
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
   Peter of the Wind Book 1 of The War of Contractia By T.J. Dixon (part of The Chronicles of Contractia)
 
   Author’s Foreword
 
   Please note that all people, places and events in this story are purely fictional.  Any resemblance to any real person, place or event (or anything else) is purely co-incidence.  This is the first book in The War of Contractia, which is the first series in The Chronicles of Contractia.
 
   This story is mostly told from the perspective of Peter, a magically talented young slave boy.  It starts in the Arena of Contractia where Peter must fight as a gladiator, but it is mostly told at one of Contractia's great academies of magic.  This is a school where poor grades mean execution!  Contractia is a land ruled by the immortal and almighty queen, who has ruled for thousands of years.  It is a land where most men are slaves and children are considered the property of their mothers.  But change is coming.  What does the future hold for Peter and the ancient land of Contractia?


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1 (Peter)
 
   It is only my second fight in the Arena of Contractia and I am scared.  My enemy is a giant cat, which should be easy to kill with my magic, but there is a problem.  None of my attacks are working.  It just shrugs off my fire, ice, lightning and wind based attacks.  So far with my flight magic I have also evaded its attacks but my magic is weakening.
 
   I prepare another attack spell but to my surprise there is an explosion in the distance, followed by many more.  Then I notice a black skinned giant wearing only a cloth around his waist.  He is approaching the Arena and there is panic in the audience.  Looking around I see another one approaching from the opposite direction.  I forget my attack and barely dodge the cat.  The blue shield around the Arena is gone and the cat jumps at the audience but is swiftly killed with a pure magic attack far more powerful than mine.
 
   “This fight is over, return to your cell.”  A woman in red mage robes shouts at me before sending five blasts of magic at one giant.  He falls instantly when the first blast hits him and she seems shocked that he didn’t resist it.  The other giant seeing this runs away.  She blasts him in the back.  “I said return to your cell.”
 
   Not daring to disobey I turn and walk towards the Gate of the Living.  Better than being carried through the Gate of the Dead after a defeat, assuming there is anything left to carry.  I take a look behind me and see the sky above the palace is filled with explosions.  Despite the shield holding, the palace also seems to be on fire in places.  What is going on?  A rebellion?  An invasion?  Who would be strong or mad enough to even attempt such a thing against Contractia?
 
   Before I was sold to Contractia I called it the Land of the Gods, but now only one word can describe it.  Hell.  Certainly I won’t survive more than a few more battles.  I used to be proud of my magical prowess but the mages of this land have tamed monsters that should be beyond human control, just for us to fight.  The few who can stand against them are pitted against each other until they fall.  I hear that one man survived until his final battle, his thousandth battle, in which he died, but no man has ever survived and left the Arena.
 
   My only hope is that Contractia is defeated.  Even if I escape in the chaos they can just blow my head off from anywhere in the world, or even a different world.  To do that takes time though, and time is the one thing they don’t have now.  The guards are gone, undoubtedly busy fighting.  Did that foolish mage really think I would simply go back to my cell?  Perhaps she assumed I was stupid enough to flee or that I was too weak to cause any trouble.  I smile and blast each door open as I go past.
 
   “Hey, what’s going on?”
 
   “Contractia is being attacked!  Whoever it may be, they can’t be worse than Contractia!  Let’s help them!  Down with Contractia!  Down with Contractia!”
 
   “Down with Contractia!  Down with Contractia!”  The chant spreads and even though most people have no idea what is going on, all are united in their desire and anger.  Alone we are weak.  Together we are still weak, but even if we are no more than a thorn in their side they don’t have time to pull us out.  Perhaps it will help.  Perhaps we will be free.  At worst we will just die a little sooner, but fighting against the hated Contractia.  I never realised how many of us there were though as I keep on blasting open more and more doors.  There must be hundreds, perhaps even thousands.
 
   Suddenly in front of me a Contractian mage appears.  She blasts me mercilessly but her attack is surprisingly weak.  Shielding I am unharmed, though even against weak attacks I am not going to be able to shield many more.  Beside me the old man I just freed starts chanting.  I see something that I have never seen in a Contractian’s eyes before, fear.  She desperately sends another attack, this time against him but I shield him.  My power already weakened by both battle and freeing my comrades barely holds, but he finishes chanting just in time.  Fire springs up around her and she disappears screaming and burning.  I have no idea how they appear and disappear like that but I am glad she is gone.
 
   “Thanks.”  I say to the old man.
 
   “Thanks to you too.  For a riot like this to be possible though, Contractia must be in serious trouble.  Perhaps the Golden Demon returned for revenge.  Who else would dare fight against the Queen of Contractia?  Her army isn’t that strong, but she and her personal guard are more than a match for any army.”
 
   “I heard he died in his final fight.  One more fight and he would have been free.”
 
   “Well they wouldn’t want people thinking he’s still alive would they?”
 
   “Was he really that strong?”
 
   “He fought against royalty and won.  Nobody is meant to know of course.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I was a general.  My army of 500 mages and 250,000 soldiers was defeated by that Queen on her own.  I have fought many battles here since, many against my own men, but the one I feared most was the Golden Demon.  I would have died in an instant if we had fought.”
 
   “No offence but your attack seemed a little slow and weak for such a powerful man.”
 
   “I just finished my previous battle.  My powers, like yours, are exhausted.  You seem a competent mage though.”
 
   Suddenly a small girl in dark blue robes with fiery red hair and blue eyes appears in front of us.  Her face is stained with tears.  “It is over.  There is no need for further bloodshed.”
 
   “So you’re just going to let us all go free then?”  I ask joking.
 
   “Yes.”  She replies to which I laugh at her ludicrous joke.  “The Queen of Contractia is dead.  My master killed her, and I am now Queen.  Our forces and Contractia’s have stopped, so now only the people here are still fighting.”
 
   “Who is your master?”  The old man asks her.  “Is he King now?”
 
   “Gold is dead.  You may have known him as The Golden Demon of Contractia.”
 
   “So it was him.  There was truly nobody else who could have done it.  Will you really free us though?”  The old man says sadly and asks dubiously.
 
   “Yes.  It seems the others have calmed down now.  Please head outside.  The mages there will send you where you wish to go.”
 
   “If you knew the Golden Demon you should know that his greatest weakness was that he slept like a log.”  The old man says staring her in the eyes questioningly.
 
   “What are you talking about?  He never slept well.”  She says looking at him strangely.
 
   “I guess you may be for real.  There’s no way that he would have let his enemies know that.”
 
   “Can they show me how to appear and disappear like you do?”  I ask.
 
   “You wish to learn magic?”
 
   “I already know magic, but that is a different type to the one I know.”
 
   “Except in unusual circumstances it takes years to learn.  That is what Gold told me.”
 
   “How long did it take you?”
 
   “I haven’t learnt it.”
 
   “But just now…?”
 
   “I used a magical stone.”
 
   “Is there anywhere I can learn it?”
 
   “The Academy of Contractia.  If you truly must know this then ask them to send you there on Queen Emily’s orders.  I will sort things out later, but I have many things to deal with right now.  And the master I loved is dead.”  She says and I can see fresh tears in her eyes.  She takes out a stone and crushing it disappears.
 
   “The Academy is a school for Contractia’s best mages.  Only girls are allowed to go there.  The Queen can make this happen for you if she really wants to, but you will be the only male there, and I’m not just talking about the students.  You should also know that if you score too badly you’ll be killed.  They may use fake test scores as an excuse to get rid of you even if you don’t do badly.  It would be better to forget attending the Academy.”
 
   “That power is one I must have.  Risking my life is a small price to pay.”  I tell him firmly.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “There is somewhere I wish to go, and my power is far too weak to get there.”
 
   “Where do you wish to go?”
 
   “To the stars.  Hey don’t laugh!”
 
   “But even with that power…  You may be able to go between dimensions to parallel worlds, but to travel to the stars is impossible.  Even alternate worlds with technology instead of magic can only travel to planets around the same star.”
 
   “I don’t know what ‘technology’ is but, it’s not impossible.  Even if it was I would still do it anyway.”
 
   “Why do you want to go to the stars so badly?”
 
   “I feel like they are waiting for me.  Enough with the laughter!  Hey!  Stop rolling around on the floor!”
 
   “Sorry, but you are just too much.”  He says still laughing as he gets up.  We walk in silence, other than his annoying sniggering, until we finally reach the exit.  There is a small group of mages ahead.  “You sure about this?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Two more.  I thought we had ported everyone already other than the ones still in cells.”  One mage says wearily and with a glare on her face.
 
   “Send me to my home town.”  The old man says smiling sadly.
 
   “Fine.  Concentrate on it as vividly as you can.”  The mage says in a bored voice and he disappears.
 
   “You call this porting when someone disappears?”
 
   “Yes.  Now where are you off to?”
 
   “On Queen Emily’s orders send me to the Academy of Contractia.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “So I can study at my new school.”
 
   “Are you crazy?”  She asks me laughing loudly.
 
   “No.  Do you plan you disobey the Queens orders?”
 
   “There is no way the Queen would order a filthy man to be sent to the Academy.”
 
   “The old Queen sure.  But the old Queen is dead.”
 
   “So will you be, if you go to the Academy.”
 
   “Perhaps, but that is my risk to take.”
 
   “Fine…  I’ll port you there.  Perhaps they can dissect you and find out what is wrong with your head.”
 
   “So I have to think of the academy, right?  I have never seen it before though.”
 
   “You don’t need to because I know it.  Are you ready to die?”
 
   “Just hurry up and port me.”  I say and before I say the last word I am somewhere else.  In front of me stands an elderly grey skinned lady in rich black silk robes.  Her black eyes bore into me as if seeing more than is natural.  She has long grey hair that would reach the floor if it didn’t float strangely just before doing so.
 
   “I am told you believe the Queen wants you to be a student here.”
 
   “The new Queen, Emily, agreed to let me study here.  She said she would sort out the details when she has the chance.  She is busy.”
 
   “Undoubtedly.  Even so though, I cannot blindly believe you.  It will bring shame upon this Academy to have a dirty boy as a student.”
 
   “Then I should not be a problem as I am quite clean.”
 
   “You have dirt and blood on your face, but that is not the issue.  I am talking about your filthy mind.  You should not be inside these walls.  I have put a tent up outside, which you will use until the Queen confirms or denies your stay here.  Even if you are to study here, the same rules that apply to female students will surely end your life.”
 
   “I am a quick learner.  I will not fail the tests.”
 
   “You already knew the risk, yet you still had the foolish courage to come.  Brave fools are always the first to die.”
 
   “I will die when it is my time.  Do not write me off so quickly.”
 
   “Come here.”  She says coldly and I walk closer.  With her left hand she grabs my head and I am outside.  In front of me is the tent she mentioned.  It is a small dirty brown tent with more than a few holes.  Inside there is a thin blanket with a tear down the middle, and nothing else.  At least it is a hot summer day so the lack of decent covering shouldn’t make too much difference.  The ground is stony and baked hard earth so it won’t be a comfortable night’s sleep tonight.  No worse than my cell though.  But then it starts to snow!
 
   “Elucia!  I asked for a little light rain, not snow!”  A girl’s voice outside calls loudly.
 
   “I’m sorry!  I think my spell went wrong!”  Another girl cries out.
 
   “You think!?”  A third girl asks aghast.
 
   “Well fix it quickly, or the old… Oh, too late…”  The first girl says.
 
   “Elucia!  Rin!  Kelliet!”  An old woman’s voice calls out as the snow stops.  Looking outside I see it is the same woman I spoke to earlier.  “If this is what I can expect in tomorrow’s test none of you will live to take another test.  And Rin, who exactly are you calling old?”
 
   “Umm…  Nobody.”  The girl called Rin looks to be no more than thirteen or fourteen years old, so is no more than a year or two older than I am.  The other girls seem to be about the same age as Rin and all are wearing blue skirts and shirts.  Her short hair is blonde and her eyes are a shiny green.  She reminds me of a bird of prey with her sharp chiselled white face, especially her nose.
 
   “Was this spell yours Elucia?”
 
   “Yes!  Sorry!”  Her hair is a cool blue like her eyes, and reaches to just above her shoulders.  She looks a lot less confident, perhaps just because she is about to be told off, but I feel like it is more than that.  She also seems somehow softer.  The last girl must be Kelliet and has long brown hair and small green eyes.  Her skin is also white but has patches of mud on.
 
   “Be sure to practise some more before tomorrow.  Oh and try not to kill the boy in the tent.  If the Queen really sent him here, he will be your new classmate tomorrow.”
 
   “But boys can’t attend the Academy!”  Rin laughs.
 
   “There’s no way the Queen would send a boy here!”  Kelliet cries out at the same time.
 
   “I’ll try not to kill him!”  Elucia promises nervously at the same time.  I gulp.  Perhaps I’d best to be ready to shield myself.  My power is starting to recover but only slowly.
 
   “There is a new Queen so anything is possible.”  The old woman says glaring at them.
 
   “Don’t joke!”  Rin laughs.
 
   “Do you really think I would joke about such a thing?  It would be more than my life is worth.”
 
   “You’re serious?”  Rin asks wide eyed.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But how could that be…?”
 
   “The Queen was killed and the royal guard forced to surrender.  The Golden Demon of Contractia with a small force of monsters managed it, but he was also killed.  Now his heir is Queen.  It will soon be common knowledge so there is no harm in telling a few kids the day before they fail their tests and get executed.”  She says glaring at Rin before disappearing.
 
   “It’s not like I’m going to fail the test, but I am worried about Elucia.”  Rin says to herself, then looks at me and glares.  “Get back in your tent, you male pig.”
 
   I laugh but go back inside.  I guess it is to be expected that the girls here are not going to welcome me anymore than the teachers.  I focus on recovering my energy and being ready to use it as a shield, but thankfully there is no need to shield myself.
 
   Once it is dark I lie outside and look up at the stars.  I can hear them calling to me.  Right now it isn’t words, just an emotion and a feeling.  I feel like they are calling me home.  I talk to myself naming the stars and their constellations.
 
   “How do you know their names?”
 
   “I guess somebody must have told me, or perhaps I read it somewhere.  Not sure.  Wait, who are you?”
 
   “I’m Elucia.”
 
   “Oh.  The girl who made it snow earlier.  In the dark you look different.”
 
   “Most people only know the names of the twin moons.  You’re the first person I have met who can name them all correctly, except the woman who taught me.”
 
   “What are the moons called?”
 
   “You don’t know!  You can name all the stars in the sky, but not the moons?”
 
   “There weren’t any moons where I was born.”
 
   “You’re not joking?  Where were you born?”
 
   “I don’t remember.  I was a slave in Contractia and they removed many of my memories.  Why bother though, when I was only going to die in the Arena?”
 
   “You are most unusual.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be getting some sleep instead of talking to me?  You have a test tomorrow.”
 
   “I was trying to forget that.”
 
   “Not a good idea.”
 
   “I’ll go, but one last question.  What is your name?”
 
   “Peter of the Wind.”
 
   “I hope I live to talk to you again.  I want to know more about you.  Perhaps there is a way to get your memories back.”
 
   “I don’t care about memories.  My only goal is the stars.  Anyway, you are weird, because most people would want to live to live, not to get to know more about a stranger.”
 
   “Good night.”  She says laughing cheerfully before disappearing.
 
   I do eventually get some sleep but I don’t sleep very deeply as there is no telling what danger I may face.  The morning sun has only just risen when I wake.  I lie there for a while before I notice the aura of a person behind me.  No, she wasn’t there before, but she is now.
 
   “Hello.”  She calls out.
 
   “Hello Queen Emily.”  I call back without opening my eyes.
 
   “I forgot to ask your name.”
 
   “It’s Peter.  Peter of the Wind.”  I say opening my eyes and standing to face her.
 
   “Why do you want to learn to port?”
 
   “To travel to the stars.  And yes, I know it isn’t possible with that power alone, but it’s a start.”
 
   “Why do you need to travel to the stars?”
 
   “They call to me.”
 
   “What do they say?”
 
   “It’s not words.  Just feelings and emotions.”  I say.  It’s not entirely true, but it’s not entirely a lie either.
 
   “What feelings and emotions then?”
 
   “Like they are calling me to them.”
 
   “What if you learn everything the Academy can teach you and you are still not able to travel to the stars?”
 
   “Then I will continue to improve my skills, knowledge and power until I can.”
 
   “There is an oath all students of this academy must swear, to protect and serve Contractia.  Will you take the oath?”
 
   “You have put an end to the arena and freed all of the slaves who fought there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You will not enslave more men to fight in the arena?”
 
   “I will not.  There are still slaves in Contractia but the Arena will only be used by free people who choose to enter it.”
 
   “Then yes, I will swear.”
 
   “Studying at this academy is not free from risk.  Are you prepared to take the risks you must take?”
 
   “Yes, but I will not fail the tests as I have no desire to be executed, especially before seeing the stars.”
 
   “Tests?  Executed?  What are you talking about?”  The Queen asks confused.
 
   “If you fail the tests here you get executed.  Even arena slaves know that.”
 
   “I did not know that.  I am not from Contractia and nobody told me.”
 
   “So what risks were you talking about?”
 
   “They just said that there are risks when studying magic.  Like blowing yourself up.”
 
   “I already know enough about magic that I can’t really see that happening.  This porting is certainly new to me but I doubt it is possible to blow yourself up doing it.  The rules of magic must still apply.”
 
   “I don’t know the rules of magic.  I have great power inside me that Gold left behind, but I can only do simple magic.  Powerful, but simple.  At least for now.  But more importantly, is it really true that you get executed just for failing a test?”
 
   “It’s what I was told, and they told me here that the same rules that apply to the girls will kill me.  I don’t plan on failing and dying though.”
 
   “I will not allow students to be killed just for failing a test.  Alumia!”
 
   “Yes your majesty.”  A girl appears.  She is possibly around sixteen or seventeen years old with short blond hair and blue eyes.  She is wearing soft blue robes.
 
   “Is it true that failing a test can result in your execution?”
 
   “If your average test score falls below the survival threshold you are normally executed.  If your average score is higher than the threshold you can fail a test without being executed.”
 
   “Thank you.  You had best port back to the palace.”
 
   “I will see you there your majesty.”  The girl says and ports away.
 
   “I wish she would be less formal…  I must go now, but someone will be here to tell you to enter soon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 (Peter)
 
   The walls, floor and roof on the way to the classroom are smooth white marble.  The door to the classroom is heavy black iron.  There are clear scorch marks on the floor and the walls near it.  I look at it apprehensively before pushing it open, or at least trying to.  It is way too heavy so I use magic instead and it swings open.  Inside there are rows of desks, most with two girls sitting at them, but a couple have only one girl sitting there and a few are empty.  All are dressed in blue the same as the girls I saw last night.
 
   Every girl is looking at me, mostly in shock, although I see a few familiar faces.  Elucia is clearly happy, whilst Rin is obviously furious and disgusted.  I can’t tell what Kelliet is thinking because she keeps her face completely expressionless.  She is in fact the only person who doesn’t seem to have some sort of reaction to my presence.
 
   “You are the boy the head told us about?”  An old woman with long, dark brown hair and pure black eyes asks, frowning at me.  It is unnerving to be stared at by such unnatural eyes, with not a trace of white, almost like stones.
 
   “I am the new student.”
 
   “Sit at that desk at the back.  The empty one.  I don’t want you talking to, or even looking at any of the other students, in or out of class.”
 
   “Not looking at any of the other students…  Sitting at the back might make that difficult…”
 
   “And no talking back!”  She shouts so I shrug and take the seat she told me to.  “The test results are as follows.  Elucia, score 23, average score 24 and 3 quarters.  As you know the survival rate is 25, so Elucia come up to the front for your execution.  It hurts less if you don’t struggle.”
 
   Elucia is clearly terrified, and shakes as she stands.  Rin’s hands however shake even more.  I guess they must be good friends.
 
   “The Queen said she was banning executions for failing tests.”  I say loudly and both girls look at me in shock.
 
   “She may plan to, but until I receive the order they will continue as normal.  Unfortunate for you, isn’t it Elucia?  One more mark on that test and you would have survived.”
 
   “How dare you!?”  Rin shouts jumping up out of her seat in unmasked fury.  “It’s not bad enough to kill her, so you just have to rub it in like that!?”
 
   “Sit!”  She barks at Rin but Rin doesn’t sit.  Glaring at Rin she silently invokes powerful flames.  It is clear she has no intention of cancelling them so after a moment’s indecision I silently throw up a shield of wind killing the flames with a brief vacuum a moment before they reach Rin.  The teacher glares at me before speaking quietly but furiously.  “Unincanted magic, and powerful enough to stop those flames.  There is not a single girl in this class powerful or skilled enough to cast such magic.  If the Queen hadn’t just transferred you, I would kill you this instant.  Do not interfere with my magic again.”  The flames rise again and Rin is shaking in terror, though she is trying to hide her fear.
 
   “I will accept my execution.  Please don’t involve anyone else though.”  Elucia says sounding calm but her aura is shaking, so she is clearly terrified.
 
   “Then walk into the fireball.  Perhaps I’ll spare Rin if you do.”  The teacher says with an evil grin.  My power is weak at the moment, so there is no way I could win a real fight against the teacher and I have no reason really to help Elucia.  Admittedly I had even less reason to help Rin, but I hadn’t expected the teacher to know it was me that helped her.  Even so I feel ashamed as I look on helplessly at Elucia walking up to the front towards the fireball.
 
   “Her majesty the Queen arrives!”  A voice calls out at the now open door and through it walks that red haired girl.  The fireball disappears as the teacher looks at the Queen in shock.
 
   “You’re the Queen?”  The teacher asks disbelieving, and it is obvious that many people in the room are thinking the same thing.  She looks like the youngest person in the room and really doesn’t look like a Queen at all.  After moment though, realising the mistake, she corrects herself.  “I mean, your majesty, what brings you here?”
 
