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Chapter One

Liane grinned down at her friends, leaning casually against the trunk of the tree, comfortable in the knowledge that the thick branch she was sitting on would support her. Hers was the highest, it always was.
Closing her gray eyes, the eight-year-old leaned back, letting the wind play through her shoulder-length hazelnut-colored hair.
“Liane!”
Liane looked down. Yari was standing on top of a smaller branch, the wood bending and flexing beneath his feet as he balanced himself against the trunk. “Yes, Yari?” she asked, trying her best to sound imperious, then breaking down in laughter at her own pompous voice.
The others all laughed as well. “Whot'cha think of go'n t' th' river and try fishin'?” Yari asked. “Try an' catch dinner!”
Liane was silent for a bit, thinking the suggestion over. She looked at the sun; now well past its midday point. “We'll need t' hurry, t’is olmost evenin'.”
“Yeah, gruel,” Yari complained. “I hate gruel!” The others voiced similar sentiments, and Liane had to admit she agreed with them. She nodded.
“I know,” she said. “Money's tight again.” She slipped from her branch, letting herself fall down to the next branch, before hugging the trunk and climbing down with agility that came from years of climbing trees and not a hint of fear of heights.
She wasn't the oldest among the orphans, that honor befell Yari who was a whole six months older than her. But they all looked up to her. She was the smart one. The others all climbed down as well, and Liane stood on tip-toes to help little four-year-old Inai.
Giving the little girl a piggy-back ride, Liane and the orphans ran and dodged through the forest surrounding the city to the river. The water was clear, and the air was cooler this deep into the forest. Yari was an expert at getting fish, and Liane settled on a stone right next to the water, making sure not to disturb the surface, little Inai held close. Yari, meanwhile, was in his element as he tried to teach the others, again, how to catch a fish.
They had been coming here three or four times a week for the last month, and he had given the same lesson at least half a dozen times, but they all indulged him. He did catch a lot of fish, and they were all hoping to have something tastier than yet more gruel for dinner.
Liane couldn't catch a fish even if her life depended on it, and she knew better than to try and disturb the water, spooking the creatures and making them even harder to catch. After Yari had protested her involvement one day, she had nodded and agreed with him. Ever since then, she would keep the little one out of their way and let them fish.
After all, she, too, was tired of gruel. It hardly filled the stomach and she just knew that she was losing weight – as they all were.
Liane looked them over. Yari's cheekbones were getting more pronounced each day. Seven-year-old Momi was almost skin and bones, he never had much meat on him to start with, and the recent diet of gruel had not been helping things any. Six-year-old Fema was stumbling more than usual, and taking longer to get up after each fall.
They all pretended not to notice, just as Fema pretended nothing was wrong.
But they all knew what was wrong. They needed more food. Their hopes lay with Yari, and they all hoped and prayed that he would catch enough fish for all of them tonight. For one night, they didn't want to go to bed hungry.
Liane felt something still her hunger. She didn't know what the something was, but it filled her belly when she was hungry, and it kept her warm during the cold nights.
Feeling a little better, she got up, making a motion to Inai to remain quiet, and looked out through the forest. They weren't supposed to be this deep. If they were found, they would be lucky if they were let off with only a flogging. This was the Emperor's river, after all.
Sometimes, it was not so nice to live in the capital of the Kirian Empire. They were allowed to play in the forest, yet they were not allowed to harm its trees, its plants, or its animals.
And yet, they kept defying the rules, more and more often, in the hope of getting some more food.
There was a silent outcry from behind Liane, near the river, and she smiled widely. It sounded like Yari had been successful. Maybe they wouldn't go hungry tonight after all.
Hours later, Liane rolled over in her cot, looking up at the darkened ceiling. Yari had caught some fish, but they were smaller than they should have been to insure them all a decent meal, and there had been more grates than she had cared for.
It didn't matter that much, Liane supposed. Fish and gruel was better than just plain gruel. She sighed, and rolled over to one side. She really needed to get some sleep. Tomorrow would be there soon, and they would be woken up by the Caretaker, fed a breakfast of gruel and evicted from the orphanage for the day, before being allowed back in for a dinner of more gruel, and being sent off to bed.
Life at the orphanage had been getting worse. Money became more and more of an issue, and food was getting lighter and lighter. Even the portions of gruel were starting to get smaller. The Caretaker hoped they didn't notice, but Liane noticed.
She was good with details. She also knew better than to ask the other orphans. She was sure that they, too, had noticed. It was yet again, one of those things nobody talked about. Talking about bad things only made them worse. So they ignored them.
A scuffle from downstairs made Liane frown. At this time of night, the Caretaker should be asleep. Why was she still up, and making noise downstairs? Slipping out of bed, Liane slunk to the door, and listened at the keyhole. She could hear the frantic whispers of the Caretaker, as well as a deep, rumbling bass of a man's voice.
The Caretaker sounded distraught, and Liane's curiosity got the better of her. Slowly releasing the latch on the door, she slipped out through the small crack, trying not to wake the others.
The old building creaked and cracked all the time and the squeaking door was no exception. They had all learned to sleep through the noises, and Liane was grateful for it. Slowly, she made her way downstairs.
“Please don't hurt anybody,” Liane heard the Caretaker say.
Liane bit her index finger to remain still.
“I'll hurt anybody I want, missy,” the unknown man's voice grumbled. “How about that food I told you to get me?”
“I'm sorry, but we don't have any food. We're just a poor orphanage, and the stipend has been lowered again,” the Caretaker said, her voice pleading, and Liane bit harder.
“Then perhaps I should go upstairs and start offing some brats?” the man growled, and Liane could hear him draw his sword, followed by a startled scream from the Caretaker, and Liane gasped loudly. Surely he hadn't hurt her!?
“What do we have here?” the man demanded, suddenly standing right in front of Liane, who had both hands in front of her mouth, realizing too late that she had been caught eavesdropping by a huge and bulky man, carrying an equally large sword.
Her heart hammered in her throat as she was shoved inside, falling to the ground with the rough treatment. She grit her teeth to avoid crying out. She didn't want to alert anybody else, and get them involved in this mess as well.
“Get up, brat,” the man snarled, gripping Liane's right arm in one of his coal shovel-sized hands and giving it a good yank. He practically lifted her off the floor with the strength exerted, and Liane barely managed to avoid screaming with the pain it caused.
Her valiant effort was for naught when a voice boomed from outside, “Sheriff’s business! We have this building surrounded! Open the door!”
The man changed his grip on her, and Liane could feel the cold metal of the sword at her throat. Her breath stopped, and Liane could feel her legs go weak, right before dark edges circled her vision.
“Please, just tell us what you want!” Liane had never heard the Caretaker beg like that before, and it was a sound that she would never forget – the sound of the strong and self-assured Caretaker, begging for the life of one of her charges.
“I don’t want anything,” the man behind her declared, his sword tempting her pliant flesh, and Liane whimpered when she felt it part the skin at her neck. “Just be quiet, and hide me for the night. Let the Sheriff and his men run around and not find me, and nobody will get hurt.”
The Caretaker was about to agree, when the high-tension atmosphere was cut by more loud pounding on the front door.
The man tensed further, and Liane whimpered again when the sword slipped deeper, parting more than just the upper layers of her skin, and something wet started to trickle down. “Be quiet, brat!” the man behind her shouted. “Get rid of him!” He motioned with his sword to the front door, and Liane was glad the cold blade was no longer against her neck; even if the man’s other hand still restrained her. She was too afraid to try and squirm herself free.
As the Caretaker opened the door, she was roughly shoved aside, the Sheriff and four of his men streaming into the entrance hall of the orphanage, the small reception area now suddenly cramped. The sword was back at her neck instantly, and Liane whimpered again, still too afraid to scream.
“Let the girl go, Amos. You’re caught,” the Sheriff declared, coldly.
“I’m never going back there!” the man shouted, his voice faltering with fear. “You’re going to let me go, or I’ll kill this here brat!”
“The death of one orphan isn’t going to stop us, Amos,” the Sheriff said, his tone calm and self-assured. He knew he had his prey. “It’s going to get you the death penalty, though.” At his sign, his men drew their swords, further crowding the orphanage’s entrance area.
The man started to tremble, and as he did so, his weapon slipped deeper into Liane’s neck. As it slipped in deeper, she knew it was her end. She was going to die – but she didn’t want to die yet!
Something blossomed through her, the same something that had kept her warm when she got cold, kept her cool when the summers turned the orphanage into an oven, and kept her fed when food was tight. The something had always been part of her, protecting her, comforting her, and shielding her.
And now, the something blossomed deep within her, and it would save her life. The air quivered, and her hazelnut-brown hair tussled as something invisible and intangible whipped around her, ripping into the man behind her, and suddenly, the blade was no longer at her throat. A dull, pain-filled scream punctured the thickness of the air, and Liane found herself standing in the midst of a blood-red mist, right before a horrible shearing pain lashed through her chest, making her scream.
Grabbing for her chest, she realized she was falling, and the world was dimming around her, the pain overwhelming everything that she saw and felt.
Before the blackness was absolute, she heard the mutter of the Sheriff. “By the Gods… she’s a Noble…”
How long she was out, Liane didn’t know.
She woke up, aware of being in a real bed for the first time. Not a bed made from straw stuck in a patchwork sack, but a real mattress that was more comfortable than anything Liane had ever experienced in her young life. On top of her were real covers, with actual filling. She was used to a single blanket made from coarse hair, with patches and holes in it that would make her shiver when the wind blew through the holes in the roof of the orphanage.
Keeping her eyes closed, not wanting the dream to end, Liane trailed her hand over the immaculate bed sheets beneath her, and over the covers on top of her. She actually felt warm in this bed. Even though her body hurt, and every movement sent pain through her body, she still felt a smile appear on her lips.
She didn't know how long she stayed that way, her eyes screwed shut, afraid that the dream would end should she open them, and just feeling the softness of the mattress and the sheets and the covers. A pang of hunger shot through her, and Liane sighed to herself. Time to end the dream...
She opened her eyes, to find herself in a large room with multiple beds similar to the one she was currently lying in. The room was clean, the paint of the walls was level and unbroken, and the ceilings were beautifully vaulted stone, not made of patchy wood like what she was used to.
“Good morning, My Lady,” someone said, slipping into the confused girl’s vision. “You find yourself in the hospital connected to the Kirian Academy of Magic. May I ask how you feel?”
The woman seemed a bit cold, and Liane didn’t really understand the question, being asked in such a strange manner. But, being an orphan, Liane was used to being treated without love and affection, so the rather cold mannerisms were nothing new. She frowned slightly at the woman, not understanding the question, but not wanting to ask, afraid the question would anger her.
The woman nodded. “I understand, My Lady. You find yourself confused due to the change in scenery. You are at the Academy of Magic.” Liane nodded, she understood that part. She tried to keep the smile from blossoming. Every Kirian knew of the Academy of Magic, that illusive, secretive place where every Noble of the island of Kiria took their education. What orphan hadn’t?
“May I ask how you feel?” the woman asked.
Liane blinked. “Tired,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and painful. She tried to think of the rest. How did she feel? “Hurts,” she added, grimacing slightly as she pointed at her chest.
“I understand,” the woman said, once more. “It seems that you have used magic to save yourself from an assailant. However, one should never use magic at your age – it is unformed and untrained. Your magic was… broken. You are here to help it heal.”
Liane tried to ask the question, but her voice failed her. The woman helped her sit upright, sending more hot spears of pain through her body, and then helped her sip from a cup of water. The cool liquid soothed her throat. “I don’t understand,” Liane whispered. “Sorry.”
“You needn’t be, My Lady,” the woman said. “I shall attempt to explain.”
“Thanks,” Liane said, frowning slightly at being called ‘My Lady’ once again, only now realizing that the woman had called her that multiple times already.
“As you have proven that you can do magic, you are now a member of the nobility, My Lady,” the woman explained first. “As to what has happened… you were attacked. Do you remember?”
Liane froze, her body starting to tremble, and she nodded fearfully. Subconsciously, she rubbed her tender neck. Tears filled her eyes at the memory of being held securely, the blade at her throat. “You needn’t worry, the man who hurt you is in no condition to hurt you ever again,” the woman tried to reassure her.
“Really?”
The woman’s mouth quirked slightly, and nodded. “Yes.” Liane relaxed, not knowing why she trusted this woman so much. “As you were attacked, your magic perceived an attack on your life. It protected you. But, you are too young for it to be doing so. Your magic got hurt protecting you, and so we are trying to help you, and it, recover.”
Liane understood the simpler explanation, and nodded. “How bad is it hurt?” she asked fearfully. It was an orphan’s dream – the find out one had parents, to find out they were a Prince or Princess, and live in a giant castle – or, to have magic, and be admitted to the nobility.
The woman seemed sad for a moment, or was that her imagination? Whatever it was, it was gone so fast that she wasn’t sure whether she had actually seen it. “Your magic, My Lady, has cracked. It is, literally, broken in multiple parts. We are now trying to put the parts back together, so to speak. However, it is quite likely that you will always feel the results of what has happened to you.”
Liane swallowed, even though her throat was dry again. To find out that she had magic, only to immediately be told that it was broken… She wanted to cry again. Something held her back, and she could feel it quite clearly doing so. She looked surprised.
“A calming enchantment was placed on the bed,” the woman said, recognizing the question before Liane asked it. “It is a standard practice for cases such as this.”
Liane nodded again. “What's the results? Can I still use it?” she asked. The woman frowned slightly at Liane's horrible lower-class speech, yet answered anyway.
“That, we do not know until after we have repaired your magic. It could be that you will have very little hindrance, and it could be that you will never be able to cast a reliable spell. That we will only know after we are done with the treatment.”
Liane just nodded, feeling sleepy again. “Sleep some more, My Lady.”
Under the hot covers, Liane was asleep within seconds, her dreams filled with magic, and all the wonderful things she would be able to do.
She woke up in total darkness, feeling a lot better after having slept for, what felt like, a very long time. The pain in her chest was almost completely gone, and her body no longer felt stiff. She was, however, aware of a more pressing bodily need.
Slowly, she sat upright, focusing on her body and how it felt, aware that the last time she tried to move, everything hurt. She didn’t hurt this time.
The large room went from total darkness to a dim half-illumination that didn’t hurt her eyes. “Good evening, My Lady. May I ask how you are feeling?” the same woman from earlier – or was that, last time? - asked as she entered.
“Better,” Liane said, smiling at the woman.
“You have been asleep for most of the day,” the woman said, “so I am pleased that you are feeling better. Is there something you needed? Some food, perhaps?”
Liane’s stomach, reminded of sustenance, chose to comment on its own. The woman smiled faintly. “Understood. I will return with something. May I ask you to remain in bed?”
She made a faint noise, and the woman stopped before leaving the room. “Yes, My Lady?”
“I… eh… need the bathroom,” Liane muttered, not sure how to voice her need.
“Oh, of course, forgive me, My Lady,” the woman said, bustling over to Liane’s bed. “Can you stand?”
Liane turned her legs out of the bed, letting them dangle down. No pain yet. Slowly, she eased herself out of the bed, feeling her legs and feet tingle with the lack of activity. The woman remained close by, and Liane took a few hesitant steps before her legs remembered what was asked of them, and she was guided to a bathroom.
The woman didn’t seem happy to give the girl her privacy, but after some pleading – one of Liane’s specialties, if she said so herself – she was left alone to do her business. Five minutes later, she was back in her bed, tucked warmly under the covers, waiting for the woman to return with some food.
“Enjoy your meal, My Lady,” the woman said after gently placing a tray with some soup and bread on the girl’s lap.
“Thanks!” Liane said, smiling widely, attacking the soup and bread with abandon. Soup was a regular staple at the orphanage, but white bread was something she only knew from stories! After she finished the meal, she watched the woman take the tray and dishes away.
“Are you a Noble as well?” Liane asked when her caregiver returned to tuck her in and dim the lights. She flushed slightly. “I don’t even know your name,” she finished lamely, feeling bad about not knowing the name of the person who had been taking care of her.
“Oh, no, My Lady. I am but a humble nurse. As names are not often used under the Decorum, it would be my honor should you address me as ‘Nurse’, as that is what I am.”
Liane nodded. “Will I be here long?” she asked; her voice tiny. Just how long would she need to remain in the hospital?
The nurse was silent for a few moments. “Tomorrow, the Lord Healer and the Lord Master of the Academy will visit you. They are more aware of what needs to be done, and will be able to provide a better answer to your questions, My Lady.”
Liane nodded again, feeling herself smile at being called a ‘Lady’. So much had happened that she was only now becoming aware of it.
“Please, try to get some more sleep, and tomorrow the Lords will be able to answer your questions, My Lady,” the nurse said, turning the lights off once more. “Good night, My Lady.”
“Good night,” Liane said, closing her eyes. With a full stomach, and in a warm bed, Liane was asleep within seconds once again.
The next day, she was sitting upright, bored out of her mind, listening to the sounds of the building she found herself in; trying to do anything to keep herself occupied. Hearing footsteps approach the door, she focused upon it, eagerly waiting for whoever would enter.
“My Lords,” the nurse said, holding the door open and letting the two Lords enter first.
“My Lady,” the nurse said to Liane as she approached the girl. “This is the Lord Healer,” she introduced an elderly man, gray and gnarled, leaning upon a staff. “And this is the Lord Master of the Kirian Academy,” she said, motioning for a man in his mid-thirties, with jet-black hair and equally black eyes.
Liane opened her mouth to say something, but the moment her eyes rested upon the Lord Master, something seemed to constrict within her chest. Fear rose from deep within her, holding her in its iron grip, warning her away from the obvious strength the man contained. She gasped for breath, yet failed to do so.
Noticing her struggle, the Master closed his eyes, and breathed out. Almost immediately, the tension fell away, and Liane was free to breathe once more. “My apologies, Young Lady. It appears that your magic is very receptive to outside influences,” the man spoke, his tone carrying an undertone of power with it, and for a moment, Liane felt her chest constrict before it released once more.
“Yes, Sir,” she said. “Thank you, Sir. Nice to meet you, Sir, Sir,” she finally said, looking at her two visitors in turn.
“As you are now a Noble,” the Healer spoke, his voice sounding as ancient as his body looked, “you must become used to the Decorum with which we act, Young Lady. As such, the proper address is My Lord.”
Liane swallowed. “Yes, Si- My Lord. I’m sorry, My Lord.” What could she say? The Healer was obviously quite skilled, and his presence inspired wariness. The Master, however, scared her on a whole different level.
The Master nodded at her apology. “It is of no worry to you yet, Young Lady,” he said, and once again his words fluttered through her chest. “We shall endeavor to teach you Decorum in the future. However, we are here on more pressing matters. May I enquire as to your health?”
She blinked, trying to figure out just what the man had said. “Eh,” she replied, suddenly finding herself go red. “I’m fine, My Lord,” she whispered. She found two fingers underneath her chin, lifting her head up.
“A Noble should not bow their head, Young Lady,” the Master said, releasing her as she looked at him. The faint tremor in her chest quivered, then went utterly silent. “It is good you are feeling better.” Turning to the Healer, he said, “My Lord?”
The Healer just stared at her in silence, making her feel uncomfortable, as if his eyes were looking through her. Reflexively, she crossed her arms over her chest. The Healer merely lifted an eyebrow, yet said nothing, while the Master looked quite interested all of a sudden. “May I ask why you crossed your arms, Young Lady?” he asked her.
She wanted to look down, and started to do so, before remembering his comments earlier. She stopped before she had done more than dip her head, and looked at him once more, her face flushing slightly. “My apologies, My Lord,” she said, stumbling over the unfamiliar pronunciation, remembering how both the nurse and the Lord Master had used those words when apologizing. She saw a tiny nod from the man, and assumed it to be a good thing. “The Lord Healer looks… looks as if he is looking through me. It feels… it feels strange.”
The Lord Master looked at the Lord Healer, lifting a single eyebrow, putting a world of expression behind the single motion. “I was conducting a deep magical scan. In essence, I was looking through you, Young Lady,” the Healer finally spoke. “I think it will please you to know that your magic is healing, slowly, but surely. As we have seen earlier, it is very sensitive at the moment, reacting to any and all magic above a certain level that comes near it.”
“Will I… Will it heal completely?” she asked, before tacking on, “My Lord?”
He nodded as she tacked on his title, and answered her question as if nothing was wrong. “Some damage will always remain; however, I believe that we have a fair chance of helping you regain your magical abilities, Young Lady.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, sounding as relieved as she felt. She then swallowed. “Will it hurt? My Lord?”
“I am aware that healing for Commoners can sometimes be quite painful, however, you should be reassured, as it should not hurt Young lady,” the healer spoke.
Liane nodded, smiling widely, relieved at hearing that. She had once needed to have an arm set. It had hurt very much. It seemed Noble Healing was quite different from Commoner Healing. “My Lord?” she asked with a tiny voice, looking at the Lord Master.
“Yes, Young Lady?” he asked when it became apparent she was not going to continue her question.
“I… I mean, why… was I at the orphanage, My Lord?”
He nodded. “I see,” the man replied. “You have not been told. May we sit, Young Lady? This will be quite a lengthy explanation.”
Liane grew pale at not having invited the elderly Lord Healer and the Lord Master to sit down. Honestly, she had not been aware she should have, but then again… “Sure!” she said, momentarily forgetting herself, before adding, “My Lords.”
Two chairs appeared out of thin air, as if by magic. Then again, Liane realized, it was magic! “You will learn Decorum, as we all have, Young Lady. Merely do your best, and all will be well,” the Lord Master spoke. “Now, to the explanation as to why you were at the orphanage. You are aware of the fact that Noble children are usually Noble themselves, correct?”
Liane nodded, and the man went on. “However, it happens sometimes that Noble parents do not have a Noble child. The child is healthy, but has no magic, and thus, is not a Noble. Usually, such a child is bought an apprenticeship to a Common Master, who teaches the child a trade.”
Liane nodded again, understanding the explanation so far. “The other way around happens as well, from time to time. Common parents may have a Noble child. At age ten, such a child is called to the Academy for training in the use of their magic. What has happened to you was that your magic was activated prematurely, and we brought you here when the Sheriff reported the magic that killed your attacker. As you have been proven a Noble, you are now under our care, Young Lady.”
Liane swallowed, and nodded. She didn’t know she had killed that man. All she knew was that he had no longer tried to hurt her. All she knew was the warm mist. Her chest constricted without the benefit of magic when she realized that she had taken a life.
She swallowed again. “You were not aware you had killed him,” the Master stated, cutting through the fog in front of her eyes.
Dully, she nodded her head. “As he attacked a Noble, he would have been sentenced to death regardless. You need not concern yourself with the fact that you executed his sentence personally, Young Lady,” the Lord Master said. “As there were plenty of witnesses around, you need not testify under Truth Spell.”
Liane blinked, grasping for anything to stop from thinking about killing someone. “Truth Spell, My Lord?”
Recognizing her change of topic, he nodded. “It is used in all criminal trials. If the subject is a Noble, they are brought before the Adjudicators, special officials attached to the office of the Minister of Judicial Affairs. When the suspect is a Commoner, they are brought before the Common Court Head Justice. They are then given Truth Serum, and interrogated. The Truth Serum cannot be blocked nor subverted. A suspect either clears oneself, or incriminates oneself.” The man stood up. “You are healing well. The Lord Healer will visit you regularly. I shall return once your magic is healed and help you determine how extensive the damage is. Good day, Young Lady.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane said, trying to catch up on the strange way she was supposed to speak now. She looked at the elderly Lord Healer. “My Lord.”
“My Lady,” the man spoke, dipping his head slightly, although there was a strange twinkle in his eyes, as if the man was enjoying some private joke that didn’t show on the rest of his face.
It took another two weeks before the healer pronounced her healthy enough to do more than follow the nurse around the hospital – a fact Liane had made ample use of, asking the woman everything she could about healing, and magic.
When the verdict had finally been passed, Liane could hardly wait for the Lord Master to come and help her with her magic. She had seen him only once more, and she was glad when her magic didn’t act up in fear of him.
Truth be told, she rather liked him. He may be cold, but he was patient with her, and answered her questions when she posed them correctly. Already, he was correcting her pronunciation of words and her construction of sentences.
“Good morning, Lord Master,” Liane greeted the man when he entered the ward.
“Good morning, Young Lady,” he replied. “Please pack your belongings. I was planning to move you to the Academy today. Are you agreeable?”
Liane swallowed, feeling a smile blossom on her face when she realized that she would finally be allowed out of the hospital, and start learning magic! But then, the first part of the question came back to her, and her face fell. She resisted the urge to look down. “I have no items to gather, My Lord.”
The man remained silent for a few seconds. “I wish to tender my apologies, I should not have presumed.”
She swallowed, not really knowing what to say. “Tha- that’s alright, My Lord.”
His eyes bore into hers, making her shiver. “I believe we will be scheduling some extra lessons in Decorum during your stay. Please follow me, and I shall first show you to your room, before we set to work.”
“Yes, My Lord,” the girl said, trying her best not to sound too eager or bounce after him as he turned and left, fully expecting her to follow.
“My Lord?” she asked when they left the ward for the first time since she had been there.
“Yes, Young Lady?”
“How will I…? I mean… how do I…?” She fidgeted nervously. “I do not have much money, My Lord,” she finally said. That, in itself, was already stretching the truth – she had no money whatsoever – but she didn’t want to sound like the ‘poor little orphan’ any longer. She was a Lady now!
“Your financial situation will resolve itself, Young Lady,” the Lord Master spoke. “As you are now a Noble, you will be taken care of. The Academy will provide for you, all necessities will be taken care of for as long as you attend it, and afterward, a Noble is reasonably assured of a well-earning position, even if failing to make even the lowest grade.”
Liane breathed a sigh of relief, which immediately turned into a gasp of wonder when the Lord Master showed her through an elaborate set of wooden doors, marked with complex symbols that glowed in the most intricate of colors, blues, yellows, reds, and mauves vying with greens and whites and even blacks for her attention.
When the Lord Master pushed opened the doors, Liane saw the symbols vibrate, as if the colors were welcoming him. As she stepped through the entrance, they flashed again, as if welcoming her, too. She smiled at the symbols as she passed.
At once, the shifting colors froze, and for a fraction of a second, Liane feared she had broken the pretty colors on the beautiful doors, when they started flowing again. Her relief was soon buried under awe at the beauty of the Academy.
Behind her, the doors closed by themselves, leaving Liane and the Lord Master on an even path that went directly to the center of the Academy, a giant green square of grass. The exact center was dominated by a silver fountain, glowing in the sunlight. Liane blinked twice when the fountain changed shape.
Aware of the fact that the outside was cloudy and misty, Liane stared upward; only to see a giant sun, the likes of which were only visible during the height of summer, dominate the skies. Not a cloud was visible, and for just a moment, she closed her eyes to bask in the warmth of it.
“The charms of the Academy regularly astonish those who do not know them,” the Lord Master said, and Liane blinked open her eyes and raced after him, looking sheepishly up at him in apology for making him wait. “Do not worry, Young Lady. You are not the first, and will not be the last, to make this error. It is to be expected.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” she whispered. As they walked, she glanced at the silver fountain, spraying water-droplets that shone with a thousand rainbows through the hot, charmed, summer air.
“Allow me to explain the functions of the various buildings. That way are the dorms,” The Lord Master spoke, indicating the huge building to the right of the center square. “You will reside there once you become an official student of the Academy. To the left is the laboratory building. It is where all the laboratories are and where practical use of magic is demonstrated, used and taught. You will use those labs when you become an official student of the Academy. Apart from the library, located underneath the laboratory building, both buildings are off-limits to you now, except when you are accompanied by a member of staff.”
“Yes, Lord Master,” Liane said, recognizing that she was supposed to say something now.
“The building to the front of us houses the official school rooms – it has a communal dining hall, which students may use when they are not eating in their rooms. It houses the kitchens, the administrative rooms, as well as the rooms of the Doctorii. It also houses my office, which is where we will be going after I show you your room. As a guest of the Academy for the next two years, you will have a guest room. I expect you to carry yourself with Decorum, and that you will show respect to those who give this opportunity to you, Young Lady.”
Her magic chose a bad time to become afraid of the man again, and Liane shivered. Even without her magic, she had the distinct impression that she did not want to disappoint the Lord Master. “I will, Lord Master.”
He nodded once, sharply. “Very well. Allow me to show you to your room, Young Lady.”
“Thank you, Lord Master,” she replied, her magic calming, taking the mind-numbing fear with it. She hoped that, whatever the Lord Master had in mind, would help her make sure that her magic couldn’t frighten her like that again. It was annoying to have her magic dictate her feelings for her.
When they entered the school building, Liane swallowed deeply again, and forced herself not to stop to gawk. From the outside, the building had looked beautiful, made of solid white stone, but on the inside, it was just… breathtaking. The outside walls were transparent, letting the sunlight stream in, but taking just enough heat out of the rays to be comfortable and not stifling. The floors were mosaics, depicting more of the symbols she had seen on the entrance door, only static, and without glowing colors.
She was about to ask the Lord Master about the lack of colors, when he showed them out of the hall and onto a landing. Deciding to keep quiet for now, she followed him up the marble staircase, feeling too young to be here.
“This is your room,” the Lord Master finally spoke, after having guided her to the second floor, through a door that had symbols similar to the outside door on it, and down a hallway. She looked around. The door she was shown was the last one on the right. “Thank you, Lord Master.”
He nodded. “I trust you will be able to find it on your own, Young Lady?” he asked.
“I am sure I will, Lord Master.”
“I believe you will make a fine student should you continue this course, Young Lady,” he said, turning. “Please follow me.”
She followed, aware that his request was a thinly veiled order.
Three flights of stairs later, she followed him into what she immediately knew to be the Lord Master’s office. One wall held a display cabinet that contained no less than half a dozen staves, all of them glowing in a different light and with different intensities. A second cabinet held, what at first glance appeared to be, knives. Only, these knives were very ornately designed and glowed a murky red that reminded Liane faintly of the color of blood.
“Please sit down, Young Lady,” the Lord Master spoke as he stepped behind his desk, and indicated a comfortable-looking seat in front of it.
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, snapping away from staring at the Lord Master’s collection of elaborate knives, and sat down.
He drew a wand from somewhere on his person, soon followed by a knife that resembled the ones in the display case. Both items were placed on the desk between them. Liane couldn’t help but stare at them – the wand was glowing in green and white, while the knife mimicked the ones in the case, as it, too, glowed a murky red.
“If you wish, I can explain the tools of our trade, Young Lady,” the Lord Master offered.
“Please, My Lord!” Liane said eagerly, almost bouncing in her seat. The Lord nodded.
“It shall be a short introduction, for I cannot go into the deeper subjects before you attend the Academy. The Rules of Equality require all students to start with similar levels of expertise and experience.” He picked up the wand. “The wand is used in certain ancient magics, magics of long-forgotten realms and civilizations. It is, however, predominantly used in rituals and ceremonies, for it is an excellent tool in gathering and focusing magical energy.”
She nodded. “Ancient magics, ceremonies, and rituals, and good for focusing energy,” she repeated softly to herself. The Lord Master, although not intended to hear, still picked up on her muttered words, and lifted an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, My Lord.”
“You need never apologize to me for trying to learn, Young Lady,” the Lord Master spoke. “I merely find myself wondering as to the reason you repeat my informal explanation regarding these items.”
“I love to learn, My Lord. And If I repeat things, I usually don’t forget them.”
He nodded, and put the wand down. He picked up the knife. “The athame is a very specialized tool, used only in the magics relating to the blood, and nowhere else. I cannot go deeper into the subject, for it requires a solid grounding in various other disciplines before I can do so safely. Know that the athame is used to draw blood and focus the power of magic through or on blood.”
Liane nodded, and softly repeated the key words back to herself. This time he did not hear her, and had he not seen her lips move, he would have continued. As it stood, he waited for her to finish.
“In order to see the damage done to your magic, I will be drawing a minute amount of your blood using this athame, and cast a focus spell on it. This will draw the focus of my testing spells to your magic, some of which will require the use of my wand. Do I have your permission to continue?”
She blinked, not having expected him to ask for her permission. In fact, it was the first time anybody had ever asked her permission for something. Recognizing her look, the Lord Master explained. “As you are now a Noble among Nobles, nobody may demand anything of you, and as such, permission should always be asked, in one form or another.”
She nodded. “O-of course, Lord Master,” she finally said.
“I thank you,” he said formally, standing up. “Please hold out your palm. I shall be drawing a bit of blood from your palm. I will endeavor to make this quick and painless, Young Lady.”
Liane bit her bottom lip in an effort not to cry as the sharp athame pricked through the skin at the center of her palm. The moment the Lord Master withdrew it, a soothing sensation spread through her hand, numbing the pain. By the time Liane looked, the small pinprick had already healed.
She looked at the man, who had retaken his seat by now. He focused on the sharp blade, and Liane could see the red glow increase around it, before a tiny tendril connected it to the palm of her hand. Startled, she looked at her hand, but saw nothing there, yet the tendril still connected it to the athame in the Lord Master’s hand.
A second spell was cast, and Liane could see the tendril of connective light shift from the athame to a small clay figurine situated on the Lord Master’s desk – a small figure she hadn’t noticed until now, as if it hadn't existed until the magic brought her attention to it.
The athame was placed down on the desk, and the wand was picked up. As the Lord Master focused his attention on the small figure, his eyes were sharp and pronounced, and Liane edged closer. She wasn’t about to miss what was to happen.
The Lord Master’s wand came up, the tip aimed dangerously at the figurine, and magic fluttered through Liane’s chest. Her heart skipped two beats as the Lord Master’s magic started to overwhelm her. She saw the energy gather in the wand, the white overwhelming the green glow, and when the Lord Master barked out a single word, the resulting flash burned with sudden intensity into her eyes.
She yelped, closing her eyes and averting her head instinctively, clamping her hands over her eyes, which continued to burn, even then. It was as if she had stared too long at the sun!
“May I ask why you are crying?” the Lord Master asked, seeing her head averted, holding hands over her eyes, and tears streaking down her cheeks.
“It was so bright, My Lord,” she said. “It hurt my eyes!”
She couldn’t actually see the Lord Master blink, but the silence that hung in the room told her just as much as the eye-blink could. “May I ask what you mean by, ‘it was so bright’?”
“The glow of your wand, My Lord. It was glowing white, and when you spoke that word, it… flashed. And it was so bright, it hurt my eyes. I’m sorry, My Lord! I shouldn’t have stared!”
“It was not that you should not have looked, it was that you should not have seen anything, Young Lady,” the Lord Master said. “Contrary to popular belief, most magic does not result in visible light, for visible indication to a spell would indicate a spell’s position, and thus, opens it up to interception or interference. What you have described to me, is impossible.”
Liane opened her stinging eyes, and bright spots danced through her vision. The pain had subsided a bit, but now she tried to focus her vision through stinging eyes, shedding tears without stopping. “My Lord?”
“May I ask, Young Lady, what you see when you look at my wand and athame?” the Lord Master asked, indicating the items in question, as if she had already forgotten which was which.
“Your athame glows red, My Lord. Almost like blood, but different. Your wand, My Lord, is green and white – although the white is stronger now,” she said, looking at the items.
The Lord Master was writing in a book she hadn’t seen him pick up, nodding to himself. “May I ask if you see anything else that glows?”
Liane was hesitant. “I see a red beam connecting me to that doll, My Lord,” she finally said. “And the staves in the display case over there, as well as the a-tha-mes in the other display case. But, the staves are all glowing in different colors, but the a-tha-mes are all the same color,” she finished, stumbling over the unfamiliar name of the ceremonial daggers.
“As I have explained,” the Master spoke as he wrote in his book, “an athame is used solely for Blood Magic. The staves are made of different materials, and are good for conducting excess energy from various different schools of magic. I believe you are able to perceive magic in a way most other people cannot, more than likely because of what has happened to you. May I ask whether you have noticed anything else?”
Liane hesitated even more. “I noticed a lot of pretty symbols on the front door. They were glowing in all kinds of different colors, and they were always changing. They were really pretty. But when we came inside this building, I noticed the same symbols on the floors, but they were not glowing. My Lord,” she added the last part just soon enough to still be respectful.
The Master, ignoring the eight-year-old’s remarks of ‘pretty’ colors, noted down what was said. “The symbols you saw on the front door, Young Lady, are various magical writings – some are runes, others are glyphs, even others are from more esoteric alphabets I cannot divulge to you. They are an active part of the wards that protect this school. The symbols on the floor are mere representations, and hold no power. It appears thus that you are able to perceive actual magic as it is in use.”
The Master looked at the statue, and the line connecting Liane to it went out. “I have deactivated the spell, Young Lady,” the Master said when he noticed Liane's startled look from her hand to the statuette. “As you have noticed, it is rather easy to connect an item to a person using blood magic; I therefore urge you to be careful where you leave your blood, as it may be used to trace back to you. I believe we will stop here today, I must study this phenomenon first.”
The Lord Master paused, and thought for a few seconds. “I believe I will be arranging for some time of the Academy's Doctorii to assist you with the non-magical courses, such as history, politics, and mathematics, Young Lady. I will also be arranging for their time to assist you with healing your magic. If you are prepared to work hard, you should not have any problems entering into regular classes at the Academy at age ten.”
Liane just nodded, too shocked to really reply. The Lord Master, however, went on as if she had given a full verbal reply. “Excellent. I shall arrange for a wake-up call at eight tomorrow morning, to ensure you are ready. Someone will come for you at nine. Please be ready, Young Lady.”
She nodded again, a smile blossoming on her face when she realized that she was actually going to go to school – a dream every orphan shared, but so very few ever realized. School meant learning a trade, and learning a trade meant being able to buy food! And she had landed the best school of all – the Academy of Magic! She wouldn't learn just a trade... she would be a Noble!
The Lord Master reached for his desk, and pressed a spot where Liane could see more magical writings – only, these symbols held a single and even purple color. He proceeded to tap one of the symbols. “I have summoned a guide for you, Young Lady. I do not believe that it would be productive for you to be confined in your rooms.”
She just blinked at him a few times. “T-Thank you, My Lord,” she said, still feeling overwhelmed by everything, especially at how everyone seemed to be going out of their way to help her, and make her comfortable.
A few minutes later, a tentative knock sounded on the door.
“Please enter,” the Lord Master spoke, looking up from where he had been keeping an eye on Liane, who was staring intently at his various display cabinets, her hands clasped behind her back, as if afraid to touch anything. Knowing her background, the Lord Master was appreciative of her concern.
The door opened, and an eighteen-year-old young woman entered.
“Thank you for arriving on short notice, My Lady,” the Lord Master spoke to the newcomer. “I have a request to make of you.”
The young woman had noticed Liane staring curiously at her, but ignored her in favor of the Lord Master. “Please ask, My Lord,” she replied.
“As you have noticed, we have a guest at the Academy. This is the Young Lady Liane. She was attacked recently, and her magic has suffered damage. As such, it has been decided that she will be staying here at the Academy until she is old enough for her regular classes to start, in an attempt to heal her magic. May I ask you to show her around?”
The young woman looked at Liane, who was still staring at her with open mouth, staring at the young woman's posture, robes, and just about everything else. To the young orphan, this young woman seemed like a goddess.
“It would be my honor, My Lord,” the lady replied.
“Young Lady,” the lord Master addressed Liane, who startled, jumped, and squeaked at being caught staring.
“My Lord?”
“This is the Lady Mariam Firemistress, Young Lady. She is one of the three Prime Students of the Academy. She will be showing you around. Please do not abuse her time, as it is very valuable.”
“Yes, My Lord,” Liane said, then turning to Mariam. “Thank you, My Lady,” she spoke, feeling star-struck again when she addressed her guide.
“You are welcome, Young Lady,” Mariam spoke. “May I ask you to accompany me?”
“Thank you, My Lady,” Liane said. “Thank you, My Lord,” she said before turning to leave with her new guide.
“My Lady Prime Student?” the Lord Master's voice said, stopping both of them from completely leaving the room.
“Lord Master?” Mariam's voice sounded, even as she turned back to look at the Lord Master.
“Our guest enjoys learning. May I suggest you start in the library?”
Liane blinked. “What is a library, Lord Master?” she asked, confused.
“It is the room where our books are kept, Young Lady,” the Lord Master explained.
Liane nodded, then started to look down before catching herself. “I don't know how to read, Lord Master.”
The man nodded. “I will ask the Doctorii to teach you how to read and write in addition to the other non-magical courses. Do not let yourself worry; we'll do our best to help you with both your background and your injury, Young Lady.”
“Thank you, Lord Master,” she said, her voice strangely thick with emotion. She did her best not to cry.
The man nodded again. “You are welcome. Now, I suggest that you leave with your guide. Her time is precious.”
“Yes, Lord Master,” the girl quickly agreed, knowing a dismissal when she heard one, and followed her guide out of the room.
Mariam spoke in precise tones as she recounted the various offices, rooms, and places at the Academy, and soon Liane's head was spinning with the new information: offices of the various Lords and Ladies that taught at the Academy, the communal dining hall, various ritual chambers, laboratories for experimentation, classrooms of various sizes and with various levels of protection depending on the subject matter being taught.
“And finally, this is the library, Young Lady,” Mariam finished, her arm outstretched as she motioned to the humongous room filled with racks and racks of bookcases. “The library takes up the underground of the laboratory building, and is four stories deep. This is the first level, accessible to everyone. There are four levels at the Academy – each student starts as an Initiate; after three years they can graduate, and become an Assistant. Two more years of study, and an Assistant-level student can graduate to become an Apprentice. Two more years of study and an Apprentice can graduate to become a full Mage, Warlock, or various other types, depending on their area of study. A final year allows for a Mastery level in their chosen field.”
Liane nodded. Three years, two years, two years, and another year. Easy.
“An Initiate may be chosen to become an Assistant to a sixth year student. If both parties agree to this, a bond based on blood is formed, a bond we call a Proctor-Assistant bond. Such an Initiate will be called 'Assistant', even though not having earned the status. It is a tremendous honor.” Mariam motioned to a staircase. “Initiates are restricted to level one. Please follow me, Young Lady.”
Liane nodded. “Yes, My Lady,” she whispered, although she was still trying to come to terms with what she had been told. Initiates becoming Assistants because higher level students asked them to. That sounded strange. She followed on automatic as Mariam guided them down the stairs to the second level.
“This level houses more in-depth works of magic. They explain not just the what, but the why. This level is accessible only to students of Assistant-level or above. Initiate-level students that are chosen as Assistants are also allowed on this level. It is why becoming an Assistant by being chosen is such a tremendous honor. Not only does an Initiate join their Proctor in class, they are allowed higher privileges. Come, Young Lady.”
Liane nodded again. “Yes, My Lady,” she said, not really knowing what to say, but knowing that becoming an Assistant to a Proctor sounded better with everything she heard. Again, Mariam guided Liane to a staircase, and down they went.
“The third level is equally restricted to Assistant-level and above,” Mariam said as she descended the staircase even further. “The Fourth Level is restricted,” she said as they emerged on a landing that held only the staircase they had just descended, a staircase leading further down that was sealed by a metal grate, and a large door. “That staircase leads to the advanced ritual chambers on the fifth underground level,” Mariam explained. “In most cases, you will never need to enter those rooms – they are needed only for advanced rituals discussed solely in Rituals & Ceremonies classes.”
The Prime student then turned to the door. “Prime Student requesting entrance,” Mariam spoke to it, which opened obediently as she finished. “Come, Young Lady.”
Liane just nodded, and followed. The Fourth Level didn't look any different from the other three, except that there were far, far fewer students at work here. “The Fourth Level houses the most esoteric, dangerous, and unique books. Some volumes have their only copy here. As such, access to this room is restricted to those studying esoteric arts, such as Blood Magic and Deep Secrets or those working on a Mastery. Everyone must request access each time they enter this room, and their entrances are recorded.”
Liane swallowed.
“Come; let us go back to the first level, Young Lady. I have some work to do.”
“Yes, My Lady,” the girl whispered, following the Prime Student, feeling bad that the tour was at an end. She loved hearing about the Academy, and she loved the fact that this important student actually took the time to explain things to her – and take her places she obviously wouldn't be allowed to go to until she officially started at the Academy, years in the future.
“The Lord Master said that you were interested in learning, Young Lady. Is this still so?” Mariam enquired as they ascended back to the first level of the library.
“Yes, My Lady,” the girl answered.
Mariam gave no verbal reply, but nodded. As they reached the first level, she simply motioned, and expected Liane to follow.
The girl followed.
Mariam showed Liane how the library had secluded work areas where a small group of students could isolate themselves and work together without interrupting the others. Soon, Liane was seated at a table in a small secluded corner, while Mariam went to gather some research material.
Five minutes later, Mariam was back, carrying a large stack of books. After she sat down, she handed a small book to Liane. The cover had bright and cheery colors, and it seemed made out of hard-pressed cardboard rather than the leather the other books were bound in.
“This is the most basic book I could find on learning to read,” Mariam explained. “Some Nobles start at this Academy and do not yet know how to read. It happens usually when a Noble is born to Common parents. Therefore, the Academy has some tools available to correct this. Please look through it, and ask me should you have any questions, Young Lady.”
Liane accepted the cardboard book, and nodded. “Thank you, My Lady,” she said sincerely. Mariam nodded once, then scattered her books around the table.
Liane cracked open her little booklet. The pages were sturdy, made of the same material as the cover, and Liane felt a hint of jealousy at the smooth pages in the volumes Mariam was looking it. Those books looked a lot better.
She looked at the first page. She couldn't read what was written, even though the top had a single letter in a bright and friendly yellow. In the background was a picture of a monkey. Liane flipped to the next page. She couldn't read this one either, but it had a picture of a ball in the background.
The next page had a cake on it, and Liane smiled.
“You seem to be making excellent progress, Young Lady,” Mariam said, looking up from one of her books, hearing Liane flip page after page.
Liane nodded. “I can't read what it says, but it has nice pictures, My Lady.”
Mariam blinked, then seemed to sigh. “My apologies, Young Lady. It was my failure not to recognize the fact that you did not even understand basic letters. Allow me to assist you.”
Liane blinked then nodded, not having realized that she was supposed to have read the words or letters printed in the book.
Flipping back to the first page, Mariam pointed out the bright yellow letter. “This is the letter 'a',” she explained. “A as in ape.”
Liane looked at the monkey picture. It made sense now. “There are a few other words with 'a' printed here. There is 'ape' printed here, and 'age' printed there.”
The young girl followed the finger of the Prime Student, recognizing now the letter 'a' as it popped up. The simple three-letter word escaped her, however. “This is the letter 'p', and this is the letter 'e',” Mariam went on, seeing that she had lost Liane on the words. “You will see them explained later in this book.”
Liane nodded. 'Ape' and 'age' differed by one letter, and she recognized how the 'e' appeared in both. So the missing letter in 'age' should be... “Then this letter is the 'g', My Lady?” she asked, pointing to the letter she didn't know yet, yet pronouncing it exactly as one would pronounce the sound in the word.
“The letter 'g', correct, Young Lady,” Mariam said, correcting the girl's pronunciation. “Now, the next page has the letter 'b'.”
“As in ball, My Lady?” Liane asked, getting things now.
“Exactly, Young Lady. Can you read this word?” she asked, pointing to one of the words.
“B... a... b... e,” Liane stuttered, spelling the letters. “Babe?”
Mariam nodded. “Very good, Young Lady. You catch on quickly. Now, this is the letter 'k'. What word would this be?”
“B... a... k... e. Bake, My Lady.”
Mariam smiled slightly. “Good. Very good, Young Lady. Let's move on to the next letter. 'C' as in...”
“Cake!” Liane said enthusiastically, hopping up and down in her chair. Reading was fun!
Hours later, after Mariam had checked out the little cardboard book for her, Liane managed to find her room without too much difficulty. After tiredly changing into the night clothes that had been provided for her, she fell into bed. The many exciting events of the day had left her totally exhausted, and she was asleep within moments.
The next morning, she was woken up by an incessant ringing coming from her nightstand. It was so totally unexpected and unknown to the young orphan that it scared her awake quite thoroughly. Not knowing how to turn the ringing off, she got more and more panicked at the thought of angering other people before she noticed a pulsing purple inscription flashing on the top of the nightstand, half buried underneath the papers and the book she had brought back with her yesterday.
Pushing on the rune stopped the ringing, and Liane let out a breath of relief, and the girl listened to try and hear if someone would be coming in to yell at her.
Nobody came, and she let out a second breath of relief.
Getting dressed was fun; especially when she found that her dresser was full of clothes her size, all of the highest quality fabrics. She dressed easily, although the many strange items in the bathroom confused her. A comb and a hairbrush were easy to figure out, but many of the other items, she had no idea what they were nor what their function may be.
She couldn't hear the bell of the temple here, so she had no idea how much time she had left between eight and nine, and so she decided on doing some extra work, getting ready to meet with the Lady Mariam after dinner tonight.
Liane hoped the Prime Student would be impressed with her. She had enjoyed the time they spent together, and was hoping for more.
Taking out the example sheet Mariam had written for her, featuring the words she had learned to read yesterday, Liane awkwardly took a pen and tried to copy.
When knocking came at her door, Liane jumped up and raced to let her visitor in.
“Good morning, Young Lady,” the composed woman at the door greeted. She was about thirty, had hair as black as the night, and her face was devoid of any and all emotions.
“Good morning, My Lady,” Liane said, following the lady's speech patterns.
“You may address me as ‘Doctora’, Young Lady,” the woman said, her face and vocal inclinations not betraying what she felt. “I see that you are ready. Good. Please gather your equipment and follow me.”
“Yes, Doctora,” Liane said, hoping that she hadn't angered the woman. Turning around quickly, she raced to gather the papers, the book, and the pen, and pushed them all in the bag the Lady Mariam had given her before sending her on her way from the library last night.
Twenty seconds later, Liane was back with the teacher, and had the door to her room closed. The woman nodded. “You seem to have efficiency, Young Lady. We will, however, work on your Decorum and your overall cleanliness. For example, I believe you may have some crooked papers in your bag at the moment. One should always try and maintain Decorum, including in the impression given by one's possessions.”
Liane blinked, twice, thrice, and then bit her bottom lip with worry. “I'm sorry, Doctora. I don't understand,” she half-whispered as they walked toward the entrance of the administrative building that was Liane's home at the moment.
“Never be afraid to ask for clarification, Young Lady,” the stern woman said. “It is good that you asked. Perhaps an example of my earlier statement may help. For example, you have crooked papers in your bag. When we arrive at the library, and you take them out so that we may work, what would be the impression given to others?”
Liane looked at her bag, and looked inside, to where she had shoved her papers. They were indeed all crooked, folded horribly.
She felt terribly embarrassed, and had difficulty to look up at the woman. “I understand, Doctora.”
The woman nodded. “Good. In this case, you should not worry, Young Lady. I will be able to straighten out your papers. However, allow me to teach you a first lesson in magic – simply because one can use magic to make up for an error does not mean you do not have to worry about making the error in the first place. Pay attention in the future and you won't need to use magic to make up for it.”
The girl nodded. “Better not to make the mistake, than to have to clean up, Doctora?” she asked, quoting a life lesson she had learned at the orphanage.
“Exactly. I am pleased to see that you are an eager student, Young Lady.”
They walked to the library in silence, and the Doctora showed Liane to an unused corner. Not long after, she had straightened out the young girl's papers.
“Good,” the Doctora said after looking at the papers and the book. “It seems that you have already started. Please tell me what you have already accomplished, Young Lady.”
Liane nodded. “The Lady Mariam Firemistress helped me yesterday, Doctora. She showed me how to read words from the book,” she said, pointing to the book now in the Doctora’s hands. She followed up by listing the words she had learned to read the day before.
The Doctora merely opened the book after the first five words and flipped through the pages as Liane spoke. When the girl finally finished, the Doctora nodded.
“You seem to have an excellent memory, Young Lady. I do not think that more than five percent of the students at the Academy would be able to summarize a lesson the way you have just done,” the woman said. “We will continue with your reading lessons, as well as writing lessons,” she said, looking at the paper on which Liane had been practicing her handwriting. “I will also teach you how to tell time, so that you may be prepared, avoiding what has happened this morning.”
Liane smiled, and was practically hopping on her chair at the thought of learning even more new things. “We will also be working on basic mathematics, history, politics, and various other basic knowledge subjects that would normally be taught to you by your family. As this is not possible in your case, we will do so here. I will expect you to continue to be highly motivated, Young Lady.”
The girl nodded eagerly. “Yes, My Lady!”
“Good,” the Doctora spoke, and grabbed a fresh sheet of paper. With deft precision, she drew nine perfect circles on it. Looking up at Liane, she said, “As part of magical education, you will be expected to be able to draw runic circles and various other ritualistic circles. Do not concern yourself with being able to draw perfectly for now. I will be using these to teach you how to tell time.”
Liane looked in awe at her teacher. Everyone here at the Academy was not only nice enough to teach her things, they were all incredible at what they did, and the young girl hoped to one day be as good as they were. “Now, a clock has two hands. The long hand is what we call the minute hand, and indicates the minutes. The short hand is the hour hand, and shows the hours, like this.” The Doctora proceeded to draw a short hand and a long hand on the first circle. “This is six o'clock. The long hand is pointing straight up, to the twelve o'clock position, which indicates zero minutes. The short hand is pointing to the six, indicating six hours.”
Liane frowned. “Why is twelve o'clock zero minutes, Doctora?” she asked, confused.
The Doctora nodded, and continued to explain how the clock was read.
Sooner than Liane had wanted, the lesson was over. She had learned how to tell time – granted, it still took her some thought to figure it out – and she had learned a lot of new words to read. She had learned how to write better as well, the Doctora had showed her a better way of holding the pen.
After a good lunch, which Liane spent alone in a corner somewhere, she went back to the library, trying to do some more reading and writing exercises. She didn't know when she would need to meet with one of the Doctorii, be they Lord or Lady, who would be working with her on her magic, so she kept herself busy.
Before she knew it, the chime rang, announcing time for dinner. Closing the book and gathering her papers, Liane placed everything carefully into her bag, making sure not to make any messes. She didn't have the Doctora to straighten out her papers, after all.
Making her way back to the dining hall, Liane grabbed herself a dinner that would have kept her fed for days back at the orphanage, including a juicy pear for dessert. She just loved pears.
She was about to sit down in that quiet corner she had used for lunch when someone waved at her. Liane looked around for a few moments, making sure that the wave was meant for her and not for someone else, then made her way over.
“Good evening, Young Lady,” Mariam said, motioning to a free seat. “Allow me to invite you for dinner.”
Guessing that meant that the Lady Mariam wanted her to sit down, Liane sat. “Thank you, My Lady. Good evening,” she said.
Mariam nodded. “May I ask how your first day at the Academy has been?” she asked, starting to eat.
“It was very interesting, My Lady!” Liane said enthusiastically. “The Doctora this morning helped me hold the pen better, and she taught me a lot of new words. And she helped me tell time!”
“I am happy to hear that you are enjoying your stay, Young Lady,” Mariam said. “And how was your afternoon?”
“The Lord Master said he would try and arrange for a tutor to help with my magic, My Lady. But I never heard from him or her, so I was in the library all afternoon, working on my reading and writing.”
The older girl nodded. It happened that Doctorii were busy and did not show. “Yesterday, I questioned for the first time my decision not to take an Assistant, as I discovered that I enjoyed teaching you. I need to do some more work in the library after dinner. Would you like to join me, Young Lady?”
Liane's eyes lit up. “Sure!” she said, before remembering she was supposed to add, “My Lady.” It was just in time to still be respectful.
“We will work on your Decorum in time, Young Lady. Do not worry,” the older girl said.
Once at the library, they found a secluded corner that would allow them to talk without interrupting anyone. After a quick rundown from Liane, explaining to Mariam what she had learned that morning, the Prime Student flipped to the back of the book. “Here are some easy texts, Young Lady. I want you to copy the first two, then we'll go over them and pick out any errors. They are quite basic, but should you have any questions, feel free to ask them.”
Liane nodded, and went to work, her pen slowly making its way across the paper as she copied the text.
Mariam, meanwhile, went to gather half a dozen books, spread them out across the table, and started her work. Every now and then, Liane would look up, only to see the older girl working, with furrowed brow, referencing things against each other in the books, and writing down her conclusions. She had no idea what the Prime Student was doing – but whatever it was, it looked impressive, and Liane couldn't wait until she could do things like this herself.
Finally, she finished her task. Looking up, she saw that Mariam was still engaged in her own work. Not really wanting to disturb her teacher, Liane waited for a good moment.
“Are you finished, Young Lady?” Mariam asked, not looking up from her work.
“Yes, My Lady. I didn't want to disturb you,” she said, adding a small defense.
“I thought as much,” Mariam said, looking up. “Please pass me your work and the original, Young Lady.”
Together, they went over the original and Liane's copy of it. Much to Mariam's surprise, there were very few errors, but the young girl did have quite a few questions about words she did not know, or about the deeper meaning of certain things. With nearly infinite patience, Mariam explained the concepts.
“What are you working on, My Lady?” Liane asked when Mariam was about to ask her to copy the third example text.
“A bit direct, Young Lady,” Mariam said. “We will work on your Decorum. In any case, as you no doubt know, I am in my final year, my Year of Discovery. I am already a fully accredited Mage, and I am working toward my mastership. In order to receive my master's title, I must present a masterpiece as proof of my knowledge and skill. I have chosen to write a comparative text, relating the magic we study in Kiria and the magic used in the world beyond the Great Barrier that protects our coasts.”
Liane looked at the older girl with awe. If she hadn't wanted to be as good as Mariam before, she certainly would want to be as good now. “Incredible, My Lady.”
Mariam's lips twitched. It was as close to a genuine smile as she had ever seen on the stoic Prime Student's face. “I am merely doing the ground work at the moment, Young Lady. I am relating the different runic alphabets, their uses, and their strengths and weaknesses to each other. It is a fascinating subject.”
Liane looked into the book that was directly in front of Mariam, and found the text to be of a much smaller type than the one in the book she had been using so far, and she had to stop after the first sentence held no less than five words she could hardly spell, let alone read or understand. She skipped the rest of the page, and flipped through a few pages, seeing Mariam looking more amused than anything else. She found no pictures, but she did find a table of weird-looking letters near the front.
“Those are basic runes, Young Lady,” Mariam said when Liane asked. “Runes are quite powerful, if slow in use.”
“My Lady?” Liane asked, confused.
Mariam looked around, and found nobody looking at her. She lifted her hand, and whispered a single word under her breath. A small sphere of light settled above her palm. “This is a standard light spell, Young Lady. It is useful, but limited in scope. This spell will always create the same ball of light, with the same intensity, on the same location: above your outstretched palm. This means that the spell is quick, but lacks versatility: you can only use it for a few set things. It is too bright to light your way at night, for it will blind you, for example.”
Liane nodded. “Runes, on the other hand, can be used to create anything you want,” Mariam said, and pulled up a fresh sheet of paper, and wrote a bunch of the same weird symbols that Liane had seen on the entrance to the Academy. “This is a runic phrase, basically recreating the same spell. However, this rune,” she said, pointing to one symbol, “sets the intensity of the light. I can make it dimmer, so it doesn't blind at night, or brighter, to make sure there are no shadows, for example. This rune here sets the size of the sphere. Handy to create a single chandelier to light up a large hall, for example. And these runes govern the location, so you can attach your chandelier to the ceiling.” Mariam changed a few runes, then pressed her hand to the phrase.
Liane could see magic jump from the older girl to the page, and the runes vanished from the page. However, they only vanished to her eyes; her other senses showed the runes still quite clearly there, twinkling in beautiful whitish colors, as if winking at her in a shared secret.
Above the table, a ball of light three times the size of the original spell had appeared; the color a murky red.
“Oh, wow,” Liane muttered.
“Runes are quite versatile, Young Lady,” Mariam repeated her earlier statement. “However, as you can see, they are slow in use: you need to write them down, you need to know the runic phrase, and you need to modify the correct runes to trigger the needed effects.” Lifting her hand, the runes became visible once more as the older girl stopped feeding them magic.
“That's incredible, My Lady,” Liane whispered.
Mariam was silent for a few seconds. “Yet again I question myself for not taking an Assistant. I find myself quite enjoying the role of teacher.” She got up. “I will retrieve you a new book, Young Lady. After that, I must send you on your way, as I have quite a few more hours of work ahead of me, and you need your sleep.”
Liane just nodded as her teacher vanished between the stacks of books.
Not five minutes later, Liane had in her possession a brand new book on easy reading and writing exercises, and the girl got up to leave. Just as she was about to say goodbye to the Prime Student, she remembered something she had been meaning to ask.
“My Lady, may I ask one more question?”
The older girl looked up from her work. “You may, Young Lady,” she replied, obviously a little curious.
“Are we allowed to leave the Academy, My Lady? I would like to visit the orphanage,” she asked, sounding quite nervous about the answer.
“I do not know how things were at the orphanage, Young Lady,” Mariam answered, leaning back in her chair. “At the Academy, however, there are no rules about leaving. As we are all Nobles, very little restrictions can be placed upon us. We are obligated to be in class unless otherwise indisposed, but other than that, there are no rules forcing you to stay here. You are, however, very young. It might be a good idea to have companionship. If you do not mind waiting until the weekend, I would be able to accompany you on your visit.”
Liane's face lit up. “Thank you, My Lady!”
“You're welcome, Young Lady. Now, please excuse me, for I have a lot of work still to do.”
“Thank you for your help, My Lady. Good evening,” Liane said, turning to leave.
“Good evening, Young Lady,” Mariam said, already back at work.
*****
The weekend was there faster than Liane had thought, and soon she was walking the streets of the capital, half a pace behind Mariam's right shoulder. The Prime Student had told her what Decorum demanded, and so she stayed in position as well as she could, next to, and half a step behind, Mariam's right shoulder.
When they approached the orphanage, Liane was about to circle around and enter through the back door as she had done a thousand times before. She twitched back in position when she was reminded that she was here with Mariam, and she was no longer in its care. Together, they approached the front door, where Mariam knocked.
The Caretaker opened the door in very little time. “My Ladies,” the woman said, curtsying deeply. “How may I be of assistance?” she asked of Mariam.
“May we enter, Caretaker?” Mariam asked in a cool tone that Liane hadn't heard used before. It spoke both of superiority and direction. Rather than the question that was asked, the phrase sounded like an order.
“O-of course, My Ladies!” the caretaker said, stepping aside. “Please forgive me.”
“It is of no concern, Caretaker,” the Prime Student spoke as she entered the building first, Liane two steps behind her. “I have here a companion who wished to visit,” she said once they were inside and the door closed.
Liane smiled at the caretaker, who merely bowed her head. “How may we be of service, My Lady?” the elder woman asked.
The eight-year-old had never heard the caretaker sound like this before, and she blinked. Why had she come?”
“I just wanted to see everyone again, Caretaker,” Liane said, almost addressing the woman as 'My Lady', so used had she become to the new modes of address she had learned. “How are they?”
“They are fine, My Lady,” the caretaker said, keeping her head bowed and her voice low. “Thank you for your consideration.”
Liane frowned at that. She had just asked how everyone was! Why was the caretaker acting so strange?
The back door banged open. “We've caught fish!” Yari shouted as the entire troupe of orphans trudged in, stopping immediately upon seeing the caretaker with bowed head, and the two Noblewomen present.
“Yari!” Liane shouted, glad to see her friend. “Everyone!”
“Liane?” Yari asked, for a moment looking glad to see her, too. Then he looked her up and down, and frowned. “Whot'cha come back here for?” he asked angrily.
“Whot?” Liane asked, slipping back into the mode of speech she had known for years. “I got some good luck, and can't share with my friends? We're friends, aren't we?”
“Ya know th' rules, if you g't out, don't come back. It just rubs our faces in it,” Yari said, crossing his arms and turning his back. The others glared mildly at her. Even four-year-old Inai, who she had carried on her back so many times.
“Yari!” the caretaker shouted. “Don't insult the Noble Ladies!”
Liane stepped up to Yari, ignoring the caretaker's words. They didn't sting nearly as bad as her friends' reactions had. “I just wanted to tell you about my good fortune,” she said, feeling both anger and hopelessness at the reaction. Something ethereal stirred in her chest.
“An' ya didna think about us, did you?” Yari shouted, turning around to shout in her face. “Did ya think about how we'd feel? You're all noblewoman now, with y'r fancy clothes, and lots of food and y'r money and everything! But we have to stay here, eat gruel and sleep under blankets that are too cold for the winter! We don't have anything! It's why the rules are there, Liane! Y'r just rubbing our faces in y'r good fortune!”
“Yari!” the caretaker yelled, but Liane hardly heard her voice. The ethereal feeling in her chest was deepening, pushing and straining deep within her. Dimly, she became aware of a reddish tint to everything she saw.
“My Lady,” Mariam spoke, placing one hand on Liane's shoulder. “May I ask you to put your magic away? It is a display I have not yet seen before, however, it does not become a Noble to show this much emotion when out in public. I would also like to remind you of the Decorum. Please do not engage in such discourse with Commoners. It is unbecoming.”
Yari flinched, and drew pale when he realized that the girl he had been arguing with was not his friend Liane, but the Noble Liane, and that he could be severely punished for his outburst.
Liane's body was trembling underneath Mariam's hand, but the Prime Student's calm voice knifed through her anger. Her magic subsided as she regained her calm. “My apologies for the display, My Lady,” Liane whispered to Mariam, bowing her head before realizing she wasn't supposed to. “I've made a mistake. I shouldn't have come here.”
Mariam nodded once, accepting both the explanation and the apology. “I have to agree, Young Lady. Shall we return to the Academy? I believe I have an excellent piece of theory on chants that I think you will find interesting.”
The last of the stress drained out of Liane. She had just lost everything that she had known – her home at the orphanage, the caretaker who had been a mother, and the other orphans who had been more brothers and sisters than friends. But at least the Lady Mariam still wanted to be near her. “Thank you, My Lady. I think we should.”
Mariam gave a sharp nod, looked at the Caretaker and the other orphans, then just turned to leave. Liane gave one last, sad look at the people she had known her entire life, before turning to walk away herself. Once they had left the orphanage, Liane bit her bottom lip, realizing this was goodbye. She would never come back here again. She had no need to.
And so Liane's days at the Academy went. In the morning, she learned to read and write, she learned about politics, she learned history, and she learned Decorum. In the afternoons, the Lords and Ladies that taught at the Academy tried to help her with her magic, to stabilize it, and to learn about it.
And for that first year, in the evenings, the Lady Mariam taught her theories about magic that the teachers didn't teach her due to the Rules of Equality.
But even with all the fun Liane had learning, no matter how good the teachers were, no matter how patient, there was one thing that kept her awake at night.
For Liane failed, constantly and consistently, to cast a single spell.




Chapter Two

The magic felt calm, at rest, as flat as flat could be. Liane preferred it that way, resting in a state of earth. At least that way, it only influenced her into calmness. She much preferred this state of her magic. Faintly, she was aware of herself drawing a slow breath.
Bundling her insecurities and negative emotions into the breath of air, she slowly exhaled, feeling her body sink deeper into a state of relaxation. Before her mind's eye, her magic remained docile.
She drew in another breath.
An hour later, Liane slowly opened her eyes, and let out the last breath of her meditation.
“You have done well, Young Lady,” the strangely accented voice of Master Chuang spoke. A foreigner, Master Chuang came from beyond the Great Barrier that protected the island nation of Kiria. Hailing from a strange and far away land called China, the man was thin and frail, but his mind and his magic were of a power and a level of control that few could match.
It was thanks to his foreign expertise that he had been helping Liane for the last two years, helping her balance her mind and her magic, helping her tame the raging torrent that bubbled deep within her, helping her gain control.
The journey had been hard, and Liane still was not completely sure if it had been successful. Even though she felt more in control over her magic than she had ever felt in the previous two years, she still could not get it to cast regular spells.
When she had first come to the Academy, she had been hopeful of the future. But, as time progressed, and tests were done, it had become apparent that Liane's magic had been damaged to the point where total recovery was no longer possible. It had not taken long before the Lords and Ladies at the Academy found out that Liane was unable to cast ordinary spells.
More tests and trials were the result, and Master Chuang had been asked to assist her in gaining control. Still, it was not enough. It was as if her magic was unlike the magic of everybody else – unique, different, strange. Regular spells would not work for her, and it took a month for the greatest spellcrafter at the Academy to pinpoint what needed to be done for Liane to be able to cast magic.
Master Chuang stood up from where they had been meditating. “How does your magic feel, Young Lady?”
“It feels like earth now, Master Chuang,” Liane replied, addressing him as he had asked to be addressed. It felt strange to her now, calling someone by name and without the usual moniker of 'Lord' or 'Lady'.
“Good, good,” the man said. “Please keep up this exercise, Young Lady. Your magic and your emotions are tied in a circle – your emotions will influence your magic, and your magic will influence your emotions. The more volatile your emotions, the more volatile your magic – and the harder they both are to control.”
Liane nodded politely. She had heard this before.
“This was to be our last lesson, Young Lady,” Master Chuang said. “Today, I move back to my homeland. I have remained as long as I did solely for your benefit. Today, you are ready to take the next step on your own. Remember the lessons imparted to you, and although the path before you is hard, you will succeed.”
Liane bowed deeply, in the custom of Master Chuang's homeland of China. “Thank you, Master Chuang.”
He dipped his head. “It was my honor teaching you, Young Lady.”
She thanked him once more, and left the meditation room, carefully navigating around a dozen other meditating people, and exited the room, making her way to the chambers that had been her home for the last two years. Remembering one of the chants the Lady Mariam had taught her in her first year at the Academy, Liane started singing. Careful not to push any magic to the magical words, she softly sang the chant as if it were an ordinary song, feeling the monotone repetitiveness maintain her calm mood.
She packed her few belongings, and dressed in the bright white robes of an Academy Initiate. No longer a mere Adept, she would be an Initiate in a few hours. Drawing a deep breath, she looked out the window.
No regular spell would work for her. The path before her would be hard, just as Master Chuang had told her. It had taken a month for the best spellcrafter at the Academy to figure out what she needed.
Each and every spell she wanted to use – she would need to write herself. Her magic was unstable, and she needed major corrections to it before it would function. Glancing at her hands, she looked at the gloves she was wearing. Her fingers were left free, but her hands themselves were encased in the softest leather, with large crystals embedded over her knuckles.
They helped with the focus of her magic. The focus gloves were the first part of what she needed to make spells work.
The second part needed was the spell itself – each and every spell would need to be rewritten for her, to adapt to her unique style of magic.
And because of that problem, the Rules of Equality had been suspended in her case. The best teachers at the Academy had donated their time – spellcrafters, Runic Masters, Elemental Specialists, and others. They had taught her how to build spells, how to look at a spell, disassemble it, and rewrite it to include the variances needed for her magic to work.
Of course... that had all been theoretical. After all, it was because of casting magic that she was in this predicament, and nobody wanted to take the chance of her becoming completely magically crippled by having her use her magic before she was ready to do so.
Even though her teachers had told her that her work was exemplary, Liane still felt the doubt flutter in her stomach. Singing the chant a little louder, Liane tried to drown out her nerves with the sound.
She had never actually built a spell and executed it. It should work – but that doesn't mean that it would. And, above all else, it took her ten to fifteen minutes to build a new spell from a regular, working example. Time that would place her firmly behind her classmates in a classroom setting. She would never be able to cast magic spells from a book without adapting them first.
She only hoped that she would get better at it as she did it more.
And, thankfully, other types of magic were not affected. Rune Magic and Ritualistic Magic, both using external sources of magic rather than her internal reserves, should work perfect for her. She only hoped that it would be so. She had enough trouble with regular spells. She didn't think she'd be able to adapt entire rituals. Chants, too, with their longer and repetitive incantations creating additional control and power, should be within her grasp.
Pushing away from the window, Liane turned to the door. Her belongings would be moved later, from the visitor's quarters to a student room. For now, she needed a good walk to calm her nerves. Humming the chant under her breath, she left the Academy.
Ten minutes later, she drew a deep breath in through her nose, smelling the rich sensations of the market. Still humming quietly, she stepped forward and entered the bustle of the commercial area.
A goose girl, perhaps a few years older than Liane and bringing her animals to market, threw her a surprised glance, then hurriedly bowed her head and gave her two outermost geese a sharp jolt, nudging them out of Liane's way. The animals gave a startled quack, but went as the goose girl wanted them to. As the young Noble strode past, she nodded to the goose girl, who almost squeaked at the unexpected gesture.
Having become used to drawing surprised reactions from Commoners, Liane walked further, all thoughts of the goose girl leaving her mind almost immediately. A driver scurried his horse and cart out of her way as she approached, and him, too, she graced with a small bow of her head.
Like the goose girl before him, he startled. Stopping, Liane looked around, halting her ceaseless humming of the chant. She loved the hustle and bustle of the market, the smells and sights and sounds of it. It reminded her of her past, and as always, she became aware of the fact that she was no longer one of them now. She was a Noble, required to maintain Decorum and not show emotion. Sometimes she missed the easier life of an orphan, but then remembered the hunger and hardships that came with it, and soon changed her mind once more.
The driver, too, was soon forgotten when Liane reached the first of the stalls. Letting her feet take over the navigation, she focused instead on the different wares for sale, all the time feeling completely at ease – even if she were only ten, and her only defense was based on the white robes she wore, nobody would dare do anything to harm a Noble.
The courts were not lenient on Commoners who dared harm a Noble – and convicted themselves under Truth Serum.
She had no interest in food, and as such, she barely gave the butcher's stall and the baker's stall a second glance. After two years at the Academy, she had become used to fine food. The tailor's stall held some very nice common vestments. Aware that only a few years ago she would have been daydreaming at the sight of the clothing on display, she stopped and reminisced for a few seconds.
She smiled faintly, then turned to walk on. She was a Noble now. She could never go back to where she had been. That disastrous meeting at the orphanage had convinced her of that. Her old friends, people she had known all of their lives, had suddenly become jealous of her. She no longer missed them. She had been forced to harden her heart, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
Becoming aware of some sort of disturbance up ahead, she stopped and watched as people scurried out of the way. She, however, remained where she was, out in the middle of the narrow street lined with stalls.
As sufficient people cleared the road, she noticed the disturbance itself.
It was a medium-sized floater. The cart stopped in front of her, the driver looking down at her from his elevated position on the floating cart. The floater bopped up and down once when its forward speed abruptly stopped.
Liane and the driver locked gazes, and at once she recognized him as a Commoner, probably driving the floater for either a rich Commoner or a Noble. The man looked around frantically, trying to find a way to navigate the floater around her. She remained where she was just long enough to make a point – she didn't have to move. She was Noble. Decorum demanded that he move for her, but she realized that he had no room to do so.
She smiled faintly, then stepped aside.
Besides, she had only seen a floater from afar once. The driver bowed repeatedly as he drove past, and Liane watched the floating cart as it came past, getting a good look at the wheel-less cart floating on the power of magic. After the floater was past, she turned back to continue her journey through the market. She had startled some Commoners, and had seen a floater. It was a good visit so far.
She looked at a fruit stall, and was about to walk past when she noticed a really nice looking pear shining in the sunlight. She loved pears, and it was still a full hour before she had to be at the Academy for her formal initiation, and longer still before lunch.
She picked up the pear. “May I ask how much you require for this wonderful piece of fruit?” she asked the woman politely.
The vendor startled visibly, stared at Liane and her snazzy white Initiate robes, and finally managed to say the price. “T-two coppers, Milady.”
Liane had a small allotment from the Academy to do with as she pleased. The Lord Master had been right; Kiria did not forget its Nobles, even when they had neither parents nor money. It was not much, but she had nothing to spend it on, and as such, she had utilized the arts she had learned as an orphan – save your money.
Even though she hadn't purchased anything in a while, she knew that a single pear shouldn't cost two coppers.
While Liane was debating this, the woman became acutely aware of the young Noble just staring at her. “O-one copper, Milady.”
Liane dipped into her pouch, extracted a single copper, and placed it in the woman's hand. She had still overpaid – a single pear would go for half a copper, tops, but she hadn't felt like arguing. Turning, she bit into the juicy fruit, sidestepping a puddle that was lying, inconveniently, in the middle of her path.
Puddles were one of the few things that did not step aside when she tried to pass. One day, she would have magic of her own, and even puddles would step aside.
Especially puddles.
Her annoyance made the magic in her chest startle, and Liane closed her eyes, drawing a few deep breaths, trying to regain her balance. Her magic calmed down.
Taking another bite of her pear, she continued her exploration of the local marketplace, enjoying the sights and sounds and smells, ignoring the fluttering of magic in her chest and the rising anxiety for her upcoming education.
The small vibration of the alarm band at her left wrist drew her attention. Almost at the same time, the large bells of the temple chimed the half-hour. “Almost time,” she muttered sadly to herself, aware that her trip had to be stopped before she felt she had finished. Turning, she left the market. She had an appointment to keep.
Fifteen minutes later, she passed through the large double doors leading to the Academy. Having learned some measure of control over her unstable magical abilities in these last two years, she ignored the symbols of the wards. It seemed to her that the wards ignored her in return, as if they were angry at her for not paying attention to them.
She sighed, and looked. Yes, they were still as pretty as ever – not that she would use those words out loud. And, for a moment, Liane felt as if the glowing symbols and sigils stared right back, and found her just as interesting as she found them. She had learned some runes and glyphs over the last two years, mostly related to rewriting magical spells. The symbols on the doors were of the warding and shielding variety, and so she only recognized a few familiar signs.
She blinked, and the connection was broken. Dipping her head to the symbols, she turned and left. They did not freeze up this time.
Knowing exactly where to go, Liane emerged into the large ceremonial hall of the Academy of Magic, and took a seat near the far wall, where she could study everyone who was there, and everyone who entered, without being bothered.
That was the plan, at least, as within five minutes, someone walked up to her.
“My apologies for the interruption, My Lady, but may I ask whether this seat is spoken for?” he asked, motioning faintly for the seat next to her. She looked up, studying his features. Like her, he was ten years old, with dark blond hair and rather unremarkable gray eyes.
Liane swallowed. His tone of voice, mannerisms, and fluidity showed just how comfortable he was using Decorum. She motioned for the same seat. “It is not spoken for, My Lord. If it pleases you, please be seated.”
He sat down, and turned slightly to face her. “It appears as if you had the same idea as I had, My Lady.”
She glanced at him, not sure what to say. Finally, he spoke, “This appears to be an excellent place to study those who are already here, and those who arrive late.”
Liane nodded. “You are correct, My Lord, we did have the same idea.”
He must have recognized something with her mode of speech, as he looked at her for quite a few long seconds. “My name is Milor,” he finally introduced himself. “As the Rules of Equality forbid all students from discussing their background, I am unable to give you a family name until one is assigned to me.”
She dipped her head deeply, understanding what he was saying; they would be assigned a new last name based upon the abilities of their magic, and it would change depending on the levels they achieved in mastering it. It was a fair system, one that prohibited people from using a family name to gain promotion over those who did not, and insured that every student was treated on their own merits.
For a moment, she thought about the correct response in this situation. Used to being around Doctorii, she knew the correct way to address them, but she hadn't been around her peers until now. Her delay was getting a bit long, and she could see his face starting to tighten. She took a guess.
“My name is Liane. I am pleased to make your acquaintance, My Lord.”
The tightness in his face slowly ebbed away as realization made him calm down. “Please correct me if I am wrong, My Lady, but it appears to me that you do not have a lot of experience with the Decorum.”
She swallowed, before giving a small nod, not daring to say anything else, in fear of making things worse.
“Please allow me to help you, My Lady,” Milor went on, as if she had spoken instead of nodded. “One does not use the name given in introduction to address a person, unless given leave to do so, and even then, only in private. By addressing me with the correct title, you have made the correct choice.”
She let out her breath, glad that she had made the right decision. “Thank you, My Lord,” she said.
He nodded, a tiny smile playing on his lips. “You are welcome, My Lady.”
Liane remained silent, not entirely sure what so next. In silence, the two ten-year-olds stared at the other children, all of them dressed in the same white Initiate robes. The large room filled up quite nicely, and she guessed that there were over a hundred new students present.
The room stilled immediately upon the entrance of a Doctora, dressed in the dark-blue robes of a Water-specialized Mage. She strode calmly to the center of the room, not bothering to look around. Her head was held high, and the Initiates present could feel the magic inherent within this woman.
“My Lords and Ladies, if I may have your attention?” She did not bother to raise her voice upon reaching the exact center of the room, yet everybody heard her as if she were standing right next to them. It was a subtle piece of magic, and Liane found herself impressed by the sheer simplicity with which this woman had done it. There had been no incantation nor movement to give her away, not a single sign that magic had been used, yet the results were so obvious that there was no doubt in anybody's mind.
“Thank you,” she went on, as if it had indeed been her voice and not her very presence that had instilled silence on the present students. “I would ask you all to follow me, please. We will make way to the classroom we will be using for the next month. I must ask you to remember it well, for you will need to make your own way there in the future.”
She turned, and walked to the entrance, not once looking anywhere else but forward, fully expecting everyone to follow her. Liane and Milor followed her without hesitation, as did over a hundred other students.
Five minutes later, the one hundred and twenty new students were gathered together in one of the classrooms on a lower floor of the laboratory complex. As everyone found a seat in the stadium-style classroom, the Doctora spoke to the door, a single word of command that made it vanish and leaving an uninterrupted wall. Liane knew about these commands. It was standard practice at the Academy to seal rooms when in use. Finally, the Doctora walked to the center of the room, and looked at the gathered students.
“My Lords and Ladies, welcome to your initiation course in magic. For the next month, we will be studying the general magical theories, the setup of the Academy of Magic, and everything else you will need to know before your education can start,” the Doctora spoke. “I shall give this course, and in the future, perhaps you may once again join me in my chosen subject, that of Wards, Shields, and Magical Protections.”
The students remained silent, some of them nodding at this information. “Good. You are all quite attentive. I shall begin by giving an overview of magic. I am well aware that some of you may have gleaned some of this from your families, however, not everybody here has broken the Rules of Equality, and as such, I will be expecting everyone to pay attention.”
Some students looked a little embarrassed, Liane thought, but she soon focused her complete attention to the Doctora once again. “Very well. Who here knows something of magical theory?”
Four arms went up, the same four students that had looked a bit embarrassed before. Now, however, they looked proud to be able to say they, at least, knew something of the subject already. Liane raised her arm as well. She had learned some basics of magic from the Lady Mariam, now two years ago, and she had learned even more when the Doctorii had worked on her magic. They had been forced to teach her things, including Runes, in order to give her even a chance at succeeding at the Academy. She shifted nervously.
The Doctora looked at the five students who had raised their arms. She motioned to Liane. “If I may ask you to start us off, My Lady?”
Liane swallowed. “Yes, Doctora,” she said. “Magic as it exists within Nobles comes from a talent that is not present among the Commoners. Through a process not fully understood, a Noble is able to gather the energy of the world around them inside themselves, and in turn, use this energy to manipulate the world.”
The teacher nodded. “Quite succinct, but in essence, correct, My Lady,” she said to Liane, before looking at the other students present. “Magic is indeed the 'energy of the world' as My Lady put it. We Nobles are able to gather this energy within ourselves and manipulate it, releasing it back to the world from where it came – in essence, subjugating creation to our wills. As larger manipulations require more energy, and not every Noble is able to gather and hold the same amount of it, there are spells that are outside the reach of some. There are, indeed, spells that are outside the reach of all but a select few.”
“As I assume you have all received the required tools for the Academy, I would ask you to write this down – it is important,” she finished. The gathered students sheepishly dove into their packs, and took out writing utensils, as well as sheets of paper.
The Doctora pressed on as the students scratched out the information. “As Nobles are different from each other, so is the magic they gather, their mastery over it, and the finesse with which they are able to use it. In one month, at the end of this course, you will all go through the Ceremony of Determination, where the affiliation of your different magics will be determined. You will learn there what spells you have an affinity for, and what spells you will have difficulty with. At the end of the ceremony, you will be presented with a new family name, a name which will stay with you, and grow as you do.”
Her eyes traveled the room. “Now, I keep repeating 'spells', even though they are not, essentially, spells. As we manipulate the magical energy within ourselves, we do so by ourselves, and not through muttered words or incantations. At first, we will, however, teach you words and gestures as they assist us in focusing and manipulating this energy. As you grow in strength and ability, those will hold you back, and you will be taught to manipulate the energy at a level that is deeper. You may see a 'spell' as a crutch with which you will learn to walk, but you will be expected to walk, and run, on your own.”
Her gaze sharpened. “At the higher levels, spells will be taught that do not conform to this. You will be taught words, or entire sentences, which will enable you to cast spells that make the very fabric of reality quiver on its foundations. These are the highest-level spells taught at this Academy. You will also be taught the complete incantation for every action you will see at this Academy; this is because a word or gesture will still enable you to add more power to a spell than is normal, which is useful for combat or dueling purposes.”
She stopped, and looked at her attentive students. “Did everyone understand? It is no matter if you don't, we will go into more detail about this later.” She received only nods. “Good. Now, a small overview of the Academy, and then we will settle down with a small introduction in general magic, and perhaps, get you to cast your first spell by the end of class today.”
That got everyone's attention. Liane had been taught how to create spells, modify them for her exact core, but apart from a few extremely low-powered spells for testing purposes, she had never been allowed to cast magic.
She had learned, through those intervening two years, how to work with her magic, rather than control it. Unfortunately, this meant the continuous use of a magical focus. This lack of absolute control resulted in strange ways – she could see magic, for one.
For two, her magic reacted to her emotions, influencing her when she was not paying attention.
Drawing a breath to banish the unwelcome thought, and the flutter of magic in her chest it brought, she focused on her teacher. “As you may or may not know, we hold many completely separate areas of study here. Predominately, there are two major areas of study, normally split along the gender lines. Men tend to study the path of the warrior, known as the Warlock. Warlocks train for up to four hours each day in the combat arts. Women, on the other hand, usually become Mages, the generalists among magic-users. They usually become researchers and teachers. As with everything, there are exceptions. It is not forbidden for women to choose to become Warlocks, nor is it forbidden for men to become Mages, and even a Warlock can become very good in a diverse area of magic. For example, you need only look at our Lord Master, the headmaster of our Academy. He, as Warlock, became Master of the Deep Secrets, and teaches this subject here.”
The Doctora stopped, waiting a few seconds to ensure she had everyone's undivided attention, and said, “We also have minor lines of study, lines that are completely separate from the Mage or Warlock paths; for example, Necromancy, Druidism or Priesthood studies. These areas are restricted, and only those that show special aptitude are allowed to study them. If you have this aptitude, you will learn more if you are selected. Those fields are, by their very nature, secretive. Now, let us return to our major fields of study.”
“As Mages and Warlocks, you will be held to different areas of expertise and different standards, but the method with which you graduate remains the same. There are eight years of study here at the Academy, divided into different levels, each level tied to a corresponding graduation exam. In other words, you will be expected to graduate four times before you are entitled to leave this Academy at the highest level.”
“The first three years are the Initiate level. During these years, you will study the basics of magic, applied to your chosen field. An upperclassman may choose to honor you with an offer of assistance. Should you choose to accept, you will become the Assistant of said upperclassman. They will proctor you, teach you, and guide you. In return, you will assist them with their studies, their classes, and their tasks. It is hard work, but usually results in higher marks for the Assistant and Proctor both. After the first three years, you will take your first graduation examination. Graduation means becoming an Assistant, and being allowed to continue your education.”
“Fail to promote and you will be asked to leave this Academy. You will probably find a position as an Assistant to a Master. Assistants are desired, for they know not enough to really understand what the Master is doing, yet know enough to still be of use. The next two years are the Assistant level. Here, you will learn to think for yourself. The first three years teach you magic. Years four and five will teach you to think. They will teach you how and when to use magic, and, how to reason for yourself. No longer will faultless copying of text be enough. You will be expected to demonstrate your understanding of the material. Promote here and you become an Apprentice, able to continue your education.”
“Fail to gain promotion, however; and you will be allowed to Apprentice yourself to a Master, usually in perpetuity. An Assistant is valuable, but an Apprentice can actually be expected to complete tasks on their own, and may be set to work on simple tasks without supervision. Next is the Apprentice level, depending on your chosen field. These years will teach you the more complicated magics, and prepare you for independent tasks. You will learn how to exist within society as an independent Mage or Warlock.”
The Doctora stopped speaking for a moment, and regarded the students. “You will not fail here. Failure to promote at this level is an insult to yourself and your Doctorii, and you will be cast back as an Apprentice.” She calmly regarded the students. Of course, they were all shaking their heads; as if it was of no doubt that they would ever fail. Failure was something that happened to other students, but never themselves.
“The final level coincides with your final year. The Master Level is optional. This final year teaches you things that you never before thought or believed possible, yet, in return, it demands more of you than has ever been demanded before. It will demand you create new ways of magic, it demands of you that you master the magics you have chosen to study. It will demand of you a masterpiece of magic, evidence that you have reached the necessary level to gain credence as a Master. Only ten percent of the graduates of the Mage or Warlock level decide to take the Master Level. Of course, as Assistants are chosen in the sixth year, it is expected that any Mage or Warlock who takes an Assistant will automatically go for the Master Level.”
Again, the Mage was silent, letting them digest that. “This is one of the reasons why Assistants do better than their peers, as they come into contact with Master level magic in their third year.”
By the end of the day, they were indeed shown a basic light spell, and shown how to perform it.
Liane whispered the incantation, as did the other students. Most of them got the small ball of light to settle above their upturned palms. Liane felt her magic ignore her, as usual not paying attention to any standardized spells. It was as if her magic didn't even understand the words she was speaking, let alone act upon them.
Having expected her spell to fail, she reached into her bag. She took out the notepad upon which she had transcribed the altered spells she had modified under the watchful eyes of her tutors. The first page held this same light spell, and she read it once more, even though she already knew it.
Whispering the strangely altered words, Liane cast the modification to the light spell. The magic in her chest woke up, as if finally recognizing that she wanted it to do something. The spell fizzed out, not forming fully.
Liane frowned, looking over her notes. Her magic had recognized the spell, but had failed to perform as predicted. The others, long finished by now, were starting to whisper. Their noise stopped with a single glance from the Doctora. Everyone was staring at Liane in silence. She was used to having people stare at her. After so many tutors watching her every move as she worked, it made no difference – even though she felt herself working against the clock.
Her heart rate went up despite herself, and Liane drew in a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves as her pen flowed across the notepad, re-working the modification to the spell, subtly altering it. After a year and a half of nearly daily drills in runes and spell modifications, the small change posed no challenge. She drew another breath, and cast.
The magic formed in her cupped hand, almost settling into a ball of light, before making a curious popping noise, and dispersing. Having watched it under her mage sight, she knew what had gone wrong, and substituted one rune for another in her results, and casting again as she calculated the change in verbal incantation. The ball of light settled into her hand, glowing a bright blue where everyone else's was yellow.
She didn't care about the color. She had done it, and Liane let out her breath. The class started to mutter again, only to be silenced by the Doctora once more.
Liane raised her head. “May I have a few moments of your time after the end of the lesson, Doctora?” she asked softly.
A few seconds of silence greeted her. “If you wish, My Lady. I have a few moments to spare.”
“Thank you, Doctora.”
“Very well,” the woman said. “I believe I shall end the first lesson here. You may all be dismissed. My Lords and Ladies, thank you for your attention and please gather here tomorrow morning at eight.” The woman spoke to the wall, the door reappearing upon the given command.
“Good evening, Doctora,” the class chimed, before the students left in an orderly fashion, leaving Liane alone with the teacher.
“You wished for a few moments of my time, My Lady?” the Doctora asked, not bothering to re-seal the room.
Liane nodded. “Yes, Doctora. It is about my magic.” The girl swallowed. “My magic does not react to spells. I was here at the Academy for the last two years, attempting to make up for damage done to my magical ability. It is why I must wear these.” She held up her hands, covered by a pair of gloves that left half her fingers free while crystals adorned four fingers on each hand, as if she were wearing rings.
The older woman blinked, then nodded. “I believe I understand. You were the Lord Master's special patient, My Lady?”
Liane nodded. “I was, Doctora.”
The teacher studied her for a little while, putting her thoughts in order. “Very well. I will not enquire further in a private subject. I will, however, caution you. I will not treat you differently in class because of this revelation. I will expect you to perform each spell perfectly.”
Liane nodded eagerly. “I would not expect differently, Doctora! And I will be perfect! I want to learn magic!”
“If I may suggest some further tutoring in Decorum, I do believe you have a fair chance, My Lady,” the Doctora said. “Permit me to bid you good evening.”
“Good evening, Doctora,” Liane said, standing up, taking her bag, and leaving the room, recognizing when she had been dismissed. Right outside, Milor was waiting for her.
“I will not enquire in what looks like a private subject, My Lady,” he said when she saw him. “However, I must comment upon the fact that you were performing the spell in a non-standard fashion, using a multitude of incantations, and in the end, achieved a different result than any of us.”
Liane drew a breath. “Thank you for not asking about a private matter, My Lord,” she replied, hoping that it sounded good to him. “As to my spells, it is directly related to that private subject.”
Milor nodded to himself, as if she confirmed something he had been thinking about. “In that case, please forget I asked. However, may I offer a trade of sorts, My Lady?”
“A trade, My Lord?” she asked, ignoring his unusual comment about forgetting his question. How could she forget his question if he had already asked it? Decorum was weird sometimes!
“Yes, My Lady,” Milor said. “Should you consent to assisting me with magic, a subject you seem more familiar with than I am; I will consent to assisting you with Decorum, a subject with which I seem more familiar.”
Liane had to think for a few moments, deciphering his convoluted sentence. “I must warn you, My Lord, that my familiarity with magic only seems that way,” she phrased delicately.
“Even if it only seems that way, I believe that your tutelage will still be of benefit to me, My Lady,” Milor said, once more nodding to himself.
“In that case, I accept, My Lord,” Liane replied, happy to have someone who was finally going to teach her more about the Decorum.
Hours later, after an intense discussion about Decorum and a nice dinner, Liane entered her room and sat heavily behind the small desk. Taking the notepad from her bag, she started work on the spells.
Her earlier problems had shown her that the work she had already done was nothing but a good basis, yet no more than that. She would need to work on the spells she wanted to cast, and unfortunately, there was no guide or book that told her what spells would be covered by the course.
And so, she would work through the notepad, filled with the example spells she had worked out under the watchful gazes of her tutors.
She re-cast the light spell, its bright-blue color lighting up the room. It was supposed to be a soft yellow in color, rather than a bright and harsh blue. Stopping the spell, she started her work.
Fifteen minutes later, she finally got it to do as she wanted it to do – and in the process, she had learned how to manipulate the light spell, up to the point where she could now get it to glow red and green and any other color she wanted.
It was a good thing, too, as she was running out of space on that first page of her notepad. Flipping the page, she looked over the second spell. This one was supposed to create a small and straight gust of wind.
She timed herself using her alarm band. It took her five minutes of work before she was happy with the results. Casting the spell resulted in a wind that was far stronger than intended, and she dove after her notepad and pen. Another five minutes was needed to recalibrate the spell, and in the process learned how to change the strength of the spell. She frowned.
What if she used what she learned from the second spell on the light spell?
Flipping back to the first page, she made some additional notes on some empty corner of the page, and cast. The dim red pinprick of light hovered above her hand like a tiny glowworm, and a big smile spread across her lips.
She cancelled the spell and tried to do the next modification in her mind, without writing down her work.
It was hard, and it took her far longer than writing things down, and the resulting ball of green light nearly blinded her in its intensity. After canceling the spell and waiting for her eyes to stop watering, and filled the last remaining space of that first page with as much notes as she could squeeze onto it.
By the time she went to bed, her voice was hoarse with casting sentences, and her fingers, hands, and arms were hurting from writing notes and making casting motions. She fell straight asleep, at once glad for the work she had done and apprehensive about the long and hard road still ahead of her, as well as the other students' reactions.
*****
For the next month, Liane fell into a steady routine. During the day she studied the various aspects of magic under the ever-watchful gaze of the Doctora. This usually involved some hurried re-writing of spells, and some degrading muttering from the other students. After class, she usually worked with Milor on her Decorum, lessons that were progressing very well. Usually, after he tutored her for a few hours in Decorum, she did her best to teach him what she knew of magic, and the Runes and Glyphs she had learned. It had come as a welcome surprise that her magic sight allowed her to see where Milor was having trouble getting spells to materialize, allowing her to help him compensate.
It was a marvelous help to her as well, as it gave her time to study the results of a well-cast spell by a normal magical person, allowing her to better match her own results.
During the evenings, she usually worked on changing the spells already present in her notebook, as well as the new spells introduced during class, until her throat hurt from speaking and her arms hurt from writing and waving. There was hardly an evening she did not immediately fall asleep when going to bed, and hardly a night passed with more than six hours of sleep.
By the time the month was over, she was getting noticeably better at both writing her own spells and compensating already existing spells to enable her to cast them.
Liane awoke when the alarm band vibrated on her left wrist. A band wrought of magic, the alarm band vibrated or chimed at the set time, depending on its wielder's wishes.
Jumping out of bed, the ten-year-old didn't dwell on the fact that she hardly slept last night, and rushed to the en-suite, containing a cleaning stall, a lavatory, and a small washbasin-mirror combination. She made her way into the cleaning stall, shedding her nightclothes along the way.
The moment she was completely in the stall, its magic detected her presence, and activated its primary function – to clean its occupant to the best of its ability. As the air started to vibrate, Liane giggled with the tickling sensations it elicited from her body.
Opening her mouth, she allowed the air to enter, cleaning her teeth. Despite tickling her, the sensations of vibrating hot air was quite luxurious to the girl who had never had any luxury until two years ago, and she stayed in the cleaning stall for ten long minutes, ensuring that, not only was she totally clean, she was also thoroughly relaxed by a lengthy hot-air massage.
Stepping out, the stall deactivated, and Liane picked up her discarded nightclothes, which she dumped in a hamper. The hamper blurred, vanished, then returned five seconds later, completely empty. Her clothes would be cleaned and pressed by nighttime, and she would find them in her dresser.
Opening said dresser, she retrieved the white robes she had thrown in the hamper yesterday evening, as well as the necessary undergarments. Hurriedly dressing herself, she threw a long look in the mirror, making sure that everything sat right.
Taking an automatic brush, she lifted it to her hazelnut-colored hair, then started to release it. She almost dropped it before tightening her grip once more, and brought it back down so she could look at it. Pressing on a specific spot on the handle, she heard a latch disengage, before twisting it and removing the handle from the head of the brush. Liane's fingers pried out an octagonal disc made out of clear crystal.
Placing the disc down, she stood up and walked back into her room, pulling out a drawer on her desk and opening a wooden box, only to retrieve a golden-glowing version of the same disc. Replacing the disc in the head of the brush, she latched the handle back in place and returned to the en-suite and stood in front of the mirror once more. She brought the brush back to her hair, and released it once more. Now with the power token replaced, the magic in the brush detected its primary function, and got to work, brushing out her hair. While she waited for the brush to finish, she took a comb.
When the brush chimed its job complete, Liane reached up, took it, and put it down. She let the comb go through her hair, styling it at the same time. When the comb, too, chimed its completion, she put it down and nodded to herself. Once again, magic had made her clean, washed her clothes, and done her hair in less than a fraction of the time it used to take her to do everything by hand at the orphanage. Thankfully, she couldn't see the symbols on the magical items in the en-suite bathroom unless she concentrated, and so she could enjoy her morning ritual without getting into a staring contest with groupings of magical writings, unlike the main gate of the Academy, the magic of which was so strong it remained visible to her no matter what she did.
The last thing she did before leaving the room was to put on her focus gloves, created specifically for her, and the only way for her to be able to focus her magic enough to cast spells with it. The soft cloth slipped on her hands with almost no resistance, and Liane spent only a few seconds making sure that they fit correctly, and that the four crystals on each hand were fitting snugly to each finger.
Today was the last day in what had been a month long introductory course on the fundamentals of magic. They had learned spells and explored the principles upon which magic was founded. It had been enlightening, as well as hard work for Liane. Where the other students merely had to learn the theory, Liane's troubled magic made the practical much harder. Her excellent, nearly perfect memory had no problems learning magical theory, but her damaged magic forced her to adapt each and every spell for her own use.
Thankfully, Milor had remained a loyal friend, even when some of the other students made disparaging remarks as to her ability with magic.
As she approached the classroom, Liane joined the other students in an orderly queue, waiting for the Doctora to join them. It was a measure of respect that no student entered the classroom without the teacher preceding them – even when the classroom itself was open.
“Good morning, My Lady,” Florindra told Liane. “My offer for added tutelage remains valid.”
Liane looked at the blonde-haired, blue-eyed girl that had become the ringleader of the band of students pressing her about her magical abilities. “Thank you, My Lady, but as always, I must refuse,” Liane replied back, as if by rote. They had been having this conversation, in its various myriad forms, for the last couple of weeks, and Liane was getting tired of it.
Before Florindra could make a reply, the Doctora arrived, and preceded them into the room. They remained standing while the teacher readied her desk. Finally, she walked to the center of the room. “Good morning, Doctora,” the students chorused respectfully.
“Good morning, Lords and Ladies,” the Doctora replied. “Please be seated.” The students sat. “As today is your final day, we will be having a test of aptitude. In front of each of you is a book. Upon my say so, please open it, follow the prompts, and answer the questions. Please allow me to say that there are no wrong answers. This test will result in a list of recommended courses, courses that will allow you to reach your full potential.”
“Contrary to the Ceremony of Determination later today, this test has less to do with magic, and more to do with your minds and abilities. The Ceremony will test your magic, and assign you a name based upon it. The test will challenge your minds, and will tell you what areas of magic would be most suited to you.”
Liane looked at the faceless black book in front of her. “I invite you to ask questions now, as no questions are permitted during the test,” the Doctora finished, waiting for anyone to ask questions.
There were no questions.
“Please begin.”
Liane opened her book.
The page was empty, yet filled itself in before her very eyes, as if text was being written by a thousand invisible hands holding a thousand invisible pens.
Accept that blue is red and red is blue.
If green is yellow, what is yellow?
Four different answers appeared, four different colors waiting for her selection. Liane blinked, accepting in that instant that blue was now red, red was now blue, and that green was now yellow. What would yellow be? Green, black, purple, or white?
Her pen touched the mark next to green, as she decided to go for the logical option. She remembered the curious remark by the teacher, there are no wrong answers, and she vaguely wondered what esoteric material required the illogical answers.
The page erased itself, and once more, ink spread itself as if being written by invisible hands.
If a square is round, and a circle is a square, then what is a triangle?
Liane blinked, and looked at the answers. The four different forms winked at her, and something stirred deep within Liane's chest. She selected the single line option by instinct, not really knowing why she did so. This test made no sense to her, and only curiosity compelled her on.
The page filled itself in.
Please select the red square, based on the previous statements.
Liane's pen tapped the blue circle, remembering how red was blue, and the square was a circle.
The page blanked, and waited two seconds before a new question started to fill in. This one provided a list of colors with a numerical equivalent. One is red, two is blue, three is green... she read the list and memorized it almost immediately, thankful of her excellent memory. She tapped the next that was flashing at the bottom of the list. The next page was the same, only substituting numbers for various geometric figures. One is a line, two is a triangle, three is a square, four is a circle... again she memorized the list, this one longer than the one with colors.
After this, the strange book started asking questions, substituting numbers for colors and figures, then asking her to perform mathematics with them, before asking her to translate back to colors and figures.
The stirring in her chest intensified after the strange book asked her to multiple a red triangle by three, then divide by yellow, and add a green circle to the result.
The questions took a turn for the bizarre when, next to numbers, runes and glyphs were starting to be introduced. She kept answering, in what she hoped were the correct answers, long-since forgotten that there are no wrong answers. The magic within her chest reached up and looked out through her eyes, making the backs of her eyeballs itch.
Liane didn't register the itch, as the world fell away, her entire being absorbed by the book in front of her. The book was her world and the world was the book. Her magic egged her on; urging her to make rash decisions, feeling, rather than knowing the answers, and the pages flashed by, faster and faster, Liane no longer registering the fact that she was answering entire sequences composed of nothing but runes and numbers, the strange test-book having slowly substituted the entire alphabet without her even noticing.
Final question, Liane finally read, the book abruptly switching back to the regular alphabet, breaking whatever trance she had been in. Given the runic circle underneath, what would be the most likely result?
The girl looked at the circle, blinked twice, and didn't even need to read the results to somehow know that the circle had a catastrophic failure in it. The magic stinging at the back of her eyes had been slowly calming down now that her focus had shattered, but it picked up once more at the sight of the defective runic circle on the page.
Her pen floated above the page, her mind at indecision whether to respond with what the circle was supposed to do – contain a spiritual essence within the boundaries of the encompassing circle – or what the result of this particular circle would be – a large explosion of releasing magical energies and probably death to the caster.
Finally, she marked the explosion option, opting for details rather than knowledge.
The page blanked, before ink started spilling, writing and erasing hundreds and thousands of words before erasing them just as quickly, overwriting them with others that vanished just as quickly, before the page blanked out a final time.
Slowly, ritualistically, a single invisible magic pen started to write, with the most beautiful calligraphy Liane had ever seen.
The young girl blinked at the list that appeared. The test had marked her down for just about every class given at the Academy, including the Lord Master's own specialty in Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore – the most challenging class offered, and the only one that actually had other classes as prerequisites. Looking around, she saw that everybody else had finished as well, and so she did not feel anxious about lifting her hand.
“Doctora?”
“My Lady?” the Doctora asked, walking over to Liane. Not knowing how to answer, the girl passed the results over to the Doctora, who took one look at the list, lifted an eyebrow, and nodded once. Passing the book back, she said, “It appears you have a very high aptitude, My Lady. Congratulations.”
Nervous muttering passed through the other students, most of whom had made less that complimentary remarks about Liane's magical abilities in the past month. Liane kept quiet, keeping the list to herself as her eyes read and read again the list that had appeared.
“Those of you who are willing or are thinking about becoming Assistants, please come and see me after class ends. Should you agree; your test results will be shared with the potential Proctors, so that they may know what you are able and capable of. You may now leave.”
For just a few seconds, Liane was undecided. Did she want to become an Assistant? From what she had heard, it was a lot of extra work, but it was also a great opportunity to come into contact with more advanced magic. But then again, she would be at the beck and call of a Proctor. And her magic wasn't exactly normal. She would have to explain her problems to the Proctor, and hope they accepted her disability, and allow her to work through each and every magical spell and incantation before her handicapped magical core could even hope to understand and do what was required.
Making her choice, she stepped up to the Doctora and allowed her test to be shared with the potential Proctors. She was a Noble now, and she would be making her own decisions from now on – she should get used to making them in a split-second, and she would learn not to doubt them later on.
After making her choice known to the teacher, Liane folded her test quickly and neatly, and hid it in an inner pocket of her robes.
“It appears you have made an excellent test, My Lady. Congratulations.” Milor said as they left the room.
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane replied, smiling faintly. “May I ask about your own test?”
“It was... adequate, My Lady,” Milor replied, not saying anything more. Liane kept quiet, not wanting to push her only friend at the Academy. As they left the hallway that contained their classroom, and descended the stairs to the ground floor, Milor resumed their conversation. “Shall we have some lunch before the Ceremony this afternoon, My Lady?” he asked.
The girl nodded. “That sounds good, My Lord.”
A few hours later, after a good lunch and some rest, Liane entered the ceremonial hall, thinking about what was to happen. The introduction course in magic had finished that morning with the aptitude test, and now they would be receiving their last names. They would also be expected to make their choice – Warlock or Mage.
Uncomfortably, she remembered the awful feeling of the blade against her throat, and Liane rubbed the scar, hidden by the fastening around her neck. She was so glad the robes reached up to seal over the disfigurement.
There was little doubt in her mind. She would choose to become a Warlock. Never again would she be attacked and be defenseless. The ceremony earlier had shown her that she had aptitude to do anything she wanted – and if there was one thing she wanted, it was to never be defenseless ever again.
Looking around, she noticed she had arrived at the ceremonial hall as one of the first students there. She took the same seat she had taken during the entrance ceremony.
When she saw the blonde Florindra enter the room, she scowled slightly. At least she had arrived early enough to beat Florindra here. The blonde girl put on a very fake smile and sat down next to Liane, ironically in the same seat Milor had taken during the entrance ceremony, and turned to face her. “I'm very pleased to hear about your test, My Lady!” she simpered. “I had worried that you would receive only an empty page.”
Liane grit her teeth, resisting the push in her chest. Her magic didn't like the other girl any more than she did. “You need not worry, My Lady, for I had no doubts about my abilities.”
“I cannot help but worry about you, My Lady,” Florindra said in a tone totally belying the statement. “After all, the first of the class should always look out for those who are having trouble keeping up.”
Liane's hands clenched into fists. True, she always needed the longest amount of time to get spells to work. She couldn't help the fact that she needed to work things through with her magic first, most of the time requiring her to rework the entire spell from scratch. Florindra had never missed an opportunity to remind Liane of the fact, however.
“My Ladies, permit me to wish you a good afternoon,” Milor said, smoothly interrupting the conversation, arriving from his own rest. He motioned to a free seat on Liane's other side. “May I ask whether this seat is spoken for?”
Liane looked gratefully at him, recognizing that he was slipping into ultra-formality, possibly as a reaction to Florindra's comments. Before the blonde could say something, Liane replied, “Good afternoon, My Lord. The seat is free, and it would be my honor should you take it.”
He lifted an eyebrow, recognizing that he had probably saved her from exploding at Florindra, and sat down. “May I ask whether you have made a decision, My Lady?” he asked Liane, comfortably engaging her in conversation and ignoring Florindra. Even though it was not a courteous thing to do, it was the friendly thing to do.
“I believe I will choose the Warlock path, My Lord,” Liane said, just as much to rile up Florindra as to hear Milor’s opinion. The gasp from the blonde girl to her side was welcome.
“A Warlock, My Lady? For someone who has trouble casting spells?” Florindra interjected before Milor could formulate his response.
“My Lady, it disturbs me that you would state such a delicate subject in such a boorish manner. Truthfully, I think that, had it been me you had insulted in such a manner, you would have found yourself challenged to a duel,” Milor said, his few traces of congeniality dropping from his tone as he focused on Florindra. His grey eyes drilled deep into her blue ones, and did not let go until she blinked, and turned away, a shudder going through her.
“My apologies, My Lord.”
“It is not I you have insulted, My Lady,” Milor stated. When Florindra did not say anything further, but, in fact, flushed, and looked down, he turned his attention back to Liane. “It would be my honor to stand with you as your second, should you choose to challenge the Lady Florindra to a duel, My Lady.”
Liane looked at Florindra, who was now starting to go pale. After all her blustering about Liane taking the longest to get the spells right, she also knew that Liane could, in fact, cast every spell they had been shown, sometimes with far shorter incantations. “I believe I will let the indiscretion pass for this once, My Lord. However, please accept my heart-felt gratitude for your offer.”
“You are welcome, My Lady,” Milor replied graciously, as if the matter had been closed. “May I offer my comments upon your choice of the Warlock flow of study?”
“Your comments would be most welcome, My Lord,” Liane accepted, turning to Milor as if Florindra was no longer of any consequence. The blonde remained silent, seated right where she was, but no longer tried to interrupt.
“I believe it will be a great challenge should you chose to go the Warlock route, My Lady. Truthfully, there is nothing to prevent you from doing so. However, I feel I must point out the fact that Warlocks are almost all men. I believe that it would be very difficult for a female to follow the studies that were created for, and by, men. We are, after all, different, even if only by build of body.”
Liane opened her mouth to immediately reply when he held up his hand. “Permit me to remind you of our lesson in 'patience', My Lady. Please do not reply immediately, but only after you have thought about my words.”
She was about to tell him what she thought of his comments, and his lessons, when she frowned, and started to think. He was right, and she would have made brash claims, influenced by her annoyance and her anger at Florindra. “I believe that I would be able to overcome the difficulties as the only woman among men when studying to be a Warlock, My Lord,” she finally answered.
“Truthfully, I think you would be able to, as well,” Milor said. “However, may I also point out another thing you may not have thought about, My Lady?”
She nodded, giving him permission. He sighed. “Your Decorum was improving nicely, My Lady. Please do not abandon it. However, as to my additional comment, please think of this. The Warlocks among our society are soldiers and warriors. Upon request and requirement, they live and fight together. And sometimes, when fighting, one cannot expect separate conditions for male and female. Should you choose to become a Warlock, you will be female among men, living with them, communally. You will be treated as a man, even though you are a woman and this in all aspects of life. You will not be able to marry, as no husband will have another man. I urge you to think of this, if only for your future.”
Liane had paled when he mentioned communal living upon necessity, and as he progressed, she had only paled further. “Thank you, My Lord, I did not know those facts.” She sighed. “However, there is a reason I must do this.”
“May I ask what this reason is, My Lady?” Milor asked, frowning faintly.
Liane looked at Florindra. “I must ask you to leave, My Lady. What I am about to say is not for your ears.”
Florindra huffed, stood up, and left without words. “She will be challenged one of these days,” Milor muttered. “Please, My Lady, continue.”
Liane brought her hands up, fumbling with the clasp of the robes around her neck. Popping the clasp open, she slowly peeled the fabric back to reveal the faint scar of the weapon upon her flesh. “I was attacked two years ago. I no longer wish to be in any position where I am unable to defend myself, My Lord,” she said, closing the clasp when she saw him start to blush at the sight of her bared neck. She flushed and turned her head when she realized what she had been doing.
“My apologies, My Lady,” Milor said. “That was a very intimate and personal revelation, and my reaction was wrong. However, I do believe I understand why you feel compelled to become a warrior now.”
Liane turned back to face him. “My Lord?”
He nodded once. “Yes, My Lady. However, allow me to make one final comment.”
“Of course, My Lord.”
“A Mage, especially a Mage trained in a versatile range of magics such as described by your aptitude results, is an army onto herself. Where a Warlock is able to combat armies, a Mage is an army, able to bring forth the very elements of creation upon the targets that earn their ire, and even though they are not especially trained in the arts of combat, the very magics they wield make up for this deficiency.”
Liane was silent, more facts she had not known brought before her. She had a lot of thinking to do before she made a choice that would impact the rest of her life.
The Ceremony of Determination started soon after the last student had arrived, but Liane paid little attention to what was said, or what was done, already knowing most information from the magical introduction classes they had taken this past month. She did look up when it was Florindra’s turn, however. After everything the girl had said to her, and the way she had treated her, Liane couldn't help but pay attention to her.
As the others had done before her, Florindra walked confidently, entering the Arbitrator of Elements without hesitation. Shaped like a cubical room, the Arbitrator hadn't been there during the entrance ceremony. The Arbitrator's door vanished when Florindra closed it behind her. It took a very long fifteen minutes before the door reappeared, the room forming runes above it. The runes vibrated, flowing into normal lettering, forming the element most aligned with Florindra's magic.
When she left the room, Florindra's robes had changed to a brown color, in reaction to the element that appeared above the door.
Earth. Liane remained silent when Florindra's new last name was announced. She would be Florindra Earthworker until she had proven herself enough to warrant elevation to the next level.
Tuning out the proceedings, the ten-year-old went over what she knew of the magical names, and how they changed with power and ability. The first level, the level of all initiated, was that of worker. They would work their elements the way a worker would use a tool. Next came crafter, they would craft and shape their elements, the way a blacksmith would shape a tool. Finally came the master, who would design the tool, and think of new tools, for the crafter to build and the worker to use. Above that level came an honorary title, given only to the greatest masters of the time, and which differed as much as the people differed from each other.
Hearing her name called, Liane stood up, and walked to the Arbitrator. With no hesitation, she stepped inside, and closed the door.
The room was barren, in the middle of which was only a single seat, placed within a cone of light that appeared out of nowhere. Taking three steps, Liane walked up to the seat, turned, and sat, facing the wall she had just entered from.
Feeling something pricking at the back of her eyeballs, she closed them, and allowed herself to see magic once more. She wasn't surprised to see the black walls covered with the magical symbols and glyphs, most of them familiar to her from the entrance gate. They were quite different from her studies in runes, and she did not know their meaning. Contrary to the entrance gate's symbols, however, these writings did not cycle in color, and remained a constant glowing white.
She resisted the urge to cross her arms when the sensation of being scanned washed over her. Different from the magical scans she had gotten used to, this scan felt more intrusive than anything she had ever felt before, and Liane fidgeted on the chair.
She giggled when she felt something poke at her magic, but the next instance, she was mortified when her magic poked back, completely without her consent, causing the runes and glyphs all around her to glow a murky red. She felt herself draw pale at the thought of having killed the chamber she was in, when the runes flashed through a wide array of different colors, and poked her magic once more, harder.
Her magic poked back, also harder. This time, the runes glowed green and blue, rather than an even red. Again, the room seemed to freeze, either in shock, or indecision, Liane didn't know. Slowly, life seemed to ebb back into the walls, and magic started to tighten the confines of the room, stifling the air, making it hard to breathe.
More scans went through her, and the next poke felt as if it went completely through her chest and out the back. Her magic no longer fluttered, but rumbled behind her ribs, reacting to the magic in the room. The air thickened further, and Liane struggled to breathe. Fear gripped her. What was happening? Why was the magic in the room poking her magic? Why was her magic reacting so violently? Feeling it shift from a regular, calm, earth-state to a fleeting air-state was unwelcome, and Liane gasped for breath.
She only wanted to learn magic! She meant no harm! Couldn't the room see that?
She didn't know how long she was in the room, focusing intently on breathing, using every ounce of her strength to force her ribs to expand and contract, forcing the heavy air through her lungs, getting the required oxygen into her blood.
Ignoring her own magic and the magic of the room seemed to be the best choice for the moment.
She stopped ignoring the magic in and around her when a dull rumble started in the walls of the chamber, the glyphs cycling through the various colors they could take, before flashing, and going out, the door reappearing.
At once, the air pressure was back to normal, and Liane gulped four deep breaths of sweet, life-giving air. The beating in her heart died down almost instantly, and she felt strangely rested, as if she hadn't just spent a large amount of time struggling to breathe. At the same time, her agitated magic felt flat, at once returning to the earth-state, as if it hadn't been in an argument with the Arbitrator of Elements. Standing up, she walked out, curious as to what name she was about to receive.
She walked out into the total silence of the ceremonial hall. Everyone stared at her, nobody spoke a word. When she heard nothing from the Doctora, Liane looked down at herself, trying to make out her element by the color of her robes. Rather than an even color, they had turned a strange crystal blue that was halfway in between the light blue of air and the dark blue of water, and the bottom rim was covered with red and gold flames that reached up to her knees, flickering strangely as if the bottom of her robes really were on fire. She swallowed. Robes were supposed to be even in color.
Liane turned to look above the door.
Her mouth opened into a silent 'oh' at the words that had formed, and at once she recognized the reason for the silence. For what was written there was not an element in the way that she had learned, and she wondered what it meant. Again, her eyes traced the magically glowing words formed above the door to the Arbitrator of Elements.
The MagicWarper.




