y... yes, Alania.”

“And remember to be very careful. Fionnrath is not a kind place to strangers. If you throw your weight around and get caught, nobody can protect you.”

“R-right.” She fled.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” Instruktanto Miratova said. “She’s not in any danger. If she steps on anyone’s toes they’ll come for me, not her.”

“What is she do – ?”

“Just going on a little holiday and telling me what she sees going on. Don’t worry about it.”

“... Right.” Not that I really cared what Miratova did with Clara, not after everything that had gone down. But was there any adult in this school not engaged in some kind of shady political scheme? Was anyone at all not involved in some shady political scheme?

At least Miratova generally tried to keep us out of whatever political nonsense was going on. That was a point in her favour, as a serveyanto.

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “Is there anything else?”

“That depends. Do you still want to try to awaken that spell in your heart? Now that we know it’s dormant or bound, a different approach – ”

“It’ll be dangerous, right? Not everyone survives.”

“That’s true. The spell was compatible with you when it chose you, when you were a baby. We have no idea if it still is.”

“But if we don’t know why it’s not doing anything, if it’s bound or just hasn’t woken up or whatever... it could awaken on its own, right? Without warning.”

“Yes. The risks are the same as they were before you came here.”

“And we have no idea what it does.”

“That’s correct.”

I nodded. “I guess... I guess finding out why it’s dormant is a good idea. If something is binding it, I want to know.”

“And if something is binding it, do you want to unbind it, or make sure it stays bound?”

“I don’t... I don’t know.”

“Something to decide on when you get there, then.” Magista wrote something down on one of the many pieces of paper scattered about her desk. “Alright, then.”

After the meeting, I dropped by the shop and found a simple potion book, the kind with a lot of recipes and not too many dense paragraphs of theory. I wasn’t sure what to do about the spell in my heart, but there was magic that I could cast right now, and I intended to.

“What’s this?” Max gasped in mock surprise, when he came back to the room to see me reading it. “Kayden? Reading an actual book? With words?”

“I’ll have you know, it has a lot of big pictures,” I bit back. The words were out before I realised that this was not, in fact, the cutting remark I’d been going for, and instead made me sound like a complete dumbarse.

“Well, if you love big pictures, you’re going to love runecrafting class, which is in fourteen minutes.”

“Already? Shit.” Why did they schedule all the beginner magic crafting classes on the same day? At least I’d be taking this one with Max. I quickly changed into the special robed I’d purchased for the class, designed so that I could reach under them and access the mage mark on my chest without having to undress at all. I seriously doubted they’d have us draw ichor on the first day, but I wanted to get used to them. The robes were puffy enough that they didn’t make the shape of my chest stand out, but I sort of felt like they should. I checked myself in the mirror at every conceivable angle, just to be sure.

There were a reassuringly large number of red robes in basic runecrafting, so that was something. Apparently, unlike potioncrafting, this was something that students saw the value in picking up right away, so nobody should know way more than me. Well, at least they’d know more than me at the same proportion as I was used to. Presumably the legacy students would still be know-it-alls.

Desks were lined up in the middle of the classroom, as normal, but down the right and left sides of the room stood little cubicles made of privacy screens, for those who might need to undress to access their ichor. I relaxed at the sight of them. My robes should be fine, but if not, I had the option of privacy.

The instuktanto who bustled in (I’d learned my lesson and looked up this one’s name in advance; he was Instruktanto Animus, which I had to assume was one of those invented legacy names because what kind of a surname was Animus) had to be in his thirties, but he looked like someone who’d reached old age at twenty three and decided to stay there. Darting black eyes peered out of a wrinkled black face surrounded by a birds’ nest of short wiry hair that was far more grey than it really should be. He wore earrings of little purple stones (amethysts?) dangling on gold chains that swung around chaotically as he jerked his head, and I kept expecting them to tangle in his hair. His fingernails clearly hadn’t been trimmed for some time, and he looked like he’d had about four hours of sleep in the past week but was dealing with it because the opportunity to come and speak to us was the most amazing thing that had ever happened in his entire life. He darted up to the front of the room, took a long swig from the cup in his hand that I had to assume contained coffee, and stared wildly at us. “So,” he said. “Runecrafting.”

We all waited to see if there was going to be more to this statement. After a little while, there was.

“Writing has always been viewed as a practice with great power. From times gone past, when literacy was rare, it was not just a special and important way to record information, but in many cultures it was said that the letters themselves contained magic. Nordic runes are a particularly popular example, and even today there are commonfolk – and, yes, also the occasional mage – who will attempt to use them for this purpose.

“Of course, the modern system of runecrafting is rather more sophisticated. These days, we treat the writing of magic rather differently to the writing of words; we treat it more like designing a roadway or plumbing, crafting the effect of the magic by guiding it on the correct path. That is why the runes you see in use today are many orders of magnitude more complicated than the set you’ll see in a diviner’s bag.

“This year, we’ll be focusing on learning the basic units of runecrafting and how they can go together. We’ll learn to identify and draw some of the more common runes you might use, and learn how to break down complex runes into their constituent parts and read them. It’s a lot of memorisation and a lot of practice, but you’ll walk out of here understanding the basics of a new, magical language that you can use to change the world as you please. So!” He clapped his hands together. “Shall we get started?”

Great, memorisation. But on the plus side, more magic that I could do. And, unlike the potion, this magic would come from me, powered by my own ichor; I wouldn’t just be assembling the pieces to let magic water do its thing, this would be mine. I definitely wanted to get started.

A handout was passed around, containing what Instruktanto Animus called a “simple, basic rune”, which didn’t bode well for the future, given its complexity. It was a series of at least twenty complicated interlocking lines and loops that came together to form a vaguely circular shape.

“This,” he explained, “is a holding rune. It’s for stability. Most runic circles are, as one would expect, circular, and if you want the power going through them to be consistent and stable, the easiest way to achieve that is with a holding rune. This is where the spare magic waits when it’s not moving through the rest of the runic circle, so you don’t overload your circle. It basically tells the magic, ‘stay here’. It’s used to hold magic in a spell so that it doesn’t all go off at once, and it’s also the central component of most anchorage runes, such as the familiarity rune. For those of you planning to take familiars or fetishes, this rune is exceptionally important to making
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