   “Yes I am the Queen, even if I don’t look it.  I am here to inform you that there will be no more executions in this academy, and to collect the student Elucia, who I understand fell below the old survival rate.  Those who fall below this rate will be expelled and punished at the palace.”  The little Queen says firmly and both Elucia and Rin’s relief are obvious.
 
   “Elucia is this one.”  The teacher says pointing.  “You should be warned though, she is a disaster waiting to happen.  If she is not to be executed I would recommend binding her power, so she doesn’t accidentally blow up the palace.”
 
   “Your concern is not required.”  The Queen says looking pointedly at the teacher and I get the distinct impression she really doesn’t like this teacher, and not just because of her first words.  “Elucia, follow me.”  Everyone watches as Elucia follows the Queen.  For a few moments we are all just looking at the closed door, lost in thought.
 
   “Class is dismissed, except for you two.”  The teacher says glaring at both Rin and me.  Everyone else walks out cheerful but silently.  When it is just the two of us sitting at our desks the teacher calls us to the front.  “You may both think you’re heroes for saving that brat, but there’s something you should know.  Heroes have to pay a price for their heroics.  At tomorrow’s tournament you will both be representing this class.  Nobody could possibly blame me if you happened to get killed.”
 
   “But Class H never sends a representative!  Only classes B and A participate.”  Rin complains.
 
   “What is this tournament?”  I ask puzzled.
 
   “Rin will explain it to you.  As I am so generous though, you have the classroom for the rest of the day.  Good luck!”  She says and laughs her evil laugh, before leaving us alone.
 
   “I thought we had survived.”  Rin says depressed.
 
   “Is this tournament that dangerous?”  I ask worried.
 
   “Unless we get lucky and fight against a merciful team we’re dead.”  Rin says looking down at the ground before looking up at me.  “I’m sorry.  Even though you’re male and I’m not, you still saved me earlier, and now you’re probably going to die because of it.”
 
   “Is it just a fight?  Us versus another pair of students?”
 
   “Yes, but we’re in the bottom class and they’re in the top class.”
 
   “It’s not really any different from fighting in the Arena then, except its two versus two.”
 
   “But these are the best students in year three!”
 
   “Just year three students, like us?  No older students from year two or one?”
 
   “Just year three, but 3A and 3B students.  They’re on an entirely different level.”
 
   “All we can do is prepare ourselves.  Whether it is possible or not, we won’t know until we try.”
 
   “Possible to survive?”
 
   “To win.”
 
   “To win!  Even if we did somehow win the first fight, most of 3A and the best students in 3B are in this.  We wouldn’t just need to win once but every fight.”
 
   “If there are lots battles how are we meant to replenish our power?  It sounded like a day event.”
 
   “With slaves of course.”  Rin says looking at me strangely.  “How else?”
 
   “You have slaves?”
 
   “Not me personally, but the academy does.  All students can use them at the tournament.”
 
   “How did they become slaves?”
 
   “Prisoners of war or sold by their families I suspect.  Why do you care?”
 
   “I used to be a slave myself so of course I care!”
 
   “They’re women and girls so they’re treated better than you would have been.”
 
   “You enslave females too?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “I don’t enslave anyone, but yes, Contractia does.  We would hardly have allowed men in the academy even if they were slaves, and we needed to replenish our power somehow.”
 
   “So how do they restore our power?”
 
   “You really don’t know?”  Rin asks me sounding quite surprised
 
   “Why would I?”
 
   “You kiss them on the mouth and suck most of their energy.  If you suck out too much they die and you get scolded.  If you stop in time they just get really tired.”
 
   “You just get scolded if you kill them…”  I say shaking my head in frustration.
 
   “So how do you suggest we survive this tournament?”  Rin says pointedly ignoring my remark.
 
   “Let’s just win.”
 
   “…”
 
   “For now we need to learn each other’s strengths and weaknesses otherwise we won’t be able to fight well as a team.  What are your strengths?”
 
   “I don’t really have any.  Not that can be used in combat anyway.”
 
   “You must have something.  What about weaknesses though?”
 
   “Magic.”  Rin says lightly.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Magic.”  Rin says more seriously and sounding really depressed.  “I can at least control it enough to prevent it going as badly wrong as Elucia, but I can’t use strong magic and even weak magic takes ages to cast.”
 
   “Can you take magical energy from anyone?”
 
   “Only if they don’t know how to control their power, or they consent.  Why?”
 
   “Your aura is strong.  If I could borrow your power I could fight much better.”
 
   “You want to kiss me!”
 
   “Not really, but I don’t want to die.”
 
   “You don’t even want to kiss me, but you’d steal my first kiss!”  Rin says angrily.
 
   “Do you have any other suggestions on how we can win, or even survive this tournament?”
 
   “No.”  Rin admits gloomily.
 
   “Would you prefer to have your life stolen?”
 
   “No.”  Rin says with a reluctant sigh.
 
   “So how do I take your energy?  It can’t just be kissing.”
 
   “I can’t describe it in words.  I’ll just have to show you.  Just so you know though, I’m not doing this because I want to.  I’d rather kiss a slug than you, but I don’t want to die.”  With that she puts her arms round me and kisses me on the lips.  I feel her tongue in my mouth and then power gently flows into me.  I feel her thoughts and understand how it works.  As she said it is impossible to put into words.  I tug at her power and it speeds up.  I feel her fear and she struggles to stop the flow but is unable to do so.  I stop the flow and then reverse it until her power is back to its normal level.  She pulls away and asks slightly scared.  “How?”
 
   “How what?”
 
   “You should need my consent, but you easily managed to force the power at the speed you wanted.”
 
   “That’s not normal?”
 
   “Of course it isn’t!  I just told you that!  Not when the other person is a mage.”
 
   “Maybe it’s because you aren’t a very good mage.”  I say shrugging.  She looks upset but I don’t know what else to say.  “Anyway we should stand a better chance like this.”
 
   “Just make sure you stop in time.  Remember what I said about dying if you take too much.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I won’t kill you.”
 
   “You better not.  It’s bad enough I have to kiss you in front of the whole school, and to think my first kiss was with you!”
 
   “Do you know how to port?”
 
   “Of course.  Even I can do that.”
 
   “Can you teach me?”
 
   “You don’t know?  Even though you can do unincanted magic, you don’t know?”
 
   “I didn’t learn my magic here.  The one who taught me probably didn’t know either.”
 
   “Who taught you magic?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t… know…  How is that even possible?”
 
   “I don’t have many memories from before Contractia.”
 
   “Unbelievable.  Porting is quite simple really, but like taking power, it’s not something you can explain with words.  I don’t really want to touch you, but put your forehead against mine and I’ll show you how to do it.  Consider it thanks for earlier.”  Rin says looking annoyed and lowers her forehead to allow me to reach up to it.
 
   Touching her forehead with mine I feel inside her mind.  It’s not really words, just knowledge and emotion.  How she shares them I have no idea, but I can feel them and instantly understand how to port.  I also feel her embarrassment and a sense of fear.  She seems to be a little scared of me.
 
   “That’s enough.  It’s rude to poke around inside someone’s mind more than you are invited to.”
 
   “Sorry.  I don’t really understand how the mind thing works, but I get how to port now.  It’s like this I think.”  I say and port a step backwards.
 
   “That’s the general idea.  Is there anything else you need to know, or do, to prepare yourself?”
 
   “It would help to know a little about the opponents, such as their strong and weak elements.  That sort of thing.  Without knowing who we are up against though I guess that will need to wait until the last moment.  The only other thing is for both of us to get plenty of sleep.  Taking your power won’t help if you haven’t rested properly and I need to ensure mine is as strong as possible too.”
 
   “So where are you going to rest?”
 
   “We have the classroom for the day so I may as well rest here.  It beats the ground outside.”  I say and Rin looks to be struggling to make a decision.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “You, you can, just this once, sleep in my room.  Elucia and I were roommates, so, you can use Elucia’s bed.”  Rin says with a strange combination of nervousness and sadness, before looking me in the eye and saying quite calmly.  “If you try anything though, I swear I’ll kill you.”
 
   “Try anything?”
 
   “If you try to do anything to me.”  She says glaring at me.  “It’s too early to go to bed yet though.  How about I show you around the academy and then we come back here for lunch?  It’s rare to have the classroom to ourselves, but there’s no point staying here for the sake of it.”
 
   “Sounds fine.  Where do we get our lunch from though?  I can’t remember the last time I ate anything.  No, that was it, it was only last week.”
 
   “Only last week…  But it’s the end of the week today.”
 
   “Normally its two to three weeks but I fought a battle last week so I got an extra meal.”
 
   “Did you win?”
 
   “I’m still alive aren’t I?”
 
   “Do you have any money for food?”
 
   “No.  Do they not provide meals?”
 
   “Not for free.  I can’t have you getting us both killed because you’re hungry.  I guess we’ll have to share a lunch because I don’t have enough for two lunches.”
 
   “What about longer term?  Assuming we survive the match of course.”
 
   “You’ll need a job.  There should be work available in the nearby town and if you can port it shouldn’t be too far.”
 
   “Couldn’t I just port anywhere I want to, no matter how far.”
 
   “The further it is the more energy you use.”
 
   “I guess that’s why I can’t port to the stars.”
 
   “You want to go to the stars?”
 
   “Yes, because…”
 
   “I don’t care why you want to go.  It’s impossible, so give up.”
 
   “Giving up is even more impossible.”
 
   “Whatever.  Just focus on our match for now.  Go chase your stars afterwards.”
 
   “How many matches do we need to win?”
 
   “None.  If we beat one of the opponents in the first match we are allowed to forfeit the match, or if we win outright we can withdraw from the tournament.  If we can’t do that, they are allowed to do whatever they want to us, including torturing and killing us.  If we were in the same class or a higher class we could withdraw at any time, so generally very few people below the top class enter.  You get some elite students from B class, but they generally pair up with one of the A class students.  It’s just too dangerous otherwise.”
 
   “Why does anyone enter?”
 
   “Fame or money.  The prize is significant, and the winning pair are generally worshiped, or at least feared, by us normal students.”
 
   “Is it too early for lunch?”
 
   “Yes…  They only just finished serving breakfast.”
 
   “So let’s take our tour of the academy.  I’d like to see where we are going to fight too if possible.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll go there first.  Follow me.”  Rin leads me out of the classroom and along the marble corridor.  We go deeper into the academy than I have been so far.  There are lots of black iron doors, although most are far less charred than ours.
 
   “Are these other classrooms?”
 
   “Yes.  The number and letter on the door indicates the class.”
 
   “What number and letter?”
 
   “There.”  Rin says pointing at a scribble.
 
   “How is that read?”
 
   “You can’t read?”
 
   “I can’t read that.”
 
   “It’s just normal writing.  It says 3C.”
 
   “I guess I can’t read this world’s writing.”
 
   “How are you planning on learning magical theory if you can’t read?”
 
   “I already know some, hopefully enough to get me through what I need to.”
 
   “The theory tests are written so you will need to read the questions, and write the answers.”
 
   “Are you any good at theory?”
 
   “Yes, it’s the main area I excel at.  My parents are alchemists, which is what I want to be.  In my parents days you didn’t have to enter the academy to study alchemy.  Even men could study it.  Now as a mage’s daughter I have to enter the academy, graduate, and serve in the army for at least three years.  After that I can either leave the army and abandon magic, or serve for another two years, and then train as an alchemist.”
 
   “Could you teach me how to read and write your language?”
 
   “No chance.  I have a hard enough time studying magic practical without spending my time training you.”
 
   “What if I help you with practical, and you help me with theory and language?”
 
   “You can already do unincanted magic, so much as I hate to admit it, you are good at practical.  Are you really capable of teaching it to me though?”
 
   “We won’t know unless we try.”
 
   “It’s so shameful to learn from a male, but it’s too good an opportunity to pass up.  I’ll only help you though if you’re actually able to help me.  Of course if we die tomorrow the deals off.  Enough standing around here, let’s move along.”  Rin says and walks briskly.  I hurry to keep up on my shorter legs.
 
   “What do you normally do in your free time?”
 
   “Practise, work and study.”  Rin says as if anything else is not worth considering
 
   “What about for fun?”
 
   “There’s no time for fun.”
 
   “Have you ever killed anyone?”  I ask and walk into Rin who has stopped.
 
   “Why would you ask that?”  She asks me furiously pushing me away from her.
 
   “I was just wondering.”
 
   “Just wondering?!  Do I look like a murderer to you!?”
 
   “I wasn’t suggesting you killed anyone for fun.  You don’t always have a choice.  I was fortunate I had only fought monsters in the arena.  Sometimes they make you kill your friends in your early battles.  I wondered whether you had been forced to fight your classmates before, or been forced to kill other people.  If you join the army you will eventually kill someone.” 
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twelve, I think.”
 
   “You sound more like an old man than a child.”
 
   “I may be twelve but I have faced death.  I have faced the prospect that if I live long enough I will have to kill other people.  Do you know what it’s like being led to a battle wondering not only whether you will live, but whether you will have to take a human life to entertain the crowd?  How could I still be a child?”
 
   Rin turns and walks away slowly without answering.  I follow.  After a minute she says quietly.  “I would never have gone to the arena, and it’s not like I want to join the army.  I hate men and boys, just like Contractia taught me to, but it’s not like I want them to die.”
 
   “I wasn’t blaming you.  But if you think I’m a child because of my age, you’re mistaken.”
 
   “Through here is the academy arena.  It’s smaller than the one you know, but it’s got the same circular shape.  Magic is used to protect the crowd from stray spells.”  Going through the archway we enter a grassy courtyard and in the centre is what must be the arena.  It’s similar to the arena I am used to.  Here though instead of seats starting high up in the air and coming down to just higher than a man’s height, it starts at ground level and finishes down below at the same level as the floor where we will fight.  The centre is large enough for a proper battle even with a couple of large teams.
 
   “Can we go down there?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, since there’s currently no lesson or competition.”  Rin says and we head down there.  The ground feels the same as the ground in the arena I fought in.
 
   “It feels the same but it will be a bit weird having people at the same level as us.  I hope the magic shielding is strong enough.”
 
   “It can hold against the best students in the school so that’s one thing you don’t need to worry about.”
 
   “Let’s see the rest of the academy.”
 
   “We can’t see the other classrooms of course, and the flight hall is in use at this time of day, but I’ll show you the rest of the school.  I guess next would be the garden since we’re almost there.”  Rin says and leads the way up from the arena and across the grassy court away from the entrance we used to get here.  There is a small wooden door ahead, which seems out of place on the huge marble wall.  It opens easily and reveals a deep hole beside a downward winding circular staircase made of the same white marble.  There are no handholds and it is really slippery so following Rin I am very careful with my footing.
 
   “The garden is underground?”
 
   “Yes of course.  Where else would you put a garden?”
 
   “At ground level so it gets enough sun for plants to grow?”
 
   “The plants we grow don’t need sun.  They feed off of darkness, dampness and heat.”
 
   “It does feel hotter.”
 
   “When we reach the bottom it’s hotter than a desert at midday.”
 
   “How deep is this?”
 
   “It normally takes about twenty minutes to get to the bottom, and longer to get back up again.  Unless you port of course, but that would be a waste of power.”
 
   “Now you tell me.”
 
   “It’s worth it though.  It’s dark so you can’t see anything, but the smell is out of this world.”
 
   We walk in silence for a while and soon every step seems to be hard work in this heat.  I am sweating like never before.  I can smell something sweet and exotic now and it is getting stronger with each step, just like the heat.  Finally we reach the bottom and the smell is overwhelming, but in a good way.  What strikes me most though is the beautiful scene glowing in front of me.  The aura of the plants is a flowing mixture of soft silver and gentle blues, unlike anything I have seen before.
 
   “So beautiful.”  I say unable to put it into words fitting the scene before me.
 
   “Yes I love this smell.”
 
   “The smell is nice too.  Very nice in fact, but I meant the flowing auras.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The way the silver and blue flow into each other, and the shapes formed by the bigger plants.”
 
   “You can see auras?”
 
   “Can’t you?”
 
   “Of course not!  I don’t know about the higher classes but our class never learnt how to do that.”
 
   “I didn’t realise you had to learn it.  I thought everyone could.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.”  Rin laughs.
 
   “So what do you see?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s too dark to see properly, but it looks a bit scary.  Like a monster that wants to eat you.  Even so I could stay here all day for the smell, as long as I close my eyes.”
 
   “It seems so gentle to me.  Let’s rest here a while before we go back up.  I think we could die of dehydration if we stay here too long though.”
 
   We sit for a while on the hard floor. It seems it is stone here rather than marble.  The smell is nice but unlike Rin I enjoy watching the scene in front of me too.  After a while we port back to the top and explore the rest of the academy.
 
   “It’s almost lunchtime.  We should head to the main hall.”  Rin says and I eagerly follow her there.  We are the first ones there and Rin grabs a tray with a large pot, a spoon and a small empty bowl on it.  She takes a second spoon and then pays a fierce looking woman a dark blackish coin.  We then sit at a small table with just the two seats.
 
   “I’m eating first.  You get what’s left.”  Rin says.  I am a little disappointed as the food is making me hungrier, but I can’t complain, because she doesn’t have to give me anything.  Other students are starting to fill up the hall and there is now quite a queue for the food.  Lucky we got here early.
 
   “What’s this maggot you’re eating with?”  A tall girl asks looking down at Rin.
 
   “Transfer student.”  Rin says between mouthfuls without looking back.
 
   “It’s rude to carry on eating while a senior is talking to you.”
 
   “It’s rude to call me a maggot.”  I respond annoyed.
 
   “It can talk?”  The tall student says looking at me in disgust.
 
   “It seems so.”  Rin says between mouthfuls again.
 
   “I said stop eating and look at your senior!”
 
   “I don’t know you and I’m busy so leave me to eat in peace.”  Rin replies angrily.  I sense the flames under the table and instinctually put up a wind barrier.  The girl is knocked back and clearly shocked.
 
   “You know unincanted magic?”  She asks Rin in disbelief.
 
   “That was the maggot.”  Rin says and takes another bite.
 
   “Attacking a fellow student in the main hall is unacceptable.”  The tall girl says loudly and all eyes turn our way as the hall goes silent.  “And don’t expect me to believe the maggot can use magic, or worse that he is a student here.”
 
   “You must have tried to attack us.  Otherwise he wouldn’t bother with you.”
 
   “I would challenge you to a duel for such an insult, but the rules don’t allow it.  I will however get you both punished for this.”  She says and strides away before joining the queue.
 
   “The queue was shorter when she first got here.”  Rin says loudly with a laugh before continuing to eat.  Slowly people turn away and the hall gets noisy again as people continue their conversations.  Finally she says.  “The other half of this broth is yours.”  Except it isn’t half.  More like a tenth.  I don’t complain, though, because it is still more than I have eaten in a long time.  There are even some small bits of meat mixed in with the vegetables.  I quickly devour it savouring every last mouthful.  “You look like you enjoyed that.”
 
   “It was a feast compared to my last meal.”  I tell her.
 
   “Just wait until they hold the real feast.  You’ll really like that.”
 
   “When do they do that?”
 
   “Twice a year.  Once at midwinter and once at midsummer.”
 
   “How long until midsummer?”
 
   “You just missed that one.  The next one is midwinter.”
 
   “Pity.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “So what do you want to do now?”  Rin asks.
 
   “How about I start training you since we have the classroom.  We mustn’t use too much power though, because you will need it tomorrow.”
 
   “Fine, but after we’ve let the meal go down.  Let’s just rest outside for a bit first.”  So we walk through the marble corridors until we reach the front gate.  Outside the sun is bright and it is a bit too hot, but we find some shade under an ancient looking tree taller than the academy itself.  It seems a popular way to spend this time of day as there are lots of students under this tree and the other two trees like it.  Most are eating lunch but some are playing games like pass the fireball, or swimming in floating lumps of water they created in the air above us.  There is a forest not far away but the grass here is soft and the ground over there looks rough like the ground where my tent is pitched.
 
   “Don’t enter the forest.”  Rin says looking gloomy for a moment.  “Some students disappeared there not long ago.  There were about ten or so of them all out for a picnic, and they were in one of the higher classes.  Everyone thinks that there must be some really bad monster or criminal lurking in there.”
 
   “Are we safe here?”  I ask.
 
   “If it attacks us here we have the teachers, and every student in the school nearby.  It would have to be suicidal or really stupid.  Either way it would be dead in moments.”
 
   “What sort of job do you think I might get in the town?”
 
   “Something simple.  Perhaps a farm labourer or a waiter at the inn.”
 
   “So not a magical job.”  I say a little disappointed.
 
   “You’re not qualified so other than monster hunting or escort duty you’re not allowed to.”
 
   “Monster hunting sounds interesting.  Unlike in the Arena I’d be paid, right?”
 
   “It’s still dangerous though.”
 
   “How well does it pay?”
 
   “Depends on the bounty.  Weak monsters have low bounties.”
 
   “Enough to pay for a meal?”
 
   “Yes, assuming you succeed it will pay for more than one meal.  Probably even a low bounty would pay for at least a week’s.”
 
   “Then that’s what I’ll do.  Where do I find the bounty notices?”
 
   “I’ll show you when we go into town, but don’t blame me if you get killed.”
 
   “What’s your job?”
 
   “I help my parents out.  Getting materials and such.”
 
   “What sort of materials?”
 
   “Herbs, mushrooms, wood and that sort of thing.”
 
   “Where do you get them?”
 
   “That’s secret.”
 
   A while passes in comfortable silence.
 
   “Let’s see if you can train me.”  Rin says and we head back to class.  A high pitched whistle blows just as we get there.  “Everyone will be heading back to lessons now.  Except our class.”
 
   “Let’s avoid power intense magic.  What’s your element?”
 
   “Theory.”
 
   “That’s not an element.  Let’s use mine then.  Wind.  Summon a small wind.”
 