Chapter Three

Liane sat, still stunned, in her usual spot at the back of the ceremonial hall. Since her naming as 'The MagicWarper', now a quarter of an hour ago, nobody had said a word to her. Contrarily, a lot of words were exchanged about her, as people whispered and shot surreptitious glances in her direction, only to look away when she noticed and looked back. Trying to get her nerves under control, she quietly started humming her favorite chant, hearing the words in her mind, yet withholding her magic from reaction.
Milor had been called directly after her, and he had not been able to do more than give her an encouraging nod. At least it meant that he hadn't totally abandoned her. Quietly humming, she waited for him to receive his name.
His naming ceremony finally came to an end, and Liane smiled when his white robes turned the golden yellow of the lightning element. Milor Lightningworker sounded like a good name for her friend, and she smiled faintly at him when he sat down next to her.
“Your name is as unusual as you are, My Lady,” Milor said on a light tone after he sat down. He smiled faintly, about as much emotion as was commonly accepted under the Decorum, and went on, “Although I have to admit, it fits you.”
She blushed. “Thank you, My Lord Lightningworker. I feel your name suits you, as well.”
“Thank you, My Lady,” Milor said with a faint nod, although she could tell he was pleased. “May I ask why you have received such an… unusual… name?”
She could plainly hear the hesitation before and after the word unusual, as if he was looking for the correct word, and not entirely happy with what he had come up with. He was still only ten years old – just as old as she was. For the past few years she had tried so hard to grow up that she sometimes forgot that she was still only ten, still a child.
“I had hoped to receive a normal name, My Lord. It seems, however, that magic and the Arbitrator had other ideas.” She swallowed, and looked down at her unusual robes. “Although I cannot admit to being unhappy about the clothing.” The girl gave a faint smile at the flames that danced on the bottom of her robes, and on the cuffs of her sleeves.
Milor nodded. “If I may say so, they are as unusual as you are, and personally, I find them to suit you very well. And I notice that you have attempted to deviate from my question. Your Decorum is improving, My Lady.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane answered. He nodded, understanding that she didn't want to answer his question.
“As you are now the center of attention regardless of your choice, have you changed your mind about becoming Warlock or Mage, My Lady?” Milor asked, changing the subject. “After all, as the only MagicWarper, no matter which area of study you choose, you will always be singular and different.”
“I have not had a chance to give it more thought,” Liane replied honestly, sighing as she realized that, probably for the rest of her life, she would be looked at as different. “May I ask for your thoughts, My Lord?”
Milor looked at her for a few seconds. “Personally, I would suggest remaining as Mage. I feel that, with your ability in magic, you will do very well as a Mage. And even though you are different, there is no need to be very different.”
Liane nodded once more. “Thank you for your advice, My Lord.” She turned to him. “May I ask a personal question?”
Milor frowned slightly, then nodded his ascent. “You may ask your question, My Lady. I reserve the right not to answer, however.”
“Thank you, My Lord.” She drew a breath. “Even if I chose to become a Mage, shall we still be friends? I find myself with a lack of friends, and would not like to lose the one I have.”
Milor was silent, and for a few moments, she was afraid he would not answer. Finally, he drew a breath. “I believe I recognize the sentiment, My Lady. I would like our friendship to continue as well.”
“Thank you, My Lord.”
“Never thank me for friendship, My Lady. Neither of us knows what faces us, nor do we know how hard it may or may not be to maintain our friendship in the future.”
She pulled up her shoulders in a conservative shrug. “I felt it needed to be said, My Lord.”
The remainder of the ceremony took another hour and a half, during which the remaining initiates received their new last names. Nobody else got a strange name, and Liane was uncomfortably aware of the stares and whispers about her.
“I seem to be missing a few of our fellow students, My Lord,” Liane said as the ceremony drew to a close and the hall started to shine with the various different colors of Initiate's Robes.
Milor nodded affirmatively. “The Lord Pertogan's aptitude test signified a talent in Necromancy, and has been chosen as a direct apprentice by the Lord Chilldu, the Necromancer. The Lady Monolith, on the other hand, seems to have aptitude to become a Druid, and has been accepted as a direct apprentice by the Lord Xard, the Arch-Druid.”
Liane merely nodded as they waited for the last remaining Initiate to receive a name. “They are lucky, My Lord.”
Milor shrugged. “They jump directly to Apprentice rank. In that regard, you could say they are lucky, My Lady. But, should they fail, they will be less than any of us, for they will be cast back to Initiates, and will find it very hard to rejoin regular education.”
Liane accepted that information and did not talk further, merely hummed her chant quietly. Milor had been her friend of the last month, and had gotten used to her humming to calm or soothe her nerves.
Finally, the last ceremony ended, and the moment she could, Liane practically dragged Milor along to the dining hall. They both ordered dinner before walking outside and eating under the fake sunlight of the Academy's charms. They were the only students to do so, and Liane was glad for the silence and solitude. Milor kept his peace and obliged her.
After dinner, the Initiates gathered once more in the ceremonial hall, only to be asked to leave with one of two Doctorii. There was a burly looking Warlock for those who wished to become Warlocks, and there was an almost fragile-looking Mage for those who wished to become Mages. Sharing one last look with Milor, Liane walked to the other girls, queuing next to the Mage.
It took less than five minutes, and Liane caught one last glimpse of Milor when they left the hall. As they did so, the Initiate's robes of the Warlocks-to-be changed style and color, becoming more form-fitting and turning the black of night. The trim on those robes were in the color of their element, light blue for air, dark blue for water, brown for earth, red for fire, gray for metal, green for wood, yellow for lightning and regular blue for ice. None of the three shades of blue in use matched the strange crystal-like blue of Liane's own robes.
Milor, the boys, and the Warlock walked to a second, smaller room on the ground floor while Liane and the other girls followed the Mage up a flight of stairs to an almost identical room on the first floor. As soon as they started to move, the robes of the Mages-to-be changed style as well, although they did not change color and remained in the predominant colors representing their magic and their new names. The Mage Robes were looser, allowing for a wider range of motion in the arms, permitting for ease of casting with longer incantations.
As with all rooms Liane had seen at the Academy, this room had giant windows that allowed plenty of light to enter.
“This is where you may become Assistants to a Proctor, My Ladies,” the Mage said. “Should you be willing to become one, please form a line on that side of the room.” She was indicating the right side of the room, and Liane blinked twice as the choice was presented to her once more. Did she, or did she not, still want to become an Assistant?
Yes, she still wanted to become an Assistant, and so she grabbed her courage. Stepping forward, she joined a dozen other hopefuls on the right-hand side of the room, and turned to face the left side, lifting her head high. Her decision was met with, at first, stunned silence, then decisive muttering. The other girls, knowing of her problems with magic but not the reason why, were quite decisive in their reaction.
The Mage nodded, and motioned with her hand. A door none of the new Initiates had noticed on the other side of the room opened, and allowed the potential sixth year Proctors to enter. Only ten had decided on being Proctors, and they slowly looked over the girls standing in line.
Nervousness jumped up in Liane's throat, and she hummed her chant a little louder, focusing more on the words in her mind, trying to calm herself down.
All of the sixth years frowned when they looked at Liane. Her unusual robes did nothing to attract the attention of a potential Proctor, and the girl couldn't help but close her eyes, aware that her chances of becoming an Assistant were slipping away with each upper year that passed her by.
The last girl to enter the room also frowned; however, her frown was in curiosity as she passed Liane by and recognized what she was humming.
“Do you know the words of what you are humming, My Lady?” the sixth year asked – nay, demanded. Liane looked up, suddenly finding a finger of the older girl below her chin, preventing her from looking down. The finger was replaced by a hand, preventing Liane from looking anywhere but the older girl's eyes.
“Y-Yes, My Lady.”
“I find that curious, for that is magic that should not be known to a ten-year-old Initiate. Please add the words for me, My Lady,” the sixth year demanded.
Liane added the runic words, the same words that she had been repeating for the last two years, ever since Mariam had taught them to her, during that wonderful first year here at the Academy. Silently, her mind translated, I summon magic, the eternal force that makes the world turn and the sun rise and set...
The conversations in the room vanished as Liane chanted, out loud, yet still refused to allow her magic to react to the incantation. The girl released Liane, and lifted both her hands, palms upward. “Place your hands on mine, My Lady. And please chant for real, this time.”
Liane swallowed nervously, and reached up to place her hands, palms-down on top of the older girl's upturned hands. Releasing the tight hold on her magic, she restarted her chant. I summon magic, the eternal force that makes the world turn and the sun rise and set. I summon magic, the eternal force that governs stars and moons, the power that shapes reality.
To Liane's surprise, the older girl set in halfway through the chant, mirroring the words perfectly. Liane's magic reacted the moment it was allowed to react to her first note, but stabilized immediately upon the older girl's starting of the same chant, now half a verse behind Liane and keeping the exact same pace.
The world darkened to Liane's eyes, her magic-sight coming to the fore by itself, and she could see that, when her first iteration ended, her magic was now in a perfect synchronicity with the magic of the other girl. She set in her second round, her voice gaining strength as she did so, feeling the external magic react to her chant, and her own magic start to reach out to her arms from her chest. Her strange partner's own magic reacted in similar fashion, Liane could see, and together, they worked through the second round of the chant, and Liane immediately set in the third round.
The world was completely dark to Liane now, only herself, her partner, and the magic remaining to her magical sight, the magic of the world around them fueling them both as they continued to chant. Liane's magic touched the magic of her chanting partner, attaching itself to it just as the strange magic of the other girl attached itself to Liane's.
To Liane, the contact felt incredible, as if being attached to a well of magic that was so far beyond her that it was hard to describe, yet her lips never ceased their incessant chant, repeating the verse for a fourth time.
Suddenly, the hands of the other girl were jerked away. “Tòmìr Ôrkàm! Enough!” the older girl barked as she jerked her hands away, staring at Liane, just as Liane stared at the girl. The world had returned with startling intensity, and only now did Liane feel how tired she was, and that her chanting partner was holding a blazing globe of light. “You have raised a formidable amount of energy with that chant, My Lady,” the girl declared, first staring at the ball of light, then to the younger girl. Only now did Liane realize that the ball was made of pure magic.
The hall was still completely silent, everyone staring at the sixth year and the Initiate.
“May I ask your name, My Lady?” The older girl finally asked, her voice soft but laced with something intangible that made the question sound like a directive. The ball of light in her hand dispersed, a wave of magic washing over everyone in the room, tugging at clothes and ruffling hair. It felt like a hot wind as it passed over them, before Liane saw all the runes and glyphs on the walls become visible as the school's defense wards dispersed the magic. The younger girl swallowed at the sight of what her chant had caused.
“Liane, the MagicWarper, My Lady,” Liane muttered, returning her focus to the sixth year in front of her.
The older girl nodded. “My name is Cassandra Airmistress.”
Some of the other potential Proctors released their breaths, realizing that the show was over, and knowing what was to come. Cassandra ignored them, and by extension, so did Liane. “Do you wish to become an Assistant, My Lady?”
“Yes, My Lady. Very much so.”
“I wish to extend the invitation to you to become my Assistant, My Lady. I do not believe I need to explain my reasons why. As is requested by the Academy, please ask me your questions so that you may decide whether to accept my offer.”
Liane swallowed. She heard two potential Proctors whisper, yet deliberately didn't turn to them, ignoring them completely. One question was on the forefront of her mind. “How did you know the chant, My Lady?”
The older girl, now her potential Proctor, Liane realized, nodded once. “That is a fair question, My Lady. I did not formally take Rituals & Ceremonies, and have only started my education in Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols. I prefer to learn a wide variety of subjects, however, and as such, I have learned a few things, such as those chants I find interesting or useful, from areas outside my studies.”
The younger girl nodded, accepting the information. Looking her potential Proctor up and down, Liane once again noticed the decorations pinned to the older girl's chest. “My Lady, my I ask about your insignia?”
“My studies are an excellent question, My Lady,” Cassandra replied, and Liane felt her chest swell. It seemed that her potential Proctor gave positive encouragement on occasion. “As you may not know the insignia, I will explain them to you.” She pointed to the one on the far right. “This insignia signifies my mastery of the elemental magics. I have successfully completed five out of eight years, and as such, have mastered five of the eight elements taught at the Academy. They are, air, fire, water, earth, and lightning. This year we will be studying metal.”
She pointed to the one next to it. “I have graduated a two year course in Transmutation and Alchemy, and am thus an accredited Mage in that regard. I am taking a four year course in General Applications, and will be in my third year this year. This makes me an Apprentice in that regard. I have also finished a two-year course in Healing and Potions, once again, granting me Mage level in that area of study.”
“This year, I have added to that, Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols, which is a two year course. I am an Initiate, as I have yet to receive any accreditation in that course, as I have explained earlier. I have also added a one year Blood Magic course. Again, I am an Initiate.”
Liane nodded, repeating softly to herself what the different insignia stood for. Trying to be subtle, she glanced at the other potential proctors; all of them were now talking to hopeful Assistants. Three girls who had tried to become Assistants were standing, somewhat dejectedly, off to one side.
She found it strange that so few Proctors were wearing as many insignia as Cassandra was.
Seeing her look, Cassandra offered an explanation without being prompted. “Most Nobles prefer an easy course through the Academy, My Lady. As positions are assured for Nobles, and most Nobles do not like hard labor, they prefer to take only a few courses, perhaps one a year on top of the obligatory course. I and a few others are exceptions. We work hard and take multiple courses. My Assistant will be expected to work with me. Are you willing to put in the work required?”
Liane looked up at the other girl, and recognized something of herself in her. “I am, My Lady.” She swallowed, and dredged up what she had been taught in the Initiation classes. “I am honored by your invitation to become your Assistant, and it would be my biggest honor to accept.”
Cassandra's lip twitched. “Excellent. Please follow me, Assistant. We will allow the bonding to take place, after which I will accompany you to your room, where you will collect your possessions so that we may move you to my room.”
“Yes, My Lady,” Liane said.
“Proctor, Assistant. I am your Proctor now,” Cassandra corrected.
“My apologies, Proctor,” Liane muttered.
“It is of no consequence, Assistant. We all learn by doing. I will assist you in your studies in Decorum,” Cassandra said as she strode to the supervising Mage, Liane in tow.
“Thank you, Proctor.”
“Doctora,” Cassandra said, coming to a stop in front of the Mage. The muttering of the people in the room died out. “My invitation has been honored by an acceptance. May I ask for you to place the Proctor-Assistant bonding upon us?”
The Mage nodded, and looked at Liane. “This is by your choice, My Lady?”
“It is, Doctora,” Liane replied, having taken her cue from Cassandra.
“And it is by your choice, My Lady?” she asked Cassandra.
“It is, Doctora,” Cassandra replied. The Mage nodded, and withdrew an athame. Seeing how Cassandra lifted up and held out her hand, Liane did the same. She winced slightly when the razor-sharp instrument parted her skin. Following the Mage's instructions, Liane and Cassandra held their hands together, allowing their blood to mix while the Mage chanted above them. To Liane's magic sight, it looked like dark red threads wound themselves around their linked hands, before settling on a small red ring around the wrist of each girl, a small red thread of magic linking the two.
“The bond is complete, My Ladies,” the Mage stated, muttering a spell to sanctify her athame of the blood of Proctor and Assistant. “The bond will solidify in two weeks' time. If either of you wish to break the bond before then, it can be done easily. After this two week initiation period, the bond will be much harder to break, and will remain in effect for the next three years under normal circumstances.”
“Thank you, Doctora,” Cassandra said, dipping her head slightly. “Come, Assistant.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Liane replied, learning quickly what was expected of her. “Thank you, Doctora,” she managed to say before turning and hurrying after her new Proctor. She did not notice how a small insignia had formed on the collar of her robes, nor how a corresponding insignia had formed on the collar of Cassandra's robes.
It did not take long for Proctor and Assistant to make their way to Liane's room on the ground floor of the dormitory building. Cassandra nodded at the clean living space of the small room, the well-made bed, and the lack of clutter.
“Good, you know how to take care of a room, Assistant,” the new Proctor commented. The girl merely shot her a smile as she continued to open her drawers, and pack her various possessions, few though they might be.
“Allow me to assist you, Assistant,” Cassandra said, waving her hand, forming a trunk out of thin air. Liane stared at the magic, before looking at Cassandra with awe and worship in her gaze. She had not been able to see it with her magic sight, but even with plain eyes, that spell had been beautiful to behold.
“That… that was beautiful, Proctor!” Liane said, before swallowing nervously. “Could you… could you do it again?”
Cassandra frowned slightly, not understanding why her new Assistant would like to see the spell again, but decided to oblige the girl anyway. She failed to notice the strange glimmer that appeared in Liane's eyes when she waved her hand to vanish the trunk, only to recreate it.
“Satisfied, Assistant?” she requested, still feeling a little bit put-out for being asked to perform the same spell once more, even though there was no real need.
Liane just stared at Cassandra, the look of worship even more pronounced now. She had been looking at the spell with her full magic sight, and had seen it take shape. To her, it was the most beautiful thing she had seen yet, more beautiful even than the constantly-changing magical symbols on the Academy's front door, more beautiful than some of the magic Mariam had once demonstrated to her.
The girl realized something. She loved conjuration. There was no way for her to recreate the spell without a runic equation she could modify, nor did she know how to manipulate her magic directly, so there was no way to recreate the intricate flow of magic as Cassandra had just demonstrated.
But her nearly perfect memory retained an imprint of it, and as soon as she was able to, Liane would attempt to recreate the spell.
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane whispered, picking up on her new Proctor's irritation. “My apologies.”
Cassandra waved it off. “Perhaps you could explain, rather than apologize, Assistant,” she said evenly, leaning against the desk, and looking at Liane.
Liane nodded, then played nervously with her long hazelnut-colored hair. “I am unable to learn magic in a normal way, Proctor,” she admitted, finding it difficult to do, despite having a little experience with explaining to Milor. Her fingers trembled as she released the clasp at her throat, revealing the thin scar at her neck. “I was attacked two years ago, when I was eight years old. My magic reacted to save my life, but it was damaged. I am unable to cast direct magic in the normal way; I must modify each spell specifically for my own use.”
She handed Cassandra her over-used notepad with every spell she had spent time to modify over and over again. Cassandra flipped it open, and her eyebrows rose to meet her hairline as she flipped through the pages. “Impressive, Assistant.”
“My magic is unstable, Proctor. But it has given me a gift as well – I can see magic. When a spell is cast, I can see how it takes shape, how it is formed and finally resolves itself. It is beautiful. And that spell was the most beautiful spell I have ever seen,” Liane finished her explanation.
Cassandra nodded. “I understand. Judging from this, we will spend lots of time modifying spells for your use, Assistant,” She stepped away from the desk. “Let's get you moved into my chambers, and we will discuss this then. This is neither the time nor the place for such discussions.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Liane said, moving the stacks of clothes and her notes and books to the trunk Cassandra had created. When the lid finally snapped shut, Cassandra nodded and preceded Liane out of the room.
Two flights of stairs and one long corridor later had Liane looking at the new room she would be staying in. “I have that bed, Assistant,” Cassandra said, pointing to the bed on the right. “You may have the one on the left.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Liane said dutifully, starting to unpack her clothes, notes, and other belongings.
“As you unpack, allow me to explain your duties, your rights, and your privileges,” Cassandra said, sitting down on her bed. “First, your duties. This year, I am taking four courses, Elemental Magic, which you have as well, General Magic, which teaches a bit of everything, Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols, which teaches runes, glyphs, and magical symbols, and Blood Magic.”
“Which teaches Blood Magic?” Liane asked. A bark of laughter escaped Cassandra's mouth.
“Good deduction, Assistant,” Cassandra said, an impudent grin on her lips. “As you are also obligated to take Elemental Magic, as are all Mages, you will not be required to assist me. However, we will be together in this class, so I could recommend that you join me, for my greater knowledge will be able to assist you greatly.”
“The other three courses I am engaged in, you are not taking, and as such, you will be required to join me, assist me in taking notes, and assist me in the tasks and projects required for those classes. I will instruct you in the arts of note-taking, calligraphy, and all the other essential skills required to be a good Assistant. I was one myself, and will share the benefits of my experience with you. My own Proctor was not so accommodating.”
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane said, closing the trunk and pushing it underneath her bed. She didn't know whether it was a permanent conjuration or not, but she didn't want to leave it lying about. Frowning at her bed, she pulled the covers off and started to re-make it, tightening the covers and making hospital corners. Her upbringing in the orphanage was still with her. Cassandra merely observed Liane bustling about with a raised eyebrow.
“Those are your duties,” she finally said. “You have the right to two hours of spare time a day, time you may use for your own devices, meet up with your peers, or anything else you may desire to do. I would advise you to use this time well, a break is always welcome. Now, as to your privileges, you are my Assistant.”
“Proctor?” Liane asked when it became apparent that Cassandra wasn't going to say anything else.
“I am Cassandra Airmistress; I am one of the most powerful mages in the Academy at this time. When in private, you may address me by my name, and relax the stringent hold on Decorum. Truth be told, I find it stifling. However, when in public, always remember that you are my Assistant. What you do reflects upon me, just as what I do reflects upon you. You will be allowed access and privileges above your year and knowledge, as it will be assumed that you are doing things on my behalf.”
Cassandra sat up straight and stared at Liane. “This means you can access areas forbidden to other Initiates. You will be allowed full and unrestricted access to the school library. You will be allowed to be up at all hours of the night, running errands. Fortunately, this will also allow you to ask for food or drink at any hour of the day. I advise you to make good use of this privilege. However, do not abuse it. You will not like me when I'm angry.”
Liane swallowed. “Of course, Proctor. Thank you.”
Cassandra nodded. “Good. As long as we understand each other, Liane. And now, we're in private, let's forget about Decorum for a while.” She reached over, and pressed something on the nightstand. “Two hot cocoa,” she told the stand. “One extra sweet.” She looked at Liane, who shrugged, then nodded. “Two extra sweet,” she finished. Five seconds later, two tall cups of hot cocoa appeared next to where Cassandra had pushed.
“Direct access to the kitchen. It's easier than running down to ground level, sprint across the courtyard, enter the administrative building, go to the dining hall, and place your order – then run back,” Cassandra explained with a small grin, picking up both cups and holding out one to Liane.
The girl took the cup gingerly, between both hands, and blew on the scalding hot liquid inside. “Now, could you please explain further about the limitations of your magic? You previously mentioned your magic is unstable and you must modify existing magic for you to be able to cast it,” Cassandra asked after both had taken a sip of their sweet beverages.
“Yes, Cassandra, That's correct,” Liane said. “My magic is unstable, because of the attack when I was eight. I was brought to the Academy, where my handicap became clear. The Doctorii helped me, teaching me how to read and write, teaching me Decorum, and working on my magic. When it became clear I wouldn't be able to use direct magic, I was taught Runes, yet only Runes, and then shown the theory on how to modify spells.”
Liane licked her lips, then continued, “As my magic doesn't react to normal straight-cast spells, I need to modify those spells to take into account the factor of instability in my magic. However, more elaborate magic, magic with its own level and method of control, does work, like with the chant. Rituals, Ceremonies, and using Runic casting should work as well.”
She put her cup down and lifted her gloves so that light played through the crystals that adorned each of her fingers – thumbs excluded. “The crystals on these gloves allow me to channel magic. Without them, it becomes even more impossible than usual. If I have to describe it, it is as if my magic and I speak a different language, and it feels as if it is staring at me with what could be described as blank astonishment.” She lowered her hands.
“Fortunately, as I have explained, it has given me an alternative. I can see magic, when I focus,” Liane finished her explanation.
Cassandra was silent for close to ten seconds, obviously thinking things through. “I see,” she finally said. “That is quite a tale, and I can see why you would receive a unique name – for you have unique abilities.” A vague grin formed on her lips. “It will be a challenge to teach you. I am looking forward to it.” She stood up, walked to a large closet, opened it, and withdrew a book. The proctor then slapped it down on one of the two desks, and lifted the cover. “This book is a record of every spell I have encountered in my learnings here at the Academy.”
Liane walked over and looked at the book. It was hand-written, with a style of penmanship that could be roughly compared to her own. “As I started this in my first year, the penmanship is atrocious on the first dozen pages or so. After that, I start to learn calligraphy,” Cassandra apologized. “We will work you through this book. I will expect of you to modify each spell in this book. If you truly need to modify each individual spell, then I expect to make you the best Rune Mistress at the Academy.”
“Proctor?” Liane asked, surprised by her Proctor's goals for her.
Cassandra turned to face the smaller girl, and fixed her with a look, yet said nothing, waiting for the younger girl to pick up on her mistake.
Liane almost shrunk back. “Cassandra?” she corrected herself, remembering what Cassandra had asked, and making her Proctor nod.
“Yes, Liane. You may not get there, but I will certainly work for it. Now, can I see that notebook once more, so we can see which spells you know already?”
The younger girl nodded, and removed her notebook from the desk that she had stored her school items in. After she handed it to Cassandra, Liane watched her Proctor go through it.
Frowning, the older girl read the copious notes and variations. “Liane,” she said, pointing.
“Yes, Cassandra?” Liane asked, looking at the passage Cassandra was pointing at. “That is one of the variations I discovered while modifying the light spell,” she explained after reading the lines in question. “That modification generates green light.”
“You are already modifying standard spells into different results?” the older girl asked, sounding slightly surprised.
“It is the result of my modification, Cassandra. I need to do some recalculations, and the results don't always match the result of the original spell, so I write down those as well. You never know when you need green light, or blue, or red... or yellow with purple dots,” she finished with a slight blush, pointing to one of the sentences scribbled in a corner of the page.
Cassandra shook her head once. “This will be very interesting,” she muttered, half to herself and half to Liane. “I am unfamiliar with the theories behind modifying spells to this level. You will need to instruct me, Liane.”
Liane felt her chest swell. “Of course, Cassandra.”
Cassandra nodded. “Good. This is our schedule, starting tomorrow. We will get up at eight, have breakfast, and prepare for the rest of the day. From nine until ten, you will accompany me to the Blood Magic class, where you will assist me with taking notes. From ten until eleven, you will accompany me to Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols. From eleven until twelve, General Applications. From twelve until two, we shall have lunch in the dining hall, after which you will be free to do as you please. At two, we are in Elemental Magic. This year, we are studying metal. I will expect you to be there. The choice is up to you whether we work together or not. I would recommend that we do so; but the choice is up to you. After four, we are free.”
As she spoke, Cassandra wrote the schedule down. “That is the official schooling schedule. This is my work schedule. After four, we will go to the library, and retrieve a number of works that will further explain the concepts touched during the day's courses. Contrary to most of my, and your, fellow students, I do not think that the courses given here are the be-all and end-all of the subjects taught. We will retrieve additional literature, and study those writings during the evenings. I go to bed at around midnight, usually. Tomorrow, however, you will retrieve from the library the works you used to study the theory behind modifying spells, and you will explain the process to me.”
Liane swallowed. She had never even stayed up that late, let alone work until then. “Yes, Cassandra,” the girl muttered.
Cassandra nodded once. “I have a strict work-ethic, and you will need to adapt to it if you wish to remain my Assistant. Thankfully, we have two weeks to see if you can work under this pressure.” She returned to the parchment. “During the evenings, I will also drill you in magic, and set you extra work to further your understanding of the subjects being taught during the day, so that you are able to do more than just take compulsive notes on subjects that you do not understand. I will also work with you on your Decorum.”
Liane shot a glare at her Proctor. “I thought I was doing well in Decorum, Proctor?” she asked.
Cassandra lifted an eyebrow at her Assistant's shift from informal to formal speech. “You use only the full formality of the Decorum, never deviating, never using a more informal style when it would do, without a single hint of either insight or subtlety. Who taught you Decorum, Assistant?” she asked, focusing her gaze onto her young partner, subtly emphasizing the last word.
“The Lord Milor Lightningworker has been teaching me for the last month, and before then, I have received some instruction at the Academy while my magic was being worked on,” Liane explained, before swallowing, and adding, “Cassandra.”
Cassandra gave a sharp nod at the use of her name. “There is no need for added formality when we are alone,” she repeated herself from earlier. “I do not know the lord Milor Lightningworker, and sporadic instruction by the Lords and Ladies at the Academy would not be sufficient to fully prepare you. I can understand why your Decorum is not up to standards.” She waved her hand. “It does not matter. I will teach you what you need to know.”
“Thank you, Cassandra,” Liane whispered.
“Do not thank me yet, Liane. You haven't been my student yet,” Cassandra said with a nasty grin tugging on her lips. “There is a reason why my fellow students all fear me enough not to come to me for assistance for scholastic assistance, even though I am the best student in my year.”
Liane gulped. Just what had she gotten herself into?
Cassandra bit out a single laugh at the look on her young Assistant's face. “Come. Tomorrow we'll start studying, but tonight we'll celebrate your welcome,” she said, placing her hand back on the nightstand and whispering a few words that Liane couldn't make out. The two empty cocoa cups vanished, while two empty glasses appeared. Cassandra took them, and immediately, the air warped again, materializing a bottle of whiskey.
Cassandra poured two drinks. “My own Proctor celebrated with me the very night I became her Assistant, and I will do the same for you,” the older girl said, handing the drink to Liane.
Liane sniffed the alcohol, and felt it burn all the way up to her sinuses. Again, Cassandra laughed at the face Liane made, before throwing back her drink. “Come on, drink. I'll pour you another.”
Shrugging, the girl did as she was told, threw back the shot of alcohol, and started hacking and coughing at the strange sensation of alcohol numbing her mouth and burning down her esophagus.
*****
The next morning, Liane wished she hadn't indulged her Proctor. Her head was pounding, the room seemed colored in black and white, and she had apparently slept underneath one of the desks, curled up in her thick robes. Even the light streaming in through the large windows burned her eyes.
“Good morning, Assistant!” Cassandra greeted her cheerfully, holding out a glass.
“I hate you, Proctor,” Liane muttered quietly – but not quietly enough.
Cassandra lifted an eyebrow. “Is that something to say to your kind and beautiful Proctor? Especially when she brings you a hangover cure?”
Liane blinked up at Cassandra, still mostly underneath the desk. “I love you, Proctor,” she said with complete sincerity.
“That's better!” Cassandra said, handing the glass over to Liane. “Drink up. You'll feel better in ten seconds.”
Liane being younger, and smaller, the cure only took eight seconds, causing her to reaffirm her love for her Proctor. With not much further ado, they got dressed, and went to breakfast. The moment they crossed the threshold of their room, both Liane and Cassandra reverted to the full Decorum – only with Cassandra holding up an almost-continuous monologue on how to take notes, the different classes, and the different tasks that would be expected of her new Assistant, interjected with notes on Decorum and etiquette.
The young Assistant worked overtime trying to assimilate all the new knowledge her Proctor was giving her, especially before the first class started.
Breakfast was a horrid affair for Liane. Even though the hangover cure had taken care of much of her hangover, her stomach still rebelled plenty, and all she managed to get down were a couple of slices of plain toast and a glass of water.
After breakfast, Liane followed her new Proctor to the first class of the day: Blood Magic. It sounded rather interesting to Liane, but she had no time to dwell on her own thoughts, as Cassandra was continuing her monologue about her tasks and the various ways in which to complete them. Liane's memory was working overtime to remember it all.
They had less than five minutes to wait before the arrival of their teacher and the start of class, and Liane spent it both reviewing the most immediate information Cassandra had given her, and taking a quick look at the other students. Only two dozen students were present, most of them upperclassmen, although three other Assistants were also present.
The Doctora arrived, opening the door for them, and allowing the students to walk in and take their seats before sealing the door away.
“Good morning, Lords and Ladies, and welcome to the single-year course in Blood Magic. I am aware that most of you are here to achieve an easy additional subject, as this course is only a single year in length,” the Doctora spoke, her dark eyes roaming the room. “That is not the case. In this year, we will handle some of the most insidious and personal aspects of magic. I will teach you to enhance spells using tribute of your own life's essence, and you will learn how to find someone, anywhere, anytime, using only a single specimen of their bodies. For, even though the course is named 'Blood Magic', fingernails and hair will track back to a person just as easily as blood will.”
The class was silent, save for pens flowing across paper. Liane, remembering the things Cassandra had just told her, wrote down the most important aspects of the teacher's speech, then underlined the key words with a different color pen. Cassandra idly pointed out a few missed keywords. Liane shot her an apologetic look, then underlined them.
“We will also be dealing with the theoretical aspects of the blood requirement in certain rituals and ceremonies, and why there is such a requirement in the first place, while other rituals do not require such,” the teacher finished. “Lords and Ladies, welcome to Blood Magic. First thing on the agenda, I will ask of each of you to donate a single drop of your blood, and I will show you how to create a tracking spell that will find you.” The teacher smiled without humor. “And then I will teach you how to protect yourself against blood-based tracking.”
Liane's fingers hurt from writing down the information at such a quick pace. Writing down some information was easy when the teacher waited for you. Taking notes from a person who was just speaking and did not wait was a lot harder.
As the class progressed, Liane practically stopped paying attention as she focused exclusively on taking notes. It was exhausting, and not nearly as informative as Liane had thought it would be. Most of the concepts went right over her head, building upon knowledge imparted in the years previous, and she realized now why Assistants could not take extra courses. The first three years, for Assistant-level students, were necessary to start understanding the basic fundamentals of magic, usually explained either in Elemental Magic for Mages, or the fighting arts for Warlocks.
It was also the reason why true Assistants had such an advantage. They came into contact with these concepts from the deep end, their Proctors usually giving them one-on-one private instruction, which meant they rapidly pulled ahead of their fellow classmates. It was also the reason why there were so few Assistants – most could not handle the pressure, nor the workload.
By the time the Blood Magic period was over, Liane's hand felt cramped.
“Please review the lessons imparted today and for the rest of the week, as I will be conducting a test on the first day of next week,” the Doctora said as the lesson ended. “As this is the first day, I will not be setting any homework. You may depart.”
Liane quickly filled the information into the calendar for both Friday and over the weekend, ensuring that Cassandra would remember to study for the test on Monday. Liane's Proctor nodded at the redundant entries. Should she miss the entry on Friday, she would find it during the weekend.
“You did well, Assistant,” Cassandra said as they left the room.
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane replied, rhythmically opening and closing her hand to try and relieve the cramp. She was not used to writing this much in such a short time – she had made more than three pages full of notes from only one period. It appeared that the Doctora liked to talk, and tended to give lots of side-information while explaining the concepts. It made it somewhat easier for Liane to follow, but also made her Assistant duties a lot harder.
“You will learn to write down only the important information, Assistant,” Cassandra said as they walked to the older girl's next course, Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols. At least Liane felt somewhat confident about being able to follow this course. Or she at least hoped so.
The Doctoris who taught that course was very different from the Doctora who taught Blood Magic. Where the Doctora was young, and somewhat stand-offish, the Doctoris of Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols was older, his hair having turned gray, but with a small and rather humor-filled grin on his lips, making his eyes crease.
“Good morning, My Lords and Ladies, and welcome to Runes, Glyphs and Magical Symbols, year one,” the man said as he energetically paced the front of the room after sealing it. “In the following two years, we will be exploring the depths and intricacies of the various magical writing forms. I will teach you how to enchant, I will teach you to inscribe, and I will teach you to cast spells straight from a piece of paper.”
He came to a stop in the center of the room. “I will also teach you how to take apart a standard spell, and modify it. Most people learn how to cast silently and without hand-gestures, and most even learn how to create simple spells for themselves. What I will teach you is how to build new and powerful spells, by yourselves, for yourselves.” The mischievous smile died away and the man seemed to inflate. “This class handles one of the most dangerous course-loads in the Academy. Most other classes can handle mistakes. A mistake in this class can result in your death, and if you make a really big mistake, it may even result in the deaths of those around you. Lords, Ladies, do not make such mistakes, for I will not have the chance to remove you from my class if you do.”
And, just as fast, the grin was back. “Of course, one never learns without practicing, so I will encourage you to try and practice as much as possible. I am endlessly surprised by the ingenuity of a class of students given free reign.”
Waving his hands, he went on, “Let us start with a simple inscription, a non-permanent enchantment.” He turned to the blackboard, and wrote a small runic phrase. Liane smiled and copied the Runes perfectly. Those were all known to her. “First things first, My Lords and Ladies. Does someone know the difference between a permanent and a non-permanent enchantment?”
A few students tentatively lifted their arms, and the Doctoris called on one. The Warlock stood up.
“Doctoris, I believe that a permanent enchantment is one that is permanently engraved on an item, while a non-permanent enchantment is written upon it, using ink or other materials.” The Warlock sat down, his answer delivered.
The Doctoris shook his head. “Sadly, My Lord is mistaken. I believe that he is thinking about the difference between an enchantment, and a charm. A charm is a spell, using direct magic that will cause an item to gain different properties for a limited amount of time. A self-refilling charm on a glass, for example, would refill the glass maybe a dozen or so times, before failing. An enchantment, regardless of whether it is permanent or non-permanent, is always engraved upon the subject item. The difference lies in their method of power.”
He turned back to the blackboard, and Liane struggled to write down the pertinent information. These were things she did not know, and which sounded very interesting to her.
“A non-permanent enchantment would be like the Academy-supplied hairbrushes. The enchantment itself is permanent, but its power source is not. To power the enchantment, power tokens are required.” The Doctoris took a standard-sized power token out of his pocket, and waved it about. “These tokens are charged by Enchanters – which you may be if you choose to place enough effort in this class. Of course, larger enchantments require larger tokens; the largest tokens require two men to lift and can power a floating cart for a month. Because of this power source, Commoners are able to use non-permanently enchanted items.”
The man wrote some more on the blackboard, then turned to face them once more. “A permanent enchantment needs to draw its power from somewhere else, as it uses no token. This means connecting itself to a wielder, or a user – this usually involves pain and blood. Using an enchanted object that is not yours means going through the pain of allowing it to bond to you – then allow it to draw magic through you. It is the reason why there are so few permanently enchanted objects, and why most permanently enchanted objects are family heirlooms that have gained tremendous power due to being handed down from generation to generation.”
Liane ignored her cramping hand. This explained so much! She was truly going to enjoy Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols. “Now, on to something a little more fun than raw theory, My Lords and Ladies,” the Doctoris spoke, smiling slightly, “if you would open your desks, you will find a small sheet of metal, and a basic engraving pen. Please take them out, and engrave the runic phrase behind me on the metal. As you do so, does someone know what the phrase means?”
Liane knew what the phrase meant, but didn't know whether she was permitted to answer or not. She glanced nervously at her Proctor. Cassandra caught the gaze, and gave an inquiring glance. Liane gave a tentative nod, replying to the nonverbal question with a nonverbal answer. Cassandra's lips quirked, and her head made a 'what are you waiting for?' motion.
Hesitantly, Liane lifted her hand.
The Lord Doctoris gave a wide smile, and motioned to her. “My Lady Assistant? You have a question?”
Liane grew bright red at the attention she had suddenly gathered from the other students... and the other Assistants. “This humble Assistant believes the runic word will create fire, Doctoris,” she said, her voice tiny and halfway between whispering and speaking.
“Please articulate, My Lady. I believe you have given a correct answer, but would like the other students to be able to hear you as well,” the man said, giving her a supportive look, at once telling her that her answer was correct, and should take more pride in it.
“This Assistant believes the runic word will create fire, Doctoris,” Liane repeated.
“Excellent, Lady Assistant,” the teacher said. When the other students kept staring at the blushing first-year Assistant, the man turned to them, and asked pointedly, “Has everyone finished with the engraving?”
Scratching of pens on metal soon filled the room. Liane spent her time leafing through the text book, while Cassandra focused on her engraving. When Liane heard Cassandra stop, she closed the book, and looked over.
Hurriedly, she took a piece of scratch paper, and wrote a few sentences. “Pardon me, Proctor, but do these notes suffice?” Liane asked.
Cassandra looked over, took the paper, and read the lines. Looking down at the metal in front of her, she added a line to an incomplete rune that she had missed. “Those notes suffice splendidly, Assistant. Please keep up the good work,” the older girl replied, returning the paper.
Liane sighed. Her first instinct had been to alert her Proctor to the mistake, but then everyone would have seen an Assistant correct a Proctor, thus causing her Proctor to lose face. This way, it had seemed as if she had been the one asking for guidance.
“As you are all finished, I will come around with a power token, to charge the runes. Please ensure you did not make any errors, My Lords and Ladies,” the teacher said, walking to Liane and Cassandra to start his tour of the class.
“Excellent work, My Lady,” the man said as he inspected Cassandra's engraving, and pressed the power token to the metal. The runes flashed, and a small flame appeared above them. He glanced at Liane, and winked, obviously having seen Liane help out her Proctor.
The next student received a bang of malfunctioning magic as the faulty rune destabilized the rune word. Cassandra wrote something on the scratch paper as the Doctoris pointed out why mistakes were a bad idea, and why someone should always verify their work.
Good work in keeping me from being an example, Assistant, she wrote, giving a small yet grateful smile at the younger girl.
Liane gave her Proctor a small smile.
“I believe I will finish the lesson here, My Lords and Ladies. For tomorrow, please turn to page 458 of your text books: Appendix A, table of Basic Runic Characters, and copy the table fifteen times. It is a small table, but the runes will require work. I will not spend this class explaining their meanings, and I have found copying to be the best way to ensure that you learn them as soon as possible. You may depart, until tomorrow.”
The younger girl's pen swooped across the calendar, filling in the required work for Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols: Page 458, fifteen copies of table.
Liane rubbed her pained hand as she followed Cassandra to the General Applications class, the third year her Proctor was taking the class, out of a total of four years the class ran. Seeing the younger girl rub and twist her hand, Cassandra muttered some magic and waved her hand towards Liane's wrist.
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane spoke, careful to keep her voice level. They were in public, after all, and emotional outbursts were not appreciated.
Cassandra gave a short nod. “You are welcome, Assistant. It is a Proctor's duty to take care of her Assistant, after all.”
They walked along in silence, and waited for the teacher for General Applications to arrive.
It was to be a short wait, as a stocky Mage of above middle age swept in, and opened the door. Liane obediently followed Cassandra and sat down next to her Proctor, once more taking out the papers on which she was making notes and the calendar she was keeping.
“Welcome to year three of General Applications, Lords and Ladies,” the woman spoke. “And welcome, as well, to our new student.” Liane flushed when the entire class looked at her, and she wished she could withdraw her head into her robes.
“As this is the third year, I will start with a recapitulation of our previous two years. Who remembers the household charm required to clean and fold clothes?” Liane wrote down short descriptions of the spells discussed by the teacher, confident in the knowledge that this was merely recapitulation and that Cassandra had this written down in her own notes. The hour passed by before she had realized it.
All kinds of useful information had been discussed, and Liane was fairly sure she would take this class herself when the time came. Thankfully, the teacher did not set homework, nor did she assign a test, so Liane needed only to carefully catalog her notes and place them in her bag when they were dismissed.
“Proctor?” Liane asked as they walked down the hallway to the staircase leading down from the third floor of the practical and laboratory building.
“Assistant?” Cassandra replied.
“May I ask a question regarding Decorum, Proctor?” the young girl asked.
The proctor nodded. “Of course, Assistant.”
“I have noticed that not everyone follows the Decorum in the same way, Proctor. I was wondering why that is, and why nobody seemed to care,” Liane asked.
“Your education in Decorum is sorely lacking, Assistant,” Cassandra said after a few moments' deliberation. “Depending on the situation and the people involved, other rules of Decorum come into play. A teacher may choose to relax to a more informal style of Decorum in their classroom, should they so choose. As a teacher is above the students on the social ladder, they have but to comply with the rules of Decorum the teacher chooses to follow. I am sure you noticed the difference between Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols, and General Applications.”
Liane nodded. “Yes, Proctor.”
“Good. Now, between people of equal standing, the rules of Decorum are more relaxed. One is allowed to speak in a more direct manner, and so on. However, one should always be conscious of the underlying fundamental rules of Decorum. Assistant, what is the primary reason we use Decorum?”
Realizing that the lesson had turned into a test, Liane scrambled for some information that had once been told to her during her first few days at the Academy, two years ago. “We use the Decorum so that we may fight with words, rather than with magic. We must always be conscious of the fact that fighting with words might lead to fighting with magic, and must therefore make sure not to offend with words – lest we be forced to fight with magic,” the young girl rambled off.
They were crossing the courtyard by now, and Cassandra was silent for a few seconds, before a twitch quirked her lip. “You have a truly formidable memory, Assistant.” Her hand reached out, grabbed Liane by the shoulder, and pulled her sideways. “To one side, Assistant,” she said, calmly, so that another student could pass. The girl, a few years older than Cassandra and with the brightest blonde hair and bluest eyes Liane had ever seen, walked by without granting them a single glance.
The young girl's eyes were fixed on a strange creature seated on the older girl's shoulder. It was about half the size of a cat, its fur was a bright gold, its eyes were glowing red, and it sported a pair of brightly feathered wings. The creature's eyes bore into Liane's, before it obviously decided she was no threat to its mistress, and looked straight ahead once more.
“Proctor?”
“She is the Lady Magus, Assistant. Always move aside when the Magus comes by.”
Liane looked at the back of the retreating girl. The strange creature turned its head one-hundred eighty degrees and stared right back at her. “Who is the Lady Magus, Proctor? And what is that creature?”
“The Lady Magus is the president of the Student Council, Assistant. The Lord Headmaster governs the school, its teachers, its buildings, and ensures that lesson plans are made and lessons take place. The students govern the rules students must adhere to, from curfews to meal times. All disciplinary measures are taken by the Student Council. There are two presidents, one Mage and one Warlock. Those two presidents are called the Magi.”
Cassandra looked at the back of the girl, now almost out of sight. “That creature is a chimera. Chimeras are magically created animals, built out of the combination of parts of different animals. Should you ever qualify for the class of Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore taught by the Lord Master, then you too, will learn how to make one.”
Liane nodded as she followed her proctor to lunch, thinking deeply about what had been said. Making a chimera sounded like fun.
She was still thinking about the odd, golden colored creature when the two of them entered the dining hall. The buzz of the people already present brought Liane out of her contemplation, and the girl looked around. Seeing Milor already eating, she turned to her Proctor.
“Proctor? May I join my friend for lunch?” she asked as they waited their turn to place their order.
Cassandra nodded. “Of course, Assistant. You now have two hours to yourself, and may use them as you wish. Please join me at two for Elemental Magic, unless you would prefer to join your classmates.”
Liane immediately nodded. “I will be there at two pm, Proctor.”
Cassandra nodded but gave no other reaction to the statement, and Liane quickly made her way over to Milor after receiving her meal. Walking over to his table, she topped next to him. “Good day, My Lord.”
“Good day, My Lady,” he replied, looking up.
“May I join you for lunch, My Lord?” she asked, looking at the empty seat in front of him, then back to her friend.
“Of course, My Lady. It would be my honor,” he replied, motioning for the seat in question. “May I ask how your day has been so far?”
“It has been incredible so far, My Lord. I have learned so much,” she said enthusiastically, trying, yet failing, to keep the excitement out of her voice and the big smile off her lips. “How has your day been, My Lord?”
“It has been calm, so far, My Lady,” Milor answered. “I am looking forward to four hours of Fighting Arts this afternoon, however, so I may have a different reply for you by tonight.”
That added an implication that she was welcome to join him for dinner. Liane's smile grew wider, still. They both turned back to their meals, eating in silence. Finally, she looked up, wanting to ask something that had been on her mind since the first class. “May I pose a personal request, My Lord?” she finally ventured.
Milor looked up from his meal. “As usual, My Lady, I reserve the right to decline,” he replied.
It took her a few seconds to compose her request adequately. At last, she said, “I have had a very interesting morning, and one of the lessons was about Blood Magic. That branch of magic can be used to find somebody, and can also be used to protect someone against those tracking spells. May I ask My Lord to donate a few of his hairs so that I may experiment with the techniques demonstrated?”
Her friend was silent as he thought her request over. “It seems like an interesting venture, My Lady,” he finally replied. “I would like to agree, but only if I may be present. I would be interested in seeing you perform this particular piece of magic.”
Liane's grin was contagious, and he found himself returning it. “Of course My Lord. Thank you very much!”
“Composure, My Lady,” he cautioned with a thin smile. “Please control yourself. Remember the Decorum.”
She calmed down instantly, feeling as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice-cold water over her. “My apologies, My Lord.”
He waved it off. “We are all students, My Lady,” he said.
After an enjoyable two hours spent with Milor, Liane found herself next to Cassandra during the Elemental Magic course. The subject was taken by every Mage at the Academy, the only subject that was actually mandatory for Mages. This year, they would be studying the element of metal, and Liane was looking forward to it.
Sitting on the third row from the front, right next to Cassandra, Liane looked around, at the 400 or so other Mages present.
The hall they were in was large, and unique within the walls of the Academy. Called the Thasterian Hall, it was named in honor of Lord Thaster, the Mage-Architect who first constructed the current Academy.
The room was large, and built in true stadium form, with sloping seats so that everyone had a clear view of the center stage, where the Doctora was preparing to start her two-hour class.
On the desk of each student, a magical construct mimicked the teacher's form and speech, allowing them to see and hear, no matter where they were located in the Thasterian Hall.
“My Ladies, permit me to wish you welcome,” the young teacher said. She was easily the youngest Doctora Liane had yet seen at the Academy, and the young girl was wondering how this young teacher would compare to the other, older, teachers she had already seen and heard.
“For our new students, welcome to the Academy, and welcome to Elemental Magic. This year, we are studying the element of metal.” The Doctora's voice was crisp and clear, the strange properties of the room amplifying her voice so that everyone could hear her perfectly. “As always, this course will begin with the very basics for our new students, while it is expected to be a good recapitulation for our returning students.”
“This class is the one class you must all take, and it is the one class that will teach you what it is to be a Mage. This class will teach you to use magic, and to bend elements to your will. I expect most of the returning students to find the first month of this class to be boring and repetitive, having already mastered the basics of magic. You are expected to help the new Initiates with their work, rather than daydream.”
Liane glanced at Cassandra, who merely winked in reply.
“Good,” the Doctora said. “Let us start. I am sure that the basic initiation lessons have instilled the basics of magic within our new students. Let us begin with the basics of Elemental Magic. In order to gain mastery over an element, one must first understand that element. Metal is hard and rigid, it resists and conducts heat, and can only be melted at high temperatures. However, in its raw and innate form, it is a mere ore, a stone in the ground. A Mage who excels in metal manipulation can draw ore straight from the ground and form it into a weapon with a single spell.”
She lifted her hand, and a jar of gray sand on the teacher's desk exploded, forming into a long knife in the teacher's hand.
The older students sat up straight, and Liane assumed that this was not something they had seen before.
“Good, I have your attention, My Ladies,” the Doctora said calmly. She jerked her hand, and the spell released, the blade turning back into the dull grey sand it had originally been, and fell to the ground. “Now, the basics. The initial form of metal manipulation is the following spell.” She wrote on the blackboard, and Liane found herself copying without conscious thought. After an entire morning of note-taking, she was used to it.
The two-hour Elemental Magic lesson flew by in a flurry of magic, theory, and compulsive note-taking. By the end of it, Liane's head was swimming, trying to fill in the blanks that the morning's advanced classes had left open with the new concepts introduced in the Elemental Magic class.
After they were dismissed, Liane simply followed her Proctor, who apparently decided not to go to their rooms before dinner would start. They went to the library instead, and Liane welcomed a chance to digest today's lessons, even if there was some homework for herself as well.
“Before we start, Assistant, please show me to the book on spell manipulation that you used,” Cassandra said as they took a quiet corner on the top level of the underground library. “I will study that book while you do the homework on Elemental Manipulation. I am sure that I will be able to finish my homework before you can, and I would not like to interrupt your work.”
Liane nodded. “Thank you, Proctor,” the young girl said, and showed her Proctor to the book in question. “This is the book, Proctor. Spellcraft and Manipulation Explained.”
Cassandra nodded, took one of the two copies on the shelf, and leafed through the book. “Thank you, Assistant,” the Proctor said. “Let us return to our table. We both have homework to do. Feel free to interrupt me if you have any questions.”
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane said gratefully, following the older girl back to their table. Taking out her books and paper, Liane started the set homework on metal manipulation, a rather basic exercise in how to gain different basic shapes out of iron powder. Liane was almost jealous of how fast Cassandra finished the exercise, but resisted the temptation to sneak a peek at the older girl's worksheet. If she wanted to be good at this, she needed to do the exercises herself.
She never noticed how her Proctor nodded once at the sight of Liane refusing to look at her sheet, despite it being somewhat open on the table. Copying the Runic Table for Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols took her longer, especially at first, when she needed to learn the shapes of the different Runes. It would not do for her to have to rely on her Assistant to correct a faulty Rune.
They finished roughly at the same time, Liane's metal manipulation requiring her to reference the book quite a few times – even with her good memory.
“I do not really require your assistance at this point, Assistant,” Cassandra said. “Perhaps a good book of fiction will relax you after a long day of hard work. You did excellent work today, so I think a reward is in order.”
Liane blinked, then frowned. “Thank you, Proctor. But... what is fiction?”
The older girl looked up from where she had already opened the book on spell manipulation. “I see,” she said, quietly, standing up. “Please follow me, Assistant.” Obediently, the young girl followed. Taking a turn to one of the many sections she had never before explored, Liane stopped when Cassandra pointed to a number of large racks. “This is the fiction section, Assistant. The books here are filled with tales of fiction. They are imaginary, not real. I find them relaxing and entertaining, although you might want to explore and see what style you enjoy most.”
Liane was beginning to understand what Cassandra was trying to say. “You mean like fairy-tales, Proctor?”
Cassandra gave a hesitant nod. “Almost, yes, Assistant. Please enjoy yourself, and return to the table when you have found something that has caught your interest.”
“May I ask what interests you, Proctor?” the young girl asked before her Proctor could leave.
“I enjoy fictional tales of magic, Assistant,” Cassandra said, pointing to a particular case of books. “They may not be true to life, but I find them highly entertaining.”
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane said as the older girl left, and turned to the case in question. Taking a book at random, she flipped it open to the first page, and read it. It didn't seem interesting, so she closed it and took the next one. It took her almost a dozen books before she realized that there was a summary printed on the back of the books, which allowed her to speed up her search for a good book. Finally finding something that interested her (Brave Warlock goes out to fight a dragon – dragons were fun, even if they didn't exist), Liane returned to the table.
As she sat down, she didn't have time to open her new book. “Did you use this entire book, or merely excerpts from it, Assistant?” Cassandra asked, pausing her reading of the book, and looking at her young companion.
“I was not allowed the book by myself, Proctor. The Doctorii would skip to the correct page and only allow me to study the page that was selected for me,” Liane answered truthfully.
“I thought so. Under the Rules of Equality, that would be as much as would be allowed to you. Please read this, Assistant.” Cassandra said, skipping to a particular page, and flipping the book over so Liane could read it.
“Chapter three – Large Manipulation Sets,” Liane read the chapter title. “Sometimes it may be necessary to create a large set of manipulations based around a single, prime, spell. Such a set of spell is called a subset of the prime spell, and when a truly large number of manipulation spells are required, the subset may become so large as to be cumbersome and oversight might be lost. In order to write down such a subset, the declination circle was developed as a technique to write down the subset of spells and their effects. Figure 3-1 demonstrates a basic circle of the light spell. In the example, the three primary colors are manipulated on the basis of the standard light spell. Use of this technique will require usage of the two primary runic tables, as well as usage of both major and minor glyphs.”
Liane looked at picture 3-1, which took up the entire next page. The first set of runes was the one she was intimately familiar with, and those runes she could read as well as standard letters by now. She had seen the second set of runes before, but was not intimately familiar with them. They seemed to have been used primarily to describe the effects of spells, rather than the spells themselves. The major and minor glyphs connected both sets of runes, providing connectors for spell and effect.
Liane blinked, she recognized the glyphs from use in the gate, but had no idea as to their meaning.
“I believe that this will be of help to you, Assistant,” Cassandra stated dryly, pushing her textbook forward, open at Appendix B – Index of Major Glyphs. Liane flipped the page. Appendix C – Index of Minor Glyphs stared at her.
Liane merely nodded mutely.
“I believe I have found a new task for you after dinner, Assistant. Please descend to the third level of the library, proceed to the runic section, and retrieve additional material to help you read and understand the meaning of the glyphs. As my Assistant, you have access to the restricted sections of the library. Feel free to look around and sate your curiosity.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Liane spoke, excited at the prospect of being allowed to look around in the restricted library sections. She also knew that a lot of work was in her immediate future, but Liane didn't care in the least. She would check out her fiction book – she still wanted to read about dragons – and read the rest of the spell modification book. Who knows what other, more advanced, techniques would be available to her?