   Rin nods and chants for a while.  A small wind is summoned, but a non-mage wouldn’t notice it.
 
   Rin sighs and says dejectedly.  “Failed.”
 
   “It may be small but that’s what I asked for.”
 
   “Nothing happened.”  Rin says confused.
 
   “It did, but let’s try to do it a different way.  Close your eyes.”
 
   “Try anything and you’re dead.”  Rin says glaring at me but reluctantly closes her eyes.
 
   “Focus on your breathing.  In.  Out.  In.  Out.  In.  Out.  Continue.  The air you are breathing is the same air that you want to control.  This makes it the easiest of the elements to control.  You can apply magic inside you and expel it with the air.”  I continue explaining for a while and Rin tries to control the wind like this.  She lacks control but it works.  A little too well, as I am blown across the classroom before cancelling Rin’s magic.
 
   “I did it!  Unincanted magic!”  Rin shouts and laughs.  She practises for a while and improves a little but we stop before spending too much power.  Then we head back to her room.
 
   Rin’s room is spacious and the beds look soft as a feather.  Or more like as soft as the many feathers inside them.  She lies on one bed so I sit on the other.
 
   “Just tonight.”  Rin reminds me, but one night is plenty more than I expected when I first arrived.  I just hope that no teachers find out.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 (Peter)
 
   The mini Arena is packed with most circles now full or almost full.  It’s a different sort of crowd to what I am used to.  The outer circles are filled with girls in plain blue uniforms like Rin’s.  The inner circles are filled with girls in red sleeveless tops with a flame design, and short green skirts with a leafy pattern.  We walk down the aisle past the outer circles and as we reach the inner circles we attract a lot of funny looks.  Rin is shaking a little and her eyes seem glazed over.
 
   “You’ve gone too far.  Those are the seats for your year.”  A bossy looking girl says raising her eyes and point back at the seats behind us.  “And what a boy is doing, here I have no idea…”
 
   “Competing.”  I tell her helpfully.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.”  The girl says with a haughty laugh.  I look to Rin but she is too nervous to talk, and has her head down.
 
   “I am serious.  I’m a transfer student and our teacher insisted we compete.”
 
   “This is a girls only school.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So boys can’t be students here…”
 
   “I know, but I am.”
 
   “Are you a girl?”  She asks clearly knowing the answer and prompting laughter from all around.
 
   “No.”
 
   “So you’re not a student.”
 
   “I am.  On the Queen’s orders.  Anyway we’re on our way down there to compete, so goodbye.”  I answer rudely and grab Rin’s wrist.  I pull her along and rush down the steps.  I find a place on the innermost row where we wait to compete.  We don’t have to wait long.
 
   “From 3H we have the brave but foolish pair!  Peter the arrogant transfer student and Rin the clumsy!  Come into the centre.  From 3B we have a hopeful for promotion, Gabriel Ilford!  Paired with her is 3A’s Shelley Direflame!  No need to guess her element!  Come forward please.  Without further ado, please begin.”  It is a young looking woman with a magically amplified voice but I am left slightly off guard by the sudden start.
 
   Flames roar at us but I steal the air from them and they fail to reach us.  The earth below our feet collapses but I lift us gently into the air.  Fire and earth seem to be their favourite elements, but that doesn’t mean their only ones.  Water rushes out of the holes below and I am proven unfortunately correct.
 
   Throwing caution to the wind I throw us directly towards Gabriel like arrows hurtling towards a target.  Ahead of us I strike with lightning and the water pursuing us drops to the ground as Shelley shields.  Grasping Gabriel’s throat I steal the air from her lungs just as she raises flames that engulf me.  Ignoring the pain I keep up the lightning to keep Shelley busy and wait for Gabriel to faint as her flames fade.  My power is nearly exhausted by the time she does and I desperately grab Rin and kiss her with my burnt lips.  The power flows back into me and I dash towards Shelley.
 
   “I withdraw!”  She shouts as her shield drops.  I stop the lightning just in time.
 
   “Well, that was unexpected…”  The woman who announced us says.  “But do you really think you can win?”
 
   “No.  We withdraw too.”  I say.  And the already stunned audience draw a collective breath.  Then the woman laughs loudly holding her stomach as if in pain.  I send air back into Gabriel’s lungs and she coughs back awake.  She is in no state to use magic, but she will live.
 
   “You really are something.  To think the girl was just there to refresh your power though.  Normally it’s the other way round.  And you just helped your opponent.”
 
   “We were both forced to participate, so we did what worked.”  I say shaking my shoulders.  “Perhaps next time it might be different.  Either way I have no intention of killing anyone without good reason.”
 
   “You plan to compete again.  We’ll have to wait until next year to see whether you can catch up with class A.  Forced to participate though, that’s against the rules, but you would have to prove it.  Anyway, please sit back down.”
 
   As we walk back to our seats Rin gives me a small bottle and tells me to drink it.  I do so and the burns from Gabriel’s flames disappear instantly.  We watch the rest of the tournament with relief.  Rin doesn’t say a word but she is no longer shaking and it’s like a weight is lifted from her shoulders.  The next competitors are 3A students and as classmates they seem to be half hearted as if they want to avoid hurting each other.  It is rather boring to watch.
 
   “Next up are the Rainbow Twins!  The infamous Water Lily and Fire Rose!  They may be 3B students but can 3A stand against them?!  From 3A we have Luna Stonehand and Elf Lee Ironwood!  You may begin.”
 
   This time they are serious.  Luna forms a huge stone circle above the twins and drops it on them.  If hit they would die instantly but Water Lily uses water to throw it back at Luna and, using the water as fuel, Fire Rose melts it into lumps of lava.  Luna creates a solid stone wall as a shield and Elf summons a wooden wall.  The stone melts but the wood strangely holds back the flames.  The stone from the stone wall however breaks through the wood and they have to dodge flying rocks and molten lava.
 
   The twins seem to fight perfectly as a pair but the 3A students seem to be completely uncoordinated.  As the battle rages on this just becomes clearer and clearer.  Individually I am sure the twins would not stand a chance but as a pair they complement and support each other perfectly.  Most fire users would work very poorly with a water user.  It is very easy for these elements to clash, with water putting out fire, and fire evaporating water.  The way they work though, the 3A students are getting desperate and running low on power, whilst the twins have hardly dented theirs.
 
   “We withdraw.”  Luna finally calls out.
 
   The next battle is boring again, but then the twins are back and their opponents are the 3A’s Ash Snow and 3B’s Ling Wu Fang.  Lily starts with a water attack but it is turned to ice and shattered in an instant.  Rose’s flames are robbed of air and the pair are grabbed by golden metal roots sprung from the ground.  Their limbs spread apart by the roots and they hang there in shock.  Ling ports into the air in front of Lily and puts a hand on her throat.  Rose shouts, “We withdraw!” and it is over.
 
   “Pity.  I was hoping to play a bit more with you both.”  Ling says with a sneer before she lets go of Lily’s throat.  “We should have just pulled your arms and legs off with the roots.”
 
   “The Rainbow twins are out and 3A’s honour is restored!  Next we have…” and it continues.  The rest of the battles that they are in are at least interesting because neither Ling nor Ash is willing to go easy on anyone.  Of course neither do their opponents, but nobody seems able to beat them.  I am relieved to see nobody gets killed, though more than a few students are badly hurt.  Finally it is the last battle with Ash and Ling pitched against a quiet pair of students simply called Emi and Sor who nobody has wanted to fight.  I have yet to see what their powers are, because everyone who goes against them withdraws before even entering the arena.  Even Ling who has taken great joy in tormenting her foes until they surrender is clearly nervous.
 
   “You may begin.”  And both Ash and Ling fall to the ground.  “Stop!  The winners are Emi and Sor!”  I am confused.  This is nothing like my attacks that rob the enemy of their breath.  I have no idea what happened.  I am fairly sure it wasn’t wind magic but it didn’t appear to be any other element either.  Was it a pure magic attack?  If so it must have been controlled with a precision I would not believe possible.
 
   “I’m glad we didn’t go up against them.”  I say under my breath.
 
   “Yeah.”  Rin says just as shocked as I am.  We watch as they are applauded and both presented a golden bracelet as a symbol of their victory, and a big bag each, of what I assume are coins.  Then everyone slowly starts to leave.  “So how did they do that?  Was it similar to when you…”
 
   “No.  I could speculate, but I really would just be guessing.”
 
   “The rest of today is a rest day so I have to go back home to work.  I can port you to the town so you can get a job.  Are you sure you want to do bounty work?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well try not to get killed.  I want to learn more from you.”
 
   Then Gabriel who was just going past laughs loudly.  “So the failure has to learn from a boy!  No wonder you were just there to be kissed!”
 
   Rin frowns and barks back.  “You got beaten by this boy, so you can hardly talk!”  She then grabs my hand and ports us.  We are in a town square with a busy market around us.  A man who was about to walk into us stops hastily and quickly bows before turning and running away as if in fear of us.  It is a little unsettling.
 
   “So where to?”  I ask.
 
   “The government bounty notices are kept in the town hall over there, but you’d be better off starting with the local bounty board.  That is at the Drake Inn, over that way.  I need to get going, so good luck.”  Rin says and dashes off the opposite way to me.
 
   I walk the short distance to the Drake having to ignore the smell of cooking nuts and meats.  Inside it is busy despite being so early in the morning.  I look around and can’t see the board.  A waiter notices that I seem lost.  “The bar is that way.  You won’t get a table today but you’ll get a seat at the bar.”
 
   “Where’s the bounty board?”
 
   “The bounty board?  You’re a mage’s slave then?”
 
   “No.  I’m a mage.”  I say and he laughs but then sees I’m serious.
 
   “It’s over there.”  He says and rushes off shaking his head.  I push my way through the crowd and finally reach the wall he was pointing at.  There are only five notices on it.  I can’t read them of course, but I ask a nearby waiter who reluctantly helps me.  One is to kill a group of goblins that have been causing trouble for a village five days walk from here.  Too far.  The next is to kill a swarm of fire bats that live in a nearby cave.  Apparently they burnt some fields with their fire breath.  There is a map on it so I should be able to find it.  It sounds easy and the reward is ten black iron coins.  That’s enough to pay for ten lunches if it’s the same type of coin that Rin used yesterday.  I take the notice and ask about the others.  Kill the legendary dragon, ten thousand gold.  Maybe not.  Kill a criminal, ten gold.  No.  Destroy a Tree Ent that has killed some travellers, fifty silver.  It’s unclear where the Tree Ent is, or how you prove that you completed the job though.
 
   The map starts at the town’s east gates which the waiter gave directions to.  I follow them and leave the town gates before looking at the map again.  It seems I simply follow the road for about thirty minutes until I reach a sign for Westwood with handy pictures of trees on, at which point I leave the road in the opposite direction to the sign.  Then walk until I reach a stream about five minutes from the road, and follow it upstream until I reach the cave.  Couldn’t be simpler.  Just a pity it is starting to get so hot.
 
   After an hour walking I am really thirsty and hoping I didn’t miss the sign.  I finally see it after three hours walking and leave the road the opposite way and walk.  And walk.  And walk.  Whoever wrote these directions must have been a very fast walker!  Finally I reach the stream.  By the time I reach the cave though it is starting to get dark.
 
   The bats are starting to wake up but when I send lightning into the cave they are all very much awake and sending fire my way.  The lightning doesn’t seem effective on its own, so I flood the cave with water and then strike with lightning again.  I then seal the cave with a stone wall.  I wait for a while before making a small hole in the wall and collecting the bat corpses that float out of the cave.  Using earth magic I create a makeshift stone bucket to put them in.
 
   I need to collect the reward from the innkeeper so I port back just outside the Drake with a large stone bucket of bat corpses that weighs almost as much as I do.  Using magic I lift it up and walk into the inn.  Everyone moves out of my way, or more to the point out of the way of the floating bucket.
 
   “You’re here to collect the bounty?”  An old woman behind the bar asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I say and give her the notice before putting the bucket onto the bar.
 
   “How old are you boy?”
 
   “Twelve, probably.  Why?”
 
   “This is dangerous work for someone so young.  Here’s your money, but you may want to consider a safer job.”  She says and to my delight they are the same coins that Rin used.
 
   “Thank you.  This is safer than my last job, if you can call it that.  I’ll only pick the jobs I can do.”  I say and port back to my tent in the academy.  I feel drained both of magical and physical energy so I lie down just outside my tent and go straight to sleep.
 
   I wake as the sun rises and head straight to class.  It is empty.  I’m not sure what times lessons start but I didn’t want to be late.  I consider getting something to eat but I decide to save the money until lunch time.  I got lucky this time but there aren’t any other bounty jobs up that look practical so who knows when I’ll be able to replenish my money.  It was only the day before yesterday that I ate and it was much longer between meals at the arena.
 
   Next to enter the classroom is Rin.  I had expected to see the teacher first but I am relieved it is Rin.  She walks straight over to me and says “I’m glad you survived it, but how did your first job go?”
 
   “Easy.  The hardest part was getting there.  The distances were much further than the notice said.”
 
   “How far did it say?”
 
   “The first part was only meant to be half an hour by foot, but it took me three hours.”
 
   “For an adult it probably was about half an hour’s walk.  Normally children don’t take these jobs.  For a twelve year old shorty like you, of course it would take longer.”
 
   “I suppose but even an adult would take more than five minutes to do the next bit.”
 
   “Just be glad that this is the worst you can complain about.  I wasn’t sure you’d survive the job.”  Rin says and sits down next to me.
 
   “Is it OK to sit next to me?”
 
   “We fought together and even kissed in front of everyone.  So I don’t see how they can complain about sitting together.”  Rin says blushing, before her expression turns dark.  “With Elucia gone I need a new partner, and since you’ll be helping me I figure it should be you.”
 
   “What about Kelliet?”
 
   “Elucia likes her but I don’t.  Anyway she likes to work alone in class.  Why, do you not want to work with me?”
 
   “I’m fine with it.  I just figured you wouldn’t want to, and that the teacher might not approve.”
 
   “She won’t approve but after having us fight together in front of the whole school, and then you telling everyone that she had forced us to do so…  Let’s just say that wouldn’t look very good.”
 
   “Anyway, you’re going to help me with the theory and written parts, right?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ll help you with writing and reading whilst we wait.”
 
   “How long until class starts?”
 
   “A few hours.”
 
   “That’s late!  Wait, why are you here so early?”
 
   “Well, um…”  Rin says blushing again.  “I just wanted to know whether you survived.  You weren’t at the tent or having breakfast so I figured you’d be here.  Is that a problem?”
 
   “No.”  I answer and so Rin shows me how to read and write the characters.  There are only 52 so it isn’t as bad as I feared, but I still have trouble.  When the rest of the class arrive I carry on practising but once the lesson starts it has my full attention.  At first that is.  The trouble is it’s so basic that I could do it in my sleep.
 
   Once we start the practical sessions I help Rin and she is controlling the water quite easily.  Everyone else is stunned by her progress.  The teacher appears embarrassed that I am doing a better job of teaching Rin than she was.  Having completed the lesson ahead of the rest of the class, who will be practising water control all day, we are both dismissed.  The rest of the day is our own.
 
   Rin helps me again with my writing and reading until lunchtime when we both have the same broth we had yesterday, except a portion each this time.  I seem to be attracting a lot of attention, and not in a good way, so once we are finished we go back to Rin’s room where we just chat for a while.  We talk about Rin’s work again, and yesterday’s bounty hunt.  We talk a little about our lives before this and our hopes for the future.  My plans to travel to the stars make Rin laugh but she doesn’t seem as negative as before about them.
 
   “I still think it’s impossible but if you really want to do it then you could consider forming an independent military company.  You could earn money through larger scale bounty hunts then, and you’d have a group of mages to support you.  Perhaps in another dimension they might know something that would help.  You’re only allowed to travel between dimensions as part of the military, and even then it’s expensive unless you’re on an official military campaign.”
 
   “How do you travel between dimensions?”
 
   “You use the official Port Gate at the capital.  It looks like a giant skull and you enter through the mouth.  It’s only there at certain points of the lunar cycle.”
 
   “So not something you can just do yourself.”
 
   “Not unless you’re the queen or someone ridiculously powerful like her.”
 
   “Might the queen have the power to port to the stars?”
 
   “No, but even if she did, that wouldn’t help you.”
 
   “To start a company do I need volunteers to join it?”
 
   “Yes.  I’d join as part of my military service.  If you make a good impression others will too.  Most prefer to join an independent company as long as they respect the captain, but few are accepted so most have to join the regular military.”
 
   “Will they really want to serve a guy though?”
 
   “That depends on the impression you make.  You made quite the impression yesterday, but if you were to compete again next year and go further, or even win, you’d get a lot of respect.  In the meantime getting stronger as a pair and getting promoted would help.”
 
   “The last pair that won this time would make winning impossible, unless we knew how they did it.  What you don’t understand you can’t beat, or more importantly, defend against.”
 
   “For now let’s focus on getting stronger, and then on getting promoted.  Class A may be difficult but even if we just get to B we’d be in a much better position.  We can worry about next year’s tournament next year.”
 
   “So let’s continue your practical lessons.  Not here though.  Do you think the arena is free?”
 
   “It should be.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Let’s port there.” I say and so we do.
 
   It is indeed empty so I have Rin continue from where she left off.  By the end of the day she is making good progress.  The rest of the week continues like this with lots of free time once the basic lessons have been covered and by the end of the week she is a competent wind user.  I have mastered the local language’s characters and some simple words too.  I am tired from the long days of training with Rin but it was worth it.
 
   Today is a day off so I port straight to the bounty board once the sun has risen.  I ask a sleepy man behind the bar to help me read it.  The goblin job is gone but the dragon, Tree Ent and criminal jobs are still there.  None interest me but there are some new ones too.  There is a job to clear the sewers of rats.  The pay is ten black coins again.  There is also a job to hunt a wild animal that has many legs and is supposedly impossible to catch without magic.  Another is to kill a tough shelled flying giant insect that has been eating farm animals and pets so far, but is a threat to people too.  They both pay fifty black coins.  I settle on the insect job, because it should be easy for a wind user like me.
 
   I take to the sky outside the pub and feel the winds.  I quickly sense it a fair way away.  There is no doubt it is what I am looking for.  I fly there quick as lightning and then strike it with a more literal lightning.  It is truly tough and shrugs off my attack, before demonstrating surprising speed.  I barely dodge it but I am quick to attack again, this time with a slice of air pressure that could cut solid stone but not this creature’s shell.  It is a battle of speed to avoid its attacks whilst maintaining mine.  Fire, water, earth and air all seem useless so instead I resort to pure magical attacks but they require more preparation.  My leg is caught by its bite as I am preparing for an attack, but I finally slice it open with most of my magic in a single attack.  I hastily create a makeshift bandage for my leg and pray it isn’t infected.  I then take the shell back as proof.
 
   “Next time it may be worse.  Please reconsider.”  The old lady says frowning before handing over the fifty coins.  I port back to my tent and try to get some rest.
 
   “What happened to you!?”  Rin asks in a panic.  I open my sleepy eyes and see her concerned face.
 
   “Bug bite on my leg.  I completed the job though.”
 
   “Let me see your leg closer.  No, no!  You can’t just bandage it like that.  You need healing.” She takes my hand and ports us somewhere unfamiliar.  It smells musky but she seems at home here and grabbing a vial of something pours some on my leg through the bandage.  The effect is instant as my leg is back to normal.  “That’s one black coin, for the healing ointment.”  Well I still made forty nine coins profit.
 
   “Here you go.”  I say handing her one.  I then notice an old woman standing watching.
 
   “How’d you get that wound?”  She asks.
 
   “From the bug I was bounty hunting.  It was faster than I expected, but it went down in the end.”
 
   “The Flying Ikiti on the bounty board at the Drake?”
 
   “That sounds right.”
 
   “Are you the new mage that fought alongside my daughter?”  She asks and I realise her features are similar to Rin.
 
   “Rin, yes.”
 
   “I’d like to hire you.  With a decent escort my daughter could collect rare materials, and I wouldn’t need to worry as much about her safety.  How does it sound?”
 
   “I get paid?”
 
   “Of course.  Otherwise it wouldn’t be hiring.”
 
   “Enough to eat?”
 
   “Of course.  At the moment we’re not doing so well but with rare materials we could make enough eventually to pay you well.”
 
   “Sure.”  I say.
 
   “Whatever happens though I expect Rin to come back alive and safe.  Everything else, including your own safety is secondary.  Oh, and Rin, give him back his coin.  I don’t recall raising you to be so stingy.”
 
   “But like you said we’re not doing too well.”  Rin mutters embarrassed, before giving me my coin back.
 
   “Are you both ready to head out right away?”  She asks and Rin looks to me.
 
   “My magic is completely drained.”  I answer honestly.
 
   “Rin, give him some of yours.  It’s not like you can make good use of it yet.”  She says, and Rin looks down ashamed.
 
   “Rin is improving.”  I say to which she raises an eyebrow.
 
   “I guess I have something else to thank you for.”
 
   “Do I really have to kiss him?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Would you rather I did?”  The old woman says which makes me scared for a moment.
 
   “No.”  She says and kisses me.  I forget for a moment to take her power but only for a moment.  Her sharp face looks a little softer as she pulls away.   Then she glares at me.  “Don’t get used to it.  I’ll be good enough to use my own power soon.”
 
   “You’re lucky Rin.”  The old woman says with a smirk.  “Not many women can give their power freely to a man.  Mostly it’s the other way round, and rarely freely.”
 
   “He’s just a brat, not a man.  Anyway what’s so good about giving your power to a guy?  I’d rather just use it myself.”
 
   “You’ll know one day.  For now I’d like some Rin feathers.”
 
   “But Rin doesn’t have feathers.”  I say confused.
 
   “How do you know my daughter doesn’t have feathers?  Have you seen her naked already?”
 
   “Mother!  Of course he hasn’t, and he’s not going to.  No man is.  Ever.”
 
   “I thought you said he was just a brat?”
 
   “No brat is either!”
 
   “You’ll change your mind one day.”
 
   “Not happening.”
 
   “Do you have feathers?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “No!  I was named after a bird.  Its feathers are what we need.  That means going to Drake Mountain where they nest.  They are fairly harmless but the lizards that live there are very dangerous.  Worst case we could even encounter a Drake.”
 
   “Have you been to Drake Mountain before?”
 
   “Once with the school but never alone.”
 
   “Then we can port there, get the feathers and port back.”
 
   “You make it sound easy.”
 
   “Hopefully it will be.”
 
   “Good luck.”  The old woman says and leaves the room.  Taking a deep breath, Rin takes my hand and ports us.
 
   We are at the top of the mountain and below I can see a lake and a forest.  I can’t see the academy or the town so we must be a fair distance away, but if there were a mountain on the horizon at the academy I would hardly have missed it.  The narrow path up the mountain is covered with small stones that make it a little dangerous walking as we get higher.  Of course we could just fly if we fall but I’d rather not waste magic.
 
   “The rin nest in small caves near the top.  The lizards can be found in the same caves.  We should avoid any larger caves though, because there could be drakes inside them.”
 
   “Do the drakes not have any useful body parts?”
 
   “Sure, but we wouldn’t stand a chance.  It takes a team of professional mages to take them down.  They’re also very resistant to wind based attacks.  Pure magic attacks actually heal them and fire is completely ineffective.  You really need an extremely powerful water or earth based attack to beat them.”
 
   “Let’s avoid the drakes.”  I say grimacing.
 
   “The lizards are weak against wind based attacks, especially lightning, so you should be fine against them.  Just don’t get bitten, because they are very poisonous.  We aren’t here to kill the rin, only to get its feathers so when we find it please restrain it with magic whilst I pluck some feathers.”
 
   “Sure.”  I say and then the hunt begins.  The first few caves are empty but the fourth contains a lizard.  It jumps at me quicker than I expect but I strike it with lightning before it can reach me.
 
   “We’ll take it with us.  Its blood and scales are useful, even fried like this.”  Rin says and picks it up by the tail.  Rather her than me!  She puts it in a bag that looks too small to fit it but easily does so.
 
   “Do you still have room for the feathers?”  I ask.
 
   “What are you talking about?  There’s room for a dragon in here if we could kill it.  That’s not a suggestion by the way.”
 
   “How would you fit a dragon in that tiny bag?”
 
   “It’s a dimensional bag.  They’re really rare but my father made it for me when things were still going well.  My mother is great with potions and my father at enchantments, but he… well, he can’t do this anymore.”
 
   “Is it his health?”
 
   “Yes, and no.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Let’s find the next cave.”  Rin says rushing out and I am quick to follow.  Can’t have her getting poisoned on my first escort duty!  Obviously she doesn’t want to talk about it so I leave the matter alone and focus on the job.
 
   “Here’s one.”  I say seeing a fairly large cave.
 
   “Too big, best leave it alone.  There’s one over here.”  Rin says and starts to enter but I pull her back.
 
   “I’ll enter first.”  I say and do so.  Rin looks a bit annoyed but doesn’t complain.  It is empty but the next one isn’t.  With two fried lizards and no feathers we continue looking.  It eventually starts to get dark and we now have lots of fried lizards but still haven’t found any rin.
 
   “We should give up soon.  The drakes come out at night so we need to leave before it is too dark.”  Rin says disappointedly.
 
   “Let’s try this cave at least.”  I say and not waiting for an answer, enter it.  I stop in a hurry and Rin walks into me.
 
   “What did you stop for!?”  Rin says annoyed but I throw up a wind shield just in time as the flames from the drake almost roast us.  Even with the shield some get through and it lunges at us.  I grab Rin’s hand and port us back to her home.  I am a little singed but otherwise neither of us are hurt.
 
   “I thought they only lived in large caves…”  I say.
 
   “It must have dug its cave into the smaller one.  Two caves connected.”  Says Rin who is short of breath.  “Good job you were quick with that shield though, or we’d both be dead.”
 
   “Sounds like you were a good choice.”  The old woman says and only then do I realise we are not alone.  “Did you get any rin feathers?”  I look down and shake my head a little embarrassed.  “Well as long as you are both safe it’s fine.”
 
   “We got lots of lizards.”  Rin says cheerfully emptying her bag into a box.  “We can try for the feathers again next week but for now you should be able to use these for something.”
 
   “They look well fried.  You must be good at lightning.”  The old woman says sounding genuinely impressed.  “Stay for dinner.  We’re having lizard meat stew tonight.”
 
   “Aren’t they poisonous?”
 
   “Not when the blood is drained and they’re cooked properly.”  She says and using magic carries the box into the next room.  I follow and it looks like a cross between a kitchen and a lab.  She has already started cutting up the lizards with an array of twenty to thirty animated knives.  The scales and eyes go into small boxes, whilst the rest goes into a pot.  I am amazed at how quickly it is all done and without touching anything.  A small magical fire is lit under the pot, and in seconds it is cooked.  The liquid is drained and placed into a bottle.  Water is added and it is cooked for a few more seconds.  Three dishes are filled and the rest remains in the pot.
 
   “It’s just the three of us?”  I ask awkwardly.
 
   “Of course.  Nobody else lives here.”  Rin’s mother says.
 
   “Oh.”  I say and glance at Rin.
 
   “You haven’t told him.  He’ll find out sooner or later so I’d suggest you make sure that you are the one to tell him.”  She tells Rin sternly, but then her expression softens.  “For now though, let’s eat.”
 
   I look at the unappetizing meal but it’s free and I have gone without too often to refuse.  It actually tastes quite nice.  It has a sort of charred flavour combined with an unexpected sweetness.  I even have seconds.
 
   We port back to the academy full and ready to get some sleep.  It is well and truly dark now and the stars are so inviting.  It’s nice sleeping on the ground despite its hardness, but I do wonder what it will be like in winter.  If I can earn enough I can probably rent a room at the Drake or somewhere in town.  I didn’t get paid today for the escort duty.  I totally forgot to ask about that.  I have the money from the other job though and I can ask next week.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 (Peter)
 
   The week passes quickly with plenty of free time again and Rin is making great progress.  She can now fly without any trouble and can use wind magic well enough to beat a weak mage easily.  It really doesn’t seem to be her element though and it is no good just controlling one element so I start training her to use water, which she seems to be better suited to.  My own mastery is fairly limited but I do my best to guide her.  We have been working on my reading and writing too.  My reading is now fairly reasonable for basic words and sentences but I still find writing very unnatural.
 
   On our day off we search for the rin again and this time we find one.  Its feathers look rather plain to me but apparently they can be used to make valuable potions.  Once one has sold I’ll be paid my first escort fee.  I still have enough money that I can wait that long without any trouble.  As long as it doesn’t take too long to sell.  We have lizard stew again and I am starting to really get the taste for it.  It is still light when we port back.  Rin looking unusually serious asks to come into my tent.  I am a bit confused but agree.
 
   “About my father…”  She starts and I can see tears in her eyes.
 
   “If it’s too hard to talk about I won’t ask.”
 
   “I’d rather tell you than have someone else do so.”  She says but her voice is breaking up as if she is about to burst into tears.  “It’s that…  He…  He…”
 
   And then a familiar face pokes just into the tent.  It’s Kelliet.  “He’s a traitor who was rightfully executed.  Perhaps she is too.”  She says taking great joy in her words and Rin really does burst into tears.
 
   “Kelliet.  Get out.”  I say quietly looking Kelliet in the eye.  She smirks but I throw her out with a fierce wind that almost brings the tent down.
 
   “Whatever your father did or didn’t do, whether he was a traitor or not, even if you were, I wouldn’t think any less of you.  I was a slave in the arena.  I started a rebellion when the capital was attacked.  I never owed the old Contractia anything, but most people would consider me a traitor.”
 
   “He didn’t betray Contractia.  Contractia betrayed him.  Most believe he is a traitor but he is the only man I ever trusted.  I guess I may trust you a little too.  Maybe.  Just a little.”
 
   “If you say he wasn’t a traitor then he wasn’t a traitor.”
 
   “He was set up by a man who wanted to buy favour with a mage.  That mage hated that my father was a better alchemist than she was.  The man who set my father up didn’t live to regret it though.  That mage was the mother of Sor, and a friend of Emi’s mother.”
 
   “Sor and Emi?”
 
   “The winners of the tournament.”
 
   “Oh…  That scary pair.  Do you want to get revenge on them?”
 
   “No.  It wasn’t their doing.  I would like to beat them, but not for revenge.”
 
   “We’ll have to figure out what their secret is.”
 
   “Do you really think we stand a chance?”
 
   “As we are now?  No.  In a year’s time though, if we work hard and figure out their secret, then we might.”
 
   “I’ll work as hard as it takes.”
 
   “Then we have a year to train.”  I say and then notice the air has changed.  I look quickly at the entrance to the tent and see an unfamiliar wrinkled face.
 
   “I heard that you are in an unhealthy relationship.”  She says glaring at me.  “It seems it was true.”
 
   “What do you mean by an unhealthy relationship and who are you?”
 
   “I am the disciplinary officer and you know very well what I mean.”
 
   “He’s just a kid.”  Rin says raising her eyebrows at the old woman.  “Whatever Kelliet told you I assure you that there is nothing unhealthy about our relationship.  He probably doesn’t even know what sex is, and if you think I’d do that sort of thing with him you’re crazy.”
 
   “How do you know it was Kelliet who told me about you?  She must have seen something that implicates you.”
 
   “We just had an argument, about my father.”
 
   “The traitor.”  The woman says with a snort and Rin is clearly uncomfortable but unable to argue.  “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt, but if I ever catch you in the act you will regret it.”
 
   “The act of what?”  I ask completely baffled.  The woman blushes.
 
   “Do not ask me to spell it out.”
 
   “Oh, it’s a spell.”  I say to which Rin laughs.
 
   “No it is not a spell!  If he is not acting you had better explain it to him Rin.”  The old woman says and leaves.
 
   “I’m not explaining.”  Rin says quite red before I even ask.
 
   “That’s fine, but it’s not something I can do accidentally is it?”
 
   “No.  Not even the slightest chance of that.  In fact not even something you could do intentionally either.”  She says with a huff.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You don’t need to be that pleased.”  Rin says with a sigh.  “Anyway I’m going, but thank you for believing me.  I’ll see you at class in the morning for your writing lesson.”
 
   It is morning and we are in class.  I am trying some more complicated words when the teacher enters class much earlier than normal.  She walks up to us and stares at me with those soulless black eyes.
 
   “You’re in the wrong class.”  She says and I am confused.
 
   “But this is our classroom.”  I say.
 
   “No.  You are in the wrong class.  Both of you are now in 3G.  Get out of here now.  Never return.  Never let me lay eyes on either of you again.  Not even for a moment.  Go!”  So we leave the room and head to the next classroom.  3G.  We got promoted, even if our old teacher was rather rude about it.
 
   “So what do you think 3G is going to be like?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s one step closer to our goal and the teacher can’t be any worse.  Not like I’m going to miss Kelliet either!”  Rin laughs.
 
   The teacher arrives after a while.  She has white robes and hair.  She smiles when she sees us and points to a different desk.  “Sorry but that desk is yours.  The one you’re at is taken.”  We move desk without complaint.  “Welcome to 3G.  I hear you probably won’t be here long but I hope you enjoy your time here until you move to 3F.  I am Professor Lily and will be your teacher for a while.”
 
   “Thank you.  I’m Rin.”
 
   “I’m Peter.”
 
   “I have some work to do so I hope you will excuse me.”  She says and goes back to the front desk where she is immediately engrossed in a book.
 
   The first student arrives a while later.  She is a tall girl and I recognise her but can’t place her.  She obviously recognises us but chooses to ignore us.
 
   “That’s the girl that gave us trouble during your first lunch here.”  Rin whispers to me.
 
   “Oh.  I thought I recognised her.”
 
   Then another girl arrives and then a couple more.  Each girl ignores us until the room is full.   The teacher looks up.  “We welcome two new students today.  Rin and Peter.  Please make them welcome.”  She says but the students laugh and she sighs.  “Well at least don’t cause them any trouble while they are still in this class.”
 
   “You make it sound like you think they’re going to get promoted again.”  The tall girl says at which most of the class laughs.
 
   “They will long before you do.  Enough talk.  Let’s get started.”
 
   I hardly notice the difference between this class and the previous in terms of content but at least the teacher seems motivated if somewhat ineffective.  She clearly knows the subject but has no idea how to explain it so a student can understand.  It is way too technical with words that I don’t understand in most sentences.  Rin seems to understand the theory better but not how to apply it.
 
   “So basically we just need to create a fireball and melt that lump of metal?”  I ask the teacher but she just goes into even more technical detail.
 
   “No you have to intemperate the intransient differentiator to increase the nonlinear singularity of inter…” and after a few minutes I am more confused than I have ever been in my life.
 
   “Do you get what she just said?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “Sort of, but no idea how you do it.  It’s different to a simple fireball in how you do it, but not in effect.  It’s meant to be slightly more efficient.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll notice if we just use a normal fireball?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Please explain in detail what she said in words I understand.”  I say and Rin takes a deep breath before attempting to do so.  After about an hour I get what she is saying.  It is a simple technique I know, but I would never have guess from the original instructions.
 
   “I get it.  You just do this.”  I say and I am the first student to succeed.
 
   “Show off.”  The tall girl snorts, which prompts sniggering from most of the class.
 
   “Now let’s see yours.”  The teacher says to her but she just shrugs.
 
   “I don’t get it.  You must have explained better to him.”  After which follows loud laughter.  I ignore it and help Rin master it, which she does in just a few minutes.
 
   “The rest of the day is yours.”  The teacher says with a smile.
 
   Each day is like this and as each day passes the class resents us more and more.  We have less free time than in our last class, but we still have enough time that by the end of the week Rin has mastered the water magic I know, although she still needs to practise because she is a little slow still.  On our day off we harvest mushrooms from the Forest of the Lost.  It proves quite boring.  Rin knows what she is doing but there are no threats so nothing for me to do.  We talk but we do that at school too so there isn’t a great deal to talk about.  I avoid the subject of her father because I don’t want to bring up bad memories.
 
   The next week I cover fire magic.  By now I am confident with my writing and reading as long as it isn’t something our teacher wrote.  I don’t get the impression anyone other than Rin understands most of what she says and writes.  Our day off is spent gathering special leaves from the Forest of the Lost.  I can’t see the difference between them and the rest of the leaves but apparently there is.  They grow in a different area to the mushrooms, which is why we didn’t gather them at the same time.
 
   Finally we cover Earth magic.   I saved it for last, because it is my weakest element.  I can only teach the very basics and we have covered what I know in two days.
 
   “I asked you this before, but now you have covered them all, what is your element?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “Definitely water.  I know you’re best at wind but I find it hard.  Fire is simple in some ways but I am scared by it.  Earth I think I find as hard you do if not harder.  Even if it was your element I don’t think I’d be able to learn it properly.”
 
   “That’s what I thought, but I’m glad you think so too.  I can only teach you so much without learning more myself first, and we won’t learn anything in our class.  I say we ask the teacher to promote us.  What do you think?”
 
   “Makes sense.”  Rin agrees and so we do the next morning.
 
   “Ok.”  Is all the teacher says.
 
   “So when can we move?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning go to 3F.”  She says and looks back to the book she is reading.  “Sorry this is just getting to the good part.  I just can’t get enough of advanced inter dimensional theory.  Trans dimensional lift theory for example is so interesting.  Why we don’t teach it here I don’t know.”  I don’t ask what trans dimensional lift theory is.  If she can’t teach us simple magic in a way we can understand there is no way something that advanced would make sense.
 
   The next morning we head to 3F.  The teacher is there already.  She wears a blue robe the same colour as the students and has matching blue hair and eyes.
 
   “So who are you?”
 
   “I’m Rin and this is Peter.  Professor Lily promoted us to 3F.”
 
   “That Lily never tells me when she’s promoted a student.  Two this time too!  I’m Lady Gracewell.  Take a seat over there Rin, and over there Peter.”
 
   “Could we not sit together?  We work better as a pair.”  I ask.
 
   “There are no free desks left, just those two seats.  It’s that or the floor.”
 
   “How about we take the floor?”  I suggest to Rin, which the teacher laughs at.
 
   “I wasn’t serious about the floor.  If you’re that set on working together ask to swap with someone.  Perhaps whoever sits next to Peter may be quite happy to swap with Rin.  Not that I care whether you’re a boy or a girl, but most girls at this academy would be happier sat next to another girl.”
 
   Rin laughs.  “There can’t be many students or teachers who don’t care whether he’s a boy or a girl.”
 
   “Yet you actually want to sit next to him.”
 
   “He helps me and I help him.  I even consider him a sort of friend since we’ve been through a lot together.”
 
   “Not least the tournament.”  The teacher says with a smile.  “Anyway sit in the seats I told you to until you have agreement to swap.”  So we do.
 
   “Hi, I’m Hermes.”  The girl sitting next to me says when she arrives.  She has blond hair and matching yellow eyes.  Her skin is white as bone and she is shorter than me. “You must be Peter the new transfer student.  I look forward to working with you.”  This must be the first time I was unhappy that someone was being friendly to me but I shouldn’t be rude.
 
   “Yes I’m Peter.  I look forward to working with you too.”  I say and can’t bring myself to ask about swapping.  I’ll have to cover the training with Rin after lessons.  Perhaps they’ll be as short as in the other classes.  I just hope the teacher speaks words I understand.
 
   “I saw you in the arena.  You were so cool to beat the higher classes one against two, and so brave to even compete.”
 
   “It was two on two.”
 
   “But the girl hardly did anything.”
 
   “Without Rin I would have lost.”
 
   “You’re so modest!”  I glance Rin’s way and she is fuming.  Her partner is not here yet but just a few desks away she can hear everything we say.
 
   “Look I’m not being modest.  I was about to run out of power when she gave me hers.  We’ve been training together since then and have both learnt from each other.  When we compete next year we will do so as equals.”
 
   “You’re going to compete next year too, and you’re already training.  Can I join in too?  It would be more fun with three than two, right?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I’d have to ask Rin.”
 
   “Rin, you don’t mind me joining your little training sessions right?”
 
   “Be my guest.”  Rin says looking and sounding rather annoyed.  I guess like me she doesn’t want to be outright rude though.
 
   “If I’m better than Rin maybe we could compete together next year instead.”  
 
   “Sorry but I’m competing with Rin.  We have a pair we want to beat together no matter what.”
 
   “Oh…  Too bad…  Which pair?”
 
   “The ones that won this year.”  I say and she turns pale.
 
   “Oh, yes, they’ll be in it, won’t they?  Maybe, maybe, I’d better, not compete.  But do you have a death wish?”
 
   “No, just a score to settle.”
 
   “…”
 
   “Perhaps it would be better if Rin and I sat next to each other?”
 
   “Oh, no, I still want to work with you.  I’ll train with you too.  I’m sure I’ll learn a lot from you and we’ll have lots of fun.”
 
   “Just so you know, we’re not doing it for fun.  We want to win next year, but we’re also aiming for class A so I can form an independent company.  Rin will be in it too.”
 
   “Wow!  How ambitious!  Perhaps I can join too if you form one?”
 
   “Maybe.”  I say not sure whether to be happy someone wants to join or sad it isn’t someone less dangerous to my sanity.  I can’t afford to turn her down outright though as who knows how many will be willing to join.  “You’ll need to train hard though.”  I don’t tell her why I want to form the company, because that might put her off.  I’m not sure that would be a bad thing, but if I am considering letting her join I’d best not.  Also others would probably find out from her.
 
   “I’ll work myself to death if it gets me into an, I mean your, independent company.”
 
   “Well, hopefully not literally to death.”  I say.
 
   I notice that the girl sitting next to Rin has arrived.  As she sits she looks at Rin and says.  “Don’t talk to me and we’ll get on just fine.”
 
   “If you want to swap with Peter you won’t even need to sit next to me.”
 
   “To hell with that!  Sitting next to Hermes is the last thing I want to do.  She can talk until the sun goes down.  Now shut up.”
 
   The classroom really is full with every desk taken.  Thankfully I can understand what the teacher is saying, at least when I can hear it.  Hermes can talk you to death and rarely about anything remotely useful.  Rin looks miserable and keeps glaring at Hermes.
 
   By lunchtime I have actually learnt a few tricks to improve my earth techniques.  I teach them to Rin during lunch as she didn’t have much luck on her own.  The lesson after lunch covers some interesting water techniques.  I have trouble with them but Rin seems to pick them up fine.
 
   “So when does the training start?”  Hermes asks as the lessons ends.
 
   “Now.”  I say after a pause to reflect on the fact that it means spending more time with her.  We head to the arena because it isn’t in use today.
 
   “Do we really need to train with her?”  Rin whispers to me and I grimace but nod.
 
   We start by going over the techniques from class that Rin picked up.  It makes much more sense when Rin explains it to me and demonstrates a few times.  It’s not that the explanation was bad before but I couldn’t concentrate.  I make it clear to Hermes that if she wants to be included she is only allowed to talk about the training itself.  She even points out a few things that we both missed.  I have no idea how she learnt anything given how much time she spent talking to me, but she did.
 
   Hermes is strongest at earth and fire so she will fit in well to our training sessions if she can keep up the point about sticking to what’s relevant.  We decide to split the training into two elements a day so we start by covering wind and earth today.  Hermes is really weak at wind so she learns a lot but she also manages to help us a lot with earth which we are both weak at.
 
   “That was actually very productive.”  I say as we finish.
 