Chapter Four

Now a growing second-year student, Liane exited the administrative building after a nice lunch, walking next to Milor. In the year and a half since she officially started at the Academy, Liane had made huge progress in Decorum, and she now felt comfortable in moving through the upper-class group that was the student body of the Kirian Academy of Magic. She listened to her friend explaining some finer points of Decorum when they passed an upperclassman, who had a tiny little Assistant trailing behind him.
Milor's explanation halted slightly at the sick look of the young Assistant, his eyes trailing the small boy who seemed to have trouble in not dragging his feet.
Liane sighed slightly. “Some Proctors do not take good care of their Assistants, My Lord,” she whispered sadly. “Through the Proctor-Assistant bond, it is possible for the Proctor to call upon the magic of the Assistant, to allow for the creation and casting of spells that are beyond the Proctor's grasp normally.” She stopped and looked at the retreating pair. “Unfortunately, it seems that particular Proctor is using his Assistant in such a manner.”
Her friend nodded. “I understand, My Lady. Even if I do not approve of it.”
“It is the risk we take when we become Assistants, My Lord,” she explained as they resumed their course to the laboratory building, and their final target, the Library. “It is the prerogative of the Proctor, and the risk of the Assistant. Some feel that an Assistant learns much from such encounters, while others disagree. As with all debates, both sides have their good points and their bad points.”
She turned to look at the disappearing Warlock and his sickly Assistant, and Liane was glad that Cassandra was not one to use such rituals herself.
“Good afternoon, My Lord, My Lady,” a rather large Warlock said, walking up to them. Liane forced herself not to react, seeing that the Warlock in question was accompanied by Florindra, the girl that had been making her life difficult since they both started at the Academy.
“My Lord, My Lady,” Liane greeted them, dredging up the name of a Warlock she had hardly seen since the introduction classes they had taken together. Fylian, that was his name. Fylian Earthworker.
“My apologies for interrupting, My Lord, My Lady,” Fylian said, as Florindra's lips tightened into a tiny little smile that had just enough viciousness in it to be noticeable, but not enough to actually make it obvious. Florindra was good at Decorum. “When I heard My Lady's excellent explanation on the bond between Proctor and Assistant, I felt compelled to join your conversation.” He looked at Liane solely, then. “After all, I am quite surprised to hear such an excellent explanation on magic from someone who struggles with it so.”
Liane swallowed deeply. Her inability to cast magic straight out of a book was a sore point with her, one she had been struggling to overcome. She had gotten better at manipulating magic, lots better, in fact, but she still needed time to manipulate the spell into being accepted by her unstable magical core.
“Proctor is an excellent teacher in magical theory, My Lord,” Liane replied, her eyes drifting to his collar, noting the Assistant insignia. He was an Assistant as well. “And as My Lord may not know, I am improving in my ability to cast magic.”
“Of course, My Lady,” Florindra said. “I am witness to that in every Elemental Magic lesson.” The agreement sounded disturbingly sarcastic to Liane, but as usual, Florindra had timed and pitched it so that it was not something that she could be called out upon.
Fylian was silent for a few moments, studying her. “Perhaps, My Lady,” he allowed to Florindra. “I do wonder, however, at the effectiveness and the knowledge of a Proctor that has an Assistant that needs to write out magical spells before she is able to cast them.”
“Proctor is an excellent Mage, My Lord. I find your comment insulting,” Liane spoke, feeling anger bubble inside of her, while her magic became agitated.
“No insult intended, I was merely making an observation, My Lady. After all, even you must admit that your skills at magic are less than desirable.”
“As My Lady Florindra can attest, I am at the top of my class at magical theory, My Lord,” Liane said, her tone growing progressively colder. The anger made her body tremble. The magic in her chest grew from solid earth to crashing water.
“Yet you have trouble casting spells, My Lady. Now, I realize that this is not your fault,” he spoke magnanimously. “Perhaps I should ask my Proctor to call upon yours? She might need a few pointers in how to educate an Assistant?”
Another slight against her Proctor, and Liane nearly lost her temper. Drawing a deep breath and swallowing, Liane looked the Warlock straight in the eyes. “I find your comments insulting, My Lord. I bid you to apologize for the slights against me and my Proctor.”
“I refuse to apologize for legitimate comments, My Lady,” Fylian said, coolly.
“You are a cad, My Lord.”
She heard Milor and Florindra draw a startled breath, while the Warlock in front of her stilled.
“I take exception to your comment, and demand an apology, My Lady,” Fylian stated, his voice a curious mix of hot and cold.
“Yet you shall receive the same statement that I have received, My Lord. I refuse to apologize for legitimate comments,” Liane replied, drawing herself up to her full height.
The boy before her was silent for five long seconds, his face twitching as if he were desperately trying to contain himself. “Please arrive at the main dueling chamber in one hour, My Lady,” he said, his voice totally devoid of emotions. “Choose your second, and arrive on time or be forever known as a coward.” He drew a glove out of his robes, and slapped her in the face with it. “I demand your blood or your surrender,” he finished the ritual challenge.
Liane drew pale as the boy stalked away, Florindra right next to him, shooting Liane a victorious grin over her shoulder.
“My Lady?”
Liane startled out of her confusion and shock, and looked at Milor. “My Lord?” she finally whispered in answer.
“You have been challenged, My Lady. It would be inadvisable not to show up,” he said, gently.
She nodded, her heart thumping and her palms sweaty now that her initial shock had worn off. She drew another breath, trying to still herself. It failed. With a force of will she didn't know she possessed, she made her decision. “My Lord, it would be my biggest honor should you accept my request to act as my second.”
“It would be my biggest honor to accept, My Lady,” Milor answered smoothly, bowing slightly at his acceptance, although he must have been surprised at being asked instead of her Proctor. “We must prepare for the duel, My Lady. Please follow me.”
An hour later, Liane and Milor were present in the main dueling chamber, a large square room on the ground level of the laboratory building. The entire room was black, the only light coming in through one side, which was a completely transparent glass wall. The glass wall was standard in every classroom, allowing in ample light. The blackness of the other walls was not. To Liane's activated magical sight, the black surfaces were coated with twinkling golden magical symbols – symbols of protection, of warding, and of disbursement.
It was designed to allow damage only to the combatants, while protecting the spectators standing within the designated zones, zones that would be sealed off to prevent combatants from entering them as soon as the duel started.
Duels were a legacy allowed from older times, a way of settling differences that was both quick and permanent. At the Academy, most duels happened at the start of the school year. They tapered off quickly when the new students realized that a duel was almost always fatal. The upperclassmen rarely engaged in duels, and the slights were bigger compared to the younger students, who sometimes called duels over futilities.
Just as was expected of them, students learned quickly not to call a duel over small matters.
When Fylian arrived, with Florindra as his second, he was accompanied by a good number of other Warlocks, people that had gone through the introduction class in magic with Milor and Liane, people she had not seen since then. The nervousness made her jumpy, as Liane realized that she was about to enter a battle to the death, a fight that could very well take her life.
Milor's counsel played in her mind. Do not try to match him with strength, My Lady. Warlocks train four hours each day in the combat arts. It is doubtful that you would be a match for him in strength.
The Lord Master entered, and Liane felt her nerves jump from apprehension to terror as his mere presence petrified her magic. She was still afraid of the man and his terrible amount of power, and she hated herself for it. Her body shook with nerves and apprehension, and Liane allowed her eyes to nervously skitter around the audience. She wished that she had talked to Cassandra. Her Proctor would surely have had some good advice. Fretfully, her thoughts jumped to the one duel Cassandra had taken her to last year.
That duel had lasted merely thirty seconds, and ended in a full decapitation. Liane recalled the humiliating squeak she had uttered at the sight. Thankfully, she had not been alone in that regard and her Proctor had graciously enough not mentioned her startling lapse in Decorum. Balling her fists, Liane hoped that she would be able to contain herself better this time. Looking down, she could see her hands shaking. So far, things did not look well.
Drawing a deep yet shaky breath, Liane looked at Fylian, determined to focus on her opponent rather than the Lord Master or her fearful nerves. It helped. Barely. Her heart thumping in her throat, Liane walked to her designated spot, her opponent doing the same.
“As Lord Headmaster of this Academy, it is my duty to officiate this duel,” he said, calmly, looking each of them in the eye. Liane felt her magic jump as his eyes locked on hers. “I must ask one final time whether this can be resolved through peaceful means. My Lord Fylian Earthworker?”
“I will only be satisfied by blood or by apology,” he stated, coldly, not taking his eyes off her.
“My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper?” the Lord Master asked, looking at her.
“I will not apologize for my words, as they were truth,” Liane answered, trying to be as calm as Fylian was, yet failing miserably.
The Lord Master nodded. “Very well. As the challenged, you are allowed to choose the method of combat, My Lady,” he said, retaining his focus on her.
She had discussed it with Milor in the preceding hour, and the best option had been discussed. “I choose full combat, My Lord. Anything goes,” Liane answered. This would be her best option, using her faster spells to prevent him from using his stronger, longer-casting ones.
The Lord Master looked at Fylian, who nodded his acceptance in return. “On my mark, please begin, My Lord, My Lady,” he spoke, lifting one hand. His hand came down. “Begin.”
Fylian began by drawing his sword, taking a combat stance as he did so. She allowed a tiny smile to grace her mouth, and with a single jerk of her hands and a small uttering of syllables, she demonstrated her mastery over the element of metal.
The sword broke apart, forming five spheres that rotated lazily in front of her. “Foolish to draw a sword against a Mage that is master of metal, My Lord,” she said in youthful hubris, grinning widely at his startled look.
Fylian blinked twice, smirked, lifted his hand and barked a single short word.
To Liane's magical sight, black energy gathered at his hand, energy which subsequently leaped towards her. Shaking, she threw herself to one side, rolling gracelessly over the floor, feeling her body protest the unfamiliar motions. She clambered to her legs just as he uttered a similar phrase, this time two words rather than one, and the energy formed into a beam rather than a single bolt.
Again, Liane threw herself to one side, feeling the entire right side of her body form a single, solid bruise as she threw herself aside with all of her might. Thanks to the awkward position she had been in before her throw, and thanks to the even more awkward position in which she landed, she was unable to roll.
Fylian's beam of black magic tracked her position, and knowing that she had no chance to get away; Liane lifted her hand and spoke a single half-word. Her magic reached to the five circling metal spheres, which formed into a single circular shield in front of her, allowing her to crawl to her legs while her mouth worked follow-up incantations.
The flat disc deflected the beam long enough for her magic to strengthen it, going from normal steel to tungsten carbide, the strongest metal she had been taught at the Metal Elemental classes. More words rolled off Fylian's lips, changing the beam in power and intensity, and Liane crouched completely behind her metal shield. Her own spells increased the molecular bonds in her tungsten carbine shield, allowing it to resist the increased pressure of Fylian's weapon.
Feeling the edges of the shield start to fray, Liane closed her eyes, dropping deeper into her magic, incanting spells of strength and integrity. Do not attempt to match him with strength, Milor counseled once more, yet Liane knew that she had been locked in now. She could not stop her spells or her shield would collapse, and there was no way that she could dodge out of the way fast enough to avoid being hit by that lethal spell.
If it was able to go through tungsten carbide, it would have no trouble at all with her frail little 11-year-old body. Growling, she pressed her hands together, linking her physical aspects into her spell, offloading some of the strain to maintain cohesion from her magic to her hands.
Immediately, she could feel the magic trying to push her hands apart, forcing her to push with all of her strength. If she allowed her hands to come apart, her shield would fail. Words rolled off her lips, boosting the strength and integrity of her shield through magic as well as physical force.
But still her hands were pushed apart. Lacing her fingers together, she now relied not just on the force of her hands but on the strength of her fingers gripping the opposite hand. His beam continued to increase in strength, and Liane knew that she had no way of strengthening her shield even further. There was only so much metal in the sword, after all, and she had no time to stop repairing her shield to conjure more.
She was going to fail, it was only a matter of time, and there was nothing she could do about it. Already, the shield was fraying visibly around the edge, every second taking more metal away from her reach, the opposing spell destroying the molecular bonds of the metal, putting it out of the reach of her repairing and strengthening spells. A growl came from her throat as the force on her hands started overcoming the strength of her muscles and bones.
To Liane, it felt as if her hands were being ripped apart. Thanks to the amount of pressure being put on them by the magical link, they actually were. She couldn't win. She knew that. Fear gripped her heart, paralyzing the magic surging through her body and her mind, making her realize that she was staring at her own death.
Looking her own unmaking in the face was horrible, and Liane's concentration started to break, allowing her pain to finally overwhelm her. She opened her hands by instinct, no longer able to overcome the purely instinctual reaction of pulling away from that what was hurting her.
The moment contact was lost between her hands, her spells shattered, and the shield disintegrated.
Feeling rather than seeing the beam approach, Liane threw up her hands, as if wishing that the mere presence of her hands could overcome a lethal spell. The magic in her chest screamed in concert with her mouth as the spell made contact with her right hand, and a searing pain shot through her entire body.
Darkness crept on her vision, and for one moment, Liane thought she saw her right arm, bared of robes, yet smoking. Her last thought was that it was probably just a hallucination brought on by her dying body as darkness claimed her completely.
*****
Liane blinked her eyes open, awaking from a deep black hole that had surrounded her thoughts and consciousness, and took stock of her surroundings. The second year student frowned. Where was she?
It looked like the same hospital she had first woken up in when she was eight years old; right after her magic had broken. Slowly, she looked around. Yes, this was the same hospital – same room, even.
She took stock of her body. Everything hurt. Her fingers hurt when she wiggled them. Her arms hurt when she moved them. Her chest hurt when she breathed in, and hurt again when she breathed out. Her eyes hurt when she blinked, and even when she didn't. Her feet and legs hurt. Everything hurt.
She grit her teeth, and lifted her upper body, taking a look at herself. She was underneath the covers, except for her arms that were lying on top of them. Blind panic gripped through her when she saw her naked hands. Without her focus gloves she wouldn’t be able to cast magic! She let out a sharp pain-filled yelp when she sat upright in her daze, looking around for her focus gloves.
A deep sigh of relief escaped her lips when she saw them on the nightstand, and pain and exhaustion made her fall back in her bed. On her back, staring at the ceiling, she breathed as deeply as she could through her hurting lungs and chest, trying to fight off the pain and the dizziness that continued to threaten to send her back to the oblivion from which she had awoken so recently.
She was in the hospital, her entire body hurt, and her focus gloves were on the nightstand. Which brought the next question – why was she in the hospital?
She closed her eyes, and tried to think back. What had happened? She had escorted her Proctor from her General Applications class to lunch. During lunch, she had met with the Lord Milor Lightningworker. They had walked to the library afterward – that much she could remember clearly. What had happened after that?
Liane opened her eyes, horror sketching itself across her face. She remembered now. She remembered how the Lord Fylian Earthworker had insulted her, her and her Proctor. She remembered asking for an apology and not receiving one, and finally, she remembered how she had retaliated with words, as had been expected of her. And the Lord Fylian Earthworker had not taken it well, and had challenged her to a duel.
Liane remembered asking Milor to be her second. She had done what the Decorum demanded she do to protect her own honor and the honor of her Proctor, and had arrived at the duel, nervous and shaking, yet determined to see things through. Had she not shown up, it would have been the height of cowardice.
Fylian had asked Florindra as his second, and Liane recalled the look of expectation on her rival's face, hopeful that Liane would end up perishing.
The Lord Master had arrived to adjudicate the duel, as was his duty, and she and Fylian had taken their places, their seconds standing back, ready to intervene in the case of a breach of the dueling code, or ready to intervene should either combatant forego honor, and attempt to flee.
They had squared off, she remembered. He had drawn his sword, and she had mocked him. She was a second year Assistant, tied to the strongest mage present among the student body of the Academy, and she was a master of the element of metal thanks to the first year Elemental Magic courses. She had mocked him, and drawn the metal from his blade, turned it into tiny metal spheres and set them to spin in front of her, in a steady pattern, ready to be called into action at her command.
He had drawn on magics she hadn’t known existed, the arts of the Warlock, and she had been on the defensive ever since. She remembered trying to get away, yet failing, and needing to draw the metal into a protective shield before her. And it had failed, in the end.
Knowing that death was approaching, she had lifted her hands and screamed out when her magic responded in kind, pain searing through her chest as her magic and the attacking spell battled it out, the backlash ripping the cloth off her arm up to her shoulder, yet leaving her focus glove intact.
That was when she had passed out, apparently.
“I lost,” she muttered to herself. “Oh, no, I lost.”
Time slipped her by as she stared at her empty hands, trying to come to grips with what had happened. She lost. Her Proctor was going to hate her. Cassandra was going to break their bond, Liane was sure of it. She would be dishonored, cast out, forced to go through the Academy on her own, for everyone to see how she was one of the few who had been cast out by their Proctors.
The door opened, and Liane looked up, seeing her Proctor enter, her face schooled in a coldly neutral look that predicted nothing good for Liane. Calmly, the older girl strode over to the nurse, and spoke a few tightly controlled words. The nurse left without comment, and Cassandra turned to the door, casting a series of privacy and locking spells on it. The door’s edges blended into the wall.
Her work done, Cassandra turned and walked to her Assistant’s bed, staring down at the girl, her eyes devoid of emotion, yet subtle tangles of wind playing through her hair. Cassandra was mistress of the air, and judging from the way her hair floated in impossible winds, her rage was about to be legendary. She did not speak.
Liane swallowed compulsively, even though her throat was dry. The silence grew lengthy and oppressive. “Proctor?” she finally ventured, her voice tiny.
“Assistant,” Cassandra replied, levelly. Liane shivered. Her Proctor was scary when angered, and Liane had never seen her look like this at her before. The silence returned, becoming stifling within a matter of moments.
“I’m sorry, Proctor,” Liane whispered.
Cassandra did not speak for ten long seconds. “You have dishonored yourself, and so you have dishonored me. Already, people are calling into question my own results, my knowledge, my abilities, and my methods of teaching you. Thankfully, I am still the highest-ranking mage among the student population – they did not question my abilities for very long. However, it is you who has placed me in this position, Assistant.”
“I’m sorry, Proctor,” Liane repeated herself.
“You allowed a single worthless Warlock to defeat you. You started out well – using your mastery of metal to take away his sword was good strategy. Why did you feel it necessary to give an unnecessary explanation on how you did it, and why did you not follow up immediately with something to put him down?
“I don't know, Proctor,” Liane whispered, looking down at her sheets, unable to lift her head and look at Cassandra.
“Look at me, Assistant. I will not have you look away.” Liane looked up. She felt like crawling into the nearest hole. Never before had Cassandra scared her. Not like this. “It is called 'hubris', Assistant, and it is what nearly got you killed.”
The young girl swallowed. “Yes, Proctor.” Each passing second, she felt smaller and smaller. Right now, she felt like a particularly small mouse – and was rapidly approaching the insect world. Cassandra wasn't just angry. She was furious. Liane could feel it with each passing second, as the air in the room responded to her Proctor's raging emotional fury.
“Now, Assistant. What can you tell me that you did wrong?”
Liane gulped. “I spoke during the duel, Proctor?”
“Yes, hubris. That was a mistake, as I already told you. But I asked, what was your first mistake?” the older girl demanded.
“I... don't know, Proctor?”
An angry sound, halfway between a growl and a scream, erupted from Cassandra's throat, and she threw her hands up. “You did not call me, Assistant! You did not allow me even the honor of knowing my Assistant was involved in a duel, and you did not even come to me for advice! Worse, you made me find out when the Proctor-Assistant bond flared with your pain, and then forced me to track down your friend! Thankfully, he was most accommodating with his information regarding the duel.”
Liane was not allowed time to react as Cassandra once again focused her angry glare on the young girl. “What made you think you could match strength with a Warlock? And where did you go wrong there?”
The girl tried to order her thoughts. “I... tried to escape, Proctor. But he pinned me down. I cast the shield, and tried to hold out, but I could not move.”
“Your inexperience shows, Assistant,” Cassandra snapped. “Did you think about this, for example?” A wave of the older girl's hand showed an image in breath and smoke. It was Liane's shield, but configured into a conical shape rather than a flat shield. “This would have diverted energy rather than try and block it. You might have lasted longer than him using this rather than a flat disc.”
Liane gulped. “T-thank you, Proctor,” she whispered; sure now that this would be the final lesson she would ever receive from her beloved Proctor. She was going to be cast out now. She would be lucky to graduate as a Mage, let alone go for a mastership, the way she had originally hoped. She'd never have an Assistant of her own. She was going to be alone... completely alone.
“You allowed him to overwhelm you, Assistant,” Cassandra spoke, some of her fury having spent itself with the playing winds and the smoke-image. “How am I expected to forgive you for the disgrace you have brought upon not only yourself but me as well?”
Liane refused to cry, even though she could feel tears pricking at her eyes. “I cannot, Proctor,” she whispered, feeling the doom encroach upon her.
Cassandra gave a sharp nod. “Then we are in agreement, Assistant.”
Liane looked up. “When will you cast me out, Proctor?” she asked softly, voice cracking, her eyes filling up with tears. “I... I must ask the L-Lord Master f-for a new r-room.”
Cassandra remained silent and standing, then sighed, and sat in the only chair next to Liane’s bed. “Pray tell, Assistant, what gave you the idea that I would cast you out?”
The young assistant just stared at her, unable to believe what she was hearing. “I will not cast you out, Assistant,” Cassandra finally said. “You survived a direct strike with Death Magic, and only suffered a destroyed sleeve. That blow was a finishing move, and would have killed anyone it hit directly. That you not only survived, but survived without any major injuries has opened quite a few eyes at the Academy.” She stood up, and waved her hand, making two books shimmer into existence.
“Instead, I will hold a small lesson in the basics of magic, explain how things will be different from now on, and leave you with some reading material and a few tasks I wish you to complete. From now on, your life of leisure will be over.” The young girl gulped once again. They had been working for twelve to fourteen hours a day. How could this be a 'life of leisure'?
“Do you recall your first lessons in magic, Assistant? Do you remember what spells are?”
The younger girl nodded. “Yes, Proctor. Spells are a crutch that will teach us to walk upright, but it is up to us to walk and run by ourselves.”
“As always, your memory is impeccable, Assistant. Do you understand what it means, however?” Cassandra asked, in full teacher mode, striding back and forth at the end of Liane's bed now.
“It means we will learn to cast magic without words, Proctor?” Liane half-asked and half-stated.
“Correct, Assistant. The first step in this is usually done for us. The spell is written down in a book, we learn its theory, and we learn to use it. The more advanced under us learn how to build our own spells. You, however, do not have this advantage. Due to your handicap, every spell you use, you have to build for yourself. This is the first change. From now on, you will no longer be making your declination circles on paper. You will be doing them in your mind, and only write them down after they are completed, for future reference. No longer will you spend fifteen or twenty minutes writing down notes on how to make a spell work – doing it from memory will be a lot quicker.”
The young Assistant swallowed, realizing why Cassandra had decided her life of leisure would be over. She had tried doing it in her head before, but it had taken a long time and had resulted in a lot of errors. “The second thing that will change is what we do. I have allowed you to work on your homework for Elemental Studies, then asked for no more help than you fetching me books. The rest of the time you have spent working on declination circles and reading fiction. Instead, I will give you books, and you will read them. After you are done, I will interrogate you about them. You have an excellent memory. I intend to make it even better.”
Liane stared at her Proctor. “P-Proctor...”
“You will read, Assistant. While you are in the hospital, I will bring you books, and you will read them. The next day, I will take them away and leave others in their place. When you are released from here, I will interrogate you about them. We will start using that memory of yours until it is a finely honed athame, and you will enjoy it.” Cassandra stopped to stare Liane in the eyes. “And if you do not enjoy it, you will learn to enjoy it. Those are my conditions, Assistant. You have dishonored yourself and you have dishonored me. You have the potential to become a formidable Mage, with that memory and intellect of yours. Now it is my responsibility to bring that out.”
The young girl swallowed, and nodded, looking at the books her Proctor had brought with her. It would be a lot of hard work. She just hoped that she would live up to her Proctor's expectations, now that she had been such a major disappointment.
Cassandra gave one last, sharp, nod, and turned to leave. “Proctor?” Liane's whisper made the older girl stop, and looked over her shoulder at Liane. “Assistant?”
“Do you hate me, Proctor?” she asked, her voice tiny.
“I do not hate you, Assistant. I am, however, extremely disappointed in your actions and your behavior. Pray tell, what made you insult a Warlock to the point where he would call you out?”
“He insulted me, my disabilities, and he insulted you, Proctor.” She looked at the sheets. “I asked him to retract his statements, but he didn’t. I couldn’t let him insult you.”
Cassandra turned back, and lifted Liane’s head. “At least you did so for the right reasons, Assistant. Lift your head. You have survived a duel that usually kills one of the participants. Next time, you will be victorious.”
“Thank you, Proctor,” Liane said. The older girl merely dipped her head once, turned, and waved at the door to dispel her myriad of spells, before stepping out. The nurse came in almost immediately. Liane ignored her, grabbing the first of the two books. She had a lot of studying to do. Her Proctor was angry and disappointed in her, but she wasn’t going to be cast out, and had a chance to make amends. And making amends was just what she was going to do!
Putting the book on her lap, she grabbed the focus gloves and slipped them on. Even though she wouldn't be casting magic, they helped to put her in the correct frame of mind. She started reading, not noticing the time slipping away as she focused on the text, trying to force her memory to absorb the words so that she would be able to pass the test her Proctor would pose her later.
It was probably a few hours later when she was interrupted from her reading by a new visitor, one she had not expected.
“Good afternoon, My Lady,” Milor said as he entered, a small box in his hands.
“Good afternoon, My Lord,” Liane whispered, not sure how to address her friend. Truthfully, she had not expected to see him again before she was released, and had fully expected him to avoid her even after that.
He opened the box, placing it on her nightstand. “I have brought you some fruit, My Lady. I believe these are your favorites.”
Liane blinked at the juicy pears. She loved pears. “I love them, My Lord,” she whispered, looking up at him. “Thank you.”
“May I ask how you are feeling, My Lady?” He asked, sitting down in the one chair next to her bed. She tried not to remember how her Proctor had used that chair a few hours ago, and the new imperatives she had been given.
Liane sighed slightly. “I am feeling... disappointed, and afraid, My Lord.”
“I was referring to your physical condition, My Lady,” he said with a faint quirk of his lips. “May I ask why you feel so?”
She gripped her sheets. “I am fine, physically, My Lord. My body hurts, and I feel weak, but it is nothing compared to the other feelings.” Liane glanced at him. “I am surprised you came to visit, My Lord,” she finally said, totally ignoring his question as to why she felt the way she did.
He looked honestly surprised. “May I ask why it is surprising that I come to visit you, My Lady?” The tone and phrasing of the question showed her that he, too, was uncomfortable. He always reverted to full Decorum when uncomfortable.
“I have failed you just as much as I failed my Proctor. I lost the duel, and have shamed both myself and my Proctor, My Lord,” the young Assistant answered, honestly. “And thus, I find it surprising that My Lord would come to visit.”
“I see,” Milor replied, nodding to himself. “It may not be what Decorum demands, nor would it be what honor demands. However, I do believe it is what friendship demands, and thus I come to visit, My Lady.”
Surprised, she looked at him, and for the first time since waking up in the hospital, a faint smile appeared on her lips. “Thank you, My Lord.”
“Friendship needs no thanks, My Lady. However, you are welcome,” he replied with a faint chuckle. “May I ask what you are reading?” he asked, motioning to the two tomes left behind by Cassandra.
“Proctor left them for me, My Lord. She is... most upset with me, and has stated that she will redouble my education.” Her fingers clenched the sheets tightly. “I believe that she hates me, even though she has assured me that she does not. I have shamed her. How could she not?”
“And thus, you explain why you feel afraid and disappointed,” Milor said gently. “I do not believe your Proctor hates you, My Lady. As she will redouble your educational progress, it means that she has no intentions of either letting you fail or negating the Proctor-Assistant bond.”
“It is possible that she does not wish to negate the bond so she is not shamed further, My Lord,” Liane whispered, shrinking in on herself. “Negating the bond would signify failure on her part, and Proctor does not like to fail.”
“Then why go through the extra effort of redoubling your education, My Lady?” Milor asked. “After all, it would be much simpler on her part to just let you go on, and declare you ready to graduate in a year and a half without going through all the extra effort required to help you.”
“I do not know, My Lord,” Liane whispered sadly. “However, Proctor was most displeased, and I do not believe this is a sort of shame I can easily live down, nor honestly expect forgiveness for.”
“Mistakes were made, My Lady, however, mistakes are meant to be learned from. May I ask what you have learned from this?”
She blinked, and looked up at him. She hadn’t looked at it like that before. She had been striving for perfection so much that she failed to recognize the significance of failure. What had she learned from this? Liane looked at the books. Knowledge by itself, and magic by itself, could not win battles. They would not make her strong. Wisdom was required, mastery of the elements was required, being able to adapt was required... and she needed to learn how to use those skills in battle if she ever wanted to become truly strong.
Slowly, Liane looked back to her visitor, who had politely remained silent as she thought things through. “I require more than just knowledge of spells and being able to make them work, My Lord,” Liane said. “I need to learn how to master the various elements called up by the magic. I need to learn how to apply those skills – especially in combat – if I ever want to truly be able to defend myself.”
Milor nodded silently as he listened to her speak. “I had forgotten that was your goal, My Lady,” he finally said. “I believe that your Proctor will be working on those skills.”
“Apart from the combat, My Lord,” Liane replied. “May I ask a hypothetical question?”
Milor lifted an eyebrow. “You may ask, My Lady,” he said, sounding intrigued, and Liane found herself mildly envious of the gesture, one she had seen the Lord Master use on multiple occasions, but one she had never mastered herself.
“What would you think would be the outcome if we were to hold amicable mock battles, My Lord?” she finally asked.
“A mock battle, My Lady?” Milor asked, surprised. He remained silent for a few seconds, thinking it over, before answering her question. “The outcome would probably be similar to what happened yesterday.”
“Probably, My Lord,” Liane acknowledged. “However, what if we were to do this regularly? Let’s say, two or three times a week?”
Milor rubbed his chin in thought. “I think you would become used to battling a Warlock, My Lady.”
“I would very much like to be able to hone my skills in battle, My Lord. Who better to do this with than a Warlock?” she asked.
Milor was silent, rubbing his chin again. “I am intrigued, My Lady,” he admitted out loud. “However, I feel I must ask for a favor in return.”
Liane nodded. “May I know this favor, My Lord? Or will I owe you a favor to be repaid in the future, at a time of your choosing?”
Milor shook his head. “Nothing so drastic, My Lady. I merely wish for you to impart some of your own magical abilities upon me. I witnessed you taking apart your opponent’s sword with a mere wave of your hand, and use the metal in your defense. Knowing such magic will substantially increase my own prowess in battle.”
She developed a truly large smirk. “Mastery over the element of metal took me a year, My Lord. However, if all that you wish to do is take apart metal weapons, I do believe I can build you the spell and teach it to you.”
“Excellent!” Milor said, grinning slightly. “I believe we have an agreement, My Lady. When can I expect you?”
“I will be released by the end of the week; I think the weekend will not be pleasant as Proctor will be drilling me, no doubt. However, Monday should have two hours free for lunch. Would this be a convenient time for you, My Lord?”
Milor nodded once. “I do believe it will be, My Lady.”
Liane smiled her thanks at him, before her smile grew into a tighter grin. “May I ask for one more favor, My Lord?”
Her friend shrugged. “Once more, you can ask but I cannot guarantee a response, My Lady,” he replied.
“Could My Lord teach me how to lift only one eyebrow?”
His chuckles finally broke the air of uncertainty that had kept them in formal speech, and Liane was glad to feel some of the stress and worry slip away in easy conversation with her friend.
Liane's recovery was marked by brief visits by Cassandra, to drop off new books and take away the previous ones; her stays just long enough to satisfy the Proctor-Assistant bond. During the lunch hours, Milor would often come and eat a take-away lunch with her, doing his best to ease her nerves and fears.
Her days were spent reading, humming her favorite chant under her breath as she did so. Her nights were spent tossing and turning with fits of fretful sleep, night-terrors waking her up often. Always the same dream plagued her, that she would be cast out, that she would be rejected by Cassandra and the Academy, that she would have to go back to the orphanage, back to not having enough food, back to having to hunt and fish on the Emperor's lands in order not to starve.
The dreams were not aided at all by Cassandra's brief and terse visits.
When the day finally came for her to be released, Cassandra came to pick her up, and said nothing as the girl packed a few clothes into a carrying bag. When Liane was finally done with her small-time packing, Cassandra nodded. “Follow me, Assistant,” she said, turning and striding off.
The younger girl swallowed, and trotted after the older girl, having to increase her pace in order to be able to keep up. Setting a brisk pace, Cassandra left the hospital building, walked to the Academy and entered, not leaving Liane her usual ten seconds to admire the glyphs and symbols on the main gates. The moment she entered, the flames on her robe flickered into life as it connected to the Academy.
Liane had the impression that the gate was disappointed that she did not stop and look at it when she crossed the threshold, but that thought was soon pushed away as nervousness and rising apprehension took over her mind. Her magic reacted, moving away from an earth-like state to a more fluid, almost water-like state. Cassandra's face was a mask of ice as she walked; not once did she look back at her young Assistant. She was sure that Liane would follow, and the young girl was too frightened to even think about disappointing her again so soon.
Liane blinked when they approached the laboratory building. She had assumed they would return to their quarters, where Cassandra could properly chastise her in private. Following silently, the young Assistant followed her Proctor down the stairs to the subterranean library.
When they had descended four flights of stairs, Liane was surprised to see Cassandra halt at the staircase leading down to the advanced ritual chambers on the fifth level below ground. Facing the metal grate, Cassandra barked out, “Cassandra Airmistress. Plus Assistant,” she added after half a second, as if by afterthought.
The grate grumbled, then retracted into the walls, sliding apart rather than rising as Liane had expected it to do. When the grate had cleared the way, Cassandra stepped down the stairs, not saying anything. Liane followed on automatic, her heart thumping in her chest. Just what did Cassandra have in mind?
She followed the older girl down the staircase, emerging into a well-lit underground hallway lined with doors. As they walked down the hall, Liane could see that the doors were marked with wooden plaques that read the names of the students that had reserved the room, as well as the ritual they were conducting. Liane's eyes read the various notes. Wedding Ceremony. Burial Ritual. Power Rising Ritual.
The Proctor halted in front of one of the doors, which bore the notification. “Cassandra Airmistress, Power transfer.” Liane's face went white as her body grew rigid with fear. Her magic froze, turning from liquid water into solid ice at a moment's notice, making her entire body shiver.
Without saying anything, Cassandra pushed the door open. Liane remained outside for just a few seconds, trying to dredge up courage. She knew what those words meant.
Cassandra was going to drain her magic. Images of that sickly Warlock's Assistant flashed through her mind, and Liane's body shook with rising terror. Cassandra was furious. She was going to bleed her magic dry as punishment. The young girl swallowed. She didn't want her magic drained.
But she didn't want to be cast out either.
Drawing a shaky breath, Liane's body crossed the threshold into the room. Underneath her robes, her body shook. Unbidden, the words to the chant came to her mind, and her lips quivered silently with the tune to the chant. Her breath formed small clouds in the air as her frozen magic created completely physical reactions.
Liane hadn't felt fear and anxiety like this in a long time – more even than when she had faced the Warlock in the disastrous duel that had brought her here.
The room was lit by a number of burning torches that lined the walls, as well as a chandelier filled with candles that hung overhead. This deep underground, there was no light from the Sun Charm, and the sensitive rituals could not be disturbed by normal magical lighting. The flickering flames cast strange and vaporous shadows that changed shape at whim. To Liane's terrified mind, this room was one of the most frightening locations she had ever encountered.
“Stand in that circle, Assistant,” Cassandra said, drawing the athame from the sheath that hung from her belt and using it to point at one of the two circles on the floor. Liane didn't reply, but mechanically stepped to the indicated circle. Despite herself, she looked at the rest of the ritual depictions on the floor, the runes and glyphs flowing through each other in elaborate and remarkable forms, connecting the two circles together.
Cassandra herself walked to the other circle, and took her place. She pricked her finger with the athame, and started the ritual.
Her mind retreated in on itself, and Liane hardly heard the words uttered by her Proctor, feeling only the terror that pulsed in her heart and in her magic, paralyzing both her body and her thoughts. The magic in the room started to rise, and Liane drew a startled breath, feeling the ritual take hold, the magic in it constricting around her.
Her solid as ice magic melted, turning into a furiously raging liquid torrent, rising up against the pressure of the magic bearing down on her.
She didn't want to lose her magic. She didn't want to be bled dry. She didn't... didn't want to be cast out. What should she do? Protect herself? Protest against her Proctor? Run away? Be cast out, only to have to return to the orphanage, back to a life of utter poverty and misery? Her magic stopped, stopping in mid-motion as it hung, suspended, unsure of how to proceed as her thoughts went from fear to resignation.
But... if she went through with this... would her Proctor do it again? And again, and again, and again? How many times would she be brought to this awful room with its flickering torches and ghastly shadows, and have her magic drained as punishment for her dishonor?
The ritual reached a crescendo, and silvery slips of magic went through her, touching her magic, reaching for the center of her very being. She drew a breath, and steeled herself. This was it. She was going to be drained of her magic now. It was going to hurt, she was sure of it.
She didn't want it to hurt.
But she had no choice. Her Proctor had decided... and her Proctor was who she needed to appease. Wrenching her eyes shut and tensing her body against the pain she knew would come, Liane never saw Cassandra jerk her hands sideways, and stop the incantation.
A few seconds later, the magic in the room dissipated, the ritual disrupted. Slowly realizing that something wasn't right, Liane ventured to open one eye, only to see her Proctor stare at her with faint bemusement.
“I believe I have told you that I consider this ritual cheating, Assistant,” she finally said when it became apparent that Liane would do nothing but stare at her.
Her mind finally engaging, the younger girl just nodded. With an almost equally relieved breath, the magic in her chest fell, finally releasing its hold, as if pooling into a flaccid lake rather than a raging surf.
“What made you think that I would go through with it, then, Assistant?” Cassandra asked.
Liane swallowed. “I... I believed you were angry with me, Proctor. I assumed this was to be my punishment.”
Her Proctor snorted. “It would be hypocritical of me to denounce the practice, then use it as a punishment, Assistant. I merely wished to understand it, and I believed that executing it, but interrupting it at the last moment, would further my understanding.”
The young Assistant nodded, breathing deep with relief. “You were really that worried about this, Assistant?” Cassandra finally asked.
“I... you were brief with me, Proctor,” Liane whispered. “You never stayed longer than the Proctor-Assistant bond required, only to bring me books. I... I believed you were still angry with me. Angry enough to not wish to talk with me.” Something broke, and Liane looked away when her eyes pricked with tears. “I did not wish to be cast out.”
“Despite me telling you that I would not?” Cassandra asked, her voice taking on a gentler tone. “I apologize for my abruptness; I was researching this ritual and was going through the preparations for setting it up, and was quite engaged with it. I'm afraid that I let my focus get the better of me.”
Liane just nodded, the floodgates breaking. A sob escaped her mouth. “E-every night, I dreamed... I dreamed you didn't want me anymore. That I needed to go b-back... back to the orphanage...”
Cassandra took two steps to reach her distraught Assistant. With no warning, Liane turned, and grabbed Cassandra, burying her face against the older girl's chest, sobbing and crying loudly. She didn't hear the older girl lock down the door before reaching around to hug her Assistant.
“You must have been really worried, Liane,” Cassandra whispered as she hugged the crying girl, one hand stroking her long hair. “It's alright. Let it all out.” The girl just clutched harder, sobbing into her Proctor's chest, releasing days of pent-up fear and anxiety.
When she finally realized what she was doing, her tears and her fears had been spent, and she found herself seated next to Cassandra, still clutching the older girl. “P-Proctor,” she whispered, pulling away suddenly. “I'm s-sorry for my l-lack of D-Decorum.”
“You must have been really worried,” Cassandra repeated herself. “I apologize for giving you that impression. It was not my intention.”
Liane blushed now that her emotional control had completely left her. “P-Proctor shouldn't apologize to me...”
Cassandra grabbed Liane's chin and gently brought the girl's face around so they looked each other in the eyes. “Proctor should apologize if she has caused this much emotional stress in her Assistant. Remember, a Proctor must care for and guide and teach their Assistant.”
“Come, Assistant. Let's leave the emotional discussion for later, when our nerves have settled. I have a few more things for our schooling that I need to discuss with you.”
The Assistant nodded. “Yes, Proctor.”
“Good. Next year, some changes will take place. For one, I will be in my Year of Discovery, the year I attain my master's title. For this, I need to create a masterpiece, as proof of my skills and abilities. You will assist me in this endeavor – and I intend to make use of that excellent memory of yours. I plan to have you read every book I need, so that I only have to ask you when I need something, rather than need to reference each book as I need it. Not having to research will save a lot of time.”
Liane swallowed. That sounded like a huge responsibility. “Yes, Proctor.”
“The second change is that I will be required to bring you along to the official functions that I need to attend. Parties, dinners, and so on. I will therefore start teaching you etiquette, dress-sense, make-up, and all other things a young lady of noble standing must know in order to be able to attend such functions. You will mostly be required to be there should I need you, but that does not mean you don't need to put in a cared-for appearance.”
That sounded interesting as well. “Yes, Proctor.”
“Good,” Cassandra said, motioning over Liane's face as she did so, clearing up the tell-tale signs of the younger girl's crying. “Follow me, Assistant. We will go and retrieve the books I believe I will need, and you can get started on your assignment. Now, as we do this, what was written in Chapter Three of the Guide to Rare Metals?”
As Liane recounted the chapter in question, Cassandra told the room that she was finished, setting it back to its blank state. As she closed the door, she removed the plaque from the door, and placed it in the 'blank' position next to it, freeing it for somebody else to use. Her Proctor continued to interrogate her about the various books she had read during her convalescence while pulling various books from the shelves in the library.
By the time they returned to their quarters, Liane was carrying her pack with her clothes over one shoulder, while her arms were filled with books: Air and Tranquility, the Air and Weather trilogy, Air: the plentiful element, and Winds, Tornadoes, Storms and various Air Masteries.
Most books were soft-bound leather, and of varied thickness, while
Winds, Tornados, Storms and various Air Masteries was an old book with a thick leather-encased hardcover, easily twice as thick as any single other book.
It almost had to be, as it came from that highly-restricted fourth level of the library. Liane could not wait to start reading it.




Chapter Five

On the third floor of the laboratory building of the Kirian Academy of Magic, in one of the smaller dueling chambers, stood two third-year students, facing each other.
Twelve-year-old Liane lifted her hands, and nodded to her opponent. Milor lifted his sword and nodded in answer.
Her initial incantation continued even though she was forced to dodge after he took three rapid steps and aimed his sword at her head. Ducking underneath his opening strike, her own salvo reached crescendo as her spell completed, a minor spark of static electricity jumping from her hands, before being grounded through his rapidly returning sword.
“Well done, My Lady,” Milor said as they stepped away from each other. “You have ducked, rather than dodged, and did not stop your incantation that time.”
“My Lord is too kind,” Liane answered. “Had he followed up, I would have been open to attack. My spell had been expended.”
“Had that been a full lightning strike, My Lady, I do not believe that I would have been in a position to follow up on my successful parry,” Milor answered easily, having gotten used to Liane holding herself to impossibly high standards.
“I am still studying the element of lightning, My Lord. I would not have been able to contain or use a full lightning strike.” She smiled a little lopsidedly. “I am looking forward to fifth year, when I finally get to study the element of fire.”
Milor Lightningworker grinned in answer. “I must admit to feeling a bit insulted at the casual way you dismiss my primary element in favor of mere fire, My Lady.”
Liane dipped her head. “My apologies, My Lord. No offense intended,” she said, knowing very well that he was not insulted and was merely making a comment. “Lightning is a very powerful element, however, it is nearly impossible to control, and requires the creation of an effective path down which it can travel. Fire, on the other hand, merely requires fuel, heat, and oxygen. The first two are taking care of by magic. The last one is all around us.”
Milor shrugged. “One day I will make you regret those words, My Lady,” he promised, although a small smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “Let us go again. Once more, please do not use your mastery over my sword, although I am sure that the blacksmith would disagree with me.”
Liane dipped her head. After half a dozen swords, Milor had finally put his foot down and refused to let her disassemble his sword during their sparring matches. Once more, they took their positions, and Liane raised her hands, ready to cast. Milor lifted his sword, and nodded. She responded to his nod.
This time, she charged a different spell, and as he stepped forward, aiming his sword at her side, Liane did not dodge. The air between them solidified, trapping Milor's sword before it could reach her. For just a second, his surprise caused him to lose his focus and jerk on his sword, trying to free it. Her next spell sparked from her fingers to his head.
He flinched as the static washed over him. “Better, My Lady. Better,” he grinned, jerking on his sword. “Where did you learn this spell? I did not believe air was an element you have already studied.”
Liane released her spell with a snap of her fingers and a small word. “Proctor is Cassandra Airmistress, who was very displeased with my inadequate performance in last year's disastrous duel. As part of my penance, I must assist her with her masterpiece.”
“Which, no doubt, is focused heavily on the element of air,” Milor said, nodding. “I understand, My Lady.”
“It also deals quite heavily in Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols, an area I thoroughly enjoy – most probably because it is the only magic I have encountered so far that works for me as it should.” She blinked, and thought about something. “My Lord, may I attempt something I believe that would be to your advantage?”
Milor was silent for a few seconds, before nodding. “I have trust in you, My Lady. What would you wish to attempt?”
“May I borrow your sword for five minutes, My Lord?”
Milor looked down at the sword in its scabbard, debating. Finally, he released the belt holding it around his waist, and he formally presented it to her. “Please return it to me in usable condition, My Lady. The blacksmith appreciates my business, but my purse does not.”
“I continue to apologize for that, My Lord,” Liane said, feeling bad about having cost him half a dozen swords – swords she could not compensate him for. Her stipend would not permit it. Drawing the blade from its holder, she inspected the gleaming silver blade, then sat down with her legs crossed and the scabbard next to her.
Holding the sword in both her hands, she looked at it, drawing a few deep breaths to relax herself after a vigorous hour-long mock-battle against her friend. Before her mind's eye, she built the runic characters she needed, arraying them the way she wanted them. She had done this plenty of times before – something that only her incredible memory allowed her to do.
Under Cassandra's guidance, Liane had been forced to start building her own unique spells, spells that were not modifications of existing spells. Her first spell had, of course, been related to her excellent use of the runic scripts. The arrays built themselves before her mental eye, and she cast her first original spell.
A spell that would inscribe runes onto a surface – any surface – in the shape and size and array she had in mind. The blade before her squeaked as the spell inscribed, rune by rune, the arrays and circles Liane had in mind, Milor watching in silent disbelief while she worked.
Finally, the spell finished. Liane looked the results of her work over. She nodded, flipping the blade over, and repeating the process on the other side. Finally, she nodded once more, deigning her work 'acceptable'.
“Now, to power it,” she muttered to herself. Milor still heard her, yet remained silent when it became obvious that Liane was not finished.
Holding the sword with the blade away from her, so that the handle was prominently in her vision, Liane focused her mind and magic, and startled whispering spells. The handle deformed, changing shape and form and function, before settling into the design Liane needed.
Once more, she nodded, grabbing the cross-guard in one hand, the handle in another, and twisted, unscrewing the handle. It detached easily from the cross-guard, and Liane reached into her robes to pull out a power token. Slipping it into the handle, now that there was room for one, she twisted the handle back on the sword.
The runes and glyphs and magical symbols on the blade flashed once, then died down. The young MagicWarper nodded, then cast a single spell. The runes flashed bright red, before returning to their inert state. A smile appeared on her face.
“No Mage will be able to use the metal of this blade for as long as there is power in the token, My Lord. As an added bonus, the weapon will also be highly resistant to all other forms of magic – although the power token will drain very quickly if you use it for a shield,” she explained as she sheathed the sword and handed it back in the same formal fashion in which she had received it.
Milor accepted it, drew the blade far enough to look at the runes, blinked twice, then looked at her. “You have placed a non-permanently powered enchantment on my blade, My Lady?” he whispered in a tone devoid of emotion.
She felt her heart skip a beat at his tone. “Yes, My Lord?” she asked, unsure of whether he was actually angry or not.
He sheathed it. “I will never comment about the previous swords ever again, My Lady. I thank you from the bottom of my heart,” he said, back straight and head high. “Thank you.”
“Y-you're welcome, My Lord,” she said. Surely, it wasn't that big of a deal, was it? It had taken her ten minutes of work with an inscription spell of her own design, some metal manipulation, and a power token.
“I see you are confused, My Lady,” he said. “Allow me to explain. Enchanted blades, with the same kinds of protections you have so easily given to me, cost one hundred times the price of a regular blade. They're considered heirlooms for a very good reason.” He half-unsheathed the blade, admiring the designs once more. “They take a long time to inscribe, normally.”
“I have designed that spell myself, My Lord. I hold the pattern in my mind, and the spell inscribes it onto the surface I am focusing on. Proctor knows the spell, but is unable to maintain the array in her mind, so she needs to go symbol by symbol, rune by rune. It takes a lot longer that way. I believe it is my memory that allows me to do this,” she explained, glad that he was appreciative of her work.
Milor sheathed the sword. “Your secret will be safe with me, My Lady.”
Liane smiled gratefully. “Thank you, My Lord. It is quite likely I will become a professional enchantress, and I would not like my secrets getting out before I had a chance to use them.”
“I understand completely, My Lady,” her friend answered. “I find myself curious about your Proctor's masterpiece, however.”
“It's an enchanted tank, made of glass, which can display the weather patterns desired by the user, My Lord. A simple breeze, a downpour of rain, all the way up to the most powerful hurricanes,” Liane explained. “I have been studying air and weather quite heavily this past year. Proctor has taken to using my excellent memory to retrieve information rather than spend hours looking up a detail in a book.”
“Quite a challenge,” Milor noted. “Have you been coping with that role, My Lady?”
Liane shrugged it off. “My memory can only improve because of it, My Lord. Perhaps, if you are interested, I could demonstrate the project to you? It is not completely finished yet, so I won't be able to show you the really impressive things that it will be able to do later on.”
Milor didn't need to think about that. After what he'd seen her do to his sword in the space of ten minutes, he wasn't about to pass up an opportunity such as that. “Of course, My Lady. Please show the way.”
Liane kept up a steady explanation of the magic and theories involved as they walked to the rooms she shared with Cassandra. The door opened at her presence, and she showed Milor inside.
“This is it, My Lord,” Liane said, reverently, stepping up to one of the desks. Standing on the surface was a glass tank, the edges of which, where the glass plates connected, were lined with strings of magical symbols. The tank itself rested on a black pedestal, a slanting surface holding more runes which, Milor assumed, would allow the user to demonstrate the various weather patterns inside the tank.
To his surprise, however, the bottom of the tank was filled with sand. “Sand, My Lady?”
Liane nodded, and pressed one rune on the slanting surface of the pedestal. “This is a gentle breeze, about five kilometers an hour. The wind itself is invisible, but the sand moves, showing that the air inside the tank is indeed moving.”
Milor stared inside, seeing some of the small grains of sand move. “Interesting, My Lady. Very interesting.”
When she pushed another rune, the top of the tank became cloudy, and rain drizzled down, wetting down the sand. One by one, Liane showed Milor through the various settings, including one where the clouds were black as night and lightning flashed.
“The protection runes aren't fully developed yet, My Lord,” Liane explained as she shut down the device. “That is why I did not go beyond a mediocre wind-speed. The wind generates enormous air-pressure, and if we are unable to create the correct protection matrix, we'll shatter the tank.”
“I am very impressed, My Lady,” Milor said, studying the device from all angles. “I do find myself worried about the power required, however.”
“We are using a type B power token, My Lord. The power requirements are indeed substantial,” Liane replied, flipping open an access panel on the back of the pedestal, showing a power token that was about five times the size of a regular token.
“I would be very interested in seeing it when it is finished, My Lady,” Milor said. “It is bound to be impressive when you are able to generate hurricanes and tornadoes.”
“I would be more interested in knowing why you have brought someone here, Assistant,” Cassandra's voice rang from the doorway. “And a boy, at that.”
“I was merely demonstrating your masterpiece to my friend, Proctor,” Liane said, flinching a bit at the hard tone of her Proctor's voice.
Cassandra nodded, then cast a spell at Liane, who suddenly glowed green for half a second. “At least your virtue is still intact, Assistant.”
The young girl blushed spectacularly, feeling mortified. She looked at the walls, the floors, the ceiling, everywhere – as long as she didn't need to look at her Proctor or her friend, who was blushing as hard as she was.
“Really, Assistant, bringing a boy to your room. Quite forward of you,” Cassandra added in. Turning to Milor, she said, “I hope My Lord can forgive my forward nature, but I needed to chastise my Assistant for being quite foolish.”
Liane could only glance at her friend. “O-of course, My Lady,” Milor muttered in reply, blushing as hard as Liane was. “It was my error. I asked about the masterpiece, and when I was invited for a viewing, I did not stop to consider the consequences.”
“My foolish young Assistant should have known better than to bring a boy to our rooms, My Lord,” Cassandra waved his concern off. “It is not proper for a young lady and a young gentleman to be in the young lady's private rooms without proper supervision.”
“Proctor! We're twelve!” Liane protested.
“All the more reason, Assistant. Your hormones should start kicking in. Remember our discussion about growing up?” Cassandra asked, lifting an eyebrow.
Liane's blush, which had been receding, returned to full vengeance as she recalled the lecture about growing up, and all other kinds of grown-up things. “Now, what reason did you have to discuss my masterpiece? I'm sure you should know that such research is supposed to be kept secret?”
“I did My Lord a favor,” Liane began to explain. She motioned to Milor's sword. “My Lord, may I?”
Milor just nodded, grabbed the scabbard, and pulled it out for her. She reached over, and drew the sword. “I enchanted My Lord's sword, which got us talking about the magical symbols, and the spell I developed for rapid inscription, which in turn brought us to your masterpiece. I'm sorry, Proctor. I should not have...”
Cassandra stopped her with a wave of her hand, and looked the sword over. “Excellent work, Assistant. The arrays are configured perfectly for a defense against metal manipulation. The sword will also be highly resistant to other schools of magic, although not as efficiently as it will be against metal manipulation. Excellent work.” She looked up, and motioned for Liane to return Milor's sword.
“Now, I believe My Lord will have to leave. We need to get ready for Elemental Magic,” the older girl finished. Milor nodded, bid his goodbyes, and fled as fast as he could without making it appear as if he were actually fleeing.
“Proctor...” Liane whispered.
“It is one of the advantages of being a Proctor,” Cassandra said, dropping onto her bed with a satisfied smile, “to be able to embarrass your Assistant when she is caught with her first boyfriend.”
“My Lord is my friend!” Liane screeched.
Cassandra just chuckled.
“You're mean, Proctor,” the young girl muttered as she sat down on her own bed.
“And you have a boyfriend, Assistant,” the older girl replied, chuckling again when Liane huffed and turned her back to Cassandra. “Come, Assistant. You can pout during Elemental Magic.”
Liane gave no verbal reply as she grabbed her books and utensils and put them in her bag. Elemental Magic would at least allow her to get rid of some frustration.
*****
Cassandra walked through the entrance gate of the Kirian Academy of Magic, knowing, even without drawing on the bond, where her wayward third-year Assistant would be. Crossing the road, she turned and looked at the younger girl, who was, once more, studying the entrance to the school.
“Am I required to remind you what day it is, Assistant?” Cassandra asked, injecting just a tiny note of amusement into her voice, while glancing down at the small notebook Liane was noting things in.
“I am aware what day it is today, Proctor,” Liane replied with the same tone. Her Decorum was improving.
She looked up at her Proctor. “Do you know what signs these are, Proctor? I have been unable to find any reference to them. Maybe I have missed something,” she then said, holding out the notebook in which she had been writing the symbols she was studying.
Despite herself, Cassandra took the notebook, and glanced at the list of symbols – all of which were unknown to her. “Sometimes I wish I had your skill at reading these signs while active, Assistant,” she said. “Unfortunately, I don't know those symbols either, and I am quite certain that I haven't seen them before.”
Liane nodded to herself, as if confirming her thoughts. “That's unfortunate, Proctor,” she whispered. “I had hoped to finally find out for certain what they mean.” She flipped a few pages in the notebook Cassandra was still holding.
“I think I was able to deduce their meaning from the context, however,” Liane went on. The same symbols were repeated and more runes were there to present the context, as well as a likely interpretation.
Cassandra was silent for ten long minutes as she read through the page. “I cannot find fault with your theories, Assistant. Unfortunately, I can't confirm them right now. More research would be required.” She handed the notebook back. “I am here to make sure you are present, and on time. Please accompany me.”
Liane gave an almost imperceptible sigh, closed her notebook, filed everything away, and nodded. “I am ready, Proctor.”
“Good,” Cassandra said, walking back to the Academy, Liane half a pace behind her right shoulder, her proper spot as an Assistant. She had learned much these last three years – especially after her first, botched, duel, and Cassandra had taken it upon herself to make sure the horrid performance would not be repeated.
Being an Assistant, yet forced to act as if at Master Level, had made Liane deduce things for herself, think things through, and look behind the words spoken to her.
Cassandra was a truly frightening person when angered, and those first few months after Liane’s disastrous duel she had been nearly constantly angry. Liane had been pushed harder and faster than she had wanted to go, but had been forced to go.
As they entered the room they had shared for the last three years, Liane became acutely aware that this would be the last time they would do so. Cassandra had been awarded her mastership yesterday, and today she would stand before the jury and defend her Assistant, proclaiming her ready to graduate.
Liane swallowed. “Proctor?” she asked, even though they were in private and would usually revert to a more relaxed form of Decorum.
“Yes, Assistant?” Cassandra replied, answering in kind.
“Thank you for everything, Proctor. I would not be who and what I am today without you,” the younger girl replied, taking a deep breath against the welling emotions – and the push of her magic, trying to change her emotional control. She disliked how her magic, ever increasing in strength, was pushing her ever more. “I also would like to... once more... apologize for my near disastrous duel last year. I shamed and dishonored you, and hope that, in time... you will be able to forgive me.”
Cassandra was silent, and looked at her Assistant for close to thirty seconds, seconds the younger girl started to fidget in. “Sit down, Assistant,” she finally said, sitting down on her well-made bed, and motioning for the free space on it for her assistant to sit on.
Liane sat.
“Assistant,” Cassandra began, then corrected herself. “Liane. For the last three years you have been my Assistant. You have helped me with my work, helped me study, and helped me research. You were there when I needed to speak, and you were there when I didn’t. You were a brilliant student, able to pick up on things with half a word and a small application of magic. True, for the first part of our time together, you focused on your magic to the detriment of everything else, culminating in you nearly getting yourself killed – while managing to limit the damage to the honor of both yourself and myself.”
Liane shrank in on herself. “However,” Cassandra went on, “I corrected my teaching methods, forcing you to behave as an Assistant of a Master-level student ought to behave. I made you think, rather than read and accept what was told to you. I quizzed you constantly, and I made you do the exercises I, myself, had to make. And even though you hated me for it, it has made you the best I could make you, and I believe I have upheld my statement of making you into a formidable mage – a fact I hope will be apparent next year, when you will be officially graded.”
Liane thought about next year, her fourth, where she would finally be allowed to do homework for herself, and participate in tests and exams. She was quite looking forward to it.
“Liane, I am proud to have been your Proctor, and I officially forgive you,” Cassandra finished.
The young assistant bit her bottom lip, trying to hold herself from crying. She pushed back at her pushing magic. It calmed. “Thank you, Proctor,” she finally whispered.
“You are welcome, Assistant.” Cassandra stood up, and motioned for the bathroom-suite. “Come, let us get you ready for your graduation.”
“Yes, Proctor.” Liane got up to follow Cassandra. “Proctor?”
“I believe I taught you to use my first name in private,” Cassandra said with a faint smile.
“I never hated you, Cassandra. I was exhausted, and disliked the many, many hours, but I never hated you.”
Cassandra’s smile widened a bit. “I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “Come, show me, one last time, what you have learned about clothing and make-up in regards to a formal ceremony.”
Liane nodded and walked to the mirror. “I can still remember teaching you about formal robes and makeup for your first formal dinner,” Cassandra whispered as Liane started to disrobe. “And now I feel so old – having graduated, and about to graduate you as my first formal act as a Master.”
Liane pulled her formal robes out of cabinet, and started to dress herself. “Time has flown, Cassandra,” she said, a bit quietly. “I can still remember coming to the Academy, and being named The MagicWarper, and the problems that caused.”
“It was also the day you met me, so you can either count it as a curse or a blessing,” the older girl told her Assistant. Liane chose not to reply, save shooting an angry glance at Cassandra, making her chuckle.
*****
“I, Cassandra Airmistress, Master of the Element of Air, hereby state with conviction that my Assistant, Liane the MagicWarper, has learned with satisfaction the basic necessities for graduation to the next level. I am willing to stake my reputation and honor on her success, and will answer to any challenge given to both her and me in regards to this graduation.”
The large table housed ten members, to reflect the Council of Ten, the ruling body of the Kirian Nation. In the center seat sat the Lord Master of the Kirian Academy upon a golden chair, representing the most important seat on the Council of Ten – the seat of the Emperor.
The Lord Master peered at both Liane and Cassandra. “You proclaim your Assistant to be of sufficient knowledge and skill to graduate, My Lady,” he spoke on a level tone. That same horrible power that had scared her magic into submission all those years ago was still present, and Liane could feel it wrap itself around her throat. She was not, however, the same girl that was once cowed, and she swallowed, grabbing hold of her magic at the same time. It tightened in her chest, and the effects of the Lord Master’s mere presence receded. “We of the Grand Jury are duty and honor bound to challenge this claim. Step forward, Assistant.”
Liane took a deep breath, took two paces, and stopped; now one-and-a-half paces in front of Cassandra. “Assistant,” the Lord Master spoke, addressing her for the first time. The effects of his magic were more pronounced now that his focus was entirely upon her. Her magic tightened without her telling it to. She wished she could stroke it in thanks. “We of the Grand Jury have been aware of your progress, and of the difficulties you have faced. We wish you to know that none of us here are unsympathetic towards you.”
“However, it is our duty to make sure that you have indeed learned and mastered the necessary skills required for graduation to Apprentice. Please perform for us the following spells, and contain them for study.”
As Liane was given a list, she performed the spells one by one, holding them right before the final push that would cause them to take hold, so that the Lords and Ladies of the Grand Jury could study the spell. She performed flawlessly, as she knew she would. Cassandra had drilled her well, and she had learned how to manipulate spells in her mind, increasing the speed with which she could learn from books.
Next to the Lord Master sat one of the Lady Doctorii of the Academy. Liane was asked about basic magical theory, theory that she had mastered long ago, and once again, she answered without falter. She silently thanked her excellent memory.
One by one, the members of the jury challenged her, asking her questions, making her perform magic. So subtle were they that she did not realize what they were doing until the final member asked her, straight-out, a question she knew came straight from one of the advanced books she had studied for Cassandra.
A book Cassandra had used as a reference for her masterpiece, and a book which Liane had been forced to memorize so that Cassandra need only ask her for a specific detail rather than go to the book and look it up.
While Liane answered the question, it became subtly obvious that the Docstoris had not expected her to answer correctly. As the members of the Grand Jury glanced at each other at her correct response, Liane became aware of the total silence in the large room. There were lots of people present, invitees by the other Proctors and Assistants, officials from the Kirian government, spectators from the school, students who liked to see the celebrities of the Kirian Academy in action.
All the way during the examination, a faint buzzing had been audible as people breathed, shuffled, and whispered faintly to each other.
However, as her questions progressed, the buzzing had stopped, everyone focusing entirely upon the tiny speck of a girl, this Assistant, who was answering with a clear voice and without falter.
Repressing the urge to shuffle, she kept silent and her eyes focused upon her last examiner, who had now turned back to face her. “That was my only question, My Lady. Please accept my congratulations. Honesty compels me to state that I had not expected you to answer it correctly.”
“Thank you, My Lord. It is entirely thanks to my Proctor that I was able to. Winds, Tornadoes, Storms and various Air Masteries was one of the reference works for my Proctor’s masterpiece, along with Air and Tranquility, the Air and Weather
trilogy, and Air: the plentiful element.”
She had not been expected to answer the unasked question, but it was obvious the Doctoris appreciated her doing so. He leaned forward a little, and stared straight into her eyes. “One would not normally expect an Assistant to be able to comprehend everything her Proctor is doing, My Lady. I find myself even more impressed.”
“Thank you, My Lord. I merely assisted Proctor with her every task, and she was kind enough to devote significant amounts of her time in teaching me what I needed to know in order to be able to do so,” Liane answered, honestly.
The examiner looked over Liane’s shoulder, to Cassandra, before focusing his gaze back on Liane. “I understand better now, My Lady.” He looked at his fellow members of the Grand Jury. “I do not think we need a secret ballot, My Lords and Ladies.”
The Lord Master nodded. “I quite agree, My Lord. All in favor of graduation?”
Ten hands went up. “By the office invested in me as Lord Master of the Kirian Academy, I hereby proclaim you graduated, My Lady. Congratulations.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane said, dipping a curtsy. “My Lords and Ladies,” she said to the other members, taking a step and a half back, standing next to Cassandra rather than behind her. She was graduated now, and already she could feel the Proctor-Assistant bond start to unravel.
The ceremony went on for four more hours, the other Proctors proclaiming their Assistants ready. All of them faltered at some point, and the final examiner never again needed to pull out a question he thought was unanswerable. All Assistants still graduated.
After the ceremony, Cassandra pulled Liane to one side. “You are no longer my Assistant, My Lady. Congratulations. You have done well, and exceeded all expectations.”
“It is entirely thanks to you, My Lady,” Liane answered, feeling odd to call her ‘My Lady’ after three years of calling her ‘Proctor’ or ‘Cassandra’ when in private. “I could not have done it without you.”
“I merely brought out what was already inside, My Lady,” Cassandra said, reaching into her robes, and pulling out a wrapped parcel. “I wish to give you a graduation present. Open this when you have mastered the element of air next year. It is a book I have copied out of my own notes, and it includes a few spells I believe you will find most instructive and informative.”
“Thank you, My Lady,” the former Assistant said, gratitude shining in her eyes. “Thank you. For everything.”
Cassandra dipped her head. “Your help has been invaluable these last three years, and I know that no small measure of my success in graduating as a Master is thanks to you, My Lady. Thank you.”
Liane didn’t really know how to respond to that, and just smiled.
After the reception, Liane made her way to the rooms she used to share with Cassandra, and started to do a final check on her possessions, making sure that everything had been packed. Her body continued to grow at a considerable pace, yet thankfully, the Academy kept providing clothing for her, and as such, her allowance had allowed her to purchase a few select items for herself.
Her allowance. Liane checked her reflection in the mirror, seeing how her subtle makeup had been halfway smeared by her undressing, and stared into her own eyes. Her allowance, she reflected once more, it would increase now that she had graduated as an Assistant. She would study to become an Apprentice now. And maybe she would be as good as Cassandra kept telling her she was, and she’d earn the coveted top spot in the student rankings for her studies to become a full mage.
Cassandra had been a top student. However, she had not been the top student. There were only three Prime Students, one chosen for fifth year, the person with the highest score of all the fourth year students. One was chosen for seventh year, with the highest scores of all the sixths years. And one was chosen for the Master Level, during the eighth year, the highest graduating score of all the Mages who applied for a master title.
Being one of the three brought tremendous honor, not to mention some serious advantages. Being a Prime Student allowed for priority access to all the teachers, allowed for the reservation of books in the library, and best of all, allowed for some limited access to the Lord Master's own time.
Daydreaming, Liane did not realize she was no longer alone in the room, and flinched when a glass with amber liquid filled her vision. “Proctor!?” Liane protested, by force of habit.
“I’ve graduated, and you've been promoted. I think that you have earned the right to call me by my name, don’t you, Liane?” Cassandra asked with a faint smile on her lips, still holding the glass out to Liane. “Besides, I managed to get these rooms assigned to us for one night longer. Judging by the lack of reaction, I am not the first nor will I be the last to have such a request. Now, drink up. We’re celebrating.”
Liane took the glass, and sipped it. “I have the feeling you’re trying to get me drunk, Cassandra.”
“Because you are so cute when you are drunk, Liane,” Cassandra said with a faint grin.
Grimacing, the younger girl shook her head. “I don’t find it as funny as you do,” she protested.
“And hence the lesson I tried to teach has finally been taught,” the older girl said with a chuckle. “Now you know to avoid being drunk.”
Liane shrugged, and sipped. “I don’t have to work magic tonight,” she said, “I don’t want to have holes burned in my mind, either, but I won’t turn down a second glass.”
Cassandra nodded. “Good.” She sat down, and flicked the amber liquid in her own glass down her throat with a practiced ease that made Liane contemplate her envy. “Now, it’s our last night here. Let’s spend it by having a good time together, for one last time. And I think I want to start things off by knowing what had you pondering your own reflection so deeply that you failed to notice me until I shoved a glass of whiskey in your face.”
Liane grimaced once more, and sat down on her own bed, facing Cassandra. “Lots of things, Cassandra. Thinking about being promoted, what it meant, and where to go from here. And where I want to go.”
“You want to be strong enough to protect yourself,” the older girl said, remembering her young former charge’s dream.
Liane nodded. “And I want to be Prime Student.”
“Oh? Which time?” Cassandra asked, lifting an eyebrow.
The younger girl smiled slightly. “Every time.”
Cassandra sat upright. “Ambitious,” she noted as she stared at the young former Assistant.
She shrugged stubbornly. “I still want to be Prime Student.”
“If there’s someone who can do it, it would be you,” the new Master commented finally. “If you can tame your magic, you can tame yourself. Just remember who put you on that path, and continue to work as hard, if not harder, than you are now.” She refilled her glass, and topped off Liane’s. “And look me up when you are a Master. I believe we will have some interesting discussions then.”
Liane nodded. “It’s a deal, Cassandra.”
The two sat and drank for a few minutes, each in their own silence, thinking their own thoughts, contemplating the future that awaited them. “Have you given much thought to the runes yet, Liane?” Cassandra finally asked. “I cannot help but wonder at their meaning since you have shown me your observations before the ceremony.”
The younger girl shook her head. “I’ve been busy with the ceremony, and everything that entails. I was thinking about studying them more in-depth in the coming year.”
“You’ll be taking Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols, then?”
The younger girl nodded. “I’ll start with General Applications, as well as Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols, and Transmutation & Alchemy. When those are finished for my sixth year, I’ll take an Assistant, and start on Rituals & Ceremonies, Blood Magic, and maybe a course in Hexes & Curses. Rituals and Blood Magic are only one-year courses, they’ll be done by my seventh year, and I’ll tackle Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore, having filled all the prerequisites.”
Cassandra let out an appreciative whistle despite herself. “That’s an impressive list, Liane. If you can pull it off – and you probably will, I know you well enough – I’d urge you to reconsider taking an Assistant.”
Liane blinked. She never would have guessed her former Proctor to counsel against taking an Assistant. “May I ask why?” she asked, a little brusquely.
Cassandra nodded, then lay down on her bed, staring at the ceiling. “You will be taking an impressionable ten-year-old, and guiding her through the lands of magic. You will teach her how to learn, you will teach her how to behave, and you will teach her what to do and when. Speaking from experience, it is amazing the amount of influence a Proctor has over her Assistant. When I see how you act now, compared to how you acted when you first came to be my Assistant, the change is remarkable.”
Liane nodded, and remained silent. Cassandra went on after a few seconds, having collected her thoughts. “I know how much you have learned, simply because I was there when you learned it. And in most cases, I taught you myself. With the plans you have told me, you will be taking an Assistant, and she will learn. I know you, Liane. You will only accept the very best, and any girl who becomes your Assistant and manages to stick by you, will learn just as well as you do. You will teach her, and she will learn. By the time she is graduated from being your assistant, she will be intimately familiar with the most dangerous and powerful paths of magic available at this Academy.”
Cassandra turned her head and looked at Liane rather than the ceiling now. “I do not believe that an Assistant is ready for being exposed to Blood Magic, Alchemy, and most definitely not the Deep Secrets. There is a reason why those arts are called ‘Deep Secrets’. Even if I did break this myself and took Blood Magic in your first year, I did try to shield you from its more powerful aspects.”
Liane was quiet. “I see,” she finally whispered. She remained quiet, and Cassandra allowed her to think things through. “I’ll need to think about this a lot more,” she finally decided. “I still have two more years of study before the possibility presents itself.”
“Good, you’re starting to think for yourself,” Cassandra said with a faint grin. “Regardless of what you choose, I am sure that you will do what you feel is right.” She refilled her glass, and held out the bottle. “Come, let’s forget about work and enjoy our drink.”
Liane allowed her glass to be topped off once more.
The next morning, she blinked her eyes open and stared at the underside of the desk. A dull groan escaped her lips when pain shot from her head through her entire body.
“Good morning, Liane!”
Cassandra’s voice knifed through her head, making her feel like her brain was going to come out through her ears and wipe that totally inappropriate grin off of Cassandra’s face. “I hate you, Proctor,” she declared flatly, pain and discomfort making her revert to established patterns.
The new Master held up a small bottle filled with a glow-in-the-dark liquid. “If you really hate me, I guess I will need to pour this hangover cure down the drain.”
Liane was up with speed and agility belying her condition, and grasped the bottle from Cassandra’s hand, a reaction which had the older girl grinning. The former assistant downed the entire contents in what seemed like a single gulp. “I love you, Cassandra,” she ended up declaring as her headache and physical discomforts vanished.
Cassandra just laughed. Loudly.
*****
“You are still failing, My Lady,” Milor said as he slowly approached Liane. They had graduated as Assistants a month earlier, and were now taking advantage of the summer vacation and Liane's lack of a Proctor-induced heavy workload to work on their mock-battles and on exchanging magic.
She was glad for the chance to learn new magic from him, and he was glad to have her company. Even though he was technically free to do as he pleased, students at the Academy were required to stay at the Academy, even during breaks. Returning home was a sure-fire way to give away a person's background – which would cause a person to break the Rules of Equality.
Currently, Liane was on the ground, on all fours, smoke rising from her body. Thankfully, she had gotten to the point where her magic no longer ripped her clothes off when she blocked a spell, but that did not mean it hurt any less. Drawing a deep breath, she pushed herself upright, before getting off her knees and back onto her feet. In her chest, her magic whimpered, as if echoing the pain in her body.
“Death Magic requires focus, My Lady,” Milor went on when he was right in front of her. “I don't know how you control your elements, but it seems to be very different from Death Magic.”
Recognizing the implied question, Liane started to explain. “Elemental Manipulation requires control, My Lord. One uses one's magic to control the element one wishes to shape, then manipulate the element into the proper shape and size.”
Her friend nodded. “That sounds like domination, My Lady,” he said, sounding thoughtful.
Liane thought for a few seconds. “It could be construed as such, My Lord. Although domination would imply a level of mastery that only the very best Mages have, it is accurate enough a description.”
Milor nodded. “Death Magic cannot be dominated, My Lady. It cannot even be controlled in the strictest sense of the word. Death Magic requires a union with one's magic, a symbiotic relationship that allows a Warlock to set a goal, then allow the magic to complete said goal. One cannot force Death, nor can one dominate it. Should you push too hard, you will find the spell destabilizing and exploding, as your every attempt has shown.”
Liane's face twitched for just a second. Short, but not short enough, as Milor noticed it. “It may mean I cannot use this branch of magic, My Lord,” she finally spoke. “As my... unique... constitution requires a level of control over my magic at all times, it may mean that Death Magic may be beyond me.”
“That is... most unfortunate, My Lady,” Milor said after a few seconds of silence. “However, before we declare this lost, we should make sure.” He stepped back to his previous position, on the other side of the medium-sized open-space laboratory on the top floor of the laboratory building. It was used regularly for spell research, as evidenced by the many runes visible to Liane's magic sight.
She had spent hours working on this, the most basic of the Warlock's Death Magic spells, deconstructing the theory behind it and rebuilding it to be used with her unstable magical abilities. And even though the theory was one hundred percent sound, the spell still exploded when she tried to cast it. It was maddening and infuriating.
Closing her eyes, she started to shape her magic, feeling it sift and move under her control as she called upon the spell Milor had demonstrated dozens of times. Words rolled off her lips as her mind and magic took shape, forming a ball of blackened light in her right hand, wavering and spitting as it did so.
Taking a deep breath, Liane tried to let go of the drive to control her magic, the domination she had been trying to establish since the first day of her training at the Academy. Trying to let her magic shape things for itself was new to her, something she resisted with all of her strength. The power in her chest felt as if it roared, a caged animal suddenly receiving freedom.
Her magic was unstable, it was powerful, and it was dangerous. Her own magic scared her even as she used it day in and day out. Feeling her control starting to slip, she resisted the urge to grab control over her magic once more, and the wavering ball of blackness forming in her hand started to stabilize.
Her magic whistled like high-speed winds as it formed the required spell on its own, and for a fleeting moment, Liane thought that she would actually crack the problem.
Her freed magic slipped through her grasp, bent on its freedom, and coming to the sudden realization that it had absolutely no clue on what to do with said freedom. Something in her chest gave way like a tearing muscle, and the spell detonated, throwing her back against the wall, pain lashing through her. Her very mind and body felt as if they were put ablaze, and a scream of pain made its way past her unresisting lips.
The blackness receded as fast as it had come, and she blinked the spots away from her vision, finding herself in control over her body fast enough to prevent herself from completely falling to the floor. Instead, she sagged slowly, not wanting, nor caring, to look at herself smoking with the remnants of a failed spell being blocked by her ever-shifting magic.
She was grateful that, as long as she had magic left, it would protect her, even if it caused her pain and drained her. “It seems that experiment went better, My Lady,” Milor said, lowering himself in front of her so she could look at him without having to lift her head. She was grateful for the consideration, as she wasn't even sure she could lift her head if she had wanted to do so.
“It still... malfunctioned, My Lord,” Liane whispered, her lungs burning painfully, reminding her of having run herself to exhaustion in her first life, the life she had before coming to the Academy. She was truly dry now, her last magic gone in an effort to shield her from her own backfiring spell. “And I am completely empty now.”
“After five failed spells, I am not surprised, My Lady,” Milor replied gently. “Truth compels me to note that I did not expect you to get up after your first spell failed. Had such a spell failed in such a manner for anyone else, they would have required a stay in the hospital. It appears that you are able to protect yourself – even if only for a limited time and with limited alternatives.”
Liane nodded, trying to catch her breath – and get rid of the pain flashing through her body. “It hurts like nothing I have ever felt, My Lord. However, my magic seems to be able to... divert... if I may use that word... damage away from me. It is getting better at it, too, as the first time ripped my clothes off.”
Milor blinked, and flushed slightly at the memory of her second year. He had witnessed the battle between herself and the Lord Fylian Earthworker, which had resulted in her hospitalized, and her magic ripping off one of her sleeves in order to stop a Death Magic finishing spell. He remembered her bared arm. In a society which kept everything below the neck covered up, a bared arm had been... tantalizing.
“My apologies, My Lady,” he apologized, as if trying to ask forgiveness for his inappropriate thoughts.
“My Lord?” she asked, not really understanding what he was apologizing for.
“I have witnessed you in an inappropriate moment. It felt prudent to apologize once more, My Lady,” he replied with a faint smile.
She almost pulled her right hand into her sleeve. Almost, but not quite. There was a twitch, though, and it was not lost on Liane nor Milor. “I shall forgive you, My Lord,” she finally said. “Under the condition that you do not indulge your perversions in the future,” she finished with a mild teasing toward her friend.
Milor lifted an eyebrow, yet said nothing, causing Liane to glare slightly at him. “And if I may remind My Lord, he has yet to teach me how to lift one eyebrow.”
“One merely lifts one eyebrow, My Lady,” he replied by way of explanation. “May I enquire as to what courses you will be taking?”
She sighed audibly and visibly. “One day, you will teach me that, My Lord,” she answered. “May I enquire about your choices?”
Milor smiled faintly. “If I may remind My Lady, I asked first.”
“I do not feel like answering your question until you have answered mine, My Lord. After all, you have never taught me how to lift one eyebrow.”
“As I have said on multiple occasions, one merely lifts one eyebrow, My Lady,” he replied with a faint trace of amusement, demonstrating the theory. It was a nice little game between them, a reminder of their friendship that they could joke even while under the confines of the Decorum. “As to your inquiry, I will be taking the Warlock Combat Arts, as they are mandatory and I have no intention of leaving the Academy as of yet. I will also be taking General Applications.”
Liane blinked, then kept staring at him. As the silence built, Milor fidgeted slightly. “I will probably take Hexes and Curses as well, My Lady.”
She rubbed her eyes at the lack of response she got from her friend. “Allow me to explain the courses I will be taking, My Lord. Firstly, there is Elemental Magic, the Mages' mandatory course. In addition, I will be taking Transmutation & Alchemy, General Applications, and Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols for my fourth and fifth years. Then I will take Rituals & Ceremonies and Blood Magic for my sixth year. As soon as Blood Magic and Rituals & Ceremonies are completed, I will go for Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore for my seventh and eighth year.”
Milor's mouth snapped closed with a sharp note as his teeth clapped together. “That is... an impressive list, My Lady. One I do not think many students will follow you in.”
“There will be at least one, My Lord. I am planning on taking an Assistant during Year Six.”
Milor remained silent as he thought about what she had said. “Allow me to recapitulate, My Lady. You are planning on making an effort to learn the most potent and restricted magic known to us.”
“That is correct, My Lord.”
“And you are planning on taking an Assistant during said courses, My Lady,” he added on a calm tone.
“Once more, that is correct, My Lord.”
“That is a very... ambitious plan, My Lady,” he said, obviously judging his words. “May I ask whether you are certain about your level of success? There is, after all, no failure on individual subjects. Should you fail even one course, you will fail them all, and you will not be able to graduate to the next level.”
Liane was silent, resting her head against the wall propping up her back. “My former Proctor has taught me well, My Lord,” she finally answered, still staring at the ceiling. “For instance, I do not believe I have slept more than an average of four hours a night since my second year. She was determined to make me the best Mage at this Academy. I have too much respect for her and her hard work not to aim for the highest peaks.”
Milor nodding, taking a few seconds to think about the various statements. “Allow me to wish you luck, My Lady. Should you ever be in need of assistance in your endeavors, please do not hesitate to ask. I have the impression that, one day, it will be a great honor for me to be able to say that I was once of assistance to you.”
Liane fought down the blush that threatened to creep up on her cheeks. “Thank you, My Lord. Your generous offer will not be forgotten.”
Milor hopped to his feet, and held out a hand in a gesture to help her up. “We should go announce our decisions, My Lady.”
Liane placed her hand in his and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. With four hours of combat training a day, Milor had developed a lot of physical strength in his body. “We should, My Lord. Although I do believe I will shower first, if for no other reason but to get rid of the smell of sweat – and failed spell-residue.”
Milor gave a single chuckle. “I do believe that is a good plan, My Lady. Shall we meet in front of the administrative building in, let's say, twenty minutes?”
Liane thought it over for a few moments, then nodded. “I believe I will be able to make myself presentable in twenty minutes, My Lord,” she answered, finding it somewhat odd that he would want to meet up before going to announce their decisions for their elective courses to the administration. She decided not to ask, chalking it up to the strange things friends did, and departed from him without a further word, making her way to her own, single, room. She needed to shower. Badly.
After her shower, and a five-minute indulgence with her automatic hairbrush, Liane changed robes, before dumping her old ones in the hamper. It blurred, and vanished, only to reappear, empty. She paid it no attention, used to the workings of magic around her. She only needed to pay attention when something didn't happen, for that usually meant the item in question had used up its charge, and she needed to replace the power token to have it in working condition once more.
Crossing the courtyard to the administrative building, Liane thought back to her earlier conversation with her friend, and a small frown appeared on her forehead. She really didn't like the lack of courses he would be taking. She remembered how Cassandra had once told her that only few Nobles choose to put in added effort. Her friend didn't seem to be an exception, and Liane didn't like it. She wanted him to do better.
She didn't really know why she wanted him to do better, either.
Seeing him wait next to the entrance to the administrative building she was aiming for, she squared her shoulders, and made up her mind.
He was too polite to note that she was late. “Shall we go in, My Lady?” he asked politely.
She motioned instead to the beautiful silver fountain in the middle of the grassy courtyard. “If it would please My Lord, may we resume our conversation from this morning before we go and announce our decisions?”
He lifted an eyebrow, that infuriating motion she still couldn't perform despite countless hours spent in front of a mirror. “It seems you have something important you want to discuss, My Lady,” he said, looking intently at her, before shifting his attention to the fountain in question. It was another beautiful day at the Academy – thanks to the Sun Charm, it always was.
“I think it is of some importance, yes, My Lord,” she told him.
“We do have until four pm to make our decisions known,” he finally said, more to himself than to her. As they reached the fountain, he motioned. “What is so important, My Lady?” he asked.
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, starting to walk to one of the benches that lined the fountain, allowing them to sit and admire the unidentified sculpture. Made by an unknown mage of earlier times, there really wasn't a single line or figure that could be discounted in it. According to the plaque that identified it, the sculpture was supposed to signify 'magic to the wielder', and everyone was supposed to see something else in it. To Liane, it looked like a mess. Beautiful, but a mess.
“You wished to discuss something, My Lady?” Milor asked after they had stared at the sculpture in silence. They were not the only ones to do so – contemplating the fountain in silence was a reputable way of resolving difficult magical problems at the Academy.
“I wish to ask something, My Lord,” Liane said. “However, I do not wish for it to cause misconceptions between us.”
Milor was silent, and contemplated the sculpted fountain. For a moment, Liane wondered what he saw, when he replied, “Then the only advice I can give you is to think of your question, and move forward, My Lady. The only losing move is not to play. Make your decision on whether or not to pose your question, then stick to it.”
She nodded when he went on, “However, judging from the fact that you have asked me to join you, it seems to me that you have already made your decision, My Lady.”
Liane let out her breath. “My Lord, may I ask what guided you to your decision regarding your future courses?”
Milor's lips twitched. “Part of me should have known this would be your question, My Lady,” he answered. “However, as we are not allowed to discuss our backgrounds, I don't think I can give you an answer that would be satisfactory to you.” He turned to face her. “My only concern is to graduate as a Master Warlock, My Lady. The courses I take do not really matter for my future, and that is, unfortunately, all I can say about it. Please do not ask me further.”
Liane nodded, thinking about his answer. She focused her attention back on the sculpted fountain. It looked like a swan right now, before she lost the outline her mind had just spun, and it looked like a mess once more. This time, the mess was ugly, rather than beautiful. “I understand, My Lord, and thank you for telling me as much as you have.”
“You are welcome, My Lady,” he replied levelly. “However, I do not think that answer was satisfactory to you.”
She shrugged faintly. “You have explained your reasoning as well as you are allowed to, My Lord. However, I find it... disappointing... that you would choose the easy path.”
Milor remained silent, and contemplated the statue in front of them for a few moments. “May I ask in what way, My Lady? All that is required of me is to graduate as a Master Warlock. Why should I risk the remainder of my future by taking more subjects, subjects I can fail, which would jeopardize said future?”
Liane leaned back against the bench they were sitting on, and stared straight up, to the charmed blue sky and the charmed sun. “In the years I have been here, My Lord, I have seen wonders, and miracles, and feats of magic that boggle the mind, and I find myself wishing to be able to duplicate those feats. I do not know your future nor your background, My Lord, but whatever your future holds; do you not think it would be beneficial to know more than the mere basics?”
Milor remained silent. “That is a difficult question, My Lady, one I do not think I could answer without discussing more of my background,” he finally said after a lengthy contemplation.
Liane motioned to the sky. “Do you ever wonder, My Lord, how the sky can remain blue, and the sun can remain bright, when all the other magical appliances at the Academy require the use of power tokens?” She lifted her arm displaying the animated fire on her robes. “Or why my robes are animated while at the Academy and static outside of it?”
He frowned slightly, and looked up at the sky. “No, I have never wondered, My Lady. However, now that you have mentioned it, I find myself curious.”
“I know the answer from the lessons taken with my Proctor, My Lord,” Liane replied levelly. “If you wish to know, please join me in Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols.”
Milor was silent, then turned to face her. “You, My Lady, are an evil and manipulative Mage,” he said; his face calm but a curiously amused undertone in his voice.
“Thank you, My Lord.”
He chuckled. “Very well. I shall join you in that one course, My Lady.” Before she could say anything, he lifted one finger, and spoke, “BUT! That is the only course I will take in addition to the ones I had already planned on taking, and I will expect you to assist me during those two years so that I will pass. I will not risk my future because you have the notion that I should take more courses.”
She resisted the urge to pout. Sometimes her background came back with a vengeance. “We have an agreement, then, My Lord.”
He nodded sharply. “Very well. Let us go and announce our decisions, My Lady. I believe that, by the time we have done so, lunch will have been prepared, and I will need your assistance in explaining the basics of Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols to me.”
Liane nodded, and stood up before he could jump to his feet and offer her a hand up. Her body no longer hurt after ten minutes under a hot shower, but her magic was still low, and probably would remain so until she got in a good night's sleep. At least it was calm this way, and wouldn't bother her.
“I believe that you are trying to convince me to help you achieve an unfair advantage, My Lord,” she replied gently as they walked to the administrative building.
“If I may remind My Lady, I am not the one who had a Proctor who took her to this course once before, and therefore, already has intimate knowledge of the subject,” he replied without a twitch in his voice.
She chuckled once. “Your point is well received, My Lord.”
“As I thought it would be, My Lady,” Milor replied with a small smirk tugging at his lips.
They walked along in silence, Liane not giving him the satisfaction of replying to either his comment or his minor facial expression. Entering the administrative building, they made their way to the registration office on the top floor. Another dozen students were already present, standing in an orderly queue, waiting their turn.
It took no more than twenty minutes before their turn came up, and Milor gracefully allowed her to go first.
Seated in front of the administrative worker, Liane was given a list of available courses, and was requested to make her choice. Even though she already knew what she wanted to take, she still read it, double-checking her mental list against the physical one.
Available courses at the Kirian Academy of Magic:
Transmutation & Alchemy (2 years)
Rituals & Ceremonies (1 year)*
Healing & Nostrums (2 years)
Curses and Hexes (2 years)
General Applications (4 years)
Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols (2 years)
Wards, Shields & Magical Protections (2 years – requires following prerequisites: Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols)
Blood Magic (1 year)**
Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore (2 years – requires following prerequisites: Blood Magic, Rituals & Ceremonies, Transmutation & Alchemy, Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols)
* Rituals & Ceremonies requires the use of a wand
** Blood Magic requires the use of an athame
Liane filled in the sheet as she had decided previously. She wanted to be in the Lord Master's Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore class, and was willing to take the prerequisites to do so. General Applications was just plain common sense, as nearly everybody took it in order to be able to simplify their lives using magic, and Curses & Hexes was something she only needed to take if she wanted to be decent at protecting herself. Mock-fighting with Milor may help her, but that help would do her no good without any actual fighting spells. She had no interest in healing, or in wards and shields.
She ticked her choices for years four and five: Transmutation & Alchemy, General Applications (from years four to seven), and Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols, before handing her sheet back. Curses and Hexes would need to wait for years six through eight. She was running out of available time during years four and five.
The administrative worker scanned the list, and did not blink as she filed the form. “Your courses will be made available, My Lady. A book list will be made available to you, as will a recommended reading list. Class schedules will be determined in the next few days and the course list will be made available to you at the beginning of next week. Does My Lady have any questions?”
The phrase was stuffed with Decorum, but the rattling way in which the woman had spoken made it sound more like a rut than an actual expectation of Liane posing any questions.
“I have none at this moment, My Lady. My thanks for your assistance,” she replied, standing up, and nodding to the woman, before leaving the room. Milor had been admitted to another administrative worker, and Liane waited outside the administrative building for him to finish. He was not far behind her.
She turned, and looked at him, wishing she could lift an eyebrow in question.
He seemed to understand her gaze nonetheless, and said, “The answer to your question is yes, My Lady. I have signed up for Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols.”
Liane's lips formed a smile. “Thank you, My Lord.”
He stopped, forcing her to stop and turn to face him one more. “My Lady, I do believe I have fulfilled my part of the bargain we have struck. Would it now be possible for My Lady to answer the question she herself has posed me?”
Liane blinked, and looked sheepish. Her friend was annoyed with her – he only ever referred to her in the third person when he was annoyed. “My apologies, My Lord. It was not my intention to force you into anything you did not wish to do.” She motioned for the laboratory building. “Let us go to the library, My Lord, and I will do my best to explain the basic functions behind the ever-blue skies of the Academy.”
Milor nodded, mollified. “Very well, My Lady. Let us proceed.”
She guided him to the library using the shortest route she knew of – a little-known back passage in the laboratory building ending in a small wooden staircase that was not frequented as often as the main staircase, allowing them to descend into the basement, housing the impressive library of the Academy. Cutting across the first underground level to emerge at the giant staircase leading further down, Liane preceded down to the second level underground.
“My Lady?” Milor asked from behind her, causing her to halt and turn to face him.
“My Lord?”
“I do believe this particular level is off-limits to Initiate-level students, My Lady,” he said.
“I do believe that we are now Assistant-level students, My Lord,” Liane replied with a cheeky little smile. “Before, I was the Assistant to My Lady Proctor. As an Assistant, I had access to all works required for her studies.”
“I had forgotten we would be considered Assistant-level after handing in our study lists, My Lady,” he said, looking just as apologetic as he could while under Decorum. Liane dipped her head once, proceeded down the staircase to the second level, and opened the door. It did not refuse her, as Milor had halfway thought it would, and followed her.
He had never before been on this level, and chose to have a good look around. Liane, having spent hundreds of hours on these levels, had seen it all before. She patiently allowed him time to look around, remembering how she herself had felt when Mariam had taken her here for the first time – now so very long ago.
That reminded her; she needed to write to Mariam. Their last correspondence had been some time ago.
When Milor finally realized what he had been doing, and sent her a small yet sheepish look, Liane merely preceded him to a particular shelf without looking around, to withdraw a single book from sheer memory, barely glancing at the title.
She took it to one of the more secluded working areas near the back of the library, giving them both privacy and quiet, and Liane sat down at the first available table. Milor sat down in front of her, looking amused at how familiar she was with this part of the massive place. She pushed the book to him. “This is the book I first used to learn the basics of Runes, My Lord. I will try and teach you, for as long as you want me to.”
Liane took one sheet of paper from the stack supplied on the table, and a pen from her bag. She wrote, with beautiful calligraphic script, two lines of strange and unusual symbols onto the sheet, then turned it, and put it on top of the book, so it was facing Milor.
“These two lines are the basics upon which the charms, wards, shields, protections, and other enchantments of the entire Kirian Academy are based, My Lord,” Liane explained. “They do not make sense to you now. However, after a few lessons, you will begin to understand the meaning of them. For now, please allow me to explain in broad lines.”
Milor nodded, refusing to look at the symbols. Merely looking at them made a headache start to form. “Does My Lord know the difference between permanent and non-permanent enchantments?”
He told her that he did, indeed, know the difference. “Good,” Liane spoke. “That will make this easier, My Lord. As you know, permanent enchantments require a connection to a person in order to draw power. Non-permanent enchantments use a power token. However, there is a third category. This category is largely unknown, and not often talked about. These are enchantments that are permanent, without the need of a power token.”
“Like the ever-blue sky, My Lady?”
“Exactly, My Lord,” Liane said with a faint smile, glad to have an attentive student. “Wards and shields fall under this category as well. These enchantments draw their power directly from nature, from the environment, without the need of a power token, or the need of a connection. The reason they can do this is because of those two lines, My Lord.” She tapped the sheet between them. Despite his promise not to look, Milor looked. His brain felt like it was starting to grow within his skull, and he hurriedly looked away. The pressure ebbed away.
“This method is called anchoring, My Lord,” Liane said after a few seconds, as if trying to give him time to recover. “The anchor is a stone, the smallest possible size of which is one meter cubed, that is to say, a cube of one meter by one meter by one meter. The reason for its size is the number of runes required to create a successful anchor. The larger and more elaborate the shield or the effect, the larger an anchor is required, to be able to channel sufficient power to fuel the enchantments.”
“Hence the reason why it can only be used for large spells, My Lady?” Milor asked.
“Exactly, My Lord. Anchors are only used to power shields or wards or large spells over buildings, simply because the anchoring method in itself is inherently non-mobile. The anchor has to be buried.”
Milor seemed to think this over, before nodding. “I see,” he whispered. “Not only is it a massive stone, it must also be buried. That would indeed make it stationary, My Lady. Thank you for the explanation.”
“You are welcome, My Lord,” she answered.
*****
Liane sat, a thousand-page ancient book perched on her lap, on one of the benches facing the large silver fountain at the center of the Academy courtyard. Above her, the magical sun of the Sun Charm blazed.
It was yet another peaceful day at the Kirian Academy of Magic, yet Liane felt far from at peace. The tome was open on an advanced theory of transmutation, yet Liane was not reading it. Her eyes were fixed on the ever-shifting silver fountain.
Magic to the wielder, she thought bitterly as the fountain shower her shapes of grotesque horror, visions of such a terrifying nature that they struck fear and desperation into her heart. She sighed deeply, and looked away. The book in her lap had lost its appeal long ago, and she did not look at it.
Once more, she looked at the fountain. The unnatural horror had changed shapes. And Liane grit her teeth against the fear and loathing it inspired within her.
Why was it so difficult for her to use magic? Why did her magic constantly and determinately refuse to obey even the most basic of commands without the need of extended rewriting of magical spells that bothered on begging?
Never before did she realize how much she had depended on those she followed. No longer was there a Lady Mariam who would show her Runes, even though the Rules of Equality forbade it. No longer was there a Cassandra to be her Proctor to guide and teach her, and whose very presence and reputation would shield her. No longer did she have someone to share classes with.
For the first time, Liane felt the bitter loneliness that came with the extended and insular study-schedule she had been following for years. Her fellow Mages did not like her, in fact, they barely tolerated her, and with the loss of her Proctor, she no longer had the presence of an upper-year Mage to shield and protect her.
Her grades, those based on theoretical knowledge, were unrivaled. Her practical magic, those that she had time and preparation for, was firmly in the top five percent. Thanks to her need to dissect and rebuild each and every spell, she understood magic better than most, and it was thanks to her extended experience with it that she was able to do things none of her classmates could – if only she were given the time to write out the spells required.
Unfortunately, that was not always the case, especially during the more advanced classes she had elected to take. Runes, Glyph & Magical Symbols was her easiest class, her knowledge with those scripts having long-since passed the level needed to even pass the final exam of the course. Transmutation & Alchemy was a disaster, on the other hand. That course did not rely on set structures or rigid spells – it relied on art, on feeling.
It required the user to be aware of what an object was, and what the object would become – and every step of the way required subtle changes, subtle differences, in the way the magic was manipulated.
And Liane's unstable magic would rather see her blow herself up instead of obeying, it seemed.
After four months, she struggled even with the most basic of transmutation exercises, her magic making it all but impossible for her to complete the exercise with any steady success. More often than not, it failed, and failed spectacularly.
It may be amusing to her fellow students, but it was far from amusing to Liane.
Once more, she balled her fists. Why won't you just do as I say? She thought angrily to the earth-like magic settled in her chest. For just a fleeting moment, Liane had the uncomfortable notion of her magic staring at her in blank astonishment, as if it heard her speak an alien language, but it was gone before she could pay any broad attention to it.
The fountain had switched from eldritch horrors to the just plain bizarre, shapes that could have meant anything and everything, and probably did. What do I need to do to get you to listen? She asked silently, closing her eyes. Please, tell me.
Again, the same feeling of blank astonishment. This time, it was more pronounced, or perhaps she was getting better at catching it. But, it was a start.
The warmth of the sun changed, and she became aware of a shadow falling over her. Raising her head and opening her eyes, and looked at the face of her one friend.
“Good morning, My Lord,” she told Milor.
“Good morning, My Lady,” he replied politely. “May I sit? It appears as if you could use a friend right about now.”
She motioned for the empty space next to her. “Please do, My Lord. And yes, I do believe I could use a friend, although I believed that you would be engaged this morning?”
“True,” Milor answered easily as he sat down and stared at the fountain. Not for the first time, she wondered what he saw, and if it changed shapes on him like it did for her. “However, when I saw you, I decided that my friend was more important than a brisk morning run with the other Warlocks. May I ask what troubles you so?”
Liane sighed. “For the first time, I find myself doubting my convictions,” she whispered. “I promised Proctor that I would become Prime Student, and yet I find myself doubting if I will succeed. Magic comes so easily to everyone, yet I have to spend sixteen hour days to be able to excel. And yet, despite how easy it comes to them, most others do not seem interested at all in studying magic!”
She placed the book on the bench, and got up, her magic shifting from earth to air, animating her and feeding on her changing emotional states, and feeding back into it in turn. She paced back and forth energetically, waving her hands as she spoke.
“I find myself without Proctor or mentor, with only one friend to call my own, with classmates who dislike me for my disability, who mock me for my shortcomings and refuse to lend aid for my troubles. I study long and hard, and receive neither commendation, admiration, or even positive results from it!”
She stopped pacing, the magic shifting at once from air back into earth. With a small huff, she literally fell back onto the bench. “Perhaps it is not worth it, and I should just surrender. Do what I can to pass the Transmutation & Alchemy course, and surrender to the inevitable. I will never be a great mage, nor even a good one. I will merely be good with runes and theory. Perhaps it is all I am good for.”
Milor had remained silent as she spoke; merely watching as her agitation burnt itself out. “How long has it been since you did something other than study, My Lady?” he finally asked, when it became apparent that she would say nothing else.
She shrugged, yet said nothing. Milor diplomatically ignored the breach of Decorum. “I believe that is the first part of your problem. I believe that the Lady Cassandra often took you away, did she not?”
Liane nodded once, feeling her chest tighten at the memory of all the fun things she did with her former Proctor. “Working for so long, and so hard, without pause, has drained you, My Lady.” he stood up, and extended one hand. “Please know this, My Lady. There are people out there who care for you, who love you, and who support you. People such as the Lady Cassandra, or the Lady Mariam with whom you have been exchanging letters for as long as I have known you. And yes, even if I am your only friend, I, too, care for you. As my presence proves.”
She swallowed, looking up at him, and his outstretched hand. “Please come with me, My Lady. Let us return that book to the library, and let us enjoy a stroll through that common market you enjoy so much.”
Placing her hand in his, she allowed him to assist her to her feet. Half an hour later, they were walking through the market, and Liane felt the energy, the sounds, and the smells renew her spirits. It was not the first time she had taken him with her to the market, one of the few leftovers from her previous life as a Commoner that had survived. As always, she admired his posture: head high, chest straight. Where people granted her space because of her mode of dress, they gave him space because of his very posture and attitude that demanded obedience and respect.
She wondered at his background, but knew that she could not ask, under the Rules of Equality that forbade such discussions.
Suddenly, she became aware that he was no longer next to her. Stopping, she took the five steps back to where Milor was, standing at a stall. A little dismayed, she saw him hand over two coppers in exchange for a single pear. Two coppers could have bought four pears for a Commoner, yet he did not seem to care or notice.
“My Lady,” he said, presenting her with the fruit. “I do believe this is your favorite.”
Gratefully, she accepted the blushing fruit, and bit into it. Tears stung at her eyes, not because of the pear, but for what it represented: the care and worry of a friend. Milor cared, and had taken her to this market that he knew she enjoyed even though he did not, and bought her this pear because he knew that it would make her feel better.
When she swallowed, it was more than just fruit. It was friendship.
“People come to the Academy,” she heard him say, “and they abandon their families in a way. Not allowed contact for as long as their education lasts, up to eight years, they may as well call it leaving the family. I believe that most Initiates are lonely, and worried, and they do stupid things because of it. They band together, and they abhor those different, out of fear of being labeled 'different' themselves. That is not your fault, nor mine, nor even theirs. It is just human nature.”
He faced her, in the middle of the Common Market, with people scurrying about their business, giving the two Nobles a wide berth even though they were in the middle of the road and horribly in the way. “But I do remember when I first came to the Academy, determined not to be noticed, wanting to take a seat at the back, and finding a young Mage-to-be who seemed incredibly lonely, scared, and not nearly as awed as she should be.”
He touched her elbow, about as intimate a gesture as she had ever received from him. “And I took a chance and asked her if I could sit down. I was as pompous as I could be about it, thinking that she would certainly tell me that she was waiting for someone else. I took a chance, and she looked so incredibly relieved that someone would talk to her. And I do believe I have not regretted taking that chance ever since.” He released her elbow, and for a moment, looked impish.
“Although I have come close when she managed to get me to take Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols,” he said, his voice having a slight tint of humor in it.
She bit off a laugh. “I am glad you took that chance, My Lord. Thank you for taking that chance.”
“Thank you for allowing me to sit down, My Lady,” he replied easily. “And you are very welcome.”
They strolled through the market, talking and just enjoying the time spent together. When lunch hour came, they refrained from returning to the Academy and ate at a stall. The food was nowhere near as good as the Academy's fine kitchen provided, but it was hot and filling.
By the time Liane and Milor returned to the Academy, the sun was starting to set, and dinnertime would soon follow. After an entire day spent at the market, their clothes were dusty, and so they went their separate ways – each to their own room, for a shower and a change of clothes. It would not do for a Noble to been in anything but pristine robes.
Rather than go immediately to the dining hall, Liane made a detour after her shower and her change of clothes, and walked down the flights of stairs of the laboratory building, stopping in front of the grate that sealed off the advanced ritual chambers of the fifth level underground.
“Liane, The MagicWarper, requesting entrance,” she said, voice quivering slightly. She didn't know whether she would be admitted entrance; just like how the fourth level was currently sealed for her. She looked longingly at the door leading to the fourth level of the library. She knew what treasures were present there, and wished she could, once again, get access to them.
It would have to wait, as the grate decided to admit her, and grumbled as it retracted into the walls. Walking down to the fifth level, Liane hunted for a spare ritual room.
Finding one, she retrieved the empty plaque from its holder. “Liane, The MagicWarper,” she wrote. “Magical Experimentation.”
The plaque flashed, her writing replaced by larger, printed letters. She affixed the plaque to the 'in use' section of the door, which immediately joined into one. It would remain that way until Liane told the room she no longer needed it.
She had no time to start her experimentation now, she turned and walked back to the ground level, where she would join Milor for a good dinner. After a day spent outside, she was more tired physically than mentally, a state she was not at all used to; but a nice dinner would sure hit the spot.
As she climbed the stairs, her mind wandered to what she would find in her experiments. Earlier today, she had felt the confusion in her magic at her words, and she wondered just how much success she would have, studying her magic in detail while casting the most simple of spells.
*****
Liane approached the room on the bottom level of the laboratory building, and took the time to wipe a bit of dust and grime from the plaque on the door. For the last five months, this had been her ritual room, the room where she had spent an awful amount of time, trying to come to a deeper understanding of her magic.
In some cases, forgoing further research, skipping meals, and missing hours of sleep to do so.
She pushed the door open, and stepped inside. The dark walls, floor, and ceiling of the room now contained runic circles of various sizes, shapes and intricacies, and Liane released a deep breath as she studied them, making sure that nothing had happened to them in her absence. Even though nobody should be able to enter a ritual room when it was claimed, one could never be sure of anything.
Her Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols Doctoris was the same one who had taught Cassandra, and he was still insisting upon safety above all.
Thankful for the room's ability to isolate magic, Liane walked to the center circle, closed her eyes, and took a few deep breaths to relax. For months, she had been working on this, and although progress was being made, it was far from the speedy progress she would have liked.
At least she was able to do some transmutations now; that counted for something.
She started with a simple control spell, and created a ball of white light that floated above her open palm. The light was slightly larger than it was yesterday, and slightly brighter. It also bopped up and down, showing the instability of her magic.
She hadn't noticed that before, never really studying her spells once they were cast successfully.
The magic in her chest sputtered, almost pulsating on the same rhythm as her heart, the ball of white light bopping up and down on the same pulse. She whispered a second light spell.
This one resulted in a smaller, darker ball of white light settling over her left palm.
Further indication of her magic's instability. Same spell, different results. Studying the two balls, she dispelled the ball on the left, casting again, this time changing a few accents in her pronunciation. A larger, brighter ball of white light appeared, almost identical to the first one.
“Better,” she told herself. “Keep feeling. Must keep feeling.” She dispelled the left ball again, and whispered the spell again, once more shifting it subtly in response to how her magic felt. The ball that appeared was virtually identical to the ball above her right hand, the two spells subtly bopping up and down.
“Good,” she whispered, dispelling both light spells. “Better.” She closed her eyes, and decided to start on the real exercise. Playing with light settled her, and by extent her magic, down.
Feeling her body center itself, she entered a slight meditative trance, and pointed one finger at the wall in front of her. Her attention firmly on her magic, she studied how it was behaving, how it was reacting. Sometimes, it was almost as if it had emotions, as if it could actually feel, rather than react.
The words rolled over her lips with nary a thought. Her attention shifted, seeing her magic fuel the spell she cast, feeling the energy flow through her body, sputtering and hissing and spitting.
A slow pulse of magic formed and flowed away from her. The magic within her body reacted slightly, as if curious and excited. The pulse of magic reached the walls, then returned to her. The words for the spell changed slightly, her magic was now more curious and active, meaning the spell needed to draw slightly less power to achieve the same effect.
The words adapted as needed, the spell caught the returning wave of magic, and pulsed it back to the walls, adding to the power as it did so. The now stronger pulse of magic traveled faster, hitting the walls harder, and returned more quickly. Her magic had felt the second spell, and now seemed fully awake rather than in the calm and meditative state. The words changed again, catching the spell on its return and rebounding it to the walls.
The spell once again increased in speed and strength, and Liane stared at her magic, feeling it sputter and react, and tried to catch the return-wave. Her spell undershot the mark by a wide margin, and the wave imploded in her.
The world went dark.
An unknown amount of time later, Liane crawled upright from her position on the floor, feeling her body ache. She hadn't failed this spectacularly since her first attempt at this exercise. Her magic must be particularly unstable today.
Crossing her legs, Liane attempted to meditate. She knew the source of her agitation. Florindra had once again commented on her lack of practical abilities in transmutation and alchemy.
“Why must you be so difficult?” she whispered to her magic. “No matter what I do, you will not do what I need.”
The magic in her chest, feeling like solid ground, reacted with the same astonishment as it always had. Rubbing her eyes behind closed lids, Liane stared at her magic, not knowing what to do to get through to it. It sat there, in her chest, staring back.
Liane blinked her eyes open. Staring back? What made her think her magic was staring back at her? She'd never thought that before.
“You don't understand me,” she said to her magic, which sent back the usual astonishment. She was getting tired of receiving that from her magic every time she tried to talk to it. Getting fed up; she threw a basic rune at it. Nothing serious, just a standard ehwaz rune.
To her utmost surprise, her core sent back a different rune. The response itself made no sense; the teiwaz rune had no logical connection to the ehwaz rune, apart from their relatively similar pronunciations.
Thinking that she was making progress, she threw a why sequence at her core, spelling her question using the runic script that had finally gotten her an illogical answer.
She received no reply apart from the usual blank astonishment.
She sighed dejectedly, realizing that her magic would never truly be easy to understand, and that so far, it was only reacting to her, rather than communicating with her.
But at least she had made some progress, and she took hope from the fact that she got another illogical response when sending her core an ansuz rune.