   “You’re not as useless as I thought.”  Hermes says to Rin who takes a deep breath to avoid saying something rude.  “Do we meet again after tomorrow’s lesson?”
 
   “We train every day except our day off.”  I tell her.
 
   “Let’s do something fun on the day off!”  Hermes says.
 
   “Sorry but we work on the day off.  We need to earn our way.”  I reply.
 
   “You work.  What do you do?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Escort duty.”  I answer.
 
   “Wow!  What about you?”
 
   “I gather supplies for my parents.  He’s my escort.”  Rin answers.
 
   “You work together?  No fair!  How about I work with you too?”
 
   “Sorry but my mother can only afford one escort.”  Rin tells her.
 
   “I suppose it can’t be helped.  Well, see you both tomorrow.”  Hermes says and leaves ahead of us.
 
   “I know, but she is actually quite useful.”  I say to Rin when Hermes has left.
 
   “I know but…  Just make sure you don’t forget about me.  We’re partners right?”  Rin asks sounding surprisingly worried.
 
   “Yes.  Even if we don’t sit together we’re partners.”  I assure her.
 
   “Goodnight.  See you in the morning.”  Rin says with a small smile.
 
   “Goodnight.  See you then.”
 
   The next morning we practise writing in my tent until just before the lesson starts.  We port to class and don’t talk again until lunchtime.  Not to each other that is.  Hermes talks incessantly until I ask her to let me focus on the lesson.  She seems a bit sad when I say this but doesn’t say anything else until lunch.  We eat together the three of us before exchanging tips that we picked up and then just chatting.  Well mostly listening to Hermes but Rin doesn’t seem so bothered today.
 
   The afternoon class is very interesting, because it touches on non-elemental magic.  In other words direct attack and defence magic, and even the theory behind porting.  We practise water and fire magic after class.  This turns into a routine and it actually is more fun with three of us training together.  I am glad though when the week ends.
 
   Rin’s mother looks Rin in the eye and says.  “We have a request that requires Tree Ent wood.  There’s a notice on the bounty board for a Tree Ent at the Drake.  They’re very dangerous, so I want an honest answer, not the one you think I want to hear.  Are you up to taking on a Tree Ent?”
 
   “I think so.  We improved a lot recently.”  Rin answers comfortably.
 
   “Then please get me some Tree Ent Wood, along with the reward for yourselves.  It’s ten gold, so five each.”
 
   “I saw that when I was doing bounties, but I’m sure it was a lot less than that.”  I say.
 
   “It killed the son of a merchant so the bounty went up.”
 
   “How do we find it and prove that we killed it?”  I ask.
 
   “Proof is easy as the wood is rather unique.  Just make sure not to damage the wood by using fire or lightning.  I need the wood for an important job.  As for finding it Rin knows how to do that.”
 
   “Is it really OK to keep the bounty for ourselves?”  Rin asks dubiously.
 
   “Yes.  You deserve it if you can complete this job.  Whatever happens though, come back alive.”
 
   “We will.”  Rin says to which I nod.
 
   “I definitely won’t let anything happen to Rin.”  I say.
 
   “Don’t let anything happen to you either.  Rin will be sad if you die.”  She says and Rin blushes but doesn’t say anything.  I expected her to deny it but she doesn’t.
 
   “We’ll come back alive.”  I say with a smile.  “So Rin, how do we find it?”
 
   “You know those leaves we collected?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Tree Ents like to eat those.  If we take them to the forest it was seen in then it should find us.  We shouldn’t move around though, because that makes us more vulnerable.  Just stay in one spot and wait.  Your slicing attack should work if you target the roots.  Take out the roots and a Tree Ent dies.  That avoids damaging the wood and should be an easy kill, as long as your attack is strong enough.”
 
   “What if it isn’t?”
 
   “I could try to flood the roots.  That should at least slow it, while you attack again until it works.”
 
   “Sounds like you know what you’re doing.”  Rin’s mother says and leaves us to it.  Rin grabs a handful of the leaves and we port to the forest.  Rin chose a large clearing to give the Tree Ent less cover.  We wait a while and then hear something approaching.  The rustling convinces us it is the Tree Ent so we prepare for battle.  Then a young man enters the clearing.
 
   “Hello!”  He calls to us.
 
   “Hello!”  I call back and then worried ask Rin.  “Leave those here and port over to him to take him where he needs to go.”
 
   “Why should I?”  Rin asks but seeing the Tree Ent behind him I port over to him and put up a wind shield.  Rin ports next to me.
 
   “Do it!  Now!”
 
   “No, I’m not leaving you!” Rin says and floods its roots.
 
   “Just get him out of here!”  I shout and strengthen my shield as a branch pierces it.  The man runs screaming and for a moment my shield holds again but then it is broken and the man is skewered.  Instantly dead he falls silent but is thrown around like a rag.  Another branch shoots towards Rin but I blast her out of the way with a strong gale, and barely dodge one aimed at me.  “I can’t protect us both!  Get out of here!”
 
   “No!”  Rin shouts and throws ice at a branch headed my way.  I avoid the branch but not the shards of ice it throws at me.  Blood covers my eyes as it leaks from several wounds.  I close my eyes and focus on what the wind tells me, and dodge the next attack.
 
   “You’re going to get us killed!  Get out of here!”  I scream at her and sense she is gone.  Now I can focus on avoiding the attacks and striking the roots.  I can just about break a root at a time with my air slicing technique.  Gradually its attacks slow as it loses more and more roots, but my power drains too and my strength fades as my blood leaks.  A branch skewers my left shoulder.  I slice the branch before it does any more damage but I am too weak to finish the enemy now.  I strike one more root and then port back to Rin’s home before losing consciousness.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 (Peter)
 
   I wake in an unfamiliar bed.  My whole body hurts and I have no power left.  My vision is blurred but someone is watching over me.
 
   “You’re awake?”  Rin asks and I realise it is Rin watching over me.
 
   “Yes.”  I say and it hurts to talk.  It hurts like hell.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I was just a burden to you even though I’ve trained so hard.  I even got you hurt.”  Rin says and I think back.  My memory is fuzzy.
 
   “I don’t really recall everything, but when I told you to get that guy out of there you refused.”
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says in a teary voice.
 
   “I don’t want to be hard on you, but if I am to work with you I need to know that I can trust you to follow my instructions.  A man died because you didn’t today.”
 
   “It was yesterday, and I know.  I thought you were going to die too.  Tree Ents have poison coating their bark, so you were poisoned in your wounds.  I used the antidote but it took a while to work.  I swear I’ll do what you tell me to in battle, but promise me that you won’t get killed.”
 
   “I swear that if you keep that promise, I’ll not get killed.”
 
   “Don’t even think about breaking that oath.”  Rin says fiercely.
 
   “Now that you lovers have made up, here’s some food to help heal your body.”  Rin’s mother says holding a large dish.
 
   “Mother!  We’re not like that!  And don’t talk like that or we’ll be in trouble with the academy.”
 
   “Not like they can hear me.”
 
   “You never know what they can hear.”
 
   “What are lovers?”  I ask confused.
 
   “You don’t need to know that, but it’s what the academy would deem an unhealthy relationship.”  Rin tells me sternly.
 
   “There’s nothing unhealthy about it!”  Rin’s mother protests.
 
   “Whether or not there is, the fact remains that they consider it so, and we’ll be in bad trouble if they think we are.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll leave the matter alone, but I still think he’d make a good husband in the future.”
 
   “He’s just a little brat!”
 
   “Every man starts as a boy.  Anyway for now feed him.”  She says handing Rin the food.
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “You have to take responsibility for your actions.  You were the one worrying that you got him hurt and that he might not forgive you.  Anyway I have work to do with the Tree Ent wood.”
 
   “You got it?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “Yes, you weakened it enough that we were able to finish it off.  We didn’t want to waste your work.  Don’t worry though, the bounty is all yours.”
 
   “Wasn’t Rin meant to get half?”  I ask vaguely remembering that was the agreement.
 
   “I didn’t do anything.  Not anything good anyway.”
 
   “Without you I wouldn’t have been able to find it, and you finished it off.”
 
   “That was mostly mother.”  Rin says looking depressed.
 
   “Even so, a deal is a deal.  Half of the bounty is yours.”  I say firmly.  “Did you pick it up?”
 
   “It’s over there.”  Rin says pointing beside me and I see it on the bedside table.
 
   “Take half.”
 
   “For now let’s focus on feeding you.”
 
   “If you give me the dish and the spoon…”  I start to say but Rin cuts me off firmly herself this time.
 
   “No.  I’m feeding you.  No protests accepted.”  And so she does feed me.  It is sweet and warming, and I feel much better for eating it.   It feels really weird to be fed like this though.
 
   “You said it was yesterday, so doesn’t that mean we’re missing lessons?”
 
   “Yes, but it can’t be helped.”  Rin answers and I can’t argue.
 
   I rest all day and with healing ointments and potions I am fine by the night.  Rin finally agrees to take her share of the reward and leaves for the academy.  I sleep well and have breakfast here for the first time.  It is meat, but I don’t ask what the meat is from.
 
   In class Hermes asks me the moment I sit down.  “So, where were you both yesterday?”
 
   “I was in bed healing from Tree Ent poison.”
 
   “You were attacked by a Tree Ent?”
 
   “No we lured it there and attacked it.  It was a bit more dangerous than I expected though.”
 
   “You’re saying you beat a Tree Ent?”  A disbelieving voice behind me asks.
 
   “No, Rin finished it off.”  I say turning and facing a black skinned girl with matching black hair, and brown eyes.
 
   “Don’t talk rubbish!  There’s no way either of you would stand a chance against a Tree Ent.  Your little trick in the arena wouldn’t beat that sort of foe.  I bet you were just skipping lessons.”
 
   “Melinda!  The bounty was claimed by Rin so there is evidence that he speaks true.”  Lady Gracewell calls out.  The whole class except for us and Hermes gasp as they hear this. “The academy takes skipping lessons very seriously so it was investigated.  Now quiet, I am about to start the lesson.”
 
   Having listened to my previous requests to let me concentrate on the lesson it is lunch time before Hermes asks us about it.  Neither of us feels like talking about it though, and after a while she gets the idea and stops asking.
 
   The afternoon lesson is on flying so passes quickly and takes my mind off the other day.  After class we meet for our usual extra training and focus on teamwork rather than any of the elements.  It soon becomes obvious that this is a weak point and I curse myself for not realising sooner.  Perhaps a life could have been saved if we had practised this sooner.  At the end of the training Rin very much out of character asks Hermes to walk back with her as she has something to talk about.  Perhaps Rin wants to tell her about the other day.
 
   I lie under the stars and talk to them for a long time before eventually falling to sleep, but I am relieved to hear the stars again and sleep well.  Sleeping under a roof at a time when I had so much to discuss with them made me restless, and only now that it is relieved do I realise how much so.
 
   As the days pass we fall back into our routine.  Training is going well with all of us making good progress, and working much better as a team.  Working well as a trio won’t help when we have to work as pairs, so we make sure that we can work well in any combination.  It is soon our day off again and to my surprise Hermes is at Rin’s home.
 
   “Hello.”  She says sounding a little shy.  It seems weird for someone who talks so much to be so reserved.
 
   “Hello.”  I answer wondering why she is here.
 
   “I look forward to working with you on the job as well.”  She says.  I suppose it is the only reason she would be here, and it should make the job easier if there are three of us, and I suppose it will serve as training too.  I am a bit annoyed at Rin for not telling me though.
 
   “Me too.”  I say a little awkwardly.  Then Rin ports in.
 
   “You’re both early.”  She says.  “Well I suppose you know now that Hermes will be working with us.  After that last job we can afford a second escort, and I figured it would be safer.  Today’s job is to hunt a mole-dragon and any other creatures we find in the Swamp of Dreams.  Mostly we want the skin, undamaged of course, but we also want to capture some dream bugs alive if we can.  Their droppings can be used in a new potion my mother thought up.  Anything else we find, the corpse is enough.”
 
   Rin ports us there and the first thing that strikes me is the smell.  It’s enough to send you to the land of eternal sleep, and forget dreaming!  The second thing is the mist makes it very difficult to see.  I can only see a few feet in front of me.  Not ideal for fighting.  The land itself is a thick mud that makes it hard to move.
 
   “Can I blow the mist and this awful smell away?”  I ask.
 
   “No, you’ll scare the wildlife away if you do that.”  Rin answers.
 
   “So how do we find what we’re looking for?”
 
   “We don’t.  It finds us.  Human flesh, especially young human flesh, is its favourite meal.  As the youngest it should go after you.  For now let’s just wander randomly and see what else we can find.”  Rin says and I feel so reassured knowing that it wants to eat me.  I really can’t think of anything that would make me more comfortable!
 
   “What’s that sound?”  I ask as a buzzing sound approaches us.  Before Rin can answer I sense something sharp whizzing towards Hermes and put up a wind barrier.  “Enemy.”  I strike it with a slice of wind cutting the creature in half.
 
   Rin picks it up and sighs.  “I said we needed it alive.”
 
   “It’s a dream bug?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “Yes.  Next time capture it alive please.”  Rin says and shows me the corpse before putting it in her bag.
 
   I feel the vibrations in the air before I sense them in the ground.  Then Hermes says, “There’s a mole dragon below us.”  For an earth user her senses aren’t as sharp as they should be but now is not the time to worry about it.  I lift us off the ground with flight magic and moments later the earth below us hardens and then shattered it is thrown into the air.  A quick wind shield prevents any hitting us but I can’t see the dragon.  And seriously, if a Tree Ent is a problem, why are we taking on a dragon?!
 
   “Caught it.”  Hermes says and I look at her in shock.  She is holding small metal cage and inside is a mole like creature about the size of my hand.
 
   “That’s the dragon!?”  I say in pure shock as I slowly lower us to the ground and release the flight magic.
 
   “No.  It’s just a mole drake.  I thought it was a mole dragon, but I was wrong.”  Hermes says.  “The mole dragon is slightly larger, and much more powerful.  But don’t get a mole-dragon mixed up with an actual dragon.  Fighting a real dragon would be suicide.”
 
   “So how did something so small do so much damage to the ground?”  I ask.
 
   “With magic of course.”  Hermes answers.
 
   “How did you capture it?”  I ask.
 
   “I ported it into the cage.  The cage suppresses magic.  It will die in a few minutes with no source of magic to keep it alive.  We only need its skin though, so that’s fine.”
 
   “How did you make the cage?”
 
   “She didn’t.  My mother made it.”  Rin says proudly to which Hermes nods.  “It’s really difficult alchemy.  Make one mistake and it won’t hold.”
 
   “It will hold won’t it?”  Hermes asks nervously looking at the snarling mole-drake as it attempts to break the bars.
 
   “Of course.”  Rin says, but I am glad it isn’t me holding it and Hermes clearly wishes it wasn’t her either.  We wait for it to die and then it goes into Rin’s bag.
 
   “Where did you have that before?  You weren’t carrying it when we arrived.”  I ask frowning at the cage.  Then in front of my eyes it fades until I can’t see it.
 
   “I was, but it was invisible.  You can only see it if it’s filled, and for a little while after.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Don’t drop it then or we’ll never find it.”  I say.
 
   “I can sense it using earth magic, but I’d prefer not to have to.  It would be a pain to find and get back in this swamp.  Most likely it would sink really deep.”
 
   “Let’s continue looking.”  Rin says and so we trudge further into the swamp.
 
   Just in time I sense an attack from behind and lift us off the ground again.  This creature is a huge scaly long thing, with huge jaws that were about to close on Hermes.  I slice it in half with air and it twitches a bit before going still.  It goes in the bag too.
 
   The next attack is another dream bug, which I hold still with a strong wind whilst Hermes forms a clear stone box around it.  The box has holes for air that are too small for it to escape from.  We end up with three of them by midday but are all exhausted so Rin ports us back.  Rin’s mother prepares lunch from the large scaly creature’s meat and we rest a while before porting back.  Hermes ports us this time because we don’t want Rin to use too much magic.
 
   We soon have two more dream bugs but no mole dragon.  The rest of the afternoon passes by without any luck and even the usually talkative Hermes is silent and depressed.  It is starting to get dark when I notice something in the air.  The wind screams danger at me.  Of course I can’t see a thing due to the fog but whatever it is the air itself is shaking in terror.
 
   “Be ready to port back the second I give the word.”  I say sharply and prepare my magic.  Rin grabs my hand and with her other hand Hermes’ hand.  She nods slightly and I know she is ready.  I use my wind magic to clear the fog and smell, which disappear instantly.  In front of us floats something terrible.  It must be the size of a mountain but the shape of a ball.  A ball with twisting tentacles each larger than the tallest tree I have ever seen.  I say just one word as a tentacle races towards us.  “Now.”
 
   Back in the safety of Rin’s home, each of us shaking in shock, Hermes voices what we are all thinking.  “What the hell was that thing?”
 
   “No idea.”  I answer.
 
   “Not a clue.  But whatever it was I don’t want to go back to find out.”  Rin answers.  Her mother walks into the room and seeing our state frowns.
 
   “What happened?”  She asks and we all look at each other.  It is Rin who answers.
 
   “We encountered a monster I would never have imagined, even in my worst nightmare.  It makes dragons seem easy.”
 
   “I don’t know what it was but if it’s that bad then don’t go back there.”
 
   “I wasn’t planning to.”  Rin says with a shaky laugh, but then looks down.  “We didn’t get the mole-dragon.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  The dream bugs are very helpful.  I already have the potion brewing.”
 
   “What does it do?”  I ask, curious and wanting a distraction.
 
   “It changes your hair colour.”  She answers proudly.
 
   “Oh, that’s good.”  Underwhelmed I try to sound interested, but she obviously catches on.
 
   “Sure you can dye your hair but there are times you may have a need for a quick change of appearance.  For example you can’t ask the town guard to not look for you for ten minutes whilst you dye your hair.”  She says and I guess that would be useful.  “It is also much easier to remove when you are finished.”  I nod politely.
 
   Rin laughs.  “It’s generally better not to ask what things are going to be used for.  All too often it’s something silly.”
 
   Rin’s mother looks at her aghast.  “Rin!  Nothing I make is silly.  It all has a perfectly valid use.”
 
   Rin grins at me and laughs.  Then trying to change the subject she says, “Well, let’s head back.”
 
   “Wait.”  Her mother says sounding serious now.
 
   “Yes?”  Rin asks sounding unsure.
 
   “Have you paid Hermes yet?”
 
   “Oh.”  Rin says and gives her mother a dark look.  “Not yet but I was going to.  No need to bring that up right now.”
 
   Surprised I ask.  “So it’s you not your mother who is employing Hermes?”
 
   “That’s why I didn’t want to bring that up now.”  Rin groans.
 
   “I didn’t know it was a secret.”  Her mother says sounding surprised.
 
   “It’s not exactly a secret, but…”  Rin says embarrassed.
 
   Thinking about it a moment I say. “So how much are you paying Hermes?”
 
   “Half my pay.”  Rin says looking down.
 
   “The pay’s quite reasonable so why don’t we just split it three ways between us?  We could still all easily live off that.”  I say.  Rin’s mother makes a hasty retreat but Rin glares at her as she does so.
 
   “I knew you’d say something like that.  That’s why I didn’t tell you.  The fact of the matter is that you do most of the work.  I’m much stronger than when we first met of course but neither me nor Hermes have the same strength that you do.  Hopefully we’ll catch up, but every time I get a bit stronger you seem to get even stronger and the gap widens.  It’s not just power.  I think in terms of pure magical energy I have more than you, but the way you use it and how quickly you react in combat is incredible.”
 
   “So if you were much stronger than me, would you want me to give away half of my earnings whilst you kept all of yours?”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “It’s not.”  I say firmly.  We look each other in the eye for a few moments neither budging when Hermes interrupts and falls under Rin’s glare.
 
   “I get what you’re both saying but I think that Peter is right.  We’re all in this together with the same amount of risk, and spend the same amount of time.”  Then Rin’s mother walks back in.
 
   “Enough arguing.  I’ll pay you each the full amount so from now on Hermes, you work for me not my daughter.”  She then puts a small bag of coins in each of our hands.
 
   “But mother…”
 
   “Enough Rin!”  Her mother shouts and this is the first time she has sounded really angry.  Under her gaze Rin just looks down and nods.  “Both of you please go whilst I talk to my daughter.”  She actually sounds scary, which I would never have imagined before.  I take Hermes’ hand and port us both back.  We part ways both feeling awkward and not wanting to talk.
 
   “Cheating on your girlfriend?”  Kelliet says with a nasty laugh.  “I’ll tell Rin on you.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about but if you pester Rin I’ll definitely find a way to repay you.”  I say looking her in the eye.
 
   “Oh, so scared!”  She says, whilst clearly not, and ports away with a laugh.  I lie on the ground outside my tent and watch the small clouds in a mostly clear sky.  Finally it is dark and the stars are out.  They sound louder than normal.  I am comforted that they seem closer now that I need them again.
 
   What was that monster?  Why was Rin so insistent on taking the burden herself?  If I was stronger she wouldn’t have felt the need to have Hermes there.  But it was nice having the three of us explore and fight together.  Perhaps somewhere less smelly next time though!
 
   The next day there is a surprise test to be taken in groups of three.  Perfect!  Naturally we form a group immediately.  The test is to get past an obstacle course within three minutes.  Mastery of each element is essential.  The fastest group if under a minute will be promoted, and the worst group will be demoted if a group in the below class meets promotion criteria.  The test is taken inside a darkness sphere that prevents anyone else seeing into it until they are inside.
 
   We wait for our turn talking about silly little things, still a little awkward from yesterday but trying to ignore it.  We don’t talk tactics as we won’t know until we are in there, but both Hermes and Rin make it clear I am the leader and they’ll do what I tell them to.  The first group take about half an hour and emerge depressed and exhausted, having failed the test ten times over.  The second group emerge cheerfully after three minutes, having just about passed.  It is lunchtime and we still haven’t had our turn.  Some groups like the first took the test ten times without success whilst others passed but none have done so in less than two minutes so far.
 
   We eat lunch together nervous about what awaits us.  It doesn’t taste good.  Well it probably tastes the same as normal, except for our nerves.  This is a chance to get an instant promotion.  Too good to ignore.  The test won’t be easy or our classmates would have had an easier time.  Finally lunch is over and we wait for our turn again.
 
   “Rin, Hermes and Peter please enter the sphere.”  Lady Gracewell says with her head poking out of the sphere as a group exit dejectedly after ten failed attempts.  Inside we can see perfectly.  There is a stone spherical wall that I assume we must get past.  Presumably three other similar obstacles await us inside.  “You just need to ALL get to the centre.  Use whatever methods you like except for porting.  You may begin.”
 
   “Rin freeze it.”  I say calmly.  “Hermes burn it.”  The frozen wall shatters instantly under flame and lightning attacks.  Inside is an ice wall that makes me laugh as it shatters from the same attack.  Inside that is a flame wall that surges towards us.  I drain it of air and it disappears leaving currents of fierce air and lightning.  “Hermes, create a tunnel of earth.  Now run through!”  We pass the test in less than a quarter of a minute.
 
   “That was splendid.”  A shocked Lady Gracewell says.
 
   “So we get nine more attempts right?”  I ask.
 
   “You passed in thirteen seconds though…”
 
   “But somebody else could do better.”
 
   “I doubt it but if they do then you will get another attempt.  For now be happy you passed.  I’m not recreating all four barriers nine more times on the off chance that somebody else beats your record.”  Our classmates are stunned to see us exit so soon and as it happens Lady Gracewell is right.  Nobody else even comes close to our record.  Nobody else even beats the one minute mark.  Only one other group beats the two minutes mark, and only just.  Once the results are announced it is the end of the day.
 
   We feel like celebrating so we eat a rather indulgent meal together and share a bottle of Happy Juice.  Apparently it has an enchantment that relaxes you and it certainly seems to have that effect on us.  Unlike lunch, the food tastes delicious now.  I have a roasted fish with roasted sweet vegetables, whilst Rin has a salad with a boiled lizard egg the size of her head.  Hermes has a plate full of piping hot potato chips enchanted to taste like dragon meat.  Never having tasted dragon meat she has no idea whether it tastes anything like the real thing.
 
   “I’m so glad I sat next to you.”  Hermes says after taking a gulp of Happy Juice.  “I’d never have been promoted if we hadn’t trained and taken the test together.”
 
   “We make a good team, but I don’t get how nobody else got past all the barriers in less than a minute.”  I say between bites.
 
   “What I don’t get is how we got past them so quickly.”  Rin says taking a spoonful of her egg.  “Those were barriers the teacher put up and each should have taken a lot more effort to beat.”
 
   “As long as you use the right tactics rather than brute force, it’s easy.  It’s common sense that stone or earth will break when frozen, and then rapidly heated and shocked.  We got lucky that the ice wall was immediately behind it.  Fire needs air.  Deprive it of that and it goes down.  Lightning and wind can be stopped by earth.”
 
   “Some of that may be common sense, but putting it all together like that and acting so quickly is far from it.”  Hermes says with a laugh.  “Have a chip, they’re a bit weird but really great.”
 
   I taste a chip and she is really right.  Weird but nice.  Rin obviously doesn’t like it but forces herself to swallow.  The look on her face is hilarious but I try not to laugh.
 
   “So, 3E, here we come!”  Hermes says raising her glass.  We both raise ours as well to toast our new class.
 
   “You got promoted to 3E?”  A voice behind me asks.  I look behind me.  It’s a tall but thin girl carrying a book in one hand and a plate in the other.  Her brown hair is short and fluffy, and her eyes are a matching brown.  Her skin is a pale golden colour.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin answers cautiously.  “Are you in 3E?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m Claire Ippy.”  She says.
 
   “Pleased to meet you.  I’m Rin.  I don’t have a formal name.”
 
   “I’m Hermes Fleetfoot.”
 
   “Peter of the Wind.”  I say and she blinks.
 
   “Are you related to Magistrate Elisa of the Wind?”  She asks.
 
   “I don’t know.  Who’s that?”
 
   “A really famous mage from 200 years ago.”  She says eyes sparkling.  I look to Rin and Hermes who both shake their heads.  I guess they haven’t heard of her either.
 
   “Probably not.”  I reply.  “I don’t even know who my parents were, let alone an ancestor from 200 years ago.”
 
   “You don’t know who your parents are?  So exciting!  You’ve just got to sit next to me!”
 
   “Sorry but we plan to sit next...”  Hermes says but Rin interrupts.
 
   “No.  I’m the one who’ll be sitting next to Peter.”
 
   “Oh it gets better!”  Claire says with a great big grin.  “Are you having an affair?  Let me guess Hermes is your girlfriend and Rin is your second lover?”
 
   “No.”  Rin says.  “We are not like that.  We are partners in magic.  Hermes is also on our team.”
 
   “But I want to sit next to Peter again.”  Hermes says pouting.
 
   “You sat next to him in this class.”
 
   “Why don’t you both sit next to him?  The desks are for four students because that’s how we normally work, and there are three spaces left next to me now.  In fact those are the only spaces left.  The people I used to work with got demoted.”
 
   “Sorry!”  Rin says embarrassed.
 
   “Oh don’t worry, I never got on with them so I’m hoping we get on better.  So who’s the girlfriend?”
 
   “Really, we’re not like that and you’ll cause us trouble if you start saying things like that.”  I say annoyed at her.
 
   “Oh fine, I’ll give up on that.  You must be rich though to afford those sorts of meals.”
 
   “No, we don’t normally eat like this.”  I say with a laugh.
 
   “I wouldn’t have been able to afford this before I took on the job though.”  Hermes says.
 
   “None of us could.”  Rin says with a laugh.  “I had to treat Peter to his first meal here.  I got him half a bowl of the cheap broth.”
 
   “You mean you shared a small amount of your own.  I was grateful though since you didn’t need to give me anything.  I used to go without food for weeks but I would hate to go back to that now.”
 
   “No food for weeks.  It sounds like you live the sort of life I love.”
 
   “Umm.  I’m not sure if there is a polite way of asking but, are you a masochist?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “No.  Definitely more of a sadist.”  She replies and I now know why she didn’t get on too well with her classmates.  “I just love reading and hearing about people suffering great torment.  Going without food is still fairly plain but you hardly ever hear about people who actually live lives like that.  So anything else you suffered?”
 
   “Other than being a slave and fighting in the arena?”
 
   “I saw you fight in the arena, but even if you did get burnt, that was only one little fight.  You were a slave though?  That’s great news!”
 
   “I don’t mean the academy arena.  The real thing.  And great that I was a slave…?”
 
   “Well you’re not now, so you can talk about how much you suffered without having to go through it again.  When you say the real thing do you mean the arena in the capital?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s great!  Did you get to kill anyone?  Or torture them?”
 
   “No.”  I say with a sigh.  “I’m sorry but my food will get cold.”
 
   “Mine too.”  Rin and Hermes both say and we all quickly return to eating.
 
   “I look forward to seeing you in class tomorrow.”  She calls out.  “Let’s talk lots more then.”
 
   Once she is gone Rin looks at Hermes and says, “You’re sitting next to her.”
 
   “No way!”  Thankfully since both Rin and Hermes want to sit next to me, I at least don’t have to sit next to her, or take part in the argument over who does have to.
 
   “Just eat up before it gets cold.  It would be a waste when we won’t be eating like this again for ages.  Perhaps when we get promoted again we’ll have something like this again.”  I tell them.
 
   “Make sure it’s soon.”  They both say in perfect harmony before returning to their food.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6 (Peter)
 
   We meet outside my tent before porting to 3E classroom.  The teacher is a silver skinned woman with matching long metallic hair and no eyes.  Not just holes where they should be but perfectly smooth skin as if they had never been there.  Her skin is so smooth but unnatural I am not even sure if she is human, let alone what her age is.  Her clothes are flowing silver that match her skin.  She speaks without a hint of emotion.
 
   “Those desks are free.  Don’t cause any trouble, Rin, Hermes and Peter.  I am Silmarion the Fair.  I was a magistrate before a teacher, so don’t expect to hide anything from me.  My loyalty is to the Queen and Contractia.  I don’t care about the lives of insects like you, but this is the duty assigned to me by the Queen herself.  As such I will make sure your little heads are so full of knowledge that they burst.”
 
   “The current queen or the previous one?”  I ask.
 
   “The current queen.  Also why are you not in uniform?”
 
   “This is a girls’ school and I’m a boy.”  I answer shrugging.
 
   “Then you will wear a girl’s uniform.  Also I note that you have been promoted from 3H to 3E in a very short time.  Do not expect to get promoted from 3E.”
 
   “But I can’t wear a skirt!  I’m a boy!”
 
   “You will find that you can.  If you do not comply, your only alternative is to quit the academy.  You have until tomorrow to find a uniform.  Now, take your seats.”
 
   Which we do and I whisper to Rin.  “I hate her already.”
 
   “That is good.”  Silmarion says in a raised voice.  “I am the law and the law exists to be hated.  One wrong move and I will execute the law, and you with it.”
 
   Why can’t the teachers here be normal?  We wait in silence until Claire arrives.  She grins at Hermes who is sitting next to her.
 
   “So you’ve met the old hag.”  She says loudly.
 
   “I am an ancient lady not an old hag.”  The teacher says scolding her but she just laughs.
 
   “Same thing.”
 
   “Just because your mother is a magistrate do not think you can interfere with my lessons.”
 
   “The lesson hasn’t started yet.”
 
   “You little rat.  Stand in the corner, now!”
 
   “Yes, old hag!  Right away, old hag!”  She says and skips to the corner waving at us.  “Did you know she was alive a thousand years ago?”
 
   “The brats had better manners a thousand years ago, even when they were about to be executed.  Everyone is here.  The lesson begins.”  The teacher says and so it does.  My brain is swimming with information by lunch time and none of us feel like practising.  I don’t feel like sitting down so I fly for a while and eat some biscuits in the air.  In the afternoon my brain feels like it might really burst.  I do get some useful tips though and after lessons we meet for our training.  We work on some new techniques using what we learnt and make good progress despite mental overload.  In fact the training gives us a good chance to vent.
 
   “So where do I get a uniform?”  I ask Rin and Hermes with a blush on my face.
 
   Unnoticed until now Claire laughs and says, “Actually I know something that should help.  Interesting as it would be to see you in a skirt, there’s actually a boys uniform at this school.  It dates back to the early days of Contractia.  Boys and men weren’t always forbidden from using magic.  There was a time when the only thing that mattered was talent.  There were considered to be too few women and girls studying magic though so they did away with meritocracy and replaced it with gender diversity.  Our teacher was one of the people who helped change the law all that time ago.  Once there were as many girls and women studying magic and at the top of society, they changed the rules again.  The Femdom movement rose to power, and soon after that the Queen took control of Contractia.  Boys and men were forbidden to study at the academy and had to learn as apprentices, but they never cancelled the old uniform because no girl would want to wear it.  More recently of course men and boys were forbidden to study magic at all, so it’s ironic they should let a boy study at the academy again now.”
 
   “So a girl could wear this boy’s uniform too?”  Rin asks.
 
   “In theory, but like I said, nobody would, other than maybe you.  You are a bit like a boy in that sense.”  Claire says and Rin resists the urge to hit her.
 
   “Why?”  I ask.
 
   “It looks like this.”  She says opening a book and showing us.  She leers at Rin who blushes seeing that the uniform is just a pair of red shorts, socks and shoes.  Nothing else.
 
   “I would never wear such a uniform!  No girl would wear a uniform without a top.  Why would you say such a thing?  And if you say I’m flat, I’m going to hit you.”  Rin snarls at her.
 
   “To see your reaction of course.  Anyway, you can get one made at the main alchemist shop in town.”
 
   “My mother can make it.”  Rin says proudly.
 
   “It’s quite unique.”  Claire says dubiously.  “It requires Tree Ent bark, which is really difficult to come by.”
 
   “We have some.”  Rin says with a smile, but after a moment looks a little sad.  “We will definitely make this for you Peter.”  Then Rin grabs the book and ports away.
 
   “She’s going to be fun to play with.”  Claire says and ports away beaming like a lunatic.
 
   “She’s a bit much.”  Hermes says staring at where Claire was a moment ago.
 
   “Yeah, but she did actually help me just then.”  I say.  “This place is bad for my sanity though.  I must talk to the stars again tonight, or I’ll go really mad.”
 
   “Some people would consider talking to the stars a sign of madness.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m going to bed.”  Hermes says and ports away.
 
   After a moment I port outside and look up at the stars.  They seem restless and rather than helping me they just disturb me.  I go inside the tent and sleep there.  I have enough to worry about without them making matters worse.  It takes a long time to get to sleep.
 
   I wake to Rin’s cheerful face and see a pair of shorts, socks and shoes in her hands.  I instantly cleanse myself and my clothes with magic.  I then start to strip off but for some reason she blushes like mad, throws them at me and ports away.  “What’s wrong with her?”  I ask myself.
 
   “It’s perfectly normal for a girl.”  Claire says.  “In fact it’s more unusual for a boy not to be embarrassed to change in front of a girl.  I don’t mind though.”
 
   “You’re making me uncomfortable.  Please leave.”  I tell her.
 
   “So is it that you don’t see her as a girl, or is it that you’re so close to her it doesn’t matter anymore?  Perhaps you don’t see her as a girl because she’s so flat.”
 
   “Just get out of here!”  I say and literally throw her out with a strong wind.  I quickly change and port to class.  The girls in class draw breath in shock when they see me in my new uniform.  The teacher looks at me furiously.
 
   “Is this some sort of joke?”  She asks emotionless as always, but Rin answers.
 
   “No, it’s the official boys uniform dating back to the days when this academy accepted boys.”
 
   “Yes, I remember, but it must have been withdrawn since.”
 
   “You really were here a thousand years ago!”  Hermes gasps.  “I thought that was a joke.”
 
   “No.  I was a student here only 998 years ago.”
 
   “It was never officially withdrawn, and requires the queen’s approval to withdraw it.”  Claire says with a smirk.  I guess she ported straight here.
 
   “I will check the records after lesson.  I won’t bother the queen with such trivia.  We’re still missing a couple of students, but it is time so the lesson begins.”
 
   Much as I hate the teacher her lessons are actually very good, despite the mental overload.  I fly again during the lunch break but we practise after the afternoon lesson.  To my annoyance Claire sits in the arena audience watching us.  We have no exclusive right to be here though so we can’t tell her to leave.  She isn’t really doing any harm, but I find her presence annoying even if she did help me.
 
   The week passes slowly and each day Claire seems to know exactly where we will be training.  If she tries to follow us on the job though, we really will have to tell her to leave us alone.  Finally it is our day off and we meet at Rin’s home.
 
   “No Sil… whatever her name was and no Claire.”  Rin says with a smile and a breath of relief.
 
   “Silmarion.”  Claire says.  “But I’m here.”
 
   “This is my home!”
 
   “I’m a customer.”  Claire says smirking at Rin.
 
   “What?  Why?”  Rin says putting a hand on her head in exasperation.
 
   “That’s a secret.”  Claire says and blows a kiss at Rin.  Rin is about to lose her temper when her mother enters.
 
   “Ah you’re here.  It’s all ready.  Come this way.  You do have the money, right?”
 
   “Of course.”  Claire says and hands a small bag to Rin’s mother, who after checking it nods and takes a small package out of her pocket and hands it to Claire.  “My client requires this remains secret, even from your daughter, so please remember that.”
 
   “Of course, you have my word as an alchemist.”
 
   “That’s good.  I’d hate to have to execute you.”  She says like she can’t think of anything she’d take more pleasure from.
 
   “That’s my mother you’re talking to.”  Rin says absolutely livid.
 
   “Rin, calm down.”  Her mother says sternly and Rin doesn’t say anything else but continues glaring at Claire.
 
   “You’d better give them their job.  She won’t wait forever and you need materials for the next item.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I won’t keep her waiting.  Now unless there is anything else you need…”
 
   “Oh I know when my welcome is over.”  Claire says with a laugh and ports away.
 
   “That bitch!”  Rin shouts at where she was a moment ago.
 
   “Rin, I know she is a bit, well, different, but please don’t swear at my customers, even when they are not here.”  Rin’s mother scolds.
 
   “So what do you need?”  Rin asks sulkily.
 
   “The hide of a giant wolf.  Undamaged.  The only places where you can get it are in the Labyrinth of the Lost Lambs or the Plain of the Moons.  Please go to the Plain of the Moons and return before nightfall, with or without the hide.”
 
   “How long do you have to complete the job?”  I ask.
 
   “Do not worry about that.  Just do your best, and come back alive.”
 
   “We will.”  Rin says and grabs our hands.  “See you later.”
 
   Rin ports us and we find ourselves standing on dry and cracked ground.  The sun is scorching.  There is literally nothing around for as far as we can see in any direction.
 
   “So what do you know about these giant wolves?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “They are dangerous creatures that can take on the form of a huge man with sharp teeth and claws.  Of course in wolf form they are just as dangerous.  They rarely leave their home land so they aren’t usually a threat to humans, but their hides have unique magical properties including immunity to pure magical attacks and a high resistance to elemental attacks.  Also we need to kill it without damaging the hide.  Perhaps suffocating it with your air magic would be best, but it can go without air for a while.  Any other suggestions?”
 
   “The stars gave me an idea the other night.  Find it for me and then both port back home.  I’ll deal with it.”  I say with a smile.
 
   “I don’t like that plan.”  Rin says worriedly and Hermes nods.
 
   “If it goes badly I’ll port back before I get too badly hurt, but I think I can handle it.”
 
   “Don’t get hurt at all!”  Hermes cries out.
 
   “I don’t plan to.”  I answer.
 
   “Make sure you don’t.  And most importantly remember your promise.”  Rin says.
 
   “I will, but remember yours too.”  I tell her.
 
   “Ugh.”  Rin mutters but then sighs.  “Fine…  That’s the plan.  Hermes, please use the earth element to find a cave or hole where the wolf may be hiding.  I’ll port us repeatedly until we find it.  Once we do, Hermes, you port both of us back and we’ll leave Peter to finish the job with his full power.  If we find any other enemies first though, Hermes and I will deal with them, so Peter, don’t use your power until we find what we’re looking for.”
 
   “That sounds like a plan, even if I am useless for most of it.”  I say.
 
   “Yours is the most important job.”  Rin says seriously.
 
   “If we don’t find it I won’t have done anything.”  I say.
 
   “And me and Hermes will have failed too if that happens, but the most important part is coming back alive.  If you use your power now you may need it later.”  Rin reminds me.
 
   “It should be a quick kill if it works.  If not though, I may need my power as you say.”  I admit.
 
   So we spend the morning and afternoon searching the plain without luck. I am thankful for Rin’s water ability which refreshes our parched lips many times.  Both Rin and Hermes port away on their own briefly a couple of times without saying why, but I can guess.  I just port the contents of my bladder away a couple times without mentioning it.  They are ported away for a third time when I sense something in the air.  I jump into the air and then dodge a leaping wolf.  Giant hardly describes it.  It is as long as one of the ancient trees outside the academy is tall and as thick as they are too.  The claws could tear apart stone like paper and the fangs are even sharper and larger.  Landing it leaps again and I dodge but it twists in mid-air and forces me to fly higher quickly.
 
   Suddenly Rin and Hermes port back and it jumps towards them too quickly for them to react.  I was planning on striking its heart with a small lightning attack from the inside by combining porting magic with wind magic.  I doubt it would even notice a small strike though, so I form a massive lighting strike away from it and port it inside the creature.  The creature writhes in agony but howling it jumps again right at the girls.  They port away just in time.
 
   I form a second lightning strike but barely noticing it in time I dodge a second wolf and the lightning is wasted.  This one is flying!  I barely dodge its second attack as well and unable to dodge the third attack I port even higher.  It races up at me and I strike again with lightning that this time I am able to port inside it.  It ignores my attack and continues on unhurt.  My attacks were intense so, even this few, they are starting to drain me.  I port even higher and use the same tactic again but to no more effect.  I port back down to the ground and strike with lightning again but before I can port it there are wolves all around me.  Instead as a jaw closes on me I port myself back to Rin’s home.
 
   “Sorry, I failed.”  I say breathing heavily.  “You never said they could fly!”
 
   “Fly?  Don’t be ridiculous.  How could a wolf fly?”  Rin retorts.
 
   “It must have used magic.”  I answer shrugging.  “Either way it almost got me.  Then the rest of the pack arrived.”
 
   “Giant wolves don’t have packs.”  Rin says frowning.
 
   “Well whatever you want to call the dozen or so of them that almost ate me.”
 
   “First that awful thing in the swamp and now a pack of lone wolves that can fly.  Why do we get these impossible things?”
 
   “I only saw one fly, the rest were on the ground, so I don’t know for certain the whole pack could fly.  Regardless though, perhaps something bigger is going on and we are just seeing a small part of it.”
 
   “If these things are small I’d hate to see what big is!”  Hermes exclaims.
 
   “Where’s your mother?”  I ask Rin not sensing her around.
 
   “She’s probably in the lab or the workshop.”
 
   “She’s not.”
 
   “Then she’s out shopping.”
 
   “Isn’t today a busy day for an alchemist?”
 
   “Yes, with the academy and the government office closed it is generally fairly busy.  Maybe she needed something urgent though.  Probably for the job Claire hired her for.  It’s pissing me off, because I can’t stand that bitch.”
 
   “I told you not to insult the customers.”  Rin’s mother says porting back just in time to hear the swear word.
 
   “How do you even know I was talking about her?”
 
   “Who else would you be talking about?  Or do you swear about everyone when I’m not around?”
 