Chapter Six

Liane paced angrily through the dueling chamber; her hands signifying the agitated mood she was in. “Through hard work and extremely long hours, I managed to become the fifth year Prime Student, yet the Lady Florindra still saw fit to comment upon my disability when it comes to practical applications!” she stopped her pacing, and faced Milor, who had his arms crossed as he listened to her tirade. “Why have I even bothered to work long and hard, partly taming my broken magic, when I am only subjected to yet more scorn!?”
“You are starting to repeat yourself, My Lady,” Milor said gently, stepping up to her. “I understand your agitation, and the sense of dishonor you are feeling. Perhaps it is finally time to challenge the Lady Florindra?”
Her face twitched as she turned angrily to one of the bare walls. “The Lady Florindra Earthcrafter does have one point. I was lucky that magical theory features heavily on all the tests, and that the practical demonstrations demanded were all things we have done before. Had they been new applications, I would not have been able to become Prime Student.”
“You have done excellent work, My Lady. I am present during Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols, after all, so I have witnessed your work ethic and the level of your work first-hand. You deserve that Prime Student spot, and should not allow one Mage to implore otherwise. Yes, you have a disability. That you are able to overcome that disability through hard work and dedication is nothing short of admirable.”
Her face twitched again, and both her hands came up. The magic, screaming and hissing in her chest since Florindra had insulted her yet again, finally was allowed to release. Raw magic shaped not through her words but through her emotions, forming raw storms of energy that snapped at the wall in front of her. Her magic sight allowed her to see the invisible protections embedded into the wall dispersing her unfocused magical power.
Thirty seconds later, the energy storm died down, and Liane was left panting. She turned to Milor.
He was looking extremely impressed. “I believe, My Lady,” he said, “that it would be my honor to serve as your second in a duel against the Lady Florindra.”
She shook her head, once, as she regained her breath. Milor had been offering since their first year, ever since Florindra had insulted her at the naming ceremony. “Ever since I was nearly killed during that disastrous duel in my second year, I do not believe I would be able to challenge someone to a duel, My Lord.”
He nodded. “I can understand that, My Lady. The event was extremely traumatic, even for us who were witnesses. As a Warlock, however, I have been instructed in techniques to move past such traumatic past events.”
She looked at him, a tiny ghost of a smile playing on her lips. “I believe I am envious of you once more, My Lord.” she straightened out, having caught her breath. “Perhaps a friendly mock-duel will do me good. I still have some stress that I would like to get rid of.”
“Very well, My Lady,” he agreed. “I believe it is your turn to pick. How would you like this to go?”
“However you deem fit, My Lord,” Liane replied, lifting her hands. “As long as I am allowed to do the same.”
“Please remind me, My Lady. What elements have you already mastered?”
“That would be metal, wood, lighting, and air, in that order, My Lord,” she replied levelly, thinking about the book Cassandra had left her, complete with spells that were still far beyond Liane's level, even after completing the year-long course of air mastery. Cassandra's natural affinity had boosted her own genius, and even now, Liane was struggling with some of the more basic concepts. This was her fifth year, however. She would be studying the book more in-depth this year.
“Very well, My Lady,” Milor said after a moment's deliberation. “Everything goes.”
A gleeful smile threatened to erupt on Liane's lips before it was repressed. A single wave of her hand coupled to a shortened word conjured a sheet of paper against the ceiling. Exercises in magical control had definitely paid off.
As it floated down, both mock-combatants readied themselves, Milor drawing his sword and Liane bending slightly through her knees to increase her grip on the floor.
The moment the paper reached the floor, Liane's hands and mouth incanted a metal-control spell, knowing it was futile thanks to the runes she herself had put on the weapon, but wanting to stay in the habit. One day she might need to fight a Warlock whose blade was not protected.
The runic protection on the blade glowed angrily, canceling her control over the metal in the sword.
Milor simultaneously snapped a spell, making Liane dodge under the influence of her magic sight. The bolt of Death Magic splashed harmlessly against the wall behind her, but Liane ignored it the moment it had passed her.
As she righted herself, she mouthed her follow-up spell. A concussive blade of air to lashed out at her opponent, who blurred and dodged through and around her repeated spells, all the while closing in on her position.
Taking two steps back to increase the distance made her lose control over her air-blades, allowing him to make a short sprint toward her while lifting his sword into the air. As he charged, his speed increased even further, blurring him to her sight and making it nearly impossible to strike clearly at him.
Electricity leaped from her fingers as she whispered a new spell-word. Yet somehow the strike arrived a fraction of time too late, causing the protections on the floor to flare up as they cancelled the damage that would have otherwise occurred.
Both froze when his blade arrived at her head.
“You must teach me that spell, My Lord,” Liane said, breathlessly. Milor smiled faintly.
“Boosting one's thought processes to decrease reaction times and speed up motion is quite handy, My Lady, but it can also cause severe brain and nerve damage when abused. I will teach it to you on the promise that you will be cautious with it,” he stated. Liane nodded, and gave him a small smile.
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said. She lifted her hands. “Shall we go again?”
He smiled faintly, retook his position. “We shall go again, My Lady.” He picked up the discarded piece of paper, and threw it up into the air. Again, they watched it float down.
Not going for the blade this time, Liane struck at him with a ball of lightning that reached from between her fingers with only half a word.
Her magic really was getting easier to control.
Milor hefted his sword, accepting the strike on the flat of his weapon, and eyeing her as the discharge flashed to the floor around him, deflecting under the influence of both his weapon and his own lightning-attuned magic.
While Milor struggled with her lightning bolt, her free left hand came up, pointing at his feet with more words rolling off her lips. The floor underneath Milor's feet warped and formed as if turning fluid, encasing his feet before hardening. She could see him bite off a curse as he angrily reached for his bounds with the sword, a plan he canceled when she started to bombard him with lightning and air. He deflected the spells using his sword, before it let out a high-pitched wail.
Recognizing that something was wrong, she immediately cancelled her spells, sparing him from being hit and releasing his feet at the same time. “You strike with force, My Lady,” Milor admitted, taking his sword, unscrewing the base of the hilt, and replacing the spent power token. “You have drained an entire charge in a mere two duels.”
Liane dipped her head. “Our mock duels have taught me a lot, My Lord,” she answered. “I believe I have encountered new protections I could place upon your sword. Would you be interested?”
“I would indeed, My Lady,” Milor replied with a faint smile, lifting his sword into a salute. “I concede today. A fine duel, My Lady MagicWarper.”
She bowed her head. “Thank you, My Lord Lightningcrafter,” she answered easily as she straightened out and accepted the sword he held out to her, handle-first. “If I may, after the sword, I also believe I have found a more advanced form of protection against tracking by Blood Magic.”
“I find myself interested, My Lady,” Milor replied easily, sitting down in front of her. Ever since she had been able to track him with that first Blood Magic spell she picked up in her first year, Liane had been both protecting and tracking him on a repeated basis, allowing her at once to develop better Blood Magic protections, and better methods of tracking. He did not mind, all it cost him was ten minutes of his time and some hair every now and then.
Plus, it was interesting to see her work Blood Magic.
Unscrewing the hilt, she removed the power token from his sword. She took a few moments to study the runic patterns on the blade, remembering how she set them the first time. Cassandra had still been her Proctor then... it seemed so long ago, almost a different lifetime.
Nodding decisively, she brought herself back to the task at hand, and whispered a metal-control spell, before wiping the engraved symbols off the blade with a casual swipe of her hand. Flipping the weapon over, she repeated her spell and hand-wiping gesture.
“That is incredible, My Lady. Those patterns were engraved into the blade, yet you just wiped them off, as if they were merely written,” Milor said.
Liane nodded. “Mages are able to tie physical motions into their spells, My Lord. I am sure you remember my one duel. I created a metal shield out of the sword I took from my opponent, then grasped my hands together. The grasped hands offloaded some of the strain of keeping the shield together, taking it away from the purely magical and putting some of it into the physical realm.”
She lifted the sword so he could look at the unblemished blade. “This was similar. Removing the engravings using magic would require multiple spells, one to loosen the coherence in the weapon, a second to fill in the runes, and a third to make sure that the metal was distributed evenly. Using a combination of magical and physical gestures, all I needed was a metal-control spell and use a motion of my hands to straighten out the metal. The magic takes care of the rest.”
Milor shook his head once. “You Mages can do some incredible things,” he said with a small smile at his lips.
“It is no more incredible than what you Warlocks can do, My Lord,” she answered casually, before focusing back to the task at hand. Closing her eyes, she brought the entire pattern she wanted to engrave before her mind's eye. The previous version was clearly outdated, consisting solely out of runes. This new version included the advances she had made since then, the new things she had learned during her classes, and the new magical theory she had studied.
She whispered her spell. The entire array started to be engraved in total silence, each rune and glyph and magical symbol being engraved at once, rather than one after the other, as she had needed to do last time.
It took only thirty seconds to engrave the entire array on one side of the blade, and without preamble, she flipped it over and repeated her actions.
Another thirty seconds later, she placed the power-token back and screwed the hilt back into the sword. “You have increased both your knowledge of magical symbols, and your engraving spells, My Lady,” Milor whispered with a tinge of awe to his voice. “Even though I take the same Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols course, I could not hope to match either your engraving skills, nor contemplate creating such an intricate array.”
She bowed her head. “Thank you, My Lord. This version is more economic with the power in the token, and gives a larger protection against magic than the previous version.”
“Thank you, My Lady,” Milor answered, repeating the same gesture. He sheathed his sword. “Permit me to teach you the acceleration spell, My Lady,” he said. “Before you work your Blood Magic on me, making me safe from people trying to find me.”
She chuckled slightly at his small joke. “I am looking forward to it, My Lord.”
*****
Liane stared at the silver fountain, enjoying a few moments of unadulterated personal indulgence. Drawing and releasing her breath, the statue on the fountains changed into something resembling a ladder. Shifting her focus, the statue blurred; becoming more like a hump-backed man. She blinked, the fountain turned into a gory mess that made her stomach crawl.
“Good afternoon, My Lady,” a voice barged in on her thoughts, and she had to catch herself to stop from jumping.
“Good afternoon, My Lord,” Liane greeted Milor. He looked from her to the fountain and back to her.
“Each time I find you contemplating the fountain,” he commented briefly. “And each time I find myself wondering what you see when you look at it.”
She remained silent, thinking about what to say. It was a comment, a statement, not a question. It was phrased to allow her not to answer should she so choose, and she debated not answering.
“I see many different things, My Lord. Depending on my own mood, my subconscious thoughts, and my magic, the fountain takes on different aspects. It is a great help to me, as it reflects inner workings of my mind and magic, inner workings I may not be aware of.”
He lapsed into silence, thinking about her statement. “I can see why, My Lady,” he finally answered, smoothly as always. He turned to face her fully. “Are you ready for another mock battle, My Lady?”
Her answer surprised him slightly. “My Lord, may I ask for your assistance?”
“As always, you may ask, if I may have the privilege of refusal,” he replied noncommittally.
“This afternoon, I would like to work on a spell left to me by my Proctor. However, the potential of the spell scares me, and I would feel more at ease should someone be there in case I make an error,” she said to him.
“I understand, My Lady,” he said after a few seconds' silence. “I would be honored to act as your second. I have always enjoyed your magical experimentations.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane said. “Please accompany me, as I have made preparations.”
He dipped his head, and followed her to the laboratory building. As they started to descend the stairs to the underground library, he smiled faintly yet remained silent as they descended the second flight of stairs.
“I do not believe I am allowed entry here, My Lady,” he finally said as they emerged onto the fourth level underground. “And if my memory serves me, I do not believe you are allowed entry here either.”
She answered with a faint smile, then turned to look down the flight of stairs at the metal grate protecting the advanced ritual chamber; “Liane, The MagicWarper, plus second,” she stated. The grate remained closed for a few seconds, long enough for Milor to open his mouth, but not long enough for him to actually say anything.
The grate retracted into the walls, and he silently looked at Liane, a question on his face. He remained silent, however, as he followed her down the flight of stairs, and she resolutely turned the corner.
He followed two steps behind, and stopped next to her as she wiped some dust off a door's plaque. It was obvious that this plaque had been here a while, unchanged. He blinked at it. Liane, the MagicWarper, Magical Experimentation.
“My Lady?”
“This is where I do my experimentation, My Lord,” she said, pushing the door open. He followed her in.
For just a few moments, he stopped and stared at the intricately designed circles containing runes, glyphs, and magical symbols of various sizes and shapes. Shaking his head, he entered the room completely and allowed the door to fall shut behind him.
“This will be an interesting experience, My Lady,” he said, turning in a small circle to take in all the enhancements Liane had made to the decorations.
Liane stood still, and allowed him to take everything in. Finally, she motioned to one corner. “Please stand in that corner, My Lord. I will create additional protections around it, to protect you in case something goes wrong.”
Without question, Milor did as she asked, and stood in the indicated corner. Going down to one knee in front of him, Liane placed her hands on the floor, closed her eyes, and invoked her inscription spell. A single line of special symbols started to form, flowing from one wall to the other, forming a perfect quarter-circle.
She did not right herself, and a second quarter-circle of glyphs formed. Then a third line joined the previous two, and Liane finally opened her eyes.
Reaching into her robes, she pulled out a power token and placed it in a circle placed in the middle of the second line. “Please place one foot on top of the token, My Lord. As long as you press down on it, the protections will be maintained. Should you wish to break the protections for any reason, please remove the token from the circle.”
Milor did as she asked without comment, and pushed down on the token with the toes of his right foot.
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, standing up. “Please remain silent as I work. This is very delicate.”
He just nodded, his face betraying the excitement he felt, despite his best efforts to maintain decorum-level composure.
Walking to the center of the room, she closed her eyes once more. Concentrating on her magic, she felt the subtle vibrations, the minute changes that occurred in her core every moment of every day. Lifting both her hands, she whispered a light spell. Five seconds later, she whispered the same spell again.
Opening her eyes, she smiled at the sight of two perfectly identical balls of lights bopping up and down on the stroke of her heartbeat.
Her magic now settled, she canceled the light spell and pointed her finger at one of the walls, making sure that it was not one that was facing Milor. Having him off to one side, watching her, made her feel safer than she had ever felt while doing this alone.
But still, this wasn't why she had asked him here. That was something else, something she would attempt after she had done her daily magical control exercises. And yes, she thought, she wanted to show off a little and demonstrate to her friend just how much work she put in every day.
The pulse of magic expanded from her, reflecting off the floor and adding secondary waves that rippled through the room. Reflection, she thought. It was only for the last month that she had been able to detect these secondary waves, waves that had been throwing her off for almost a year now.
The pulse hit the outer walls, and her protections, coupled to the defensive wards of the room, emitted a pulse back at her, stronger than before. Resonance, she thought, canceling out the reflections that were throwing her off, and concentrating on catching the resonance wave, and resonating with it herself.
Her core seemed to ping when the resonating wave of magic hit her, stronger and faster than she had originally emitted, and resonated with it, sending it back where it came from. Again, the floor reflected the wave, forcing her to tune out reflections.
The wave came back, still faster and stronger, and Liane pinged again as the in-tune wave of magic resonated with her core, once more starting its voyage to the outer walls.
She canceled the wave after the third strike, de-tuning her core to the point of total opposition. The wave was absorbed with little effort, the expanded energy dispersing across the protections of both the room and herself.
She drew a deep breath, then released it, and turned to look at Milor. He wasn't even making the effort of not staring at her.
“That was an incredible display, My Lady. I could feel the walls vibrate at the end.”
“My magic was resonating with the protections, My Lord,” she explained. “Each time, the wave would intensify in speed and strength. Had I continued, there would have come a point where the protections would be overcome, and the excess energy would be allowed through. However, before that happened, the additional protections on you would have failed first, and it is likely that you would not have enjoyed that experience.”
He smiled faintly, and nodded. “I thank you for your consideration in stopping, then,” he replied with a faint chuckle.
“You are most welcome, My Lord,” she answered calmly. She drew another breath. Her nerves were making her magic jumpy. The better she became at reading it, at predicting it, the more it seemed to influence her, and the more it seemed to become influenced by her.
It was almost as if her magic was studying her as much as she was studying it, and the better she became at understanding it, the better it became at understanding her. It was a curious symbiosis, where her emotions changed the magic and the magic, in turn, changed her emotions.
She was starting to feel, first-hand, how dangerous that feedback loop was becoming to her emotional stability. A simple dark thought threatened to send her to the blackest regions of depressions, while a single happy thought could threaten to have her bounce off the walls with excitement.
It was yet another reason to meditate each and every day. She needed to control herself in order to control her magic.
She finally felt ready to attempt this spell. Reaching into a pocket, she withdrew a book, the book Cassandra had given her upon her graduation. Lovingly, she looked at the title. Air as a Weapon of War, by Master Mage Cassandra Airmistress. She opened the front cover. Dedicated to my loyal Assistant, Liane the MagicWarper.
A multitude of those spells she had already tried and worked out for herself, but this last one... this last one scared her. Its potential was higher than anything she had ever tried before, anything she had even encountered
before.
She glanced up from the book, at Milor. He seemed to understand her look, and nodded reassuringly, telling her without words that he was here for her.
Steadying her nerves, she closed the book, assured now that her memory had everything stored correctly. It never hurt to verify.
She stepped so her legs were spread slightly for increased stability. Holding her arms out in front of her, she cupped her hands, closed her eyes, and concentrated.
A tiny prick of light formed in the cup of her hands, expanding slowly, even as the air in the room started to turn into wind.
Behind the barrier, Milor frowned. The wind outside his protective pocket started to pick up, he could see it make Liane's long hazelnut-brown hair wave, and he could see her robes tug at her body. The prick of light had expanded into a ball by now, and despite the protections on his corner, the wind was now fast enough to be heard by him.
Suddenly, Liane's eyes opened, and a single, croaking noise emitted from her throat. The spell shattered, and Milor gasped loudly.
When she opened her eyes next, she was in the hospital.
“Good morning, My Lady,” Milor said when he could see her regaining consciousness. Liane's head slowly turned to focus her eyes on him.
Her entire body hurt. Badly. “Good morning, My Lord,” she whispered. “It seems it was a good thing you were present.”
He nodded wearily. “I must admit to have never felt such worry before. Luckily, your magic seems to still have its ability to shield you from permanent damage, even if it was overcome and was unable to shield you from injury.”
“My apologies for worrying you, My Lord,” she whispered, her voice breaking.
Understanding, he grasped a glass of water from the nightstand, and helped her drink some. “You are alive and stable. Luckily, the only injuries you suffered from were some bruises and a severely depleted magical core. You have been asleep for forty-eight hours. Unfortunately, your rival has seen fit to use that as an excuse to start a new campaign.”
“The Lady Florindra Earthcrafter,” Liane whispered.
“Exactly, My Lady. She seemed most insistent to tell any who would listen that a Prime Student should not suffer from a cataclysmic spell failure.”
“I will never make up for such a blemish now,” she sighed.
Milor shook his head as well. “Once you have mastered that spell, you will be unstoppable, My Lady. Even across the protections you instilled on me, I could feel the strength of that spell materializing. It was a good thing you devised protections I could cancel myself. Had you tied them into the protections of the school like your own enhancements, I believe I would still be stuck there, unable to get out.”
She nodded. “I believed there was a large possibility of an outcome such as this, My Lord,” Liane answered. “It was why I asked for your presence in the first place. And the strength of the spell was nothing. That was merely the first stage of initialization. The final results are more worrisome.”
Milor blinked twice. “It would be my honor to continue to assist you, My Lady. Although I could do without the hospital visit next time.”
She smiled in answer. “As could I, My Lord. As could I.”
“I have class in ten minutes,” he said, standing up from his chair. “Please rest well, My Lady.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane answered as he left. She glanced at the nightstand, searching for her focus gloves, when an unexpected sight made her smile.
Milor had bought a basket of pears. She grabbed one, and bit into it, savoring the texture and taste of the juicy fruit.
*****
“Congratulations, My Lady,” Milor said, striding up to Liane as she read through her graduation notice, which detailed the list of courses she was in the process of taking, which she had completed, and what rank she had attained in them.
“Thank you, My Lord. Permit me to return the courtesy,” she answered easily, looking up from her report.
He dipped his head in thanks. “Thank you, My Lady. However, I was referring not just to your graduation of your fifth year. I was also referring to the fact that you have once again achieved the first rank among our peers, even though you cannot be called 'Prime student' once again until seventh year.”
She smiled faintly, a little self-conscious. “It was due to hard work, determination, and in no small part thanks to your continued help, My Lord,” she finally said. “I am pleased with the results, however.”
“Nobody has worked harder than you, My Lady,” he told her.
“May I ask whether you are pleased with your own results?” Liane finally asked, motioning to the report sheet in her friend's hand. “After all, it was I who so ungraciously strong-armed you into taking an additional class.”
His face twitched once. “And I was ungracious to constantly remind you of that fact, My Lady,” Milor apologized, or as close to it as he ever did. “And I have to say that, yes; I am pleased with my results. It is of added benefit to have an additional understanding of magic.”
“Thankfully, my suggestion has not caused you undue problems, My Lord,” she said, feeling relieved that her friend hadn't held her actions against her, but rather, saw them as an added benefit to him.
Just as he was to answer, a voice interjected itself. “It seems that pure theory still carries more weight, My Lady.” Liane focused her attention on the newcomer. Florindra Earthcrafter was smiling widely. Ever since Liane had been taken to hospital halfway through the year, Florindra had not let up on reminding both Liane and everyone else who would listen.
“If I may remind My Lady, it was I who finished at the top of our class,” Liane replied, feeling a bit testy. With her rudimentary control, she grabbed hold of her magic, which threatened to start overwhelming her.
Florindra waved it off, shaking her long blonde hair over her other shoulder. Liane grit her teeth, trying to ignore her magic pushing and straining.
“And yet you are still having trouble casting spells in class, My Lady,” Florindra said, her smile widening. “My offer still stands, My Lady. I would be more than happy to help you, should you only ask. After all, there is no shame in asking the number two of the class, and the number one magic user, for assistance.”
Liane closed her eyes, and drew a deep breath in through her nose. “Please correct me if I am wrong, My Lady. I am taking that statement to mean that you think that the Prime Student of our year is having trouble casting magic.”
Florindra shrugged. “I am not responsible for how you see my statements, My Lady. However, you are essentially correct. I cannot see how we could have a Prime Student who is having trouble casting spells. After all, it was not I who had to visit the hospital after suffering a spell backlash.”
Liane's right hand balled into a fist, trying to reign in her raging magic. “My Lady, for the last five years, you have constantly insulted and belittled me. Please tell me, have I offended you somewhere in the past?”
The blonde shook her head, making her blonde mane sway. “Not to my knowledge, My Lady. However, I do take exception to your excellent standing when you constantly fail to cast a spell on your first try during class,” she answered, staring straight into Liane's eyes.
Liane's heart skipped a beat, and her magic cooled into a sensation of ice in her chest. “My Lady, I demand an apology,” she stated, her voice as cold as the magic in her chest.
“I have no intention of apologizing for what is the truth, My Lady,” Florindra replied levelly, crossing her arms, as if daring Liane to do something.
“I do not wish to cause you harm, My Lady. However, I will be forced to call you out for a duel. I demand my apology,” Liane said, equally crossing her arms. Surely the threat of a duel would force Florindra to apologize for her hateful and hurtful words.
Florindra actually laughed. Out loud. “I have fought multiple duels, My Lady. I have always walked away the sole survivor. Your only duel was in our second year, and it was one where you were the clear loser. I do not feel that I should apologize, nor do I feel any pressure from your threat of a duel,” the blonde replied, still chuckling. “You are unworthy of the title you carried all year, and I refuse to apologize.”
Consciously, rationally, Liane knew that she had placed herself in this position, and that she now had no choice but to call for a duel. Emotionally and subconsciously, however, her emotions and irrational side were howling for it, eager for it.
Her left fist balled, and Liane's right hand shot out, intent on slapping her opponent in the face. Much to the surprise of Liane, and Florindra, and everybody else watching, a pure white glove was conjured in said right hand, slapping the arrogant blonde in the face.
Florindra stared in surprise and shock at Liane, not believing that the brunette had actually gone through with it. Liane, meanwhile, stared at her right hand and the glove held in it. It was the first and so far only spell she had ever cast silently.
Finally, she blinked, and looked at the startled blonde. Her anger was feeding into her magic, which fed back into her subconscious, only serving to drive her anger higher. Her upper lip curled, baring her teeth.
“I wish to demand satisfaction. Please arrive at the main dueling chamber in one hour. Choose your second, and arrive on time or be forever known as a coward. I demand your blood or your surrender,” she growled. With no further words for Florindra, she turned to Milor. “My Lord, it would be my biggest honor should you accept my request to act as my second.”
Milor bowed. “It would be my honor to act as your second, My Lady,” he said as he righted. “Please follow me, My Lady. We must prepare for your duel.”
Her anger was still driving her, and Liane felt no nervousness as she and Milor started to walk away.
Startling out of both the unexpected challenge and the silent conjuration, Florindra finally gave a verbal acceptance of the duel, even though it was unnecessary. “Please do not put on an embarrassing display as you did in your second year, My Lady. As my past duels can attest to, I do not act with charity!” she shouted after the departing pair.
Liane did not answer, but the anger had started to leave, leaving only nervousness and utter terror in her heart. She had challenged Florindra, even though she did not want to, and was now facing the possibility of death. Again. Ancient night terrors she had hoped were behind her reared their ugly heads, and Liane was forced to take a steadying breath. Her magic was turning in on itself.
*****
It was an hour later that Liane and Milor walked up to the main dueling chamber. He was studiously ignoring her incessant humming of her favorite chant. He knew how it calmed her down.
They entered the room to find Florindra in excellent sprits, bubbling with confidence and making small talk with her usual second.
As the two combatants took their positions, the Lord Master between them, Liane fixed her hope on Florindra apologizing and avoiding the confrontation altogether.
The Lord Master, as per usual, looked at both of them. “As Lord Headmaster of this Academy it is my duty to officiate this duel,” he spoke. “As is my duty, I must ask you one final time whether this can be resolved through peaceful means. My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper?”
Liane swallowed. Her terror fueled her magic, and her magic flowed through her veins like ice. She licked her lips and gathered her courage, lifting her head. She would not look down or look weak.
“For five years I have taken the verbal abuse of my opponent, My Lord,” she spoke, managing a clear voice. “I will only be satisfied with blood or apology,” she finished, drawing a breath and trying to calm her nerves once more. After her speech, she felt some of the humiliation and resentment flow to the surface of her mind, and her magic started to heat up.
“My Lady Florindra Earthcrafter?” the Lord Master asked Liane's opponent.
“I will not apologize for words that were spoken in truth, My Lord,” Florindra replied coolly. “I will not concede.” The announcement slammed into Liane. She'd have to fight now. She'd have to fight the person who had been antagonizing her for years. The person responsible for continued verbal abuse. The person who refused to concede anything, who refused to stop mentioning the results of her handicap. Anger replaced fear, and her magic started to burn in her chest, the ice in her veins turning to fire.
The Lord Master nodded. “Very well. As the challenged person, you are allowed to choose the method of combat, My Lady.”
Florindra was silent for a few moments; and Liane could see her going through the various options that could be set against the duel. For a moment, she feared her opponent would limit it to a certain element, play for her weakness in magic. Shaking her head in the negative, Florindra looked at the Lord Headmaster. “I choose full combat, My Lord. Anything goes.”
The Lord Master nodded. “On my mark, please begin, My Ladies.” He lifted one hand. Both combatants lifted their hands, and Liane activated her magic-sight.
The arm came down. “Begin.”
Florindra's first goal was to conjure a chain of fire that she employed like a whip. Knowing better than to try and outcast someone who could cast silently, Liane dodged first to one side, then rolled underneath the fire-whip as it soared through the air.
Blinking at the unusual methods employed by Liane to avoid the spells, Florindra changed tactics, and built a ball of lightning. If the whip was not fast enough, she would use something that struck with high speed and even higher precision.
As the spell formed, Liane incanted Milor's acceleration spell. The magic in her chest, growling and urging her on, seemed to explode as the spell took hold. At once, all the colors seemed to snap into focus, overloading her brain's ability to deal with them.
As the spell changed her perception of time, her overloaded senses jumbled together in a process called synesthesia. She could taste sounds and see feelings. Everything jumbled together in her poor overloaded mind, her unstable magic the source of an unstable spell. After countless hours of practice, she was used to the process.
She dodged the lightning ball and ignored it as it exploded against the wall behind her. It was moving in slow-motion to her, anyway. The voices of the onlookers were distorted and tasted like chocolate and strawberries as they reached her.
That Mage moved like a Warlock!
Ignoring the muttering, she incanted her own lighting-based spell. Her own voice tasted like sweet cream, and as lightning formed on her right fist, she charged Florindra, her body moving at the limits of its endurance under the influence of the acceleration spell. Her lighting-fist crashed into a hurriedly erected non-vocal barrier, the lightning energy dispersing across its surface, causing it to fail spectacularly.
The backlash drew a scream from Florindra's throat, and cast her off her feet. Liane snapped the counter-spell, and at once, the synesthesia vanished, leaving her breathless and with a pounding headache. Towering over her falling opponent, Liane snapped a command.
“Yield.”
Florindra kicked Liane's feet from under her, causing her to fall, before throwing three fireballs at her. Rolling across the floor, Liane cursed to herself as she jumped to her feet, feeling her robes soaking in the heat of the near-misses. Her anger rose, her magic taking to the element of fire. As her magic clamored, her anger rose, feeding further into the magic, feeding back into her unstable emotions. Both lips peeled back as Liane jumped to her feet.
“You really are foolish if you think a challenged person will yield,” Florindra snapped back, having gotten to her feet as well. Two more balls of fire and a strike of lightning raced towards Liane's position, causing her to fall to the ground and roll once more. She could not re-apply the acceleration spell without risking burnout in her brain, and so she needed something else.
The magic raged in her chest, a roaring inferno of rampaging magic that bayed for the blood of its enemies. Liane's composure shattered completely, and she lifted her right hand in her opponent's direction, and barked a barely-articulated half-word of nonsense as she snapped her fingers. A bolt of lightning snapped from her fingers to Florindra, who dodged barely in time, a look of surprise on her face.
As her anger deepened, her vision colored red. The red of blood. Her magic howled, and thanks to hours and hours of self-imposed magical control exercises, Liane knew perfectly what it wanted.
It was showing her how she could do something. Again, she snapped her fingers and barked out the semi-articulate half-word of command, and a second flash of lighting dispersed against the ground. Her spells were stronger and faster now, but her anger was disrupting her targeting. Florindra danced away as Liane snapped three more lightning bolts.
Florindra jumped, and snapped a silent air-crushing spell at Liane, whose right hand simply made a counter-clockwise rotation. She snarled as pain lashed through her chest like pleasure, her own magic doing what the Arbitrator of Elements had once named her.
The air-crushing spell deviated and splashed harmlessly against the wall. Liane's left hand came up, and two fingers snapped a new spell. Florindra immediately stopped dodging as the spell hit, falling to her hands and knees as she coughed up the water that had suddenly been transmuted in her lungs.
Liane smirked humorlessly. Never before had she been able to transmute anything so easily. Florindra coughed up another lung full of water, and gasped for breath. A new spell snapped into existence from Liane's right hand, transmuting the shoulder-joint of Florindra's right shoulder into sodium, the metal immediately doing what it did when coming into contact with the water content of the blood.
It burst into flame, and the blonde second of the class screamed in pain with the recently regained breath, grabbing for a shoulder that was no longer there with her uninjured left hand. There was no blood, the burning sodium cauterized the wound.
Strangely enough, it was easier to transmute bone into sodium, earth into metal, than it had been to transmute the air in Florindra's lungs into water.
Liane's mind, burning with the raging fury of the fire-magic in her chest, ignored the cost of magic for the spells invoked; ignoring the fact that she was performing magic on a scale that was far above anything she usually would be capable of.
As Florindra flailed about, the MagicWarper approached. “I will not ask again,” Liane muttered, more to herself than to the audience, and lifted her hand. Florindra's eyes went wide, and for a moment, the blonde pleaded for her life. The lightning strike to the forehead that followed burned out every neuron in the blonde's brain, and turned it into a molten mass.
Releasing a breath, Liane tried to calm down. The red haze lifted slowly, and she started to come to her senses. Her magic felt... strange. Painful. She refused to grunt in pain when it tightened in her chest, feeling as if it were a muscle that had been overworked, painful, tender, and in no capacity to be used for days to come.
Grunting lowly, she looked up in time for the Lord Master to proclaim her the winner. The audience was silent, staring at her. She looked at Milor, her second, who had walked up to her.
“You, My Lady, are a very scary individual. Please remind me to never make you as angry as the Lady Florindra did,” he said, a slight look of fear present in his eyes and posture. He looked at Florindra's cooling body. “I would most likely die of heart-failure to see that look directed at me.”
Liane looked at the body of her opponent, and, for the first time, realization came to her. By the gods – what have I done? Her stomach churned, and she turned away to vomit into the nearest corner. Aware of everyone turning away to give her the privacy that any duel winner was permitted under Decorum, Liane coughed, and wiped her mouth. She felt sick. What had her magic made her do?
*****
Liane woke up, frowning slightly against the irritating ray of sunlight that had disturbed her slumber. Her magic bubbled to the surface of her subconscious mind, and suddenly the fatigue and irritation she had been feeling, vanished. A wide smile appeared on her face, before being checked by years of experience in Decorum.
Her magic finally was back to where it should be. For close to two days after the duel she had been unable to perform any spells, her magic feeling like a single raw wound that had scabbed over.
Those first forty-eight hours had been the worst of her life since coming to the Academy, placing her constantly on edge so she wouldn't give away her lack of any noticeable magic, her lack of abilities that could make everyone doubt her once again.
After those first two days, her magic had become more responsive, building slowly and steadily for days that soon turned to weeks.
Today marked the one-month anniversary of her second duel. A duel that had ended in the death of her opponent, even though she did not wish for it to end so. She had talked herself into a corner, leaving herself no other choice when Florindra had refused to back down. So, she had called the duel, hoping against hope that Florindra would still reconsider at the final urging of the Lord Master.
She had not.
So they had fought, and Liane had beaten her opponent solidly. She had offered leniency – and had her attempt thrown back in her face instead. She had found herself facing lethal power, and once more, her magic had taken steps to protect her.
It had taken over her mind and her abilities, allowed her to do things she could not normally do. It had invigorated her, it had turned pain to pleasure, shielding her from the harmful effects of what she was doing, allowing her to draw enormous amounts of power from reserves she had not known she had possessed.
And she had crushed her opponent with it.
But not without a price to be paid. The power she had drawn had been too much, too fast, and it had injured her magic.
Not to mention the nightmares. In fact, today was the first night she had slept uninterrupted through the night.
The nightmarish image of Florindra's body had been plaguing her subconscious ever since she had turned to that corner in the dueling chamber, and lost her last meal at the sight of the results of her battle.
She was a former Prime Student, and was expected to uphold academic excellence. It was difficult for her, to uphold said excellence when even the few hours of sleep she permitted herself were riddled with the images of her second duel.
Standing up, she walked to the bathroom and performed her morning rituals, feeling her refreshed magic invigorate her.
Today was the day that she would be asked to make her choices known for years six and seven, and she was glad her magic had decided on today to wake up. She could use the excited energy that dwelled in her chest to banish the dark clouds that had been hanging over her since that duel. Granted, everyone was far nicer to her now that they knew she would and could defend herself using lethal force. Yet, to Liane, she had still taken a life. A life that she had not wished to take.
Having completed her morning tasks half an hour later, she left her room and walked down to the courtyard of the Academy, where she met up with Milor near the strange silver fountain. It looked no longer like a mangled Florindra. Instead, it looked like a woman with arms outstretched toward the sun.
“If I may say, you are looking better, My Lady,” Milor said, not giving an indication of his inner thoughts, which was as much an explanation in itself as his choice of words had been. After the last few years of increasing friendship, he only ever used the overly flowery words when he was being humorous, or dead serious.
“Thank you, My Lord,” she answered calmly. “I have had a good night's sleep for the first time since the duel.” She had not told him about her troubles with her magic, not sure if he would understand or not. He had seemed to know that she had been hiding something, but Decorum did not allow him to pry into her personal affairs. It was the first time she had been glad for the restrictive social rules.
“I am glad,” he replied, dipping his head. “Please feel free to discuss it with me any time you wish to do so. As I have told you before, Warlocks receive extensive help on how to deal with death.”
She just nodded, remembering his offer. “Thank you, My Lord,” she finally said.
“Yet you will not take me up on it, My Lady,” he answered smoothly.
They walked in silence for close to twenty seconds. “It is... private, My Lord. Private, and difficult to talk about,” Liane finally replied.
He seemed to accept her explanation, and smoothly changed the subject. “Have you decided on your courses, My Lady?”
She smiled faintly at the sudden change of topics, to something far more comfortable for her. Academics. “I have, My Lord,” she answered in jest, waiting a few seconds to allow a smile to twitch on his lips before answering the implied question, rather than the stated one.
“As my courses in Alchemy and Runes are now finished, I will be taking two one-year courses to replace them, namely, Rituals & Ceremonies, as well as Blood Magic.” She looked at him. “Are you still planning on taking Hexes & Curses?”
Milor nodded. “I am, My Lady. A Warlock should depend on more than the basic Combat Arts taught to all; I believe Hexes & Curses will be a good expansion to that.”
They were silent while approaching the administrative building. “Would My Lord object to company in said class?” she finally asked
Now it was his turn to blink. “My Lady wishes to join me in Hexes & Curses?” His formality showed his surprise, and she was faintly happy that she had been able to surprise him.
She drew a breath, then sighed it out. “My fateful duel against the former Lady Florindra Earthcrafter has taught me that I seem to possess a volatile temper, and it is my hope that additional training in certain aspects of the fighting arts will help teach me control, My Lord,” she answered, adopting the same ultra-formal tone that he had taken in his surprise.
They entered the building, and made their way to the registration office. He smiled at her use of language. “I understand, My Lady. In answer to your original question, it would be my biggest honor should you choose to join me.” He glanced at her. “As my Lady was so very gracious in her tutoring of me in Runes, glyphs, and Magical Symbols over the last two years, I would like to offer a reciprocal arrangement for Hexes & Curses, should My Lady wish it.”
She turned to face him, seeing the smile tug on his lips. He was playing with the formality of his language, and she was glad to have a friend like him, who could make her feel better just by talking. The last month had been depressing, but it seemed that Milor was able to make her feel better. Even if it was just for a few fleeting moments.
She had honestly not considered that he would offer such an arrangement, however. She had seen it as helping a friend, a friend who wouldn't be in the course if it hadn't been for her in the first place. She was honestly grateful that he did not hold it against her, but rather, saw it as a favor she had done for him.
Finally, Liane nodded. “Should my course load prove too intensive, it would be my honor should My Lord consent to tutoring me,” she answered, maintaining the ultra-formality they had adopted at some point. She could see his lips thin into a smile and his eyes gain a mischievous crinkle before he relaxed into his usual blank mask.
*****
When the administrative worker exited the room to call the next person, she noticed Liane standing in line. “My Lady,” she stated to Liane, who started with surprise. “As Prime Student, you have the right of precedence. Would you like to go first?”
Liane honestly hadn't taken into account just how far the right of precedence went, and that she was still the de facto Prime Student until after she announced her classes for next year.
She shook her head. “Not at this moment. My thanks for your consideration, My Lady.”
The administrative worker dipped her head low, and allowed the next applicant in.
“May I ask why you did not use your right of precedence, My Lady?” Milor whispered to her.
“As I have a friend with me in line, it would be rude to the extreme on my part to cut in line, leaving my friend to wait by himself, My Lord,” she answered in just as low a whisper.
Milor obviously had not considered that response. “Thank you, My Lady,” he finally replied.
“You are quite welcome, My Lord. It is what friends do, do they not?”
“It is indeed, My Lady,” he replied.
Only fifteen minutes later, Liane was seated in front of the administrative worker, looking at the same list she had seen before starting her fourth year. The form to fill in differed slightly, as she was now entitled to fill in courses for not just her sixth and seventh year, but also to denote whether or not she intended to apply for a Mastery and remain for her eighth year.
She started filling in the form, applying for Rituals & Ceremonies, and Blood Magic for year six, both of them being one-year courses. She was also applying for Hexes & Curses as a two-year course. As both one-year courses would be finished in her seventh year, she then added in Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore as a two-year course, for her seventh and eighth year.
Aware that all her courses would be finished then, her Master year would be filled with only her final remaining Elemental Magic course, and the Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore course, enabling her to devote as much time as necessary to her masterpiece, the application of magic that would show her ready to become a Master.
She handed the sheet and the form back to the worker, who read her application form, did not blink at what she had filled in, and filed it. “Your courses will be made available, My Lady. A book list will be made available to you, as will a recommended reading list. Class schedules will be determined in the next few days and the course list will be made available to you at the beginning of next week. Does My Lady have any questions?”
This time, the question wasn't nearly as rattled as it had been before her fourth year. It seemed that being either a Prime Student or a higher-grade student was worthy of more respect.
“What are the required procedures for procuring an athame and a wand, My Lady?” Liane asked.
“You may procure an athame and wand from your own supplier at your own convenience, My Lady. In case you do not have a supplier for these items, please notify the Academy and we will procure them for you,” the woman answered. The answer was well-rehearsed; it seemed that it was a regular question for those taking the courses that required them.
Liane nodded in understanding. “Thank you, My Lady. I have no further questions at this moment. My thanks for your assistance,” she said, standing up. She dipped her head to the woman once, and left the office. Again, she waited outside the administrative building for her friend to finish.
He walked out five minutes after her, and gave a small nod of appreciation when he saw she had waited for him. “Once again, you have chosen a heavier course load, My Lady,” he said. “I am not sure whether I should feel inadequate next to you.”
She allowed him a faint smile of amusement, recognizing his own humor. “It is merely a different outlook, My Lord. I enjoy learning about magic, and making it perform the way I wish it to. Your goal is to graduate and step into the role that life has laid out for you.”
He shrugged in acceptance. “Nevertheless, sometimes I feel inadequate when compared to you, My Lady. I did not become an Assistant, I did not choose an impressive amount of extra classes, nor did I become the Prime Student among my peers.” He looked at her. “Are you still planning on taking on an Assistant, My Lady?”
Liane nodded, and noticed that he was slipping into a more relaxed form of Decorum, and finally asking direct questions again.
She decided on responding in kind.
“I think I will accept an Assistant, My Lord. I feel that having an Assistant will help my understanding of my own classes, just as tutoring you in Runes, Glyphs & Magical Symbols has helped me in understanding that subject. At the same time, it will be my turn to give back. My own Proctor spent untold hours teaching and helping me, and her efforts were of tremendous benefit to me. Now is my turn to take a young Initiate, and help her as my Proctor has helped me. And perhaps, in six years, she, too, will think fondly of the time we spent together.”
Milor was silent as they sat down next to the silver fountain. Liane risked a glance up at it. It looked like a giant silver horse with angelic wings on its back. She blinked, and the image was lost to her, the fountain changing shape into a simple cube. Most curious.
“I do not know enough of your heavy course load, My Lady. I would like to point your attention to the prerequisites for Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore. Your Assistant will not fulfill those requirements,” Milor finally said.
Liane had given that a lot of thought as well. “She would be my Assistant, My Lord. She would not be the one who is taking the course,” Liane spoke. “It is not necessary for my Assistant to completely understand the course, but she will be required to take the required vows of secrecy.”
Milor shrugged. “I understand, My Lady. I still feel it is not the right course of action, but I will say no more on this. I will defer to your superior knowledge in this field.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane answered, giving him another faint smile.
*****
Liane woke up a month into her sixth year, and stretched luxuriously. A faint smile appeared on her face as she slipped out of the bed, and looked around the room that had been assigned to her the day before, when she registered her intention to take on an Assistant.
Either through design or incredible coincidence, the room was the exact same one she had once shared with Cassandra during her own term as an Assistant. She had finally settled on taking the bed on the right, the bed that used to belong to Cassandra. She didn't feel it was right for any potential Assistant to take the bed.
After all, this could be temporary. If she did not find an Assistant, or if her offer was rejected, then she would move back into a single-occupancy room.
Sitting behind the desk she had used for so many hours during her first three years of studying at the Academy of Magic, Liane hoped fervently that she would find an Assistant that honored her invitation. She had so many good memories of this room, and did not want to leave it. She leafed once more through the aptitude test results of the potential Assistants.
As there were no pictures, she would still need to rely on first impressions and asking the name of the potential Assistants to match the faces to the names and results. She smiled faintly as she remembered giving her permission to allow her own aptitude tests to be made available to potential Proctors.
After her morning rituals, Liane left the room, and walked to a room she had only seen once, six years previous. It was the room where she had become an Assistant, and now she hoped to become a Proctor in that same room.
Waiting with the other Mages, Liane kept to herself. Her magic was anxious, and it in turn made her anxious. She settled for softly humming her favorite chant. It helped a little, and her nerves went away.
Finally, they were allowed entrance and the others hurried slightly, as if they were afraid that someone else would walk off with all the good Assistants. Liane walked in last, remembering how Cassandra had also come in as last, and how grateful she had been to see this kind Proctor choosing her.
Liane hoped that she would have the same impression on her own Assistant. She mentally reviewed the results lists, and calmly entered the room.
As she entered, she saw the six other potential Proctors stare at the ten hopeful Assistants. Shaking her head at the unbidden memory of watching people buy and trade horses at the local market, Liane walked forward.
Her eyes darted over the ten-year-old girls, all of them standing still, fearfully allowing the older students to inspect them as if they were mere cattle. She half-expected one of the potential Proctors to ask one of the young girls to open their mouth so her teeth could be inspected.
Liane's gaze finished her travel across the ten hopefuls. A few of them seemed rather self-assured, as if it were their gods-given right to become Assistants, and not to have to do too much work during it, too. They all looked so incredibly small and young. Had she looked like that when she had been in their place?
She dismissed the arrogant children immediately, and wished that her magic sight was able to look into a person's magic, rather than merely examine active magical effects. It would make this so much easier.
Her gaze travelled back, going for round two, not even looking at the arrogant girls that had not made the first cut.
She homed in on a girl, at the end of the row of hopeful girls, who looked sad and resigned, rather than arrogant, or fearful. This girl reminded Liane of herself before she became an Assistant, before Cassandra taught her to hold her head high, before she was taught how to stand on her own two feet, and walk.
Liane stopped in front of the sad-looking girl, and stared at her. The robes were ice-blue, designating an Iceworker. However, the robes were somewhat crooked, and the girl's hair, although combed, looked as if it hadn't been properly washed in days, and Liane thought it was highly unlikely the girl had ever even used a hairbrush.
The young blonde looked up at her, and ice-blue eyes met Liane's grey ones in a look that spoke of surprise. “May I ask your name, My Lady?” Liane finally asked.
“I am Amy Iceworker, My Lady,” the girl spoke softly, as if lowering the volume could hide the fact that she spoke in easy, self-assured tones. Liane's finely honed memory retrieved the girl's test results, and a thin smile appeared on her lips. She knew this girl's scores. Shooting a glance at the other potential Proctors, Liane stifled a grin. She had the girl with the highest test results of the entire class right here in front of her, and everyone had just ignored her because of her appearance.
She nodded, subconsciously mirroring the motions Cassandra had once made to her, and decided not to comment on the test results. She wasn't sure if Cassandra had ever looked at hers, but Liane was sure that they had never been mentioned between them.
“My name is Liane, The MagicWarper,” she said, making the young girl blink, look hurriedly at Liane's robes, her insignia, and looking back up at her face, an excited smile playing on her lips. “Do you wish to become an Assistant, My Lady?” she asked, remembering how Cassandra had asked her this same question.
“More than anything, My Lady,” Amy replied, her voice rising slightly in volume, betraying the girl's excitement.
“I have a question for you, My Lady,” Liane spoke to the younger girl, remembering her own aptitude test and wanting to find out for herself if this girl deserved the high scores that she had been given. “Please think quickly. Red is blue and blue is red. A circle is square and a square is a circle. If I asked you to draw a red circle, what would you draw for me?”
Amy Iceworker blinked twice, and smile slightly. “I would draw My Lady a blue square.”
Liane nodded. “Red is one, blue is two. A circle is one and a square is two. Add a red circle to a blue square. What is the result?”
Again, the younger girl blinked, and the smile widened. “Six, My Lady.”
“Good, My Lady,” Liane replied with a faint smile, the other Mages giving her a rather disdainful look for talking to a disheveled looking hopeful, and then asking her riddles that made no sense to them. Liane ignored them, and she was glad to see that the young girl in front of her also ignored them.
For a few moments, she stood at indecision, deciding whether to proceed, and realized that this was why Cassandra had also hesitated before extending her invitation. Finally, she nodded, both as reassurance to herself as to the young hopeful in front of her.
“I wish to extend an invitation to you to become my Assistant, My Lady. I have chosen you because you obviously do not care for some social conventions, yet you are willing to take a chance to get where you want, and are not afraid to face rejection over it. As my questions have shown, you are intelligent, and able to absorb information quickly, then apply it when questioned. As is requested of the Academy, please ask your questions of me, so you can decide whether or not to accept my offer.”
Amy Iceworker fell silent, staring at the young woman in front of her. “I wish only to learn magic, My Lady,” The young girl spoke. “I have noticed a lot of insignia on My Lady's robes. May I ask whether My Lady will continue to take so many subjects?”
Liane smiled faintly. This one was sharp, and was asking a similar question she herself had once asked Cassandra. “I will indeed, My Lady. Should you become my Assistant, I will teach you to survive on four hours of sleep, and I will tutor you in any subject you wish to learn. I will expect you to join me in my classes, and assist me with any coursework and projects. I will not condone laziness nor idleness. Should you choose to honor my offer with an acceptance; you will be at the top of your age group. Should you choose not to accept, I will wish you well.”
Amy was silent, and Liane was just about to nod and decide to question another hopeful Assistant, when the young blonde said, “It would be my biggest honor to accept My Lady's invitation to become her Assistant.”
Liane smiled faintly. “Very good,” she said, practically ecstatic to have found her Assistant and feeling her magic surge in her chest because of it. “Please follow me, Assistant. We will now go and have our bonding completed. After that, I will accompany you to your room, where you can gather your effects and belongings, before you move into my room.”
Amy nodded. “Yes, My L... yes, Proctor,” she corrected herself. Liane nodded.
“Well done, Assistant. I did not catch the distinction myself the first time, and my own Proctor had to remind me,” she said, walking to the attending Mage, Amy half a step behind her right shoulder, trying to keep up with Liane's longer strides.
“Doctora,” Liane said to the Mage. “My invitation has been honored by an acceptance. May I ask you to complete the Proctor-Assistant bonding?”
The attending Mage looked at Amy. “This is by your choice, My Lady?” she asked.
“It is, Doctora,” Amy replied, her chest swelling and her head coming up now that she realized she was about to be an Assistant. The Mage drew an athame, and completed the bonding between them, mixing their blood and establishing the red wrist bracelets Liane had last seen when her own bond with Cassandra had been broken.
“The bond is complete, My Ladies,” the Mage stated, muttering a spell to sanctify her athame of the blood of Proctor and Assistant. “The bond will solidify in two weeks' time. If either of you wishes to break the bond before then, it can be done easily. After this two week initiation period, the bond will be much harder to break, and will remain in effect for the next three years under normal circumstances.”
“Thank you, Doctora,” Liane said to the Mage. “Come along, Assistant. We have work to do, and new rooms to move you into.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Amy said. She bowed slightly to the Mage, and said, “Thank you, Doctora,” before turning and walking after Liane.
As they left the administrative building, Liane allowed herself to smile wider. She had herself an Assistant.




Chapter Seven

Liane sighed, closing the book on Blood Magic she had checked out of the library a few days ago. It had been useful in expanding her understanding of the basics of the subject, but no more than that. It was no matter, she had to learn the basics as well.
Leaning back in the comfortable chair, she swiveled it around and watched the sun peak over the wall of the Academy. To ensure a good night's rest, the Sun Charm followed the standard day-night cycle.
She glanced at the sleeping girl in the second bed. After arriving here yesterday, ironically in the same room Liane had once inhabited with Cassandra, the girl had been assigned the bed on the left. Liane smiled slightly. She had a lot of very good memories of that bed.
Turning back to watch the sun rise, Liane interwove her hands and let her chin rest on them.
She had exhausted her Assistant yesterday, the girl practically falling asleep at around ten in the evening. She had started off too strong, Liane now realized, and she hoped that, one day, she would become as good a Proctor as Cassandra had been. Her Proctor was a hard example to live up to.
Liane once more looked at the sleeping girl in the second bed. She was sure Amy would get used to the schedule. All she needed to do was make sure she gave the young Assistant time to do so.
She, Liane, was going to be responsible for raising this girl for the next three years. It was her duty to teach her magic, to teach her about life, to educate her in Decorum, to do everything and anything required of a good parent. Would she be up to the task? Would she... could she... do what was required?
Her admiration for Cassandra rose even higher when she realized just how little doubt, and how little insecurity, she had displayed throughout Liane's three years as her Assistant. Would Amy think of Liane in the same way, some time? Or would she denounce the time they spent together?
Liane still had trouble with spells on her first try, even with her added understanding of her magic. She still needed time to rework them, although her added understanding of her magic could get her to a very good approximation of the results in half the time it used to take her.
But still, how would she be able to instruct an Assistant if she couldn't even cast spells in any normal fashion?
Perhaps Milor had been correct, and she shouldn't have taken an Assistant. Looking away from the sunrise, Liane looked at the sleeping girl in the left bed. Ten years old. Had she, Liane, ever been that small? Had she looked at her own Proctor with eyes as big and as innocent as Amy had looked at her?
And how had Cassandra been able to teach her, raise her, and help her, without hesitation and without falter?
Liane suddenly felt inadequate. It sometimes felt as if she had trouble taking care of herself, and now she was expected to take care of another?
How had she ever thought this would be a good idea? This young girl depending on her now, and Liane didn't know how to live up to the responsibility. She swallowed. Making a mistake would mean hurting the girl that now depended on her, and Liane was vain enough to want to have Amy think back on their time with fondness, rather than rancor.
But still, one example she had not followed was the one where Cassandra had gotten her blindingly drunk. As much as she enjoyed a good glass of alcohol on occasion, she didn't want to inflict a hangover on her young Assistant.
That had to count for something, right? Already, she had saved the girl from pain. Even if it was something minor.
“Good morning, Proctor,” Amy said, groaning slightly as she sat up in bed.
Liane nodded. “Good morning, Assistant. Have you slept well?”
The little girl nodded faintly. “I have, Proctor.”
Seeing her chance at being a Proctor, Liane smiled faintly. “I believe I have explained that, within this room, you are allowed to call me by my given name, Amy,” she said with a faint smile and trying her best to sound as pompous as possible.
The girl swallowed. “Sorry, Liane.”
Trying to be supportive, Liane stood up and sat down on the bed, next to the girl. “We all learn new things every day, Amy. Don't worry too much about making errors, as long as you learn from your mistakes.”
Amy just nodded, looking at her with those big blue eyes of hers. Liane thought that, perhaps, she wasn't as bad at this Proctor stuff as she had feared.
“I've let you sleep, you seemed to need it,” Liane went on. “I usually sleep four or five hours, thanks to my own Proctor. It was necessary for me. But I will give you the choice.”
The young girl nodded. “I will do whatever my Proctor wishes of me,” she said with conviction.
Liane smiled, and pressed the nightstand. “Two breakfasts, please,” she ordered. Ten seconds later, two breakfast platters appeared. “Let's enjoy a quiet meal together, and after that, we can go to the library. I'll check out a few books I want you to read, books that have helped my own understanding of magic.”
Amy nodded again. “Yes, Liane. Thank you.”
Liane shook her head. “Never thank me for being a good Proctor to you, Amy. I will ask a lot of hard work from you, but know that I am doing it to make you as good as you can be. I am sure you will be most impressed by the results,” Liane said. She hoped that she was right.
Standing up, she extended a hand to the girl. “Come on; let's get ready for the day, and then we'll go check out a few books to get you started.”
Amy nodded, smiling widely. Grabbing Liane's outstretched hand, the girl lifted herself out of the bed and went to the bathroom. “And I'll come and add the finishing touches to you,” Liane added, remembering how her Assistant had been dressed the day before. It wouldn't do to run around with anything less than a flawless appearance, after all.
Hearing Amy agree to the statement, Liane smiled faintly to herself. Looks like she might just turn out to be a decent Proctor after all.
*****
Liane stood, facing Amy, in one of the empty laboratories. The two week grace period for the Proctor-Assistant bond had elapsed, and Liane was now firmly convinced that Amy would be able to keep up with her. These last few weeks, they had gone to the same lessons, lessons that Liane had spent hours explaining to the younger girl after each day ended. And now that the grace period had expired, Liane would start teaching the young girl in earnest.
“There are two lessons I want you to learn before I start teaching you advanced magical theories, Assistant,” the new Proctor explained. “The first is the first lesson my own proctor ever taught me, a lesson she taught me before I even became her Assistant.”
She was silent for a few moments, time she used to lock her eyes onto Amy's. “The words are Tòmìr Ôrkàm, it is a verbal spell that will negate further action by a spell, ritual, or ceremony. It cannot be used to negate actions that have already happened, but one day, those words may save your life. If ever a spell or ritual or ceremony is about to go wrong, using those two words will break the cycle and stop the spell.”
Crossing her arms across her chest, Liane finished her explanation. “Unfortunately, if the event is already in progress, only further action will be stopped. The actions that have already happened will remain. I was taught this spell during a shared power-raising chant. As we raised magic, my Proctor spoke those words to stop the chant from raising more power. The power we already gathered, remained. With the course load I am taking, those two words may one day save your life.”
Amy nodded, her blue eyes wide open and a smile on her lips. “The second lesson I wish to give you is a lesson I have had to figure out for myself. Nobody ever explained this to me, and I would be a poor Proctor if I did not share with you something that I have discovered is so very basic that it is so often overlooked.”
“The second lesson, Assistant, is about words.”
Amy blinked, and frowned slightly, obviously not understanding. “We use words in spells as crutches; use them to assist us in casting spells we are not familiar with, as a way to guide our magic in doing our wills. But, Assistant, words have power. They stem from ideas, from emotions, and those are what govern our magic.”
She started pacing back and forth as she spoke, the subject so intimate to her, so close to her heart, that she could not remain still. “Words can sound like thunder and flash like lightning, they can be words of honor, of bravery, or power and intent. Words can make your heart soar, and your soul sing. Words, Assistant, can bring you to use magic in ways you did not intend, in ways that you did not even imagine!”
She stopped her speech and turned to her Assistant. Amy had an excited smile. “Of course, none of this is useful for standard spells, but once you start creating your own, when you understand your own magic on a fundamental level, the words you speak will change with the intent and emotion you bring to them, making your magic react in different and unexpected ways. Most Nobles do not care. They care only for the standard spells.”
Liane stepped to her Assistant, now close enough to force the girl to look almost straight up. “You are not most Nobles, and I will teach you. I will teach you to listen to your magic, to your emotions, to what lives deep within you. And I will show you how to use that. Your magic is stable. I needed this lesson because I would not be able to cast without it. I will teach it to you as my gift as your Proctor.”
Amy swallowed deeply, before a smile broke out on her face. “Good, I see you understand,” Liane answered with a dip of her head. “We'll talk more about this later. Now it's time for Rituals & Ceremonies.”
Half an hour later, they were waiting outside the classroom for the Doctora to show up. Liane was one of the ten students taking the Rituals & Ceremonies class that year, not counting the three Assistants that were accompanying their respective Proctors. The Doctora stepped up, her face schooled in the neutral visage proscribed by Decorum, her pure white robes immaculate. As she opened the door, the others filed in behind her.
“My Lords and Ladies, permit me to welcome you to this year's course in Rituals and Ceremonies,” she spoke, her voice level. Like all teachers at the Academy, the Doctora's voice was calm and cool, totally and utterly composed, in control over their abilities.
“This year you will learn to perform and participate in many different rituals and ceremonies. In order to graduate this class, each of you will conduct a ritual or a ceremony of my choosing as a graduation test. Fail this test, and I will fail you in this course – and thus you will not be allowed to graduate to your next levels.”
There was some uncomfortable shuffling from a single fourth-year Warlock. It was his first extra course, no doubt, and he was not used to the vague threats each and every member of the Doctorii made at the start of their respective course. Liane had long since become used to it. The Lady Doctora finished looking each and every student in the eye. “You might be called upon to conduct an interment, a wedding, or a coming-of-age ceremony. You may be asked to perform a temporary power-raising ritual, or a pacification ritual to calm an angry spirit. You will not know which it is until the day of your test, so as not to give you time to prepare. You will be expected to know each and every ceremony and ritual, or you will fail.”
Liane smiled. This was more of a threat than most other Doctorii bothered with, but she liked the challenge and was looking forward to it.
*****
Liane side-stepped a puddle that lay, inconveniently, in the middle of the road she was taking. Half a step behind her right shoulder, Amy swerved in a similar fashion, months of training having conditioned her to stay in exact step with her Proctor at all times.
Stopping to buy a couple of pears, Liane spoke to Amy without looking at her. “Assistant, did you find and read the book I recommended to you?”
Amy answered promptly. “Yes, Proctor. The Arcanist was most helpful. She provided me with clear instructions on where to find the book you recommended.”
“Good. The Arcanist knows where each book in the library is. She is most helpful. Can you recite for me the four stages in the creation of the Stone of Magi, as described by the book in question?” Liane then asked.
Again, the younger girl replied without hesitation. “Yes, Proctor. The Magnum Opus – the Great Work – consists out of these four stages,” the young Assistant said, starting to tick her fingers.
“Nigredo, the Black Work, the dissolution of the elements, is followed by albedo, the White Work, which is the purification of the elements. Then citrinas, the Yellow Work, which holds the chemical wedding that results in the philosophical mercury, and finally, the rubedo,
the Red Work, which creates the Egg of the Philosophers, which must be cracked with a silver hammer and from which comes the Stone of Magi, which is actually a powder rather than a stone.”
Liane nodded. “Please describe the Red Work for me, Assistant.”
Amy answered with no delay. “The philosophical mercury that results from the Yellow Work must be repeatedly distilled and purified until it starts to settle into a homogenous mass above the fire. The process can be stopped only when the mass gains the different colors of the rainbow, after which it is allowed to cool, a process during which the mass will take on aspects of each color individually. When it is cooled, the Egg of the Philosophers is created.”
Liane held out a pear. “Thank you, Proctor,” the young girl said, accepting the fruit. She ignored a horribly coughing Commoner on the other side of the street, and went on with her explanation, “the Egg of the Philosophers must then be cracked with a small and specially enchanted silver hammer to allow the Stone of Magi to be released.”
“Good work, Assistant,” Liane said, biting into her pear and chewing thoughtfully on the fruit as they walked through the market place.
“Describe for me the most used properties of the Stone of Magi, Assistant,” she finally said.
“The Stone can be used to turn base metals such as copper and lead into gold. It can also be used to heal any wound, and in some cases, even return people from the dead,” the young girl answered promptly. She loved the little interrogation sessions Liane held at the most unusual times.
“One final question, Assistant, and then we will return to enjoying our afternoon at the market. Why does the Stone of Magi not destroy our economy, and why are we not all immortal?”
Amy nodded, having expected that question. It was based on one of the fundamental ethical questions of all Alchemy. “The Stone of Magi is beyond the reach of most alchemists, indeed, the very creation of one will immediately classify one as a Master of the arts. Second, most esoteric and rare elements used in the creation of one, are heavily restricted items and can only be bought through the Imperial Palace. There is a death penalty for black market trading in these elements.”
“Finally,” Amy finished, “the Stone itself is a regulated substance that may only be used to cure illness or other damage, and those alchemists that have created one are regulated by the Palace to ensure that their stones are not used for the creation of valuable metals, while the creation of worthless imitation metals for decoration or construction is allowed.”
Liane gave her Assistant a small nod. “Good work, Assistant. Let us enjoy the afternoon.” Her face twitched when a Commoner they were passing broke into a loud and inappropriate coughing fit.
They spent an enjoyable afternoon at the market, relaxing after another stressful week at the Academy.
The next morning, as they prepared for yet another day of study and school, Liane tried to get her Assistant's hair and appearance in shape. “Sit down, Amy,” Liane told her Assistant. The girl's face twitched slightly, yet she did as she was asked.
“Proctor knows her humble Assistant does not enjoy this,” the girl muttered as Liane took her automatic hairbrush and let it loose on the girl's golden hair.
“If you took better care of yourself, I would not have to do this,” Liane replied levelly, she was used to the conversation. “You are very pretty, if you take care of yourself.”
Amy's face twitched again. “I don't have the need to feel pretty,” she complained as the hairbrush finished its job.
“In a few more years, when you enjoy the attention of the male of the species, you will think otherwise, Amy,” Liane said with a faint smile. “And before then, it might be a good idea to learn to take better care of how you look.”
Amy looked at her Proctor in the mirror. “Do you, Liane?”
“Be more specific, Amy. Do I, what?” Liane asked, looking through the various make-up articles available to her, trying to decide what shades she would apply to her Assistant today.
“Enjoy the attention of the male of the species?” Amy asked, a smile playing on her lips. Liane bit off a curse when the lipstick she had picked up nearly slipped through her fingers. She needed a quick second motion to secure her grasp. “Perhaps my Proctor enjoys the company of the Lord Milor Lightningcrafter?” Amy continued on her teasing tone.
“My Lord Milor Lightningcrafter is a good friend. He has been my only friend since I first entered this Academy, he was my first teacher in Decorum, he was my friend when I gained a Proctor, and he was my friend when my Proctor graduated,” she stated regally. “It would not do for you to make such insinuations about my friends, Assistant.”
Amy shrunk slightly. She had crossed a line somewhere. “My apologies, Proctor,” she whispered, giving a slight cough. A slight cough that turned into three or four. Liane frowned slightly, but otherwise ignored the small coughing fit.
Instead, she stared at her Assistant's eyes, reflected in the mirror, before finally nodding once. “Very well, Amy.”
The younger girl let out a relieved breath. Without resistance, she let Liane apply the make-up.
“First stop, the library,” Liane said, after she had finished with her young Assistant's make-up.
“Yes, Proctor,” the girl said, standing up. Suddenly, she turned. “When will we go to the market again? It was fun!”
Liane smiled faintly. “Maybe next month. We only went yesterday, there's no need to visit every day.”
Amy nodded, a little dejectedly. “Yes, Proctor.”
Liane frowned slightly, and studied the girl's face more closely. “You're looking a bit pale. Are you feeling alright? That cough just now worries me as well.”
“Just a small headache, Proctor,” Amy replied, and smiled faintly.
Liane scrutinized Amy's face for a few moments, then nodded. “Very well, Assistant. But you will tell me if it gets worse.”
“I will, Proctor.”
They emerged from the library a few hours later, right in time for lunch. Rather than eating in the common dining hall, they decided to eat in their room, allowing them to start processing the books they had checked out of the library.
“You hardly touched your lunch, Assistant,” Liane noted. Even though they were in private, she still used the younger girl's title. She wanted an answer.
“I am not that hungry, Proctor,” the girl replied quietly.
Liane frowned, and pushed one hand against the girl's forehead. “You have a fever,” she announced, reaching around to feel the girl's ear. “Get in bed, Amy. I'll send for some broth. You need to eat something, and I don't want you to get sick.”
Amy merely nodded, shed her outer robes, and climbed into her bed dressed in her underthings, rather than dress in sleepwear. Worry climbed into Liane's heart. After six months, she thought she was doing will with Amy, but now the girl was catching some illness. She wished she had studied Healing & Potions.
A few hours later, the fever had risen higher, and Amy was sweating profusely one moment, before shivering the next. The cough had returned and would not stop. Not knowing what else to do, Liane rolled the girl into her covers, cast some charms, and picked the girl up.
“We're going to the hospital to see a Healer,” she announced as the door opened and they stepped out. “I do not like the feel of your rising fever, Assistant.”
Amy just nodded, and allowed herself to be carried, ignoring the ignoble sight it made.
“May I know what is wrong with her?” Liane asked not fifteen minutes later, trying her best to stop her fidgeting as she addressed the nurse at the hospital.
“A fever has set in, My Lady,” the nurse spoke from where she was leaning over Amy. “The Healer will come by shortly. For now, it looks like just another case of the Fever. As you know, there is an outbreak among the Commoners.”
Liane nodded. “I should be held accountable, then. It was I who took her to the market,” she said, half to herself and half to the nurse as her voice lowered.
“You need not worry, My Lady, as there are more than a few Nobles affected as well, and as My Lady knows, most Nobles would not go to the market,” the nurse said, trying to be delicate in her wording. Offense from a Commoner to a Noble could and would be punished quite severely.
“I understand,” Liane replied. “That does not mean that I do not still feel responsible.”
“The Healer will come by shortly, My Lady,” the nurse tried to reassure Liane. “I am sure he will confirm that it is merely the Fever. The Assistant will be fine in three days and after plenty of potions.”
Liane nodded gratefully, and lowered herself into the chair next to her young Assistant's bed. The girl was asleep now, under the influence of one of the nurse's potions. She still looked pale, and sweat formed pearls on her forehead. Her face twitched with pain every now and then, showing the restless sleep she was experiencing, even while sedated. At least the coughing seemed to have stopped.
Half an hour later, the Healer had indeed confirmed the Fever, and has prescribed a whole list of potions. Not for the first time, Liane regretted not taking Healing & Potions in school, dedicating her time to combat-related arts instead. Such a course would have come in handy now.
She had strong-armed the nurse into showing her when and how each potion had to be administered, what each potion did, and whether there was something else she needed to know. After receiving the information, Liane had then insisted on giving the potions to her Assistant herself. The girl was sick; it was her duty as a Proctor to care for her.
The nurse had left with a doubtful look on her face. It was not her place to disagree with a Noble, but it was also her task to care for the sick. She didn't know how to respond, and had finally bowed to Liane's insistence.
As the girl slept, Liane took a damp cloth and washed some of the sweat away from the little girl's pale face. Was this how she had looked after her fateful fight against Fylian Earthworker? Was this how Cassandra had felt when she, Liane, was in Amy's place?
She honestly hadn't apologized enough to her Proctor for putting her through this worry. She put the washcloth back in the basin after rinsing it out. Amy was fretfully asleep; there was little she could do at the moment until the sleeping potion wore off. Then Liane would administer the red-colored potion that would help break the Fever, the yellow-colored potion to help strengthen Amy's constitution, and an off-white semi-clear one that would help take care of the coughing.
She opened up her bag and started to write a few letters, one to Cassandra to apologize once more, and one to the Lady Mariam. More and more often, she found herself writing to both women, for advice, for help, or just to discuss certain events with someone.
Cassandra had been rising fast among the Nobles, her weather and air-based magic making her incredibly important and her advice and presence highly sought after.
Mariam, on the other hand, was currently engaged in a diplomatic task requiring her presence on the Kirian Embassy in Moscow. Liane had needed to look up where the city was located, and was appalled to find it far up north, and very cold during the winter months. Mariam didn't seem to care; she enjoyed life and tasks beyond the Great Barriers that protected the island of Kiria.
She did not know how long she was writing; losing herself in her work, but her attention was drawn by a whispering of her title.
Looking up, she smiled faintly at Amy, who seemed awake, if rather weak. She shuffled closer, looking up from the lengthy letters she was writing.
“It is good to see you awake, Assistant,” Liane whispered with a gentle voice.
“Proctor?” Amy asked, her usual vibrant blue eyes now dull with weakness. “Why are you here, Proctor?” she asked.
Liane frowned. “My Assistant is ill. It would not do for a Proctor to ignore her Assistant when she is ill,” she replied. “Unless, of course, said Assistant does not wish her Proctor to be present?”
Amy weakly shook he head. “Oh, no, Proctor. I was merely surprised, that's all.” She weakly lifted a hand. “Please don't leave me, Proctor.”
Liane clasped the hand. “I will not, Assistant,” she assured the sick girl. She blotted her papers to ensure no spills of wipes, before folding her letters and placing them protectively inside a book for safe-keeping. “I have a few potions for you. Can you sit up?” she asked after those tasks were complete.
She helped Amy sit upright in the bed, then gently assisted her with drinking down the potions. After that, she lowered the girl back into the bed. “Lunch will be served in a few hours yet, Assistant. Perhaps you can try and catch some sleep.”
Amy nodded, closed her eyes, and tried to go to sleep, as Liane had asked. She still felt very weak and even breathing felt like a chore at times. The coughing wasn't present, but it seemed that the anti-coughing potion was making her breathing even more difficult. Sleep did not come. Turning her head, she looked at Liane, who had by now engaged in a different sort of work.
“What are you working on, Proctor?” she asked, after watching Liane work for quite a while.
“Having trouble sleeping, Assistant?” Liane asked. When Amy nodded, Liane sighed, and shuffled her chair closer. “You remember this book?” she asked, holding up the spell book for Amy, so that the girl could read it while lying down in the bed.
The young Assistant nodded. “I do, Proctor,” she replied, remembering the book from when Liane used it to drill spells into her.
“This book was started by me in my first year, when my own Proctor showed me how to do spell declination circles. I am now creating a second book, allowing me to integrate many of the notes I have been taking on top of earlier notes. I'm not only creating more elaborate declination circles with the added information I have learned since starting the book, I'm also transcoding my notes into a complex rune set. That way, I can add my own thoughts and ideas to it, without running the risk of anyone reading my innermost thoughts,” Liane explained, holding up the book she had been writing in.
Amy frowned and tried to decode some of the words. After six months, the girl was coming along nicely with her knowledge of Runes, but the writing in the book made no sense to her. “I am sorry, Proctor. I cannot read those rune sequences.”
Liane smiled faintly. “That is the idea, Assistant,” she said, standing up, and perching herself on the edge of Amy's sickbed. Holding the book up so they could both look at it, she started to explain. “I am transcoding, not translating. In other words, I am writing Kirian, but in the runic alphabet. As there are no direct correlations between the Kirian and Runic alphabet, I am using multiple Runic alphabets mixed together. And sometimes, a certain principle or word or spell matches so perfectly to a single rune's original meaning that I use the rune in its original form, rather than the transcoded form I invented.”
She smiled faintly, and leaned in closer. “To make it even more interesting, all my notes on the declination circles are written as a boustrophedon.”
“A what, Proctor?” Amy asked, looking up at the older girl.
“A boustrophedon, Assistant,” Liane said. “A boustrophedon is written alternatively from left to right and from right to left.” She motioned to the first line. “This is written in its usual form, starting at the left, and going to the right,” she explained, her finger moving from left to right. “The line beneath is written in reverse, from right to left.” Her finger went down from the end of the first line, directly to what appears to be the end of the second, before tracing back to the margin on the left hand side of the page. “In fact, this type of writing is called a reverse boustrophedon, as it is written as the ox turns, basically. A real boustrophedon would have mirrored every other line, rather than reversing 180 degrees, as I have done.”
Amy nodded. She was too sick to remember most of what Liane had said, but the tracing of the finger made a lot of sense to the girl. First line, left to right; second line, right to left; third line, left to right again. Easy, once one figured it out. And as Liane used Runes in non-conventional applications, figuring it out could be the hardest part.
The young girl closed her eyes and sunk into sleep.
*****
Liane climbed the stairs leading up to the Temple, her Assistant next to her. Neither spoke, both deep in their own thoughts, knowing what was about to happen. Today was the day of the graduation test for Rituals & Ceremonies, the day that Liane needed to conduct a ceremony or ritual to show her mastery of the subject.
A mere half hour ago, she had been told by the Doctora that she was to conduct a wedding.
Half an hour was barely enough to learn the names of the people involved, let alone open a book a read what she needed to do. She would need to rely on her memory alone, just as the Doctora had intended.
A memory that Liane had spent the last six years honing to a fine razor's edge, thanks to working twelve, thirteen, and sometimes fourteen hour days. As they entered the temple's entry hall, Liane stopped, Amy stopping half a step behind her right shoulder. Drawing a deep breath to settle her nerves, Liane looked around the foyer of the large stone building.
Her gaze travelled over the statues of the different gods and goddesses worshipped. From the statues, her eyes swept over the marble stone floors and the ornate columns holding up the roof of the entry room, to the bright frescos decorating the roof.
She turned resolutely then, and strode to the small preparation room, designed and built specifically for those people conducting ceremonies within the temple. As she walked, her lips moved to the silent words of her favorite chant, her mind supplying silent rhythms to accompany her lips' silent words.
Once inside the small room, both Amy and Liane changed into the pure white robes of a ceremonial master, after which Liane spent a few minutes correcting her Assistant's usual disheveled appearance.
Liane was continuously surprised at how easily the girl could manage to look like a semi-disheveled Commoner.
Handing Amy the implements that would be needed for the ritual, Liane left the preparation room.
She guided her Assistant back through the large foyer and out into the imperial gardens that lay beyond. Today was a beautifully bright day, and the ceremony was to be conducted in the open air, in full view of all the gods.
Had it been raining, they would have used the indoor ceremonial hall, Liane knew.
She walked through the gardens to the altar set in its exact center, built on a large stone slab upon which nothing grew, a slab that had been engraved with the circles and sigils of ceremony.
Just like the altar could be used for different ceremonies, so the slab could be changed to accommodate those rituals, and thus Liane spent five minutes closing the appropriate circles using specially designed ink, and finished the inscriptions with that same ink. The circles and symbols flashed to her magic sight upon their completion, and Liane nodded at the feedback.
Normal people did not see the reaction, and thus didn't know when or if they had completed successfully.
She stepped up to and behind the altar, and nodded to her Assistant who stood off to one side. The ink and brush had been discarded out of the sight of the invited people, and now the girl was only holding up a velvet cushion upon which rested the implements for the ritual proper.
Slowly, Liane drew in a deep breath and let it out, trying to get her raging nerves under control. Most rested upon her shoulders, but much depended upon the actions of her Assistant as well. She had confidence in the girl, to the point where she had declined the use of one of the Temple's own professional assistants.
But still...
Liane ignored the thought. Amy would conduct herself marvelously and would not make any mistakes. She had to believe that.
Making the appropriate sign, she sounded the chime that told the guests waiting in another antechamber that everything was ready, and that they would be allowed entry. Two-to-three dozen people filed out, talking in low voices, taking their positions, leaving a large center space free. Voices talking in dim volumes blended together, and Liane looked over them, waiting for them to be ready.
When they were ready, five or so minutes later, she made a second sign to allow the guests of honor entry into the gardens, and come up to the altar proper.
Four people strode calmly and ritualistically through the center isle toward the altar behind which she was standing. Four people, two Mages, two Warlocks. In the center walked an elder Mage and elder Warlock, while on the outside walked a younger Mage and younger Warlock – almost as if the two elder people were preventing the younger people from coming into inappropriate contact.
When the quartet reached the altar, and bowed, Liane bowed back. It was usually not appropriate for Nobles to bow to one another, Decorum demanded subservience only to a Noble of clearly higher rank. A student could bow to their teacher should they wish, and a Noble should bow to one of the Imperial Council... and had to bow to the Lord Emperor.
She was their junior; they did not bow to her. Instead, they bowed to what she represented: the presence of the gods upon earth while she conducted the ceremony.
She bowed back, as a sign of respect given from herself, both to the station she upheld and to honor the respect given to her by the people before her. As she straightened up, she met the eyes of the Rituals & Ceremonies Doctora. She blinked, yet made no outward sign, going on with the ceremony.
“My Lords and My Ladies,” Liane said to the four people before her as if the crowd was not present. “I bid you welcome to this ceremony of matrimony. May I know who among you have requested this Ceremony?”
As ritual demanded, the elder Warlock and the elder Mage stepped forward. “I, Orlan Metalmaster, request this ceremony on behalf of my son, Aral Woodcrafter, honored Master Mage.”
Liane gave a ritualistic half-bow to the elder Warlock, ignoring the fact that his son, a graduated Warlock, was only a crafter in status. He was obviously not very powerful.
“I, Esad Icemaster, request this ceremony on behalf of my daughter, Licta Firemaster, honored Master Mage,” the mother of the bride spoke. Liane half-bowed to her, before looking both the man and woman deep in the eyes.
The ceremony she had started with the closing of the circles was starting to take effect, now that the father of the groom and the mother of the bride accepted their roles in it. Liane could feel the magic seeping into her core.
Amy stepped up, holding the cushion. Liane reached to grab her wand, never once breaking her eye-contact. Made to order to suit her unstable core, her wand's handle was made of copper-colored metal, while the actual wand itself was dark obsidian, the almost-black crystal reflecting and refracting light in unusual patterns.
The metal handle seemed to vibrate in her gloved hands, and the deep-black crystal shaft resonated soundlessly with the crystals on her focus gloves. This wand had taken months to get right, to grow to just the right perfections. When holding it for the first time, Liane had felt sure she would finally be able to use regular magic.
Unfortunately, the added stability given by her wand was still not enough to make her completely 'normal'. It helped, yes, but it was still not enough.
She was not here to work regular magic, in any case. She was here to conduct a ceremony. She finished her eye-contact with both the Mage and Warlock, and intoned, “Do you, Master Warlock, promise to stand for this union? Do you promise to protect it, guide it, and support it?” it was more direct than Decorum usually allowed, but the magic required clear and precise words.
The ceremonial magic rose in preparation for his answer.
“I so vow, on the blood in my veins and the beating of my heart, honored Master Mage,” the man said, head lifting slightly. Nobles loved making impressive-sounding vows. The magic flashed silently, and it was doubtful that anyone was aware of it. Liane herself probably would have been unaware of it, had it not been for her magic-sight.
“Do you, Master Mage, promise to stand for this union? Do you promise to protect it, guide it, and support it?” she then asked of the woman.
“I so vow, on the blood in my veins and the beating of my heart, honored Master Mage,” the woman replied ritualistically. Again, the magic flashed.
Liane, as the conductor of the ceremony, started intoning the first level of the ceremonial magic. To her, it looked like a multi-colored web of magic wrapped itself around the two elders, pulsing and ready to be called on at her command. She motioned widely to the two young people who were about to be joined, and gestured for them to step closer and come together, for the first time standing side-by-side without their parents shielding them.
The magic that had permeated the air, bonding into a web thanks to the ritualistic magic she had just cast, hung in the air, silently waiting for her to proceed.
“Master Warlock,” she said to the young man. “Is this ceremony to your wishes? Do you stand here without compulsion and without reservation, ready to join your life and magic to this woman?”
“I so swear, honored Master Mage.”
Liane nodded. “Master Mage, is this ceremony to your wishes? Do you stand here without compulsion and without reservation, ready to join your life and magic to this man?”
“I so swear, honored Master Mage,” the woman replied, a smile threatening to break out as she and her husband-to-be shared a glance.
The magic reacted, the web strengthening, reaching out to the young couple in front of Liane's altar. They had vowed life and magic to each other, the ceremony was ready to be completed, seeming almost eager for it.
“Should someone here choose to do so, they may now challenge this man for the right to marry this woman. Should they choose to waive this right, they will forever waive this right,” Liane said, spreading her arms wide. Nobody had challenged someone at the altar in over two hundred years, but one had to observe the rituals.
Nobody stepped forward.
“Should someone here choose to do so, they may now challenge this woman for the right to marry this man. Should they choose to waive this right, they will forever waive this right,” Liane then said. After all, it was not only men that got challenged. It was entirely possible that a different woman wished to marry this man.
Again, nobody stepped forward. After waiting the appropriate five seconds, Liane continued casting, weaving the second level ceremonial magic around the young couple. A second multi-colored web of magic pulsed at the ready, integrating itself with the web already there. Now not only life and magic would be bound, but fidelity and loyalty would be bound as well.
Liane looked at the young couple, and at the two elder people, now standing two paces back. “I am about to join this union. Masters Warlock, Masters Mage, this is your final chance to annul this ceremony, or be forever bound.”
Amy, her faithful assistant, held up the cushion again. Next to the place where her wand had been, rested her athame. Like her wand, it was made of obsidian, and held a brightly copper-colored handle. It was shaped like a flame, and Liane found it matched the flames on her robes quite nicely. Grabbing the ceremonial dagger, she lifted it off the cushion.
Nobody spoke for the required five seconds, and Liane nodded once. Amy held the cushion closer. The final item on it was a small gold cube, and Liane pricked her finger with the athame. Two drops of her blood hit the cube.
Without being prompted, Amy walked around the altar, and presented the cushion to the Warlock. Liane muttered a sterilization spell at her athame, and presented it, handle-first, to the Warlock. He took it, pricked his finger, and allowed two drops of his own blood to hit the cube. He then presented the dagger back to Liane.
She took it, sterilized it once more, and presented it to the Mage just as Amy had finished walking around and presenting the cushion with the cube to the bride.
The bride, too, pricked her finger.
Liane accepted her athame back, sterilized it one final time, and placed it in a holder on her belt. The cushion with the gold cube was held up to her by Amy, who had done her role perfectly. Neither rushed nor slow, the girl had presented the cushion perfectly at the correct intervals.
Proud though she was, Liane could not show any affection at the moment. Closing her eyes, she started casting the final level of ceremonial magic, tying the magics in the air to the cube of gold held up by her Assistant. To her magic-sight, the joining of the interlocking magics was a true thing of beauty, finally settling into a solid gold thread connecting bride and groom that almost made her smile. The gold cube flashed, and vanished from the cushion.
Liane let out her breath. She had performed the Ceremony perfectly. “Permit me to offer my congratulations, My Lord and My Lady. You are now joined in the union of matrimony.” As she finished her words, the gold cube reappeared, settling as a gold band around the ring fingers of both bride and groom. As the magic finished, runes and glyphs appeared on the outside of the gold bands.
She bowed deeply, no longer the ritualistic half-bow. The newly married couple thanked her, and bowed back. The ceremony was over.
Glowing inwardly with a job well-done, she stepped back to the preparation chamber, her Assistant falling into step behind her.
Half an hour later, they left the preparation room, dressed in their regular robes once more. The Doctora was waiting for them outside.
Being a woman of few words, she merely explained that both their performances were exemplary, and that Liane had officially passed the Rituals & Ceremonies course with top marks, before nodding a greeting and walking off.
Liane didn't mind the lack of small talk, her marks were what mattered, and so she failed to keep a tiny satisfied smile off her face as she left the temple with Amy half a step behind her right shoulder.
They returned to the Academy in short order, ready to take an evening off from studying, and just enjoy a nice, long, relaxing dinner at the dining hall, before going to bed early.
As they crossed the courtyard, and reached the large silver fountain, both Proctor and Assistant halted. “My Lady,” Milor said, looking away from where he had been staring at the fountain, obviously waiting for them.
“My Lord,” Liane replied back, also looking away from the fountain. It was looking like a four-dimensional cube and was making her head hurt.
“May I ask how your exam has been?” he asked.
“It was excellent, My Lord. I was required to perform a ceremony of matrimony, and my performance was flawless. The Doctora has informed me that I will be receiving top marks,” Liane replied, before motioning to Amy. “My Assistant's performance was exemplary as well.”
“Congratulations, My Lady,” Milor said, dipping his head, before looking at Amy. “Congratulations, Assistant.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane replied, right before Amy could.
“Perhaps we could hold a small celebration?” Milor asked. “I have been given directions to a quaint little inn not too far from here that serves an excellent lamb stew. It would be my honor should you choose to accompany me.”
Liane did not need to think long about the offer. The food among the Commoners wasn't as high-status as the food at the Academy was, but it usually came in larger quantities, and the atmosphere was far preferable.
“Thank you, My Lord. I do believe we shall,” she said, her faint smile growing just a bit larger.
He dipped his head, gave a faint yet pleased smile, and motioned for the entrance gate. “This way, please, My Lady.”
As they started walking, Liane couldn't help but think that this was one of the better days at the Academy. She had met a challenge posed by her teacher, she had earned top marks, and now she would enjoy a nice dinner with her friend and her faithful Assistant.
The food was as good as had been rumored, the atmosphere was exuberant, and Liane had a few too many goblets of wine, making her slightly drunk. By the time they walked back to the Academy, night had fallen.
Amy was practically asleep on her feet after a large and filling lamb-stew meal and a goblet of wine.
“I do not believe I have ever been out this late,” Liane said, looking up at the stars and the coal-black night. “It certainly changes the atmosphere,” she added, looking around the blackened roads winding through the commoner part of the city.
Milor was the picture of composure as he answered. “Do not let yourself worry. We are Nobles, My Lady.”
She just shrugged, the alcohol in her system lifting her personal boundaries making her forget certain rules of Decorum. “That wasn't really what I was talking about, but interesting conclusion you just jumped to, My Lord.”
His lips twitched. “It comes with being a Warlock, My Lady,” he replied, his tone light.
She gave a grin, then tried to compose herself. “How does a Warlock see the situation, My Lord?” she asked.
Milor graced her with an indulgent look, before letting his eyes travel over their surroundings. “A Warlock would be very aware of the fact that we have shadows all around us, shadows in which opponents may be hidden. A Warlock would also be conscious about the torches illuminating the street corners, as looking into them would induce night-blindness that would increase the shadows.”
Liane looked around, suddenly not feeling as comfortable as she had previously. Every shadow suddenly appeared longer and thicker than it had before, taking on shapes that reminded her vaguely of the repulsively dangerous visions that the silver fountain sometimes took when her magic was agitated.
A shudder raced down her body. “I see your point, My Lord,” she added, suddenly not feeling quite so elated, nor as intoxicated, as before.
“You needn't worry, My Lady. As I have said before, We are Nobles,” he replied easily, his level tone doing its best to calm her sudden jump in nerves.
She nodded, drawing a deep relaxing breath.
When it came, it came out of nothing. A scream tore through Liane's throat as magic detonated against her back, throwing her to the ground. Gasping for breath and blinking against the pain, she barely had time to roll around to see Amy, her faithful Assistant, unconscious on the ground, crumpled at the feet of a black-dressed figure.
Two more figures were circling Milor, whose Warlock-trained reflexes had obviously saved him from the cowardly attack perpetrated on them.
Seeing the figure standing over Amy look in her direction, Liane slowly pushed to her feet. “You are still awake?” the black-dressed figure asked in a feminine voice. Liane drew a breath and erected herself fully. The woman facing her had been startled, judging from the pair of blue-gray steel-colored eyes that were visible through the black hood.
The follow-up attack from the woman didn't catch Liane nearly as much off-guard as the cowardly attack to the back had done, and she managed to dodge aside. More attacks were forthcoming, and Liane found herself boxed in, having to admit the superior knowledge and skill of her opponent.
Her chest constricted as the woman's attack hit, and Liane toppled over, feeling her magic scream and howl as it negated the effects placed on her. Turning into glorious fire, the magic burned through her veins, throwing away the pain and fear and confusion that had marred her performance up until now.
Ignoring the two figures engaged in battle with Milor, she focused on her own opponent, the one who had hurt Amy, who had dared to attack her in the back, who had presumed to ambush all three of them.
“Walk away, My Lady. We're only here for him,” the unknown woman said. “Out of respect for you, for standing after taking major strikes, I will let you walk away with the assistant if you promise not to interfere with what will happen.”
Liane's lips curled back as the magic took over. This woman had dared to hurt her precious Assistant! She had dared to attack them in the back! And now she would suggest the height of cowardice!?
A red filter descended over Liane's vision, and she whispered the mental acceleration spell.
Synesthesia immediately took over, and Liane's voice tasked like ash and charcoal as she snapped spell after spell at her opponent, an opponent who had immediately cast the exact same acceleration spell and started dodging with no apparent effort.
That could only mean one thing... the person facing her was a Warlock.
A female Warlock.
Snapping lightning at the dodging figure, Liane’s mouth produced nothing but screams and grunts, unable to hit the woman who dodged like liquid water. A new counter-attack was forthcoming, and Liane made good use of all of her skills, literally parrying the strikes aimed at her, deviating them into the ground or the air.
Liane's next spell had the ground ensnare the woman's feet, a low tactic that was impossible during regular duels due to charmed flooring. Releasing the acceleration spell, she felt her fire-core turn the incredible pain of coming down into the utmost pleasure.
Gasping for breath at the amount of magic expended and the curious combination of pain and pleasure flooding her brain, Liane approached the fallen woman.
The earth-bonds shattered moments later, the woman drawing a sword and charging magic through it. Death Magic lashed from the weapon at Liane's position. She barely had time to throw herself out of the way. More Death Magic strikes followed, and Liane rolled over the ground in an undignified manner, thrown and jerked and pulled around by her magic, desperately trying to steer her clear of the incoming attacks.
“You are well-trained,” the woman commented when the barrage of strikes ended, and Liane slowly came to her feet, covered in dust, bleeding from shallow cuts where chips of stone had hit her. “But it is over now. Surrender.”
Liane growled, and almost took a step forward.
She halted when she realized that the woman had maneuvered them exactly as she had wanted to. Liane was now well away from Amy, and the woman was standing above the unconscious Assistant. “I do not wish to commit murder here today. You will leave.”
Liane's body took another almost-step forward. She stopped once more when black magic gathered in the woman's hand, a Death Magic finishing strike.
The red filter became a red haze, and magic howled through Liane's body. Her unknown female Warlock opponent's eyes widened at the sight, and physically moved back when Liane's teeth bared fully and her eyes glowed. The scream that followed was barely articulate, a semi-growled chopped-off incantation that struck the unknown woman straight in the chest.
She fell down, and started screaming and trashing.
Liane's gaze travelled around, coming into contact with the two assailants who had been targeting Milor. They broke off their assault at the sound of their companion's screams, only to witness the woman going into convulsions, before lying still.
The two shared a look, nodded, and vanished into a nonverbal shadow spell that hid them from sight almost immediately.
Liane turned to walk to Amy, who was stirring now that the unknown woman's defeat had broken the spell. Just as the younger girl sat upright, Liane's core gave out, the red haze dropping away. Pain lashed through her chest as her core fused into an inoperable ball of misery, and the full realization of what she had done hit her.
She managed to stagger to a nearby tree before losing her dinner.
“My Lady?” Milor asked gently, placing one hand on her heaving back.
“My Lord,” she whispered, shaking.
“I must thank you for standing with me,” he said, still on the same tone, as she straightened out and tried to surreptitiously wipe her mouth. “I heard the offer made to you. Two times you had the chance to walk away, yet you did not.”
“I could not abandon a friend in need, My Lord,” she whispered, haltingly. “We must report this attack.”
Milor nodded hesitatingly. “I must report to the Lord Master what happened here,” he said, voice halting.
“My Lord?”
“I am sorry I cannot explain, My Lady. Due to the Rules of Equality I cannot explain why we were attacked, nor why they were interested only in me,” he said, voice steeling.
She stiffened. Her Assistant had been attacked. She had been attacked. And now he refused to explain!? Her magic, the big mass of pain and hurt in her chest, trembled. Heat seeped through cracks in its fused surface. She let out a deep breath. “Very well, My Lord. I am not happy, but will accept your explanation. For now.” She looked at Amy.
“I am alright, Proctor. It appears I was merely rendered unconscious,” she said before Liane was able to say anything. The older girl gave a nod.
“Let's go to the Academy. My Lord Milor has a report to make,” Liane then said, turning, and starting to walk. Her act was brave. It was the only way she could hide the fact that her body felt weak and her magic was down for the count.
“My Lady?”
“My Lord?” Liane asked, wishing that she could lift one eyebrow in question.
“May I ask why you are still accompanying me? After all, it is obvious that I am a danger to you, yet I am unable to explain why.”
Liane was silent for a few seconds. “Regardless of your hidden background, you are still my friend, My Lord. I will accompany you as far as I can. They may not be the only assassins,” she finally answered.
“Thank you, My Lady.”
She dipped her head. “You're welcome, My Lord.”
“May I ask what you hit your opponent with?” he asked a few moments later, obviously unable to contain his curiosity. Amy perked up, it sounded like an interesting spell if Milor needed to ask about it.
“I used transmutation, My Lord,” Liane answered after a few moments' thought. “It is deceptively easy to transmute the dihydrogen oxide in human blood into dihydrogen dioxide.”
He kept looking at her, and lifted his one eyebrow in that infuriating gesture of his. She sighed. “I turned some of the water in her blood into hydrogen peroxide.” He remained silent. “Bleach,” she finally explained.
Milor blinked twice, and looked over his shoulder at the corpse they were leaving behind. “No wonder she screamed, My Lady,” he whispered. Swallowing, he turned back to her. “I do believe we will need to make haste. I do not like the idea of someone finding our opponents' body.”
Liane nodded, and pushed some more speed from her weak body.
It wasn't until her friend had summoned the Lord Master and entered his office with him that Liane finally decided to return to their rooms.
The moment the door fell shut behind them, Liane collapsed, bonelessly, onto her bed.
“Proctor!?” Amy exclaimed, suddenly at her side. “Are you alright?”
Wearily, Liane nodded, and slowly rolled over to her back. “I will need to rely on you, Assistant,” she muttered. “I pushed more magic than I could safely handle.”
Amy, still looking worried, placed her hand on the nightstand and ordered a bowl of cold water and a cloth from the kitchens. “I thought so,” she said when she received the items. Slowly, she dabbed the cool cloth against Liane's face, washing away the sweat and tears that stained it. “When you explained that you invoked transmutation, I knew something must be wrong, Proctor.”
Liane nodded, smiling softly at the careful wipes of the cloth against her face and forehead. “Transmutation doesn't normally work against people, I know. I can overcome it when angered, but the cost is dramatic.”
The older girl sighed deeply. “My core is damaged, Amy,” she said. “I will not be able to cast magic for days. Last time, I managed to hide it, but now we are in the middle of the school year. I will need to rely on you to cast for me. We'll hide it as me testing you.”
The young Assistant nodded, always game for a challenge. “Of course, Proctor. And should you want it, you know you can always-”
“No,” Liane said, interrupting the younger girl. “I will not use magic from you through the bond. I have seen the results of that. I will never descend to that level.”
Amy remained silent, and Liane fell asleep not two minutes later, never even bothering to change out of her clothes. She was too tired and in too much pain to care.
It was the next day that she got her next surprise, when the Lord Master himself invited her to his office.
When the Lord Master asked, one went, and so Liane hurried as much as Decorum allowed.
“Good morning, My Lady,” the Lord Master greeted her when she entered his office after being admitted. “Please be seated. I trust you are well?”
“I have been better, My Lord,” Liane answered truthfully, sitting down in the empty chair facing his desk. Amy stepped behind it, her position as an Assistant. “Yesterday's events were... unexpected.”
The man was silent for a few moments, studying her. “Regrettably, I cannot explain what has happened, for the Rules of Equality forbid me. This goes for the Lord Milor Lightningcrafter as well, unfortunately.”
She bit back her urge to sigh, and nodded once. “I understand, My Lord. Although my curiosity is not happy, I do understand. “
“I am glad that you understand, My Lady,” he told her. “Unfortunately, due to the unfortunate conclusion of yesterday's events, you will be asked to give evidence. Tomorrow afternoon, at two, you will be expected to give evidence before a panel of Adjudicators.”
Liane swallowed. She had not considered the legal trouble she could be in. She had taken a life outside of an honorable duel, in a common street fight, almost. Although she had acted in defense of herself, her Assistant, and her friend, she had still taken life where it was not hers to take.
“Due to circumstances beyond your knowledge, covered by the Rules of Equality, it will be highly unlikely that you will be detained, My Lady. You need not worry. The Lord Milor Lightningcrafter has already given evidence, so this is likely to be nothing more than a mere formality,” the Lord Master went on, as if he did not notice her suddenly pale complexion and panicking gaze.
She swallowed deeply as his words penetrated. “May I ask how My Lord Milor Lightningcrafter knew to contact you so quickly, and how it can be that he has already given evidence, seeing as barely 14 hours have passed since the unfortunate events?”
“You may ask, My Lady, but unfortunately the answer to those questions is, once again, covered by the Rules of Equality,” he replied.
She was not happy with that particular answer, either. Just what was her friend's secret? “I understand, My Lord,” she answered levelly. “I will be at the court building tomorrow afternoon for my appointment with the Adjudicators.”
“I know you are unhappy with the answers you are receiving, especially as your Assistant and yourself have been placed in danger. Please understand that all possible measures are being taken to make sure these events do not repeat themselves.”
She blinked. This meant that Milor could be attacked again! This was getting more serious by the minute... her friend had always had a mysterious past, but now it seemed that past was likely to get him killed, and get anyone killed that was close to him.
Her right fist balled. Her magic was down for the count at the moment, so her emotions were more level than normal, but she still felt anger over that thought. Milor was her friend. She was not about to let him get killed.
“I understand, My Lord,” she answered, understanding that he had, in effect, been trying to warn her of possible repetition. “I will place my trust in the measures taken.”
He dipped his head, understanding her own hidden meaning. She was not about to let this scare her away from her friend. “Then I wish you good luck, My Lady,” the Lord Master said.
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, understanding a dismissal when she heard one and standing up. Her Assistant, who had been patiently waiting behind her chair, stepped aside to follow her.
The following day, she was at the court building precisely on time for her appointment. Upon entry into the imposing stone building, she had registered her name and had immediately been directed to one of the interrogation rooms.
Amy needed to remain outside. Interrogations were intensely private.
Liane entered an unremarkable room, with just one horizontal window stretching across the top half of the far wall to allow in light. As the window did not even reach a third of the way down from the ceiling, it would be impossible for anyone outside to look into the room and see or report on anything that went on inside.
Three imposing figures sat behind a large table, each covered in long robes of various colors, their faces and identities hidden by the hoods they wore.
Nobody could know who the Adjudicators were. Impartiality had to be maintained.
“Please be seated, My Lady,” the center figure spoke, motioning to the lone chair on the other side of the table. The figure's voice was distorted, making it impossible for Liane to even determine if the figure was male or female.
Liane sat.
“You will be questioned under truth serum, My Lady,” the figure on the left spoke, producing a bottle out of an inner pocket of the large robes. The hand was covered in a dark glove, preventing it from being identified as either male or female.
Liane's curiosity was peaked, and she grudgingly admitted that nothing had been left to chance.
The bottle was emptied into a conjured glass, and placed in front of her. “Please drink, My Lady,” the third figure, on the right, spoke, motioning to the glass.
Still not knowing whether to address the figures as either My Lord or My Lady, Liane took the glass, and sipped from it. The taste was strange, as if she were drinking syrupy water of some kind.
She drank down the rest of the glass, and felt really calm all of a sudden.
“Please state your name, My Lady,” the center figure spoke, suddenly holding a pen. It seemed the questioning had started.
“Liane, the MagicWarper,” she answered. “My Lord,” she tacked on. None of the figures reacted to her address.
“We must confirm you are under truth serum. Your answer will not be recorded, and will never leave this room,” the figure on the left spoke. “is your virtue still intact?”
Liane blinked. “It is, My Lord,” she answered.
“Please tell us the most embarrassing thing that has ever happened to you,” the figure on the right asked.
She answered without hesitation, as if it didn't even occur to her to either lie or to hesitate.
“I showed my Proctor's in-progress masterpiece to my friend, ignoring the rules of decency. My Proctor caught me while demonstrating the device to my friend. We were alone, unsupervised, in the room I shared with my Proctor. She proceeded to check my virtue. In front of my friend.”
The three figures nodded. “You are under truth serum,” the center figure spoke. “Were you engaged in an altercation the day before yesterday?”
“I was, My Lord,” Liane answered.
“Did this debacle end in the death of the Lady Doria Firemaster?”
“It did, My Lord.”
“Please explain in your own words what happened,” the third figure asked.
Liane explained how she and Milor had been walking back from dinner, how they had been ambushed, and how she had to fight to defend herself and her unconscious Assistant. How she had been offered leave, and how she had refused, as her friend needed her help. She ended with the threats made against the life of her Assistant.
“We now have the statements of both yourself and the Lord Milor Lightningcrafter. We must now receive the reply from the aggrieved party. Please be ready at 3pm, you will be required to join us and the other witnesses for the necromantic rituals.”
Liane nodded, and made to stand. “If you wish, you can remain here, My Lady. The truth serum will work for close to half an hour still. If you wish to leave, please remain with close friends or people that you do not mind telling the unvarnished truth to.”
She nodded. “Thank you, My Lord,” she said, standing as the Adjudicators filed out. After admitting Amy into the room, Liane closed the door and had her Assistant re-seal it. Her magic was recuperating, but it was still not reliable.
“I have had my interview, Assistant,” the older girl explained to her Assistant. “I must now remain here until the truth serum stops working. There is no antidote, and I have no intention of telling my deepest secrets.”
Amy nodded while debated asking a personal question anyway. Liane shook her head. “Do not try it, Assistant.”
The younger girl pouted slightly. “Besides,” Liane went on. “You will witness a necromantic ritual in half an hour. I have never witnessed one myself; I do believe you will find it interesting and educational.”
“Yes, Proctor,” the girl answered, suddenly seeming a lot more interested.
Precisely at three, Liane and Amy were present in the entry hall of the court building, waiting for the Adjudicators to come and collect them, when Milor walked up.
“Good afternoon, My Lady,” he said, standing rather stiffly and giving her a peculiar look.
“My Lord,” Liane said, dipping her head. “Good afternoon. I trust you are well? We have not talked since the unfortunate events the day before yesterday.”
He nodded rather stiffly. “I am well, My Lady. I am more concerned with whether or not those events have cost me a friend.”
Liane turned to face him, and looked into his eyes. “I understand that the Rules of Equality forbid you from discussing your past or your background, My Lord. I am... vexed... by such limitations, but I will abide them.” She linked her hands behind her back. “However, that event has not cost you a friend.”
His stiff stance relaxed visibly. “I am grateful, My Lady.”
Liane wished she could lift an eyebrow in amusement. “It seems that question has deeply worried you, My Lord.”
His lips quirked. “It did,” he confided, when the Adjudicators entered, one after another, from one of their chambers.
“Please follow us,” the tallest figure intoned in that curiously cloaked voice. As it seemed nobody forbade Amy from following, she joined Liane and Milor.
They entered a door nobody had noticed until now, and descended a flight of stairs that led to an underground corridor. That corridor ended in what appeared to be a stone door carved into the ending wall.
Liane's gaze flickered over the curious stone portal that led nowhere, and looked at the two men that were already present. One was tall, broad-shouldered, and had short gray hair. The second was shorter, younger, in his teens, and had jet-black hair.
Liane blinked. The younger man seemed familiar somehow.
Her inner debate about the identity of the younger man cut off as one of the Adjudicators spoke. “The Lord Chilldu, Master of Necromancy, and his apprentice, the Lord Pertogan, will bridge the afterlife. My Lords, have you been prepared?”
Pertogan! That was who he was! Liane studied him, filing in the differences the last six and a half years had made to him since she last saw him.
She found it hard to reconcile the image she had of a necromancer in fiction against the figure who was now facing the stone gateway. She had always thought of necromancers as physically weak and pale from lack of sunlight. The two necromancers in front of her now were muscled, and well-tanned.
The Lord Chilldu watched his apprentice like a hawk while Pertogan chanted at the gateway, which flashed twice before the door itself was replaced by an endless black void. “Doria Firemaster, I call you,” Pertogan stated, loudly. “Appear before me!”
A white line snapped out from an object at Pertogan's feet – Liane only now realized that it was the same black cloak her attacker had been wearing on the night of the attack – and reached out through the now opened portal. Not ten seconds later, a white-glowing figure appeared through the archway, and settled in front of Pertogan, on the stone floor in the physical world.
He chanted a short sentence that Liane failed to understand, then turned to the Adjudicators. “She is under my command, My Lords. She will tell you the truth.”
As the Adjudicators interrogated the deceased, Liane studied Pertogan. He had been a rather quiet boy when she had met him during the initiation course in magic. Now he looked rather broad, with heavy shoulders and a broad back.
The Adjudicators finished their interrogation in short order, it was a rather simple case to confirm whether Liane and Milor's perspectives matched the perspective of the deceased. She had indeed launched an attack against them, she had offered leniency if Liane would walk away, and she had indeed threatened death against a Proctor's Assistant. And yes, Liane had killed her after that threat.
“The Adjudication has been made,” one of the cloaked figures spoke after Pertogan dismissed the spirit and sealed the doorway. The Lord Chilldu nodded once to his apprentice. “My Lord Milor Lightningcrafter, My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper, you have been cleared of wrongdoing. You may go,” the figure finished, and strode from the underground hallway with the other two figures, not even waiting for a reaction.
“My Lady, My Lord,” Pertogan said after the figures left, “it is agreeable to see you again, although I wished it were under better circumstances.”
“My Lord Pertogan. It is good to see you again as well,” Milor replied.
Liane nodded to her former classmate. “It is agreeable to see you again as well, Lord Pertogan. It seems that the intervening years have been kind to you.”
“I have learned much, My Lady. I have the luck of having a benevolent Master,” Pertogan answered. “Unfortunately, my time in the city will be short, we must leave tomorrow. May I ask whether you are available for dinner tonight? It would be interesting to compare the different roads our lives have taken.”
Liane nodded at once. Any chance to learn magic she did not already know would be grasped with two hands. “I am available, My Lord. It would be my honor to join you.”
Milor's face grew still. “Unfortunately, I am otherwise occupied tonight, My Lord,” he said, levelly. “I hope I cause no offense for my rapid departure, but I have some things that I need to take care of.”
“Of course not, My Lord,” Pertogan said, about as jovial as one could be under Decorum.
“My Lady, Assistant,” Milor said, nodding a greeting to Liane and Amy, before giving a curter nod to Pertogan. “My Lord.”
Liane frowned slightly as her friend left rather abruptly. It was outside of his regular behavior, and she wondered what had caused him to turn down an invitation for a meal and leave so abruptly.
Deciding on asking him tomorrow, she looked back to Pertogan. “Where shall we meet, My Lord?” she asked.




Chapter Eight

Amy stood and watched in a corner of the advanced ritual room as Liane bustled about. This was a different room than usual, and Amy looked on as Liane set up a completely new ritual.
“Proctor?” she finally ventured. She had been standing here, looking, for the last half hour and was getting impatient.
“Assistant?” Liane asked back, not looking up from her work.
“May I ask why you have entered an unused ritual room? And why you are setting up what appears to be a power sealing ritual?” the little girl asked.
“The Lord Milor Lightningcrafter has been steadily declining in his conduct, Assistant. Ever since I struck up correspondence with Lord Pertogan, he has been either avoiding me, or behaving tersely towards me,” she said, looking up from where she had completed the large outer circle.
“It is becoming increasingly annoying. I am hoping that I will be able to use this ritual in today's mock combat session to seal his magic and demand answers,” she finished, returning to her work. “It's also the reason I am doing this manually. Inscribing the runes, glyphs, and other magical symbols manually is relaxing.”
Amy fell silent and just watched as Liane finished her preparations. Finally, the older girl seemed to be happy with her work, stood up, and walked to the center of the room, placing a few strands of hair in the small circle of symbols made there.
She drew her wand and started chanting, and Amy forced herself not to smile. Her Proctor had a beautiful voice, especially when chanting. It was a side-effect of always humming or singing a power raising chant when she was nervous.
The magic in the room started to spiral up, rising to Liane's commands, waiting to do her bidding, eager to submit itself to her commands.
Just as the ritual was about to finish, Liane clapped her hands, and barked out a halting spell. The magic in the room hung in the air, heavy and oppressive, frustrated in its halted purpose.
“The ritual will hold until I give the release command,” Liane spoke to Amy. “As it's not part of the ritual, it's one of my own spells. If you are interested, I will give you the normal version later.”
The young Assistant nodded. “Thank you, Proctor.”
Liane gave a short nod in acknowledgment of the gratitude and the implied acceptance. “We should make our way to the top floor. It's only fifteen more minutes before my scheduled mock combat session with My Lord Milor Lightningcrafter.” An almost eager grin spread on her lips. “And I am looking forward to this session.”
They didn't have to wait long once they reached the top floor, as Milor was his customary few minutes early.
“My Lord,” Liane greeted when she saw her friend. She hoped he was back to normal, so she wouldn't need to finish the ritual.
“My Lady,” Milor nodded in greeting. “I find my time limited once more, shall we begin?” he asked immediately after as he motioned to the door to the dueling chamber.
Liane released her breath. He had not changed, and once more Liane asked herself why her friend had changed so much. “Very well, My Lord,” she replied curtly, not wanting to show how much his snubbing hurt her.
As they entered the room, Liane hoped that the power sealing ritual would be able to get through to him. Without further words, Liane and Milor took their positions, facing each other, and Amy withdrew herself to one of the corners, out of the way. There would be no dueling shields erected that would keep her safe, after all.
Immediately, Milor charged with wordlessly cast lightning bolts, one after another. As they snapped towards her, Liane was forced to dodge, duck, and roll out of the way of the continuous barrage of lethal magic.
She could feel the power in the spells, and knew that they would be quite painful should they hit her. Her magic would protect her, as it always did and had, but she was not looking forward to another three days of forced magic deprivation should it be forced to do so.
Last time, Amy had been able to cover for her, but tomorrow school would start up again, and there was no way that her Assistant would be able to cover for her during actual classes.
As she dodged his no-nonsense barrage of spells, Liane's hands waved, her voice calling on fire and giving it shape. Casting fire without the 'fuel' of the triangle of fire would require her to anchor the spell into her magic, substituting her own reserves as fuel.
She suddenly reversed the direction of her dodging, throwing off his aim and letting him know that he had been lured into complacency and expectations of her method and direction of movement. As she stood up in the half a second time the move had bought her, she finished off her magical fire.
Fire streamed from her right hand into a puddle on the floor, immediately flowing into the shape and size of a wild boar. Milor's follow-up spell struck the fire.
The boar-fire was immune to lightning, and charged Liane's opponent. As his attention focused on the more immediate threat, Liane drew her wand, and snapped a few words of power. Energy filled the air of the duel room, reaching to the ritual chamber, five floors below ground.
The stasis on the ritual broke, and it completed upon her urging.
Milor swiped at the boar-fire with his sword, 'decapitating' it, and using the sword's magical disruption properties to disperse the fiery animal. He looked up in time to hear her cast, and he snapped a bolt of Death Magic at her – strong enough to sting, not strong enough to do damage – in an effort to teach her not to go for the big and impressive magics that had no place in duel or combat.
To his utter surprise, his spell failed to materialize. Instead, he got just a few motes of magic, a tiny gust of wind that dispersed immediately.
Liane placed her wand back in its sheath, her face sporting a smile that was just a tiny bit ferocious.
He tried again, and this time he only got the words coming out of his mouth.
“I have performed a power sealing ritual, My Lord. Please surrender at this point,” Liane spoke. “Using hair I have collected from you for our repeated Blood Magic experiments, I initiated the ritual this morning, and suspended it, until I completed it just now. For the next hour, you will not be able to use magic.”
Milor blinked, and dipped his head. “A tactic one would be unable to use in battle, but one that is valid against a regular opponent,” he noted. Much to her surprise, he drew his sword, and charged.
Liane almost let out an undignified squeak, and managed to dodge using the very Warlock acceleration techniques he had taught her in years past. The synesthesia that came with the spell generated a nauseating vertigo she ignored with years of practice, and snapped her hands out.
The blade of his sword vanished with a load clanging noise, breaking off his second assault.
“Please do not forget who I am, My Lord. I am the Prime Student of the Academy once again. I am also the one who enchanted your sword, and so I know its limitations. Please surrender,” she stated regally as he stared at the hilt in his hands.
She was sure that he would surrender.
Instead, his face twitched, and faster than she had imagined, he had drawn a dagger from his robes and charged her with a rapid and ferocious assault. She dodged the repeated strikes, strikes that were too fast for her to focus on her magic.
Backward and backward she dodged, until her back hit the wall, and his body pinned hers, his left hand holding an iron grip on her right wrist, pinning it to the wall. His right hand held his dagger at her neck, and his body had pinned hers. She was totally defenseless.
Panic rose in her chest, her magic thick like syrup and black as coal while it pushed through her veins. Her vision dimmed as her heartbeat raced. Her breath came in short gasps, and for one moment, she was back to being an eight-year-old orphan held captive by a grown man with a sword at her throat.
Her body trembled, magic gathering like an invisible cloud that shone to her magic sight, waiting for her word of release, ready to destroy and tear, to unmake and annihilate. This was not beautiful magic; this was not magic of creation.
This was magic of unmaking, of destruction. This magic was raw and powerful, the kind of magic that she wielded when truly pressed or truly angry.
She swallowed, felt his dagger at her throat, and her mind gripped for the correct words, the words that would trigger the release of the massive buildup of energy.
It was only when she blinked, and realized that it was Milor's face that she was looking at, that she relented. No, she told herself. This is Milor. Milor would never hurt me. Milor would never hurt me.
Like a mantra, she repeated her thought to herself. Milor would never hurt me.
Her breathing and heartbeat calmed down slowly as she fought down her panic attack. The magic that had been gathering dispersed, slowly, as if disappointed.
Milor never knew how close he had come to death right then, nor did he realize the turmoil that she had been in, when he finally talked.
“It would do you well to remember, My Lady, that a Warlock can fight with more than just magic,” he said, his face so close to hers that she could smell the mint on his breath and the lavender of his cologne. “We train four hours each day. We learn to predict our opponents, we learn how to move, and we learn tactics and strategy.”
She swallowed deeply, unaccustomed to the close contact. Before she could reply, he went on to say, “You were lucky against your Warlock opponent in the battle back then, but it would do you well to remember that you were offered two chances to go away, a clear indication that your opponent did not take the fight seriously enough.”
“Your point is well received, My Lord,” she finally answered, now that he gave her a chance to do so. Her friend was unusually intense today, clearly demonstrated by his reprimand, as well as the fact that he still had her pinned and showed no signs of letting her go.
“And hence you were able to predict my movements and force me to put my own back against the wall, My Lord?” she asked, trying to defuse the situation.
“Exactly, My Lady,” he answered coolly.
“Your point is well-received, My Lord,” she repeated her earlier statement. “You may now release me.”
A faint of humor finally seemed to enter his features. “Perhaps I am enjoying having you at my mercy, My Lady,” he answered, his voice no longer as foreboding as it had been earlier. Vaguely, she wondered at his change of demeanor.
“And yet you have continued to avoid me ever since that battle, My Lord,” she replied, no longer feeling as disturbed as she should, having his weapon at her throat. She trusted him. Her magic had fully dispersed by now. She would not have hesitated to flatten anyone else.
Some wounds never healed, and having a weapon at one's throat was one of them.
He flinched as if struck, and stepped back. “My apologies, My Lady,” he said demurely, looking at where he had dropped the hilt of his sword. “It seems I have been... remiss... in my conduct and that I drove you past endurance.”
“I will, of course, reimburse you for the weapon, My Lord,” she said, avoiding his implied apology.
He swallowed, and looked at her. He drew a deep breath, and released it, recognizing the fact that she would reimburse him for the weapon – and the implication that she wouldn't re-enchant it.
Ever since their first year, he had been the one to pay for the weapons she destroyed. The statement that she would reimburse him and the implied threat of not enchanting his blade were enough to make him realize just how far their friendship had deteriorated.
“I have been very remiss in my conduct, My Lady. Please allow me to offer my apologies,” he finally said, looking at her.
She was silent for ten seconds. Ten long seconds, seconds that actually made him realize that she might not accept his apology. “May I ask what has you in such an abysmal mood for the last month and a half?”
He opened his mouth as if to reply, then closed it, obviously debating his answer. “I would suggest honesty, My Lord,” she advised him when he continued to hesitate.
Milor nodded. “I found myself jealous, My Lady,” he said, his voice sounding pained. “You seemed to strike up an immediate cordial relationship with the Lord Pertogan, and I found myself jealous at the ease of it.”
He obviously wasn't finished, although what he had said so far was very surprising to her. Her friend was jealous because she exchanged a few letters with Lord Pertogan?
“I also found myself... afraid, My Lady,” her friend continued. “I am aware of the fact that my presence almost got you killed. I am also aware that Lord Pertogan has even more exotic magic, magic that you would love learning about. I found myself afraid of being replaced as your friend, My Lady. I apologize for my abysmal conduct.”
Liane didn't really know what to say. His replies had been one revelation after another, things she never would have guessed. “I am merely exchanging a few letters with Lord Pertogan, My Lord. We had one dinner, at an exceedingly formal place, where the food was excellent but the atmosphere too coldly formal to be enjoyable.”
She stepped up to him, where he was toying awkwardly with the hilt of his sword. “You need never worry about my loyalty, My Lord. I would not step away under duress, so there is little chance of me stepping away under other conditions. You have been my friend since the day we started at this Academy, and unless you continue to snub me, there is very little chance of me abandoning said friendship.”
He actually looked relieved at her words. “Thank you, My Lady.”
She dipped her head in response. She looked at the hilt of his sword. “Unfortunately, I used transmutation rather than elemental magic to disperse the sword, so I cannot rebuild it. Air is difficult, if not impossible, to transmute.”
“I will get a new blade, My Lady. I believe the blacksmith will welcome my patronage,” he said.
“Please let me know when you do, My Lord. I have some new runic schemes that I believe will increase the protection even further,” she told him, removing the last of her implied threats.
He would pay for the weapon, she would do the enchanting. Everything was back to normal.
Milor smiled lightly, about as much as Decorum allowed. “Once again, I thank you, My Lady.”
“You are welcome, My Lord,” Liane answered formally, returning his smile with one of her own.
“I believe that, after such a conversation, we could both use some rest. When would be convenient for you to have our next session, My Lady?” Milor asked, trying to sound normal, but a note of hopefulness still making it through.
“I find myself with only four courses this year, My Lord: General Applications, Elemental Magic, Hexes & Curses, and Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore. That means that I have two hours free each afternoon in which we could have further sessions, or during which I could prepare for class should you be indisposed.”
“Unfortunately, this year, the Warlock Arts are a single block of four hours in the afternoon, so I will not be available. We could, however, hold our sessions after dinner. As I am only taking Curses & Hexes, I have plenty of time available in the mornings for my preparations.”
Liane scowled slightly at his mention of only taking one extra class, but didn't comment on the subject. “That sounds good, My Lord. I am looking forward to it.”
“As am I, My Lady. As am I,” he answered levelly, and walked out of the room, a bounce in his step that hadn't been there for quite some time. Liane closed the door behind herself and Amy, making sure that the room was clean.
They walked in silence to the advanced ritual room to clean up the power sealing ritual. The moment both were in private, Liane turned to Amy. “That went well, Assistant.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Amy said, beginning the process of dismantling the ritual circles in the appropriate way. “Although it is curious that the Lord Milor would be jealous of a simple correspondence with Lord Pertogan. Perhaps he feels more than simple friendship for you?”
Liane shot her Assistant an annoyed look. The little girl diplomatically acted as if she did not see. “I have told you before, Assistant, we are just friends.”
“Of course, Proctor.”
The next morning, after waking up and morning rituals, Liane turned to Amy before leaving the room.
“Amy, we are about to leave for Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore. As you are my Assistant, and took the same vows of secrecy as I did, you will be allowed entry. I know you will make me proud – and I would like to reiterate to you that you should not abuse what you will learn.”
The young Assistant nodded eagerly. She had been looking forward to Deep Secrets since learning that Liane would be taking the class.
Little did the young girl know that her Proctor had been looking forward to the class as well.
They made it to the appropriate classroom with plenty of time to spare, and Liane took the opportunity to grill her Assistant on what she considered to be basic magical knowledge. It wasn't until the Lord Master appeared that Liane realized that the other students had been – subtly or unsubtly – listening in to the questions and the answers.
Only four other students were present, two other Mages and two Warlocks. None of the them had an Assistant with them, and Amy's presence got a few raised eyebrows from the other students, who had assumed Liane would send the girl away once class started.
However, the fact that the Lord Master did not comment kept them from questioning the younger girl's presence.
Liane looked around. The classroom was not one they had ever been in before. It was large and spacious, far larger than was necessary for three dozen students, let alone three Mages, two Warlocks, and one Assistant. The Lord Master waved at the door once they were all seated, and it immediately blended into the wall. A shimmer ran up the windows, momentarily blurring the sight outside before subsiding.
“My Lords and My Ladies, permit me to welcome you to this first class of Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore,” the man spoke, and Liane had an uncomfortable flashback to when she was a mere eight years old as her magic fluttered in her chest.
No longer did she feel frightfully intimidated by the man's incredible magical powers; now she only felt his power resonate with her own. “During this course, you will expand upon the abilities you have learned in the prerequisite classes of Transmutation, Rituals, Runes, and Blood Magic. You will learn to call upon powers that have not even been hinted at in previous courses, and you will learn to combine magic in ways you never imagined.”
“However, before I begin, I am afraid that I must insist upon verifying your loyalty and binding oaths. May I ask everyone to hold out their right hands?”
Liane felt herself complying without a conscious decision. The Lord Master asked, and her body obeyed, such was the power the man still held over her. Or rather, the power he held over all of them, Liane determined, seeing as the others reacted just as quickly as she had.
The Lord Master approached them, and spoke two words Liane had learned during Rituals & Ceremonies, words that demanded the physical manifestation of previous oaths and vows.
Her right hand glowed, a miniature circle of symbols showing on the back of it. A second-tier circle then appeared, signifying her bond to her Assistant. The Lord Master calmly checked each and every circle, not even batting an eyebrow at the fact that Amy was present – and had sworn herself to secrecy and loyalty.
“I hope to see you in my classes under your own power at some point, My Lady,” he spoke softly to her after inspecting her oaths.
“It is my sincerest hope as well, Lord Master,” Amy replied, just as softly, obviously feeling some of the same effects as Liane had once felt. The man was a powerhouse, the magic under his command was similarly frightening, more so to those younger and less experienced.
The Lord Master nodded, and walked to the front of the class. “As this is the first lesson, we will begin with some administration, and then a general overview of the things we will be discussing this year. I will expect everyone's full attention, and prompt answers to any questions that I pose.”
Nobody said anything, but Liane did notice that the two Warlocks stiffened their spines.
“Good. Let us begin with the administration duties. As those in Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore are only those with the necessary dedication and work ethic take the necessary prerequisite classes and attain the grades required, you are hereby considered the elite students of the Academy.”
The students all sat up straighter. “I must also congratulate our new sixth year Prime Student, Lady Liane, The MagicWarper, for making Prime Student for a second time. Congratulations, My Lady.”
Liane gave a small smile and dipped her head in gratitude as the other students stared at her. “Thank you, My Lord,” she spoke hesitantly.
“As elite students, you will be required to fulfill the roles of elite students. The graduating students have left the Academy, and the Student Council requires two new Vice-Magi. I shall require at least one Lady and one Lord to come forward for this responsibility.”
“My Lady?” the Lord Master asked, motioning for one of the other Mages present.
“My Lord, I would recommend the Lady Liane, the MagicWarper,” she stated calmly, before sitting down.
The Lord Master blinked. It was unusual for anyone to recommend another. Finally, he looked at Liane. “My Lady?”
Liane spared the girl a dirty look. The Mage in question had an impish little smile, making Liane realize immediately what this was about. Revenge for what had happened to Florindra.
In that case, she had no choice, and her path forward became clear. The gauntlet had been thrown. The magic in her chest constricted, turning from regular earth into dark and heavy clay. She stood up. “I gracefully and thankfully accept the recommendation, My Lord. I am gratified to hear that my classmates hold me in such high regard as to nominate me for such a prestigious position.”
The Lord Master dipped his head, the twitching of his lips showing that he had known exactly what had happened here, and that he approved of Liane's way of handling it. The girl who had made the recommendation fought not to scowl.
The two Warlocks looked at each other, before one of them nodded, stood up, and announced his entry as well.
The Lord Master made the necessary notations. “Very well. My Lord, My Lady, barring overriding events, you will become Lord and Lady Magus next year. I will take you to the Council chambers after your final lessons for today, so that you can meet the other council members.”
Liane and the Warlock nodded. She hadn't been paying attention and hadn't heard his name. Sometimes, she cursed her ability to focus on one thing to the detriment of all others.
She glanced at Amy, who looked back angelically, especially now that her Proctor was going to become Magus of the Academy next year. Shifting a glance at the sheet in front of the Assistant, Liane read the name of the Warlock Magus. Dion Woodmaster.
Liane blinked, and shot a glance at the Warlock. Of course, he'd be very good at magic if he was in Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore, but to have a person with a Master rank before graduation? Liane only knew of Cassandra, who had been Airmistress even when she accepted Liane as her Assistant in her sixth year.
“Now that the administration is taken care of, let us begin with a small overview of Kirian history – the history that is not usually taught.” The Lord Master smiled slightly. “After all, the reason this class is called 'Deep Secrets' is because it teaches secret things.”
Liane accepted the little wordplay at face-value. She enjoyed it when the teachers introduced a bit of levity into their lessons, it made things more enjoyable. The Lord Master turned to the blackboard, and waved at it. It filled immediately with dates and events.
“Kiria was an uneventful island populated by regular people in the year 1307 by the reckoning of the calendar used beyond the Great Barrier. Then, across the Atlantic Sea, upheaval wrecked a large society that had sprung up there. A fleet of ships managed to flee.”
“They landed on these shores late in the year of 1307, and founded here the nation that would eventually become Kiria. They were white people, calling themselves Templars. They were foreign to these lands, and conquered the indigenous people with deceptive ease through the use of their magics and advanced technology.”
“They founded the nation, started construction on the capital, and generally exploited the people and the natural resources. They set themselves up as a ruling class, and enslaved the native Kirians. But, the Kirians were inventive. They learned from their foreign masters, and they intermixed with them, as these men brought no women. Within 80 years, there was no distinction between Templar and Kirian, and the society as we know it today came into being.”
The Lord Master stopped, and looked at his attentive audience. “Those with Magic became the Nobility. Those without were the Commoners. Rules and limitations were established, allowing both Nobility to rule and Commoners to be happy, and the results are the society we now live in.”
“After all,” the Lord Master said, “it is impossible to rule without people to build your homes, to grow your food, to clean your streets, and make your clothes. And it is impossible for the people who do all those jobs to live happily without the protection offered by a ruling class. There would be no roads to clean, no houses to build or an army to clothe if there was no ruling class. And this, Lord and Ladies, is another lesson that you will learn in this class. Both subject and ruler are depending on each other. Do not believe one to be more important than the other, for neither can survive on their own.”
Dion lifted his hand. “My Lord,” he said when the Lord Master called on him. “A common peasant could survive on the proceeds of their lands, could they not?”
The Lord Master's lips twitched in what Liane had come to associate with a smile. “Good question, My Lord. In theory, you are correct. A peasant could survive off the proceeds of his land, but only if the peasant grew a variety of foods, as well as tended a variety of animals. And even then, who will build the roads to the farm, who will defend the farm from attack, either from other men or from wild animals? Who will make his clothes, roll his candles, and build his home? We live in a society where men and women have learned to work together, and each has a place in it. Each is important.”
The Warlock nodded, understanding the lesson taught.
The Lord Master looked around for any other questions, and received none. “Good. We will be discussing this subject more deeply during the rest of the course.”
He waved at the blackboard, clearing it. “Allow me to progress. Next to the secret history of Kiria, we will also be discussing the secrets of magic.”
Another wave of his hand created a square on the blackboard, each labeled with an element. “The Mages among you study the power of the eight elements in an effort to manipulate them. However, contrary to previous teaching, not all elements are created equal.” he pointed to the square and the four elements. “Air, Earth, Fire, and Water are what we call the four primary elements.”
He waved his hand again. A second square appeared, this one superimposed over the first, yet rotated forty-five degrees, so it was on its tip, each corner now pointing across the sides of the original square.
“These are the four secondary elements, built from two of the primary elements. Water and Air give Ice,” The name of the element was filled in next to the tip of the second square pointing between Water and Air. “Air and Fire provide Lightning, Fire and Earth result in Metal, and finally, Earth and Water combine into Wood.” The secondary elements filled in as the man spoke.
“In this class, we will deal mostly with the primary elements.” He stopped and turned to face his students, looking them in the eyes, one by one. Without a word or motion from him, the blackboard cleared, and a grid took its place.
“Each of the four primary elements has three spirits, spirits which embody the physical incarnations of their elements. They can be called upon when the need is great, and when the situation is dire.” His stance shifted, and his face darkened. “The twelve elemental spirits can do the most outlandish things, things that neither Mage nor Warlock could do on their own. In return for these fabulous powers, they demand two things. The first is a tribute, paid in your blood. The second is a sacrifice – paid with your lives.”
Liane blinked. If this was the level of power they would be learning here – and this was still only the first class – then things would be incredible by the time the two years were up!
“There are three levels of spirits for each of the four elements,” the Lord Master spoke on, the grid behind him on the blackboard filling in as he spoke. Across the top, the four primary elements appeared, while on the left, the three levels were filled in. “These are Minor Spirits, the Regular Spirits, and the Major Spirits. The Minor Spirits can be called forth with no more tribute than half a pint of blood, and depending on the task you set for them, they can claim up to a week of your lifespan as sacrifice.”
Liane swallowed, and started writing down information. She could see why these things were kept classified as 'deep secrets'. “Regular Spirits,” the Lord Master explained, “can demand a pint of blood as tribute, and they can demand a sacrifice that may cost you several weeks' worth of lifespan.”
“Regular Spirits can already do very potent things. Shields can be set that are incredibly powerful, assistance can be granted in the most powerful of rituals without the need of additional people, and more things you will learn as this course progresses. As the cost can be quite high, it will be up to you to decide whether or not to call upon these spirits and strike a bargain.”
“The final category, the Major Spirits, can call upon the full might of their elements, and can thus create incredible influences. Major Spirits can demand tribute that is up to two pints of blood, and depending on the task, can lay claim to several months of your lifespan as a sacrifice. As two pints of blood is not to be taken lightly, it would be best to avoid calling upon Major Spirits when injured.”
Liane stopped her note-taking, and looked up at the Lord Master as he paused in his speech. Only when everyone stopped writing and looked up at him, did he continue. “I must demand full confidentiality upon this information from you, My Lords and My Ladies.”
Liane blinked, feeling the confidentiality vow form a shield in her thoughts. It felt most curious, as if there were a transparent barrier of magic separating her previous thoughts and memories from the thoughts and memories she was about to form. “I will be forced to call upon this vow quite often in this class, My Lords and My Ladies,” the Lord Master explained. “Let us continue. For Earth, the names of the spirits are Oroglali as Minor Spirit, Iaertu as Regular Spirit, and Rothauguror as Major Spirit. For Air, we have Alniel, Mefriel, and Omkiel as Minor, Regular, and Major. For Water, Hatu, Haturori, and Havaurantutha. For Fire, Saeguror, Thegulkari, and Ercharthaetuli.”
Behind him, the grid filled itself in as the Lord Master spoke the names. Liane could feel the information passing through the shield and store itself in her long-term memory, yet she was oddly aware of the fact that the magic would safeguard the information when she was not in private, or talking to a person who did not already know it.
He hadn't spoken in several seconds. He just stood there until they had digested what he had just said. Finally, he appeared to be ready to proceed.
The board wiped itself with neither a word nor gesture. Liane wished that she was able to command magic as easily or as readily as the Lord Master seemed to. Her chest constricted painfully as her magic reacted to her subconscious anger towards her handicap.
The Lord Master then finally spoke. “As we are nearing the end of this period, I will finish with a small overview of the secrets of life. Secrets that, just like the secrets already divulged to you, must be treated with the utmost confidence.”
Liane felt herself nodding, and realized that everyone else had been doing the same.
Such was the power the Lord Master held over them. He went on, “The secrets of life can be broken down into two areas. The first area is to manipulate life, the second area is the creation of life itself. I am sure that most of you have a passing knowledge of these two fields.”
He licked his lips, as if preparing himself. “The first area will teach you to manipulate existing creatures, to build new beings out of existing ones. The results of this field of study are called chimerae. A chimera is a being composed out of several parts of totally unrelated creatures to create a totally new being with abilities greater than the sum of their parts.”
The man looked them all over. “One of my previous students in this course was exceptionally gifted in the area of manipulating life. Her masterpiece was the creating of a powerful chimera.”
Liane swallowed heavily as she remembered being pulling aside by Cassandra to let the then Magus pass. A Magus with a chimera on her shoulder.
She could still feel the red eyes of the creature on her.
“The second area of study in the secrets of life is the actual creation of life itself, life built out of parts that were not alive themselves. The results of this area of study are called constructs. A construct can be built of clay, or metal, or mud, or crystal, but remember this: the clay and mud and metal and crystal were not alive before this. It has no concept of what it is to be alive and so a construct will feel no pain, no hunger, nor exhaustion.”
He fell silent, silence he used to look them all in the eye for several seconds. Nobody dared look away or become impatient. “Constructs are powerful, and very dangerous. But, at the same time, that is also their weakness. A construct will not feel pain, and may not realize the existent of its injuries or the threat to its life. It feels no hunger and therefore is prone to starving itself. It feels no exhaustion, and may therefore die of it.”
Liane nodded, and went back to her own note-taking. There were some things she would rather write down herself. “A construct, My Lords and My Ladies, needs constant care. It needs to be fed or the magic holding it up will exhaust and perish. It needs time to rest and recuperate, and it needs to be treated when injured. A chimera can be counted on to take care of itself. A construct will not do so as it has no instinct of life.”
They were all still and digested that. It made a strange sort of sense that a creature built out of other living beings would be able to survive on its own, but a creature built out of inert materials would not.
The Lord Master allowed them close to ten seconds to do so before speaking. “In a way, creating a chimera is akin to playing god, while creating a construct is actually doing so. As always, actions have consequences, and if you create life, be it chimera or construct, you will need to take care of it.”
The end of class signal sounded, and he looked each of them in the eye, before giving a sharp nod. “Class is dismissed. My Lady MagicWarper, My Lord Woodmaster, please make yourself available at six pm tonight, so that I may introduce you to the Student Council.”
Liane and Dion nodded their assent, and Liane was proud to note that Amy had already updated her schedule to reflect the invitation.
It was exactly six pm when the Lord Master entered the dining hall, where Liane, Amy, and Dion were waiting for him. He gave them a single nod in greeting, and bade them to follow him.
First, he showed them to his office, where he placed a single seamless wooden box on his desk. Beautiful and ornate, the box appeared to be a solid piece of wood, and she wanted to study it closer, only her sense of Decorum prevented her from doing so.
The Lord Master wove his hand, and the lid of the box opened on invisible hinges, the line between box and lid becoming real only upon his command. Again, it had happened so fast that Liane's Magic Sight had not been engaged fast enough to catch it. Earlier, she had been too eager in the Deep Secrets & Ancient Lore course, and had not even thought about her Magic Sight. Now that she had, she had not been fast enough to engage it to see the Lord Master weave his magic.
Her disappointment was soon forgotten, as the box was filled with foamy material that Liane recognized as the high end control over the element of Air – suspending air within a lattice of magical reality.
It made excellent packing material but was extremely difficult to make – and thus hideously expensive.
The material surrounded three objects, and Liane took a good look at those when the man turned the box around and presented it to the three students in front of him. “My Lord, My Ladies, as you are about to enter student government, you will require these.”
Liane's Magic Sight saw the magic inherent in these objects, magic the likes of which she had not yet seen, but magic that she understood at an intimate level thanks to years of study in Runes and Glyphs.
These were permanently enchanted objects, unbound, new, ready and waiting for a master to bind to them and give them power and purpose. “There is magic out there that has only been hinted at so far, My Lord and My Ladies,” the Lord Master went on, as if oblivious to Liane's open-mouthed stare at the objects in the box.
“That magic will affect minds and souls and thoughts. There is magic that will spill your innermost secrets without you even being aware of it. These items, My Lord and My Ladies, will protect you from that magic. Please be aware that the truth potion of the Adjudicators will still be able to override these. Please also keep in mind that, although these items will prevent mind-altering potions and magic from taking effect, and they will protect your minds from being read, they cannot protect you from the adverse affects of magical defenses placed on homes. A wardline that renders you unconscious will still affect you.”
Liane felt herself nod, although she was not consciously aware of actually wanting to do so. “My Lady MagicWarper, because of your unique nature, I took the liberty of arranging for a necklace, rather than a ring.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” she answered on automatic, her fingers tracing the crystals on her focus gloves on their own. As long as she wore those, she could wear no rings.
“Please take a ring, My Lord Woodmaster and My Lady Iceworker.”
Dion and Amy reached in and took one of the rings. They looked identical, same shape and size. The top of the ring was a single black stone that was functional rather than striking. Both placed the rings on their pinky at the same time, the rings automatically resizing as the rune matrix recognized a master.
Dion flinched, while Amy actually gasped and grit her teeth against crying out as the permanent enchantments drew blood and magic.
Liane took a calm breath, lifted the necklace out of the box, and placed it around her neck.
The pain was not something she had ever experienced before, and she found herself flinching as well. The magic of the necklace sought out the magic in her chest, and drew it in. The unstable magic from her damaged magical core flooded the item, and she could feel its special defenses go up and protect her.
At once, she felt no longer scared into submission before the Lord Master. She was still scared, true, but no longer did she have the urgent need to conform to the Lord Master's every command.
The necklace was protecting her mind from all influences, even if those influences were of her own making. But hadn't the Lord Master said that it would only protect against external influences? Liane had no time to ponder her thoughts, as the Lord Master already went on to the next point in the agenda.
“Now that you are protected, I will take you to the chambers of the student council, and introduce you. If you would please follow me?”
Liane and Dion stood up at the same time, and followed the Lord Master out of his office. As they walked the halls, Liane had the uncomfortable feeling that her magic had been shocked by the necklace placing a sudden drain on it, and was now immensely curious as to what it was doing.
Like with the Arbitrator of Elements, now years ago, her magic was poking and prodding the necklace, as if trying to get back at the object that was now draining some of its energy. Neither magic nor necklace seemed to be in bad shape, so Liane did her best to ignore the feeling.
By the time they got to the council chamber, one flight of stairs up from the floor that housed the Lord Master's office, Liane could hardly feel the prodding probes her magic sent out at the necklace.
“Welcome to the council chamber, My Lord, My Lady,” the Lord Master said as he grabbed the door handle. Two seconds later, it had verified his identify and clicked the door open. “You will be added to the security system so that the door will open for you as well.”
Liane and Dion nodded in appreciation, and filed in behind him. Amy came in last, silently wondering if the blanket statement included her, as well. The council chamber was large, with the customary large windows overlooking the central plaza of the Academy, with the silver fountain predominantly in the picture.
Along the inner walls of the chamber, larger and smaller private study areas had been separated off with privacy screens that made the air hazy in their inactive state, ready to receive council members that needed to withdraw for private discussion, contemplation, or study.
Central to the room was the large rectangular table, holding five seats on one side, four on the other, and one seat at both the head and foot of the table.
The table was in full use at the moment, all student council members present and debating calmly a new rule regarding the use of the advanced ritual chambers.
Liane was interested to note that they were debating lowering the age requirements for them.
The Lord Master motioned them to one of the larger segregated areas, but did not activate the privacy screens.
Soon, the ongoing debate came to a close, and the Lord Master stood up once more, asking for their attention, which he received immediately.
“My Lords, My Ladies, allow me to introduce the new Vice-Magi of the Student Council: My Lord Dion Woodmaster and My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper.” He turned to Dion and Liane. “My Lord, My Lady, allow me to introduce the Student Council of the Kirian Academy of Magic.”
The council members stood up to be introduced, and the Lord Master did so. “My Lord, My Lady, please meet the Lady Lesili Firemistress, one of the current Magi.” The young woman in question looked regal, nodded to Liane and Dion, then excused herself. She walked to one of the smaller privacy areas, and activated the screen. The hazy magic turned opaque, shielding her from view.
“The Lord Gonaro Metalmaster is our other Magus,” the Lord Master introduced. The young man in question nodded at Dion, frowned slightly at Liane, then gave her the curtest nod that Decorum allowed, and excused himself.
“The Lord Dars Earthcrafter,” the Lord Master introduced. The Warlock nodded at both Dion and Liane.
“Do not worry about the Lord Magus, My Lady,” Dars said. “He is convinced of the superiority of the Warlock fighting arts, and is rather upset that you have used those same Warlock abilities in your last duel.”
Liane nodded at the information. “Thank you, My Lord. I will keep that in mind for my future dealings with him.”
“A pleasure, My Lady. Please let me know if I can be of any other assistance.” The young man nodded at the Lord Master. “Lord Master.” he proceeded to do the same with Dion and Liane. “My Lord, My Lady.” He then turned and sat down at the table once more, not taking up any more of the Lord Master's precious time.
One by one, the Lord Master introduced Dion and Liane to the Student Council members.
Zaia Icecrafter and Zelila Metalmistress were two Mages, and although the Rules of Equality would forbid them from discussing any family bonds, the fact that their faces looked very much alike was still a giveaway.
Even though Zaia Icecrafter had blond hair and Zelila's hair was as black as the night.
Garet Lightningcrafter was a stuttering Warlock who seemed unable to remain still, his entire body twitching when seated. He was unable to maintain eye-contact for more than a few moments, and his greeting had a rushed quality to it.
Xepr Woodmaster would graduate at the end of the year, and seemed rather disinterested in anything that would take him away from his studies.
Naria Watercrafter was someone known to Liane, a rather mediocre Mage who had neither skills nor abilities to excel and, for a moment, Liane wondered what her colleague was doing here, on this council.
Then again, Naria had rather romantic tendencies, so she was probably on the council in an effort to represent those without special skills or abilities.
Liane scoffed at the idea. She, as a magically handicapped person, had risen to the top of the Academy. Twice. If that did not show that those without special skills could still be great, nothing else would.
Tusumene Firecrafter gave a rather lazy greeting, before making her excuses and leaving. Again, this Mage was known to Liane. She was someone who was the stereotypical Noble elite, lazy, unmotivated, and not willing to put in any effort that was not absolutely demanded by the school or the teachers.
Liane was pleased to see the girl make her excuses and leave. She represented the worst part of the Noble upper class, a part that Liane did not wish to have anything to do with.
Naidis Aircrafter was a Warlock Liane did not know. He seemed rather soft-spoken and unassuming, but from the earlier debate, Liane thought that his demeanor hid a rather keen mind. A mind that he, himself, did not realize the potential of.
Liane blinked twice when she was introduced to the final member of the council, a member she had not taken a good look at before now.
Now that he was right in front of her, she recognized him instantly. His body had filled out; his shoulders were broad and muscular even when hidden under robes. His face had matured handsomely, but the cruel glint in his eyes had remained the same.
Fylian Earthmaster gave a cold grin when he was re-introduced to her. “My Lady. It is good to see that you have excelled, regardless of your rather ignoble defeat at my hands all those years ago.”
Liane swallowed deeply, her core vibrating angrily, immediately stopping its investigation of her necklace, begging to change into a different element, raging for a chance to swat him where he stood.
Liane resisted with all her might, but her emotional turmoil was clearly visible on her face, there for all to read. “My Lord,” she finally said. “I am sure that you will be able to overlook such matters, especially as I am now Vice-Magus, and thus your superior.”
His face twitched, showing that she had struck him where it had hurt. Slowly, he dipped his head. “So it would seem, My Lady,” he spoke softly, his voice indicating that the matter was not yet over. He nodded at the Lord Master and to Dion, then made his excuses and left.
Despite his Decorum-demanded emotional control, it was obvious that the man was deeply angry.
“I must ask, My Lady, will this be a problem?” the Lord Master asked Liane.
She looked back from the closed door to the Lord Master. “If there is a problem, My Lord, it will not be of my making. I cannot guarantee the same from the Lord Earthmaster, however. He has shown remarkable ability to anger me and draw comments from my lips that enable him to issue challenges.”
The Lord Master looked for long seconds at her, before giving a nod. “Very well. I will leave this in your hands, My Lady.” He nodded to Dion, then made his excuses to the Student Council, and made to leave.
Before he turned to the door, he stepped closer to Liane. “Please be most careful, My Lady. The Rules of Equality forbid me from interfering, or from choosing one student over another. I am, however, still an educator at the Academy, and as such I am able to provide general information. It would not do you to underestimate a Warlock.” he looked at the door pointedly and then back to Liane.
She understood just which Warlock he was talking about. “Some Warlocks have shown remarkable skills in the arts of combat, no matter the fact that some Mages have taken it upon themselves to test themselves against Warlocks on a regular basis.”
So the Lord Master knew of her mock combats with Milor, and was warning her that it would not be enough should she be challenged by Fylian. She nodded her understanding. “Thank you, My Lord, for the lesson. It will be one I will remember.”
He looked her straight in the eye, then gave a curt nod before leaving the room. Liane stayed behind, to talk to her fellow council members, and digest the impromptu lesson the Lord Master had imparted on her.
It seemed the Lord Fylian Earthmaster had become even more dangerous than he had been during her second year, when he had nearly killed her.
She would need to ensure that he had no cause to challenge her. It was going to be an interesting test of her skills, that was something she was sure of.
She spent another half an hour talking to Dars Earthcrafter, who seemed an amicable enough Warlock. By the time she left, she was treated to the curious sensation of her magic seemingly leeching back from her necklace. It was still pulling energy from her core, but now her core seemed to be drawing something back from it.
It was a most interesting sensation, one she ignored after a few minutes. It was her magic. It was always doing funny things.
*****
Liane's fingers touched the control runes to activate the privacy screen around one of the secluded areas of the Student Council chambers. The hazy screen solidified, hiding them from eyes and ears, insuring their privacy.
“My Lord,” she greeted the man who had been waiting for her.
Dars dipped his head. “My Lady.” He placed a small bundle of papers on the table in between them. “I've looked over your proposal.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” she acknowledged gratefully.
“I believe that it may work,” he went on, as if she hadn't spoken. “I would urge you to keep in mind, however, that you are a vice-Magus.
Your role, at this point, is ceremonial. Nominally, you have the authority to introduce new legislation suggestions,” he placed his hand on the papers between them, and went on, “but until you become full Magus next year, your powers will be just that – ceremonial.”
Liane frowned. That wasn't what she had expected. “So, in effect, I am not a member of this Council until next year, My Lord?”
Again, he dipped his head in affirmation. “That is true, My Lady. Your role, at this time, is to learn and study under the current Magus, so you are ready to assume her role when she graduates. Perhaps you would be better served by talking to her?”
“The Lady Magus has no time for me, My Lord. And the Lord Magus refuses to spend any time in my presence at all,” she answered coolly.
Dars sighed, then leaned back. She was surprised by his mannerisms. She had never seen Milor lean back and stare at the ceiling, for example. Dars' Decorum was a lot more informal that Milor's was, too. She found she rather liked the change; it was a refreshing change of pace.
Dars let out his breath, focusing her attention back to the present. “Perhaps you could tell the Lady Magus that, should you be ready, you can start assuming some of her duties. The Lady Magus will only work to the betterment of herself, and wishes only to complete her studies. I don't think she is fully motivated to be on the Student Council. If you offer to share her duties, giving her more time for herself, you would find her more willing to help you.”
Liane was silent. Politics was a dirty game, it seemed. “In effect, offer her something she would like in an effort to get her to do what she should be doing anyway?”
Dars looked away from the ceiling, focusing back on her. His lips twitched. “You are already learning, My Lady. Unfortunately, more often than not, you'll need to use tactics such as these. Most Nobles are self-centered people by nature, and most will rather sit and do nothing unless properly motivated. It is the exception who does their job as they should.”
That one sentence taught Liane more about human and Noble nature than she had ever learned before.
She vowed there and then that she would always take her duties seriously, not just the tasks assigned and lessons taught by the Academy, but the duties she would inevitably have after leaving as well. “Thank you, My Lord. I will keep that-” her voice cut off when something came over the Proctor-Assistant bond.
Just like Cassandra before her, Liane allowed Amy two hours of personal time over lunch. And right now, the bond was warning her that something was wrong with her Assistant.
Something was terribly wrong with her Assistant. She stood up hurriedly, and disengaged the privacy screen. “My apologies, My Lord, but we will need to resume our discussion some other time. It appears my foolish Assistant has gotten herself into trouble.”
Dars jumped to his legs as well, and nodded in understanding. “I understand, My Lady. I hope your Assistant is fine.”
She dipped her head gratefully, and made her way out of the council chambers just a little bit faster than was normally accepted under Decorum.
A Noble never ran anywhere. Running was undignified. So Liane's feet raced themselves to propel her as fast as possible without leaving the ground at the same time.
She knew exactly where her Assistant was, and worry clamped down over her heart. What had the girl done? Her magic clamped down, tightening into a little ball of worry.
Power-walking through the hallways, she went up to the top floor of the laboratory building, entering the room identified by the Proctor-Assistant bond.
Inside, she found exactly what she had been dreading: the Lord Master was present, and dueling shields had been erected. A dozen or so spectators were also present, watching Amy duel against a Warlock her own age.
She did not know the Warlock in question, and didn't much care to do so. However, when his strike with Death Magic forced her Assistant to dodge, the unstable magic in Liane's core shifted to fire-alignment. The tight little ball that had been her magic exploded into a raging inferno of anger.
Whether or not she had wanted it to do so was insignificant. The fire in her chest fueled her ragged nerves, and Liane's lips curled back when Amy's follow-strike with a blob of ice was almost casually dismissed.
The other attending students, the Lord Master, even the room started to slowly vanish from her vision, the world dimming to black as only Amy and her opponent remained visible to her.
While the duel continued, Liane's magic raged, threatened to destroy the Warlock right there and then if he even dared to harm Amy – and it was only through an almost supernatural effort that Liane managed to stop it from doing so right that very instant.
When Amy dodged another strike, her eyes met Liane's.
Something in Liane's look must have startled the girl, as her eyes went really wide. Turning back to face her opponent, the little girl jammed her shoulders back, and lifted her head.
The Death Mage strike was cancelled with a wordless spell that was of Liane's own design, a spell she herself needed to vocalize, a spell useless to her in battle.
Apparently, her Assistant had mastered it enough to do it wordlessly. The Warlock blinked, and gawked. Using his distraction, Amy's return strike was a bolt of ice, ice that Liane's magic sight identified as having runes etched on it. Runes that formed a spell description rather than a runic sequence, and as such, didn't require a power token. Runes that could be cast like direct magic could, the very first use of runes that Mariam had once explained to Liane.
A lesson she had imparted on Amy as well. Liane's magic sight showed the tendril of active magic connecting Amy to the runes.
Creating a bolt of ice with the runes already there negated the need for special etching spells, and Liane wondered why she had not thought of that possibility beforehand. It could be very useful.
The Warlock tried to block the ice with fire, but the runes had made the ice bolt highly resistant to magic. Liane would have created a solid wall and used physical force to block the strike.
Amy's opponent was not Liane. As his magical protection failed to shield the bolt, the spell struck him right in the chest.
It was still only a bolt of ice, regardless of the magical resistance, and it served only to knock him on his back. He probably would have a heavily bruised chest. At his pained gasp, Amy's lips formed words. Words that did not correspond to any standard spell, but words that Liane recognized as using the very principles that she had been teaching Amy since the first day they were together.
Words themselves had power, and words that used emotions could manipulate spells into higher power.
The words formed a compression spell, something used to get juice out of fruit. The words rolling over Amy's lips formed one that was capable of far more. The Warlock was regaining his stability just as the spell clipped his head.
The spell that hit him was far, far more than a mere juice-squeezing spell.
The side of his head that was hit shattered on impact. Amy's eyes screwed themselves shut as she looked away, not wanting to see the results of letting her anger control her actions.
Liane's magic released its stranglehold over her emotions, and vision slowly returned when her anger dissipated. She had no trouble looking at the blood and brain matter that had splattered on the ground, next to the corpse of a Warlock wearing a very surprised expression.
He had died so quickly he had never realized what was happening. It was a quick and clean kill.
The duel shields disengaged, and Liane briskly walked to her Assistant, who was staring at the far wall, drawing in deep breaths of air. The anger had left her as soon as the duel ended, and all that was left now was the worry, and the disappointment. The very same disappointment, Liane thought, Cassandra would have felt after her own duel.
“Assistant?” she asked, somehow managing to keep her voice steady despite the magic in her chest, slowly going back to an earth-state, and the emotions pressing down on her mind.
“Proctor,” the little girl whispered. “What have I done, Proctor?” she asked, looking up.
“You have engaged in a duel, did not see fit to notify me, and crushed your opponent. Although I must ask what took you so long, as it seems you defeated him easily after I arrived,” Liane spoke, levelly. If this was how Cassandra had felt after her own duel, it was a miracle she hadn't been more angry.
Liane felt incredibly angry at Amy, but her relief at seeing the girl was alright was starting to overcome the sensation.
The young Assistant gulped. “I... killed him, Proctor.”
Liane placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let's return to our quarters. You need privacy.” The girl just nodded, and Liane turned and guided the girl out the door. Neither had heard the Lord Master announce Amy's victory.
As they walked to their quarters, Liane's thoughts went back to what she had seen of the duel. Her Assistant had created a bolt of ice with runes engraved on it, and she had done an impromptu modification of a basic low-level, low-powered spell to make it deadly in direct combat.
The Proctor glanced at her Assistant. The potential present in the girl was far beyond anything Liane had realized. Part of it scared her, and part of it thrilled her. Just how far could and would she go? The anger started to melt away, leaving only the utter disappointment, and the self-recrimination. She was supposed to teach Amy not to make the same mistakes she had made. She could not be a very good proctor, if her own Assistant made those same mistakes anyway.
They made it to their quarters without any noticeable interruptions. Immediately upon entry, Amy turned to the bathroom, and emptied her stomach. Liane just hung back and provided a comforting presence, letting the girl know that she was there for her, and that she wasn't going anywhere. The last of her anger left her at the sight of her Assistant bent over the toilet, and helplessness took its place when she realized that there was very little she could do to help.
Ten minutes later, Amy was feeling better, if still a bit queasy. Liane called for some plain toast in an effort to calm down her Assistant's upset stomach, and sat with the girl as she nibbled at it.
“Proctor?”
“Assistant?” Liane replied to the question, a bit surprised at the girl using her title, even though they were in private. She still didn't know what to do or say, nor did she really know how to handle the disappointment she felt both in her own failing as a Proctor, and in her Assistant.
“I'm sorry I didn't alert you,” Amy whispered, looking forlornly at her toast. “I should have let you know.”
Liane drew a deep breath, refusing to give in to the anger that still simmered beneath the surface of her mind. “You should have,” she agreed. “May I ask why you did not?”
She remembered her own reasons for not coming to her Proctor, and most of them revolved around a single vice. The vice of pride. She had wanted to show that she, Liane, could do things without her Proctor's guidance or assistance, and it had nearly gotten her killed. It was something she had hoped Amy would not have repeated.
“I didn't think of it, Proctor,” Amy admitted. “The Lord Metalworker was insulting and abrasive, insulting both myself and my Proctor, and before I knew it, I was engaged in a duel. I think I even asked the first classmate I came across to be my second.”
Liane sighed deeply. “You are taking over your Proctor's weaknesses, Assistant,” she whispered sadly, finally voicing the self-recrimination that had been doggedly in her mind for the last half hour. “It's my shortcoming that I did not teach you better. I attempted to teach you to use emotion to guide your magic, and instead, I have made you more open to emotional disturbances.”
The girl looked at Liane, startled. “Proctor!” she protested loudly. “Proctor, no! You've been a wonderful Proctor, teaching me things that are so far beyond my classmates that it is startling! You're making me strong and fast and brilliant with magic!”
“And yet I have not taught you better control over your emotions,” Liane said. “Just like I cannot control my magic and my emotions, I have been unable to teach you to control yours. I'm sorry, Assistant.”
The girl pushed herself closer, and wrapped her arms around the older girl. “You've been a wonderful Proctor,” she repeated, adamantly. “The best Proctor any Assistant could hope for. Please don't say you've failed, Proctor.”
The girl's tone, bordering on begging, tugged at Liane's heart. She patted the top of her Assistant's head, and attempted a smile, although she was sure that it came out more as a wry grimace. “Try to get some sleep, Assistant. I'm sure that you're exhausted after using that much magic. And I'm sure that you've also started to hurt from your physical exercise.”
Amy nodded, a bit wryly. “Go to sleep, Assistant. I will remain here,” Liane told her, trying desperately to sound both gentle and supportive, yet not knowing whether she succeeded or not. Despite what Amy had said, Liane still felt responsible for what had happened, responsible for not being a better teacher, a better guide, or a better role-model.
The young girl slipped under the covers, before looking at Liane. “Proctor? What about class?”
“I can skip one Elemental Magic lesson, Amy. Don't worry,” Liane replied authoritatively. Her place was here now. She had failed the girl enough. She would be here for when Amy needed her.
“But your records! You never missed a class!” Amy protested, starting to rise from the bed.
They really were two of a kind, Liane thought. Here she was, worried about failing her Assistant – and there her Assistant was, worried that she would fail Liane. Deciding that she could at least do something to make the younger girl worry less, Liane made her decision.
“Bed,” Liane said, calmly, grabbing Amy's shoulder and preventing her from rising. “I will go to class, if it is that important to you. But only if you promise that you will not leave this bed unless for bathroom breaks.” She added a faint smile, “Or if the dormitory catches fire.”
Amy crawled back under the covers. “I promise, Liane.”
“Good,” Liane said, but it was doubtful Amy heard her. The girl's breath had already equalized, and she was obviously asleep. Silently, Liane left the room and closed the door.
She was barely in time for Elemental Magic, and the two hour period was one of the longest classes Liane had ever sat through. She rushed back to her room after it was over.
Amy was tossing and turning in her bed, and as Liane entered, she bolted upright, her face pale and sweaty; her breathing heavy and labored.
“Assistant?”
“Just a nightmare, Proctor,” Amy muttered, as if ashamed by it.
Liane just nodded, not really knowing what to say. She, herself, preferred to be alone after a nightmare. “It was a rather gruesome scene,” the Proctor finally acknowledged, sitting down on her bed. “It's to be expected you have nightmares because of it.”
Amy fell silent, just sitting upright in her bed.
As the silence stretched on, Liane tried to divert Amy's thoughts. “How did you come up with the idea of casting a bolt of ice with runes already on it?”
It was clear her tactic failed, as the little girl seemed to shrink even further in on herself, if that were even possible. “I was just fighting him,” she whispered. “And then you came in. You were so angry. And so concerned. And the Proctor-Assistant bond told me you were angry and concerned.”
The young Assistant swallowed and looked at Liane. “And then... I just thought of it. I thought, 'what would Proctor do?', and it just... came to me. And I destroyed him.” She swallowed deeply. “I killed him.”
The Proctor jumped up and raced after Amy as the younger girl fled to the bathroom, emptying her empty stomach once more. Concerned, she could do nothing but offer her silent support to the young girl in her care.
Not long after, Liane had gotten Amy back in her bed, under the covers. The girl shook her head at the offer of dinner, and while her Assistant dozed, Liane ordered some light dinner for herself.
After making fast work of the food and dishes, Liane threw a quick glance at her timepiece, remembering how she had an appointment with Milor for their next mock battle.
At a quandary, the Prime Student looked at her half-asleep Assistant, wondering what to do. Decorum demanded that she go meet Milor – or at least get a message to him – warning him of canceling today's session. On the other hand, she needed to remain here, with Amy, in case the girl needed something.
“Proctor?” Amy asked, looking up, aware of how Liane was staring at her.
“It is nothing, Assistant. Please go back to sleep,” the Proctor answered. This was her problem, not Amy's. She didn't need to bother the girl with it.
“Don't you have to meet the Lord Milor Lightningcrafter?” Amy insisted, lifting her head out of the bed.
“I will remain here, where my place is,” Liane replied levelly, sitting down on the edge of Amy's bed.
“You need to warn him, Proctor. Decorum demands it,” the younger girl insisted. “Please, go. Your reputation would be tarnished if you didn't.”
Liane wavered in her conviction. “I will be alright, Proctor. Please, go.”
Finally, the older girl stood up. “Twenty minutes. I will be back in twenty minutes,” she told Amy, and left the room as fast as Decorum would allow.
She found Milor already waiting for her. “My apologies for my tardiness, My Lord,” she spoke when she arrived, breathing deeper than normal.
“I have heard of your Assistant, My Lady. I believe I know what has made you late,” he replied calmly, not sounding at all upset.
She let out her breath. At least she had met him on time, before he was angry rather than understanding. “Unfortunately, I must cancel our session for today. My Assistant has not taken well to her victory. This afternoon, I returned from class to find her waking up from a nightmare.”
Milor motioned for the hallway. “May I walk with you? I believe I might be able to advise you as we walk.”
Liane nodded gratefully. “Thank you, My Lord. Your advice will be greatly appreciated.”
As they walked, not as briskly as Liane had walked earlier, but faster than was common, he started to talk. “The first life taken is always the hardest, as I am sure you remember,” he said. Liane dipped her head at that, remembering how she had killed Florindra, almost two years past.
“It is normal to be upset, especially if the death was not a clean one, as yours was, as your Assistant's was. The best advice I could give at this moment is to be available to her, to talk, to be there, to offer advice. She might have the need to talk about it, or she might not. At first, I'd advise not to pressure her; she will talk when she is ready. Just being there for her would provide an emotional stability.”
As they crossed the courtyard from the laboratory building to the dormitories, he drew a breath to continue his explanation. “Also, two things might be of use to you. After a nightmare, it's best to rinse the mouth with some water that's a bit below room temperature, so it is cool, not cold.”
Liane blinked. “My Lord?” she asked.
“I'm sure you have noticed, My Lady, how fear can leave an unpleasant bitter aftertaste in your mouth. Rinsing one's mouth will clear that taste,” he answered her question.
As she nodded in understanding, he went on, “The second is a glass of warm milk with two spoonfuls of honey in it. The milk helps one sleep, the honey helps one relax. It should help against nightmares.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane answered honestly as they ascended the stairs to her quarters. “Your advice will be of immense help.”
“A person in her position may be unsure of herself, My Lady. She may have unusual requests,” he told her just before they reached the landing to Liane's floor.
She thought that over. “Thank you, My Lord.”
“Good luck, My Lady,” he wished her before leaving her.
Liane entered their dorm rooms, finding Amy sitting at one of the desks, paging listlessly through one of the school texts. A quick look later told Liane that it was a very basic school recommended text, something they had progressed beyond quite some time ago.
“Amy?”
“Liane,” the girl said, trying to smile but failing miserably.
The Proctor sat down next to her young charge, and placed one hand on her shoulder. Again, her magic utterly failed her, and her lack of knowledge on human interaction was felt more acutely than ever before. “I'm sorry I cannot be of more help to you, Amy,” she said. “I wish there were some way for me to help.”
“You are helping, Liane,” Amy answered, again trying to smile. “I think I will just need some time to come to terms with what I did.”
Liane just nodded, not knowing what to say. Finally, she turned back to the book Amy had been paging through. “Perhaps we can do something fun to take our minds off of what happened? There is no market today, but perhaps a walk?”
Amy shrugged, a bit listlessly, but agreed anyway. Going out sounded better than being locked up inside.
They returned a few hours later.
The walk had not necessarily made them feel any better, but at least they were a great deal more tired now. Liane tucked her charge into her bed, then made sure that all of her homework was taken care of, and did a quick once-over of her lessons for tomorrow. Just because her Assistant wasn't feeling well was no excuse to slack off.
After taking care of both her own school work, and that of her Assistant, Liane changed clothes. The emotional turmoil of the afternoon had exhausted her as well, and she went to bed earlier than she had done since being knocked out by her own magic.
As she slipped into her bed, she became aware of Amy turning over and facing her. “Proctor?”
“Amy?” Liane returned the question, not knowing why the girl chose this moment to switch back to being formal.
“C-Can I...” the girl stopped speaking. “I mean, m-may I...” Again, the girl stopped.
“Amy, you can ask everything,” Liane said, trying to sound calm.
“I don't want to be alone, Liane,” the little girl whispered.
The Proctor frowned, not understanding. Trying to be reassuring, she answered, “I am right here, Amy. I'm not going anywhere.”
Amy fell silent, and Liane thought that would be the end of it. Closing her eyes, she thought about drifting off to sleep.
“I... I mean, I don't want to be alone, Liane,” Amy finally said, obviously having gathered her courage, rather than being appeased by Liane's reply. “C-can I sleep with you tonight?”
Liane's eyes opened in the darkness of their room, confused. Milor's advice, telling her that Amy might have unusual requests, came back to her.
Her surprise hopefully covered for her hesitation. “Sure,” she said, sounding a bit uncertain as she did so, and cursing herself for it. Scooting back in the bed, she made room for Amy. The little girl clambered in with no hesitation.
“Thank you, Liane.”
The simple yet heartfelt gratitude made her promise to do something nice for Milor in the future. His advice had made her consider long enough to agree.
“You're welcome, Amy,” Liane said, turning to her nightstand. “Sleep well.”
“I hope so, Liane. You too,” the girl replied, snuggling closer to the warm and protective presence of her Proctor.
Liane frowned slightly. She did not like the sound of that. “Just one second, Amy,” Liane told the girl, and turned to her nightstand and ordered the glass of warm milk and a honey bowl with accompanying honey spoon.
She spent the next minute or so mixing the drink as Milor had instructed, and handed it over to the young girl. “Drink this, it will both help you relax, and help you sleep.”
Amy drank from the glass, a bit wearily. Milk was not exactly her favorite, but the addition of the sweet honey made it a lot tastier. She finished the glass soon after, and Liane returned the dishes, before settling back.
Amy snuggled close.
“Good night, Amy.”
“You too, Liane,” the younger girl replied, closing her eyes. The milk made her drowsy, and made her speak the thoughts she usually kept hidden. “I love you, Proctor,” she whispered. “You're the best Proctor an Assistant could hope for.”
Liane stiffened. Nobody had ever said that to her before. Never before had anyone ever told her that they loved her. She didn't know what to reply, how to reply, how to react.
Her magic surged, then crashed, reacting to her uncertainty, and Amy's drowsiness did not cloak the fact that Liane's entire body tensed up.
What was love? Was it love to react so strongly when your Assistant was threatened? Was it love what she felt for Amy, her Assistant, for Cassandra, her own Proctor, for Mariam, who was her first ever teacher?
Maybe it was, she decided. Maybe that's what love is. She swallowed, and dropped one arm over the smaller form that was curled up next to her.
“I love you too, Assistant,” she whispered.