   “Of course not, and yes I was talking about her but…”
 
   “No buts, and no swearing.”
 
   “Yes mother.”
 
   “And don’t sigh like that.”
 
   “Anyway we failed, so how soon do you need that hide?”  Rin says and her mother frowns.
 
   “I’ll have to cancel the job.  Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “When did you need it?”  I ask.
 
   “By midweek, but this is the only rest day you had so it’s not going to work.”
 
   “How much power do you both have left?”  I ask Rin and Hermes but they shake their heads.  “Well that’s not going to work then.  I’ll see whether Claire can wait a bit longer.  If not she’ll have to find another alchemist or the materials you need.  I’ll see you both in class tomorrow.”
 
   I port back to my tent and Claire saves me the trouble of finding her.  Surprised I ask.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I see you failed.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “It’s written on your face.”
 
   “Where?”  I ask putting a hand to my face.
 
   “Not literally you dumb little boy.”
 
   “So can you give us more time?”
 
   “No.  If the job is not completed in time then the old woman dies.”  She answers to which my heart skips a beat.
 
   “You are joking, right?”
 
   “No.  I am quite serious.  For a little alchemist to fail such an important job there can be no mercy.  The law exists to be hated.”
 
   “You sound like our teacher.”  I say cold and angry.
 
   “That fool was the law.  I am the law.”  She says and goes silent for a moment.  “To hell with that petty little fool.”
 
   “I didn’t think our teacher was small.  Are you talking about someone else?”
 
   “No.”  She lies but her aura tells me the truth.  I consider who she could be talking about.  Who is small that she might hold a grudge against?  The only small person I can think of is Hermes but that doesn’t sound right.
 
   “Is it Hermes?”
 
   “No!  I just told you it was the teacher.”  The first part is true but the second part is only a half truth.
 
   “Do you know anyone who has been to the Labyrinth of Lost Lambs?”
 
   “Yes, I have.”  She says much to my surprise.  “Do you want me to port you there?”
 
   “Refill my power and port me there.  I’ll get the wolf hide.”
 
   “You want to kiss me?”  She says faking embarrassment.
 
   “Last thing I want, but I don’t have a choice and if you want the job done then neither do you.”
 
   “Fine, but that’s all I’m doing.  After that you’re on your own.”  She says faking reluctance and leaning down kisses me.  I feel her power flowing into me and unlike with Rin I have no control over it.  Mouths still locked she ports us somewhere dark and then disappears.
 
   I feel the air all around and it is damp.  I am in a huge underground tunnel built for something much larger than humans.  Presumably for the wolves.  Perhaps they once had intelligence to build something like this, or perhaps they just dug a simple tunnel like moles.  Or maybe something else built it to keep them away.
 
   I pray that I meet just one.  I can beat one as long as it is like the first one I met and not the second.  Guided by the air I walk deeper.  The ground is rough and uneven so it is slow going but I am definitely getting deeper.  Ahead I notice a sudden drop so I float gently down.  I cannot sense the end of the drop at first, but after a while I sense it.  Finally I am almost at the bottom but then I sense an attack.  I dodge but am thrown against the wall by air pressure.
 
   Dizzy I drop like a stone.  My head hurts and my sense is dimmed.  Cursing I light a flame and fly desperately to dodge the wolf’s next attack.  I strike with lightning and try to port it inside the wolf but my aim is off and I hit the wall instead.
 
   “So how much is the queen paying you to betray your gender?”  The wolf asks.
 
   “You can talk?!”  I ask stunned.
 
   “Obviously.”  It snarls.
 
   “What are you talking about?  Betray my gender?”
 
   “I’m not so old as to forget the smell of another male, and you are working for the queen or you wouldn’t be here.”  It says and transforms into the form of a giant man with sharp claws and teeth.
 
   “I was just here to get a wolf hide.  I don’t know who wants it or what for.  I certainly didn’t know you could talk.”
 
   “An excuse.  The queen sent you here to kill me.”
 
   “No.  The queen you must be talking about is dead.”
 
   “I smell truth in your words.”  It says and then lets out a howl that deafens me.  After my hearing returns it snarls at me.  “Leave.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am the King of Contractia.  Now leave!”
 
   “Do you plan to retake Contractia?”  I ask shocked by his claim.
 
   “No.  I plan to devour it.  Every last woman and girl.”
 
   “That I cannot allow.”
 
   “Then you have truly betrayed your gender.  Die.”  It says and as a wolf again it lunges at me.  I send half of my remaining power into lightning and port it inside.  Standing still this time I do not try to dodge and I do not miss.  It writhes in agony striking me with its tail.  Flying through the air I put my remaining power into another lightning strike ported inside the wolf.  I hit my head against the wall and pain blinds me.  Either way my flame is gone and I have no power to port away or relight my flame.  Falling against the wall I moan in pain before losing consciousness.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 (Hermes)
 
   Depressed by our failure I port home to our living room.  I call out, “Mother!”  As expected there is no answer.  I check her room but she is not there.  I check my room and as expected she is not there either.  In other words she is not home so I walk outside and knock on our neighbour’s door.  I am relieved but I must make sure she is not coming back today.
 
   “Hermes.  Your mother said she was going to be away for a few days.  An important job came up.”  The man from next door tells me.  Except there is no important job.  That’s just her way of saying that she’s off with some woman she likes the look of.
 
   “Thank you.”  I say politely and bow before leaving.  He knows the truth but I am grateful he is being discreet.  If word of my mother were to get to the academy my place could be taken away from me.  Some people get needlessly worked up about a woman loving another woman, but unlike with a man who loves another man there is no law against it.  Worse though, there is no love in my mother’s relationships and they are far too common.  It may not be illegal but it would certainly cause a scandal at the very least.
 
   My mother never loved my father or me, and certainly doesn’t care about the feelings of her ‘lover’.  I envy Rin.  Perhaps it’s even jealousy.  She may argue with her mother but it’s only because there is real love.  What of Peter?  He doesn’t even know who his parents are, but even that would be better than knowing you are hated.
 
   I have to report to my mother each week to prove that it is worth staying at the academy.  I am only allowed to attend because I will be able to make more money for her if I become a mage.  If my mother was an official mage I would have to study as a mage’s daughter but that is not the case.  Even the money from my job with Peter and Rin almost all goes to my mother.  The one time I splurged on food to celebrate my promotion I was punished.  I shiver as I recall my frozen limbs and face.  My mother isn’t officially a mage but her power is more than equal to most professionals.  If I ran away I would be killed, or at least made to wish that I had been.
 
   Grateful she is not going to be here I port back to the academy.  I check Peter’s tent but he is not there.  I port outside Rin’s room and knock.
 
   “Who is it?”  She calls out.
 
   “It’s me.”  I answer.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Just to talk.”
 
   “Sorry but I’m not in the mood.”  Rin answers sounding annoyed.
 
   “Ok.”  I say as my hopes are dashed.  I look around for Peter at all his usual places but can’t find him.  Depressed I go back to my room and lie on my bed brooding.  Eventually I get to sleep.
 
   The next day Peter isn’t in class and the teacher shows her emotions for the first time.  Pure joy.  Rubbing her hands she says, “Absent without notice.  He’ll be expelled for sure.”  I look at Rin who looks back with equal worry.  I hope he has a good cause, but not too good a one.
 
   It is lunchtime and finally we can talk in private.  I say what we are both thinking.  “He went back alone didn’t he?  To the plains?”
 
   “It sounds like it.  He must have waited for his power to return and headed back there today.”
 
   “No.  He was gone yesterday.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “I went to his tent before I knocked on your door.  He wasn’t there.  I couldn’t find him anywhere else either.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?!”
 
   “You weren’t in the mood to talk.  I figured he’d gone into town for a drink or something.”
 
   “Not a chance.  He doesn’t spend money like that.”
 
   “But it doesn’t look good.  If he’s been gone all night he could be in trouble.”
 
   “Maybe he’s just being really stubborn?”  Rin says but even she doesn’t believe it.
 
   “He was going to tell Claire that we couldn’t do the job.  Was that just a lie or did she say something that changed his mind?”
 
   “I guess we need to ask that bitch.”
 
   “You know calling me a bitch is a bit rude Rinny.”  Claire laughs.
 
   “Where did you pop up from?”  Rin asks irritated.
 
   “I was here the whole time.  You just lack observational skills.”
 
   “You know, eaves dropping is rude too, Clairy.”  Rin retaliates.
 
   “Are you sure it’s a good idea to insult the only person who knows where that boy went?”
 
   “So where is he?”  I ask as Rin grinds her teeth.
 
   “Not where you think.  He went when I told him the consequences of your mother’s failure.”
 
   “If not the plains then that leaves the labyrinth of lost something or other.”  I think aloud.
 
   “If he went there it would be really bad.”  Rin says going pale, but then looks relieved.  “He wouldn’t be able to get there without someone to port him though, so that’s impossible.”
 
   “I ported him since he asked so nicely.  He even kissed me goodbye.  On the lips.”  Claire says and disappears.
 
   “That bitch!”  Rin shouts punching the air.
 
   “What consequences of failure?”  I ask worriedly.
 
   “How should I know?”  Rin asks angrily but she is clearly worried about this too.
 
   “We should ask Silmarion for a leave of absence.  We have to go after Peter.”
 
   “If he really went there he’s already dead.”  Rin says and I can see tears in her eyes.
 
   “He’s good though.  He wouldn’t die that easily.”  I reassure her but she shakes her head.
 
   “That place is impossible.  The ones that live there are far more powerful than what we fought.  He may as well have entered a lair full of dragons.”
 
   “They can’t be that bad.”
 
   “Even the queen wouldn’t go there.  They say her sister was killed there and she was too scared to get revenge.”
 
   “You don’t know it’s true though.  They say all sorts of things.  Rumours are just that.”
 
   “I’m sorry but I need to ask my mother what the consequences of failure are.”  Rin says and ports away.
 
   I port to class and stun Silmarion.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I need a leave of absence.  I believe that Peter is in great danger.”
 
   “Either way he’s gone from this academy so forget about him.”
 
   “Claire tried to get him killed.”
 
   “That brat...  You have proof?”
 
   “Not yet but if you let me search for him I may find it.”
 
   “That’s fine.  Just make sure you come back with something good enough to get her expelled, or better yet executed.”  Silmarion says sounding the happiest I have ever heard her.
 
   “I’ll do my best.”  I answer with a gulp but a small smile.  I don’t really want anyone to get killed but if it was Claire…  Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.  Expelled would certainly be good.  Then my smile fades as I consider that Peter may be dead already.
 
   I port home first and to my surprise the person I am looking for is there.  “Mother.”
 
   “Are you a masochist?”  She asks.  Unlike Claire I can’t answer that I am a sadist and wouldn’t want to.
 
   “I need a favour.”
 
   “And you’re asking me?”  She laughs.
 
   “It’s for a cute boy.”
 
   “I don’t do boys.  If it was a girl though…”
 
   “He has the power to command a company one day.  He even has the favour of the queen.”  I exaggerate a little.
 
   “This is enough to get him truly in my debt?”
 
   “Yes.  His life is at stake.”
 
   “Who would dare threaten one the queen favours?  Smells fishy.”
 
   “A traitor.”
 
   “You have proof.”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Sounds like there could be quite the reward.  Perhaps even enough to restore my honour.  Fine, I’ll help.  Where do we need to go?”
 
   “The Labyrinth of Lost Lambs.”  I say and she goes pale.  This is the first time I have seen fear on my mother’s face.
 
   “That place is not simply dangerous.  It’s suicide.  Forget it.  I’m getting a drink.  I won’t be back for a while.”  My mother says and ports away.  If even she is too scared despite the glory I lied about, then what chance does Peter have?
 
   I don’t have enough to offer a bounty.  I hardly have enough to eat.  That means it’s just me and anyone willing to help for free.  I was sure Rin would help but she is too scared.  Perhaps I can find someone in the Drake willing to help.  The only trouble is that is where my mother is.  Drinking can only mean the Drake.  Perhaps I can find help at the Town Hall where the official bounty board is?  There must be elite mages looking for bounty there.  Maybe someone will be interested in the glory?
 
   I port outside the town hall but the guard refuses to let “some unknown little girl” in “so why don’t you go find your mummy”?  I curse and walk away.  A young girl in blue robes walks up to me.
 
   “What did you want inside the Town Hall?”  She asks.
 
   “I was looking for a brave mage willing to save my friend.  Doesn’t look like I’ll find one here though.”  I say depressed.
 
   “What sort of trouble is your friend in?”  She asks.
 
   “He went to a labyrinth to help my friend’s mother.  Why am I telling you all this though?  It’s not like you can help.”
 
   “You say he?  Is he a friend from the academy?”
 
   “Yes, but don’t…”
 
   “That hopeless star lover.  I knew he wasn’t normal the day I sent him there.”
 
   “I thought the queen…”
 
   “Yes that’s me.  He started a slave rebellion and I sent him to the academy when I freed all the slaves that fought at the arena.”
 
   “You’re the queen?!”
 
   “Keep it down.”  A voice at my ear whispers harshly and I sense a finger on my neck.
 
   “Alumia, there’s no need to threaten her.  Port us somewhere private.”
 
   “Yes your majesty.”
 
   We are ported to the forest near the academy.  I can see the academy towering above the trees.
 
   “Isn’t this place dangerous?  I heard ten students from class A got taken out here.”
 
   “They were C students.  If they had been class A, it would have been a problem.”  Alumia now visible says with a blush.  “They’re all alive and well though.”
 
   “What happened to them?”
 
   “I sort of kidnapped them.”
 
   “Why?!”
 
   “There was a war on.  I was on Gold’s side.  Not exactly by choice though.  He had me kidnapped first.”  She says and I can see bad memories on her face.
 
   “You don’t need to talk about it.  Sorry I asked.”  I answer apologetically.
 
   “Time is short.”  The queen says and reminds me whose presence I am in.
 
   “I’m sorry.  Why was your majesty in our little town anyway?”
 
   “Do not expect an answer.  Now tell me where your friend is.”
 
   “The Labyrinth of Lost Lambs.”
 
   “Then he is dead.”  Alumia says regretfully.
 
   “You don’t know that.”  The queen says.  “What makes you so sure?”
 
   “Even with Gold’s power it would be suicide.”
 
   “Do not joke about such a thing.”  The queen says with quiet anger in her voice.
 
   “I do not joke.  The enemies there are creatures even the old queen feared.”
 
   “Their death would be proof that I had exceeded her then.  It would silence her supporters.”
 
   “She is dead.  They will remember who is queen soon enough.”  Alumia says.
 
   “Umm…  Is this something you should be talking about in front of me?”  I ask.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  If you talk I’ll have you executed.”  The queen says and seeing my expression laughs.  “Just joking.  It is no secret so there is no need to hide it.”
 
   “We should go back.  It is sad but her friend is dead.”  Alumia says and my panic is obvious.
 
   “We will look for her friend.  Port us there and then let them know I will not be able to attend.  Then port back to us.”
 
   “We should at least deploy the royal army if you are insistent on searching for this boy.”
 
   “Gold’s power is enough.”
 
   “But you…”  Alumia starts to reply.
 
   “That is something you should not be discussing in front of current company.”
 
   “I’m sorry your majesty.”
 
   “Obey.  Now.”
 
   “Yes your majesty.”  Alumia says with worry on her face.  She ports us to a cave entrance.  “Wait here until I am back.”  She is not gone long.
 
   We enter the cave and the queen summons a small flame that lights the way.  We encounter a pack of wolves but they are not the giant ones and give us a wide berth.  As we go deeper the cave turns into a large tunnel that gets bigger and bigger.  Eventually it is large enough for a giant wolf to fit in.  “Damned goblins.”  Alumia warns just before we see them.  They charge at us so the queen burns them all with an over powered flame.  “Careful.  Don’t bring the tunnel down your majesty.”
 
   “The tunnel’s not that weak is it?”
 
   “It’s more that your flame was too strong.  They were just goblins.”
 
   “That was my weakest flame attack.  It’s that or a small light and nothing in between.”
 
   “That was your weakest attack?!”  I exclaim.
 
   “Gold was like a glitch in the system.  That sort of power is…  I shouldn’t be talking to you about this.  Just don’t tell anyone else.  By the way is this boy your lover?”
 
   “No!”  I exclaim then say darkly.  “No such luck.  Perhaps just as well though.  He would worry me to death if he was.  Even more so than he does already.  This is just typical of him.”
 
   “There’s a hole up ahead.”  Alumia says and then gasps.  “Too deep to sense the bottom.  I’ll float us down but be ready to be attacked.  Please be ready to defend and attack.”
 
   We float down for ages before reaching the bottom.  There is dried blood and are huge scratch marks on the floor and walls.  It looks like there was a fight here not long ago.  It must have been Peter but where is he now, and what of his enemy?
 
   “Enemy!”  Alumia shouts and sends lightning flying.  The queen sends flames to join the lightning but I can’t see the foe.  The flames fade and the lightning stops.  “It got away.”
 
   “I’ll have to use more power next time.”  The queen says but Alumia shakes her head.
 
   “You’ll bring the roof down if you do that.  I can sense a wind user a fair distance from us.  He is clearly very talented.”
 
   “He’s alive?”
 
   “For now…  He seems to be badly injured.”
 
   “Then we should hurry.”  The queen says.  “Lead the way.”
 
   Alumia picks us all up with flight magic and we hurtle forwards, but soon come to a sudden stop.  “Enemies.  Lots of them.  We should retreat.”
 
   “Not when we’re this close!”  I protest.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8 (Peter)
 
   I wake in pitch darkness with just a small amount of power.  Nowhere near enough to do anything useful with.  I can’t even sense what is around me.
 
   “Hello.”  A small squeaky voice says.
 
   “Hello.”  I reply cautiously.
 
   “Did you kill him?”
 
   “I hope so.”  I answer.
 
   “No, he’s starting to wake up.”
 
   “How bloody strong is that guy?  Anyway who are you?”
 
   “I thought I was strong enough to beat that guy but instead I ended up in this form.”
 
   “I can’t see.  What form are you in?”
 
   “It was his idea of a joke!  He couldn’t even be bothered to kill me!  Perhaps you’ll end up the same.”
 
   “What form?”  I ask worried.
 
   “Well take a look.”  She says and a small light appears.  She is far smaller than I imagined.  In fact she is about the height of a large apple, literally as thin as a twig and no wider than a small leaf.  Her short hair is green and her skin is a smooth and pure white.  She is wearing a small green cloth over her waist like a skirt and her tiny (even for her size) breasts are cupped by smaller bits of the same cloth tied onto a thread.  That is all she is wearing.  She looks like a mini human floating in front of me with wind magic and white wings.  Her tiny blue eyes sparkle in the light.
 
   “Beautiful.”  I can’t help but say and she blushes dark crimson.
 
   “You really know how to talk to girls.”  She says shyly.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Oh you’re just the kind of boy my sister hates!  I can’t wait to show you to her.”  She says strangely happy that I will be hated.
 
   “Who’s your sister?”
 
   “That’s a secret.  She’s rich though, so you’ll get a reward if you can get me out of here.”
 
   “For now we need to get away from that monster.  If I can restore my power then I can port us out of here.”
 
   “Impossible.  Even if you walk for an hour it can catch up in a minute.  Besides that one may not eat you but the others would.  How long do you need to restore your power sufficiently?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  It depends how comfortable I am.  Bleeding like this it will take a long time.”
 
   “I’ll heal you then.”  She says and a soft green light flows over me.  My wounds are far less severe now.
 
   “You must have been powerful to still have that much power in that form.”
 
   “So you know how much power it takes to use healing magic.  Are you a healer?”  She asks.
 
   “No.  I have only ever heard of such magic before.”
 
   “That’s more than most.”
 
   “Though my friend’s mother can make healing potions.”
 
   “I’m impressed.  They’re easy to come by because the ingredients are so common but there aren’t many who can make them.  You should consider carrying some, if you ever get us out of this mess.”
 
   “How long have you been here?”
 
   “I’ve been here a while.  In my original form I could just port us both out in an instant, or open a dimensional gate.”
 
   “You can open dimensional gates!?”
 
   “I could.  I can’t in this form.”
 
   “If I get you out of this mess and return you to your original form would you work for me?”
 
   She hesitates before answering.  “If my sister allows it.  I can’t see that happening though.”
 
   “You’re not getting out of here.”  Snarls the wolf that calls itself a king.  “Once I recover enough, I’m turning you into the same form that little girl is in.  Perhaps you can become lovers!”
 
   “I might not mind that.”  She says blushing.  “But I’d rather be lovers in our proper forms.”
 
   “I’m not sure what lovers are but I want to get out of here too.”  I say and the wolf howls with laughter that shakes the roof.
 
   “You will be fun to torment.  I’m glad I didn’t kill you.  It will take a while to recover enough to eat the women and girls of Contractia, but I will have fun with you whilst I wait.  You will even get to see their despair and pain as they get eaten.”
 
   “You’re too scared of the queen.”  The girl retorts.
 
   “It seems she is dead.”  The wolf laughs.
 
   “No way…  That’s impossible.”  The girl says in shock.
 
   “Someone more powerful killed her and took over Contractia.”  I explain.
 
   “More powerful?”  The girl and wolf both ask in very different voices but both in shock.
 
   “Yes.  The current queen is much more powerful than the old one.”  I bluff.  She might be or might not be but without proper control of her power can she really beat this guy?
 
   “She may be more powerful, but she doesn’t know my weakness so she will die all the same.”  The wolf snarls at me.
 
   “What is your weakness?”  I ask but howling laughter is my only answer.  I look to the girl but she shakes her head.  The wolf starts to move but howls this time in pain.  My power has recovered a bit but not nearly enough.  I pray it recovers quicker than the wolf.
 
   “Is your sister powerful?  Might she be able to help my friend?”
 