Chapter Nine

The pulse of magic resonated deeply within Liane's magical core, reflecting outward as she repulsed it. The magic traveled at a speed and power greater than anything she had managed before, flashing to the edge of the runic shields protecting the walls, refracting off them and traveling toward her with horrendous speed.
In one of the corners, Amy stood, protected by the same protections that Liane had created years earlier. The same protections that had once been used to shield Milor were now defending Amy from the onslaught of magic pulsing beyond their protecting screens.
Liane's core caught the magical pulse as it travelled back, and dispelled it, the energy of the magical wave flowing out from her in light and sound, hitting the walls of the ritual chamber and vanishing as it was absorbed by the protections.
Amy stared at Liane with open mouth. “That was over twenty pulses, Proctor!” she said, her voice nearing the sound level of a 'shout' – something that she should not allow herself to use. Decorum demanded stringent emotional control.
The Proctor in question nodded. “I am getting better at predicting my magic. It may not be communication, but at least it is no longer unpredictable,” she said.
Drawing a deep breath to get the burn out of her lungs, Liane looked at her young charge. “But now, the reason we're here. Please assist me should I fail catastrophically.”
The younger girl nodded. “Perhaps I should opt for Healing & Potions class in two years, Proctor.”
Liane shot her assistant a small smile. “Is that a subtle way of insulting your Proctor's abilities, Assistant?”
Amy shook her head. “Not at all, Proctor. I am merely commenting on the amount of experience in healing I have amassed while being your Assistant.”
The Proctor decided not to comment. Amy had gotten very good at verbal repartee since they had joined the Student Council. Despite the fact that Liane still hated politics, she had to admit that some good had come of it.
She drew another breath. Time to clear her mind and get back to work. Her memory pulled up Air as a Weapon of War, the book that Cassandra had left her years earlier. She knew it completely by heart by now, so often had she read it.
She spread her legs slightly, cupped her hands, and closed her eyes. It was time.
A tiny pinprick of light grew within her cupped hands, and the wind around her picked up. Amy braced herself behind her barrier, one foot on the power token, ready to break the protections on her corner at a moment's notice.
The wind howled around the room, twisting and turning, churning angrily at the Mage that summoned it, tugging at her clothes, tussling her hair. The speck of light grew in intensity and the wind narrowed in field and focus, starting to wrap around the small sphere of light glowing in between Liane's cupped hands.
Amy squinted even though there was no wind behind her protective barrier, merely reacting by instinct to the howling winds outside. The small ball in Liane's hands kept expanding, and Amy nodded to herself. Already, her Proctor had gotten further than the last time, and she readied herself to break the barrier and race to Liane's aid.
To her surprise, the spell shattered in a rather controlled fashion, the massive buildup of energy dispelling noisily against the protections on the walls.
“I couldn't... contain it,” Liane panted angrily, slowly sagging to sit on the floor. She hoped it was in a dignified manner. Even if only her Assistant was present, it was best to follow Decorum, after all.
“You went further than last time, Proctor. And at least you were able to break the spell cleanly, rather than have it break catastrophically.”
The older girl nodded. “True enough, Assistant. True enough. Progress was made.” She scowled slightly, before catching herself. “Even if it is rather slow progress.”
With a groan, she pushed herself to her legs. “Let's go up to the library, and do some research, Assistant. I believe it's about time I started work on my masterpiece. Even if it is still a year and a half away.”
Amy smiled excitedly. “That sounds interesting, Proctor! What will you do for your masterpiece?”
“I do not know yet,” Liane admitted. “It's why we are going to do research.”
Her charge nodded. “I understand, Proctor.”
They ascended one level, to the fourth level of the underground library, and Liane preceded her young Assistant through the countless rows and stacks of books, before resolutely turning to explore a section she had never had reason to explore before.
Browsing the bookcases was a favorite pastime of Liane, one that had caused her to explore most of the upper levels of the library.
For almost two hours, her hand trailed over the backs of the books, old and new, some worn, some in perfect condition, some very thick and others almost small binders. Finally, she blinked, frowned, stopped, and grabbed one book.
The back of the book was labeled in a runic dialect. Liane, thanks to her affinity for runes in all shapes and forms, could read it quite easily. She wasn't fluent, the dialect was too different for that, but she could read and understand what it said.
“Elder Magic and the Combination of Elements,” Liane read to her Assistant. “It's not credited, so it's quite likely a copy of the notes taken by a researcher here at the Academy.”
Amy nodded, looking at the bookwork. It was rather thick, and looked as if it were brand new. Obviously, not many people had read it.
Liane handed the book off to the younger girl, checking the case she had found the book for other volumes in similar style or subject. While the Proctor searched, the assistant felt something unusual about the book.
The hardcover was very soft leather, and the pages were of a kind of paper she didn't know. Stronger, thicker, heavier, yet soft in a way paper could never match.
“Unfortunately, no other books on the same,” Liane muttered as she straightened up. “Let's find a booth and see if we can find something interesting, Assistant.”
“Yes, Proctor.”
They went in search of a private booth, and Amy handed the book back to Liane. “It's a very unusual book, Proctor. The cover is very soft leather, and the pages aren't any sort of paper.”
The older girl nodded. “The pages are parchment. Basically, treated animal skins. The cover is leather. Leather made from human skin, if I'm not mistaken.”
The young girl looked up sharply at her Proctor, thinking the older girl was making a joke. Finally, she realized Liane wasn't joking, paled, and nearly tripped over her own feet.
“Human?” she whispered when they came upon an empty private booth. Liane wasted no time to sit down, and nodded. Amy slipped into the empty seat on the other side of the table.
“Yes, human. Human skin makes excellent leather. I think the parchment might be from human skin as well. It's softer than most parchment. Human skin has less hair on it than an animal hide, so it makes for softer leather. Or parchment,” the Proctor explained.
Amy looked horrified. Upon seeing the expression on the girl's face, Liane shook her head. “One can buy human leather or parchment at any decent supply shop, Assistant. Most executed Nobles can be rendered down for various ingredients. They are criminals, after all.”
“I'm surprised that it's not written in human blood, Proctor,” Amy grouched, staring at the book in Liane's hands as if it were vile and evil.
“Don't be silly, Assistant. Human blood would disintegrate quickly, it's not resistant to water, and clots horribly so it makes very uneven ink.”
Amy stared in horrid fascination at her Proctor.
“Not that I have tried using blood for ink, of course,” Liane added with a faint smile.
“Of course,” Amy whispered very quietly. Desperate to change the subject, she asked, “Why did you say 'most executed Nobles', Proctor? Don't Commoners commit crimes?”
The older girl accepted the change of subject, and nodded. “Of course Commoners commit crimes, Assistant. However, the law is different for Nobles and Commoners. A Commoner can be flogged, or condemned to imprisonment or harsh labor. A Noble, however, is treated more harshly. A Noble who commits crimes will be punished harshly, from the binding of magic up to and including the death penalty. Please note that Commoners can only be executed when they threaten to, or have committed, murder against a Noble. Nobles can, and are, executed for lesser offenses.”
Amy wished she hadn't asked. “But... but... why?”
“Nobility is not just a privilege, Assistant. It is a duty. We are the leaders. We should be above and beyond reproach, as we are the examples the Commoners will look to. An infraction by a Noble carries more weight than the same infraction by a Commoner, and should be punished more severely.”
The younger girl nodded, straightening out as Liane's words hit home. “I understand, Proctor.”
Liane smiled faintly, then nodded once. As the younger girl asked no other questions, she cracked open the book and started to read. “You may find a fiction novel to amuse yourself with, Assistant. I will be busy here for a while.”
“Thank you, Proctor,” the younger girl said, standing up, and ghosting away to the upper floor of the library to find something interesting to read.
Liane opened the cover, and started her own reading. The runic sentences flowed together into readable Kirian as her eyes slid over them.
“Written in the Year of Kiria 87, the year 1394 by Outside Reckoning. These are my notes on the inner workings of Elder Magic, and its combinations with the various elements.” The introduction was brief yet descriptive, and now Liane had a good idea on what she would find. Some of the titles and designations had shifted, Elder Magic had become Ancient Lore, and the designation 'elements' had become Elemental Magic, and split off as a separate area of study for Mages.
After all, the book was over 600 years old. Some things were bound to be different. She wondered how much of the research results present in the volume in front of her were still valid. She allowed a thin smile to grace her lips. Or how much of its areas of study were still looked at by current scholars, especially considering the fact that the book appeared brand new despite its age.
It wouldn't be out of the question that this nameless ancient scholar had studied areas that had either been forgotten or ignored by modern people, and it would serve her well to build a masterpiece around some ancient arcane knowledge that was all but forgotten.
Liane flipped the parchment page. “At the initial stage of my research, I considered the reduction of pure elemental forces into their most basic state, a reduction that resulted in fine powder possessing the root forces of the elements in question, yet possessing virtually none of their outward signs. The process I used to reduce these powders has been noted here for completeness of the reference work for later scholars. The discovery of this process was outlined in my earlier work, Elements in Reduction.”
Eagerly, she settled herself, and read on. She had never heard of this other work, and noted down its title. She wanted to read that book, too, if she could find it. “The Powder of Fire, for example, is red and yellow like flame, yet holds neither heat nor light. And still it is the root element of fire and can be used to conjure fire without the need of conjuring fire. One merely uses the powder as a base, as if one were to use fire from torch or hearth.”
The girl blinked. Why had nobody ever told her that elements could be condensed? She read quickly through the rest of the introduction on the process of creating elemental reductions, and focused on the process once she reached it.
Liane blinked, frowned, and started again. Finally, she rubbed her eyes and looked away from the page. I can see why this fell out of use, she thought. The process is a combination of Elemental Magic, Rituals, and some Ancient Lore mixed in. Ancient Lore I haven't heard of yet. Plus, it's likely to go very wrong very fast if I don't do it right. I'll definitely need to read that other book as well.
She turned back to the pages in front of her, engrossing herself in the actual study area of the book, not even looking up when Amy returned with some work of fiction.
There was not enough time for her to go through the entire book, not with the large amount of new concepts that it was introducing her to. Leaving it with Amy, she set out in search of the other reference work by the same anonymous author. Judging from its state, nobody had read the book since it had been placed on the shelf.
When she and Amy left the library, Liane was dejected. She had been unable to find the other book, and nobody had heard of either it, or the book she had uncovered.
A few days later, she stepped up to the Lord Master after that day's lesson of Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore.
“Lord Master, may I impose for a minute?” she asked respectfully after the other students had left.
“You may impose for one minute, My Lady,” the Lord Master answered her.
Knowing that she had just put herself on a one minute time frame, Liane wasted no time in producing the book, and presenting the opening page to the Lord Master. “Lord Master, have you heard of reducing elements to their basic state, such as described in this book?”
The man looked down at the book, then started to read the page with interest. “I have heard of this procedure, My Lady,” he finally said. “It is no longer in use for various reasons. Our spells have increased in potency to the point where the use of these powders are no longer required, plus, as you can see from the outlined procedure, it is not an easy ritual to perform, and is highly dangerous.”
Liane nodded, knowing her minute was up and vowing to take better care of what she requested in the future. Instead of the book being returned to her, the Lord Master flipped through it. “It seems, however, that you have found a very unique volume, My Lady. I do not believe I have ever seen some of these procedures.”
“I was doing initial research for my masterpiece, My Lord,” she said, pleased that the Lord Master was interested in her find.
He gave a sharp nod, closed the book, and handed it back to her. “I look forward to reading it myself after you have completed your masterpiece, My Lady. This book may open up an area of study that was lost to us.”
Liane blinked. Had the Lord Master just given her permission to keep this book until her masterpiece was completed? It certainly looked that way. “Thank you, My Lord,” she said.
“Good day, My Lady,” he said with a friendly dip of his head to both her and her Assistant, before walking out of the classroom.
*****
Liane scowled slightly as they left the small apothecary in the Lower City. They had the neutral dust she required, but the purchase price had wiped out her disposable income.
It had been robbery, but the small shop was the last place in the capital that the dust had been sold, and she needed it.
Her faithful Assistant walked half a step behind her. "That was expensive, Proctor," she complained.
Liane nodded. "Yes, it was, Assistant. But we required the neutral dust as a non-reactive base in which we can store the elements. The procedure fell out of use, so it stands to reason that the neutral dust would not be a common item. And if something is uncommon, it becomes expensive."
Amy didn't reply, indicating that she understood. With a brisk pace, Liane walked through the Lower City, with its narrower unpaved roads, frequent shadows, its smells and sounds. Although infrequent, it was not unknown for a Noble to venture this deep into the Lower City on business, and people made way for her as she passed.
She was appreciative. She still tried to nod to everyone who stepped aside for her and her Assistant, and still received the startled glances that came with it.
Finally, they emerged into the full light of the Kirian mid day sun, and the oppressive heat that came with summer. Now that the cool shade of the inner alleyways of the Lower City had given way to the broad and paved expense of the main street, Liane's relentless pace eased up.
"It is mid day. Let us enjoy some lunch and ease back to the Academy to start setting up the ritual, Assistant. I believe I will be able to manage lunch for two," she spoke, eyes searching for a decent food stall among the various shops that lined the main road.
"Perhaps Proctor would allow her humble Assistant to treat her to lunch?" the younger girl offered. "It would be a poor Assistant who would wipe out her Proctor's last coins when she is in a position to assist."
Liane stopped her scanning of the shops and glanced at her companion. "And it would be a poor Proctor who accepted coins of her Assistant when it is unnecessary."
The two stood there, looking at each other, neither backing down. Amy had been Liane's Assistant for over a year now. Liane had taught her to be strong and independent when required.
Finally, Liane relented. "I see this is important to you," she said, and dipped her head. "Thank you, Assistant."
Amy's lips tugged. "You are welcome, Proctor."
When they returned to the Academy, an hour later, Liane was eating a juicy pear she had bought on the way back, a treat to herself and a fitting desert after the filling, spicy meal. The hot food had made her sweat, cooling her down from the almost oppressive heat from the summer sun.
After each had a refreshing shower, Liane preceded Amy to the Council Chambers, confident that her next target would be located there.
She was right.
"May I ask for some of your time, My Lord? There is a favor I need to ask," she asked.
Dars motioned to the free space on the other side of the corner he was occupying. "Please sit down, My Lady. What motion would you like me to put forward?"
She smiled faintly as she and her Assistant sat, before activating the privacy screen. He lifted an eyebrow; she usually wasn't one to insist on such privacy.
Liane passed the packet of neutral dust to him. "Does My Lord know what this is?"
He carefully opened the packet and looked at its contents. A small frown appeared on his forehead. "I do not, My Lady," he finally admitted.
"That is neutral dust, My Lord. It is a special kind of dust that is entirely neutral and non-reactive to magic, and therefore, the best medium in which to store magical properties."
"I am intrigued, My Lady," he admitted, sitting straighter. "Why do you have such a substance?"
She smiled faintly, and handed him a few folded pages containing the ritual she had hand-copied from the old book. "I wish to perform this, My Lord."
He unfolded the pages, and read through them. He blinked twice, looked up at her, looked back at the ritual, the neutral dust, back at the ritual, and finally, back at her.
"Why come to me, My Lady?"
She motioned for the insignia on his robes. "My Lord has taken, and completed, Rituals & Ceremonies. He is the only one in my circle of confidence to have done so. As much as my Assistant is capable of learning, she is still an Assistant. I require your help, especially for the first few times."
Dars was silent as he looked at the ritual in front of him. "I can see why you would like assistance, My Lady." He lapsed back into silence. She waited for him to speak.
"Very well," he finally said, just as her patience was about to end. "I will assist you, if for no other chance but to see you in action, My Lady."
She quirked her lips in amusement. "That is as good a reason as any, My Lord," she said. “I thank you."
When they met up a few days later, Liane was giving Milor a slightly disgruntled look. “My Lord Dars Earthcrafter, please meet My Lord Milor Lightningmaster,” she introduced. “My Lord Milor Lightningmaster, My Lord Dars Earthcrafter.”
“My Lord,” Dars said with a small nod of his head.
“My Lord,” Milor replied, calmly neutral.
“My Lord Lightningmaster has stated his intentions of witnessing the ritual,” Liane told Dars. “He seems to think that I will either need his protection, or his guidance.”
Milor turned to Liane, and lifted an annoyed set of eyebrows. “One does not normally state their thoughts in such a manner, My Lady,” he cautioned her, as he always did when she said something he thought was outside of Decorum.
Liane dipped her head. “I have always found the truth to be liberating, My Lord,” she answered him. “You have never shown the least interest in either Rituals or Ceremonies, nor in the major magical works that I perform. And you even confirmed this when I first explained this to you. It is only after I mentioned that My Lord Dars Earthcrafter is involved that you wished to witness the event. I must conclude that you do not wish me to be alone with My Lord Earthcrafter.”
Dars seemed highly amused, while Milor stared at her with the most blank look of astonishment he could get away with under Decorum. “However,” Liane went on, ignoring his facial expression, “I do not wish to argue this point with you. I have a major ritual to perform.” She turned to Dars. “My Lord?”
Dars' lips twitched. “My Lady,” he replied, holding out one arm.
Ritualistically, Liane hooked her hand onto his elbow. Milor's face twitched. Amy tried valiantly not to react to anything that was happening between her Proctor and her friends, and just stayed behind Liane's right shoulder. “Besides,” Liane said as they stared to walk to the library, “My Lord Earthcrafter and I spend quite a lot of time together in the Student Council chambers. He is, after all, my teacher in politics.”
Milor blinked twice, looked at Dars, frowned slightly, and turned back to Liane. “I do not wish to argue with My Lady,” he told her.
Liane's lips twitched in a manner resembling Dars' earlier, a fact that did not seem lost on Milor. “Thank you, My Lord,” she said gracefully. “After all, we wish to avoid the similar events that happened after the Lord Pertogan and I started corresponding.”
Milor flinched visibly, as if slapped, and let out a breath. “You are quite correct, My Lady. My apologies.”
Dars hid his confusion and lack of understanding quite well, and remained silent as Liane and Milor talked. By the time they arrived at the bottom level of the practical building, the advanced ritual level, Milor's attitude seemed to have improved quite dramatically.
They entered a completely empty ritual chamber, and Dars looked around with confusion. Before he could ask anything, Amy held out a bundle of hand-written notes.
He accepted them, and leafed through them. They were Liane's notes on the ritual they were about to perform, the first page holding the entire diagram of the magical work, the second holding the runic arrays required.
Under normal conditions, the Ritual Master would require the assistance of a Runic Master for the creation of the array. Dars looked up at Liane. She could do the entire thing by herself; she was both Ritual Master and Runic Master. For the first time, he realized just what formidable magical intellect was required to enter Deep Secrets classes.
Liane ignored his look, pressed her hands together, and whispered a spell. Pulling her hands apart, the runic array appeared between her hands, floating in mid-air in semi-transparent light-blue script.
Dars blinked twice more, and stared at the arrays whose signs and glyphs and symbols seemed to have been built up out of vapor and smoke, yet were as clear and pure as if written by a calligraphic pen wielded by the hand of a master.
He swallowed. “My Lord,” Liane spoke to him, startling him back to the here and now. “I believe this is the first circle required.”
He checked the floating circle against the one on the page, and found it to be the one written in the exact center. “I believe so, My Lady,” he replied, his voice not as firm as he would have liked it. “I am, however, woefully ignorant in the subject of Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols.”
“If I may be of assistance, My Lord, My Lady?” Milor asked, reminding Liane that he had been in the same classes as her. He may not be as good as she was with them, but he was more than capable of verifying two circles against each other.
Dars handed him the notes without hesitation, and Milor flipped through them. Calmly at first, but faster as he read through them, he flipped through the pages, realizing just how intricate the ritual was. Finally, he just did as he had offered, and checked the circle against the one in the notes.
“It appears flawless, as usual, My Lady,” he told her. Over the last few years he had seen her do outlandish things with runic script, and creating an illusion in mid-air was just the next step up. He would never forget the ever-increasing efficiency of her enchanting his sword.
She dipped her head, walked to the center of the room, and pushed her hands back together, the circle in between them shrinking until it vanished. Breathing out deeply, she went to one knee, placed her hands on the floor, and whispered a different spell. The array formed around her quickly, each glyph and symbol starting to form at the same time, yet taking time to do so.
It took nearly twenty seconds for the array to be complete.
Dars stared at her again.
She re-whispered her illusion spell, and a second array formed between her hands. Milor checked it calmly against her notes.
She stepped back, the second circle larger and more intricate. The first one was barely half a meter in diameter, this second one was nearly two meters in diameter. She cancelled her first spell, went to one knee, pressed her hands against the floor, and formed the second circle.
It, too, took twenty seconds, and it was perfectly concentric with the first circle.
Liane created two more smaller circles, attached to the 'north' and 'south' positions of the larger outer circle, and were the spots where she and Dars would be located once the ritual would start. Careful so as not to disturb the arrays she had just laid out, Liane stepped to the center circle, and placed the neutral dust on a small pile in the exact center of the layout.
“My Lady?” Dars enquired when she had stepped outside the ritual space.
“My Lord?” she asked, turning to face him.
“I find myself wondering about the limitations of your earlier spell, My Lady,” he explained.
Liane pressed her hands together, whispered her spell, and recreated the inner circle of the ritual. “This spell, My Lord?” she asked. Upon his nod, she went on, “What would you like to know?”
“How easy would it be to make a change, My Lady?” he asked, reaching out to point to one of the runes. To his utmost surprise, it felt like velvety smoke to his finger when it reached the symbol, and it wavered in the air at his touch.
“If I may, My Lord?” Amy said, stepping forward. Dars nodded his assent, and Liane looked at her Assistant, curious as to what she would say. The younger girl stepped forward. “Proctor created this spell as a training spell for me. She uses it to allow me to create and build runic sequences without going through the effort of writing them down, nor can mistakes result in terminal catastrophic failures, My Lord.”
She reached up, and touched two runes, one with her thumb, and the other with her index finger, and made a flipping motion. The two runes flipped positions. “It is easy to flip runes like this. It is also possible to change them,” she touched one rune, and made an upside-down motion with her index finger. The rune startled scrolling, changing into different runes and finally into glyphs and magical symbols. When she found the one she was looking for, Amy touched the sigil in question, which took the place of the original rune.
“Of course, building an array using nothing but scrolling runes would take longer than just writing them down,” Amy went on, “so it is possible to just write them out.” She swiped her finger horizontally, and the runes she wiped vanished. Using her index finger, she wrote an approximation of the rune in question, which sprung up in mid-air and settled back into place. In quick succession she wrote out three different items she had wiped out earlier.
“Incredible,” Dars whispered.
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane said, vanishing the circle. “Let us begin with the ritual. I am anxious to see the results.”
“Of course, My Lady,” he said. He took the papers back from Milor and stepped into place, leafing through the notes and finding the parts he would have to perform.
When Dars nodded to her, indicating his readiness, Liane started off the ritual. Her voice sounded and a flash of fire spread in front of her, rapidly circling the inner array, filling up the space in between the inner and outer circles.
As her voice fell into cadence, Dars' voice started to add to hers, lifting the flame and the fire, preparing for the proper ritual, where the very essence of the element would be locked into the neutral dust stored in the exact center. The first part of the ritual consisted of starting the magical fire before the second part, the actual ritual, would use and channel the external magic into stripping the fire of everything but its very essence, which would finally be imbued in the dust sitting in the center.
Liane felt the magical fire feed back to her unstable core, the fire of the ritual resonating with the magic in her chest. Her crippled magic, always very susceptible to outside influences, answered in kind.
The world fell away to her unseeing eyes. The fire and the ritual became her world, and the magic in her chest burned as it raged and howled like the fire it was mimicking. The words of the ritual flowed from her mouth without conscious thought or desire, the magic knowing what she wanted.
The ritual progressed and Liane could feel Dars' assistance ebb through her own magic as they battled against the raging flames, trying to lock its very essence into a neutral dust, ready to be called upon at a moment's notice in the future. His magic was beautiful and stable, and behaved according to the words he was speaking.
Her own magic was burning and raging, filled with storm and lightning as it clashed against the element filling the primary ritual space, it was out of her control and behaving as she wanted it at the same time, it was both chaos and order.
Liane could feel Dars' struggles to keep up with her as the speed of her words increased, her conscious thought leaving her as she surrendered to the whims of her magic, trusting it to know what she wanted and how to get there, just as it had always protected and guided and saved her during the various stages of her life. It was magic that had defeated her enemies in either battle or duel, and it would be her magic that completed this major ritual.
When Dars faltered, she could feel the ritual destabilizing. She took the instability deep within herself and forgot about it, anchoring the ritual deep within her magic. The energy burning through her body was incredible, and Liane's fingers gripped the handle of her wand.
Planting her feet, she drew her wand and pointed it straight at the ceiling, arm outstretched, stabilizing herself into physical and metaphysical realm alike and channeling the power of magic called up by the ritual through her body. As she allowed its path through her, the pain vanished and the flow of the ritual stabilized.
When Dars stopped completely, she closed her eyes, yet did not stop seeing the fire and the ritual and the magic throughout the room. She needed more energy, and felt Amy's power through the Proctor-Assistant bond. Drawing magic through the bond would hurt the girl, and both Liane and her magic dismissed the option as soon as it had been presented.
Instead, she took a grasp of Dars' magic through her access to the ritual arrays, and took that in herself, as well. His magic was level and stable, and she commanded it, ruthlessly, powerfully, utterly, just the way she dominated her own magic at times, and exactly like her own magic dominated her at present.
Liane channeled his magic back into the array, controlling the vast amounts of external power drawn up by the ritual, taming and tempering the flames, controlling them into doing her wishes, drawing their essence into the prepared container.
The flames raged, reaching for the ceiling and the world at once, before they flared, and were seemingly draw through unstoppable forces into the container of dust prepared in the center of the ritual arrays.
As the ritual completed, the magic dispersed. With an unexpected suddenness, Liane was thrown back into the real world, her own feet upon physical instead of metaphysical ground, no longer connected to either external magic or flaming currents stored within the ritual.
The abrupt cut-off staggered Liane, who stumbled, before dropping to one knee, panting deeply as if she had not drawn breath for multiple minutes, feeling the sweat of exertion flow down her brow and back.
She stared at the floor for long seconds, trying to ease the burning in her heart and lungs, before she looked to the center of the ritual. The neutral dust, dull gray in original appearance, was now glowing a murky red and gold. A tired smile spread on her lips.
She had succeeded!
Looking up at the others in the room made her blink. Amy looked deeply worried, but less so now that she saw that Liane would be alright. Milor seemed agitated, yet was calming down as well. Dars, instead, was looking at her with an expression of both awe and fear.
She stumbled to her legs. They felt weak and powerless, as if she had overtaxed them somehow. “My Lady,” Dars spoke, breaking the utter silence. “I wish to tender my most sincere apologies. I was unable to perform my part of the ritual.”
She blinked. Did he fail? She vaguely remembered taking some parts of the ritual into herself, a distant memory that was now flowing away from her like a wisp of a dream. “Yet we completed the ritual, My Lord,” she spoke. Her throat hurt, and her voice sounded very gritty when she did so.
“You were able to take over the moment I stumbled, My Lady. You proceeded to double-chant both your and my parts, before you taxed my magic for added assistance in stabilizing the ritual. I did not believe such feats were possible, yet you were able to perform them in front of my very eyes.” He bowed. “I am honored to have witnessed it, My Lady.”
She was silent, not really understanding what he was saying. The performance of the ritual was slipping ever further away from her, ever since she surrendered totally to her magic, allowing it to perform as it had wanted. “You were still in the ritual, My Lord. The power sharing aspects allowed me to tap your power as if it were my own,” she spoke, somehow realizing and knowing what had happened, even if she was no longer consciously aware of it.
“It was an unusual sensation, My Lady, but not at all painful. Not as I had felt when my Proctor drew magic from me,” he admitted.
Liane's eyes flashed to Amy before settling back on Dars. “I will never perform such an act, My Lord. I had the option to do so now and I dismissed it.” She blinked. “I think I dismissed it. The entire ritual seems to flow away from me. I think I realized that the power sharing aspects of the ritual would make the process painless.”
Dars nodded, looked at Amy as well, then back to Liane. “I wish I had a Proctor such as you, My Lady. Perhaps then I would have contemplated taking an Assistant as well, rather than dismissing the notion out of hand.”
Liane dipped her head in acknowledgement of what he had said, then summoned the fire dust into a container. “Do you wish some of this, My Lord? You participated in the ritual; you should be allowed to have some of the results.”
Dars shook his head. “I failed in my part of the ritual, which nearly resulted in total failure. It would not be decent of me to accept after you fulfilled the ritual on your own. Being able to participate and watch you in action is enough.” He nodded a greeting to Amy and Milor. “My Lady,” he finally said to Liane, dipping his head deeper, and making to leave.
Right before he reached the door, he turned back to her. “I honestly cannot wait until you are a full Magus of the Student Council, My Lady. My only regret is that I will be graduated, and be unable to witness it.”
She gave him a faint smile, and Dars walked out.
For weeks, she worked on the ritual, trying to simplify it, trying to streamline it, making it more readily accessible to one person. Using every bit of magical theory she knew – and quite a lot of theory she didn't know and had to research – she made drastic progress.
But always, there was the problem of her magic resonating with the element being worked on, and the subsequent emotional turmoil it caused her. In hindsight, fire had been the easiest. It had merely made her angry and stubborn, both serving as great motivators. Air, on the other hand, was flighty and fickle and had caused her thoughts to continuously wander to different subjects. She had needed all of her mental faculties to keep focusing during that one.
Water was fluid and malleable, and had caused her to analyze what she was feeling and how the ritual was progressing, rather than focus on the ritual itself. Again, she had needed quite a bit of focus to keep herself on task rather than thinking through tangents... although the Water ritual had taught her quite a bit about the ritual she hadn't considered before, and it had helped her progress her work on it in a remarkable fashion.
Earth was patient and frozen, it did not move unless under severe pressure, and it had caused her to lose all nervousness and emotion, and stuck to the letter of the ritual. A downside in itself, as rigid adherence to rules and regulations caused her to almost lose her grip on the ritual when things started to go out of control and her mind was only able to realize that the problem wasn't in the ritual description. Thankfully, she had amassed a great deal of experience by then and was able to compensate after a few tense seconds of indignation about the ritual not sticking to the scripted plan.
It annoyed her still that her magic was so sensitive to outside forces, and was able to influence her own mental state and emotional stability in such a dramatic fashion. More and more often, she turned to the silver fountain, to contemplate its ever changing shapes.
One day, after lunch, she was once again sitting in front of the fountain. Morning courses were over, she had no afternoon courses, and she was done with her homework and preparation for the next day. Being always on top of her work was helpful that way. As she sat, she glanced at the work Amy was doing.
She had set her Assistant the task of doing some runic equivalency calculations, working out the required materials and power needed to get the desired effects. The younger girl was now working over the second of five problems, and Liane turned her focus back to the fountain.
Deciding that she might as well do some work herself, Liane sent an ansuz rune at her core. As per usual, it replied with a nonsensical answer. To her surprise, the fountain changed. She sent another rune. The fountain changed again. She sent another ansuz rune. The fountain switched back to its previous form.
Liane blinked, then could have kicked herself. The fountain was Magic to the Wielder; it reflected the essence of the magical core of the beholder. In her case, she had no essence in her magic, except for what her magic was doing at that precise moment, so of course the fountain would reflect that. It would be an external indicator of what her magic was doing.
Why had she never thought of this before? This was probably her greatest breakthrough in trying to understand magic since she invented the pulsing exercise in an attempt to learn how to read and predict where her core would go!
Rapidly, she worked her way through the runic alphabets she knew, staring at the fountain while her core sent back nonsensical replies. To her surprise, the fountain made a weird sort of sense; even though she could not consciously explain it. The forms taken by the fountain were weird and outlandish, and had nothing to do with the runes themselves nor with the runic responses her magic sent back.
And yet they still made a weird sort of sense on a subconscious level, as if she realized yes, that is an ansuz rune.
She needed to know more. She needed to know what the fountain would reflect during magic, during her magic's actual use. Holding one palm up, she whispered the spell to create light; a small glob of pure white light bopped up and down above her palm, matching her heartbeat.
The fountain reflected with a weird shape that she would say meant light but was unidentifiable as such on a conscious level. She closed her hand, snuffing out the light. Feeling excited, she cast the same spell.
Her excitement reflected in her magic and the fountain changed to a different shape; still light, but different. Stronger. More aggressive, just as the glob of light bopping up and down was harsher and more powerful than before. Trying to contain her emotions, she drew a few deep breaths, and cast the spell again.
The light was softer, more like the first time she had cast it, and the fountain reflected it. This was more like the first, but still different. Focusing on the fountain instead of her magic and herself, she tried to get it to match the first reflection, cast after cast after cast. Slowly, she started to get the hang of it, getting the hang of both her magic and getting the fountain to reflect it.
Easier than just trying to match power and intensity in a floating ball of light, the fountain served as a mirror, a mirror that would reflect the depths and intricacies of her magic as she used it, a mirror that would show her what she wanted and needed to know.
A small smile crept on her lips and she shifted, folding her legs underneath her so she sat in a meditative position on the bench. Lacing her fingers together, she formed a cup with both hands and placed them upward in her lap.
She would work magic and she would see how the fountain reacted. Out of the corner of her eyes she noticed quite a few students watching her; they had seen her play with the ball of light. To them, of course, the fountain had not changed shape and so they did not realize what she had been doing, nor why.
But then again, she was the MagicWarper. Nothing she did surprised them anymore. They had either seen or heard of her stopping a Death Magic kill-strike when she was in her second year. They had heard of her getting into a fight with a Warlock, and winning; a proper fight, not just a duel. They had heard of her friendship with the aspiring Necromancer, Lord Pertogan.
And they knew her as the two-times Prime Student, as one of the students in Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore, and as one of the Vice-Magi of the student council.
But they still stared when she shifted to sit in a meditative position, only to start casting while she stared unblinkingly at the fountain.
Milor drew a breath when he returned to the Academy. After four hours of combat training, he was looking forward to a hot meal. Thankfully, showers were provided at the practice fields so that no Warlock would need to return in a less than dignified manner.
When he entered the courtyard, he was surprised to see a large group of mages congregate around the fountain. Curious, he joined them.
To his surprise, he could see Liane, sitting in meditative position, staring at the fountain while chanting a spell. It was a magic control spell, a spell that would shape magic in the image described by the caster.
Milor listened to her spell. It was describing a single line. Above Liane's upturned hands, a ghostly image of the line appeared. The chanting continued, and the line described became the description of a triangle. The magic changed the shape into the one described, while Liane kept staring at the fountain.
“May I ask what is happening, My Lady?” Milor asked one of the witnessing mages.
“The Lady Liane has been casting magic all afternoon, My Lord. She keeps staring at the fountain for some reason, but the magic has become increasingly intricate as she goes,” the mage replied respectfully.
Milor nodded. “Thank you, My Lady.”
By now, the triangle in Liane's hands had become a square. The chanting continued, turning the figure from a cube into a pentagon. On and on Liane chanted; more and more sides were added. The pentagon became a hexagon, which in turn became a heptagon.
By the time she had reached 12 sides, Liane's initial magical chant arrested, the dodecagon hanging above her hands. Her mouth closed. She licked her lips. Finally, she opened her mouth once more, and started chanting. The two dimensional dodecagon turned into a dodecahedron, a three-dimensional figure sporting twelve identical pentagonal faces.
Milor blinked, feeling rather impressed at the ease with which Liane had turned a flat figure into a three dimensional one with a single short chant that had been barely more than a regular incantation. Again, she closed her mouth to lick her lips, obviously determining her next step.
The chant that followed made Milor goggle; his knowledge of mathematics and geometry was extremely limited, and yet even he understood the significance of turning a three dimensional figure into a four dimensional one. The hyper-dodecahedron that formed was projected into three-dimensional space, and Milor's eyes and head hurt as they tried to make sense of the jumble of superimposing lines.
Liane's voice did not waver nor halt this time, and her chant continued. The facets created by the four dimensions present in the figure started to fill in, one by one, slowly and meticulously, into a separate color. Each of the 720 separate facets present in the four-dimensional hyper-dodecahedron got its own unique color, one by one.
She did not blink, not wanting to miss the shift in the fountain. As she casted, the fountain reflected the inner workings of her magic. Indescribable as they may be, the forms made subconscious sense to her, and Liane felt she was finally starting to understand a fundamental part of her magic, an aspect she had only ever scratched the surface of.
By the time her hyper-dodecahedron had been completely colored along its many multi-dimensional facets, she felt she had never understood her magic better than she did on that moment.
“Create,” she whispered.
A flash of magic formalized the figure she had created, using the ground and the dirt around her to create a statue of the shape and color created by her control spell.
Her legs protested as she unfolded them, yet she did not notice as she stared at both the figure in her hand and the representation by the silver fountain, a silver fountain that now looked exactly like the hyper-dodecahedron she was holding in her hands. Slowly, a triumphant smile spread on her lips. The next hurdle to knowing and understanding her own magic had been cleared!
*****
Liane and her Assistant entered the Council chambers a few months before the final exams. Liane's schedule was picking up now as she and Amy worked hard to clear the hurdle. The low thrum of talking people ceased upon their entry, every pair of eyes focusing intensely upon her. Not all Council members were present, and Liane was grateful that Fylian was absent. He had been making snide remarks ever since she joined the Council, and it was wearing on her nerves.
She graced the present members with a faint smile yet no explanation, and chose a private booth for herself and Amy, a booth that was soon filled with Dars Earthcrafter as well. The privacy screens went up.
“It seems congratulations are in order, My Lady,” Dars said amicably, looking intently to the strange... thing... that was curled around Liane's neck like a long and ornate necklace.
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane said, tapping her new accessory. Her tap rang like a clear bell, as the glass tube that was coiled over her shoulders and around her neck turned transparent, an inner fire that had not been there before shining forth. Right at the front of her throat, the tube budged, the smooth material parting.
In front of Dars' astonished eyes, the smooth tube turned into the head of snake; a head that had been biting its own tail moments earlier. “My Lord, meet Ouroboros,” she said as the construct's glass body shifted to allow its head to gaze upon him.
“A pleasure,” Dars told the magical glass snake, which eyes glowed like hellish coals. A forked glass tongue slipped between glass lips as the snake stared at him. “Ouroboros is a combination construct,” Liane said, her finger idly scratching underneath the snake's chin. “The result of working on my master piece.”
“Incredible work, My Lady,” Dars said, starting to reach out, then stopping himself. “May I touch it?”
The Prime Student nodded. “Of course, My Lord.”
The young man reached out, and slowly dragged his finger across the top of the enchanted snake's head. “Incredible. It feels warm.”
“That is the fire element, My Lord. Ouroboros is the result of a combination construct, both Fire and Earth, in this case,” Liane explained. She stopped petting the magical snake. “Go back to sleep,” she told the snake, which obligingly bit its own tail, transforming itself back into a glass tube, coiled around her throat.
“It took a great deal of magic and effort to construct, but the results are worth it,” she said. “I found only one reference work on combining elements in the creation of a construct, and that book had been written 600 years ago and was then forgotten. I am writing my dissertation on this lost form of magical constructs.”
Dars just nodded, not knowing anything about the subjects Liane was working on, yet willing to support her regardless. She had been an apt pupil in the arts of diplomacy and politics, and he had found himself enjoying her company, even if she was too much into magic and theory to consider anything but friendship from him.
Turning their attention to matters of the student council, they debated the various petitions for close to an hour before finally suspending the privacy screens. The voting was about to begin, so Dars took his place at the Council table, while Liane took her Vice-Magus seat, Amy standing in her designated spot behind Liane's right shoulder.
The time it took to debate and vote on various issues was quite short. Most of the Council members had little time or patience and settled quickly on the various petitions, with only Zaia Icecrafter and Zelila Metalmistress, the fraternal twins, debating ferociously against each other.
Liane smiled faintly. Just like in academics, the twins refused to lose to each other. It made things lively, yet drew them out longer than most Council members were comfortable with. Liane could see Fylian's disposition darkening with each passing minute.
She wondered why he had chosen to sit on the Council if he didn't want to be there. She turned her attention back to the meeting itself, rather than studying the people present.
“The last point of today,” Lesili Firemistress, the Mage Magus, read from her paper. “A complaint has been lodged against the Lord Seth Windworker, second year student in the Arts of the Warlock, by Lillian Woodworker, second year student in the Arts of the Mage.” The Magus then proceeded to read the testimony provided by both the Mage and the Warlock, as well as various witnessed.
“I vote to dismiss,” Gonaro Metalmaster, the Warlock Magus, stated coolly.
“My Lord Magus always votes to dismiss when the complaint is against a Warlock,” Lesili replied. “From the testimony, it is quite obvious that the Lord Seth Woodworker has been harassing the Lady Lillian Woodworker. It surprises me that she has not challenged him over it, it would be within her rights to do so.”
“Perhaps she is smart enough to realize that a Mage has very little chance of defeating a Warlock in direct combat,” Naidis Aircrafter said, in his usual soft-spoken voice. His soft voice hid a formidable intellect, an intellect that Liane knew was there but one that Naidis refused to use to its full potential.
“Or perhaps she is simply afraid,” Xepr Woodmaster said. Apart from the two Magi, he was the only eighth-year student on the Council. “I vote with my Lord Magus. Let's dismiss the issue.”
“The Lady Lillian Woodworker may not possess the magical strength to gain her right through combat,” Naria Waterworker said, about as agitated as was allowed under Decorum. Being of less than average magical strength herself, she could sympathize immensely with the plight of those less gifted. “I believe it is our duty to support those willing to go through official channels instead of simply using brute force; Especially as such brute force usually ends on a fatality.”
“Fatalities are to be expected,” Fylian said. “I vote to dismiss.”
“I vote to give the Lady Lillian her due,” Dars said, earning himself the ire of a few Warlocks. “Having the responsibility and presence of mind to go to the Council instead of calling a duel should be rewarded. Whatever her reasons are, she chose the path of peace rather than violence.”
Gonaro sighed. “She will never become a strong Noble this way, hiding behind the strength of Council or politics. However, I see the point made by the Lord Dars Earthcrafter. We have been striving to diminish the number of duels, and the deaths they cause. I change my vote.”
Liane smiled faintly, the meeting would soon be over and she would be free to return to her duties. When she saw Zaia and Zelila look at each other, she held her breath.
She rubbed her forehead in agitation when the two sisters started arguing with each other, and she smiled faintly when she saw various members of the council make equally annoyed expressions.
When the debate finally had been concluded, and the young Mage been awarded her just dues, Liane stood up as quickly as Decorum allowed. “Come, Assistant. We have more work to do,” she told Amy, and made to leave.
“It is good to see you are still working as hard as ever, My Lady,” Fylian remarked, having overheard her statement to her young Assistant. “You still seem to be having trouble casting spells otherwise.”
A twitch spread through her face, and Liane turned to the Warlock. “I recall having thrown your death strike once, My Lord,” she retorted. “That counts for something,” she added, implying that she was more powerful than he was.
“I believe it counts for the luck factor, My Lady,” he said, face darkening slightly at the implication.
“I do believe I would be able to do the same thing again, My Lord,” Liane told him, turning her entire body to face him, and linking her arms behind her back, showing no fear of him at all. Outwardly, she appeared calm and collected. Inwardly, her magic was on high alert, and she could feel it edging towards fire.
Dangerous fire, the element that would make her insist on wrath and retribution, the fire of power and anger, the element of leadership that would insist she defend her honor with all the magic at her disposal.
A tiny smirk creased his lips. “I still believe that you should not be afforded the titles and honors you hold, My Lady. Those stations should be reserved for those able to cast magic, not given to those who are having trouble doing so.”
Deep inside, she knew it was his frustration at the meeting having run long, and he needed to blow off steam. Her magic and her emotions had different ideas, and she could feel the anger bubbling up in her throat, her magic edging closer toward fire, despite her best efforts to keep it contained within the element of earth. “And yet I was afforded them,” she told him, heat seeping into her voice. “It was I who was made Vice-Magus, it was I who have been afforded Prime Student for the second time, and it was I who was both an Assistant and a Proctor. Apart from being on the Council, please let me know what you have accomplished outside of the ordinary?”
For a moment, she thought he would strike her right there and then, his entire muscular body certainly tensed in preparation for it. Dimly, she was aware of the other Nobles present in the room doing the same. Striking each other without a formal declaration of a duel was the height of impropriety, and was not tolerated.
“I retain my comments I made years back in regards to your Proctor. One who chooses a damaged Mage as an Assistant cannot be a powerful Mage in her own right.”
Liane blinked, startled by the ferocity with which her magic shifted to fire, and the furious speed with which its changes swept through her body. “You are still a cad, My Lord,” she snapped, and turned, ready to leave. “I have nothing further to say to you.”
“I demand an apology for that insult,” he snapped, almost too short to be proper, and stepped closer to her, barring her exit.
The magic in her chest demanded that she strike him down, right here, right now. With balled fists, she glared up at him. “I refuse to apologize for a legitimate comment,” she told him, subconsciously mimicking the words she had uttered years ago.
His entire body was trembling. “Please arrive at the main dueling chamber in one hour, My Lady,” Fylian told her, his voice tightly controlled where his body was clearly betraying his rage. “Choose your second, and arrive on time or be forever known as a coward.” Out of thin air, he created a white glove, and made to slap her face. Much to his, and everybody else's, surprise, Ouroboros instantly uncoiled itself, and took the hit for its mistress. Liane allowed a satisfied smirk to spread on her lips.
“I demand your blood or your surrender,” Fylian snarled out, snapping around and legging out the door with no regards to either propriety or impropriety.
“My Lady Proctor?” Amy asked, with a small voice.
Liane turned her gaze to her Assistant. “We must locate the Lord Milor Lightningmaster. I require a second,” she said, and walked out the door with more calm than she felt. She had been challenged. Again. She was well aware how close she had come to death the last time, and if there was one thing she had learnt from her years of mock combat with Milor, it was that she really had very little chance against a Warlock who was taking her seriously.
She had a very good chance of dying today, unless she found a way around that, a way to cancel out the incredible advantages that a fully trained Warlock held over a Mage in direct combat.
*****
Exactly an hour later, Liane entered the dueling chamber, Milor as her second following closely behind. Amy, her faithful Assistant, hovered nearby, ready to take her place in the audience the moment she had to. As the Lord Master of the Kirian Academy entered the room, the faint voices quieted immediately.
She held out one arm, touching Amy's shoulder, and Ouroboros detached itself. It gave Liane a nasty look. “Do not look at me like that. This is one battle where you cannot assist,” she told her Construct. It continued to look at her. “Now go,” she told it, her voice now holding a sharp edge. The magical glass snake seemed to hesitate, before coiling around her arm, sliding down the appendage until it coiled angrily around her Assistant's neck and settled itself. Calmly, she exchanged a look at the younger girl.
Amy shot Liane one last look, then took her place among the spectators. Liane and Milor took their positions, Fylian and his second facing them. She was startled to see that Fylian had Gonaro Woodmaster, the Warlock Magus, as his second. Having resolved to herself how she would play this, her nerves were steady and her core was earth. Stable.
“As Lord Headmaster of this Academy, it is my duty to officiate this duel,” The Lord Master said, calmly, looking each of them in the eye. Like it had during her previous duels, Liane's magic shuddered as he locked his eyes upon hers. “I must ask one final time whether this can be resolved through peaceful means. My Lord Fylian Earthmaster?”
“I will only be satisfied by blood, My Lord,” Fylian spoke, not even bothering to add the apology clause to his statement. He wished for her blood or her life, and not even an apology would abate him now. Liane locked her eyes on his. This went beyond a bad meeting, or beyond even the continuous harassment she had suffered at his harsh words.
At once, she realized that her existence was a dishonor upon him; her very life was insulting him every time they met. She had spurned his death strike years ago, and he had continuously felt the dishonor of that failed strike every time he had seen her. Now he wanted either her life or her surrender in exchange.
“My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper?” the Lord Master asked her.
“As my opponent will not accept apology nor reason, I will not take the coward's way out, My Lord,” she answered levelly. The realization that he hated her very life and existence left her burning with an anger so cold that it shifted her core from earth into ice. Her emotions fell away, burnt by the intense cold of her ice-like core.
For the first time in a long time, Liane felt absolutely nothing. There was no fear, no hesitation, nor uncertainty. She simply was, existing with body and magic and thought. Had she felt anything, she would have smiled and wished for more. As it was now, she felt nothing and simply noted the curious state she had felt herself in.
The Lord Master seemed unaware of her inner change, yet there seemed to be a strange glint to his eyes as he beheld her. “Very well. As the challenged, you are allowed to choose the method of combat, My Lady.”
She dipped her head. “I choose Sudden Death, My Lord,” she told him, and broke her gaze with him and focused on her opponent. A startled muttering went through the assembled crowd, questioning her judgment in taking on a Warlock in Sudden Death. It would allow both of them to charge a single strike, to be released only upon the word of the Lord Master.
The strongest spell would win.
Fylian's grin betrayed his confidence, while Gonaro just stared at her, then whispered something in Fylian's ear. It had to be a warning of some sort, and Fylian waved the comment away.
The Lord Master kept his focus on her for a few long seconds. “My lady chooses Sudden Death,” he said, looking at Fylian. The Warlock nodded, his grin widening. If he thought her weaker than him, he would be in for a surprise. Drawing a breath, she shoved her core from ice to air. Startled, it reacted as she wanted it to, and felt her emotions rush back.
Air was both flighty and confident, and it filled her with supreme confidence at what she was doing.
The Lord Master turned back to Liane, and for a moment it seemed as if he was going to speak to her, before his professionalism took over and he stepped back into his designated spot. The two seconds took their places among the crowd. More students than normal had gathered to witness the duel; it was not often that two high ranking members of the Academy dueled.
To have the duel be Sudden Death was even more unusual. Even though both Milor and Amy knew what Liane had in mind, both were worried that Liane would falter in her casting of the spell under actual combat conditions. Although she had finally gained some form of control over the spell in question, it was still a matter of opinion whether Liane had actually mastered the spell.
“Begin,” the Lord Master said.
Startled, Liane watched Fylian draw a wand from his robes, and point it at the ceiling. “Mjölnir, hammer of Thor!” he intoned. At once, Liane realized that her opponent was performing a minor ritual, and drawing upon the forces of nature, forces that would be enough to obliterate her!
Actual clouds formed inside the room, and Liane forced herself to look away. This was it, the culmination of training with the silver fountain that reflected her magic back at her, the culmination of working ceaselessly with spells and incantations, the culmination of years of education at the Academy, augmented by her own studies and studies performed by her Proctor, Cassandra of the Storms, and her first ever teacher, Mariam of the Volcanoes.
Spreading her feet, she cupped her hands. The spell started rolling over her lips, and a tiny pinprick of light formed. Winds picked up in the room, winds that revolved around Liane like a miniature tornado, winds that tugged at her clothes and ruffled her hazelnut colored hair.
Fylian's incantation continued. “Mjölnir! Inceptor of lightning and instigator of thunder! I call to thee!” The clouds darkened, ominous flashes of lightning jumping in the dark canopy obscuring the ceiling.
Liane crouched slightly due to the magic she was forcing from her core, the words chopping of midway, overlapping, rolling from her lips at a pace that made them all but inaudible. The pinprick of light grew, the winds rising higher and higher as they wrapped around her hands, forming around the light of magic that was forming.
“Mjölnir, I hurl thee,” Fylian intoned, pointing his wand at her. For a fraction of a moment, Liane was afraid that he would actually fire his spell at her before she had finished.
He didn't, remaining in perfect control of his spell. Her magic sight was going haywire with the energies expended into the dueling chamber, alerting her to the bolt of ugly red and black magic that was holding still on the tip of Fylian's wand.
She screamed the last incantations of her own spell, the ball of light now a visible uneven color, rotating at immense speeds, while being buffeted by a ball of barely visible winds, rotating in an opposing direction yet at equal speed.
It was this part that had eluded her, the ability to tune her magic enough to precisely offset the magic of the inner sphere and the winds of the outer sphere to create a perfectly balanced weapon of war.
Air as a Weapon of War, indeed.
She could feel it destabilizing, and she shoved it in the opposite direction. Her air core was perfectly aligned with the element of the spell, and it was through this alignment that she knew how to balance the spell perfectly. Nothing she had ever done was as important as this moment was. Not her domination of the spell in private study, but her mastery of this spell under actual combat conditions.
Her spell finished and settled in her hands as a stabilized entity, and Liane looked up from it at her opponent.
“Are you both ready, My Lord, My Lady?” She heard the Lord Master ask.
Just like Fylian, she gave a short nod of acceptance. Speaking could destabilize their spells now.
Throwing her arms forward, she launched her weapon of war at Fylian, whose bolt of actual lightning crashed from the clouds onto his wand, before changing direction and flashing toward Liane, shattering the implement in the process.
Time slowed to a crawl as the two spells went toward each other, hitting somewhere roughly in the middle between the two clashing opponents. The flash of lightning struck Liane's ball of rotating energy, disappearing completely yet stopping the spell in its tracks and destabilizing it completely.
Liane threw herself backward, crossing her arms over her chest and throwing up the strongest shield she could muster, right before the second stage of her spell kicked in. The outer layer of air would grind and cut, but it was the inner layer, the ball of magic, that did the damage.
The blast wave washed over her bunker shield, and Liane crouched in on herself as the annihilating magical energy ripped into the school around her. She prayed the visitor shields were powerful enough to contain the blast.
When the explosion finally settled, Liane cautiously opened her eyes, looking toward her opponent and the audience. Fortunately, the audience was safe; the Lord Master apparently had thrown up a few additional layers of protection.
Unfortunately, her opponent was also fine. Liane's shield petered out, and she felt her core fuse itself. Her magic was drained completely. She stood up on shaky legs, and Fylian angled himself toward her. It seemed he had enough power left for one more spell, and he used it on the acceleration spell.
The next moment, he was behind her, his sword at her throat. “Surrender,” he whispered in her ear. “Surrender and share my bed tonight, and I will let you live.”
The sword at her throat threw her back to an earlier age, an age where an eight-year-old Liane was being held by a murderer. She hardly heard his whispered words, all she knew was the sword being held at her neck, and the complete and utter panic that overcame her senses.
Her body froze in sheer terror, and when his sword shifted, she just knew that her end had come. Her vision started to dim as her heartbeat raced. Her magic, sealed and fused, burnt through her mind, rampaging like fire. It was out of power, sealed and fused, yet still it reached out in protection. Without power, its only assistance could be knowledge, and it brought a memory, a thought, to her mind.
A thought that she grasped like the lifeline it was, a lifeline that was rapidly pulling her from the depths of her panic. Her eyes flashed to the Lord Master.
He realized what she was going to do, and a grim look took over his face.
Closing her eyes, Liane fell to the meditative state taught to her during Deep Secrets classes, and thought to the depths of her mind. Liane, the MagicWarper, is of the Fire, the Volcano, and the Meteor, and calls out to Ercharthaetuli, Major Spirit of Fire. Lord Ercharthaetuli, are you there!?
Time shattered and reality vanished, and Liane found herself frozen in the deepest and darkest blackness she had ever encountered. Her eyes were open, yet no light fell upon them. She did not feel ground underneath her feet, yet did not feel as if she were falling. For a moment, panic was about to grip her, but a deep breath dispelled the notion.
She must be in stasis, now, Liane realized. Time had been suspended while she negotiated with one of the major spirits. Now she needed to pay tribute, soon. My Lord Ercharthaetuli, I pay two pints of blood in tribute for your summoning!
She gasped when a curious sensation swept through her. Light-headedness made her stumble in this curious place of total darkness, and she realized her blood-pressure had just dropped considerably when two pints of blood vanished straight from her veins.
The next moment, her vision was filled by a scene of light and heat, Ercharthaetuli filling her vision from top to bottom, dwarfing everything she had ever seen with sheer size and volume. The huge elemental spirit bowed its head so it could look at her. Without other shape or size for comparison, Liane was unable to determine whether he was merely huge and close by, or astronomical and incredibly far away.
Urgency filled her, time would not be suspended forever, and she was in mortal danger still. “Lord Ercharthaetuli,” she intoned as loud as she could. “I have come before you with a plight of assistance!”
The voice that sounded from the spirit was deep, masculine, and spoke flawless and accent-less Kirian. “For the payment of two pints of blood, I shall listen to your petition, Liane, known as the MagicWarper. What is it you require?”
She swallowed. “My Lord, I wish for the power to crush my enemy. I am being held at sword-edge, ready to be slain, and request the power to crush my enemy.”
The spirit leaned closer, its head filling her vision as it stared at her with eyes that seemed as large as mountains. “What you ask, can be done,” he spoke, finally. “However, what you ask is expensive. A bargain must be struck. You will pay me two months of your lifespan in exchange for my assistance. In return, I, Ercharthaetuli, Major Spirit of Fire, shall lend you the power and ability to crush your enemy. Do you agree, or do you wish to be returned to your realm?”
Liane swallowed her terror at the force of the voice that pounded on her now that the Major Spirit's head was straight in front of her. She nodded. “I accept the bargain, My Lord Ercharthaetuli.”
The spirit looked at her. “You know what must be done, Liane, known as the MagicWarper.”
She drew breath. “By the power of threefold three,” she said, her voice quivering in equal parts anticipation and terror, “I, Liane, the MagicWarper, consent to the deal, accept the obligation, and comply with your demands, Lord Ercharthaetuli. I sign the contract made, offer my vow on the bargain struck, and embrace the power you offer. I will admit to your requests and welcome your influence. My name is Liane, known as the MagicWarper, and I agree to pay the price you have set forth.”
The spirit stared at her for along moment of no-time. The darkness that surrounded both of them wavered. “The deal has been struck, Liane, known as the MagicWarper. Awaken to the real world and accept all that I am to crush your opponent.”
Fylian had a malicious grin on his face as he held his sword at Liane's throat. When he felt her sigh and relax, he knew that he had her, and that she was about to surrender.
The next moment, a shudder went through her body, and he was sure she would be choosing life over death. Before he could say anything, a horrible, inhuman, overwhelming magical presence seemed to press down upon him.
Gasping for breath, he saw her hand come up, grab his sword, and simply pull it away, despite her holding it by the sharp edge with her bare hand. Inhumanly, her head rotated 180 degrees, and stared straight at him with eyes that were glowing embers of black coal. “You will die,” she stated, her voice sounding both human and inhuman, a dark and low edge to it that was decidedly not Liane.
He opened his mouth in an attempt to speak, when her head rotated 180 degrees in the same direction it had rotated earlier. He could hear her vertebrae snapping and grinding as she did so until she completed a full 360 degree circle, and a hiss sounded as the injuries healed themselves.
Liane stepped forward, still holding the blade away from her as she did so, and walked to the center of the room. Outside, the Sun Charm broke, and snow started falling on the Academy grounds for the first time. At the same time as the temperature inside the room dropped spectacularly, to the point where the moisture in the air condensed into fog and mist. Heat soaked into Liane to the point where the air around her quivered with the energy of it.
She turned to face her opponent. “As the deal has been made,” Liane's inhuman voice intoned, “so I will do. I will crush you. I will allow you one attack.” She spread her arms. “Kill me, and claim victory.”
Fylian blinked, but wasn't about to throw away a second chance at killing her. The first time he had gone for her humiliation, but this time, he would go for her life. Charging, he attempted to plunge his sword through her chest.
The metal of the blade melted before it ever reached her, the runes of the non-permanent enchantments on the blade petering out in an instant. Dumbstruck, he stared at the hilt of his sword, and the puddle of metal on the floor. Liane's lips smirked at him. “Die, insect.”
He had just enough time to pull himself up in indignation at the insult, before her hand came up. A hand that was suddenly holding a ball of white-hot energy. Fylian did not even have time to shout when the energy vaporized him. The wall behind him scorched and sparked as the school's protections were overcome with the power of the blast. Jerking her hand, Liane cut off the beam of power before it would take down the wall.
“We have completed our deal, Liane, known as the MagicWarper. I shall now take two months of your lifespan as my own,” Liane spoke, seemingly to herself.
“Thank you, Lord Ercharthaetuli. The price is small in comparison to the assistance you have given me, and I pay it gladly,” she answered herself, this time her voice sounding like herself. The glow in her eyes died out, and Liane stumbled. Somehow, she managed to catch her balance. Outside, the Sun Charm started shining again, and the temperature started to climb back up at a rapid pace.
“Winner, Liane the MagicWarper,” the Lord Master said, staring at her with an unreadable look in his eyes. She looked back, hoping that he agreed with her choice. As Amy and Milor approached her, the Lord Master gave a small nod, a tiny twitch of respect on his lips. “You did well, My Lady,” he said, before turning and leaving.
“Proctor?” Amy asked, looking worried.
Liane blinked slowly, and looked at her Assistant. “Assistant?”
“Are you alright?” the younger girl asked. “You invoked a Major Spirit.”
Liane nodded. “That I did. I bargained to crush my opponent. Lord Ercharthaetuli decided to conclude the bargain himself, rather than lend me his power.” She shrugged. “The results are the same.”
“You, My Lady, become ever more frightening every time I see you in serious combat,” Milor said, his voice tinted with respect. “I truly believed you would die when his sword was at your throat.”
“He was a fool who tried to force my surrender,” Liane said. “Had he just struck me down, he would have been victorious. As it was, he allowed me time to bargain with a Major Spirit.” Uncomfortable with the stares of the audience still present in the room, Liane guided her friend and her Assistant out of the room. A quick nod to Dars showed that he, too, was welcome to join them. The other Council Members were left behind. Liane caught the eyes of both Magi while she left. As both of them were students of the Deep Secrets by default, they knew what she had done.
To her surprise, they gave her nods of respect.
When she was finally assured of privacy with her friends and Assistant, Liane leaned against the wall, showing how incredibly drained she felt. “Invoking a Major Spirit is dangerous,” she said in a near-whisper. “One can invoke a lesser or a medium spirit with little difficulty. But, I needed a Major Spirit. Compacting with a Major Spirit means stopping time while you do so, and that was what I needed to save my life. Had I compacted with a lesser spirit, he would have been present during the negotiation process and would have realized I was about to crush him. I needed the Major Spirit in order to stop time and surprise him.”
She swallowed deeply at the realization of what she had just done. “Had the negotiation failed, I could have been killed by the spirit. One does not contract with the Major Spirits without a very good reason.”
“Proctor?” Amy asked, worried. “I know the price required. Do you need to visit the hospital?”
Milor stiffened visibly, as if only now noting the pale tone of her skin and the way she kept leaning against the wall. “My Lady?” he asked, as if asking for an explanation.
“In broad lines, My Lord,” Liane explained, “Summoning a spirit, any spirit, requires two things. The first is a tribute to get the spirit to listen to you. This tribute is paid in blood. A Major Spirit requires two pints of blood in tribute. The second is payment for the services; this payment is taken in life force. You will die sooner than normal. The bigger the request; the more life force the spirit will demand in answer.”
“How much was it, Proctor?” Amy asked, shuffling about as if unsure what to do.
“Two months, Assistant,” Liane replied. “Two pints is about twenty-five percent of so of my total blood volume, I really should not summon any spirits soon.”
Milor gave her a concerned look. “I believe that would be a good idea, My Lady,” he told her seriously.
Liane just nodded. “Please excuse me, My Lord, but I need to go lie down, and have something to eat and drink. I will probably be quite weak for some time to come.”
He just nodded, and let them go. Part of him had wanted to offer to escort her, but the larger part of him realized that it would both be improper, and denied anyway.
*****
Liane stood at attention in front of the panel of judges. Today was her last day in what had been an exhausting two week period of intense examinations, tests that would determine whether or not she were fit to graduate as a fully credited Mage.
Having just finished hexing a helpless corpse, she awaited her next, and final, test. Most of the spells and rituals she had been asked to perform today were things that had been asked of her before, the repetition there solely to inform the panel whether she had been just lucky or really did know her subject.
“Please curse the owner of this lock of hair with bad luck, My Lady,” one of the examiners asked her, motioning to a lock of hair on the judges' table. The man in question took a sip from a cup of coffee. Liane ignored it, she desperately wanted a coffee of her own and it would not do to stare at an examiner's drink.
The request was something that had been asked of her before. Doing a quick test to determine the subject, she found that the person in question was still alive; She looked at the examiner. He just nodded. “It is me, My Lady. Do not worry; I am a fully accredited master in Hexes & Curses. It is a good sign, however; not too many of your peers test to determine who they are cursing.”
Liane dipped her head in respect, and started her spell. A hex may be only a short term inconvenience that was akin to a combat spell, but a curse was more like a ritual, as it usually was long term. Her exhausted mind wandered to the blood-boiling hex she had used on the corpse, and the blood-red vapor that had escaped grotesquely out of every orifice.
Cursing something with perpetual bad luck was long-term and more insidious. It would take a determined Hexes & Curses specialist to find the source of a well-constructed curse and dispel it. Drawing her wand, she went to work on the lock of hair, setting her chant in the back of her mind and sparing it hardly any thought as she worked the magic need in the front of her mind.
A small frown appeared in the center of her forehead when a subtle variation made itself known in her spell. Had she not been so fully attuned with her magic, had she not spent countless hours honing her reading skills of her own magical abilities in order to control her unstable magical core, it was highly likely that she would have missed it.
Working a few detection spells, she found a blood-based protection in place. It was very basic, and came straight out of one of the first books on Blood Magic that Cassandra ever asked her to read. Breaking it was just as easy, and she worked the remainder of her spell to completion in short order. Feeling it take hold, she holstered her wand and awaited the verdict on her accomplishment.
“A valiant effort, My Lady,” the man spoke, reaching for his cup. “However, you failed to see the blood-based-” the ear broke off his mug, sending the scalding hot liquid pouring over his lap. As the man jumped up in surprise, his chair tilted, swayed, and finally hit him in the back of his knees, making him stumble.
As he recomposed, the other examiners seemed to be equal parts impressed and amused. “Well done, My Lady,” the examiner said, grabbing his wand to dispel the curse. As he did so, the handle, made from oak, broke off the rest of the wand, which had been made from elder wood. For a few moments, he stared at the handle of his wand.
“Very well done, My Lady,” he added, sounding impressed. “May I request of you to break the spell? I am afraid my purse would be empty quite soon, replacing the various objects I am sure that will break in my presence.”
Just as Liane was about to acknowledge his request, the strings on the examiner's purse snapped, sending the bag to the ground and scattering coins over the floor. Liane felt herself go red with embarrassment for casting a too powerful bad-luck curse, grabbed her wand, and broke her own curse with two flicks of her wand and three words of magical incantation.
“Excellent work, My Lady,” the examiner praised her. “No need to feel badly for completing a test too well.” With as much dignity as possible, he removed the coffee stain from his robes, fixed his purse, and started gathering his coins.
She relaxed slightly at his words. “I do not believe that we need to confer,” the female examiner on the far left of the table said, ignoring her colleague who hunted for his scattered money. “Are there any who oppose the graduation of this student?”
There were no opposing votes. Liane almost floated out of the examination room a few minutes later, her robes already reflecting her promotion. As much as Decorum asked her to restrain her emotions, she still couldn't wait to share the good news with her Assistant and her friends.




Chapter Ten

The sun slowly rose over the ancient city of Kiria, burning the night's gloom away from its buildings, squares, roads and promenades. Liane looked out over the city that was her home, beholding the golden light touching the city she loved. She looked over to the Imperial palace, it's gleaming white walls shining in the golden-red light of the early morning sun.
She sighed, feeling the broken magic in her chest relax at the peace of the early morning, and after a few more minutes of silent contemplation, she returned to the book in her lap. Dealing with one of her biggest problems, the practical exploitation of magic, it was a text that did not come easily to her.
She was better at memory and theory than she was at straight out casting of spells, thanks to the broken magic she held. Usually she was able to compensate through different words or gestures, yet such changes took her time to build, time to learn. Her old Proctor, Cassandra, had taught her how to write declination circles, even drilled her into doing it from memory and by heart rather than on paper, so she would be able to do it on the fly.
Even though she could do so, and had improved to the point where it now took her mere seconds to modify a spell for her use, it was still time and effort that she had to expend in order to do so, time and effort that prohibited her from having the same fluency with magic that her fellow students enjoyed.
After all, they could cast silently and without gestures, she had to speak and motion.
She closed the book; it was of no help to her. Silently, she stared at her focus gloves, the supple material enclosing her hands yet leaving her fingers free, holding a series of focusing crystals to the back of her hands. Without those gloves, even her ability to change, bend, and modify spells on the fly wouldn't help her cast any sort of useful magic. She both loved her gloves for enabling her to use magic, and hated them for what they represented.
Looking away from her gloves and her closed book, she returned her gaze to the waking city. Carts started to appear, driving to the central market of the Lower City, pulled by horses or donkeys. A single floating cart ferried a dweller from the Upper City through the central boulevard to the city's gates, no doubt on important business.
She studied the bustling people for a few moments more, until the door to the roof opened, drawing her attention.
“Proctor?”
Liane looked at the newcomer. Amy, her twelve-year-old Assistant, was developing into a proper young lady under Liane's guiding and tutelage.
“Assistant?” Liane acknowledged.
“I believe I'm ready, Proctor,” the girl announced, standing a bit straighter.
Liane nodded. “Let us take a look, then, Assistant,” Liane returned, standing up from where she had built herself a seat. A few spoken words and two motions of her hands vanished the seat. It was a temporary conjuration, and would have vanished in another few hours anyway, but Liane believed in cleaning up after herself.
As they walked down the staircase leading to the ground floor, Liane thought about the ritual she had her Assistant set up. It was way beyond anything an Assistant was expected to know, yet Amy had continued to perform flawlessly at any task set to her. For a moment, Liane's thoughts dwelled on the test results of her young Assistant, test results that showed the girl's incredible intellect and memory.
Liane could not have been more proud of the fact that the young girl had lived up to the expectations set by those results.
However, the ritual was still beyond anything the twelve-year-old was expected to know or understand. “Assistant,” she said, “Please explain the properties of the ritual and its expected results.”
Amy nodded once, used to constant questioning and testing by her Proctor. “I have set up a construction ritual designed to build an element-based Construct. Around the construction circle I have created a class four containment circle, designed to contain the result of the construction ritual. The circle has been modified by yourself to tap into the school's protective shields. The construction ritual is a standard element-based construction ritual, we are using it to test the hypothesis that blood is not a valid element to create a Construct.”
It was a good general overview. “Explain our thought processes, Assistant.”
Amy felt herself straighten up. Liane had said our thought processes, and the younger girl was proud to be included in her Proctor's work. “The unnamed author of Elder Magic and the Combination of Elements reported that blood was unsuited as a primary element from which a Construct could be made. In fact, the author reported catastrophic failure. Using the theoretical model as a basis, you worked out the equations. According to the theory, it should not only be possible to build a blood-based Construct, but it should work very well.”
Amy licked her lips. “You attempted multiple methods of calculation and did not find any reason why a blood-based Construct should not succeed. This has led us to the conclusion that either the author made a mistake in his construction ritual, and reported the catastrophic failure of his only test, or the author decided that the results should not be known and censored his own work.”
Liane nodded as they crossed the courtyard. As usual, she threw a glance at the fountain. It reflected a pair of beady eyes back at her. Magic to the wielder unnerved her with its reflections of her broken and ever-changing magic, and the pair of unblinking eyes that beheld her were no less unnerving than the sometimes nightmarish reflections shown to her.
Averting her gaze, she focused on the laboratory building. “Why would the author censor his own book, Assistant?”
“If the author censored his own book, it would be because of an unpredictable element within the element of blood, Proctor. Blood is the element of life, of change, and also of magic. It is possible that a Construct based on such an element might have unpredictable results, results that are too dangerous to be put in a book. In such a case, the author might have decided that only a few should have the knowledge, reported the experiment as a failure in his work, and left the door open for those like us, those who know it should work yet see the failure, to determine the cause for ourselves.”
They descended the stairs in silence, bypassing the four consecutive levels of the library, walking deeper and deeper under the earth until they reached the heavily grated fifth level, the advanced ritual level.
Together, they reached a locked room, a room that bore a designation plaque indicating that it was in use by Liane for purposes of research into her masterpiece, just about the only cause that would allow for secrecy.
The room was made from the standard obsidian black stone, and held the runic circles as described by Amy in Liane's earlier questioning. With a professional eye, the Proctor investigated her Assistant's work. Apart from a few minor corrections, the work had been up to Amy's usual exceptional standards.
“Good work, Assistant.”
“Thank you, Proctor.”
“It is almost time for the meeting of the student council. We'll perform the ritual itself later,” Liane said as she moved to the door. Amy said nothing, and followed Liane out.
Ten minutes later, Liane was once more attempting to make sense of her book on practical magic while she waited for the other council members to come in. It was still early, almost unusually so, but the first meeting of the year was always special. This was the meeting where she would become one of the two Magi of the student council, it would also be the meeting where the new council members would replace those that left in the previous year.
She looked over the edge of her book, to where her Assistant was sitting at the council table, working on a sheaf of paper which probably housed one of the challenging problems Liane had set for her. Again, pride filled Liane. Not only was her Assistant a brilliant student, she would now be taking a place at the council table herself, despite being only a third-year student.
Liane wondered what the reaction of the others would be. Although not technically against the rules, as any student could ask for membership, it most definitely was unusual. Amy had asked for membership, and in a rather unusual move, the two previous Magi had approved it.
The new Magus tried to focus on her book, yet her thoughts wavered. Maybe it had been a test, set by her precursors, to see how she would handle an unusual event. Or perhaps they just hadn't bothered to read the application, and just approved it.
Liane closed her book, she wouldn't be able to focus on it anyway. Just as likely a scenario was that Amy really had earned her place at this table, and this wasn't some childish plot to get back at her, personally. Whatever the reason or the case may be, Amy had earned her spot at the table.
They had entered the council chamber together, and Liane had taken her place at the head of the table, the place she had earned with her promotion to Magus. Amy was seated down on her left, the first seat available for regular council members.
One by one, the other members of the Student Council started to file in, each one noting Amy's seated position at the table. Some didn't react, but most frowned at what they believed was a gross violation of the rules of conduct and propriety. The seats at the table were reserved for council members, and Liane, despite being Magus, shouldn't allow her Assistant to sit down at it.
Before long, only Milor was missing, and Liane frowned slightly at his absence. It wasn't like her friend to be late, and she wondered what was wrong. He finally showed up, barely on time to be proper, and slipped into the last available seat. It was only then that the other members realized that they had the exact number of council members if they included Amy.
“My Lady, I feel that I must protest,” Garet Lightningcrafter said, a violent twitch in his hand plainly visible as he said so. “I feel I must ask why a third year student is seated at this table?” He looked at Amy, and finished, “No offense intended, My Lady.”
“None taken, of course, My Lord,” Amy replied respectfully. “I am fully aware of the unusual nature of this arrangement.”
“My Assistant requested her position at this table, My Lords and My Ladies,” Liane said. “As we all know, the last act of presiding Magi is to approve the council members of their successors, this is to prevent the presiding Magi from filling the council with their own people. As such, the decision that my Assistant be appointed as a full council member lies completely at the feet of our predecessors.”
“Again, no offense intended, My Lady,” Garet went on, a twitch in his shoulder momentarily distracting Liane. “But it seems that having your Assistant on this council would give you a rather sizable advantage.”
“If my Lord is implying that I would vote the same as my Proctor, I am afraid that he is mistaken,” Amy replied calmly. “Proctor and I have discussed this between us; as long as we are within these chambers, I am council, and she is Magus. I do not always agree with her, and I will vote as my conscience dictates.”
Liane merely nodded in response, and Garet seemed to accept the explanation.
She glanced at Dion Woodmaster, the Warlock Magus. He calmly looked back, making no effort to either move or speak.
It appeared as if he were going to let her keep going on, probably only to wait for her to make a mistake, then pounce.
It would have been a valid strategy in attaining dominance with anyone else.
She was, however, Liane, The MagicWarper. She was used to not making many mistakes, and those mistakes she did make were corrected soon after. She would be calm, she assured herself, calm and collected, and think through everything she said. She wouldn't allow him an opportunity to react. His strategy would backfire, he would be seen as uninterested in his position.
“I believe the first point of business should be on the current set of general purpose rules that are still in effect,” Liane said, turning to face the council members. “Does anyone have any business in regards to the opening hours of the library for general students?”
The meeting dragged on for much longer than Liane had either wished or anticipated, and by the time the new Student Council had built up its own practices and made some minor changes merely to show that they could, the Sun Charm was hanging low in the sky. Liane felt mentally drained after hours of debate and discussion, and she decided not to pursue her experiment today. It would be asking for trouble in her current condition. She did note, with pride, that her Assistant had kept her own during the discussions.
By the time they were back in their private rooms, both Magus and Assistant were almost dragging themselves forward on pure willpower alone. Liane hoped that the marathon session they had just endured would be the only one of its kind. She couldn't recall any sessions of such length last year, and she hoped her own tenure as Magus would be as uneventful as last year's had been.
The next morning, as they walked to the laboratory building for a nice, relaxing, training session with Milor, Liane was reminded of one of her duties. Noticing that Ouroboros' body wasn't shining as brightly as it usually did, she recalled not having fed him in quite some time. Flicking up a small power token, she watched with satisfaction how Ouroboros snatched the little item out of the air. The glow of its body picked up again. “One of these days, I will forget,” she muttered to herself. “A Construct really doesn't have any sense of self preservation or a will to live.”
Although the comment had been aimed at herself, Amy, her faithful Assistant, still picked up on it. “Perhaps, Proctor, you should try and find an alternative way of powering a Construct,” she said.
Curious, the Proctor glanced down at the younger girl. “Perhaps you have an idea, Assistant?” she asked.
Amy looked at the ground, before giving her Proctor a shy glance. “Proctor, using that training spell you designed to teach me about the construction of Runic Circles, you are able to increase and decrease the size of the runes. What would happen if you built a permanent anchor, and shrunk it down to the size of a power token?”
Liane frowned, and thought about it. It was easy and simple, and she wondered why she hadn't thought of it herself. She frowned, and thought about it. “A permanent anchor not buried in the soil does not draw as much power as it can,” she said, out loud. “Perhaps ten to fifteen percent of one that is buried. Shrinking an anchor to manageable size – let's say, one centimeter cubed, will reduce the amount of power in a linear fashion.”
She glanced at Amy. “One centimeter cubed is one millionth the size of a full anchor, so the power output would be reduced a million times the fifteen percent a non-buried anchor would be able to produce.” She rubbed her chin in thought. “With a few modifications, it might be possible to bring that up to the power output of a small token.”
“A never ending power token, Proctor,” Amy said.
Liane nodded. “Dangerous,” she commented. “It would mean permanent magic at the disposal of anyone willing to pay for it.” She looked around, dragged Amy into the nearest empty classroom, and sealed the door. “That would mean that any Commoner wealthy enough to acquire one would have permanent access to magic. It would destabilize our society, erode the power base of the Nobility.”
Amy blinked, not having realized the wider implications. “We will need to be careful, Assistant,” Liane finished, and rubbed her chin with the fingers of her right hand, while thinking through the theory she had learned from both Doctorii and books over the years, building her mental picture. It could work. There was no magical reason it shouldn't work, only political ones.
Liane had started to dislike politics from her time on the Student Council. She would do her duty to the best of her ability, but she would not enjoy it. Nor would she chase a career in the field after graduation.
Having made up her mind, she clapped her hands and pulled them apart. The virtual representation of the layout and buildup of a power anchor appeared in between her wide-stretched arms, the one-meter-cubed block of stone rotating lazily on it central axis.
She pressed her hands closer together until the cube had shrunk to the size she desired, so small that the faint blue smoky writing was too small for her to make out, and whispered the creation spell she had become intimately familiar with. After all, it was the source of Liane's ever-extending collection of strange and exotic mathematical constructions, housed on a shelf in the quarters she shared with Amy. Ever since she had started working with the fountain, she had created a representation of her final stage of the day, as both a memorial and a testimony to her hard work.
It was paying off in spades, as she was learning how to read and predict her magic, allowing her to overcome the disability that had plagued her since before she had started at the Academy. She would never be as fast as a regular Noble at learning a spell or magic, but at least she would be able to keep herself from being embarrassed when confronted by a standard spell.
The anchor exploded as soon as it formed, and Liane bit off a pained grunt as her innate magic deflected the damage away from her.
Blinking, she tried again, and achieved the same result. This time, she was ready for it, and managed to get herself clear without needing to rely on her magic's built-in defensive capabilities, capabilities that were both very painful and highly taxing.
She tried again, keeping her mind on what she was doing as she shrunk the cube, and realized that arrays that were far enough on the large-scale anchor were being pressed close enough together to interfere with one another as she shrunk the anchor down. She enlarged the anchor, and started fiddling with the buildup until potentially interfering arrays were now on the other side of the cube, far enough away not to interfere with each other as she shrunk it down.
Liane didn't see Amy's awed look as the young girl looked at her Proctor re-arranging the layout of the cubic anchor by simply moving her hands and fingers about.
Liane shrunk the virtual cube, and tried the construction spell again. This time, it didn't explode. After the small cube had formed in her hands, Liane turned it up and over, trying to ensure that it had been created correctly. Without powerful magnification equipment, it was a lost cause.
“This seems to be it, Assistant,” Liane finally said. The experiment had made them late. “This is as small as I could make it.” She flicked it to her Assistant, turned the door back, and legged out of the room, hoping to minimize her tardiness to her appointment with Milor.
“I am eager to see how much energy we could get from it, Proctor,” Amy said, studying the little anchor closely as she almost-ran after Liane's long and quick strides. People moved out of Liane's way as she walked briskly by.
She was an eighth year student now, and had reached everything she could have ever hoped and dreamed of reaching. She was Prime Student, she was a fully credited Mage working for a Master's Title, she had a well-adjusted and eager Assistant... and she was one of the two Magi of the Academy. So people moved aside as she walked.
Especially after she had shown to the world that she was able to crush a fully trained Warlock like a bug, even when said Warlock held a sword at her throat.
They reached the top level in short order, and Liane released a breath both in exertion and relief when she saw that Milor wasn't there yet. Leaning against the wall to wait, she looked up and down the corridor for sight of her friend. “I wonder what is keeping My Lord Milor. It's not like him to be late,” she commented, half glad to see that she wasn't the only one late, and half worried about her friend's delay.
A small crackle followed by an equally small yelp drew her attention away from her thoughts. Glancing at Amy, Liane saw her young Assistant sucking on one finger.
She lifted a questioning eyebrow. The younger girl looked guiltily at the ground before looking at Liane, her face still turned down. Liane lifted her eyebrow higher. Lessons from Milor had paid off, and she was able to replicate the gesture now. She intended to use it to its fullest effect.
“The anchor is working, Proctor,” Amy confessed, removing the digit from her mouth. As quick as she was in trying to hide her finger, Liane was quicker in seeing the little red welt on the tip of it.
Liane dropped her eyebrow and nodded. “Good. I am pleased to hear that, Assistant. Although, for future reference, you might want to set some runes to test the power delivery, rather than draw power from it to your finger.”
“Yes, Proctor,” Amy replied in embarrassment.
It was half an hour later that Liane determined that her friend wasn't coming. It was unusual in itself that Milor was unable to make time for their schedule, but even more so that he was unable to do so without sending word to her.
Her unease increased, and she wondered what had happened. Yesterday, he had been almost-late to the council meeting as well. She wondered what had happened. Her mind conjured up the events of a couple of years past, where they had been attacked in the streets. Both Milor and herself had increased in skill and power since then, but that meant nothing in itself. Pushing herself away from the wall, she gave a simple indication to Amy to follow her.
It was an hour of searching later that she determined that her friend wasn't at the Academy. For a moment, she debated asking a Doctora or Doctoris, but finally decided against it. One didn't bother Doctorii with a person who failed to show up at a meeting. Her thoughts went to Blood Magic. She would be able to trace him anywhere in the world using it, but it was such a gross invasion of privacy that she dismissed it almost as quickly as she had thought it up.
Deciding that there was no better way to settle a mind than some good and honest hard work, she looked down at Amy. “Let's go and test our hypothesis for my masterpiece, Assistant. There is no better way to settle an unsettled mind.” As they walked away, Liane's thoughts strayed once more to her absent friend, and convinced herself that he was merely indisposed, and neither ill nor injured.
As they descended into the cellars of the laboratory building, passing the four levels of the library, she forced herself to think about her next experiment. Creating the blood-based construct would be interesting, and she wondered whether or not she would succeed.
When they entered the ritual chamber Liane had set apart for the blood-based construct, she held out her hand, and Amy deposited a sheaf of papers she drew from her pack. The young girl, after two years of solid practice, had gotten to be extremely good at predicting what Liane would need, and where she would need it.
Liane flipped through the papers, double checking her own work. “Everything still appears to be in order, Assistant. Nothing indicates that the experiment won't work.”
“I am merely concerned as to why the book notes that a construct based on blood failed catastrophically on summoning, while the theory shows that the experiment should succeed, Proctor,” Amy replied, voicing her concern yet again.
The older girl nodded. “It worries me, too, Assistant. Either the experiment of the unnamed author really did fail, maybe the man made a mistake somewhere, or maybe the experiment succeeded better than he, or we, could have ever hoped for.”
Amy nodded, having heard all of that before. She stared at the papers in Liane's hand. “The theory is sound, yet the unnamed author reported catastrophic failure without further explanation, or without report of further tries.” She licked her lips. “That would give credence to the cover-up theory. The experiment didn't fail, it succeeded, and the results were struck from the record.”
Liane nodded. “Exactly,” she said, and touched Ouroboros, the Construct uncoiling itself from around Liane's neck. “Ouro, be on guard,” she told it, and the glass snake slithered down Liane's body, and loosely coiled on the ground, a thin glass tube that she could easily step over should it be necessary.
Drawing a breath, she handed the papers back to Amy, who filed them expertly in the back pack she wore. “Let's begin, Assistant.”
The creation of a full Construct took hours to complete, hours that were spent crafting, conjuring, invoking and spelling magic into various shapes and sizes in order to build a fully functional body, allowing the body freedom of movement as well as making sure the body could absorb energy given to it.
Finally, exhausted mentally and magically from the exertion, Liane stepped back and struggled to catch the breath in her lungs. Her entire body felt weak with fatigue over the exertions she had completed, but she smiled upon the lifeless body that stood in the middle of the protective containment circle, waiting for further action.
The body itself was a masterpiece of magical engineering, even if Liane said so herself. The size of a good mid-sized hound, the body stood erect upon its four legs, each paw lovingly crafted with individual nails sharpened into claws. Its head most closely resembled the hound it had been inspired upon, its eyes glowing the red of pure ruby, sticking out against the deep light-absorbing black that Liane had chosen to be the color of the rest of the body.
The mouth of the body was open, showing pure ivory white teeth, each crafted with painstaking attention to detail, and whittled to sharp points.
Yet, what most pleased her was the fact that the entire body, every jewel-encrusted eye, every sharpened tooth, every curved claw, every leg and spine and part of the body had been created out of her own blood. It had only taken a small cup of blood, magically multiplied and multiplied again, before enough of the substance was available for the transmutation process to change it into the raw materials required for the actual construction, and it was the transmutation that Liane was proud of.
Transmutation, as well as Alchemy, had always been her bad point, those that she struggled most with, and it was with great pride and pleasure that she now beheld her creation before her.
After admiring her handiwork, Liane drew a deep breath. “Time to give it the breath of life,” she said, half to herself and half to her Assistant. Closing her eyes, she whispered the incantation. Magic, as little as she had left, filled her lungs.
She leaned over the protective runic circle to prevent from breaking it, and breathed out the magic that had filled her lungs. Glowing blue and gray, the breath of life left her mouth and entered the creature's.
Hurriedly, she leaned back, eagerly awaiting the results.
The body shivered, rippled, life flowing into lifeless limbs. The nail-claws ticked against the obsidian-colored floor as they raised and lowered in rhythmic fashion, and shoulders raised and hunched as animation gripped them. The mouth opened and closed, the sharp teeth clacking against each other. Slowly, the massive head swung from left to right, and ruby-red eyes blinked slowly as they beheld the world for the first time.
The Construct took a step forward, its nose touching the boundaries of the containment circle. It blinked at Liane.
“Sit,” Liane told it.
The animated Construct tilted its head, as if looking at her inquisitively. Then it blinked in confusion, as if wondering why it should do as she asked.
Realizing that something was amiss, Liane raised her voice. “SIT!” she barked, hoping to overcome the confusion of her creation. The Blood Construct narrowed its eyes, raised its shoulders and lowered its head, bearing its teeth in a threatening fashion.
Something was very, very wrong. A Construct should obey its creator. A Construct should have no will of its own.
A ball of fire materialized from the creature's open mouth, washing over the inside of the level four containment circle. Liane, startled, took a step back.
Constructs shouldn't be able to do magic, either. In fact, without a power token to fuel them, they should be incredibly weak and barely able to move.
The Blood Construct growled, and blasted the circle with fire again.
Liane locked eyes with Amy. The young Assistant looked just about as shocked as Liane felt. “This is impossible,” Amy said over the din made by a ball of lightning that flashed from the creature's mouth, thundering against the containment barrier.
“And yet, it is happening,” Liane said. “It doesn't appear to be powering down, either. “
The lightning was replaced by a bolt of some form of ethereal energy that roared against the containment. “It's powering up,” Amy whispered, shocked. “By the gods above, it's actually still powering up!”
“We need to bring it down. Now,” Liane snapped, bringing up her hands and casting her own bolt of fire at the creature. The Blood Construct gobbled up the ball of flame, and grinned at her.
It actually had the audacity to grin at her.
Her face twisted, Liane responded with lightning, moving away from direct-damage to circumstantial spells. Crushing gravity and full vacuum threatened to bring down the containment circle in their own rights, but had very little effect on the creature. When it responded, the lights in the room started dimming noticeably.
“It's overloading the containment circle's power supply!” Amy screamed, pacing in panic. Seeing what little results her Proctor's spells had, the young Assistant had no idea what she would have to offer to assist. “That shield is going to fail, Proctor!”
Liane's face twitched again. Her magic was low, thanks to hours of conjuration and crafting that had gone into the actual creation of the Blood Construct. Truth be told, she didn't really know where to go from here, either, yet couldn't admit that fact to her Assistant. Admitting she was out of options as well would have caused the girl to panic even worse, and panic was not something they could use right now.
Casting blades made from high-powered winds barely drew some chips of black bloodstone from the Construct's body. It crouched, and visible energy waved its way up the creature's paws, over its back, towards its head. The bolt of force that resulted from its mouth overloaded the shield, and caused Liane to duck away. The energy drew a large chunk of stone from the obsidian wall behind Liane.
She had no time to stare in consternation at the supposedly unbreakable stone. To her relief, the creature seemed to waver, standing unsteadily on its feet. “Ouroboros!” Liane shouted.
The coiled Construct-serpent threw itself up at its mistress' attacker, and threaded itself around the creature's body, trussing it up the way cattle ranchers trussed stubborn cattle. The creature howled through a mouth kept closed by the other Construct's coils, and trashed on its back with its four paws locked together in the air.
Already, Liane could see Ouroboros' body start to fail. “Throw Ouro the anchor!” Liane shouted to Amy, who, thankfully, reacted without hesitation to Liane's command. Fishing the small anchor from her pocket, the younger girl threw it towards Ouroboros, who snatched it out of thin air.
The Construct's glow returned briefly, before the larger, and more insane, Blood Construct growled and started thrashing more wildly.
Closing her eyes, Liane cupped her hands, and started casting one of the more destructive spells she had learned from Air as a Weapon of War, hoping that Ouroboros would hold out long enough for her to finish the incantation.
The explosion as Ouroboros' body was ripped to shreds startled Liane out of her concentration and the spell failed in her hands, sending her sprawling as the backlash waved over her, a scream of pain drawn from her throat as her magic desperately tried to divert the damage.
The world dimmed to her eyes. With an almost inhuman will, she pushed herself to her legs, ignoring the trembling of her limbs and the emptiness of her magic. Her left arm felt numb, her right arm tingled. Her legs were shaking with fatigue, and Liane felt true panic grip her heart. For the first time since long ago, she was truly, completely, out of options, and she had no idea what to do next.
What could she do? Her own creation was going to kill her. There was nothing she could do. It had broken through a class four containment circle. It had destroyed a Construct that had virtually limitless energy available to it.
The creature's head had swung towards Amy when the young girl started casting ice and water-based attack spells at it, trying to draw its attention away from a shaking Liane.
It was working, too. Unfortunately, Liane was still shaking, both in injury and panic, and she stared with open mouth and empty mind as her young Assistant attempted to battle a monster that refused to be put down. The bolt of energy that formed was going to crush the girl. Amy knew it. Liane knew it. The Blood Construct knew it, too.
Liane blinked as it formed. Amy just stared at it, fear finally overriding her mind as she stared at her destruction forming. Time slowed down as destruction formed.
Her Assistant was going to die. She was going to die herself. And there was nothing she could do about it. She was a failure as a Proctor, as a Mage, as a Noble. She'd gotten her Assistant killed. She was a horrible person.
She swallowed against the lump in her throat. She didn't want to die. But she was going to. She didn't want her Assistant to die. But she was going to, as well.
Tears welled in her eyes.
Amy stared at the energy ball that was still forming, and Liane felt something snap deep inside of her. If she was going to die, she might as well die doing something to correct the mistakes she had made.
As the creature shot the ball of energy it had spent the last two seconds forming, Amy literally stared down the barrel of her own destruction. Before her startled eyes, Liane appeared, so fast that it was almost teleportation, both her arms crossed over her chest, fists against her shoulders.
A perfectly cast bunker shield popped up, diverting the brunt of the attack away from the girl behind her back. Feeling the shield starting to break, Liane's lips formed follow-up words, drawing on the strength of the earth, the resistance of metal and the endless power of the air.
The blast passed, yet Liane's robes were smoking and the Proctor stumbled. The creature wavered as well, once more expended, trying to recharge.
Suddenly, Liane felt energy cascade through her system, and her arms lifted of their own accord. The Blood Construct locked its ruby-red eyes with her as they stared each other down. It desperately trying to raise new energy, she desperately scrambling for the strongest destruction spell she could cast in short order.
It was a race against time.
In the end, Liane reflected, she should have known her Assistant would have done something foolish. It wasn't until she was halfway through the casting of the final Air weapon spell that she realized that her magic was behaving extremely out of character.
And that there was a tiny hand in the middle of her back where that energy seemed to be coming from.
She threw the half-finished spell at the creature, and watched with satisfaction as the detonation tore the Blood Construct to pieces.
She was too tired, physically and mentally, to move out of the way. The torrent of magic had been closed off to her, and the world started to dim. Right before she blacked out, she noticed a tiny Assistant interspacing herself between herself and the blast, casting a perfect bunker shield in a mirror of her own actions.
A smile appeared on her face. Her Assistant really had done well. She'd trained the girl well. She could stop now. The Construct was dead.
The world went black.
*****
She awoke to painfully stinging eyes, a numb body, and the strange scent of the infirmary in her nose. There was no pain, but every act of breathing was a chore that required conscious effort and deliberation. She managed to look to one side, her features relaxing when she saw Amy, her faithful young Assistant, asleep in the chair next to her bed.
Even in the less than dignified slumped-over position, Amy looked ill. Her skin was sallow, and her clothes hung off her, almost as if the girl had lost considerable weight in a short amount of time.
Hazy memories snapped back into crystal clarity, and Liane cursed herself. Her mistakes had almost caused the death of herself and her Assistant, and it was only because Amy had placed her hand on the small of Liane's back and forcefully shoved magic through the Proctor-Assistant bond that they had both survived.
Liane had always vowed never to take power from her Assistant, a promise she had now broken. She licked dry lips. Amy had paid the price for her stupidity, and Liane swore she would make it up to the girl. Somehow.
Footsteps rounded the bed from the other side, and Liane looked up, away from the slumped-over form of her ill-looking Assistant.
Milor looked like he always did: composed, measured, sure of himself. Yet, at the same time, Liane noticed the little details, the robes that were slightly crooked, the bags under his eyes. Her friend was exhausted as well, and it was starting to show.
“My Lady,” he said, bowing deeply. “I humbly apologize for my absence. It is only because I was not there that you got hurt.”
It took her five long seconds before her sluggish brain realized the importance of him bowing. A Noble never bowed.
“Please get up, My Lord,” she whispered, her voice dry and her throat raspy. “It was an experiment for my masterpiece that went wrong. It was my fault entirely. I failed to anticipate the problem, and it nearly got myself and my Assistant killed.”
“I can't help but think,” Milor said, “that if I had been there, you would have either been engaged in a mock duel with me, or I would have been there to cover for you as I have done in times past.” He walked back to the other side of the bed, Liane tracking him as he walked in as agitated a manner as she had ever seen him walk.
He sat down heavily in the chair on the other side of her bed. “Due to acts in my private life, I cannot even give you an adequate explanation of what I was doing,” he muttered angrily. “I can do nothing but beg your forgiveness and understanding, as well as promise you that, the day we graduate, I will be explaining everything to you and answer any questions that you may have.”
Liane was too tired to feel angry. “I understand, My Lord. I will be looking forward to that day.”
“Please let me know if there is something I can do, My Lady.”
Liane glanced at Amy. “Could you draw some of the covers from the nearest bed, My Lord? My Assistant is not only asleep in an undignified manner, but has neglected sufficient covers as well.” She sighed. “I nearly got her killed,” she whispered. “It was my stupidity that did this to her.”
Her eyes stung, and she averted her head to prevent Milor from seeing it as he covered Amy. “I nearly got both of us killed.” Liane swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I protected her the best I could. It wasn't enough.”
“She pushed power at you through the bond,” Milor spoke, just as softly. Liane looked at him, shocked at his knowledge. He averted his eyes at her state, pretending that he didn't see her cry. “She was awake earlier, and explained everything to me, My Lady. She explained how you jumped in front of her, and saved her life by casting a bunker shield.”
He looked back at her, ignoring the look of shock on her face. “Your Assistant greatly admires you, My Lady. She told me how you saved her life today, and probably would have continued to do so until you ran out of magic to do it with.” He sat down again, and resumed, “Your assistant told me what she did, pushing magic at you through the bond. It's why she is extremely tired right now, yet she has refused to leave your side. She only fell asleep after I arrived here, and she told me what happened.”
“It was horrible,” Liane whispered, staring at her hands. “I never imagined fear like that. It was the first time I ever stared death so closely in the face. And it was my fault that both of us were in that position.” She looked back at Milor. “I don't think I will ever be able to forgive myself for it.”
“We both did the research,” Amy said from where she had been asleep. “I never complained about doing the research, nor doing the actual experiment. I do believe I would have been upset had you tried to keep me out, as well. In the end, it was both of us who made the mistake, and it was both of us that got us out of it, as well, Proctor.”
“I no longer deserve that title,” Liane whispered. “I hurt you.”
“I hurt myself,” Amy said. “I pushed magic at you.” She cocked her head. “It wasn't painful at all. You are incredibly powerful, My Lady. I could feel how much you drew from me, for even a half-cast spell... I couldn't imagine how much power you have if you were able to complete the spell by yourself. Thankfully, you didn't draw me dry so I had enough to shield you when you collapsed.”
Liane opened her mouth to retort, when Amy interrupted her. “I would rather have died in the pursuit of knowledge than to remain safely locked in a gilded cage.” She lifted her head and stuck her nose in the air. “I am proud to be your Assistant. Even now, you care more for the fact that you hurt me, and nearly got me killed, than you do to your own injuries and the fact that you nearly died as well.”
Both Proctor and Assistant fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts. “Perhaps,” Milor said after a few minutes of silence, “some Warlock knowledge would help. Warlocks receive extensive training to deal with these situations, and perhaps some of that training could finally be of use.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane whispered to her friend. “I am sorry, Assistant,” she muttered, turning to the younger girl.
Amy smiled faintly. “You are officially forgiven, then, Proctor. And I am sorry for not being able to assist you better.”
Liane was about to say that there was nothing to forgive, when she realized the point her Assistant was making. Amy found Liane's apology just as needless. Closing her eyes, the Proctor smiled faintly. “Thank you. You're forgiven as well, Assistant.”
The conversation was kept deliberately light after that, Milor understanding that Liane and Amy needed some time to come to themselves. He was about to make his excuses and leave, when the door to the infirmary opened, admitting the nurse as well as the Lord Master.
Liane felt the color drain from her face. She'd gotten hurt before in the pursuit of magical understanding, but the Lord Master had only ever seen her on her sickbed that very first day after she had been found.
She was about to be in serious trouble, she knew. Her magic shuddered at his presence, and a very minute part of her was grateful that, at least, this time she had managed to avoid crippling her magic for days on end.
“Good afternoon, My Lady,” the Lord Master greeted her amiably. “My Lord, Assistant.”
“Good afternoon, My Lord,” Liane managed to say. “May I invite you to sit?” she asked, motioning to one of the available chairs. Amy was halfway up to fetch one, when the Lord Master waved her off.
“No, thank you, My Lady. I will not be staying long,” he stated resolutely, and walked to the end of her bed, staring down its entire length at her. “I am here to find out what happened yesterday. A lot of damage was done to one of the Ritual Rooms, and I find you injured, and your Assistant suffering from the effects of an extensive magic draw.”
Liane gulped deeply, then started to explain what had happened. The Lord Master was silent, and merely nodded during her explanation.
“I see,” he said after she finally finished, rubbing his chin. “That is indeed troubling. I can see why the knowledge was suppressed from the original manuscript, yet the results puzzle and worry me.” He dropped his hand from his chin and leveled his entire focus on her. “Do you have any explanation as to why the creature was able to not only use magic, but was able to use it in both copious quantities, and recharge on fairly short intervals?”
“I can only postulate that it must be an effect of using blood as an element in creating the Construct, My Lord,” Liane whispered. “I have only been awake a short time and have spent most of that time apologizing to my Assistant for putting her at risk.”
“My Lady Proctor took every precaution, and it was only because I was forceful enough to push magic at her that I am suffering from the effects of power drainage, My Lord,” Amy interjected. Liane gave the girl an angry glare while the Lord Master's eyebrows rode slightly higher at the unorthodox interjection from an Assistant into what was, essentially, a conversation between superiors.
“Am I right to assume that the Magus did not tell the entire story, Assistant?” the Lord Master asked.
“Proctor shielded me with her body during the battle, My Lord. She covered for me to the detriment of her own safety, and in the end, she would have fallen. I do not have the extensive magical knowledge that Proctor has, so I pushed my magical reserves through the bond at her.”
Liane was about to berate her Assistant or apologize to the Lord Master – she didn't know which to do first – when the man simply nodded as if confirming a suspicion of his. “It is my understanding, Assistant, that the Magus has had an excellent role model on how to be a Proctor. Without doubt, she is probably extremely angry at herself for allowing the situation to occur, and extremely distressed at the fact that you got hurt.”
The Proctor in question blinked. Before she was able to formulate a response, Amy had nodded. “I believe so, too, My Lord. Even though I have repeatedly stated it was not her fault, nor would I have been left behind.”
“You truly are your Proctor's Assistant,” the man said with a faint tug of his lips indicating his amusement. “She has taught you well, Assistant.” He turned back to Liane. “My Lady, you are not in any problems because of this incident. You are not the first, nor will you be the last, who either gets hurt, or does damage to the school, in the pursuit of magical knowledge.”
“Thank you, My Lord.” Liane felt more relieved than she had felt in quite some time.
“I will research these events myself,” the Lord Master went on. “I believe it will prove interesting research to determine the cause of a blood-based Construct being able to utilize magic in such a fashion.” He nodded to Liane, Amy, and Milor in greeting, and bade his goodbyes.
Just as he was about to close the door behind him, he turned to look at Liane. “My apologies, My Lady. Just one more question. Why did you not just vacate the room when you saw the Construct go out of control?”
Liane blanched. The thought hadn't even occurred to her, not until the Lord Master asked it. He didn't wait for an answer, and nodded. “I thought so. The Lady Cassandra has taught you well, My Lady. You would never allow someone else to deal with a problem of your making. Have a good day.”
The Lord Master was gone before Liane could work up a reply. “I didn't even think about leaving,” she muttered. “I could have avoided all this...”
“You heard the Lord Master, My Lady,” Milor said. “You would not even think about leaving a problem you created to be in someone else's care. It is an exceedingly rare thing, in Nobility, to take care of one's own problems.”
She just licked her lips, and stared down at her hands. Her focus gloves were still there, and light played through the crystals in soothing rainbows. “No, Proctor. It might have saved me from getting hurt, but it would have come at a far steeper price – our self respect,” Amy said.
Liane just looked up, surprised. “I know how you think, Proctor,” Amy said with a faint smile.
She healed quickly, far quicker than she usually did after being in the hospital's care; probably due to the fact that this time, her magic hadn't been injured. Milor proved good on his word, and talked exceedingly with both Liane and Amy in an effort to help them get over this latest brush with death.
However, as time progressed, Liane saw less and less of her friend, and he missed more and more of their mock-duel appointments. Sometimes he sent his regrets, sometimes he did not. But always, he apologized in person after the fact.
By the time winter rolled around, and the temperatures went from scalding to merely warm, his behavior became even more erratic. He started missing classes, she knew, and he started missing Student Council meetings as well. It was so unlike him, yet he would not, could not, reveal the source of is behavior.
All the Doctorii seemed to accept his absence, so there was little Liane could do about it.
One day, she simply pushed herself away from the wall she had been leaning against, waiting yet again on her wayward friend. It had been the fifth day running, and she had not seen him in almost a week.
“I wonder if something is wrong with him,” she muttered to herself as she preceded her Assistant out of the building. “He hasn't been seen in a week, and that is excessive, even for him.” The underlying tone of worry was clearly audible.
“Perhaps the Lord Master could help, proctor?” Amy asked. “He probably can't give specifics, but he should be able to let us know whether My Lord Milor is fine or not?”
Liane sighed. “I did not want to take up the Lord Master's precious time for a non-school related matter, but I think you may be right, Assistant. Perhaps it is time for me to make use of my Prime Student status, and the priority access it allows me to the Lord Master.” Without giving the younger girl time to respond, Liane changed course, and went to the administrative building instead of the dormitories.
Climbing the same stairs and passing through the same halls she remembered from her very first days at the Academy, Liane bypassed the protocols in place to keep people from doing exactly what she would be doing: going straight to the Lord Master. As a Prime Student, her status allowed her to do so, and as a Magus, it doubly allowed her to do so.
Reaching the Lord Master's office, she pressed her hand to the runic pad next to the door, respectfully requesting entrance, then sat down in the chair that appeared. The Lord Master would come for her when he was ready. Amy, well-trained, stepped up and next to Liane, waiting behind her Proctor's right shoulder to be called upon.
This was the Lord Master's domain, and it would not do to give a bad impression to any people passing by.
It took only ten minutes before the door to the office opened, and the Lord Master silently beckoned them in. “Good morning, My Lady Magus,” he spoke as soon as the door fell shut, on as friendly a tone as Decorum allowed. “How may I be of assistance?” he motioned to the available chairs in front of his desk.
Liane sat, Amy took her required spot behind her right shoulder.
“Firstly, I wish to apologize to take up your precious time, Lord Master,” she spoke, regretting her impulsive decision now that she was actually in the man's office. She refused to look at the display case with the staves, knowing that she would be staring at them for hours if allowed to do so. She remembered that from her first time in this office.
“To be honest, I am surprised it has taken you this long to come and see me, My Lady,” he replied. “Most Prime Students use their access rights quite vigorously. It surprises me that, in the three years you have been Prime Student, you have never once made use of this right.”
She didn't know whether to take his statement as praise, and smile, or as a rebuke, and be contrite. “I remember how busy you are, Lord Master, and all my problems are minor. I did not wish to keep you from urgent business.”
“You always have been a unique student, My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper. Even before you were named as such. I remember taking you to this office myself, and the interesting time spent here. In truth, I had wondered whether or not you would have come to see me after you first made Prime Student, if for no other reason but to discuss your progress made.”
She almost lost her hold on Decorum, and gaped at him. Never had she realized that she would have been welcome for something as trivial as that!
He seemed to understand her shock, even though she hardly displayed it, and went on, “A Prime Student may come and see me for any reason he or she wishes, My Lady. It is considered important that those students that excel have access to the faculty, even if it is to unload their troubles. Most of those on staff were once Prime Students themselves, and know the hardships and sacrifices made for the position.”
“Thank you, Lord Master,” she replied in almost breathless relief.
“Now, I'm sure you didn't come here to discuss the merits of the priority access. How may I assist you, My Lady?” he asked, gently probing for her real reason for coming.
“My Lord Milor Lightningmaster has not been seen in a week, My Lord. None of his classmates have seen him, he has not arrived for appointments made with me, nor has he made any of the Student Council meetings. I understand that he is doing something covered by the Rules of Equality, and that you cannot supply me with any details. However, can you tell me whether he is alright, so that I may put my mind at ease?”
As soon as Milor's name fell, the Lord Master's face turned even more unreadable than he usually was. “Regretfully, I do not know, My Lady,” he replied slowly.
Liane blinked; the statement was layered in Decorum. The Lord Master could not reveal details. He did not know whether Milor was alright. That meant one of two things. Either Milor had somehow been removed from communication with the Lord Master, which was unlikely, or Milor was unable to communicate with the Lord Master.
Liane swallowed deeply against the realization that her friend most definitely was not alright. “I see,” she finally said. “Has My Lord been removed from communication by choice, Lord Master?” she asked him, feeling her heartbeat thumping in her ears. She knew she was pale as a ghost, but could not help it.
He gazed at her. “I am unable to say, My Lady. I am afraid that the Imperial Court has decided to step in.”
Her heart fell through her feet, and her blood pressure plummeted. It took her close to half a minute before she was able to breathe. The Empire was involved. By the gods, he had been kidnapped. “That is... bad news, My Lord,” she whispered.
He nodded gravely. “All I have been told is that he is behind solid warding, as no scrying has been successful,” he replied evenly.
For the second time in two minutes, the bottom fell out of her heart. “That is my fault, My Lord,” she confessed, causing his eyebrows to rise. “The first lesson I accompanied my Proctor to, was Blood Magic. That first lesson, we discussed a basic scrying spell. That evening, My Lord Milor was graceful enough to allow me to experiment. The next day, we discussed a protection against the basic scrying spell. Once more, My Lord Milor was graceful enough to volunteer. For the last seven years, I have been alternatively scrying and protecting him, finding new protections, then new methods of bypassing the new protections, and finding newer protections to protect against the new scrying methods.”
He smiled faintly. “I would have expected nothing less, My Lady. However, I do not think that even your vaunted skills would be able to stump the Blood Mages of the Imperial Court. You may be Prime Student, but they have decades of experience on you.”
“Perhaps I should volunteer my notes, My Lord,” she said.
“I do not believe that will be necessary, My Lady,” he answered candidly. “The Imperial Court has the best Nobles working for them. There is no reason to doubt their skill or knowledge, and risk their honor, with the experiments of an Academy student, even one as exceptional as you are.”
She nodded. Politics. It all came down to politics. Even offering her notes would be an insult, a sign that she did not trust the Blood Mages at the court to have the skill or knowledge to do their jobs. “I see,” she finally said, drawing a deep breath. “That is... unsettling news, Lord Master.”
“I am sorry that I must be the bearer of bad news, My Lady,” he replied calmly. “I will understand if you need some time to compose yourself.”
She drew another breath, steeling herself. His hands were tied, and Liane understood that. “Thank you, My Lord. They may not have been the answers I was hoping to hear, but I am grateful for them nonetheless.”
He nodded. “Please do not hesitate to call on me again should you need anything, My Lady. One last piece of advice, if I may. It is good to follow the rules set out by society, as they are what bind us together. Yet sometimes, a person must do what their heart tells them is right, despite the laws and regulations, and despite the outcome.”
A tiny frown marred her forehead as she deciphered his comment, then gave a grateful nod. “Thank you, My Lord.”
“You're welcome, My Lady. Have a good afternoon, and, should we not have a chance to talk like this again, good luck with your endeavors.”
“Thank you, My Lord. Have a good afternoon.”
Liane left the Lord Master's office, and immediately set a brisk pace, Amy almost-running after her. “Proctor?”
“We're going to our rooms, retrieve the hair of My Lord Milor that I still have in my possession, and track him using Blood Magic. I will make a decision on further action after we have a location and his condition, Assistant,” Liane spoke as she kept up her pace, turning the final corridor to emerge into the entrance hall of the administration building, soon emerging into the warm light of the Sun Charm.
Maintaining her brisk pace, she retrieved the sample of Milor's hair that she kept in a locked case in her nightstand, followed by a quick trip to the library to retrieve a surveyor's map of Kiria. Liane had no idea where Milor was being kept, but it was a good bet that he wasn't being kept inside either the Academy or Kiria City, the only places she was familiar with.
For a few moments, she debated where would be the best location to perform the blood magic. Finally, she ascended the stairs of the laboratory building, found an empty dueling chamber, and sealed it behind herself and Amy.
“You know what I need to do, Assistant,” Liane said as she sat down in the middle of the room, spreading the map in front of her, and placing a pen on top of it.
“You have not yet been able to find a way around the last protections, Proctor, so you will need to feel it out. Meanwhile, I am to sit quietly in a corner and not disturb you,” the younger girl said, walking to said corner, sitting down in it, and taking out a book.
Liane nodded, grabbed the hair, and closed her eyes. “I hope this small sample will be enough,” she said, half to herself and half to Amy.
The young Assistant remained quiet, knowing that it was just Liane's way to relax herself.
The spell that slipped across Liane's lips was the most advanced incarnation of the blood-based tracking spells that she had developed. Feeling the magic take hold, more spells followed, keeping it back, taming it, bending it to her will even as it struggled to perform its full function.
Behind her closed eyes, Liane's consciousness released itself from her body, following the spell as it struggled for hold. Already, she could feel the protections on Milor trying to cancel it out, deal her a heavy spell-failure backlash as well if at all possible.
Her physical entity had a small smile playing on its lips as her detached consciousness realized the Blood Mages at the Imperial Court would have been hit by the trap.
The thought vanished almost as soon as it formed, and Liane's mind and magic went to work on the tracking spell, her magic feeling out the negations that were being worked by the heavy protections she had placed on her friend. As she felt the defenses, she worked changes into the tracking spell, changes that were being picked up by the protection.
The negations changed to reflect the adaptations she made to her tracker. Slowly, she saw a gap forming in the cancellations, a gap where it was less able to make the necessary changes to reflect her own adaptations, and Liane steered her spell toward the gap.
Idly, she noted the components responsible for the gap, and possible solutions presented itself for an update of her protection spells.
The spell slipped through the gap, and Liane's detached vision blurred as the spell found traction and started to follow Milor's presence.
She managed to hold her tracking spell back right before it would have been negated by the second stage of the defenses. These were of a far more aggressive sort, and Liane was glad she had been able to pull back right in time. The backlash from these protections would have been more severe than the first stage protections would have been.
Immediately, she saw the more aggressive nature of the canceling spells, and Liane took a few moments to study them. She had designed them, yet she had not had a chance to test them, and it was far different to be the spell designer, where one was in control over the defenses, or an aggressor and be caught on the other side of them.
The broad-area cancellations employed by the second stage were more aggressive and higher powered in nature, yet they had their own weaknesses. It took Liane some work, but she managed to slip her tracker through one of the gaps in the broad-spectrum annulation, where it was just not specific enough.
Her consciousness hurt. The broad-area protection had been too broad... but that didn't mean that she got by unscathed. It hadn't been able to stop her, but it still hurt.
She was unaware of her physical entity wiping blood from its upper lip.
The third stage was a reflection-based defense, and half a dozen times, she thought she had his location, only to, at the last minute, realize that she had been deflected and was scrying the location and state of a minor animal in a forest somewhere.
Ironically, despite not trying to stop her spell and cause her pain, the last line of defense proved to be the most challenging. Liane made modification and adaptation upon modification and adaptation, before she finally felt something ply to her efforts, and allow her to slip through. By now, Milor should know that he was being tracked, if only because of the incredible drain the protections would be on him. She doubted that the hammering of the Blood Mages on the protections would have caused him much discomfort, but it was entirely possible that her own efforts to breach the defenses, more meticulous and focused, would be a huge drain on his magical reserves.
She felt the spell complete, and her consciousness expanded to fill the entire passage of the spell. In front of her physical presence, the pen picked itself up, danced across the surveyor's map, writing down the path of the spell, the location of the target, as well as the physical, mental, and magical state of the target.
Liane gasped for breath and opened her eyes. She felt tired. “That was almost an hour, Proctor,” Amy whispered, holding out a glass of water. Liane didn't think about where the girl got the water from, she just drank greedily to satisfy the parched throat.
“They were mighty defenses, Assistant,” she answered, wiping at the blood from her nose. “And even then, I did not escape entirely unharmed.” She looked at the map in front of her, and paled slowly.
Milor was at least a two day journey away. Maybe one day, if she rode a horse at top speed.
According to the map, he was being held in a small cottage, located on a very small piece of land located in the middle of a lake. A single bridge connected the island to the shore.
She was no Warlock and had not been trained in the arts of war, but even she could see it was an ideal defensive location.
“Assistant,” Liane finally said. “I have never been outside of the walls of this city, but now I will need to go and find my friend. This means that I will be leaving the Academy.” Her breath hitched. She was destroying her future.
But her friend needed help.
She swallowed deeply. She was a Mage. Not a Master, but at least a Mage. She would be fine.
She hoped.
Liane tore herself away from introspection. “I must break our Proctor-Assistant bond, Assistant.”
Amy appeared disturbed. “Why, Proctor?” she asked, angrily, the emotion bubbling through her Decorum-based neutrality.
The Proctor looked back at the younger girl as if she were an idiot. “Because I cannot risk your life, Assistant. You must remain here. We will be too far apart for too long, and the bond will take steps to protect itself. In order to avoid those complications, we must break it.”
“I refuse,” Amy stated, folding her arms, and lifting her head. “I am going with you, Proctor.”
“Already I am Kiria's worst Proctor, Assistant. You have been hurt in my experiments. I refuse to compound that error. You will remain here.”
“You taught me more than any teacher ever had. You were there for me when I was ill. You were there when I had my first duel. You were there for me whenever I needed you. You taught me, you guided me, and you protected me. I refuse to leave you now that you need me, Proctor,” the younger girl stated.
“And yet, the choice is not yours, Assistant,” Liane said, whispering the spell to bring her bonds and oaths into visibility.
“You would destroy my future, despite my wishes?” Amy snapped. “By breaking the bond you publicly cast me out. You state that I am not worth being an Assistant, not worth teaching, not worth your time. It is a blemish I can never live down. And you would do so despite my wishes? Have I disappointed you that much? Do you dislike me that much?”
Liane flinched. “At least you will be alive. If you go with me, there is a big chance we will be killed.”
Amy straightened up. “If I die, it will be because they have gone through you first, Proctor. And if I die, there would be no greater honor on my part than dying alongside you, who have treated me with kindness, and My Lord Milor, who has treated me fairly and evenly, despite me being just a lowly Assistant to his friend.”
“You're too young to die, Assistant. I cannot be responsible-” Liane started, when Amy cut her off.
“You are too young to die as well, Proctor. You are not even 18 yet. And still, here we are.”
Liane's left hand twitched to the back of her right hand, where the complex figure represented her vows, oaths, and bonds. Having already broken Decorum by interrupting her Proctor, Amy reached out and grabbed Liane's left hand. “Please don't do it, Proctor. I beg of you.”
The old girl slumped. “Fine,” she whispered harshly. “But you will do as I say, when I say. And when I tell you to run, you will run. Is that understood, Assistant?”
Amy released the hand, and bowed deeply. “Completely, Proctor. Thank you.”
“Get up. Nobles don't bow,” Liane said. “Come on, Assistant. We have a rescue to plan.”




Chapter Eleven

Liane emerged from the laboratory building, dressed in an outfit that would not stand out among the Commoners, and started crossing the courtyard. Amy, similarly dressed, was her customary half-a-step behind her Proctor's right shoulder. As they walked toward the gate, Liane threw one last look at the silver fountain.
Magic to the Wielder took on a strange shape that inspired a wave of melancholy and longing within Liane's core, and she sighed quietly. Realization of what they were about to do washed over her.
They were about to leave the Academy, quite likely for the last time. It would be the last time she would ever get to look at the fountain that had given her so many strange and unusual hours, as well as the greatest gift of all: the ability to predict and control her magic.
Within her chest, Liane's magic trembled slightly, and anchored itself firmly into the element of Earth. They were doing what had to be done, and as always, it reacted to her subconscious desires. She didn't want to leave, but she had to rescue her friend, the man who had taught her more about life, friendship, Nobility, and Decorum than any other, the one person who had taken hour upon hour to help her with casting, with dueling, with everything that he could.
She drew a deeper breath, and shook off her bout of melancholy. Without Milor, she would not have been able to use her magic to the extent that she could do now, and she was firmly convinced that she wouldn't have been where she was today if it hadn't been for his constant tutoring during their mock duels.
In fact, it was quite likely that she would have found herself killed during one of her duels without his tutelage.
She owed it to him to go and save him, and the Lord Master had all but stated that this was the only course of action she could take. The Blood Mages would not welcome her discovery of his location, the insult to their honor and ability would prevent them from accepting her statements.
They walked to the large gate, and Liane glanced at the marvelous symbols that still twinkled in all the colors of the rainbow. She had never lost her wonder for them.
At first, she had loved them for their beautiful colors and their soothing rhythm. Then, she had started to study Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols so Liane had started to understand what they meant, and she had become fascinated by the way they had been strung together in paragraphs of runic descriptions that far surpassed her own ability.
The more she studied them, the more she realized the genius that had gone into the construction of them.
Her hand came up by itself, and touched the stone. She would never see the symbols again, either. Even though she now understood them, knew what each and every symbol meant, and that they were as familiar to her as old friends, she would still miss having the opportunity to come down here and just stare at them.
The runes and glyphs pulsed strangely at her touch, and turned completely black before springing back to life. For a moment, it felt as if the school's magic had wished her a good journey.
“This is it, Assistant,” she told the younger girl waiting patiently. “Your last chance.”
“I go where you go, Proctor,” she replied calmly, picking up the small pack she had placed on the ground. It contained some books, including an atlas, some clothes, and other essentials.
Liane sighed and nodded. “Very well. Let's see where we can get the best transport.”
“A cart will be slow, Proctor,” Amy suggested helpfully. “A floater might be best, if we could find one. They're usually made to order, and I don't think they are available for hire.”
“I have never ridden a horse before,” Liane admitted finally. “This will be a baptism by fire.”
“Perhaps a cart would be better anyway, Proctor. If you have never ridden before, it is unlikely that you will be able to ride the distance,” Amy said. Liane gave a tiny frown, and was about to object, when Amy pressed on, "My Lord Milor has been missing for over a week. He is not injured, so he probably is not in any immediate danger.”
Liane had to admit that the urgency wasn't as high as her heart kept telling her it was. Reluctantly, she conceded the point.
In silence, the two mages walked down the main boulevard, leaving the Upper City and walking to the outskirts of the Lower City. Having lived her entire life within the city, Liane knew every corner, every nook and cranny, every smell and sight within its limits. Her feet found their way on their own, leaving her to think and worry about the situation.
Her thoughts jerked back to the there and then when they arrived at the stables located just inside the city limits. The City didn't really have walls, and the buildings spread lazily outward the further away from the center one got. The stables used to be located well outside the city proper, but sprawl and growth had now placed it firmly amid the inns, taverns, butchers and bakers.
Despite her knowledge of magic, and Milor's training in Nobility and Decorum, Liane knew next to nothing about life outside of the Academy walls, a few vague memories of her favorite hunting and fishing spots from her early youth at the orphanage notwithstanding.
As they entered the stables, Liane looked at Amy. “You may hire us a carriage, Assistant.”
Amy looked up at Liane, recognizing the subterfuge, and played along. “Yes, Proctor,” she whispered with marked reluctance. She shuffled over to the stable master. Despite them being dressed as Commoners, the stable master recognized a pair of Nobles when he saw them, and treated them with utmost respect.
Liane acted as if she knew everything there was to know about horses and carriages while Amy and the stable master discussed horses and carriages. Her involvement limited itself to paying for the use of a fast carriage and a pair of strong, fast horses for one week.
As they left, the Proctor turned to her Assistant. “You have done well, Assistant. Since you seem to be an expert in horses and carriages, you may also drive us.”
From the corner of her eye, Liane saw the stable master grin and shake his head. Liane resisted the urge to give a deep, relaxing breath. Her subterfuge had worked, and the man now thought her to be a Noble who was punishing her Assistant for saying something improper.
The carriage was small, could hold four people in a two-by-two configuration, where the two in front could drive the horses and the two in the back could stare at the backs of those in front. There was no roof, so Liane hoped there would be no rain during their adventure, and sat down on the left hand side of the front seat. Her Assistant placed the pack on the back seat, and went to ready the horses.
Amy harnessed the horses, and finally climbed on as well. The young Assistant appeared to have a lot of experience with this sort of situation, but the Rules of Equality forbade Liane from satisfying her curiosity and asking about it.
The cart set in motion with a sharp snap of the leads, and Liane dug for the atlas in the pack. Apart from the surrounding forests during her poaching days as a starving orphan, she had never left the limits of the city. She gave Amy instructions on which direction to take, then looked back as the city slowly started to be left behind. A sharp tug accompanied the increase in speed when Amy spurred the horses on.
To her left, the Emperor's forests filled her view, and Liane thought back to the days she used to play, scavenge, hunt, and fish in those very same woods. She wondered how the other orphans were doing, whether Yari had been allowed into the trade school he had always wanted, or whether little Inai had been adopted at some point. She thought of stumbling Fema, and whether or not the poor girl was still tripping over her feet, and of pale and skinny Momi, whether he had finally found enough food to put some meat on his bones.
She resisted the urge to sigh at long-forgotten thoughts and memories evoked by the forest passing her by.
She was the lucky one. She had gotten out. They weren't her brothers and sisters any longer, and they had made that fact clear when she foolishly returned to talk to them.
She should have known better. The rules among the orphans were clear. If you got out, you stayed out, you didn't return to rub your good fortune in the faces of everyone else. She had forgotten the rules, she had tried to come back and talk to them, those boys and girls that were her brothers and sisters, and she shouldn't have. She really should have known better.
Even now, the manner in which they had parted ways still stung. She looked over her shoulder to her right, to the sprawling fields and meadows that grew grain and grazed animals to feed the capital, set on ignoring the forest with its painful memories. There was no outer wall protecting the Lower City, and the habitation sprawled out like a patchwork cloth. There was no need for city defenses, no hostile army had set foot on Kiria since the Imperial Line had been established. Part in thanks to the Nobility's magical strength, peace had reigned over Kiria for almost 700 years.
Amy remained quiet as they made their way forward, and did her best to ignore the look of sadness that was on Liane's face. Decorum didn't allow large displays of emotion, and any such displays were to be ignored.
It took almost four hours of travel before the landscape had changed enough to stop triggering memories in Liane's mind, and she could finally relax and start to enjoy the travel. The hour had long since passed mid day, and the sun bore down on them from above.
“Proctor? Did you pack anything to drink?” Amy asked. Realizing that she, too, was quite thirsty, Liane reached for the pack, then frowned, realizing something. Years of easy living had made her accustomed to easy access to food and drink. Her hand dropped away from the pack.
“No, I haven't, Assistant,” she admitted. “We should get some juice and water at the next inn.” She felt annoyed at herself for forgetting. She had been so sure she had thought of everything they would need: change of clothes, books, the atlas.
Amy seemed to accept that, and they travelled in companionable silence for the next five minutes. “Proctor?”
“Assistant?”
“Did you pack any food?” the girl asked.
Liane shook her head, now more angry than annoyed at herself for forgetting the basic necessities of life. The easy living at the Academy had made her used to easy access to them, and she'd forgotten all of the lessons taught to her by her hard childhood. “I did not, Assistant,” she admitted, biting down on the annoyance she felt at herself for failing, and at her Assistant for bringing the failure up again.
Amy frowned slightly, but nodded anyway. “I'm quite hungry, Proctor.”
“I know, Assistant. We'll get some food at the next inn,” she answered. She was hungry and thirsty, too.
The silence seemed rather strained to Liane, with her young Assistant frowning slightly.
“I'm sorry, Assistant,” she told the younger girl. “I should have thought of food and drink.”
Amy just nodded, and kept focusing on the driving. Re-taking the atlas, Liane scanned the route ahead. “We should come across an inn within forty-five minutes to an hour, Assistant.”
“Very well, Proctor,” Amy replied.
They lapsed into silence, one that was even tighter than before.
The Emperor's forest on her left was coming to an end, and Liane welcomed the change that would soon be upon them. The sooner they were at that inn, the sooner she would be able to correct her mistake. Amy never was good at handling hunger and thirst, and she wanted to make sure that her Assistant's bad mood passed as soon as possible. It was not enjoyable at all to travel with her when she was angry and pouting.
“I also require a bathroom, Proctor,” Amy muttered.
Liane sighed, her annoyance at the girl rising again. Just where was she supposed to get a bathroom from? “You will need to wait until we reach the inn, Assistant. Unless you wish to go in the forest, and go ahead,” she replied tersely.
The girl fell into a sulking silence. This trip was starting to become less and less enjoyable, and Liane drew a breath to try and relax her angered nerves and the magic in her chest that was starting to wake up to her heightened emotions. It was bad enough that they were trying to rescue Milor, now she had Amy behaving like a spoiled child as well. Liane started to seriously regret her decision to bring the girl along.
Her heart jumped high in her chest when two men jumped out in front of the carriage, forcing Amy to yank hard on the leashes and push on the carriage's brake pedal as hard as her little body could handle. The horses neighed loudly, protesting the rough and sudden stop.
“Y'r money or y'r life, girlies,” the bigger man on the left ordered with a disgusting smile that showed his brown and rotten teeth. The arrow on his bow was pointed straight at Liane's heart.
The stench of unwashed bodies wafted over to Liane, and made her empty stomach protest. Amy's complaints about food and drink had started her own appetite, but the horrible smells coming from these men quickly remedied that.
The smaller man on the right just nodded agreeably, his bow also pointing at Liane. Obviously, she seemed the biggest threat to the highwaymen. “Now, baby,” the smaller man added in when it didn't appear as if either Liane or Amy was about to move.
Part of her felt truly angered by the way they had been addressed, just as a larger part of her was revolted by the state of these men's clothes and bodies. Years of living among the Nobles had made her sensitive to these sort of things, things she wouldn't have noticed when she was still a poor orphan.
“My apologies,” Liane managed with a straight face. “We are Nobles on our way to an important mission. You will leave us.”
The man on the left started laughing, causing his smaller companion to do the same. “Had ye bee'en a Noble, girl, ye'd be wearin' one of them fancy robes, n'w wouldn't ye?” he asked. “Y'r money,” he added, by threateningly waving his bow about.
Liane started to raise her hands. “Keep y'r hands down!” the first man snapped, causing her to obey in a flash. Even if he didn't think she was a Noble, he obviously wasn't taking any chances. Raised hands usually indicated magic.
She needed time to cast a spell, but her magic wasn't able to cast silently. She needed to speak, she needed to shape the magic, and he wasn't about to give her the shot. Liane cursed her broken magic. A Noble that got shot by an arrow would stay shot by an arrow, and without knowledge of healing magic, that could quite likely end with a fatality.
“Shoot the little one,” the leader snapped to his subordinate. “If she doesn't give us th' money in ten seconds, shoot her.”
The bow of the second highwayman came to point at Amy, and her anger exploded. Amy's complaints and sulky silence, her own sense of failure over the inadequate preparations, and now the robbery just exploded as a cocktail of raging emotions that infuriated her magic.
The words were short and clipped and subvocalized, and three fingers traced runes against the wood of the bench upon which she and Amy sat. To her magic-sight, a cloud of magic enveloped the leader; for just a few moments he looked startled as his entire body tingled.
The next moment, he was gone.
The second robber stared with huge eyes, trying to find his leader, before finally noticing the frog that sat in the middle of the road, where his friend used to be. “I have cursed him,” Liane intoned. “Cursed him into the form of a frog, until a princess of imperial blood kisses him. You may take him to the nearest town and see the village healer. You may even take him to the capital city and visit the Academy. The curse cannot be broken unless with the stipulations I have set. Now leave us!” As she spoke, her voice rose, and the last three words thundered across the road, causing the second man to take two steps back.
“Ye... ye cursed Harlan!” the man shouted, drawing harder on the bow string, his arrow still pointed at Amy. “Uncurse h'm!”
Liane's lips curled back, and the man's eyes grew big, taking another step back. The spell she snapped was short and to the point. The misfortune hex was a short-term version of the same Curse of Misfortune she had performed at her exam for Hexes & Curses. Her anger powered it, and the man's bow shattered under his sudden rotten luck, large splinters of wood spiking through his hand when his weapon broke. As he stepped back, he tripped over a stone that wasn't that far above the road's surface, landed awkwardly, and obviously broke his other arm.
“Take your companion and go,” she snapped, her voice sounding regal and authoritative.
The man sobbed his assent, grabbed the frog in the hand attached to his broken arm, and made a run for it.
They watched him go, and Liane felt her magic calm down as the man and his frog vanished into the tree line. “P-Proctor?”
“What!?” Liane asked, her magic spiking again.
Amy flinched, and shrunk in on herself. “I.. I'm sorry, Proctor.”
“For what?” the Proctor asked, trying, willing, herself to calm down.
“For being childish,” the girl whispered. “And for freezing. I could have taken both out with only a thought. And I still froze. And I made you save me. Again.” The girl swallowed. “I'm sorry for being a lousy Assistant.”
Liane sat down, and sighed deeply. “I sometimes forget that you are still a child, Assistant. And, in some ways, so am I. We are not yet adults, yet sometimes we both forget that.”
Amy nodded, slowly taking the reins and setting them going again. The silence between them felt a lot better, and Liane was determined to enjoy at least part of the trip.
“Proctor? Did you really curse the first man? I didn't think it was possible without an item or a totem of the subject?”
Feeling better now that the conversation was on familiar territory, Liane said, “I didn't curse him, Assistant. I merely performed a full-body illusion on him, then locked the spell with the conditions I've said. He's still a human, but his body looks and feels like it's a frog. A full transformation would have cost too much energy, so I cheated a bit.”
Amy smiled. “And the second man?”
“Just a misfortune hex. Only lasted a few seconds, but that was enough to break his bow, and his arm,” Liane said with a faint smile on her lips. “They will not be trying that again.”
Amy frowned slightly. “About the condition, Proctor. A princess of imperial blood? Really?”
“As those of the imperial bloodline are only presented on their 18th birthday, we won't know if there is a princess of imperial blood until she's presented at court,” Liane replied with a small smirk. “Of course, any competent curse breaker can get through it, but the only competent curse breakers are at the capital, and will wonder how he ended up 'cursed'.”
Amy laughed. “That's brilliant, Proctor.”
Liane remained silent, once more debating her decision to bring Amy along. If the girl froze at the sight of a bow, how was she supposed to be of any help rescuing Milor? They were riding into a situation that could be life-threatening, the last thing she needed was an Assistant who froze and needed to be rescued.
“I should have left you at the Academy,” Liane finally spoke her thoughts ten minutes later, the first signs of increasing habitation visible in the distance. The inn would not be far off.
“Proctor?” Amy asked, her voice shocked.
“You are not equipped to deal with this. You froze when a simple bow was pointed at you, while you admitted yourself that you could have used magic on your assailant. You complain about the lack of food, drink, and amenities. I should have forced you to stay behind,” Liane said with a sigh.
“But, Proctor!”
“It may have disgraced you, but it would have saved your life, Assistant.”
The girl looked close to tears. “I promise I won't fail you again, Proctor. I swear! I won't fail you again! Please don't throw me away, Proctor! I'll do better next time!”
Liane rubbed her forehead, feeling tired and worn out. The stress of the day, the failed attack, everything was bearing down on her and she felt weary under its weight. “Next time may get you killed, Assistant.”
Amy pulled her shoulders back and stuck out her chest. “I will not fail again,” she stated. The low and steady voice made a bigger impression on Liane than the begging and pleading earlier, and she sighed once more.”I will not cast you out here, Assistant. I am merely stating my regret at bringing you along.”
“I will change your mind, Proctor,” the girl promised. “You will be glad you brought me along. I'll make up for my childish behavior earlier.“
“We'll see, Assistant,” Liane stated calmly as the carriage entered the village. “Let's find the inn and get something to eat and drink, and buy some supplies for the road.”
“Yes, Proctor,” the girl replied calmly.
A few hours later, the horses had been fed and watered, Amy had gotten to use the bathroom, and the baker and butcher had been more than happy to sell them provisions for the road.
Like the other vendors, the innkeeper had immediately recognized a pair of Nobles the moment they walked in. Their erect postures, the lack of any sort of muscle tone, and the overall appearance of the two had been more than enough to convey their status. Nobody dared ask them what a young Noble and an even younger Assistant were doing outside of the capital, let alone the Academy.
They had eaten a late lunch, a rather stale stew that had neither the flavor or the texture of the stew cooked at the Academy, but was hot and filling nonetheless. Liane felt annoyed at her initial reaction to the stew's bland flavoring, the years among the Nobles had really stunted her perspectives. There were times she would have sold her soul for a plate full of stew, and she was determined to keep her early years in mind.
She was glad that Amy at least hadn't said anything about the food, and had quietly finished off her bowl of stew without comment or complaint. It seemed like the girl really was determined to make up for her earlier behavior, something that Liane felt grateful for right now.
When Amy returned with the cart, she found Liane leaning pensively against the wall of the inn, staring in the direction from which they had come.
“Proctor?” Amy asked.
“Tell me what you feel, Assistant,” Liane said, still staring in the direction of the capital, now many hours of travel away.
The young Assistant frowned slightly, stared in the same direction as her Proctor, and finally shook her head. “I don't feel anything, Proctor.”
Liane just dipped her head. “My magic is extremely sensitive to outside influence,” she said, half to herself and half to Amy. The younger girl just nodded, having heard the same statement many times before. “Close your eyes, Assistant, and feel with your magic. What do you feel?”
Amy did as she was asked, closed her eyes, and drew a few relaxing breaths to focus on her magic. Years of meditation training allowed her to fall deeply and quickly in synch with her magic. What did she feel? It felt...
She blinked her eyes open and looked in confusion at Liane. “Proctor?”
“So you feel it, too, Assistant,” Liane answered. “The capital must be drawing enormous amounts of magical energy.”
“That explains why there are no walls around the Lower City,” Amy stated. “The amount of energy drawn to the capital shows some very potent defenses.”
“Or offenses,” Liane added. “It is no wonder, really, that we have enjoyed peace and stability since the Imperial Line was founded. The Great Barrier protects us from invasion or prying eyes, and the Capital's defenses protect the Emperor and the ruling Nobility.”
“And all it takes is a diminishing in magic for the Nobles present at the capital,” Amy said. “I don't think I have ever felt stronger.”
Liane frowned slightly. “Unfortunately, it's having an effect on my magic as well. I lose my temper more readily, as was demonstrated by those highwaymen.”
Amy tried to shrink in on herself. “And the childish way with which I acted, Proctor,” she added quietly. “Perhaps everyone is affected by their magic, just in smaller or more often overlooked ways than yours.”
Liane nodded, accepting the explanation and the implied apology. She stepped away from the wall, and up to the carriage. “Let's move on, Assistant. We still have a long way to go.”
They set out again, the cart's wooden wheels clanking along the road. After centuries of Noble magical crafting, the road was composed entirely out of humongous slabs of interlocking stone that had been raised from the Earth's depths. It sloped gently outward, allowing the rain to drain harmlessly to the sides, where stone trenches acted as spillways for the water.
As they travelled, the Proctor tore her gaze away from the scenery, and focused on the task ahead. They were traveling to save her friend, they weren't out on a holiday or vacation. Closing her eyes, she started working on new ways to use her magical skills, the fight against the Blood Construct showing her the limitations of her skills.
Finding a way to inscribe runes faster would be a big bonus. If she could manage a nearly-instantaneous inscription of a runic circle, then her inability to cast without word or motion would be largely compensated. And so, she worked. Worked on new runic circles, ways to increase the enchantments on her friend's sword, should she need to do so, and ways on shaving precious seconds off of her spells to inscribe runes.
The way she had shrunk the anchor stone helped her to put more runes on a surface than she had ever been able to before, and her lips twitched as she realized just how potent she could make the enchantments on Milor's sword if she starting shrinking runes to barely readable sizes.
Amy just sat silently and drove the horses while her Proctor worked with her eyes closed. Hours upon hours of monotonous driving took their toll and the girl just sat, bored out of her mind, staring at the never-changing road made up of interlocking megaliths, and the landscape slowly passing them by.
The sun started to drop and yet no village came into sight, so Amy gently called upon her Proctor, trying not to startle her out of her work. “Proctor?”
Liane slowly opened her eyes, and looked at her Assistant. “Assistant?”
“When do we reach the next village, Proctor? The sun is starting to drop low in the sky.”
Liane cast a startled glance at the offending star, not realizing until now just how long she had been working quietly, without interruption from Amy. The girl seemed bound to make up for her lapses in judgment earlier in the day, and Liane made a note to reward the girl at some point in the near future.
Fishing the atlas out of the pack, she flicked through it, trying to figure out where they were on the map. After turning the book upside down and back again, she found their location, spotting a few rivers and hills that were marked on the map. “It seems like the nearest village is the one we left earlier. The next one is still a good eight hours away.”
Amy slowly looked at Liane. “Proctor?” she asked, her tone level and doing a good job of not sounding too annoyed.
“I'm sorry, Assistant. Next time I will check the atlas before we leave,” Liane muttered. She hated feeling like a fool, and this trip seemed determined to bring out every shortcoming she had. The Academy had prepared her even less than she had already assumed on how to live in the actual life outside of its walls.
“What is the current plan, Proctor?” Amy asked, still keeping her voice level after her Proctor's admission of failure.
“I think we should leave the road, and set up a shelter of some kind for the evening. Creating a fire is no problem, but I will need to try and remember some of the earliest spells taught in General Applications on how to do actual cooking, and how to set up a shelter.”
Amy had to accept that, there was no choice really. Looking out for a good spot, she finally pulled them over next to the side of the road, under the protection of a small body of trees. It wasn't exactly a forest, but it was large enough to offer some protection and supplies.
Building a fire was easy, all they had to do was gather up a large supply of wood, then build a small pile and throw a fire spell at it. The bread meats they had bought at the butcher were good for an extended snack, but hadn't really been bought with an overnight stay in mind. Delving into her memory for some spells that could be useful, Liane tried to summon a couple of the local rabbits.
Unfortunately, the spell she modified for her own personal brand of magic resulted in no less than six of the animals flying out of the trees toward her.
Killing them was suspiciously hard, considering the fact that she had already killed three people, and cursed a couple of highwaymen. Somehow, killing a cute, defenseless little animal was a lot harder than killing a person when fighting for your life.
Finally, she let half of them go, thinking that just three rabbits should be sufficient for the two of them for a nice dinner, and some breakfast tomorrow.
The first cooking spell she aimed at the rabbit carcass resulted in a gooey mess that looked absolutely revolting, and smelled even worse. After a small try of the taste, Liane wouldn't even consider letting Amy have a taste. Not that the Assistant in question asked after the first whiff of the noxious smells that permeated from what was supposed to be a roasted rabbit.
The second spell she tried fared not much better, and Amy suggested that she tried cooking the last rabbit, before Liane had to get the other three rabbits back. Teaching Amy the spell was easy for Liane, and after a few practice runs, the Assistant tried her hand at the last carcass.
It was not a good day for Liane's ego when her Assistant ended up with a freshly cleaned, skinned, and roasted rabbit that smelled so good that water came to her mouth.
The second problem came when they wanted to eat the cooked meat. Without plates or utensils, both Nobles felt a bit weary of just digging in with their fingers. Thankfully, with a quick bit of Earth-based magic, Liane was able to create a couple of baked clay plates for them to use. A couple of two-pronged skewers were made from stone, and some innocent flint stones got turned into knives. They may look nothing like the fine utensils used at the Academy, but at least they did the job.
The fire kept them warm, and Liane almost started to relax at the thought that they'd finally gotten everything taken care of.
Her peace lasted until the night truly fell, and the wind started to pick up when temperatures dropped. Dew dampened their clothes and the surrounding grass, making them shiver despite the warmth of the fire.
Improvising quickly, Liane rose a circular dome out of the ground, made from compacted earth, to protect them. The fire immediately heated the improvised hut. Out of the wind and falling dew, and covered by the heat of the fire, the stress of the day started to catch up to them.
Settling in to sleep was easier said than done, however, and Liane cursed her lack of any sort of bedroll as the hard floor kept her awake. Thinking of a way to create some sort of improvised bed started to give her a headache, and she released her breath in agitation.
She immediately breathed in, feeling the anxiety over her failure raise her heart rate and increasing her breathing. The smell of the fire, stronger than ever before, tickled her nostrils, and she sneezed. A sense of panic slowly started to creep up on her, and Liane opened her eyes from where she was lying, trying to determine if anything was out of the ordinary in the light of the fire. The dome she had raised should be pretty much impermeable, but one never knew what one might encounter out in the open.
Smoke hung halfway down the domed ceiling, and the fire was flickering erratically, as if it, too, were struggling for breath.
Liane blinked, cursed, and snapped a spell at the top of the building she had just constructed, allowing the hot air, along with the smoke, to escape quickly. Her breath choked as the updraft drew what little air remained from the shelter, and Liane managed to create a few ventilation holes along the base of the shelter, allowing fresh air to be drawn in.
The smoke cleared almost immediately, and her breathing finally evened out. Liane glanced at Amy, who was awake and looking at her.
“My apologies, Assistant. It seems that making a heavily insulated shelter is good to keep one warm, but it does prevent both us and the fire from breathing.”
“Another lesson learned, Proctor,” the younger girl replied. “Thankfully, you caught it in time.”
Liane just shrugged, feeling worse than ever about placing Amy in yet another life-threatening situation of her own making. As if highwaymen and kidnappers weren't bad enough, she had to forget food, drink, shelter, warmer clothes, bedrolls, or anything else than any self-respecting woodsman would have. She couldn't even cook some food for her companion. She felt like a failure, both as a Noble and as Proctor.
Nobility really had been bad for her, Liane reflected as she settled down once more. Thanks to the fresh air that flowed into the shelter, she had to rest closer to the fire. Thinking yet again about a mattress or bedding, she didn't feel sleep overcoming her quickly.
When she woke the next morning, it was to the sight of a gently glowing fire and the smell of rabbit.
“Good morning, Liane,” Amy said, feeling assured of their privacy in the shelter. “I took the liberty of summoning another rabbit for breakfast,” the girl added, throwing a few branches on the smoldering fire, causing it to flare up, greedy flames licking at the moist wood, causing snapping and popping sounds.
Liane blinked at the new door that hadn't been present in the shelter she had originally built. “Good morning, Amy,” she answered. “It smells very good. Thank you.”
As the girl set to work on the cooked rabbit, preparing it to serve to both her Proctor and herself, she said, “I wanted to apologize again for my appalling behavior yesterday. I acted like a spoilt child. I'm very sorry, Proctor.”
Liane waved it off. “Let us call us both at fault, and move on, Amy,” she told the younger girl. “I should have prepared better.”
The girl looked relieved at her Proctor's words, and they breakfasted in silence, the only sounds coming from the stone cutlery and the crackling of the fire. After the meal was eaten, Liane used a few of the cleaning and hygiene spells she remembered from General Applications lessons, cleaning both their clothes and their bodies.
It covered them in a smell not unlike the smell permeating the hospital, a disinfecting magic smell that was unlike anything else, and both Liane and Amy regretted not having a shower or a way to do laundry.
When they were ready to set out, Liane collapsed the shelter, used a spell to turn the fire off and remove any remaining heat from the coals to prevent a forest fire, and cleaned the dishes and cutlery. One never knew when or where one would need plates, knife, and fork, so she elected to take the items with them.
After a few hours on the road, the open air and the gentle wind had removed any disinfectant smell from their clothes and bodies.
It was well after lunch time when they reached Sevenoaks, a town built along the shores of the Damme river. The town seemed fairly welcoming as they crossed one of the few large stone bridges in the neighborhood, the east-west main road crossing the north-south river.
They stopped at the Crossroads Inn, right where the main road turned north to run alongside the river, carefully skirting around the cursed Forest of Philip that formed the backdrop to the small bustling city. Carefully watching her Assistant, Liane tried to take in every action the younger girl performed as she unharnessed the horses and set them to water and eat at the inn's stables.
Not ten minutes later, both girls were lunching on stew. This recipe was more spicy then the blander version they had eaten at the inn they had stopped at the day before, and they actually ordered a second portion. Travel had sharpened their appetites, and the second portion took only marginally longer to consume.
They rested their sore bodies for a few hours, taking in the town and the seven magnificent oak trees in the town square that had given the town its name. Always conscious of their duty, and well aware that they weren't on a pleasure trip, Liane soon had them back on their cart, traveling further along the main road.
Soon, Sevenoaks has disappeared behind them and the Forest of Philip closed in on their right even as the river covered their left.
“I wonder why they didn't cut through the forest,” Amy said as the road turned to the east once more, continuing to skirt the forest's outer line.
“According to the atlas, that forest is cursed, Assistant,” Liane replied to Amy's observation. “Deep in the center of the forest, there is a clearing, in which the Master Necromancer Veyrùn once built his castle. He wished to be left alone, and cursed the forest, its grounds, its clearing and his castle.” She broke off her tale, and commented, “I wonder how strong the curse is, Veyrùn has been dead for at least 500 years, according to the atlas.”
Amy shrugged. “Maybe it was a permanent charm, and he buried a few anchor stones. In which case, the 'curse' would actually be a permanent charm, and could still be active.”
Liane nodded. “Good point, Assistant.” She looked at the tall trees that continued to encroach on the very edges of the road. They didn't look particularly unwelcoming, and she wondered how far into the forest one would have to travel in order to encounter the 'curse'. “Anyway, the forest gained its name from a particularly interesting tale.”
She licked her lips, and Amy eagerly awaited the story. When Liane called something 'interesting', it was bound to be very interesting indeed. “One day, Philip the Fiddler was on his way home from an engagement. He had misjudged both time and weather, as night fell and a heavy rain set in. rather than follow the main road around the cursed forest, he decided to cut straight through it, saving him hours of travel time. The thick trees shielded him from the rain, yet the utter darkness confused him completely, and it was not long before he had become utterly lost.
“Finally, he arrived at a clearing, to find a magnificent castle waiting for him. Its drawbridge was down, and it's heavy iron grate was up. Heavenly music and mouth-watering smells greeted him as he stepped into the rain-soaked clearing to approach the building. As no guards were present, he shouted out a greeting as he crossed the bridge and traversed its defenses.
“He shouted once more when he arrived at the courtyard, and finally, shouted a third time when he entered the open front door to the main building itself. He arrived at a large room, a large table set with costly dishes taking up the center of the room, a large chandelier filled with wax candles providing almost daylight to the large room. As a musician, he had no eye for the costly dishes, and his eyes were drawn to the stage, where an orchestra was playing the most heavenly tunes he had ever heard.
“Much to his surprise, the orchestra was lead by Master Gilles, his old master, even though he had died at least ten years before. Philip's eyes roamed the other players. All of them were Masters of their trade and field, and all of them Philip believed to have died years ago. Master Gilles pointed – there was a spot free for Philip. Did he want to play?
“Taking his fiddle to hand, Philip mounted the stage and took his spot among the Masters, playing as he had never played before. His fingers seemed enchanted to hit the correct notes, his fiddle seemed magicked to create sounds he had never believed possible before. Throughout the night he played, until finally sleep overcame him.
“He awoke the next morning, with the sun high in the sky and the sounds of the forest around him. Stretching, Philip believed himself to have had a most marvelous dream, a dream where he, humble Philip, had a chance to play with the old Masters he had admired so much. He made to stand, and grabbed his fiddle and bow – and fell back down, for his bow was made from a human thighbone.”
Amy blinked, and made an impressed noise. “That is a wonderful tale. And involved some truly high-class magics, Proctor.”
Liane just nodded, and looked at the trees once more. “I wouldn't want to cross those defenses, Assistant. Illusions, glamours, some sort of mental reading spell to pull information from a subject's memories, and finally, a transmutation of the wood in a bow to a thighbone. Highly impressive, and I doubt I would be able to come up with a way to do it automatically without a lot of research, first.”
The young Assistant merely nodded. Despite not having changed since Liane began her tale, the trees somehow looked a whole lot more uninviting than they had earlier.
They left the main road hours later, when the sun was getting low in the sky and dinnertime was almost upon them. They had circled almost halfway around the forest, and the road had resumed its trek westward, while the outstretched Forest of Philip turned sharply south.
Far off to the west, they could see the imposing, majestic height of Mount Sina, the extinct volcano that dominated the center of the island of Kiria, pointing skyward.
The island mansion they were aiming at lay further down a dirt track that went south-west, and it was this dirt track that they were now following.
The sun almost kissed the horizon, and hunger made their stomachs growl, when the lake that was their target came into sight. Amy parked the cart under some trees, yet did not unharness the horses. She chose instead to tie the animals to the trees hiding the cart, so they could return to it and easily make their escape should it become necessary.
As they crept along the dirt road in the darkening twilight of the setting sun, the reality of what they were doing hit both Liane and Amy. They exchanged glances, both Proctor and Assistant reassuring the other that they were alright.
Nerves and excitement vanished their hunger, and their mouths turned dry as they tried to sneak. Each noise they made sounded like an explosion, making them twitch and turn as if the very darkness would consume them.
Remembering how the Warlocks that had once attacked her and Milor had used the shadows for travel, Liane wasn't sure if her nervousness at the darkness was unjustified.
When they reached the wooden bridge to the island that held the mansion where Milor was being held, Liane engaged her magic sight. A strange magical glow hung over the bridge, yet she couldn't determine what it did, or how it worked. Curious, she walked closer to investigate.
Still unable to determine its effects, she decided that it probably wouldn't do any harm. She motioned for her Assistant to follow, and set foot on the bridge.
She collapsed immediately. Surprised, Amy let out a small yell and rushed to her Proctor's side.
She collapsed as well.




Chapter Twelve

Pain.
Liane didn't like pain. She hated it with a passion, just like she detested hunger and despised feeling powerless in any shape or form. Stemming from her early childhood as an underprivileged orphan, Liane hated not being in total control, more than she hated anything else in her life.
The moment she crossed the magical threshold of the bridge, all she felt was a sudden spike of warning from her magic, followed by the total blackness of deep sleep. When feeling returned to her, pain was the first thing she felt.
Slowly, she blinked her eyes open, aware of someone groaning deeply as she did so – before realizing that she was the one making the undignified noise. Clamping her mouth shut, she attempted to take in her surroundings.
Milor's concerned face hovered in view over her, and Liane became aware of being flat on her back on some uncomfortable-feeling surface. “I am glad to see you awake, My Lady,” he said to her, and Liane winced when his soft voice boomed through her skull, rattling her brain.
“My Lord,” she whispered, wincing at the tightness of her throat. “I'm glad to see that you are alright.”
“Considering the circumstances,” Milor said, “I am.”
She grimaced when she sat up, suddenly realizing that he was naked from the waist up. Blinking, she stared at him, feeling a heavy heat spread to her body as she glanced at the tight muscles of his upper body. He was beautiful. Subconsciously, she licked suddenly dry lips as the heat spread through her body, making her cheeks blush.
“My apologies for my... dress, My Lady,” he muttered self-consciously, looking away, clearly uncomfortable under her gaze. She blinked, looking away from his half-naked gorgeous body. Pulling her mind away, she tried to focus on other things. Thoughts of her Assistant filled her mind, and she looked around.
Milor seemed to understand her searching gaze, and directed her. “Your Assistant is over there, My Lady,” he said, pointing behind her. Turning around on the improvised bed, Liane found Amy, completely asleep, curled on her side.
“She is alright. Just like you were, she appears to be asleep,” he added in. “May I ask what happened, why you are here, and why you are dressed like Commoners?”
Liane sighed. “When I was unable to find you at the Academy, I went to see the Lord Master,” she explained. “I did not wish to invade your privacy by scrying for you. As the rules of Equality bound the Lord Master's hands, I merely asked if you were alright. He told me that he did not know, which told me that you were removed from all modes of communication...” She halted there in an attempt to draw out an answer from Milor.
He simply nodded. Accepting that she still would not receive an answer to her questions, Liane continued her explanation. “Since the Lord Master's reply as much as told me that you were in trouble, My Lord, I then asked whether or not you were removed from communication by choice or force, to which the Lord Master replied that the Imperial Court decided to step in.” Again, she waited for a response to her unstated question.
Again, Milor simply nodded, although his face relayed the gravity of the situation. Sighing, she continued. “I asked for any information that he may be able to give me. The Lord Master explained that he only knew that you were behind solid wards, and that no scrying had been able to determine your location.”
She swallowed, and very nearly hung her head. “That was my fault. The continuous experimentation in blood scrying and protections we have been practicing since our first year at the Academy has left you with an impenetrable defense against scrying. I explained this to the Lord Master, and volunteered my notes on the protections.”
Milor's face twitched in a wince, before he managed to hide it. “Precisely,” Liane answered the tiny expression as if he had openly displayed it. If he refused to answer her questions, despite the situation they were in, then she would make no effort to ignore his emotional expressions. “Politics would prevent the Imperial Blood Mages from accepting my notes, even if I were to offer them. The Lord Master then offered me a final piece of advice, and as much as told me to come after you myself, should I be successful. I successfully circumvented my own protections on you, and found your location, so here we are.”
“So that was the magical punch I felt a few days back,” Milor said. “It was as if magic was being sucked out of me.”
“That was my protections doing what they could to protect your location. I do not yet have a counter-spell to negate the protections, so I had to navigate around them with subtlety and force.”
Milor nodded, accepting both the explanation and the unvoiced apology for the discomfort caused. “Somehow I do not believe that the Lord Master meant for you to come after me, My Lady. And I certainly do not believe he recommended taking your Assistant with you.”
Liane turned to face him again, her eyes flashing to his bare chest and the strong muscles before drawing themselves to his eyes and firmly locking in place. She didn't want his enticing body to distract her. “The Lord Master said, and I quote: 'It is good to follow the rules set out by society, as they are what bind us together. Yet sometimes, a person must do what their heart tells them is right, despite the laws and regulations, and despite the outcome.' I took that as meaning that I should find you myself, My Lord.”
Milor nodded. “And perhaps it meant that you should scry for my location, and turn it over to the court, despite the loss of face involved, My Lady.”
Liane blinked, her cheeks heating up once more, not from desire, but in shame. She hadn't even considered that meaning. She glanced at her Assistant. “My Assistant insisted she come. I attempted to persuade her to break the bond. She refused. She is what I trained her to be: powerful, stubborn, and determined.” She sighed. “I didn't mean to endanger her, and yet here I am. I truly am an awful Proctor.”
“You showed great courage in coming for me, My Lady,” Milor said gently. “Even though you are captured, just as I am.”
Liane snorted derisively. “May I ask what has brought us here, My Lord?”
Milor swallowed. “There are more than just the Rules of Equality preventing me from giving you a full explanation, My Lady,” he muttered uncomfortably. “I will explain what I can.” He was silent for a few moments, trying to organize his thoughts. “In my family, there is a... ritual... a ritual, yes, I believe that would be the best description. There is a ritual that every male of the family must perform on the Christmas Eve before his 18th birthday. The ritual will then allow the male to inherit from the family.”
Liane nodded. Inheritance rituals had been covered by Rituals & Ceremonies, and some of them did require certain times of the year or certain stellar alignments to be performed. “If I do not appear on Christmas Eve, I will have failed the ritual, and I will not be able to inherit.”
She nodded once more. That wasn't part of the magic. Magically, he could take the ritual every Christmas Eve, so it was probably due to politics, or tradition.
“My uncle does not wish me to inherit,” Milor finished, as if it explained everything. Liane thought about it, and it probably did. His uncle did not wish Milor to inherit, so he kidnapped him. Magic ran in Noble families, so that explained why Milor could not be found, his uncle had warded this house, located on an island in the middle of a lake, and protected the only way in: the bridge.
She hadn't taken the course in Ward, Shields, and Magical Protections, so she hadn't recognized the magic, and since it didn't harm her, merely rendered her unconscious, her own magic hadn't protected or shielded her from it.
It was a good thing it didn't, or she would have been immune from pain-relief potions, or from magic that would render her unconscious during operations. The protection she had run afoul of was probably a derivative of the anesthetics magic.
She couldn't help but glance at him while he sat there, staring at her, as if waiting for her to lash out at him. Her eyes slid over his disrobed upper body, before she frowned and looked at his arms. Both his lower arms were encased in bracers, linked together with chain and metal, preventing him from either spreading his arms, or bringing his hands together.
It was the runes etched into the metal that drew her attention, and horrified, she grabbed his hands to bring the metal casing into her full view.
“My Lady-” he started to protest.
“Hush,” she whispered urgently, her eyes sliding over the rows upon rows of runes. Her magic sight activated by itself and she stared at the flows of magic running through the bindings. “This is horrible,” she whispered after a long while. “These bind your magic completely.”
“Which is why I am still here, My Lady,” he said with an annoyed edge to his voice.
“And yet, my Assistant and I are not cuffed the same way,” Liane replied, still staring at the binds while holding on to his hands. They were calloused, she felt through her fingers. And warm. His hands were definitely warm.
“You are dressed as Commoners, My Lady. It is likely that the guards who found you thought you were nothing but curious Commoners who were at the wrong place at the wrong time,” he replied.
“I can break these,” she finally determined. “It might take me some time to do so, however,” she added as she – reluctantly – released her hold on his hands. As he hurriedly withdrew them, she couldn't help but let her fingers slide over his hands, and wished she could run them over the rest of his body. Without the Academy robes, Milor's body showed the results of the heavy work involved in Warlock training. His body was lean and muscular, every muscle clearly defined underneath his skin, and she wished she could touch and feel every edge.
Closing her eyes, she turned her head, only to reopen them when she was sure she was no longer looking at him. She focused on her Assistant instead, annoyed with herself for being so preoccupied with Milor's physical looks.
He was her best friend, who was in an embarrassing situation, and she was making it worse for him by staring at him every chance she got. A dull groan drew her attention to Amy, who was slowly waking up.
The room was bare, containing the bed they had been occupying, and a bucket that, judging from sight and smell, served for various bodily functions. In one corner stood a pitcher containing liquid that looked like water. Liane wished she could just call up a pail of warm water for her Assistant, they way she could at the Academy.
“Assistant?”
“Proctor,” Amy whispered. “Where are we?”
“We are imprisoned with Lord Milor,” Liane replied, calmly. “I should have left you behind. We are quite likely in danger.”
Amy's face showed the pain she was feeling, pain Liane herself had felt upon her awakening. Thankfully, it had worn off quite quickly. “You will feel better in a few minutes, Assistant,” she told the younger girl. “We were rendered unconscious by the protections and brought here. Thankfully, our disguises seem to have worked. Lord Milor's magic was bound, ours wasn't.”
The young girl just nodded and lay there. “I'm still glad I came, Proctor,” she said, her voice sounding rough. Liane imagined that her own voice had probably sounded very similar when she had first woken up, and refrained from comment.
“Nevertheless, I am pleased to see you awake, Assistant,” Milor said, as always being kind to the younger girl.
Amy blinked when she took in his attire – or lack thereof – blushed ferociously, and turned away. Liane felt a smile slip on her face at the sight of her blushing and stammering Assistant, before she reminded herself that her own behavior had been worse. She had stared at her friend instead of averting her face, and she felt shame burn on her cheeks at the reminding thought.
The awkward moment was broken when the locks on the only door singled, creaked, and noisily slid open, before the door itself opened.
Two young men stepped inside, one holding a crossbow, the other holding a large tray in both hands. “Suppertime,” the young man holding the tray snapped, dumping it on the floor with none too much gentility. The slop that was piled onto the plates dribbled over the edges with the jolting movement.
Liane frowned slightly at the mess, then looked up at the two captors. The one carrying the bow was perhaps a few years older than herself and Milor, and muscled in the way a seasoned hunter was muscled. He was wearing a sword slung to one hip, the crossbow aimed in their general direction in both hands, and a strung bow hung over one of his shoulders, a full quiver hanging over the other.
The man with the food had refilled a pitcher with the water from a container that had been slung over one shoulder. He seemed to be her age when he looked up... Liane blinked when their eyes met, and for a moment, she and the young man stared at each other.
“Yari?”
The boy's mouth twisted awfully. “Liane,” he returned. “Them Nobles kick y'out? Always knew y'd be.”
She stood up, imperiously. “Nu-huh, princess,” the man with the crossbow said.
Liane twitched, sat down again. She could probably magic her way out of this, but with Milor in chains, he'd be defenseless. “What-er ya doin' 'ere?" she snapped at Yari. "I dun figured ye'd be at trade school or sumptin.”
She didn't notice Milor's face steeling, nor did she notice Amy's eyes going wider at the sound of Liane speaking like a Commoner, especially to one of their captors. “Bah,” he snapped. “Ye kn'w nothin'. Y'abandon'd us, Liane.”
She snapped to her feet, ignoring the crossbowman. “I abandoned you!?” she snapped. “I woulda dragged y'all with me! Woulda dun wot-eva I could! But ye woulna even speak t'me!”
“Y'knew the rules, Liane. Ye got out. Never come back. Ye came back,” Yari returned angrily, his hands flashing up with enough force to make her take a step back. “D'ye even know whot happen'd to th'others?”
“How could I!?” Liane demanded. “Ye wanted me gone, I stayed gone. So? How's the others?”
Yari snorted. “Inao died. Yer Noble buddies caught 'er again. She wos tryin' to catch a fish.”
Liane winced. The little girl had always been so happy to see her. She'd given her so many piggy back rides. She'd miss Inai, even if she hadn't seen the girl in almost a decade. “It wos quick,” Yari pressed on. “Not like Fema. She kept stumblin'. Broke 'er leg. Got infected. Nasty. Had ta have it chopped off.”
That was even worse, and Liane didn't even bother trying to hide her second wince. “She's still alive. If ye can call it livin'. Last time I saw 'er, she wuz beggin'. One legged girl, lotsa sympathy, it helps. Dunno where she at now. Could be dead, might be better if she were." his face reddened with rage. "She had a pretty face. Men liked her, 'spite only havin' one leg. Might not be much of a life.”
Liane's right fist balled. “She wouldna take nuttin' from me. Tried to help 'er,” Yari said. “Pride. Stupid girl.” He looked at her, calming down. “Momi got adopted. He's a servant boy now. Warms some old battle-axe's bed, but he's fed at least. Better than nuttin', I s'pose.”
“So now them Nobles kicked y'out. He's a Noble, y'know,” Yari went on, pointing to Milor. “Real pretty boy. S'pose ye might let him have ya. Yer all gonna die here anyway. We're s'posed ta keep 'm alive til after Christmas. After that,” he drew his finger across his throat. "Off 'ith 'is head."
Liane looked horrified at the thought. “Suppose I could give ya something else. Yer pretty. More pretty than I thought ye'd be. Ye were cold. Bossy. Maybe ye'd like me bossing y'around now. I'd take ya. Might be willing to spare some decent food for ya.” He shrugged. “Or might take ya anyway. Without magic, yer justa bitch. Dun think them Nobles taught you 'bout fightin'.”
Liane's anger burned on her cheeks, and her magic raged in her chest, begging her to swat him right where he stood. Drawing a deep breath, she tried to compose herself. Coldly, she thought you'd be surprised, Yari. It was Milor that taught me to fight. Even without magic.
Yet, she didn't say anything. Magic would be their surprise. “Maybe ye'd let me go,” she said. “Instead of doing anythin' to me.”
Yari laughed. “We're not kids anymore. Ye can't boss me 'round no more.” He turned and walked out, giving a sharp nod of his head to the man with the crossbow, who had been enjoying the confrontation judging from the big smile on his face.
When the door closed, and the locks slid back into place, Milor and Amy both turned to stare at her. “My Lady?” Milor asked, the first to break the silence.
“I can't believe h'w far he's fall'n,” she muttered.
“My Lady,” Milor repeated, louder.
She snapped back to reality. “My apologies. I... used to know him. Before I came to the Academy. The rest is covered by the Rules of Equality.”
“Plenty was said to reveal your background, My Lady,” he told her. “Do not worry, your secret is safe with me.”
“I would never break the trust you have placed in me, Proctor,” Amy added.
“Thank you, My Lord, Assistant,” she whispered. “It was... not easy... listening to that.” she opened and closed her fists repeatedly, trying to stem the anger that stung in her veins and tingled in her fingertips. She had wanted to hurt Yari, hurt him in a way that she hadn't felt in a long time. She had been angry before, driven to duel over it, forced to take life. Yet she had never felt angry enough to forget herself and all that she had been taught, and to take the power that she held, and smite someone with it.
Her magic bloomed, offering her power and skill, driven by her own baser instincts and heightened emotions. All she would have to do is reach out, remove the door, walk out, find him, and twist his scrawny little neck. He was just a Commoner, there would be nothing stopping her.
“My Lady!” Milor snapped, and Liane's murderous train of thought broke as she looked at him.
“My Lord?” she asked, feeling drained all of a sudden.
“You looked ready to go on a rampage, and despite how much I would no doubt enjoy seeing you bring me to safety, I would recommend that we try to remove these bands first, so that I may at least cover our backs.”
He had said it on a joking sort of tone, but it did bring Liane back to reality. She nodded. “My magic has become even more unstable,” she explained. “There is a large shield present over the capital. It drains a bit of magic from every Noble present in the city or its surroundings, and uses that power to energize itself. Almost like a magical tax. I am used to living under it, never questioned it. The moment we were out from under it, My Assistant reverted to being an ordinary 12-year-old girl, complaining about food and water, while my magic has turned me into a Noble with an incredibly short fuse.”
Amy blushed when Liane mentioned her shortcomings.
“I see,” Milor said. “That would make sense,” he added. Somehow, Liane got the impression that he had known about the shield all along, and it made her wonder just where her friend may have learned about it.
She sat down at the foot of the bed, and leaned against the wall. Closing her eyes, she tried to relax, allow herself to just feel, feel but not dwell. Do not hold on to thoughts and feelings, she told herself. Let them flow over you, like water.
Drawing a deep breath, letting it out, she could feel tension leave her shoulders. Her head hurt, a stress-induced headache that felt somehow worse than any she had ever felt before. She tried not to dwell on the pain. It was just another part of her, like her arms and legs, like her magic, like the anger simmering beneath the surface of her mind.
“I am glad that we were mistaken for Commoners,” she finally said, half to herself and half to Amy and Milor. “We weren't searched, so I still have my focus gloves, and my Occluding Necklace.”
She could almost feel Amy touch her matching ring. “Assistant,” she went on, “Please refrain from using magic from now on. We are to pass as Commoners until we can escape. They made the mistake, we must capitalize on it.”
“I cannot pass as a Commoner, Proctor,” Amy whispered. “The moment I speak, they will know.”
Liane didn't open her eyes. The frustration splashed over her, and she tried to let it pass. “Then, Assistant, from now on, you are mute, and therefore, cannot speak.”
The younger girl was silent for a few tense seconds. “Yes, Proctor,” she whispered.
Milor, in an attempt to diffuse the situation, placed the tray on the bed. “Perhaps we should eat?” he offered, motioning to the slop in the bowl. “Unfortunately, it seems the portions have not increased, despite there being three of us now, instead of just me.”
Liane nodded. “Perhaps you can eat your fill first, Assistant. You are the youngest.”
The younger girl just nodded, took up the spoon, and scooped up a generous portion of the goo, obviously ravenous.
She took a large bite, her face twisting in revulsion, and she visibly choked while she swallowed. “That is truly awful,” she declared, putting the goo still on the spoon back in the bowl. She lifted her hand in a tell-tale sign of magic about to be cast, only to startle when Liane intercepted the hand.
“Magic will be our surprise, Assistant. We do not want to tip our hand. There might be defenses that will react to magic being cast. They have cuffs that suppress My Lord's magic, so our kidnappers have obviously been prepared.”
Amy glared in silence and withdrew her hand. She had no intention of eating the vile concoction they were being fed.
Liane shared a glance with Milor. With a nonverbal agreement, she picked up the abandoned spoon, and ate. She had once used her fingers to eat, sharing food with others who ate with their fingers. She knew intellectually that sharing a spoon was no more intimate than it was sharing food.
It still took her a conscious effort not to show any hesitation in picking up the same spoon Amy had used, and eat with it.
The glop wasn't half as bad as some of the gruel she had been fed on at the orphanage. “Assistant, one day you will realize that there are people out there that aren't Noble. People who work hard, just to put food on the table. And that there are people, children, who do not even have this.” She finished the half she had allocated for herself, and motioned for Milor to go ahead. He didn't flinch or hesitate in sharing the spoon either, and Liane wondered whether it took him an effort as well, or whether his imprisonment had dulled him to those social niceties.
As the Warlock ate, Liane turned to focus on Amy. “You will grow hungry. In fact, I would wager that you already are. One day, you will eat. I will not force you. I will not make you. You will do it on your own. But remember this, Assistant. There are three people here who must share this food. When you do finally eat, do not take more than your fair share.”
The girl crossed her arms, and looked away. Liane sighed. Amy was turning more and more into a spoilt little rich girl, the longer they were away from the Academy. “It is either that, or starve,” Liane finished. “I will leave you to your thoughts.”
Amy just glowered. Liane shared an amused glance with Milor, even though his face, too, twitched slightly as he forced down the food. They drank some of the stale water that had been left to them. It was better than nothing.
When Milor finished, he gave her a questioning glance, obviously curious as to why she was able to eat so easily. She shrugged, not really wanting to go into it. Enough of her background had already been revealed.
He nodded in understanding, and Liane shared a small smile with him, glad that they were comfortable enough with each other to allow them such extensive nonverbal communication. He dipped his head in agreement.
Her anger at Yari had died down, and Liane closed her eyes once more, working over the runic inscriptions on the bracers currently fused around Milor's forearms. They were permanent enchantments, blood-linked to the incarcerated person, using their own magic against them.
It was insidious, horrible, and brilliant. Liane partly reviled and partly admired the person who had come up with them. She could see the point of needing to lock an offending Noble's magic to prevent them from doing harm, but there were clear and elegant solutions other than resorting to using brutal, and painful, permanent enchantments.
She'd learned plenty of power-locking rituals during Rituals & Ceremonies, some of them permanent unless reversed by a corresponding counter-ritual. To use extended arm cuffs, with permanent enchantments, was both painful, brutal, and ignoble.
She shook her head. The reasons behind their creation and use would not be of help now. She needed to figure out a way around them, disable them, disarm them. Whoever had designed them had been intelligent enough to make them almost impervious to magic, and any magic powerful enough to overwhelm the bracelets was quite likely to maim the afflicted person's arms in the process anyway.
Milor might be able to do magic again, but with his arms amputated at the elbow he could make precious little use of it.
No, she would have to go about it the long way, find ways to superimpose her own will on the runes, write her own counter-spells upon the metal, canceling the current sequences with specially designed constructs that would negate their current use without catastrophically releasing their stored energy. Such catastrophic failure might take off her hands if it were directed outward, or take off Milor's if directed inward; either of which was not the desired result.
It would take quite some time to work around them.
A few hours later, a more pressing matter made itself known. With the door locked, and only a bucket to share between them, there was to be no privacy. And while Milor would be able to get away with turning his back to Amy and Liane and aiming carefully for the bucket, neither female had such luxury.
It was humiliating to the extreme, even if Milor ostentatiously turned his back and indulged his suddenly found interest in the opposing wall, exploring its irregularities in great detail.
The issue of the single bed wasn't an issue, until night fell. Decorum demanded no woman share a bed with a man unless they were married. Even if they had been willing to suspend Decorum, the bed was not large enough for the three of them. It took a lot of blushing stares as the Warlock, the Mage, and the Assistant tried to think up alternatives.
In the end, they would simply skirt around the strict code of the Decorum, and share a bed. They just wouldn't be sharing it at the same time, with Amy and Liane sleeping for the first part of the night, used to existing on four or five hours of sleep a night, with Milor filling in the remainder.
It was a quiet time, time when Milor slept, Amy tried to hide her boredom, and Liane sat quietly in a corner, her eyes closed, working over the runic inscriptions, using her incredible memory to allow her to work without disturbing Milor.
She didn't open her eyes for hours, working patiently on the problem. It wasn't until the door opened and the same two guards entered to deliver their lunch that Liane stirred from her position.
Yari eyed her as he put the tray down. “Yer lookin' a'right,” he told her. “Did'he force ya or didya let 'im have ya?”
Liane's face twitched. “'e's been a perfect gentleman,” she snapped. “Better 'an ye've been.”
It was Yari's turn to twitch. “Nobles,” he scoffed. “Ye're all the same.”
She remained silent, and just remained where she was, glowering at him in a way she hadn't done since she was eight years old. It was oddly liberating to be able to show her displeasure, freed from the constraints of Decorum, and she was determined to make use of her freedom.
“Yer glare's still the same,” Yari said. “Culd pull the bark of a tree, it culd. But yer locked up now. Yer glare won't harm me.”
“If yer friend wouldna kill me, I'd give ya such a whoopin', Yari,” she barked back, halfway coming to her feet. “I c'n still remember the trashin' I gave ya with that birch rod.”
Yari twitched. “Tha' was a long time ago. Ya canna scare me.”
Liane chuckled. “Is tha' why yer shakin' in yer boots?”
He took two angry strides forward, actually pulling back his fist. “Hittin' a woman when yer two on one, yer a real badass, aren't ya?” she asked, raising her fists. Her magic was booming, straining through her veins, and she was quite sure that any physical punch she would throw would probably break his jaw. Or his ribs. Or whatever bone she landed a hit on.
His lips peeled back, before he jerked his head to his partner in crime. “I shoulda kill ya, bitch. And I will, one day.”
“Ye can try,” she declared, coming to her feet as their two guards left. The moment the door closed and locked, Liane started pacing. “I shouldna dun tha',” she snapped at thin air. “Coulda have 'im kill me. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Ye've got a big trap, 'Anne. Yer stupid. Think. Yer in a cell. Not smart, pissin' off the guards.”
“My Lady?” Milor asked.
Liane snapped around, staring at him, her eyes blazing with a ferocious anger that made him blink. “I'm stupid,” she declared. “Kept pissin' 'im off. Tryin' ta goad 'im inta a mistake. Not smart. Coulda made 'im kill me.” She snapped around, and paced the length of the small room, trying to blow off steam and anger, trying to calm her boiling magic.
Milor shared a glance with Amy. The young Assistant stared at her Proctor as if she had never seen the young woman before. Finally, the girl stood up and walked to where Liane was now facing a wall, muttering at either it, or at herself. “Proctor?”
Liane looked over her shoulder at her Assistant. “Perhaps there is something I can do, Proctor?” the girl offered.
Liane jerked her head. “Nah.”
Amy blinked, never having been addressed like a thug Commoner before, and not enjoying the experience. “I do not like being addressed like that, Proctor,” the girl offered quietly.
Liane's right fist balled, each knuckle popping. “Sorry.”
The young Assistant opened her mouth, closed it, and reconsidered. “Perhaps this humble Assistant could use her dwindling magical reserves to conjure a relaxing cup of tea for her upset Proctor?”
Liane drew a deep breath, a breath that was deeper than was commonly accepted as being possible for an average human being. As she let it out, the temperate in the room seemed to go up. “My apologies, Assistant. I have given you an abysmal example of my inner demons. I humbly apologize for the atrocious example I have just set.”
Amy let out her own breath. “I am glad you are back, Proctor.”
“It is good to be back, Assistant,” Liane said, turning to Milor. “I must apologize to you as well, My Lord. I have displayed an appalling lack of Decorum.”
Milor simply nodded. “It was... surprising, yet understandable, My Lady. May I ask what has made you so upset?”
“I foolishly believed that I would be able to entice our guards into making a mistake, allowing both yourself and my Assistant to escape. I did not, however, take into account the fate that would have held for me. It was a foolish mistake to make, yet I had already committed myself to its action before I realized it. I had no choice but to continue. I was lucky that Yari was able to maintain his composure.” She let out another deep breath. “It was a foolish, foolish thing to do.”
“Or perhaps a very brave thing to do, My Lady,” Milor said. “You were willing to sacrifice yourself for your Assistant and for myself, without regards for your own safety.”
Liane just sighed, not convinced by Milor's argument. “We must escape soon, My Lord,” she finally said. “I do not believe I would like to have another run-in with Yari. I always had a short temper, but freed from the drain of the large shield on the capital, my temper has shortened even further.”
“Have you made any progress on finding a way around the gauntlets?” Milor asked politely.
She blinked, looked at him, then down at his arms. She had gotten used to his semi-nudity after the first few hours in captivity, and no longer even noticed it. Grabbing his arms, she dragged them closer. “I am an idiot,” she declared. “A stupid, foolish, ignorant, idiot.”
“My Lady?” Milor asked, confused about the outburst, and vaguely uncomfortable with her holding his hands and twisting them to present his gauntlet-enfolded lower arms for her closer inspection.
“Idiot,” she muttered. “Why am I such an idiot? It's right there. Right in front of me.”
“Proctor will explain when she comes up for breath, My Lord. I apologize for the display, but sometimes Proctor finds a possible solution staring right at her, and she will not speak until she has worked the solution to her satisfaction,” Amy said gently, as not to startle Liane.
Milor simply nodded in gratitude to the younger girl, allowing Liane to twist and hold his hands as she stared at the gauntlets. Finally, she nodded.
“How does one remove these, My Lord?” she asked. She pointed to a specific runic phrase. “One cannot leave these on permanently. They were designed to hold a Noble during interrogation by the Adjudicators, or during criminal incarceration. They have here a design that allows for their removal, safely and easily, once the sentence has been concluded. All I need to do is trigger this sequence, and the cuffs will release out of their own volition.”
Milor nodded, following her so far. “The sequence is protected by a runic key, to prevent what I am attempting to do. Only one with the runic key will be able to trigger the removal sequence.” A small smile played on her lips. “Whoever created these was brilliant when it came to runes, but failed utterly at security.”
She thought for a few moments, then looked at the fingernail of her right index finger. Carefully, she put it in her mouth, and bit. She then bit from the other side, producing a sharpish point to her nail. Spitting out the pieces of nail she had just bitten off, she picked up the spoon that came with their lunch and stared at it. She frowned. “Not sharp enough,” she muttered, and sighed. “This will hurt.” Pushing her left thumb against one of her eyeteeth, she pressed down hard, winced, and pulled back.
Using the sharp point she had just made on the nail of her right index finger, she picked up some of the blood from her wound on her left thumb, and slowly, methodically, started scratching runes on Milor's cuffs.
She had once told her Assistant that blood made very poor ink, and to her utter dismay, she was right. The blood clotted and spilled when left to even a few seconds of exposure to the outside air.
Because of that, she was forced to poke her fresh wound with her own fingernail in order to draw just a drop of new blood, blood that she used to write the runes she needed onto the cuff that was locking down Milor's magic.
Thankfully, the nature of blood also allowed her to easily correct mistakes, as it only took a few wipes of a moistened sleeve to wipe the cuff and start over.
It took close to an hour to write something that should have taken her no more than a few minutes using ordinary means. Finally, carefully, she could wait for the blood to set. When it had dried sufficiently, she carefully touched it with her right index and middle fingers, closed her eyes, and slowly trickled magic into it.
Activating her Magic Sight, she looked at how the magic trickled through her fingers and into the bloody runes, preventing it from reaching the underlying original writings. She wanted to use her carefully written runes to unlock the cuffs, overriding the need for the runic key, which in turn triggered the removal sequence. “The enchanter forgot to protect the lock itself. They locked everything down, but forgot that the lock itself was easy to override,” Liane said with a grin when the gauntlets released and fell to the ground with a clatter.
Taking a deep breath, Milor seemed to inflate, runes that had been invisible before flashing into visibility all over his skin. For the first time since getting used to his state of undress, Liane stared at her friend's bare upper body. The runes that seemed tattooed onto his skin formed phrases of power, enchantment, and energy. Now that his magic was no longer restrained, they popped back into visibility, and a smile spread on Milor's face.
“That feels good,” he whispered. “Thank you, My Lady.”
Liane turned her head to hide her embarrassed blush. “You are welcome, My Lord,” she whispered.
He stood up, rubbing his wrists and lower arms, where the metal had chafed at his skin for days. Liane was alarmed and disgusted to see the deep redness of his irritated skin, and wished, not for the first time, that she had studied Healing & Potions. Chagrined, she reflected that Cassandra would have known what to do.
But then again, Cassandra never would have gotten into this mess in the first place, and probably would have stormed to the Imperial Blood Mages the moment she had a lock on Milor's location. Cassandra was frightening that way.
Milor stalked to the door, studying its lock and hinges, before nodding. He crouched, building strength, when Liane realized that he was about to make a lot of noise. “My Lord!” she interrupted urgently, breaking his concentration, and causing him to look sharply in her direction.
“Perhaps silence and stealth would aid us more, My Lord,” Liane said, stepping to the door, and copying his earlier movements of checking the door, lock, and hinges. She could not detect any sort of magical protections, and nodded to herself. A single whispered spell dissolved the metal hinges.
The door started to fall inward, and Milor caught it just in time, easily lifting it up and putting it aside. “Good thinking, My Lady,” he said with a whisper as he stalked through the door. Liane motioned to Amy and slipped after her friend.
She arrived in the hallway just in time to see Milor loom over the unknown guard. His arms went around the guard's neck, and within seconds, the man stopped struggling, sagging in Milor's hold.
The man held for close to ten seconds longer, then jerked. A sharp crack became audible, and Milor eased him to the ground in total silence. Liane stared at her friend, not believing what she had just seen; never before had she imagined her friend to be able to simply appear behind a man's back, grab him, and do something to him that would cause him to stop struggling so soon.
Forgetting herself and where they were, Liane whispered, “My Lord?”
Knowing better than to try and hold knowledge from Liane, Milor shot her an annoyed look, and said as succinctly as possible, “Grabbing the main arteries in the neck will cause almost immediate blackout, followed by a sharp movement to break the neck, My Lady. We are trying to escape, please try not to talk.”
Liane blushed again at her mistake, and simply nodded, cheeks burning with embarrassment. Quietly, they slipped to the stairs at the end of the hall, and Liane felt annoyed at the amount of noise both her own and Amy's footsteps made in the quiet of the empty hall, while Milor was completely silent.
He glanced over his shoulder when a floorboard creaked loudly. Both Liane and Amy froze, trying desperately to not even breathe loudly.
He glanced down at their feet and made two sharp motions of his hand. Dipping his head in the quiet, he started his way down the stairs. Liane and Amy followed, their feet totally silent. Liane shared a glance with her Assistant. We need to learn that spell.
They emerged on what they hoped was the ground floor, and Milor glanced around, trying to figure where the front and back doors were. While both Proctor and Assistant crouched on the stairs, they could not see what Milor was looking for, but evidently he noticed something, and resolutely set out.
The two mages quietly trudged after the Warlock, toward a door that had a bright white band of light shining underneath it, a door they hoped would take them outside.
Milor opened the door, bright sunlight streaming in. All three blinked tears from their eyes; eyes that hadn't seen sunlight in quite some time. It took them maybe ten seconds to recover, and Milor quickly stepped across the threshold.
The moment he did, he was beset by two burly men bearing swords. Milor's lightning reactions took over, and he dodged, evading one lethal strike completely and turning the second lethal strike into a bloody wound across his arm that drew a sharp yell from his lungs at the sudden pain.
Seeing her chance, Liane's magic, held firmly in check since their capture, lashed out at the guard that had injured her friend, burning a hole straight through his chest before he realized what had happened.
Liane's anger turned ice cold, and bile rose in her throat as she realized she had just burned down a Commoner, a man who had been helpless before her magic. Milor, meanwhile, stepped forward, dodged the second man's sword-strike, grabbed his throat with one hand, and threw him into the side of the house. Both Liane and Amy made their way outside, just in time to see the second man slip to the ground with his head facing the wrong way around.
“We need to run,” Milor said authoritatively, and started running to the bridge that connected the island to the mainland. Despite the bile in her throat, Liane waved Amy to go before her, while she took the last position for herself. If someone chased after them, she preferred it to come after her instead of the younger girl. Taking one last glance, she summoned the two swords; she could enchant them easily and they may come in handy.
They started to cross the bridge without further trouble. When they neared its end, Liane shouted out to Milor, who stopped obediently, and gave her a look saying very clearly that he would indulge her only so far.
“We still do not know what that defense is, My Lord. We could be rendered unconscious the moment we cross it.”
Milor scowled. “What do you suggest, My Lady?”
Liane grinned, and took the two swords she had attached to her back using a few well-placed sticking spells. The string of words that came over her lips were short, to the point, and made Milor blink. Amy grinned faintly, realizing this was a practical demonstration of Liane's very first lesson.
Words had power.
And Liane was angry.
The swords bent and shaped, flowing together, forming a larger weapon. Her spell completed, Liane took a hurried look at the house, which remained quiet still. So far, their escape had been unnoticed, but she was sure it would not stay that way for long.
She needed to be quick about this. Her usual spells wouldn't engrave fast enough; she needed something faster. Whispering her spells, she focused every enchantment she had thought up on the way over onto the sword, shrinking them down using the same methods she had developed for the cube-anchor.
The blade of the single combined sword glowed red, and changed its shape once more. Rather than engrave the runes onto the sword, she would change the shape of the sword to include the runes she wanted. The world turned dark around her while Liane's mind worked, judging, deciding, building the very shape of the blade to include the exact measure of the runes she wanted it to contain.
For just a moment, her magic started slipping out of her control, but she soon grabbed it back, refusing to admit either defeat or failure. She was here to get Milor out, and that was what she would do.
The last word spilled across her lips, and the world rushed back to her senses, a pounding headache accompanying it. She wiped at her nose, staring at the blood in confusion. When had she started bleeding from her nose? Quivering, she held the large sword out to Milor.
He stared at her with part dismay and part awe. “That's a permanent enchantment,” she told him, surprised at how weak her voice sounded.
“Thank you, My Lady,” he said, the dismay in his voice vanishing. “I am honored to receive the first blade made by a Master of the craft.” Closing his eyes, he connected himself to the blade, grunting loudly at the pain it invoked. “It is incredibly powerful, My Lady. It hurt worse than I thought it would,” he commented.
“It holds every enchantment I could think of, My Lord. Stick it through the barrier. The sword will not allow any magic except your own to touch it. It will not grow dull, it will not tarnish, it will not stain, it will dispel magic, and it will work as a focus for your magic. As long as you are alive, it will be there to help you.”
He blinked, stared at her, then nodded, as if not knowing what to say. With a sharp jerk, he turned around and struck the weapon out. It clattered against the magical line drawn across Liane's magical senses, and Milor grunted in surprise when the sword struck sparks as if from a wall.
Drawing a breath, he took a stance, and stabbed, rather than offer a mere swing of the blade. The sharp explosion of light made Liane jerk her head to one side, closing her eyes against the release of the magical manifestation. “My Lady?”
“It's gone, My Lord,” Liane confirmed, tears streaking down her cheeks. “It was very bright, I am still seeing spots.”
He nodded, and started running. Amy bowed to Liane, startling the Proctor, then set out in a quick jogging motion behind Milor. She brought up the rear once more, feeling her chest hurt with the heaving breaths she was forced to take. She couldn't remember where she got so tired from.
Amy spoke quietly to Milor, guiding him to where they had left the horse and cart. It took them only a few minutes to reach the site, where Amy and Liane were forced to look in dismay at the fact that the kidnappers had burnt the cart. Who knows what they had done to the poor horses than had gotten them here.
“We need to reach Sevenoaks to get a new cart,” Liane muttered. “The quickest way is through the Forest of Philip.”
“The haunted Forest of Philip, My Lady?” Milor asked, lifting an eyebrow.
“I will take a supposed haunting over men with swords, My Lord. Haunts and curses I can break. On the other hand, I do not look forward to employing my magic against a man who cannot defend against it,” Liane replied.
Milor thought for a few seconds, before looking back in the direction they had come from. He gave a sharp nod. “Very well, through the forest it is, My Lady.”
As they hurried into the shelter of the trees, the sound of running feet made them look in the direction of the island they had just left. Liane could feel Milor ready himself, his grip on his new sword tightening.
Three more guards were racing after them, with Yari in the lead. Liane lifted an arm in front of Milor to prevent him from charging their pursuers, and flicked her left hand. A single incantation created a waist-high wall of solid flame.
Yari immediately stopped and stared, his gaze flashing from the silent flames to Liane, and back to the flames. “You are an idiot, Yari. One does not lose magic, nor is one removed from Nobility. I am, and always have been, a Noble Mage of the Empire of Kiria.”
He grew pale, knowing exactly what she was saying and why. His taunts and threats at her had earned him more than enough punishment. Finally, he looked at the two others. “Them three's Nobles. We canna take 'em. Ya saw wut they did back atta house.”
The other two swordsmen just nodded mutely, glaring across the fiery boundary at the three escapees. Liane just gave them a nod, turned, and walked straight toward the forest, its edge beckoning.
Despite the uninviting nature of the trees, Liane still felt better the moment they had crossed into the forest proper and the thick woods shielded them from view. “My apologies for stopping you, My Lord. I did not wish for more deaths today,” Liane finally said.
“I understand, My Lady. Although death is to be expected, one should always attempt to resolve the situation without bloodshed. It is a lesson I sometimes forget,” he replied easily. “Let us hurry. I wish to be back at the capital as soon as possible.”
They moved in silence for a few minutes. Skills learned in early childhood were not easily lost, and within minutes Liane was walking through the forest as if she had been doing it all her life. Using very little energy, her feet always landed at their ideal location to maintain balance, to get underneath a low branch or get around a fallen tree, or evade holes and pits in the ground.
Milor was behind her, simply powering through, using his advantage in muscle and physical conditioning to keep up. Amy was at the rear, shooting furtive glances over her shoulder. The younger girl was soon panting as she scrambled to keep up.
“Somehow, I find this too easy,” Liane commented. “There were only Commoners at the house, and yet you were kidnapped and imprisoned there, My Lord.”
She could not see Milor nod, but imagined him doing so. “My... kidnapper... employs Warlocks, My Lady. They jumped me after an exercise outside the city limits. Unfortunately, this time, I did not have one of the Academy's most fearsome Mages to cover my back. I received a spell from behind, which rendered me unconscious. By the time I woke up, I was in the position you found me. It appears we were lucky in timing our escape, none of the Warlocks appear to have been present at the house. I do think that they will pursue us the moment they hear of our escape, however.”
Liane nodded, accepting the explanation. She focused on navigating; it had been quite a while since she had been in any woods, and the Forest of Philip was totally unknown to her. The atlas and all the equipment she had brought had been destroyed along with the cart, so she could not even double-check her memory.
Hoping that she had set the correct course, Liane kept using the old tricks she had mastered as a child to ensure that they walked in as straight a line as possible. It was so very easy to get turned around in the woods, and Liane was determined not to fail this latest test. Their lives may depend on it, and Liane drew a deep breath when the weight of the realization of what had happened settled on her shoulders.
She had been kidnapped. Her assistant had been kidnapped. Their captors had threatened to kill them.
She had killed one of them. She, Liane, had killed a man who had held no magic, no defense, against the weapon she had launched at him. Despite his armor and sword, he had been unarmed against what she had done.
For a moment, her pace faltered, and she leaned against a tree. Liane felt sick. A kind of sickness she hadn't felt since the first time she had taken a life. At least her old nemesis, Florindra, had been a fellow Mage, had been able to defend herself, and had seen her coming. They had engaged in an honorable duel.
Where was the honor in burning down a Commoner who didn't even see you coming? True, he was swinging a sword at Milor. She had protected her friend. But she hadn't needed to kill the man... did she?
“My Lady?” Milor asked, concerned. Amy followed a few seconds behind, panting deeply.
She shook her head. “I am feeling rather ill at the thought of killing a man who was unarmed against magic, My Lord,” she whispered, looking at him. “My mind realizes that he was attacking you, yet my heart questions the kill-strike. Why did I not resort to non-lethal spells, but opted instead to burn the man down?”
Milor nodded in understanding. “Nobles are conditioned, My Lady. Those that engage in dueling are trained, conditioned, to go for the kill. When confronted by a situation that requires force, they will opt to kill rather than disable, just as one would in a duel. One does not maim or cripple, it is dishonorable. One kills. That is the nature of things.”
Liane swallowed the acid bile at the back of her throat. “Again, my mind realizes the truth of your statement, My Lord.”
“It is hard to deal with one's first kill, My Lady. And despite your dueling experience, and the small experience in which you previously saved me, you have never confronted a Commoner before.” He looked around. “Let us make haste, and we can discuss this subject further once we reach safety.”
She took the opportunity to steal a glance at his arm, check his sword wound. Most of it seemed to be crusted over, but it still bled slightly from where his arm movements kept the wound from closing properly. “We will also need to treat your wound, My Lord.”
He glanced at it, then nodded curtly. “Let us make haste, My Lady.”
Amy was still panting, yet bravely nodded as well. Milor glanced at her. “You are exhausted, Assistant. You are not used to running in the woods. Please forgive the liberties I am about to take.”
Liane frowned, not liking the sound of that. Friend or no friend, if Milor touched her Assistant... her angry thought trailed off as her friend turned around, lowered himself, and deftly took the smaller girl on his back. Straightening out, he gave a curt nod to Liane, indicating that he would be following her.
The Proctor looked at her Assistant, and saw the girl flushing bright red. Smiling slightly, she returned Milor's nod, and resumed her pace through the woods, having thankfully remembered to set her direction before stopping and getting turned around during the conversation.
They travelled in what Liane hoped was a straight line for close to an hour before she became aware of a strange reaction in her Occluding necklace. Ever since she had been wearing it, the necklace had been a comforting weight around her neck, a cool presence against her chest. Now, however, it felt heavy and warm. Not uncomfortably so; but a rather noticeable change regardless.
Milor had pulled up, and was now marching at her side rather than behind her. Amy was still on his back, looking absolutely exhausted from lack of food and emotional stress. “Assistant?” Liane asked, trying to hide the fact that the quick march was tapping her reserves.
“Proctor,” Amy replied. She held out her right hand, showing the ring that was her counterpart to Liane's necklace. “I feel it too.”
“What is wrong, My Lady?” Milor asked, before frowning. “Did you see that as well?”
“I did not see anything out of the ordinary, My Lord. Both my Assistant and I, however, feel our occluding items growing warm and heavy.”
Milor frowned, and pulled closer to Liane. “I could swear to the fact that those trees are moving, My Lady,” he said, uncertainly.
Liane looked in the direction Milor was looking, and saw nothing but trees. Ancient, gnarled, young, strong, straight, broken, dead, all the kinds of trees one would expect in a forest. “I see nothing but ordinary trees, My Lord. Perhaps the protections on the forest are already trying to infiltrate your mind.”
Milor swallowed deeply. “I will focus on our task, My Lady,” he whispered harshly, trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince her. “Please indulge me if I stare uncomfortably at you.”
She dipped her head. “Of course, My Lord. Do as you must. I am uncomfortably aware of my lack of Decorum when I woke up in captivity to find you half undressed.”
He seemed relieved at that. He opened his mouth to make a remark, then reconsidered. Liane was about to ask him what he had meant to say when they emerged into a large clearing. The last rays of the sun were throwing long shadows, and Liane looked at the ancient stone building that dominated the center clearing of the woods.
“Perhaps it would be best to take shelter at the castle, My Lord. Although old, it will at least keep us out of the wind, and we may be able to find a functioning hearth that will allow us to build a fire. My Assistant can cook.”
Amy nodded, relieved and happy at the prospect of finally being useful. Milor let her down as they entered the clearing, and she followed the sedate pace that Liane and Milor set as they crossed to the imposing building. The clearing appeared to be natural, judging from the fact that it was still there after hundreds of years of neglect.
Even though there were no trees, the clearing was not empty. It was filled with grass that came up to their knees, and shrubs that came even higher. Pushing their way through had been harder work than any one of them had anticipated.
“My Lady, I am seeing a large palace,” Milor said as they approached.
“Unfortunately, it is a large stone castle that is built in the style of the ancient Templars. Its inner walls appear intact, although age is showing wear and tear. Moss has grown in the cracks, the moat is a mere depression rather than a real moat, and one of the outer defensive walls has collapsed completely. From what I can see here, the portcullis is more or less intact, although the drawbridge is gone.”
Milor simply nodded. “My mind is completely compromised, My Lady. I do not believe I will be of any assistance to you.”
“I suggest we do only a minor inspection of the castle itself, before retiring to the main hall. I will leave you with my Assistant, who will be able to create fire and do minor repairs on furniture. Meanwhile, I will summon wood and food from the forest. While my Assistant cooks, I will attempt to disable the defenses completely.”
He simply dipped his head to indicate his acceptance of her plan, and they made their way slowly to the entrance gate.
“I only see a smooth wall here, My Lady,” Milor offered as he stared curiously straight ahead. Liane frowned, and studied the portcullis.
“The portcullis is down and protected from magic, My Lord. And although the grate itself appears to be intact, the mechanism for lifting it appears to have rotted away over the centuries. I may be able to break through the protection on the metal grate, but the amount of magic it would take me to do so would be substantial. I am curious, where do you see the entrance to the palace you see?”
Milor pointed. “Around that side was a gate, My Lady.”
“That is where the wall has collapsed,” Liane stated. “It appears the defenses realize that one can no longer enter through here and has adapted to use the collapsed wall to draw potential victims inside.”
“It would appear so,” Milor acknowledged, taking the lead as they rounded the castle's depression that used to be a moat. Finally, they arrived at the collapsed part of the wall, where its stone had fallen and created a pile of rubble that spanned both the moat and its own remains. “There is a staircase leading to a gate, My Lady. The gate is open.”
Liane smiled faintly. “There is, in fact, a pile of rubble that leads us across the moat and the remaining wall, My Lord,” she told him as they started to clamber over the piles of stones. Amy followed her just as awkwardly, yet Milor appeared to be merely taking steps on a staircase.
They arrived at the inner courtyard without further trouble, and Liane crossed the knee-high grass that had grown on 500 years of collected soil now covering the once stone courtyard. “The fortified structure itself appears to be intact,” she said. “Apart from that one tower that has collapsed,” she finished, pointing to a pile of rubble.
Milor made no comment and just kept close to her, knowing that his senses were being influenced ever further. Putting her shoulder against the half-rotten door of the inner castle, Liane opened the entrance. The sun had descended over the tree line and the interior of the castle was uncomfortably dark and dank.
A whispered incantation produced a sphere of red light that illuminated the large entry hall. “The red light shouldn't draw attention to us, My Lord,” Liane said in equal parts explanation and reassurance. She wasn't even sure who she was trying to reassure, herself or Milor.
Despite her necklace's protection, she felt ill at ease in the building, and she hoped that her dismantling of the protections would alleviate the feeling.
Or perhaps it had nothing to do with magical defenses, and more to do with the fact that they were entering a 500 year old castle that had not been maintained in all that time. Slowly, they crossed the entrance hall, Milor looking around with wonder on his face. “Marble and light and golden chandeliers,” he listed. “This place is opulent in every sense of the word.”
“It's cold, dank, dark, and falling apart, My Lord. I envy you the illusion,” Liane replied with a faint smile to her voice. Having crossed the cavernous hall, Liane had to put her shoulder against yet another closed door, hoping that it would lead to the living hall that was their ultimate goal. The building appeared deserted save for whatever wildlife had found shelter inside, yet the unsettling nervous feeling that had turned her blood to ice would not go away.
Breathing a sigh of relief at the sight of the empty and abandoned living hall, Liane dipped her head to Amy. “This is the living hall, My Lord. My Assistant will conjure some fire to start warming it up and drive away the dank and the moisture. I will return with proper firewood and something to eat shortly.”
Milor simply nodded. “Thank you, My Lady. I am grateful for your help.” He looked as if he wanted to say more, than reconsidered.
She just gave him a nod after it appeared he had said what he intended to say, shared a look with her Assistant, who conjured a ball of yellow-white light that was a standard mage light spell, and made her way outside. Once she had crossed the courtyard and clambered over the broken wall, she felt better. The castle's defenses seemed to be capable of affecting her despite the occluding necklace.
She drew a deep breath, and was determined to break the protections as soon as possible. Right now, however, she needed some supplies.
It took a few summoning spells to land her a large pile of deadwood, ranging from small sticks to start a fire, to branches as thick as her legs to keep it going for a while. A few more spells resulted in four dead rabbits. She had no trouble killing for food this time.
Charming the pile of firewood to follow her was no effort at all, and Liane put the rabbits on top of the pile of wood to be carried. Two birds with one stone – the firewood would follow her, so it might as well carry the meat. Clambering the destroyed wall was easier this time around, and she crossed the courtyard with determined strides.
The castle's oppressive nature bore down on her when she arrived at the entrance hall, and she did her best to ignore it as she walked to the living hall.
Light flickered from a conjured fire in the hearth, and Liane immediately threw some firewood at it. The conjured flames licked at the fuel source, and Amy let out a relaxing breath when she could finally stop feeding her magic to the fire to keep it burning. Heat was starting to seep into the air.
“Here is the food, Assistant,” Liane said, motioning to the rabbits on top of the pile of firewood.
“Rabbits, Proctor?” Amy asked, her comment followed by the first of the preparation spells needed to start cooking them.
“I know you can make excellent rabbit, Assistant,” Liane said, turning to walk out. “I am going to break the protections now. Please do not interrupt me.”
After her Proctor left, Amy turned back to the food. It took a few more spells to dress and prepare the meat, before she readied the spell that would do the actual cooking.
Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Milor reach up to thin air. “Please do not touch anything you see, My Lord,” the young girl said. “There might be dangers involved in touching or accepting any of the offered illusions.”
Milor jerked his hand away, and shook his head as if awakening from a dream. He looked at her. “Thank you, Assistant. To my eyes, a large banquet is on offer, and it seems that I was overcome by it.” He looked around the hall, then sat himself down, next to the hearth. Instead of on the room, his focus shifted to the sword Liane had built for him, and Amy was quite sure he would be safe now.
She turned to her cooking spells, and mouth-watering smells started to fill the room.
Reasonably sure that the first rabbit had turned out fine, the young girl conjured a table and a couple of chairs, as well as some dinnerware. It was nothing fancy or durable beyond a few days, and the chairs and table wobbled both from uneven legs and from the uneven underground, but all of it was useful. Amy frowned slightly. Her conjuration skills were usually better than this, and she had needed a lot more attention and more than just a few spells to create the meal so far. Something strange was definitely going on.
“I believe we should be the first to eat, My Lord. I prepared the first rabbit, and it should sate our immediate hunger. We can dine extensively when Proctor returns.”
Milor got up from where he had been studying his new weapon, recognizing that the girl hadn't eaten in days and was quite likely famished. He joined her at the rickety table and sat down on the wobbly chair. He seemed to consider the dish on offer, then said, “Perhaps I shouldn't. It may be another illusion.”
Amy looked from the food to him, and for a moment, he could see the hunger on her face. “I can assure you that it's safe to eat, My Lord.”
He was polite enough not to say anything about the pleading tone in her voice, and gratefully accepted half a rabbit. Just as he was about to bite into it, his face twitched in revulsion. “I believe the defenses have just increased, Assistant,” he whispered, placing his food down on the plate she had conjured. “The rabbit now looks as if it has been here for the last two weeks, and smells about the same.”
Amy looked forlornly at her own meal, wishing with all of her heart to just eat it, to fill her stomach for the first time in days. Slowly, she lowered her hands. “Please eat, Assistant. You require sustenance,” Milor told her.
“I shouldn't, My Lord,” she whispered. “Decorum. It is impolite to eat unless we can all eat.”
“I am well aware of that. However, you require food. Please, eat,” he urged her.
Her hands almost reached for the food, her hunger and her innate instincts warring with her upper consciousness, her drive to adhere to society's standards. “I... I shouldn't,” she whimpered.
Milor understood. In her position, he would have a hard time overcoming a life time of ingrained Decorum as well. He picked up the abandoned half rabbit, and brought it to his mouth. Closing his eyes and not drawing breath, he nibbled.
When he opened his eyes, he looked at a young Assistant who was staring at him with gratitude and admiration. “The taste is not yet overcome,” he admitted truthfully. “I will ignore sight and smell for as long as I can, Assistant.”
Amy nodded gratefully. “Thank you for the trust you have shown in me, My Lord,” she said even as she brought the rabbit up.
“You're quite welcome, Assistant. It would be rude of me not to partake of a meal you spent a lot of effort in preparing, despite the defenses of this place making it look and smell anything remotely to what you have made of it.”
She didn't reply, too busy filling the emptiness of her stomach. They ate in silence, Amy lost in thought while Milor kept his gaze firmly focused on the weapon at his side so he did not have to pay attention to what the protection spells on the castle made the food into. “Assistant?” he finally asked, after having devoured the surprisingly tasty rabbit. Despite its sight and smell, it had tasted quite well to him, and he was glad he had decided to overcome his initial revulsion.
“My Lord?” she focused on him from wherever her thoughts had been.
“Are you privy to your Proctor's experiments and experience, Assistant?”
She nodded. “I am, My Lord. I will not betray any of her secrets, however.”
He gave her a faint smile. “That is good to know. I am, however, enquiring because of this inscription.” He held up the new blade Liane had created for him, and pointed to the cross guard. “The rest of the inscriptions, on the blade itself, are clearly magical in design. However, this inscription seems different. It is written entirely in symbols, yet it doesn't seem to hold magical significance. I am finding myself unable to divine its meaning.” He pointed to a few symbols. “This one is an identifier, this symbol indicates light, and this one appears to indicate darkness.”
Amy leaned over the table, and frowned slightly as her eyes slid over the inscription. “I am the light of dawn breaking over the shores of Hell,” Amy read. “That appears to be the sword's name, My Lord.”
Milor appeared to stare at the girl, part in admiration for her comfort with magical writing systems and the ease with which she had just read something that had stumped him for the last half hour, and part in annoyance at the fact that she did, in fact, read something that had stumped him for the last half hour.
“Thank you, Assistant,” he said. “It is quite interesting that the sword should be named.”
Amy nodded. “Proctor pushed a lot of magical energy into the creation of the sword. I do not believe she was consciously aware of naming it. Proctor is... unique. Magic is both so easy and so hard for her. She can read about a spell, or a magical theory, and pick it apart, put the pieces together, and come up with something incredible. Yet, at the same time, it takes her so much practice and effort to actually work the theory. I both greatly envy her mind, and feel for her broken magic that does not allow her to perform magic in any easy fashion.”
Now that she had some food in her stomach, her magic was returning, and Amy condensed some of the dampness of the air into a pair of glasses made from ice and filled with deliciously cold water. She was an Icecrafter, after all. Milor raised his ice-glass, and lifted it in a salute, one she returned.
“Perhaps it was magic itself that decided to add the name, My Lord,” she said, returning to their topic. “It appears that proctor's magic has its own will, at times, and influences her. Sometimes it even appears to do what it wants to do, despite Proctor's wishes.”
“I have great admiration for her,” Milor said. “Through our years at the Academy, we have studied together, and I have had the honor of witnessing her perform magic. I have seen her perform feats of magic that appear to be beyond most of us, yet struggle with a basic light spell.”
Amy dipped her head, feeling as if she had already divulged too much. Milor understood, tactfully backing off and changing the subject.
A dull throb went through the building, and to Milor's mind, the beautiful marble walls inlaid with precious mosaics and decorated with intricate frescos just rippled, turning to cold, hard, black stone in an obviously abandoned building. The warmth and light that had been with him since his entry into the palace of his dreams vanished, only to be replaced with the dank of a castle seeing heat for the first time in hundreds of years.
“It appears the protections have been disabled, Assistant,” Milor commented.
Amy nodded, got up, and started preparing the second rabbit. Liane would be returning shortly and would probably be starving.
By the time Liane returned, her Assistant had finished preparing the second rabbit. The older girl struggled into the room, and fell down on one of the rickety chairs Amy had conjured for their use, and nearly fell when the uneven legs caused the chair to pivot.
“I have disabled the protections,” the Proctor reported superfluously. “I did not have time to break them correctly, so I have disabled the runes that link the protections to the anchors, literally cutting off power to the illusions. It is easy to do, but easy to repair as well. Unfortunately, I did not have any tools so I had to use brute force.”
Amy placed the rabbit on the table. “Thank you, Assistant,” Liane said as she dug in. While she did, she waved her hand and muttered a few spells. The floor straightened out, the legs evened, and the rickety look of the chairs and table vanished.
“The illusions were interfering with everything,” she explained finally, after sating her most immediate appetite. “By the time I reached the placement of the protections, my necklace was quite hot, and I was starting to see and feel shadows that weren't actually there upon closer inspection. I do believe the protections were starting to overcome my necklace's protection. It is more than likely that they were also interfering with any ability to do decent magic.”
Amy nodded. “It would also explain why I needed more spells to create the dishes than on the open road, Proctor.”
Liane merely nodded, focusing on her meal, pleased that the younger girl hadn't taken the change of furniture badly.
“My Lady, I have been admiring your handiwork,” Milor brought up his sword, showing her the guard on his weapon. Her eyes slid over the inscription.
“I did not consciously set those, My Lord,” Liane allowed. “I am afraid that my magic took it upon itself. Sometimes, I wonder if my magic has a mind of its own. At other times, I am convinced that it does.” A small smile graced her lips. “Dawnbreaker, the light of dawn breaking over the shores of Hell. A good name for a magical sword.”
Milor nodded in agreement. “We are in agreement on that subject, My Lady. I am quite pleased with it.”
“I am glad, My Lord. The effort involved was quite substantial. I am glad that it is appreciated.”
Milor stared at her. “You are quite good at understatement, My Lady. The effort involved was larger than merely 'quite substantial'. You were bleeding from nose and eyes, and could hardly remain standing.”
She frowned, and thought back. True, she had been bleeding from her nose after she handed the sword to Milor. Had it been because of the creation? The entire process was clouded in her mind, her memory hazy and undefined. It was annoying that she couldn't remember everything she had done, and it made her wonder if her magic was starting to affect her mind. “I... cannot remember, My Lord. I remember it being taxing, yet the entire building process is fuzzy to my recollection. I can't remember clearly what happened, what I did, or how I did it. The broad lines are there, but the details are hidden.”
She finished the piece of rabbit in front of her, and took another. “It didn't wear off for some time afterward; I remember wiping blood from under my nose, but it wasn't until you brought my attention to it that I realized it was because of building the sword. I must have expended a lot of effort and energy, and it must have had a significant impact on my body.” She didn't add that she was glad that her magic hadn't fused, like the last couple of times she did impossible things. That would have been bad for their situation.
Perhaps her magic had increased in strength to the point where she could do things like that without fusing it, or perhaps she simply hadn't expended the same amount of energy as she had when she invoked some of the great arts on her opponents. Using transmutation on an unwilling Noble was supposed to be nearly impossible, and that air weapon spell Cassandra has written in the book was very nearly as bad.
They all lapsed into comparative silence, their situation and the recent events still weighing on their minds. They were all nervous, aware that they were still relatively close to their kidnappers and weren't exactly safe yet, yet nobody wanted to be the one to bring the subject up.
After devouring the four rabbits, the one Warlock and two Mages settled close to the hearth, close to each other, and allowed themselves to drift off to sleep.
Liane woke up to a spell being placed on her, and panic rose from deep within her as her body refused her commands. Her eyes opened and flashed around in blind terror, trying to see what was happening, and focused on six Warlocks surrounding an old man.
Seeing other humans, she tried to speak, but her throat choked and only a dull croak was audible. Breathing fearfully, Liane tried to calm her panic and stop her struggle against the paralyzation spells.
She couldn't turn her head, couldn't look for the others. She hoped they weren't in a worse situation, and fear for her Assistant eclipsed fear for herself.
Her magic, weak and unsteady after starvation and heavy use over the last few days, struggled against the binds placed on her, and was not making a lot of headway. Liane struggled. Any headway was better than none, and she hoped she'd be able to overcome the spell at some point when one of the Warlocks locked his eyes on hers.
The spell intensified, solidified, and her magic was slipping over a wall as smooth as polished marble. She gurgled. “She's strong, My Lord. She was starting to unravel my first spell, I had to place a stronger one on her,” the Warlock told the old man.
His pale and waxy skin looked yellow and brown in the light of the coal in the hearth, and his deep-sunken eyes bored into hers. The Necklace burned against her skin, and he grimaced. “She's protected,” the old man said. “They all are. Except for my nephew, of course. Let him talk.”
One of the Warlocks made a motion. “Hello, Uncle,” Milor said.
“Good evening, Nephew,” the old man replied on the same tone. “Although 'good morning' might be better suited. You gave us quite a bit of trouble.”
“I live to please, Uncle,” Milor replied levelly, and Liane wished she had enough command over her throat to chuckle.
The old man didn't seem to find it as amusing as Liane did, and his old, wrinkled, eyes narrowed. He shuffled forward, bringing him closer to the red glow from the hearth and allowing Liane to see more details. His skin wasn't just wrinkled. It looked positively sick, as if desiccated. Compared to the pale and desiccated features of a man that looked half-starved, his belly looked big and swollen, as if filled with a large meal.
“You have been a bad boy, Nephew. You know what happens to naughty boys.”
She could imagine Milor lifting an eyebrow. He was always lifting an eyebrow. For a moment, Liane allowed herself to think about the small gesture that had taken her years to copy, and how proud she was when she had finally managed it. “Perhaps you should hand me over to the Adjudicators, Uncle.”
The old man didn't seem to find that remark funny either. “They get punished, Nephew,” he went on, as if speaking to a small child. He glanced at both Liane and Amy. “But perhaps I should just hurt your little friends instead. They seem to be very loyal, having come to rescue you. I am sure they would be willing to take your punishment for you.”
Liane croaked. The old man stared at her, then motioned the Warlock who was still staring straight at her. “Let her speak.”
Her voice returned, and Liane gasped for breath. “Do not hurt my Assistant, My Lord,” Liane said. “I will take your punishment.”
“My Lady!” Milor shouted, but a sign of the old man had his voice cut off before he could say any more.
“You are strong,” the old man said. “Willing to take upon yourself what is aimed at others. Brave. Noble.” He thought for a few seconds. “Noble as hasn't been seen in Kirian Nobility in quite some time. Very well, girl. In honor of your bravery and Nobility, you'll be punished.” He looked at one of the Warlocks. “Make the little one sleep. Keep my Nephew awake and silent. Punish the mouthy one.”
The world turned red and blue and brown, and Liane was faintly aware of someone screaming in the background, a sound drowned out by the cacophony of crackling that seemed to emerge straight into her brain and raging noise that came in through her ears.
At some level, she was aware that the screams came from herself. Her magic was out of her control, the pain overwhelming any sense and effort she could place into grabbing hold of it, before the world turned mercifully black and she knew no more.




Chapter Thirteen

It was becoming an unwelcome and annoying habit, Liane thought when she woke up in an incredible amount of pain. She moved to rub at her eyes, only to feel more pain shoot through her arms and shoulders, and a sharp tug preventing her from moving her arms out of their uncomfortable position.
Her eyes opened, and she tried to focus on her surroundings. The world looked less vibrant somehow. She tugged at her hands, and realized that they were bound behind her back, large metal sheets encasing her lower arms.
It was then that she realized that it wasn't just her body that was hurting, it was her magic as well. As she reached for it, trying to soothe and reassure it, pain lashed through her chest, making her back arch and tearing a scream from her throat. Every muscle in her body tightened and expanded at the same time, and she could vaguely feel the horrible sensation of muscle strain setting in.
As the pain colored her world with reds and browns, her magic raged futilely against the unwelcome intrusion, making her try harder to reach it and ironically increasing the pain further.
Finally, mentally and physically exhausted, she fell back on the coarse mattress, panting, staring at the ceiling.
For the first time, she realized that she wasn't alone. Amy was there as well, looking shocked and pained. “Assistant?” Liane cursed the weakness in her voice. The Proctor blinked and beheld the younger girl: she was bared except for simple undergarments. Hurriedly looking down, she realized that she, herself, was in a similar shocking state of undress. Ashamed and outraged, Liane tried to bury herself in the blankets.
For the first time in her life, Liane felt not only nude, but naked. Despite the fact that cloth around her hips and chest preserved what little modesty was allowed to her, she felt naked. Her Occluding Necklace and her focus gloves were gone as well, opening her mind to invasion and preventing her from working magic, even if she got rid of the restraints.
She felt horribly exposed, utterly defenseless, and completely naked. Horror at the situation welled up inside of her, and she could feel tears of hopelessness fill her eyes.
“You seem to be having an adverse reaction to the restraints, Proctor,” Amy whispered. “My Lord Milor and I have been similarly restrained, yet we have not suffered such a reaction, thankfully,” the Assistant filled in, either not seeing, or ignoring, Liane's emotional distress. Focusing on the younger girl's voice, Liane tried to bury her emotions and studied the girl next to her.
While Liane had her hands and arms bound behind her back, Amy at least seemed to have the advantage of having her arms bound in front. Liane looked around, finding Milor seated in one corner, his arms similarly locked behind his back, staring at the wall. He was still dressed only in a pair of pants, and the runes that had blazed into life on his skin after she had freed him the last time had vanished again.
“My Lord?” Liane asked, her voice still weak and unsteady. She hated hearing the quasi-buried tears in it as well, and drew a deep breath in an attempt to steady herself.
She wasn't sure if it was working, but at least she was making an effort. So she told herself, anyway.
“I am pleased you're awake, My Lady. You were hurt horribly when my uncle decided to punish you, and the restraints seem to be injuring you further. You were thrashing and screaming every few hours since they have been put on you,” he said to her, despite looking at the corner and not turning to face her.
Liane stared at his bare back. “I see,” she finally said. Deep inside, she could feel her magic, injured, hurt, shaking, unstable, trying to divine the inner workings of the restraints from the other side. A sharp jolt went through her body, making her strained muscles tense and electing a sharp hiss from her. “Is there a reason you are staring at the wall, My Lord?” she finally asked, determined to take her mind off of the pain she was feeling and the helplessness she felt at the situation.
“You and your Assistant have been left in a shameful and embarrassing situation, My Lady. It would be improper of me to look upon you in such a state of undress,” he answered calmly. His answer sounded too rehearsed, and Liane glanced at Amy.
Her young Assistant confirmed with a single nod of her head that she had asked the same question before. “My Lord,” Liane said. “You were in such a situation yourself. This situation will be most difficult if we cannot look each other in the eyes. I hereby give you permission to turn around.”
He tensed, and for a moment, Liane thought he would refuse outright. “It is most improper,” he muttered to himself, then sighed. Finally, he stood up, scrabbling from his position in an unseemly manner without the use of his hands to assist him. “We will both require help from your Assistant, My Lady,” he stated, still staring at the wall. “With our hands bound behind our backs, we cannot even eat.”
Liane glanced at Amy. “That is true, My Lord,” she admitted, not having thought so far. She hated admitting to the position of helplessness once more and the full horror of the situation descended over her again. For the first time since she was eight years old, she was at the mercy of horrid people without the use of magic to help hide and shield her. She was bound and helpless, not even having the use of her arms and hands, and would require her Assistant's help with everything.
She was sure that Milor had come to a similar conclusion.
Neither of them brought the point up; it would serve no purpose and would probably only shock the young girl who would now be the only one with quasi-functional hands. Liane's tears welled up again, and this time, she could not contain them. Curling up on her side, she silently let them flow, trying to hide her distress, her hopelessness, her inability to do anything. She wouldn't even be able to feed herself or go to the bathroom by herself, let alone find a way out of here. She was almost completely naked, stripped of anything that could help or aid, and totally devoid of any use of magic.
She was completely and utterly helpless, and a shudder went through her body. She hated feeling helpless, hated it with a passion, remembering that horrible blade at her throat when she was eight and just as helpless against a grown man.
Another shudder went through her body, and for close to ten minutes there was silence in the room. Despite her attempted silence, Milor could hear the quiet distress of his friend, yet refused to turn around and stared at the wall as if the room was in complete silence. It was bad enough for her to suffer a breakdown, which was entirely understandable given the situation. It would be most improper for him to comment upon the fact and add to the humiliation of her loss of emotional control.
Amy just sat on the edge of the bed, acting as if Liane had gone back to sleep, and just tried to keep her own thoughts.
Liane felt grateful that her companions ignored the lack of Decorum and the loss of her fragile emotional control. Ten minutes later, she felt empty. Empty and tired. Having exhausted her weary body and ragged emotions, Liane drew a breath in an attempt to draw strength, and tried to resume the conversation where it had been chopped off by her loss of control.
“Please turn around, My Lord,” Liane told Milor. “We must determine a way out of here,” she added as an afterthought. Her voice trembled slightly, sounding about as confident as she felt.
He tensed again, before giving a brief nod and turning around. He beheld both of them, then blushed spectacularly, and looked away.
Nonetheless, he did walk over and sit down closer to them. Liane felt herself heat up as well, now well aware of how he had felt when she had been staring at him at their first incarceration. “I must apologize, My Lord,” Liane whispered into the uncomfortable silence. “Had I not taken down the defenses, or found a way to shield you from them, we could have been protected against the forces brought by your uncle.”
He swallowed. “It was my fault, My Lady. As Warlock, I am taught never to rest under combat conditions without posting a guard. I foolishly believed us to be safe in the castle.”
“Let us say we were both at fault,” Liane said, feeling uncomfortable with his admission.
He appeared grateful at her suggestion, and nodded his acceptance. They lapsed into uncomfortable silence again, neither Proctor, Warlock, or Assistant looking too long at each other without running the risk of staring.
“Perhaps, My Lord, you would be able to explain your uncle?” Liane finally asked. “He did not speak with the correct form of Decorum, yet he commands at least six Warlocks. His appearance is elderly and sickly, and I did not witness him doing magic of any kind, yet the Warlocks he had with him followed his commands without question.”
Milor sighed. “I will be forced to omit large parts once more, My Lady. Those omissions are part of the Rules of Equality, as well as other vows of secrecy I have taken. I cannot deviate from them,” he admitted. She nodded, encouraging him without speaking.
“My uncle is the older brother of my father,” he explained, drawing a breath. “He is a vampire.”
Liane blinked, shared a glance with Amy, then looked back at Milor. “I did not know that vampires actually existed, My Lord,” she admitted, hoping her voice didn't sound nearly as doubtful as she felt. “I also believed them to be hauntingly attractive, strong, fast, and nearly impossible to kill.”
Milor allowed a faint twitch of his lips. “I do not blame your skepticism, My Lady. The vampires you talk of exist only in literature and fiction, the kind of vampire that would be able to take over the world, entrance people and bend them to their will. A vampire that would be more demon than man.” He shook his head. “Please allow me to explain the truth about vampires.”
Liane tried to wave him on, but forgot her hands were chained behind her back. The sharp tug reminded her, and her face twitched in frustration. “Please explain, My Lord. We seem to have nothing but time.”
He gave a small, humorless, smile. “As the elder brother, my uncle was supposed to gain the family inheritance. He was also a necromancer, and a very powerful one at that. Before my grandfather passed away, my uncle died. However, he did not just die. He died in an attempt to exorcise a large haunting of an ancient cave, a cave dating back from the ancient times, before the Empire existed. This cave was filled with victims from a savage tribe of man-eaters, their victims not given the correct burial, their spirits haunting the save. My uncle tried to exorcise the haunting spirits, give them peace.”
Milor looked her in the eyes. “My uncle failed. He died there, among the restless spirits he had tried to settle. As he was not buried properly, and as he was a necromancer, his restless spirit reanimated his body. I am sure you are aware, from Rituals and Ceremonies courses, that a body should always receive proper burial rites?”
Liane nodded, she did know the various burial ceremonies, and knew they were very important. She just did not know why. It was entirely likely that the subject would be covered by Deep Secrets class, a class she was now missing and quite likely a class she would never get to enjoy again.
“Without proper burial rites, it is possible that a spirit may not gain peace. Even with an absence of such rituals, most cross over peacefully, but certain spirits – those that died violent or dishonorable deaths, may linger behind at the place of their death. Most of these are harmless, unable to affect the physical world. Giving the victims of a violent death a burial rite will settle their restlessness and allow them the peace of the afterlife. It is only proper, after all. My uncle died in that cave, and was not given proper burial rites. The haunted cave made that impossible.”
“And so his spirit remained behind, and was able to retake possession over his own body thanks to his necromantic abilities,” Liane filled in.
Milor nodded. “Exactly. His body is dead. It does not feel pain, it does not need to eat, drink, or sleep. It is just as fast and as strong as it was in life, but the lack of the ability to feel pain can be both a boon and a curse. One can injure it, and my uncle will not feel it. On the other hand, one can chop off its legs, and it will still not feel that either.”
Milor drew a breath. “There are certain limitations. My uncle will feed on the life force of the living in order to repair damage to his body. Even the most grievous of wounds can be regenerated given sufficient life force. He is also prohibited from being active during the day. The day is the time of the living, when dawn breaks, he must be inactive. Despite what literature says, a vampire hiding in a house will become inactive the moment dawn strikes, not because of sunlight, but because it is daylight, the time of the living. Of course, direct sunlight will kill a vampire, but hiding in a house will return a vampire to an inactive, defenseless state.”
He sighed then. “It is the shame of my family. Grandfather was unable to destroy my uncle, his oldest son. My father too, was unable to strike against his own brother. And so, this prison was constructed. A house, built on an island. No vampire can cross open water. He was here, protected by a small group of trusted Warlocks.”
“It appears those Warlocks are no longer trustworthy, My Lord,” Liane noted.
Her friend nodded. “Someone has built a bridge, allowing uncle to leave the island. His guards appear to have switched sides. One thing you have to understand, My Lady. My uncle is a vampire. It is his spirit that inhabits his body that makes it move, however, everything that was once alive is no longer present. He no longer has a beating heart. He no longer has a soul, a conscience. My uncle, as he is now, is driven only by his instincts. As he is completely ruthless and without empathy, he is able to manipulate people. Perhaps he was able to simply talk his guards around. Perhaps he made them promises.”
“And as he is a Necromancer, he might be able to do certain things that would entice people to follow him,” Liane said. “Bring people back from their peaceful rest, perhaps.”
Milor shrugged. “It could be anything. It is pure speculation. I do not, however, believe that it has been only recently that my uncle was able to escape. There is still the attack that you so valiantly assisted me with a few years back.”
“You believe that event and this one to be related, My Lord?”
“I do not know,” he admitted. “But it does seem likely. I did not recognize the Warlocks that attacked us, and the woman that fell was completely unknown to me, so it is possible that either uncle had already escaped and managed to hire different people, or the guards hired a team in his place.”
Liane could accept either explanation, and remained silent. There was nothing more to say, and she knew her friend well enough by now to know that he would not say anything else on the subject. He had been brought up in Decorum, bound by honor, where a man's word was law. He was already skirting the edges of what he was comfortable with, divulging as much as he had.
They remained in silence, Liane angrily struggling to sit upright, her lack of arms requiring more effort than she liked. Her body was exhausted and her muscles hurt from whatever spell the Warlocks had inflicted upon her, and her magic and muscles took further damage from the restraints.
By the time she had finally managed to sit upright, she was panting. It hurt. Even mere sitting hurt. She tugged on the restraints behind her back. The position her arms were in was uncomfortable.
“How long have we been here?” she asked.
“We do not have a window, and there is no way to tell the passage of time, My Lady,” Milor replied. “The guards come in with food, and replace the lamp in the corner with a new one. Except for the meals, there is no way to tell the passage of time. The guards rotate frequently, the food always remains the same. There is no way to tell whether it is breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Or whether we are even getting a breakfast, a lunch, or a dinner. We might just be receiving a meal whenever the guards feel like giving us a meal. The intervals between meals seem to vary.”
“We have received 5 meals since we woke up, Proctor,” Amy said. “Either that means a day and a half, or as much as two days and a half. Or longer.”
Clanging outside had all three tense up. Keys rattled, a lock was engaged and a deadbolt snapped. The door opened, two guards piling in. The one at the back was carrying a tray. The one in front was a Warlock.
The same Warlock that had to restrain Liane. He gave her a smile. “So good of you to wake,” he told her. “I have never seen such a horrid reaction to the restraints.” He leaned closer to her, and she could smell fish on his breath. He'd obviously just eaten. “I'll be keeping my eyes on you, young one. You're interesting. Maybe it'll be even more interesting to break you, I'd wager that any child you'd give me would be plenty powerful.”
She tried to squirm away, tried to hide the horrid shame of her near-nakedness, but failed to do so. She felt the horror spread through her body, the revulsion of what the man was implying. Last time, Yari had threatened something similar, and she had just brushed him off.
But she knew Yari, and knew that he would never do such a thing, despite his big mouth. And she had her magic, then.
She had no access to her magic now, she was nearly naked, and Yari wasn't here. He laughed at her, then threw his hand to one side.
Despite herself, Liane flinched back, realizing that he was about to strike her.
To her surprise, the blow never landed, and the Warlock laughed again. “Leave it,” he told the second guard as he turned to walk out the door. The second guard placed the tray down on the table that hadn't been there earlier, and locked the door behind him as he left. Through the barrier, the Warlock shouted.
“Enjoy your meal, My Lady! If you're having trouble, I'm sure I could be persuaded to feed you by hand!” His booming laughter trailed off as he walked away.
“My Lady...” Milor whispered.
“Don't, My Lord. It isn't worth it,” she said, struggling to her feet, before falling down in one of the chairs next to the newly created table.
He followed her easily, either more used to not being able to use arms or hands, or else, his highly trained muscles allowed him to compensate. She didn't care which. He sat down opposite her. “You are in a defenseless and shameful situation, and horrible insinuations were made at your address. I would be a horrible friend if I did not say anything.”
Liane sighed, looking at the bowl of goop. It was still the same goop as before. Looked the same, smelled the same, would more than likely taste the same, too. Amy sat down last, and spooned some of the goop into smaller bowls, distributing the substance in three equal parts. To Liane's surprise, the young girl ate her portion.
“I am attempting to grow up, Proctor,” Amy whispered sadly. Her body shook, and Liane pretended not to notice the tears in her young Assistant's eyes. Just as the girl had ignored her weakness earlier, Liane would now ignore the girl's. It was only proper. “I must apologize once more for my horrible and unforgivable conduct.”
Liane just nodded, accepting the apology once more. “Of course, Assistant.”
“My Lord, Proctor has not eaten in quite some time...” the girl said to Milor, who nodded.
“I can wait, Assistant. Thank you for your help.”
She smiled faintly, then turned to Liane, spooned some of the goop and held it out. Humiliation at being hand-fed warred with the emptiness of her stomach. Liane finally succumbed to her body's weakness, and ate. “My apologies for the necessity, Assistant.”
The girl smiled faintly, and scooped up the next spoonful. “You did not hesitate, and took a horrible spell for me, Proctor.” Amy frowned slightly. “I will be assisting you with far less enjoyable duties shortly.”
Liane glanced at the pail that had been left as their 'bathroom', and shuddered. A small frown appeared on her face as she thought about it. “My Lord Milor has been trying for days to find an alternative, Proctor,” the girl replied to Liane's thoughts. The meal portion finished, she held out some of the stale water, drawn from the same earthwork pitcher that had been there on their first visit.
“And I will be forever in your debt for it, Assistant,” Milor said, sounding embarrassed. “It is humiliating for me, and it is shameful for you. I will not speak of this after this situation is resolved.”
The girl looked grateful. “Thank you, My Lord. Although it is not my duty to provide, I do not believe we have any other choice.”
“Indeed we do not, Assistant,” Milor grumbled as Liane finished the last spoonful of indescribable goop. “Indeed we do not,” he repeated when the girl shifted to help him with his own meal.
They dropped into silence once more. Liane started pacing, futilely tugging on the restraints in a vain attempt to ease some of the strain off her shoulders. The effort proved fruitless; her shoulders escalated from a dull ache to a piercing, sharp pain. She wondered how much longer she would be able to tolerate the restriction.
When her shoulders gave an especially strong spasm, a mirroring jab came from her magic toward the restraints. The pain of the backlash from the cuffs interrupted her pacing rhythm and nearly drove her to her knees.
As it was, she was able to recover herself before she did more than stumble, but it did drive the situation home for her. Not only was she cut off from her magic, so close yet so very far away, her body had been similarly restricted, into a particularly uncomfortable situation.
She had been stripped of her clothes, stripped of her magic, and stripped of the use of her arms and hands. She was thankful that she had been, at least, allowed to keep the mobility of her legs.
Angrily, she sunk down onto the bed, and closed her eyes, trying to gain some sort of balance. Dimly, at the back of her mind, she was aware of her magic tentatively reaching out to the restraints once more, still trying to somehow determine its secrets despite the painful feedback from the cuffs.
She had to admit to herself, even if she could not do so out loud, that Milor's uncle really had them restrained, shackled, and unable to escape this time. What had happened previously would not be allowed to be repeated, and all the loopholes they had exploited had been closed.
First, they had all been stripped. Second, they had all been restrained from using magic. Third, both herself and Milor had been restricted from using their arms and hands, forcing Amy, the young Assistant, to care for them, care for them in ways that were both deeply personal and highly offensive.
“My Lady?” Milor asked, making her open her eyes and focus on him.
“You were able to break these last time,” he went on when he saw he had her attention. “Is there no way you can repeat it?”
Liane shook her head, making her hazelnut colored hair bob with the motion. “Unfortunately not, My Lord. I could teach the runic sequence to my Assistant. With my guidance, she would even be able to sharpen a nail and repeat my actions. Writing the runes is not the problem. The fact that none of us can use magic to invoke them is. We need magic to remove the restraints, and we need the restraints removed in order to be able to use magic to remove them. It is maddeningly effective.”
Her shoulders hurt when she instinctively tried to bring her hands in front of her. She'd forgotten again, the sharp pain reminded her. A scowl entered her face. “There are plenty of things I could try to do, including a few rituals which might be able to drain the magic from us, leaving us without sufficient energy to power the permanent enchantments on the bracelets. Unfortunately, the same problem exists... without magic, we cannot activate them.”
Milor nodded. “I thought so,” he muttered.
“It is deeply frustrating. I can feel my magic. I can touch it. But what I cannot do is use it. I am forced to sit here, staring at the solution, yet unable to reach it,” she told him.
“I am at once, hopeful and horrified, My Lady,” Milor said, staring at her. “Neither myself nor the Assistant can feel our magic at all. We cannot touch or feel it, nor even attempt to use it. You, however, are able to interact with it. It is hopeful that you might be able to find a way out of this. I am, however, horrified at the Tantalus torment that has been placed on you.”
Liane blinked. “Tantalus torment, My Lord?” she asked, not recognizing the term.
“Tantalus was a character from the mythological plays from the ancient Greeks, a people from across the ocean,” Milor explained. “He was a horrific man, and was punished in Tartarus, their version of Hell, by being chained to a large tree, where the water would reach to his chest. He was forever hungry and thirsty, yet when he reached to the low hanging branches filled with fruit, the branches receded out of his reach. When he tried to drink, the water did the same. When he stopped reaching, water and branches returned to a distance that was close enough for him to touch, forever out of his reach.”
“Let us hope that this does not remain out of my reach, My Lord,” Liane replied. “I cannot use magic. Had it been merely a question of pain, I would invoke the magic and free us, despite it. The pain is merely a symptom of my magic getting cancelled when I try to use it. I cannot invoke magic by pushing through the pain, I can merely submit to the pain as my magic gets cancelled.”
Milor just nodded. “I wish there were some way I could help, My Lady,” he told her in earnest.
She tried to shrug, but her shoulders had started to go numb with pain and cramp, and all she managed to do was send more pain through her weakened body. “Perhaps you can tell us more about your family, My Lord? So far, you have told us you were from a family that has elaborate succession and inheritance rites, and that you have an uncle who is also a vampire. From this, I have deducted that your family is rich and powerful or there would not be any need for inheritance rites, or it would not have been able to build this prison for your uncle.”
Milor simply stared at her, his face pained. “I cannot tell you more, My Lady,” he finally said.
She sighed deeply. “Even after the risk of the lives of myself and my Assistant, you still adhere to rules and regulations before friendship,” she stated coolly. “It is frustrating.”
“My Lady-” Milor began, but she cut him off.
“I do not wish to talk to you at this moment in time, My Lord; please remain silent. We are in a small room and are forced to coexist, I do not wish this to deteriorate into an argument. It would make an already intolerable situation only worse and would do your enemies work for him.”
She knew exactly what she said, and Milor flinched when she claimed their jailor as his enemy. It served as a cold reminder that they would not be here if it hadn't been for their friendship and determination to find him.
From the corner of her eye, she could see the guilt flash over his face, before it was replaced by the casual slackness of Decorum. “I understand, My Lady,” he said quietly, retreating to one of the corners and sinking down in it.
Liane folder her legs underneath her, and tried to meditate. Amy must have had similar ideas, as the bed shifted and Liane became aware of the younger girl's breathing.
Meditation was difficult and peace of mind didn't come to her, the emotional turmoil of the helplessness and hopelessness preventing her from stilling her mind and heart. She didn't know how long she sat like that, just mindlessly numb and staring at the magic that turmoiled in her chest. It could have been hours, or even dozens of hours. She may even have slept, as she startled slightly to find Amy leaning against her, fast asleep, while she hadn't been aware of her young Assistant doing so.
It didn't matter, the isolated nature of the room, the constant even lighting, and the complete lack of any sort of objective reference made any sort of time measurement impossible. She continued to ignore Milor, angry and frustrated with his unwillingness to finally satisfy her curiosity, now that they were in grave peril; peril from which there was no escape.
Her magic continued to try and touch the binding bracelets, yet failed to do so, occasionally sending shots of pain racing along her nerves.
When the door finally rattled and opened, Liane felt her body cease up, complaining about remaining in the same position for too long a time, and she grimaced when trying to unkink spasming muscles. She was unable to rub life back into her numbed legs, and once again frustration welled up in her heart.
The door opened, and for just a fraction of a moment, Liane was glad to see Yari. Despite his anger toward her, and her anger toward him, he was a familiar face.
Then she remembered how he had threatened her before, how vulgarly he had treated her, and the gladness was replaced by a pleasant coldness that left her emotionless.
“Yari,” she said when he entered, carrying a tray, followed by a guard.
He smirked at her. “It's good to see ya,” he told her, leering at her almost-naked body. She jerked her arms, trying to cover herself, and failed to do so. “Yer skin an' bones, though, 'Anne. Yer not healthy. Looks like ya didna do a day's worth of work in yer life.”
“I'm a Noble, Yari,” she answered. “I do my work with magic. And I'm glad to see that you finally remember my name.”
He smiled and put the tray on the table. “I always remembered yer name, 'Anne. I just didna care before. And yer not gonna use magic like tha', yer not. Mebbe I should take ya now. Ya can't even scratch me now.”
Despite herself, a low growl came from her throat. “One of your... friends... already offered the same thing. You're going to have to wait, I'm afraid, Yari.”
He blinked, and looked at her, anger on his face. “Who said tha'?”
Liane wanted to shrug, but remembered in time not to try. Her shoulders were hurting enough already. “He was the Warlock that brought us food last time,” she answered.
“I'm gonna talk to 'im,” Yari said, half to himself. “Not much I can do, but I'm gonna talk to 'im.”
She blinked; had she misunderstood Yari? “Thank you,” she said, gratefully yet uncertainly.
He shook, seemingly realizing where he was. “Gotta go,” he said, legging it for the door, unable to even meet her eyes.
“Yari!”
He stopped; looked at her. “Can ya at least move these to the front?” she asked in the same Common tongue she had used with him last time, jerking on the restraints behind her back. “My shoulders are killin' me.”
He shook his head. “Nah, canna do tha',” he replied. “Takes one of 'em Warlocks to do tha'. But I'll talk to 'em.” He stared at her. “I'm still mad at ya, 'Anne. Angry as Hell. Y'abandoned us. Yer's why everyone's hurt or hungry or dead. And I wanna see you hurt and hungry. But I don' wanna see you hurt hurt.” He turned, and walked out, the second guard just closing the door without word or gesture.
“That was... interesting, Proctor,” Amy ventured, probing to see what Liane's emotional state may be.
“I doubt he will be able to accomplish much. He is a Commoner. Warlocks won't listen to him,” Liane said. “Although I am glad to see that he is at least starting to remember our old friendship. It is better than nothing.”
“It might surprise you, but the Warlocks might listen, albeit reluctantly, My Lady,” Milor offered. “It would not be good to start fighting among themselves, so they might agree, if for no other reason but to preserve the integrity of their alliance. But yes, in most cases, he will be dismissed out of hand.”
“Very subtle, My Lord,” Liane replied, coolly. “Trying to tell me it is not wise for groups to fight among themselves, if only to make a point about our discussion.” She wasn't about to let him get away with subtle barbs or lessons. Not now. They had done too much, risked too much.
“My Lady, please try to understand! I cannot explain!”
She shrugged, and got up. Her legs quivered, struggling to support her. She had been in the same position for far too long, and had not allowed enough time for her legs to recuperate. She stumbled to the table, and fell into a chair. Amy had already taken her seat and was eating her portion of the rations.
Milor slowly made his way over, and sat down in the one remaining chair, as if afraid she wouldn't welcome him at the table.
Amy finished with just three large gulps. “Perhaps you could regale us with your background, My Lady,” Milor returned when Amy turned to her Proctor to help her eat.
“Perhaps I will, My Lord. After you have given the example to this humble Mage on how to best go about revealing one's past,” Liane returned casually, before accepting the food Amy offered.
Milor remained quiet while Liane ate.
The silence stretched for some time, and they did not speak again until the rotation for the use of the bed was discussed between them.
Amy shot her Proctor a worried glance when Liane simply turned on her side, trying to get comfortable on the hard bed and with her hands locked behind her back. Liane ignored her Assistant's look, and simply closed her eyes, trying to get to sleep. She could hear a small sigh come from Milor's throat; yet didn't know whether it was from relief or from guilt. Nor did she care.
They switched positions a few hours, or more than a few hours, later. Just like Milor and Amy had explained, without adequate time keeping or external references to day and night, it was quickly becoming impossible for Liane to keep track of any sort of progress of minutes and hours.
While Milor slept, Amy and Liane kept to themselves, sitting at the table, whispering in an attempt not to wake the sleeping Warlock.
“Lord Milor appears most distressed, Proctor,” the younger girl muttered.
Liane knew better than to shrug; sleep had dulled the ever-present ache in her shoulders and had turned it into a full immobility brought on by stiffness. “We came to his rescue, managed to free him, were recaptured and will likely end up with the same fate that awaits him, Assistant. And yet he refuses to share his background or even the reasons for his situation. What little he has told bring us more questions than it brings answers. It is frustrating to sit here, waiting for death, and not knowing the reason.”
Her young Assistant just looked down at the table. “I know, Proctor,” she whispered. “Perhaps My Lord has a good reason?”
“Reasons do not matter, Assistant,” Liane sighed in response. “Let us discuss some other subject.”
Amy just shrugged, and Liane envied her the motion. “Decorum, Assistant,” she admonished when it became apparent that the girl was not going to supply a verbal response. “Being kidnapped and imprisoned is no reason to forget who we are.”
Amy looked slightly embarrassed. “My apologies, Proctor,” she offered. She sat upright, back not touching the seat. “What subject would you like to discuss?”
Liane was about to reply when the rattling of keys and the sounds of locks being opened drifted through the door. It opened moments later, a guard accompanying a Warlock bearing a tray. It was one of the six Warlocks that had recaptured her, yet one she hadn't seen up close yet. He utterly ignored the man sleeping, and the two girls sitting at the table.
He was silent and did not glance once at any of the captives as he set the tray down on the table, took the old tray with the empty dishes, turned, and left. For a moment, Liane was glad that he had not spoken, yet felt somewhat disappointed at the same time. At least there had been no threats to her virtue or her health, yet at the same time, there had been no discussion about anything else, either.
She decided it was remarkably strange how her mind worked. With no input, no goal, nothing to do but sit here, she was starting to have decidedly odd thoughts.
She missed the Academy, the lessons, the library, her work. She missed her hard work, her magic, her goals and ambitions.
Liane sighed, feeling an unfamiliar ache spread in her chest. She was going to die; that realization was something that weighed down on her. She was going to die here, her dreams and goals unfulfilled. She swallowed heavily, her throat felt tight and constricted. Her vision blurred when her eyes filled with tears.
She was going to die. Her friend was going to die. And worst of all, her Assistant was going to die. She was responsible for the younger girl, and had foolishly allowed herself to be talked around, and allowed her Assistant to come. Her own decision, her own foolishness, had doomed the girl to death, and there was nothing she could do about it.
Her magic shrunk, feeling like a small clump of black coal, sitting heavily on her mood. She had always hated feeling helpless; had never sat still when she was in a powerless situation.
And yet, here she was, unable to use her hands or arms, her magic sealed, her body stripped of all but the most meager of clothing, and all she could do was sit here, depending on her Assistant to feed her and help her with other necessary bodily functions, humiliating herself and the girl.
It was an unacceptable situation, and her depression turned to unexpected anger. She had to do something!
Her fists clenched, and pain tore through her chest when her coal-like magic exploded into raging energy trying to free itself. She gasped, somehow managing to stifle a scream.
At least, she thought so, before the world went black.
Her body felt stiff and sore when she reopened her eyes. To her dismay, she stared straight up into the worried face of Milor.
“My Lord,” she croaked.
His relief was evident when a small smile twitched on his lips. “It is good to see you awake once more, My Lady,” he told her.
“How long was I out?” she requested, grimacing when trying to move produced only burning pain from her muscles. In her chest, her magic whimpered like an injured animal.
“It was quite some time, My Lady,” Milor answered. “As of now, we are still unable to tell time.”
She accepted that, and tried once more, fruitlessly, to move. Her stomach growled, alerting her to the fact that she had been knocked unconscious before she had been able to eat. “We have left your share, My Lady,” Milor said, looking over his shoulder at the table. “Although I do not know in what kind of condition it would be.”
Liane groaned when she tried a third time to sit up, and smiled gratefully at Amy, who suddenly appeared on her other side and helped her upright. Her entire body felt like a single cramped-up muscle, and it interfered even with her ability to stand on her own two legs. Amy finally had to support her as she limped to the table and fell down in one of the chairs.
The young Assistant held out a spoon of slurry in almost no time.
While she ate, Milor lowered himself into the last available chair. “I owe you a large apology, My Lady,” he began. Liane merely stared at him, not saying anything. “You have gone through great lengths to help me, and all I have been able to give are meaningless generalities and useless facts. I am deeply sorry that you and your Assistant are in this situation because of your friendship with me.”
Liane finished her last half-spoon of slurry, not even recognizing the taste and just mindlessly swallowing it down. She'd been brought up in an orphanage, she knew how to eat without tasting. She was still hungry, yet ignored that, too. More training from her early childhood that she thought she would no longer need, yet came in handy now.
Instead of thinking of childhood and hardship, she kept her focus firmly on him. “And yet, My Lord, you seem unwilling to disclose the reason as to why we are here.” She glanced quickly from her Assistant to him, and added, “I also find myself curious as to the strangely appropriate timing of your apology, seeing as I had a discussion on this subject with my Assistant right before my... mishap.”
Milor didn't give an indication of his thoughts. “I merely had some time to think during my rest period, My Lady.”
She narrowed her eyes at his statement. He hadn't denied Amy's involvement, which was as good as an admission. “I apologize, Proctor,” the younger girl said. “I am afraid My Lord Milor was not as asleep as we thought, and he questioned me extensively after you... had your mishap. He is far, far, better at Decorum than I am, and I am afraid I was unable to keep secrets.”
The girl looked plenty miserable, and Liane couldn't find it in her heart to remain angry at the girl. “My Lord Milor was the one who taught me Decorum, Assistant. Unfortunately, he seems to have taught me all that I know, yet not all that he knows, and was able to exploit the situation, as well as the inexperience of a young Assistant, to gain what he wanted.”
Milor looked slightly guilty. “You have been my friend and companion for many years, My Lady. I merely wished to know how to make amends,” he told her, before turning to Amy. “I wish to offer my apologies for causing you to break confidence with your Proctor, Assistant.”
“Perhaps if you explained what I wanted to know, My Lord, we may not have found ourselves at odds. I prefer to think that both myself and my Assistant have earned the right to know,” Liane stated coolly. “And I do not blame my Assistant for the breach in confidence. I also would not blame her should she choose not to forgive you for taking advantage of her age and inexperience.”
Amy was silent, staring back and forth between her Proctor and her Proctor's best friend. Her face showed her indecision, the conflict within her, as she looked from one to the other. “I do not wish to cause yet more friction between yourself and your best friend, Proctor,” the young girl finally said, before looking at Milor, and saying, “I will forgive you, My Lord.”
“Thank you, Assistant,” Milor said before Liane could say anything. He turned to Liane, and went on, “Unfortunately, My Lady, I am unable to say anything.”
Liane's eyes narrowed and her lips thinned in irritation. “Unable or unwilling? My Lord?” she almost snapped, a tone of voice that was definitely skirting the edges of Decorum and revealed more of her orphaned background than she had wanted. She'd just managed to tack on the respectful address at the end, but it had definitely been on the edge and they all knew it.
“Unable, My Lady.” Milor definitely didn't show he had heard her angry almost-mistake, and continued his usual calm tones. “I am willing, yet unable.”
Liane cocked her head and studied him. There were few things in Kiria that could prevent a person from saying what they wanted to say, and most of those were restricted. Thinking of the secrecy oaths she and Amy had taken before entering Deep Secrets classes, she realized that something of high importance was going on.
“This is not just about the Rules of Equality,” she said. Not a question, but a statement. “This is about an oath, a vow, or similar.”
Milor stared at her, opened his mouth, grimaced painfully, and fell silent. “I cannot say, My Lady.”
“I see,” Liane said, studying him. “That is most unfortunate.”
Milor just sat in silence, looking as miserable as she had ever seen him, staring at her with hopeful eyes. “Extremely unfortunate, My Lord,” she said. “It brings yet more questions, questions I am now very sure will never get answered.” She sighed. “I do not wish to die with questions.”
“I am very sorry, My Lady. If it had not been for your friendship with me-” she cut him off.
“If it had not been for your friendship, it is likely I would have been challenged in first year, and lost immediately, My Lord. It was your tutelage in Decorum, and later your tutelage during mock battles, that have allowed me to survive until this point.”
He remained silent while Liane digested both the goop and the discussion.
“There seems to be little choice, My Lord,” she said softly. “I apologize for making it difficult for you.”
“You had every right to be angry with me, My Lady,” he told her. “However, I will forgive you, if you accept my apology in return.”
She sighed, and nodded. “I forgive you, My Lord, on the condition that, should we manage to survive and escape, you will answer my questions the moment that you are able to.”
He smiled faintly. “That sounds excellent, My Lady.”
They lapsed into a comfortable silence, each trying to come to terms with the recent events in their own way. With her stomach filled with two and a half spoons of tasteless slurry, Liane felt her magic soothe a bit, resuming its tentative pushes toward the gauntlets sealing it away. It certainly felt like wasted effort on her magic's part, she didn't feel any progress.
They were all still as helpless as they had been before.
“My Lady?” Milor asked.
Liane blinked herself out of her spiraling thoughts, and looked at her friend, giving him her attention. “Do you remember when we first met, My Lady?” he asked of her.
An involuntary smile appeared on her lips. “I was sitting by myself in the large hall, studying the others,” she said, her eyes not seeing their current situation, but rather, recalling the scene from when she had been officially allowed to join the ranks of the students. She blinked, returned to the present day, and looked at Amy. “So I was sitting by myself, studying the other students. And suddenly, there was this brash boy who asked if he could sit by me and join me in my studies of the other students.”
Milor nodded. “I noticed this one girl sitting hopelessly by herself while all the other students were talking and befriending each other. I decided I'd rather get to know this strange person, who was watching everybody else, then know those who walked in the mold expected of us.” Amy was grinning, while Milor gave Liane a soft smile. “I do not believe I have ever regretted that decision, even when that friend got me to study Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols.”
Liane was about to add that the only regrets about their friendship had been in the last few days, but she decided not to. “And yet I promised to aid you in those studies, My Lord, and I do believe you did rather well.”
Milor dipped his head in agreement. “That I did, and I thanked you for it.”
“That you did, My Lord. I am pleased I was able to assist in your education,” she told him.
*****
“And there we were. My Lady was showing me her Proctor's Masterpiece, when said Proctor entered the room and immediately assumed we had been doing something untoward and offered to check My Lady's chastity,” Milor relayed, his eyes dancing with mirth as he recalled the story for Amy. The younger girl giggled. They had been talking, reminiscing, for quite a long time, and they were all hungry. Nobody commented on it, it would serve no purpose to bring attention to the lack of food.
Liane glared at her Assistant. “It is not funny, Assistant.”
“Begging Proctor's indulgence, but this humble Assistant disagrees. That was very funny,” Amy said, still smiling widely.
“You would have enjoyed my Proctor's companionship, Assistant. She, too, found it funny to mortally embarrass me in front of my only friend,” Liane responded, although the smile on her lips took the sting out of her words. “My Lady Cassandra of the Storms had a unique personality. For example, she believed it was 'funny' to get her Assistant incredibly drunk, then allow her to fall asleep on the floor under her desk, before waking her up in the mornings with a loud and cheerful 'good morning Assistant'. Thankfully, she was kind enough to have a hangover cure ready when she did so.”
Amy giggled again, and even Milor smiled widely, having never heard that detail.
Keys rattled and the door screeched when the locks were opened. The trio fell silent, keeping an eye on the door to see who would enter this time.
It was the loudmouth Warlock accompanying a guard carrying a tray and a replacement lamp. While the guard switched out the dishes and the lantern, the Warlock grinned at Liane. “I don't know how you know that one Commoner, young one, but his pleas to leave you alone aren't going to work on me.”
Liane attempted to pull her shoulders back and give her a better posture, but all she really resulted in doing was pushing out her barely covered chest. His eyes dropped, and his grin widened. “Yes,” he said, half to himself and half to her. “I think I'll enjoy you.”
“I think you'll leave me alone, My Lord,” she returned, feeling her innards clench at having to address him with a Noble moniker. “It's probably not in your best interest to start fighting among yourselves.”
He suddenly appeared deep within her personal space, his face mere centimeters from hers. Last time his breath had reeked of fish, this time it stank of cheap wine. Deep inside herself, she realized he was drunk, and likely not in control over his own actions. She may have just made a mistake in trying to keep him away from her!
“I'll decide what's in my best interest, young one,” he told her. She almost gagged at the scent of his breath, and averted her head in an effort to get fresh air. “Some filthy Commoner isn't going to stop me.” she shivered when his hand touched her chin and it forced her head around to make her look at him. “You'll bear nice, big, strong, children,” he taunted her. “Maybe we should start right now. Your lover and your brat can watch. Maybe they'll learn something!”
A second shiver went down her spine, and Liane felt herself gag in disgust. His hand on her chin pulled at her, and a groan escape her clenched teeth when he yanked hard enough to get her to move out of the chair. She heard commotion, and saw Milor on the ground with the guard's heavily booted foot on his chest, and the guard's sword pointing down at his throat. He was scowling, but could not move with his hands locked behind his back.
She allowed herself to fall ungracefully, not wanting to give in to his commands. “Sir, I don't think-” the guard said as the Warlock growled and yanked on her hazelnut colored hair, forcing her halfway to her feet.
“No, you don't think!” the Warlock snapped back. “This one is mine, and I'm going to have a taste of marriage.”
Liane swallowed deeply, trying to get rid of the horror that clenched her throat shut and the disgust that tightened her stomach. Her heart hammered in her throat, fear compressing her magic.
“Sir, Yari will cut your throat if you touch her,” the guard tried again. “She's his.”
Liane only vaguely heard the guard, and she wondered for a split second whether she'd rather be Yari's or this beast's.
She wanted to be her own, she didn't want to belong to either of the two men. The hand in her hair yanked, then pushed. For just a moment, she was vaguely airborne, fear stopping her breathing and making her heart race. Red and yellow stars exploded through her vision when her head struck the wall.
She groaned dully when reality wavered in and out of existence.
A scream penetrated the fog that was half-clouding her judgment. Amy!
“He said nothing of this one,” the Warlock grinned, yanking on Amy's hair. The girl screamed again, tears flowing down her cheeks. “She might be a bit young, but that won't stop me.”
“Sir...” the guard tried again.
“Get out,” the Warlock snapped. “Get out, I'll be fine here.”
The guard hesitated. The Warlock waved his hand, freezing Milor in place, then snapped his finger to push the guard to the door. The man got the point, got out, and locked the door. “Don't open the door until I knock!” the Warlock snapped after the guard. “This might get rowdy, just the way I like it!”
He reached down to the girl's chest, as if preparing to unwrap a present. “No!” Liane snapped.
“Oh?” he asked, turning to her, an amused smirk on his face. “Something you want to say, young one?”
She knew, just knew that this was what he wanted. He had no interest in Amy. He wanted her, Liane. “Leave her alone!” she protested.
“Why would I?” he asked with a grin, his big hand now very near to pawing Amy's chest. The girl whimpered, trying to keep absolutely still.
Liane's courage sank in her feet. She was alone, vulnerable, and helpless. Her friend had been immobilized, and her Assistant was about to be assaulted. And she, Liane, the MagicWarper, Prime Student of the Academy, Magus of the Student Council, had nothing left with which to bargain for her Assistant's safety.
Tears blurred her vision of the world. “I'll do it,” she whispered. “I'll take her place.”
“Proctor! No!” Amy shouted. From the floor, Milor managed a single, dull groan.
“I'll do it, now let her go,” she said. The Warlock's grin turned into a wide smirk and Liane knew that she had guessed correctly. He had wanted her to react that way, he had seen her do it before, taking the punishment spells to save her Assistant. It was her weakness, but she saw no other way to spare the younger girl.
The man threw the girl at the bed, making her bounce off and hit the floor on the other side. Liane made to go for her, when a big claw grabbed hold of her long hazel hair and yanked her off-balance. She started to fall, only to be shoved face-down on the table, sending the tray with the food flying and clattering all over the ground.
For a mere moment, the thought of what was about to happen was replaced with the thought of the food that was now wasted. It did not last long as his weight crushed down on her.
Disgust made way for fear and panic, and she screamed when she struggled underneath him. He chuckled. “Struggle for me, young one. Struggle,” he encouraged her.
The panic rushed into her magic, the tight ball of energy exploding through her chest, sending burning pain through her entire body. She could feel herself pass out, but her panic kept her going. Fear of her life, fear and panic of the entire situation encompassed her, displacing conscious thought.
And the world turned red.
Magic burned, and pain turned to ecstasy as her magic raged at the restraints. Microscopic fractures, fractures created by the earlier runs of her magic at the protections, split like seams. Hissing came from between them, and the Warlock cursed loudly.
“Everything alright!?” the guard shouted through the door.
“Just fine!” the Warlock shouted back, his weight bearing down on Liane once more. The seams fractured, and her magic burst through like a raging torrent. “What the...” the Warlock whispered before the torrent ripped into his body, turning it into a fine red mist.
Liane lay, face-down, on the table, panting. Her magic fused into a tight ball as the redness disappeared from her vision, and she vaguely started to realize what had happened.
Her shoulders exploded in pain when she brought her hands to her front for the first time in days. She stared at her lower arms, where burn marks were visible from where her magic had burnt the restraints off her. They were hurting in an eerily unknown fashion, a kind of pain she had never felt before, and one she did not much care for.
“Proctor?” Amy whispered.
“A few moments, Assistant,” Liane whispered, shuddering at the thought of what had almost happened. She swallowed down the bile that rose from her throat, and got up on shaky legs. Milor struggled on the floor, and she stared at him with dull eyes, her mind feeling sluggish and exhausted after the monumental burst of magic she had just used to free herself.
The spell the Warlock had used on her friend shattered now that he was no longer alive to power it, and Milor struggled to his feet. “My Lady? Can you free us?” he asked urgently.
She blinked, stared at him. Her mind snapped into first gear, and she nodded. “I think so. I still recall the runes,” she said, looking at the one finger she had turned into an impromptu stylus the first time they had been captured.
“That takes quite an amount of time, Proctor,” Amy said.
Liane nodded, her exhausted mind having difficulty thinking. She drew a breath, and focused. Without her focus gloves, she could not cast reliable magic. She had maybe five minutes before the guard would come to check on why things were suddenly quiet. Time was running out. What could she do?
She nodded, her exhaustion suddenly forgotten as the plan formed. There was but one way she could get herself and her companions out of here. She closed her eyes, and allowed herself to enter the meditative trance of the Deep Secrets.
To the depths of her mind she whispered, “Liane, the MagicWarper, is of the Water and the Ocean, and calls out to Haturori, Regular Spirit of Water. Lady Haturori, are you there?”




Chapter Fourteen

“Liane, the MagicWarper, is of the Water and the Ocean, and calls out to Haturori, Regular Spirit of Water. Lady Haturori, are you there?”
Time did not slow down and reality did not vanish when Liane's voice sunk into the air and the dwelling around them. Rather than finding herself in utter darkness as had been the case when she had invoked one of the Major Spirits, she was still very much present in the here and now, and uncomfortably aware of the passage of time.
Although she hadn't needed the stasis aspect of a major invocation, time was still of the essence, and she could not know how long it would take the guard outside to realize something was wrong. The air in the room felt thick with magic, and Liane realized that the spirit was indeed, listening.
“Lady Haturori, I pay a full pint of blood in tribute for your summoning!”
The oppressive magic thrummed. Screams started to sound from outside, when the waters of the lake surrounding the island home jumped their banks, running over obstacles and scaling walls, finding the most minute cracks to penetrate.
A form built out of the waters that entered their prison, a shape built like a formless female. The waters were so clear and so static that only a vague outline was visible, a hint of refraction around the edges where light refracted through water differently as though through air.
She gasped when her blood-pressure plummeted and her heart took precious seconds to become aware of the sudden loss of a full pint of blood from her veins.
“Lady Haturori, I have come before you with a plight,” she told the female water-form before her.
Liane remembered the horrible sensation of the Major Spirit Ercharthaetuli speaking to her, and braced herself. It was to be unnecessary, the voice that answered her was lyrical and musical, reminding Liane of beautiful summer days, of a small brook murmuring as it passed over the rounded stones of its banks.
“As tribute has been paid, so I shall listen to you, Liane of the warped magic,” the spirit answered.
The guard outside pounded on the door. When he received no immediate answer, they could hear the locks disengaging. In a move born of desperation, Milor threw himself at the door, planting his back against it, and spreading his legs in an offer to brace himself and keep it closed.
Liane noticed, yet did not allow her attention to waver. Spiritual invocation was dangerous, and it would be a bad idea to lose focus. “My Lady, I have need of your wisdom in order to release my companions from their binds in extremely short order, and to get them to safety.”
The water spirit seemed to study Liane for a few moments, and she wondered what Haturori was looking for. Before the MagicWarper could dwell on it too deeply, the spirit seemingly came to a decision. “What you ask is possible, and not difficult.” They both ignored the guard launching himself at the door with his full weight, and Milor bracing the door shut just in time.
“You already possess a fine mind and a large collection of knowledge. My offer to you is such, Liane of the warped magic. I will allow you the wisdom of water for the duration you need to rescue your friends. You will think faster, be able to access all knowledge you have ever read, heard, or come into contact with, and will be allowed a minor and restricted access to all the wisdom that is accessible to water to supplement your own should it be required to do so. In return for this service, you will pay to me a total of 3 weeks of your lifespan.”
Liane swallowed, this was better than she could have hoped for, and resisted the urge to nod her agreement. Instead, she forced herself to accept verbally. “I accept the bargain, Lady Haturori.”
“Then you know what you must do, Liane of the warped magic,” the spirit answered her.
The Proctor drew breath. “By the power of twofold three, I, Liane, the MagicWarper, consent to the deal, accept the obligation, and comply with your demands, Lady Haturori. I will admit to your requests, and welcome your influence. My name is Liane, known as the MagicWarper, and I agree to pay the price that you have set forth.”
“The deal has been struck, Liane of the warped magic. Accept what I give you to free your companions,” the spirit said. The next moment, the figure dissolved back into water, which soon vanished back through the cracks from whence it came.
All, except for a sphere of pure water that hovered in front of Liane, a sphere that changed into a complex prism as she watched it.
A smile came to her lips. Without her focus gloves, she would have been unable to cast any magic. Water, it seemed, was determined to see her through the challenge. It had vowed to help her, and help her it would.
She blinked, frowned, then glanced curiously at the door. Her hand came up. It was all so simple now... why had she never looked at magic this way before? A circle of runes spread out before her hand, and Milor looked worriedly at her.
More shouting was audible from outside, and a sword suddenly appeared through the wood, missing Milor's head by mere centimeters. “My Lady!” he gasped in urgency.
Liane clenched her fist shut at the same time she shouted, “SEAL!”
The circle of runes rotating in front of her fist flashed gold, and solidified into a solid band of power. The solid circle then lashed through Milor, hitting the door. A perfect geometric circle appeared on it, its edges blurring into the walls. Locks clicking shut outside were loud, overpowering even the shouts of surprise from the guards trying to enter.
“You may let go now, My Lord,” Liane said to a shocked Milor, before turning to Amy. “Let us get those off you, Assistant.”
The younger girl nodded mutely, offering her chained hands to her Proctor even though she was staring at the circle on the door. The same circle Milor was staring at. They had both heard of Liane's ability to see magic. Neither of them had actually seen magic, not like this.
Liane did not speak, her hands and fingers drawing shapes into the air. Magic flowed over the cuffs, touching and tracing and ghosting over and under and through them. Amy shifted her attention from the sealed door to the magic working on her restraints, when a shout from outside stopped the banging and trashing against the door.
Liane looked up sharply when an explosion made the entire house shake, groans spreading through its wooden frame, dust falling from the ceiling and walls. She jerked her hands, making a spiraling motion as she did so, and the magic working on Amy's bracers sped up, going through the motions even when Liane turned away to face the door.
A second explosion rattled the building, and deep cracks became visible in the door and the connecting wall. Liane's arms came up, crossing in front of her, forming a giant X. A new circle of runes appeared in front of her, rotating counter-clockwise; a second circle appearing in front of the first soon after, rotating clockwise.
A growl from her braided the two circles together, forming a single circle with braided runic constructs. “Barricade!” Liane's voice howled, the braided circle flashing toward the door, morphing into a solid X-shape right before it touched.
The existing circle accepted the X that struck through it, merging into a single magical symbol; the door turned black as granite rock, the effect spreading out as the magic did its work. The blurred edges of the door vanished completely, door and wall becoming a single entity as the effect of the magic ran its course, the entire wall turning black as night.
She spun on her heel, returning to Amy's containment, right as the magic was slowing down considerably. A few motions of Liane's hands sped it back up. Outside, two new blasts struck the newly barricaded wall. The house shivered, dust fell, yet the reinforced barrier hardly moved.
“Hurry,” Liane whispered to herself, unaware that the dead silence in the room made her voice audible to her companions. The magic she was working finally succeeded, and Amy's cuffs fell away. Liane nodded in satisfaction to herself, and turned to Milor. “My Lord, this should take but a moment.”
Milor nodded, and turned his back to her so she could work on his restraints. True to Liane's word, now that she knew what to do, his bracers fell away within 30 seconds. Again, the runes tattooed on his skin flashed into visibility to her Magic Sight, only this time, she recognized them for what they were; increased speed and strength, increased stamina, perfect muscle memory, and so on. Liane stored the references for future use.
“I have been working too much magic, My Lord,” Liane stated. “Even with water's wisdom, I have run through most of what I have available. I will need to rely on you to get us free.”
Milor agreed to her remark, his face taking on a grim look even as he winced and hissed at bringing his arms to his front. His shoulders and upper arms were stiff as a board and ached considerably, and he wondered why Liane did not feel the same.
Then he realized, as he looked into her eyes, that she was definitely the scary version of his friend, the version that did not feel pain or hurt or wounds, the version that worked magic like others worked a meal. Her lips were pressed closely together into a tight grimace that he recognized from his more hardened Warlock companions, a look that told Milor that his friend was hurting so badly that she simply did not feel pain any longer.
He lifted his hand, and started his incantation. Rather than going with silent and motionless casting, he was going to power this spell as hard and as fast as he could. Holding his spell right before completion, he nodded once more at Liane. She waited, staring at her wall for some sort of sign or signal.
When a new blast struck her barrier, she nodded to him, and he readied himself. It was good thinking on her part, waiting for the forces outside to finish casting a spell that was no doubt draining.
“Dispel,” she told the no-longer present door. No, Milor realized, not the door. The crossed circle on the door.
It flashed, and the door and wall reappeared. Immediately, Milor cast his spell. It struck through the door, reducing it to splinters and shrapnel that blew outward. The Warlock that had been casting at the door was struck simultaneously by the wooden shrapnel and the bolt of lightning.
The shrapnel penetrated deep into his flesh, and he died where he stood. The bolt of lightning struck his chest, and split into three secondary bolts that struck the two Warlocks and the one Commoner arrayed around the caster.
The Commoner died virtually at the same time as the Warlock. The two other Warlocks had some form of shield up and survived. They looked at the corpses, one blackened and penetrated by wooden shards, the other just blackened and smoking.
Milor cast again, and both Warlocks immediately activated the acceleration spells, and tried to make a run for it and regroup elsewhere. The one running at the back was struck by a second spell, making his shield flare. For a moment, nothing seemed to happen.
Then the man fell to the ground and started screaming. His friend threw him a startled look over his shoulder, then kept running. He vanished down the stairs in seconds.
The screaming man thrashed on the floor, before being struck by another bolt of lightning. His screaming and thrashing stopped, as did the rise and fall of his chest.
Liane looked at Amy, who was breathing deeply, a ferocious grin on her face. “Assistant?”
“His shield may stop magic, Proctor, but it allowed air through. So I sent him a spell that would reduce the air temperature as low as I could make it. I do believe that it was painful,” the younger girl replied, then swallowed when she realized what she had done.
“I am proud of you, Assistant,” Liane answered calmly. She turned to Milor, who was eyeing the girl was an unreadable look. “Let us get out of here, My Lord.”
He nodded mutely. “My Lady,” he said when he took the lead. “I mean this in the nicest and most respectful manner possible. You have been teaching your Assistant to be as scary as you are when enraged.”
Liane watched Amy inflate proudly. “I do believe my Assistant took that as a compliment, My Lord,” she replied, taking the rear position, allowing the younger girl the safest position, right in between the two of them. The natural light in the hallway was dim, showing that the sun was starting to set outside, and they were glad for it. After spending an untold amount of time in a room devoid of natural light, full daylight would have blinded them.
They descended the stairs carefully, Milor making sure to continuously keep a shield up in front of them.
It was a good thing he did, as the moment he came into view of the lower level, his shield was besieged by the Warlocks remaining downstairs. He could count two distinct barrages of spells, and was unable to counter in order to ensure his shield stayed up. His inexperience cost him again, taking precious seconds to decide whether to retreat upstairs, and try and determine alternative courses of action.
Just as he was about to ascend the staircase, Amy used his back and shield as cover, and started returning spellfire against the barrage coming from downstairs. The Warlocks broke off their attacks and dove for cover; obviously one had explained to the other what Amy's spells would do, even through shields.
“Thank you, Assistant,” Milor replied, casting a few more lightning charges down the staircase and the hallway, shattering timber walls and sending shrapnel flying in an effort to drive away the offending Warlocks.
In a way, they were lucky, as their attackers fought to disable or incapacitate, while Milor was not under any such restraints.
While they shuffled through the downstairs hallway, looking left and right for the Warlocks that still lurked around, Milor suddenly turned left and entered one of the downstairs rooms.
“My Lord?”
“I can feel Dawnbreaker, My Lady. I am not leaving it,” Milor replied tersely, scanning the room then making for a large chest that sat in the far corner.
“Do not touch that chest, My Lord,” Liane snapped. To her sight, a black cloud of energy surrounded the container. “It is cursed quite violently.”
Milor immediately withdrew his hand, and took two steps back. “Entropy curse,” she identified a moment later. “It would have withered your entire arm if you had touched it, and probably would have killed you if we did not cut your arm off quickly enough.”
He gulped. “Thank you, My Lady,” he said, gratefully.
She just dipped her head, starting to work on unraveling the curse. It did not take her long; whoever had cursed the chest had not bothered to defend it much. She reached, touched, then opened, the chest. It would not do to risk anyone else on the quality of her own work, after all.
“Dawnbreaker, My Lord,” she said, holding the sword out to him. While he marveled at feeling the weight of the weapon in his hand once more, Liane handed out the clothes that had been taken from herself and her Assistant, and for the first time since their incarceration, they were fully dressed.
Liane did not even feel the sting of her necklace when she put it on, and her magic welcomed it like an old friend. Her lower arms stung now that her burnt arms were covered by clothing, and that was not a pain she could ignore.
It was only now that Liane felt herself as filthy. Not merely dirty from being unwashed, but filthy from having been mounted like a common whore by the Warlock she had disintegrated upstairs. That she had managed to stop him before he did something permanent and irreversible was beside the point. She swallowed deeply, and must have drawn pale as Amy looked worriedly at her Proctor.
“Proctor?”
“Merely delayed shock at what would have happened, Assistant,” Liane muttered as she reached in the chest and retrieved her focus gloves. Putting the items on dispelled the orb of water that had been following her, and Liane felt as if she had put on her restraints again. The orb of water had been so much better than the gloves could ever be, and for a moment, she debated asking the water Spirit for a permanent version.
Only the realization that it could cost her years of her lifespan kept her from doing it.
“I am sorry, Proctor,” Amy whispered. “It was to protect me that you offered yourself. I can never repay you for the sacrifice you would have made on my behalf.”
Liane handed some clothes to Milor, and felt slightly jealous when it included his Warlock robes. She and Amy had been captured while dressed as Commoners, and those were the only clothes to be found. She sighed when the words of her Assistant sank in. “I am your Proctor, Assistant. I would do whatever I could to protect you. Even give up something as valued and as treasured as what was about to be taken against my will.”
“I would do the same for you, Proctor,” the girl whispered. “No matter what it is.”
Liane graced the younger girl with a smile and a pat on the head. “Thank you, Assistant.” She looked at the door. “We should go.”
Milor hastily fastened his Warlock robes, and sheathed Dawnbreaker in a sheath that had not been there before. He nodded, crept to the door and pushed his back against the wall to take a glance beyond the borders. He nodded again to Liane, and they started making their way outside.
“I wouldna do that,” a voice said from behind them. Liane cursed, and started to turn around. “That neither,” the voice continued.
Looking over her shoulder, Liane saw Yari, a crossbow aimed at her back. “Please keep vigil, My Lord,” she told Milor, before focusing on her old friend. “Yari. Ya told that Warlock ta leave me. Thanks for that. He didna listen, wanted me even more after that.”
Yari scowled from behind his crossbow. “I canna let ya leave, 'Anne.”
“An' I canna let ya shoot me. I'll make ya a deal. Ya leave now, and I'm gonna let ya walk.”
Yari snorted. “Like they's gonna let me walk,” he snapped, jerking his chin to Amy and Milor, still looking in the direction of the front door. “Them Nobles just wanna shoot us all, 'Anne. Ya know that.”
“I'm a Noble too, Yari. I dun wanna shoot ya. Well, I do, but I'm not gonna. Ya tried ta help. My turn. Walk, and we'll let ya.” Her voice was even and calm, despite the fact that she was speaking like a lowly Commoner.
“Fine,” Yari said, putting the crossbow down. “I'll trust ya. Ya shoot me, and I'll haunt ya.” He turned, and started walking to the back from where he came. “I'm gonna hide in the cellar. If they catch ya, I wus drunk and asleep. If ya kill them all, I'm gonna walk out in half an hour.”
“Yari,” Liane said, causing him to stop and look inquisitively at her.
“Yeah?”
“If ya ever see me again, be very nice. Ya talk ta me like ya been doin', and I'll kill ya,” she promised.
He barked a laugh. “Not if I kill ya first, 'Anne,” he said with a grin, and walked to the open door underneath the staircase, the door he had come from and caught them by surprise.
“Ready, My Lady?” Milor asked.
“Ready, My Lord,” Liane answered, not knowing how to feel about her old friend. He had been antagonistic and insulting, but in the end he had tried to protect her against a Warlock, and was going to let them walk away.
Light was diminishing fast as the sun set outside, and Milor cautiously made his way to the door. Readying a spell, he kicked the door open, preparing to fire at the first moving target he saw.
Instead, the spell petered out. Curious, Amy and Liane tried to catch a glimpse beyond the Warlock's broad back, yet were unable to. Finally, Milor's voice answered their questions. “Uncle.”
“The sun has set, Nephew. The night is my domain.” The cool voice that answered Milor drifted to Amy and Liane and sent shivers down their backs. “Surrender.”
Milor tensed considerably, and the two Mages immediately pressed themselves against the walls, away from the center line of the hallway. The Warlock felt them move, and threw himself aside just in time for a bolt of magic to flash overhead and strike the opposing wall, reducing it to splinters.
The boards of the floor reached up, trapping Milor's feet and legs into his crouched position, while the boards of the wall started to reach for his arms and neck. After a startled moment or two, Liane's hand reached up, and a spell snapped out, breaking the Warlock's hold over the wood trapping her friend.
He ripped himself free of the boards, now weak without the force of magic behind them. “Thank you, My Lady,” he said gratefully, just before the exterior wall fell apart into kindling. The moment they were exposed to the outside air, a second spell reached in, exploding against a barrier that had not been there microseconds earlier.
The Warlock that had attempted to roast them cursed as he readied a second spell, while the Woodmaster Warlock attempted to ensnare Liane with the boards upon which she stood. Canceling that spell was no more difficult than it had been canceling the one holding down Milor earlier.
Her friend recovered his wits, and charged, drawing the second strike of the offending Warlock, and dispelling it against Dawnbreaker. Liane grinned; the sword she had created was serving its master well.
Taking her eyes off the battle, Liane inspected her Assistant, and noticed the girl on her knees, panting deeply. “That was an impressive barrier spell, Assistant.”
The girl gave a weak grin. “I learned... from the best... Proctor,” she panted. Liane returned the smile, and crouched down in front of the younger girl, focusing back to the battle.
Milor was engaged in battle with the two Warlocks, and she was glad she had incorporated such strong dispelling abilities into the blade. It was obviously draining on Milor to employ that ability, but as long as he had magic available to him, no foreign magic would be able to harm him.
Taking a page from the Warlock's own book, she ensnared the Woodmaster by growing out the grass upon which he stood, and used the plants to entangle his limbs. The man went down to the ground, and was out moments later when Dawnbreaker severed the man's head from his shoulders.
This left Milor's back exposed, and the second Warlock would have taken advantage, if only Liane hadn't thrown the fastest curse she could muster, a curse of Bad Luck, barely requiring a point-and-shoot motion.
The man tripped over his bootlaces when trying to cast a lethal spell, causing him to fall and his spell to fail. Spectacularly. In his face.
The Warlock screamed while he clawed at his eyes and ruined face when Milor turned around and saw what had happened. He threw a startled, if somewhat grateful, look in Liane's direction, before looking down at the man, writhing in pain on the ground. Lifting his hand, he gave him a merciful end with a lightning bolt. Turning to face his Uncle, Milor raised Dawnbreaker into a salute.
Feeling Amy moving, Liane reached for the girl, and motioned for her to remain where she was. Milor had explained the discrepancy between fact and fiction regarding the undead, but she would not take any chances with the monster. She would let Milor deal with the man, and interfere only when she had a clear shot. It had worked on the Warlocks, after all.
“Well done, Nephew,” the man said, not at all bothered by the fact that he had just lost a bunch of Warlocks. “Very well done, indeed. It really is too bad that this entire exercise is pointless.”
“What do you mean, Uncle?” Milor asked, maintaining his focus on the vampire despite his confusion.
“You mean you don't know? Our plan worked better than I anticipated,” the old man said, grinning widely. “My dear nephew, you have been my prisoner longer than you anticipated or expected. It is too late. You only have a few more hours.”
Milor blinked. “No,” he said, sounding halfway between disbelief and impotent rage. “No, you're lying, Uncle.”
The old man waved. “Cast a spell, Nephew. Confirm what I have said.”
“And you will attack me while I do so. I am not a fool, Uncle,” Milor replied, charging his vampiric uncle as fast as he could. Just as he had explained, the old man was fast, but not inhumanly so, and the long blade of Dawnbreaker tore through clothing and undead flesh.
The vampire fell to the ground, screaming in pain with smoke rising from the wound. Milor stared in confusion at the damage he had caused, then looked at his sword. The blade gave off a soft light, and a small smile appeared on Milor's face when he realized something.
I am the light of dawn, Milor stepped up to his uncle, and reversed the sword so its tip was pointing down at the old vampire's head. Breaking over the shores of Hell. The tip came down, striking through the head of his uncle. The glow of the blade intensified, and Milor felt an involuntary smile came to his lips when the intense light fell softly on his skin. The soft reddish-golden light reminded him of the sunrise.
The vampire let out a gurgling scream, before expiring. It did not turn to dust, which rather disappointed Liane, but it did finally show the age of its decomposition, and looked now like a body that had been dead for all the years that it had been animated. It may not have been a skeleton, but it did look decidedly old, decomposed, and eaten by worms and insects.
“That, My Lord, is disgusting,” Liane said, staring down at the awful mess.
Milor did not seem to hear her as he stared down at the desiccated body. Withdrawing Dawnbreaker, he spared a glace for the blade. As Liane had said, nothing adhered to the weapon when he brought it up in a perfect salute. “Our dishonor has been wiped clean. What my family could not do before, I have done now,” he muttered.
He sighed deeply, and sheathed the weapon. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart, My Lady. It was your weapon that allowed me to prevail against my uncle, and it was your assistance that allowed me to be victorious against the other Warlocks.”
She dipped her head in acknowledgment. Smiling faintly, he cast a date-time spell, and drew pale.
“My Lord?” she asked, looking at the readout and realizing that it was nine PM, on December the 24th. She was about to miss the Christmas Eve celebrations. She loved Christmas celebrations, but things were as they were.
“Uncle was right,” Milor whispered. “I only have a few hours to return.”
Liane felt bad for her friend, but had no time to dwell on it. Water's wisdom was leaving her, now that her friend and Assistant were safe. Already, she could feel the crystalline clarity of her memories recede, and the incredible speed of her mind slow down. She was returning to merely human, and felt tears of frustration annoy her eyes. The voice of water sounded only to her inner ears, proclaiming their deal completed and withdrawing the three weeks of life force Liane had agreed upon.
A part of her wanted to call Lady Haturori back, strike a deal to allow her permanent access to the boost. It may cost as much as half her lifespan, but what half of a life she would be able to lead!
She shook her head, frustrations, dependencies, and addictions did not matter at this point. She thought about what her friend had been saying. “Christmas Eve,” she whispered, finally realizing what he had been saying.
“Yes, My Lady. I must return to the capital within the next few hours, or I will lose everything.” He swallowed. “All is lost,” he whispered. “We were too late.” He looked at her with hopeful eyes. “Unless you know of a way to return to the capital in such a time frame, My Lady?”
She had already felt frustrated at the loss of the enhancements of the water spirit. The request he made of her bubbled over into anger, and she turned to face him. “This you ask of me now?” she demanded. “After a pint of blood and three weeks of my lifespan paid to free us? Without decent explanation or word of answer, you ask this of me? Have I not done enough? After the risk we took to find you, after the threats made against my Assistant, after the horrific sacrifice I was almost forced to make, you would still ask more of me!?”
Milor blinked, and stepped back when Liane continued to advance on him. “My Lady? You know of a way?” he asked, hoping to snap her out of her rage.
Instead, it enraged her further. “Yes, I know of a way!” she shouted. “The Major Spirit of Air could transport us. It will only require two pints of blood and a few months of my lifetime. Of course, with the pint I have already paid, that would probably kill me before I could invoke the magic. Is that what you want, My Lord? My death? What could possibly be worth my life?”
Milor swallowed, understanding at once what she had been saying, and sighed deeply. He bowed his head. “You are right, My Lady. Absolutely correct. I cannot and will not ask this of you. You have already given more than could be asked or expected, and I cannot ask more of you.” He looked up, hopeful. “Can I make payment in your stead?”
Liane's face twitched, and for a moment he was afraid that she was going to shout at him once more. Instead, she drew a deep breath. “No, that is not possible. Is it this important to you, My Lord?” she asked him. She recognized that this was about more than just an inheritance, no mere inheritance would be protected with the kind of secrecy vows and protective oaths that Milor had on him.
“I cannot explain more than say that it is absolutely vital I return, My Lady,” Milor answered. “I cannot reveal that which I cannot reveal. However, should I return in time tonight, then I would not be inclined of stopping you from accompanying me, which would reveal to you all the answers that you seek.”
“Tell me, My Lord. Is it worth my life?” she demanded of him, staring up into his eyes. “Three pints of blood from my veins is lethal.”
“Proctor?” Amy asked with a small voice from behind Liane's shoulder. The Proctor looked at the younger girl, yet did not speak. “I have been studying, Proctor. After you summoned a Major Spirit, I have discovered a spell which will allow me to transfer blood from one person to another. It is used in emergency healing, to prevent a person from dying of blood loss. I believe I would be capable of casting this spell.”
“So you have not practiced it, Assistant?” she asked of the younger girl, not taking her eyes off Milor
“No, Proctor, I have not had a chance to,” the young Assistant replied nervously.
Liane was silent, digesting the new information.
Finally, she nodded. “Very well,” she said, turning back to Milor. “It seems that I may be able to survive after all. My Lord, tell me, is it worth me paying months of my lifespan for this? Absolutely vital? Do you swear on your friendship to me?”
Milor seemed in conflict. “It is important, My Lady,” he finally said, hesitantly. “I do not want to see you pay with your life, however. You are my friend.”
She looked at him, and hesitated. Two or three months of her lifespan was a pretty big sacrifice, but it was not that big of a sacrifice. The two pints of blood, she had survived before. It had left her dizzy and weak, but she had survived in the end. She resisted the urge to fidget as she thought.
Invoking a Major Spirit was always dangerous. Paying the tribute would get their attention, and make them listen to you if for no other reason but courtesy. It was after the plight that the problems could begin, and she had missed quite a few Deep Secrets classes. Who knew what the Lord Master had explained in her absence?
But then again, Milor was her friend. He had told her it was important, absolutely vital, that he return to the capital in short order. Whatever it was that he was hiding, it was protected by vows of secrecy that seemed every bit as potent as the oaths she had taken before starting her Deep Secrets studies, and her friend had told her that, should she get him to the capital, all her questions would be answered.
Liane sighed. Dangle an answer to a question in front of her, and she'd do anything for it. And this was her friend that asked her. Even if she was angry with him, she could no more deny him her help than she could deny herself the answers to her questions.
She gave a sharp nod. “Very well, I will summon the Major Spirit of Air. Assistant, please transfer one pint of blood from Lord Milor to me.”
Milor released his breath and smiled gratefully. “Thank you, My Lady. Assistant, please tell me what you wish me to do.”
“Please remain there, My Lord,” Amy said, stepping up to the older duo, and grabbing one hand of each. Closing her eyes, she whispered the spell.
Liane felt somewhat different when her Assistant released her hand, and took that as a good sign. She'd kept her magic sight up, and had definitely seen something pass between Milor and Amy, and from Amy into her, and she hoped that the young girl hadn't messed anything up.
“Thank you, Assistant,” Liane said, and closed her eyes. This was going to be difficult, no matter whether Amy had succeeded at the transfer spell or not. Water was calm, and could be depended upon for help. Fire was angry and rage incarnate, and could be counted on for a good fight when needed.
But air... air was flighty and fickle. It would help or wouldn't help depending on a whim, and it would be up to Liane to try and put it in a good mood, try and cajole it into helping. She drew a breath. This was it.
She closed her eyes and fell into the meditative trance. It was starting to become routine, and Liane had to start over when she realized the worry in her heart. This shouldn't become a routine, it was too dangerous, too seductive. She swallowed, drew a deep breath, and squashed the worry. Those were things for later. Right now, she needed to summon a Major Spirit, and bring her friend home before the end of the day.
“Liane, the MagicWarper, is of the Air, the Storm, and the Hurricane, and calls out to Omkiel, Major Spirit of Air. Lady Omkiel, are you there?”
Like it had with the Major Spirit of Fire, time shattered around her and reality vanished before her eyes. Rather than end up in darkness as she had with Ercharthaetuli, however, she ended up in a plane of blazing white. Again, there did not appear to be ground beneath her feet, yet she did not feel as if falling.
It was not a common occurrence, but her previous experiences saved her from the mild panic that had gripped her with her previous major summoning, the mere knowledge of previous events preparing her for what was to happen.
“My Lady Omkiel, I pay two pints of blood in tribute for your summoning!” she shouted to the blazing white surroundings, hoping that the major spirit would look kindly upon her. She was reasonably sure of being able to pull off the summoning itself, but the actual agreement made her both nervous and excited.
Contrary to Ercharthaetuli and Haturori, both of which has created vaguely human forms, Omkiel appeared in a blaze of wind all around the Mage. Liane gasped for breath when gales rushed about her, coming from everywhere and nowhere, pushing and straining.
Where water was patient and ever-lasting, and fire was fury incarnate, air was all about change – everlasting, enduring change of the one element that had always been there, and would always remain. Where water could boil and rock could weather, air would be there until the planet ended.
“Lady Omkiel! I have come before you with a plight of assistance!” she shouted to the buffeting winds, trying to raise her voice above the howling winds.
The winds withdrew, causing her hazelnut hair to settle about her, and allowing her to stand easy rather than braced against the pressures exerted upon her. The spirit replied with a thousand voices sounding at the same time, all decidedly 'female', yet, at the same time, decidedly not. “Speak to us, the Winds of the World, Liane of the Magical Currents. We shall listen to your plight and render verdict.”
Liane blinked, not having expected that sort of response. Especially the title confused her, and it took her a few long moments to regain her mental composure. “My Ladies, I require your aid. I have great need to return myself and my two companions to the capital as quickly as possible, and there are none faster than the winds that circle the planet,” she finally said, deciding that, since the spirit referred to itself as plural, she would play along.
The winds were still there, she realized, just circling in an endless circle that did not touch her. Only the rushing of the winds could be heard for quite a few long seconds, seconds the winds took to decide on her plight. “We are aware of speed, Liane of the Magical Currents. We, however, do not have neither time nor inclination to agree to this request ourselves. A large storm is being formed over the Pacific Ocean, and we need our attention there. Balance must be maintained.”
The winds remained silent then, yet Liane did not return to reality, and hoped that she still had a chance to convince the Air Spirit otherwise. “Of course you are quite busy, My Ladies,” she said, attempting to placate the powerful force surrounding her. “I would not require your time or attention, I merely would ask for the transport and the power it requires.”
Once more, Omkiel was silent. “Kneel, Liane of Magical Currents,” the thousand voices finally said.
Liane blinked. She was a Noble of Kiria; the first lesson that had been drilled into her head was that a Noble only ever kneeled to the Lord Emperor.
She hesitated.
“KNEEL!” The voices, respectful and many until now, became one and foreboding. Power lashed around Liane, and breath did not come. She gasped, knelt, did as was requested.
“We shall aid you, Liane of the Magical Currents. In return for six months of your lifespan, we shall aid you. Agree to this bargain, and you shall walk from here, Envoy of Air, with command over the Trade Winds, mastery over hurricane and tornado, and power over the element of air... until you have delivered your friend to his destination or until a period of twelve hours has expired. Agree to these terms, Liane of the Magical Currents, and for that time, you shall be one of the most powerful mortals to walk the Earth.”
Liane swallowed. Envoy of Air? Ercharthaetuli had taken command of her body to smite her enemy, Haturori had merely boosted her body and left her alone, but Omkiel would actually place a large portion of her power under Liane's direct control and send her on her way to perform her task in any way or fashion she chose?
And all it would cost is half a year of her life.
She drew breath. “By the power of threefold three,” she intoned ritualistically, “I, Liane, the MagicWarper, consent to the deal, accept the obligation, and comply with your demands, Lady Omkiel. I sign the contract made, offer my vow on the bargain struck, and embrace the power you offer. I will admit to your requests and welcome your influence. My name is Liane, known as the MagicWarper, and I agree to pay the price you have set forth.”
The winds laughed, a thousand different tinkling voices bombarding her senses. “Then rise, Liane of the Magical Currents! Rise as the Envoy of Air, and fulfill your obligation!”
Liane stood, and the no-time and pseudo-reality shattered, leaving her standing right where she had been. Air's power quivered over her skin, and she drew a breath.
The air sang to her lungs, filled with traces of scent and hints of gasses. It felt glorious and intoxicating, and she drew another deep breath, just to savor the feeling once more. The dark night no longer felt dark or oppressive, it was merely another time of day, a simple concept that no longer mattered to her. Air was everywhere and anywhere, air filled cracks, rose over mountains and descended into caves.
“My Lady?” Milor asked.
“We shall go, My Lord,” she replied, surprised when her voice quivered and sounded like multiples of herself, the air that surrounded her picking up on her speech and reverberating with it. Milor blinked, took a good look at her, and blinked again.
“As Envoy of Air, I shall transport us, My Lord,” she whispered, her voice expanding to full speech regardless. Her arms went up, hands pointing to the skies. Wind picked up, tousling dust and stick. Above them, the night sky darkened when clouds rolled in. The wind picked up speed, small branches and stones rolling across the floor.
As the wind increased, it started in a circle around them, picking up more and more speed as it went, now picking up stone and stick and branch, sweeping dust and sand into the air. The circle expanded, creating a clear space where Liane and her two companions were unaffected by the storm building around them.
More winds were added, the clouds above their heads starting to circle, faster and faster. On the ground, Milor and Amy could see the wind dig at the ground, ripping stones out of the soil and sweeping them up in the horrible embrace of the forces building under Liane's direction. The trees bent and groaned, thick branches snapping away and joining the powerful dance of air around them.
The clouds above rotated faster and faster, a funnel started to form, reaching down to the ground. Liane's two outstretched hands balled into fists, and with an effort that seemed inhumane, wrenched them down. The funnel reached down, connecting to the upward draft building on the ground, obscuring the vision of the three travelers completely.
“Up,” Liane muttered, her whisper somehow sounding above the howling gales. The winds closed in, and Liane was the only one who was not surprised when the floor vanished from beneath their feet.
“My Lady?” Milor asked, his voice tinted with terror.
“We fly, My Lord. The fastest way to get to where we need to go is to fly,” Liane answered his unasked question. The next moment, the upward force canceled when they broke through the cloud cover. Beneath them, the clouds rolled out, above them stood, in crystal clarity, the endless starry expanse of the night sky.
“I have never seen the stars so clearly,” Amy whispered. Her absolute faith in Liane prevented her from being afraid. Concerned with being off the ground, yes. Afraid, no.
Liane looked up, and nodded. “We are high off the ground, and my power is shielding us, Assistant,” she replied calmly. Internally, she felt giddy with power and pushing to get the rest of the job done, but she could not and would not just brush off her Assistant. “Let us move,” she said, and it was only then that both Amy and Milor realized that they could look straight down and still see the ground, the tornado still present where it had been patiently waiting as if it were content to stay there until the ends of time if that was what Liane wished of it.
“Forward,” she intoned, and slowly, they started to move, forward. The acceleration was minute, but it was constant, and the faster they went the more they leaned forward, carried by the forces of the wind under Liane's command.
Within minutes, they were lying completely flat, driven forward by the very air they breathed, the full power of the trade winds driving them on. The energy broke through the clouds, revealing the ground beneath them, and it was only then that Milor and Amy realized just how fast they were moving.
They were well past Sevenoaks, well underway to the large capital that loomed in the night. Their altitude was enough to allow them to see both the capital, and the ground they were clearing, and the voyage was both comfortable and short.
It took them less than an hour to return to the capital using wind's speed, and Liane put them down in the middle of the large square in front of the Academy entrance. The powerful protections around the capital did not impede the power of the element of air, but Liane did gasp when the wards latched onto her painful magical core and exerted their tax.
She landed perfectly on her feet, while Amy and Milor stumbled. “My apologies,” she said. “This is my first time and I'm afraid the landing was a bit rough.”
Milor cast his date-time spell. “Amazing, My Lady. Absolutely amazing. We have almost two hours left. You got us here in less than an hour.”
Liane nodded, feeling the power of the wind hold her up now that two pints of her blood had vanished and six months had been deducted from her lifespan. She was glad for it, she wanted her answers and it would not do to be too weak of mind and body to remember the disclosure.
“I must now do what I must do, My Lady,” Milor said. “This way.”
Liane had assumed his business would be in the Upper City, and thus had put them down at a central location. Much to her surprise, the walk took a short five minutes.
They ascended the stairs to the Imperial Palace, and Liane threw her friend a curious look. Milor ignored her and entered through the public doors without hesitation. Liane and Amy followed behind. Air's power was still with Liane, and it was propping her up now. With two pints of blood missing, she would not be able to walk, let alone walk this briskly.
She just hoped the power would last her until she got her answers.
Milor kept walking, going deeper and deeper into the palace. Liane and Amy followed silently until they reached an elaborate set of double doors.
Closed double doors.
Four guards, two on either side, stood in protection of the passageway “I am required inside,” Milor told the guards, with a tone of utmost confidence and superiority. The four guards looked at Milor, snapped to attention, and pushed the doors open with little to no effort and without speaking a word. Liane's curiosity reached a fever pitch; who was her friend that he was able to command palace guards?
“May I ask what the delay is, My Lord?” they heard a voice drift from inside.
Milor took that as his cue, and stepped inside. Liane followed right behind him, and wished that her core hadn't been hurt as badly as it had been when it freed her from the restraints, now hours ago. Water, then Air, had been propping her up, but she knew that was only temporary. She felt naked and vulnerable without magic of her own.
“My Lords, My Ladies. My most humble apologies for the delay, it seems that someone saw fit to attempt to delay me from this important ceremony,” Milor said, loudly, into the cavernous room they emerged into. His voice immediately drew the attention of everyone present, and Liane felt faint, not because of the lack of blood in her veins, but just who had been gathered into the room.
“It was only thanks to my good friend, the Lady Liane, the MagicWarper, Prime Student of the Kirian Academy of Magic, that I was able to make it to this ceremony in time and intact,” he went on, stepping further into the room, seemingly not at all concerned by the fact that the entire upper echelon of the Kirian Nobility was focused on him.
When he said her name, and motioned to her, she could only straighten her spine and set her shoulders while the Lords and Ladies present took her in. During the few moments of allowed silence, she glanced through the room for anyone she knew personally, rather than by name and fame.
She saw the Lord Master, and dipped her head in his direction. He dipped his head back. To her surprise, she also found that Pertogan was present, together with his master. She focused again on Milor when he resumed speaking. “As is required, I am present here, on the last Christmas Eve before my majority, to undergo the Ritual of Ascension. Lord Father, do I have your permission?”
Milor's gaze focused on one person, and Liane tracked his vision to a slender man seated upon a large throne at the other end of the room, an area that had been hidden from her view until now. Powerful magic was at play here, but all thoughts of activating her magic sight went out the room when her eyes were caught.
She looked at the man, seated on his throne. Involuntarily, her eyes flashed to the wall behind him.
Elija Imperat Kiria, she read, the words written in the ancient Templar tongue. Those three words answered so many questions, yet asked a great many more at the same time.
Engraved underneath the ancient Templar words were the immortal words of the Imperial House of Kiria. “I maintain, protect, guide, and defend.”
The Lord Elija of Kiria, better known as Lord Emperor of the Kirian Empire. She realized just who she had been looking at. Liane's eyes looked at Milor. Her friend was... a Prince?
“My Son, you have my permission,” the Emperor said, and Liane blinked, both at what was being said, and what was not being said. The Emperor had not used an honorific, yet had addressed Milor straight out, accepting him as his son.
“Thank you, Lord Father,” Milor said gratefully, and stepped to one side of the room, where a nondescript door was present. Liane immediately recognized it.
It was a door similar to the Arbitrator of Elements. It was the room that had once bestowed the name MagicWarper on her. Why was a similar room here, and what did Milor mean by 'Ritual of Ascension'?
Her friend stepped to the door, but turned before entering it. “My Lords, My Ladies. As is required, I will now step into this room. Magic will test me, and should it find me worthy, I will emerge as your Crown Prince. Should it find me unworthy, I shall not emerge at all. As is required, I will now bequeath my possessions, should I not return. I am well aware that, habitually, my possessions would return to my Lord Father. However, I feel I must break with this tradition.”
He looked straight at Liane, and went on, “Because of her friendship and loyalty, I bequeath all my worldly possessions to the Lady Liane, The MagicWarper. She has stood by me, risking her life and a fate worse than death, for my safety, before she ever knew who I was. In the name of the friendship that she showed me when I was but a mere student at the Academy, I wish all my effects to go to her should I not return from this chamber.”
He looked at the Emperor then, and Liane found herself doing the same. She felt shocked. Shocked and weak, the power of air leaving her now that Milor was close to his goal. The two pints of missing blood was catching up to her, and the surprise of finding out Milor's status was not helping. The revelation of her being his sole heir should he not be found worthy by magic was no better.
The Emperor looked at his son, yet did not seem to be too terribly upset from what Milor had done, then glanced at her.
Liane at once realized why this man was the Emperor of Kiria.
By itself, his magic was powerful. Definitely more powerful than the Warlocks she had fought to free herself and Milor, but not as powerful as the Doctorii at the Academy, and not nearly as powerful as the Lord Master by a long shot. It was not just the Emperor's own magic, however, and her fine senses could detect the entire realm's worth of magical power brimming beneath this man's thoughts and fingers.
She didn't find him frightening as he studied her, not the way the Lord Master used to frighten her. The Emperor was calm and collected, studying her as she was studying him. He was not out to harm her, she realized, and was merely curious as to what she was, dressed as a Commoner, entering the palace, and being named heir to his son. He seemed to find what he had been looking for, and dipped his head. “My son has made a wise choice,” he declared to the room at large before focusing on Milor. “Go now, and emerge as Crown Prince of Kiria.”
“Yes, Lord Father,” Milor whispered. He exchanged one last look with Liane, before turning and entering the room. The door closed behind him.
All focus of the room turned to her, and she resisted the urge to fidget. The power of the envoy had left her completely, and she was barely able to keep standing. She hoped that the attention of the Lords and Ladies present would abate soon, and allow her some time to slip over to Pertogan's side. They had been talking through correspondence only these last few years, and she wanted to talk to him again.
She focused on remaining upright instead. Without air's power supporting her, her body was growing weaker by the minute. Instead of looking for Pertogan, she was looking for a chair now.
To her surprise, she suddenly found him right next to her. “My Lady,” he said jovially. “It is good to see you again.” he glanced at her, and she would have blushed if she had the blood for it. “And those clothes do offer an enticing view.”
She barely manager to offer him a wan smile. The shirt and trousers she was wearing did reveal more shapes and curves than the traditional robes did. “It's good to see you again as well, My Lord,” she whispered.
“You do not look alright, My Lady,” Pertogan said, concerned. “Are you well?”
“I was forced to part with two pints of blood, My Lord. It was tribute for a major spell required to allow My Lord Milor to return within time,” she explained, about as well as she could.
Pertogan nodded business-like. “Necromancy has similar spells, My Lady. Allow me to assist.” He pulled a wooden staff from somewhere. “Please lean on this, My Lady. I'm afraid there are no seats available at this moment.”
She accepted the implement gratefully, grabbed hold of it with both hands, and did her best to appear as if she were merely holding and admiring it, instead of leaning on it. “I wish I could offer more help, My Lady,” he said, making motions as if he were explaining some of the characteristics of the staff.
“Perhaps I can be of assistance, My Lord,” Amy whispered lowly. “I have researched a spell that will allow me to transfer blood between two people.”
Pertogan looked at the younger girl, then at Liane. “My Assistant has done it before, My Lord.”
He looked at the younger girl once more. “In that case, please do, Assistant. Please do not transfer two pints, however. That would leave me in a similar problem as your Proctor. I will trust you on this.”
“Thank you for your trust, My Lord,” Amy said, and covertly placed a hand on each of them. Her lips quivered as she muttered her spell, and Liane started feeling better almost immediately. The spell stopped before she felt completely fine, but she felt better than she had been earlier.
Pertogan shook his head slightly, then smiled when he accepted his staff back. It vanished back from where he had gotten it. “You have a curious Assistant, My Lady. Very impressive.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” Liane said, looking gratefully at Amy. “She most definitely is impressive.”
The girl inflated with the praise. The Proctor looked at the door her friend had vanished through. “How long do you think it will take, My Lord?” she asked.
Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Pertogan shrug. “I don't know, My Lady. Nobody else seems worried, so I believe it may take some time longer.”
Liane accepted that explanation, yet kept her focus on the door still. She was still tired, her magic ached, and she felt filthy, both from lack of bathing and from what had almost happened. She just wanted to curl up in her bed with a hot cup of chocolate milk.
Chocolate milk with a good shot of alcohol in it.
She shuddered. “My Lady?” Pertogan asked.
“A lot has happened, My Lord. Things I-” she broke off. “Things I do not think I can share right now,” she finally said. Pertogan looked worried, but kept his silence.
“I will, of course, respect your privacy, My Lady,” he acknowledged. “But please feel free to call upon me should you ever find yourself in need of someone to talk to. I suspect My Lord Milor knows what has happened, yet perhaps an outside perspective could help.”
She looked at him, and he looked genuinely worried about her. She gave him a small smile. “Thank you, My Lord. I will surely keep your offer in mind. Right now, I just wish I could go to bed with a hot drink.”
He nodded. “I can understand that, My Lady.”
They lapsed into silence, and it was then that the Lord Master appeared from somewhere close by yet unnoticed. “My Lord,” he greeted Pertogan. “My Lady. Assistant.”
“Lord Master,” Liane said.
“I am pleased to see you return safely, My Lady,” the Lord Master said, before turning to Pertogan. “My apologies, My Lord. May I steal your conversation partner away for a few moments?”
Pertogan blinked, stared from the Lord Master to Liane and back to the Lord Master, before dipping his head when he saw no disagreement from Liane. “Of course, My Lord,” he accepted, dipping his head to Liane in greeting. “My Lady.”
The Lord Master took Pertogan's place, looking out over the gathered Nobility. “I feel I must apologize, My Lady. It appears that I have sent you down a dangerous route without meaning to do so.”
“My Lord?” she asked, confused. Her mind really wasn't operating at its best. Then again, after two invocations, a loss of a grand total of three pints of blood and six months and three weeks worth of lifespan and an almost-rape, she couldn't really expect herself to be at peak performance.
“I perhaps did not explain my suggestion as well as I should have done, My Lady,” the Lord Master explained. “When I offered you the option to do as your heart told you to do, regardless of consequences, I was advising you to attempt to either contact the Blood Mages with your research, or find the location of My Lord Milor, then provide that information to the Imperial Court. I did not mean it for you to leave school and attempt a rescue yourself. I feel I must apologize for the misunderstanding.”
Liane just stared at the Lord Master for close to twenty seconds before realizing that she was being exceedingly impolite. She felt like a silly little first year student mucking up her first spell, and wished even more for the comfort of a bed, and a hot alcoholic beverage. And maybe a good cry.
“It was my mistake to make, My Lady. I did not take into account how independent you are,” the Lord Master said, seeing her thoughts play out on her face. “No matter what happens here tonight, I wish you to know that I am exceedingly proud of you. I can see the signs of invocation on you, and you have managed to complete your objective within the time allowed.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said with a small voice, feeling better for his acceptance yet feeling incredibly foolish for risking everything, a risk that she may not have needed to take.
“My I ask, My Lady?” the Lord Master questioned.
Liane understood what he wanted to know, and rather than answer his direct question, she answered the implied one. “We were captured, My Lord. Kept restrained by magic-restraining bracers.” He just nodded, encouraging her to continue. “One of our guards had an... unhealthy... fixation on me.” She broke off, swallowed deeply.
The Lord Master's body tensed. “Please continue when you feel ready, My Lady.”
She missed him calling her 'Magus', and the reality of it did not escape her. She had left school; she was no longer Magus. “The restraints were not meant for one such as I,” she muttered. “When the guard attempted to... force a resolution... my magic reached out and protected me. The bracers were burnt away, as was the guard.”
The Lord Master released a breath, and nodded. “I am pleased to hear that. Pleased, and surprised. Those restraints are usually unbreakable.”
“We had little time. The only method I knew to defeat the restraints took one hour per person. We did not have the time.” She glanced around. “I invoked Haturori.”
He nodded. “Water's wisdom would be of great help,” he said. “Good thinking, My Lady.”
She explained how she freed them, glancing over things Milor would not want her to tell regarding his uncle. “Then Lord Milor cast the date-time spell and realized that it was nine pm on December the 24th. There was not enough time to return to the Capital.”
The Lord Master glanced at her, and frowned slightly. “I am sure you could have enchanted a floater to reach that speed, but it would have taken days to do so, even with the wisdom of water helping you.”
“Water's gift lasted until we were free, Lord Master. I was out of options, there was but one force that could return us on such short notice,” Liane explained.
He glanced around as she had done. “Omkiel,” he whispered, and she nodded.
“My Assistant learnt a spell that allowed her to transfer blood from one person to another. Lord Milor was kind enough to donate one pint to offset what I had used earlier. I invoked Omkiel, but the Major Spirit of Air was not inclined to assist me. There was a large storm over the Pacific ocean that required her time. I pleaded my case, and she graced me with her trust.”
“Her trust, My Lady?” the Lord Master asked, actual curiosity overcoming his Decorum.
“Until Lord Milor returned to his destination, I was the Envoy of Lady Omkiel, Major Spirit of Air,” Liane said.
“Remarkable,” the man said, nodding. “Truly remarkable.”
“Lord Master?” Liane asked, her curiosity finally taking the upper hand. “How much trouble am I in?”
“You have rescued the Lord Emperor's son, My Lady. I do not believe you are in any sort of legal trouble, if that is what you are asking. You are a credited Mage, so that is not a problem either. You did leave the Academy, however.”
She nodded, and glanced at Amy. “As an accredited Mage, you are, of course, free to educate your Assistant in whatever way you see fit, My Lady,” the Lord Master said, anticipating her next question. “I'm sure that she will do just fine.”
“Thank you, Lord Master. I'm glad that she-” Liane's voice cut off when a deep hush descended over the room.
The door had opened, and Milor walked out, not looking any different than he had looked when he went in. He strode confidently to the throne, and went down to one knee. “Lord Father, Magic has seen fit to accept me as heir to the throne.”
Was that a hint of relief Liane detected in the Lord Emperor's face? Was that a hint of gratitude in the man's voice when he spoke? “I am pleased to see it, my son. Please, approach, and explain your adventures.”
Milor stood, and approached the man, who was now standing rather than sitting, and a privacy screen went up right before Milor was to reach his father.
“I am glad to see he was accepted,” the Lord Master commented. “It was fairly quickly, too.”
“Would it really have been lethal to be rejected?” Liane asked.
The man nodded. “The Arbitrator of Ascension is different from the Arbitrator of Elements, My Lady. In order to prevent false claims to the throne, any unworthy heir will be killed. It has kept our realm stable ever since the beginning, and the line of succession has never been broken.”
Liane thought it strange that the line never broke, and was about to ask further clarification when the privacy screen dropped.
“Lady Liane, known as the MagicWarper. Approach us, please.”
She gulped deeply. The Lord Emperor had just singled her out. Knowing better than to keep the man waiting, she glanced at her Assistant, and walked through the room toward the throne. Amy followed half a step behind her right shoulder, as a good Assistant should follow her Proctor. In cases such as this, they were one.
Just as they had seen Milor do, Liane and Amy knelt on the first step leading up to the dais upon which the throne of the Emperor stood, and upon which were currently located the Emperor and Milor.
“Lady Liane,” the Emperor addressed her. “My son has explained the actions you have taken on his behalf, and the sacrifices you made, and were prepared to make, in order to ensure his safe return. I am also aware that you did this simply out of friendship, with neither answer or explanation as to why my son was required to keep silent about his background.”
She didn't know what to say, and kept silent, awed not by the man's magical strength, but by the magic he represented, the magic of the realm of Kiria, the office of the Emperor. “Lady Liane,” the Emperor finally broke the silence. “You may ask of me a boon.”
She blinked, swallowed. She hadn't expected this, and glanced up at Milor and the Emperor, before realizing that she probably shouldn't do so. “My Lord Emperor,” she said, hoping to keep the tremble out of her voice. “What I did, I did out of friendship for My Lord Milor. Although it frustrated me that he could not explain things to me, I did what I felt was needed for my friend. It... it would not do for me to ask for anything when I did something out of friendship.” She smiled at the step she was kneeling on. “I only wish to return to the Academy, have a hot bath, and go to bed.”
To her surprise, the Emperor laughed. “My son warned me you would probably say something like that, Lady Liane. Please rise, I do not enjoy looking at the top of the head of my subjects.” As she stood, aware that Amy was standing as well, she noticed the Emperor looking at someone else in the room. “Lord Jozua, Master of the Magical Currents, as your Emperor I am hereby requesting that you reinstate this fine Mage to the Academy, and do your best to ensure that she is able to catch up on subject matter missed during her absence.”
Liane felt stunned at the title of the Lord Master. Omkiel, Major Spirit of Air, had given her the same designation! Shaking her head back to reality, she glanced at Milor. Was he not going back to the Academy?
Recognizing the look on his friend, Milor leaned close to his father, and whispered something. The man looked from his son to Liane. “Do not worry, Lady Liane. My son will be returning to the Academy as well.”
She wished she had the blood pressure to blush. As it was, she fidgeted nervously. This was the most important man in the entire country, and he was teasing her. How could one react to that?
“It shall be as you ask, My Lord Emperor,” the Lord Master replied calmly. “With gratitude and pleasure.”
She wanted to look at the Lord Master, but that would probably be an indiscretion too far. “Lady Liane,” the Emperor went on, and she looked up with a start. “That is an exceedingly small price for the service you have rendered upon this entire realm, as well as the favor you have done to myself and my son, personally. As such, when you finish your masterpiece, and have attained your master's title, I will personally initiate you into the ranks of the Pillars of Kiria. As Pillar of Magic, you will be responsible for the safeguarding of this realm, for the maintenance of its defenses, for settling of disputes, and any other questions or tasks required of you by the Realm.”
She gaped at the man, and only snapped out of it when she caught Milor smothering a smile. She sent him a somewhat-glare. “Thank you, My Lord Emperor. I will do my very best.”
“Of course you will, Lady Liane. Please note that this is on the condition of your master's title. I expect a truly outstanding masterpiece from you,” the Emperor said, and Liane blinked, then grinned at Milor.
“My Lord Milor, may I borrow back my gift?” she asked. Milor caught on immediately, descended the stairs, and slowly drew Dawnbreaker from its sheath.
He formally presented it to her, one hand supporting the tip while the other supported the pommel. Carefully, she lifted the weapon out of Milor's hands. “Lord Master, I wish to present to you, my masterpiece.”
The Lord Master was at her side as if he had always been there, took a careful look at the blade, blinked, looked closer, and smiled. “Truly outstanding work, My Lady Magus. Truly outstanding.” She swelled with pride at not only his acceptance, but also his use of her title. She was Magus once more, reinstated to the Academy of Magic.
Hopefully, she could go to bed sooner now.
“If My Lord agrees, I will need to examine this in detail later on to verify My Lady Magus' claim to a master's title,” the Lord Master said to Milor, who nodded in acceptance. Dawnbreaker still in her hands, Liane turned, glanced nervously around, and very slowly ascended the staircase to the Emperor, hoping that she wasn't about to commit a gross misconduct.
He didn't seem to mind, so she climbed until she was at the same level as him, and formally presented the weapon. “My masterpiece, My Lord Emperor. Built under duress, for the protection of my friend, your son. The light of dawn, breaking over the shores of Hell, the weapon known informally as Dawnbreaker.”
The Emperor looked down at the weapon. “My knowledge of Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols is small, Lady Liane, and I have heard that it is thanks to yourself that my son does not suffer the same fate. This looks like a remarkable weapon, and even I recognize a weapon named by a master of the trade.” He gave her that faint Decorum-allowed smile she had so often seen from Milor. “I do believe I will be welcoming you into the ranks of the Pillars upon your graduation.”
“Thank you, My Lord Emperor,” Liane said, trying to hide her smile as best she could. She slowly descended the stairs, and presented the weapon back to Milor, who took it, sheathed it, had the audacity to wink at her, and took his place by his father's side once more.
“And now, we must celebrate,” the Emperor said. “My son has passed the Ritual of Ascension!”
Liane resisted the urge to curse. It looked like she wouldn't be getting that warm bed and hot drink anytime soon.




Epilogue

Liane allowed herself a smile when she approached the gate of the Academy. She rolled her shoulders, marveling in the sense of freedom of being completely free of pain. Next to her, Milor seemed to be in a similar mood, a small smile on his lips and a relaxed posture in his shoulders that had been noticeably absent during their stay at the palace.
During the difficult days after their return, they had stayed at the palace at the Emperor's pleasure, his personal physicians taking care of their multitude of physical complaints, including that vicious wound on Milor's right arm that had become infected. While Liane and Amy had suffered nothing more than some hypothermia and a bout of malnutrition, it didn't make their recovery any less difficult.
They still looked rather gaunt and drawn, but their physical complaints had ebbed away completely, and they'd decided among themselves that they'd rather return to the Academy now, instead of postponing it even longer. There was bound to be enough discussion as it was, and any lessons they missed were lessons they had to make up for.
Crossing the gate, Liane looked at the flashing symbols. The last time she had seen them, when leaving with her Assistant on their urgent plight to save Milor, they had been dull and subdued. Now, they were vibrant and festive, showing in all the colors of the rainbow and every color in between, radiating thousands if not millions of different hues that made Liane's smile bigger.
Stopping, she turned to face them completely, feeling a strange sort of joy at being greeted by these powerful protections, this myriad of symbols, runes, and magical writings that were, without a doubt, her first real friends. They had been here when she first came here at age eight, next to the imposing and powerful Lord Master, and had greeted her upon her arrival.
Ignoring Milor and Amy, who both looked on with obvious tolerance, Liane's hand came up and touched the stone archway. The magic in this place had been the first friendly thing she had seen or experienced when joining the ranks of the Nobility, and it was not something she would ever forget.
When her hand touched the writings, a strange energy shot through her, making her gasp for breath. The magic washed through her veins and nerves, filling her entire body, every cell, every lock of hair, every nail of finger and toe. The power pressure vanished when equilibrium was achieved, and for a few strange moments, Liane was aware – aware of the school, its protections, it foundations and all its students. She knew where every student was, where the Lord Master was, and where every member of the faculty or staff was.
The protections reached out in a perfect sphere around the school, reaching up into the skies and reaching down into the ground, tying directly into the humongous magical shields that covered the entire capital, both drawing from it and adding to it. It was a strange sort of contradiction, one that vanished when Liane opened her eyes; eyes she had not been aware she had closed.
When she lifted her hand, the protections at the gate twinkled at her in the expanded plethora of colors they had achieved, and Liane dipped her head at them in a strange sort of greeting when she realized that the protections were merely welcoming her, and that it was her, not they who had changed.
She was going to be a Pillar when she graduated. One of the Pillars of Magic of the realm of Kiria, one of the most respected and influential positions on the island.
Liane looked at Milor. It was because she had rescued him that she had been offered the position, and it was because of the added influence the position would offer her that she could now see the additional colors of the protections, and that they offered their knowledge to her freely.
She glanced one last time at the protections, gave a small apologetic smile at Milor and her Assistant, and together, they crossed the threshold into the center courtyard of the Academy of Magic. Liane glanced at the younger girl. Although Amy, as a mere Assistant, had not received a boon from the Emperor, Liane already knew of the things that were being done for the girl. Although she did not know it, Amy would find her purse suspiciously filled when she became independent next year, and she would find it curiously easy to achieve a high-end position within the Nobility upon graduation should she continue her academic track record.
When they entered the courtyard proper, Liane took a moment to glance down at the hem of her proper robes, and the dancing flames, now animated once more.
Looking up at the Sun Charm, Liane closed her eyes and indulged herself. It had been a miserably gray January morning outside of the Academy, and the warmth and light of the Sun Charm made her realize an important thing.
She was home.
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