   “She was, but if the queen is dead I have no idea.  She might even be dead too.”  She says the last part as if hopeful.
 
   “You don’t like your sister?”
 
   “She’s too bossy and after all this time she never once came to save me.  It would only take her a minute to kill this big lump of fur.”
 
   “She sounds more powerful than the queen.”
 
   “In some ways she is.  She’s even related to the queen.”
 
   “Then you’re related to the queen too!”
 
   “No.  I’m not a blood relative to my sister.  I was adopted because I showed exceptional talent.”
 
   “Looks like we’re out of time.”  I say gloomily as the wolf creeps closer to us.
 
   “He may be able to reach us but it will be a while before he can turn you into this form.  It takes a lot of power to do that.  Make sure you recover your power quickly.”  She says but then he reaches us and slashes my leg with a claw.  I am surprised my leg doesn’t come off, but blood pours out like water out of a barrel cut in half.  The green light reappears and then the girl collapses.  The blood has stopped but I am weakened, in pain and my power will take much longer to recover now.
 
   “Pick her up, or I’ll eat you both.”  The wolf growls so I pick the little girl up by her middle and find she weighs about the same as an apple.  Then the wolf grabs me in its hand and my lungs are instantly emptied.  Unable to breath I am carried what seems like a short distance but is probably a lot further than it seems.  Then I am dropped and hit the ground hard.  We are in a room with only one entrance, and that entrance is blocked by the wolf.  I could port but not far enough to escape.  Breathing heavily I ache all over but to my relief the girl seems unharmed.  I had feared she might have been crushed to death.  “It won’t be long and you’ll be the same size as her.”
 
   “Why do you want to kill all the women and girls in Contractia?”
 
   “They had the arrogance to take my land and my people from me.  Then they left me here unguarded because I wasn’t a threat.  Wasn’t a threat!  Now they’ll regret letting me live.”
 
   “How long ago did you rule Contractia?”
 
   “Many of your short and insignificant lives.  Time has no meaning to me.”
 
   “So the queen who left you here must have died of old age many generations ago.”
 
   “No.  She is, was, immortal too.  Immortals can of course be killed as she has been, but we do not fear the mere passing of time.”
 
   “With her death everyone who took your land and people has surely died.  Is that not enough to serve as vengeance?”
 
   “Do not be ridiculous.  Something so insignificant cannot even whet my appetite for vengeance.”
 
   “But why the women and the girls?”
 
   “It is women and girls who took my land and my people.  Besides can a race survive with only men?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   “You are truly a child.  Perhaps you would taste good.”
 
   “I’d probably taste bitter.”
 
   “That can be good too.”
 
   “I wouldn’t even be a mouthful for you.  You’d only make yourself hungrier.”
 
   “Sleep well.  You may not wake up.”  The wolf laughs mocking me.  There is surely no way I could sleep? I have had a long hard day though, and despite, or perhaps because of a little unintended ‘sleep’ earlier I am struggling to stay conscious.  Normally I’d just deal with that but injured as well I find that with the word sleep I am unable to keep my eyes open.
 
   I awake shivering and still in pain.  My power is stronger now but not enough to port to safety.  I listen to the wind and sense flames.  Strong flames and weaker lightning mixed in with them.  They seem magical.  An ally?  It could equally be an enemy but I would take the risk if only I had enough power.  They need only be a little closer but for now they are too far away.
 
   “They will not reach you.”
 
   “You plan to stop them?”
 
   “I don’t have to.  My pack will deal with them.”
 
   “I thought your kind hunted alone.”
 
   “They are not my kind.  They are far weaker than my kind, of which I am the last.  They are still more than enough for your kind.”
 
   “Can your kind fly?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can their kind fly?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Perhaps you are not the last.”
 
   “What do you mean?!  You have seen one of my kind?!  Where?!”
 
   “The plains of…  I forget the name.  It is somewhere their kind can be found.”
 
   “I know the place you must mean.  Once I have destroyed your people I will see whether what you say is true.”
 
   “Couldn’t you do it the other way round?”
 
   “No such luck you sneaky little boy.”  The wolf howls with laughter and as it does so I sense that the flames are close enough.  I grab the sleeping girl and port.  The flames are hot but thankfully I port just past them.  To my surprise I see Hermes and two vaguely familiar faces.
 
   “Help!”  I call out but there is too much going on and they don’t notice me.  My power is gone so I force myself to run towards them, praying the flame doesn’t get me.  Closer I call again.  “Help!”
 
   “Peter!”  Hermes calls back clearly both shocked and relieved to see me.
 
   “Let’s grab him and get out of here!”  The older looking of the pair says and ports to me.
 
   “We can’t leave.”  I tell her firmly.
 
   “Why not?”  She asks.
 
   “Contractia will be destroyed if we don’t stop him here.”  I explain.
 
   “Who could threaten Contractia?”  She asks disbelieving.
 
   “He calls himself the King of Contractia.  Says the land was his before it was taken from him.”  I explain.
 
   “If he’s waited that long why…?”  She asks.
 
   “Because the old queen is dead.”  I tell her.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt.”  The little girl in my hand squeaks.  “He’s here.”
 
   The wolf jumps through the flames like they aren’t there, even though from this distance they are making me sweat.  The young woman ports us back to where Hermes and a girl about the same height are.  Then remembering her red hair and blue eyes, I whisper in shock.  “You’re the queen.”
 
   “This young one is the queen?”  The wolf howls.  “She may have power, but she has no idea how to use it!  This will be fun!”  The girl looks up at him in terror and the flames disappear.  The other wolves howl and rush towards us.  I grab the queen and kiss her on the lips.  Power flows into me like an ocean filling a small hole in the ground.  I hear protests but ignore them and strike with the largest lightning I have ever used.  I port it directly inside the ‘King of Contractia’.  He is instantly dead and the other wolves stop in their tracks.  I strike again with a weaker lightning bolt for each wolf simultaneously, and port them all inside.  Every wolf is dead in an instant.
 
   “This pipsqueak really killed the Queen of Contractia?”  A small voice laughs.  I pull back remembering that it is the queen that I am kissing without permission.  Perhaps I’ll be killed on the spot for such audacity!
 
   “Umm.  No.”  The queen says but her face is red and I don’t think it is from the heat.  “It was Gold who killed her.  I inherited his powers.”
 
   “Should I kill him?”  The woman says to the queen.
 
   “We came to save him so that would be rather stupid.”  The queen says.
 
   “Why did the queen come to save a mere boy?”  I ask stunned.
 
   “She requested it.”  The queen says pointing at Hermes.  “Besides what does it matter if you are a boy or a girl?”
 
   “If it doesn’t matter shouldn’t all boys be allowed to study at the academy if they have the talent?”
 
   “They will be able to when the new school year starts.”
 
   “What?!”  Both Hermes and I exclaim.
 
   “That said, they will need to show talent and this is something that needs to be nurtured from a young age.  My own lack being a clear example.”
 
   “How did you kill those wolves?”  The woman asks.  “It looked like you missed except for the fact that they ended up dead.”
 
   “I ported the lightning inside them.”
 
   “How?!”  She exclaims and Hermes silently opens her mouth wide in shock.
 
   “The same way you port anything.”
 
   “But that simply isn’t possible.  You must be hiding something.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please.”  A small voice squeaks and I look down at the little girl.  “Is the former queen’s sister alive?”
 
   “No.”  Hermes answers.  “People say she was killed in this labyrinth, but she is definitely dead.”
 
   “She came here to save me!”  The small voices squeaks even higher than normal.  “To think that thing actually managed to kill even her.  Yet this young boy killed it so easily.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say easily.”  I protest.  “I would have been dead if it didn’t toy with me or nobody had come to save me.  Hermes, could you port one of these corpses to Rin’s mother?  If she doesn’t complete the job for Claire she’ll be killed.”
 
   “Killed?”  The queen asks in disbelief.  “Who is this Claire?”
 
   “Claire Ippy.”  I answer.
 
   “Magistrate Ippy’s daughter?”  The queen asks.
 
   “I think somebody said her mother was a magistrate.”  I say.
 
   “Silmarion said that.”  Hermes reminds me.
 
   “Well she would know, since it’s her job that Ippy is in now.”  The young woman says.
 
   “Alumia, I don’t know if this is true but please investigate this urgently.”  The queen says.
 
   “Yes your majesty!”  She says and ports away.
 
   “Just as formal as on your first day at the academy.”  The queen says sighing and now I recall her from that day.
 
   “You remember me from then?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course.  Everybody else chose to go as far from Contractia as possible, yet you chose to go to the heart of Contractia itself.”
 
   “And I plan to be a captain.”  I say seeing the irony for the first time.
 
   “You plan to be a captain?”  The queen asks confused.
 
   “Of an independent company.”  I explain.
 
   “Well I can’t think of anyone more suitable.  Good luck.”  The queen laughs.  “I want to know what this job is so I will go with you.  Hermes, port all of us to your friend’s mother along with the corpse.”
 
   I haven’t been awake long but with everything that has happened I am ready to collapse.  I am relieved to see Rin’s home.  Hermes knocks on the door and after a minute Rin’s mother opens the door.  Her mouth goes wide when she sees me, and even wider when she sees what we have with us.  “You did it…”
 
   “May we enter?”  The queen asks and Rin’s mother just nods, mouth still wide open.  Rin’s mother walks outside and ports the corpse somewhere before returning.
 
   She calls up the stairs.  “Rin, come down this instant!  We have guests!”
 
   “Unless it’s Peter I’m not coming down!”  Rin calls down.
 
   “It is Peter!”  Her mother calls up and I hear her rushing down the stairs.
 
    “So who is your friend?”  Her mother asks me.
 
   “I am Queen Emily.”  The queen says.
 
   “The queen…?  This just gets more and more unreal.”  Rin’s mother says dumbfounded.
 
   “You’re alive!”  Rin calls out and runs into me.  She hugs me tightly and she is crying wildly.
 
   “Rin.”  Her mother says still dazed.  “This is the queen.”
 
   Rin freezes and then steps back.  Slowly she turns to the queen.  The queen looks embarrassed and says.  “Sorry to interrupt your reunion.”
 
   “No.  I’m sorry for being so rude!”  Rin apologises bowing deeply.
 
   “It’s good to see that Peter has two such good friends.  I was worried nobody would want to even talk to him.”  The queen says.  The queen was worried about me!
 
   “Please forgive me for being so rude your majesty, but there is something I must ask!”  Rin bows even deeper.
 
   “Stand straight and ask.”  The queen says firmly.  Rin stands and looks worried.
 
   “Elucia.  Is she ok?”
 
   “Ah, that girl.  Yes, she’s fine.  She seems quite happy in her job, but I am sure she must miss her friends from the academy.  I can’t be too lenient though.”
 
   “Thank you, and thank you for saving her!”  Rin says bowing again.
 
   “Yes, thank you!”  I say and bow too.
 
   “Enough, both of you.”  The queen says sounding annoyed.
 
   “Thank you for saving Peter.”  Hermes says also bowing.
 
   “Thank you Peter, for saving me, whilst we’re at it.”  The queen says laughing and bowing to me.  The queen, bowing to me?  Me who was once a slave?  It’s just too ironic and I burst out into laughter.  I then quickly stop myself because I don’t want to insult the queen.
 
   Standing straight again the queen looks Rin’s mother in the eye.  “I am sorry, but I must know what your job was that required the hides of those wolves.  Consider it a royal command.”
 
   Rin’s mother looks nervous.  “The contract decreed that I die if I tell anyone unrelated to the matter, but since the request was in your name I suppose I can answer.  Children please leave the house whilst I speak of this.”
 
   “In my name?”  The queen asks shocked.
 
   “Yes.  It was a rather unusual item.  Children, go!”
 
   “Yes.”  We answer.  Since the contract would kill her we have no choice.  I walk outside with Hermes and Rin.
 
   Rin looks at me and glares.  “Why did you go off on your own like that?!  I thought you were dead!”
 
   “When I learnt that your mother would die if we didn’t complete the job I couldn’t just sit back and do nothing.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  There was nothing in the contract about dying, at least not for just failing to complete it.”
 
   “But Claire…”
 
   “The consequence of failure was the loss of a family heirloom.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “Success was sufficient that we could have lived off of it for the rest of our lives, so my mother considered it acceptable, but didn’t tell us because she didn’t want us getting reckless.”
 
   “I was told she would die.  Wait, her aura showed that she was telling the truth.  What if it wasn’t just the contract?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Now the queen knows though, there’s no risk anymore.  Especially since the contract was in the name of the queen.”
 
   “Anyway, why didn’t you go with us, instead of on your own?”
 
   “I didn’t want to wait and since Claire gave me her power I was ready to go.  You had both used your power.”
 
   “You idiot!”  Rin shouts at me and punches me lightly, but her eyes go wide when I fall to the ground.  “You’re hurt!  Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “Are you his lover?”  A small squeaky voice reminds me of the fourth person here.
 
   “No.  Who are you and why are you so small?”  Rin ask.
 
   “The King of Contractia changed my form like this.  Anyway I’m glad you’re not his lover, because I’m claiming him.  He’s mine now, so don’t punch my lover!”
 
   “What?  I’m not giving him to you!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “Hey, I don’t know what a lover is but I don’t belong to anyone.  I’m not a slave anymore.”  I tell them both.
 
   “You were a slave?!”  The small squeaky voice cries outraged.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer.
 
   “Then I’ll be your slave.  Do with me what you want.  I look forward to being in my real form when you reverse the curse.”
 
   “You shouldn’t just volunteer to be a slave.  It’s not pleasant to be somebody’s slave.  I should know.”
 
   “But if you were my owner then I am sure it would be fine.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll be your pet instead.”
 
   “That’s worse!”  Rin cries out.
 
   “Just because you don’t have strong enough feelings for him, don’t try to spoil things for him.”
 
   “I’m not but…  Ugh!”  Rin says punching the wall.
 
   “Violent girl.”  The small voice says haughtily.
 
   “Anyway, what’s your name?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ll be called whatever you want master.  I don’t care for my old name.”
 
   “How about Rinrin?”  I suggest.
 
   “No!”  Two voices cry out and only Hermes laughs.
 
   “Just kidding.  Let me think.  Ah yes.  How about Lucy?  That name seems familiar for some reason.”
 
   “For a good reason or a bad reason?”  She asks cautiously.
 
   “I’m not sure.  Good I think.”
 
   “Then I am Lucy, your humble pet from now on.”
 
   “No.  You are Lucy my trustworthy comrade from now on.”
 
   “Why is she trustworthy?”  Rin asks annoyed.
 
   “She did save my life with her healing magic.”
 
   “Healing magic?  You mean a potion?”  Rin asks.
 
   “No.”  Lucy says.  “I think I have recovered enough for another attempt.”  The green light covers me and the wounds are gone.  I am not perfect but am a lot better than I was.  “Sleep should be sufficient now.  A day or so in a comfy bed should be enough.”
 
   “Using healing magic that we have never heard of is special, but it doesn’t mean you can trust her.”  Rin says concerned.
 
   “Says the girl who just punched my injured lover.”  Lucy says darkly.
 
   “He’s not your lover!”  Rin protests.
 
   “You can come in.”  Rin’s mother says poking her head out the door.  “And don’t make such a fuss or you’ll cause our neighbours trouble.  More trouble that is.”  Inside, the queen is gone.  “Peter will rest here until he recovers.  Rin and Hermes will return to the academy and continue lessons as normal.”
 
   “What about the queen?” Rin asks.
 
   “Don’t ask questions I can’t answer.”
 
   “What about Claire?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Just act as if Peter is still missing.”
 
   So they leave and I go upstairs to bed.  Lucy stays with me but I am fast asleep moments after falling onto the bed.  In my dreams I can hear the stars calling to me.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 (Peter)
 
   Having slept I am feeling much better.  I look out the window and see the sun shining.  It is a little chilly as the summer seems to be drawing to a close.  It may start getting too cold to sleep outside or in my old tent soon.  If this room is spare perhaps I could hire it cheaply.  I walk downstairs and am greeted by the smell of meat cooking.
 
   “Peter!  Are you well enough to be walking?”  Rin’s mother asks.
 
   “I’m fine.  Lucy healed me so I was just tired.  Where is Lucy by the way?”
 
   “Lucy?  The tiny flying girl?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She wasn’t there when I came in to check on you.  I’m not sure where she went but I’m sure she’ll be back.  She sounded rather attached to you.”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sure she’ll turn up.  Is that breakfast?”
 
   “Yes, I’m just about to serve so sit at the table and we can eat together.”
 
   The plate of meat that she serves me is cut into thin strips that taste really, really nice.  I devour them quickly and then wait for Rin’s mother to finish.
 
   “Thank you.”  Rin’s mother says unexpectedly.  “You did it because you thought I was in danger.  Please talk to Rin first if anything like this happens again though.  She knows me well enough to know I’d never take on a contract where failure means death.  She can also help if you are ever in trouble.  The state she was in when she thought you were dead was unbelievable.  She may not be honest enough to admit it but she clearly has feelings for you.”
 
   “Feelings?  I know she’s my friend.”
 
   “She wants to be more than a friend.”
 
   “A best friend?”
 
   “No, more than that.”
 
   “A comrade.”
 
   “No, she’s already that.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “You’ll understand when you’re older.  Knowing what you’re capable of, and what you’ve been through, it is easy to forget that you’re so young.  You should be going soon or you’ll be late.”
 
   At the academy I arrive at 3E and find that Rin, Hermes and Claire are missing.  Silmarion looks at me emotionless as always but her voice is unexpectedly cheerful as she says.  “Wrong class.  You are now in 3D in recognition of service to Contractia.”
 
   “Rin and Hermes too?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What about Claire?”
 
   “If you ever find her please drag her before me even if you have to kill her to do so.  Her execution has already been ordered by Queen Emily, along with her now dead mother.  Treason is a serious offence.”    Silmarion says happily and even smiles for a moment.  I gulp and nod before rushing off to 3D.
 
   In 3D Rin and Hermes are sitting together but there is no space near them so I take an empty seat at the last remaining empty desk.  The desks are all for two and mine is nowhere near Rin and Hermes.  The teacher ports in and starts the lesson.  She is a young woman and seems fairly friendly.  The lesson is easy to understand and I have improved my earth magic by the end of it.
 
   Rin and Hermes both wait outside for me and we walk to lunch together chatting about everything that’s happened.  How Claire went missing when her execution was declared, and how her mother tried to fight the mages that came to arrest her.  About how Lucy is missing, which Rin seems really happy about, and of course everything that happened to us.  Knowing I am responsible for Claire’s mother’s death, and her own if she is caught I feel a little guilty until I hear what she was planning.  They claimed to be developing a weapon for the war against the fallen angels, but it seems they were planning on wiping out the capital and everyone there.  The queen seemed to know why but we have no idea what their reasons were.
 
   Lunch is peaceful and I enjoy the food as well as the company.  It is a simple meal as none of us feel like celebrating our promotion, but we are glad just to be here together and safe.  I just hope that Lucy is also safe.  Now we are in 3D the prospect of reaching the top classes seems much more realistic but promotion is not going to be easy.  The students in 3D seem just as capable as us in all the elements and more in some.  The teacher may not have said promotion is impossible like our last one but she has to be fair to everyone and right now we don’t deserve promotion.  We commit to training even harder each day and continuing to take on difficult jobs on our days off so that we will eventually be fit for promotion.
 
   The afternoon lesson goes well and so does our training after lessons.  We continue like normal for the rest of the week.  Unfortunately what Rin’s mother needs is really easy to get so there is no need for me or Hermes.  Hermes suggests we spend our time together, which Rin seems really jealous about but just huffs when I ask if she minds.
 
   We end up training in the morning but in the afternoon Hermes shows me a private spot she sometimes uses.  It is overlooking the forest we were advised not to enter.  We just relax there enjoying the cool afternoon with a nice breeze.  I port to town and buy us something to eat and then port back.  We enjoy a simple but nice picnic.  As the evening approaches we port back to town together. We are in the market near the Drake so I suggest a quick drink at the Drake, but Hermes shakes her head emphatically.
 
   “You don’t like the Drake?”
 
   “Someone I know might be there.  I probably ought to head back home soon, but I don’t want to yet.  Let’s look round the market.  Not like I can buy anything but I can look.”
 
   “Don’t you earn the same as me from the job?”
 
   “Yes but I have, um, family expenses.”
 
   “What sort of expenses?”
 
   “I’d rather not talk about that.”
 
   “Ok.”  I answer but my curiosity doesn’t go away.  I do understand that there are some things you don’t want to talk about though and so I don’t press for answers.  “But if you ever need to talk about it, or anything else, I am always willing to listen.”  I would never have said that when I first met Hermes but she is a lot less talkative now, and although it really helps me focus on lessons, I don’t want her to feel she can’t talk to me.
 
   “Thank you.  I hope I don’t need to, but if I do I’ll remember that.  I really enjoyed today.  Much as I don’t want to, I really should head back home.  I’ll see you in class tomorrow and talk again at lunch.”
 
   “You don’t want to do the market?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s not that I don’t want to but that I shouldn’t.”
 
   “Ok.  I’ll see you tomorrow then.  Take care.”
 
   “Thanks.  See you then.”  Hermes says and ports away.  I thought she lived in town near the market so I am surprised she ported rather than walking, but maybe she’s in a rush.  It did sound like she had some urgent reason to get home, so I suppose that’s it.
 
   I wander the market and choose a warm looking blanket that should keep me warm now that the weather is a bit cooler.  When winter arrives I will really need to decide on somewhere indoors to stay.  Either the room in Rin’s house or a room in the Drake.  I decide to find out how much a room is in the Drake so wander in.  It is as crowded as always and I have to push my way through the crowd at first but then someone recognises me.
 
   “He’s the boy at the academy!”  The moment he calls this out everyone makes haste to get out of my way.  I wouldn’t mind, but I can feel fear not respect in their auras.  I decide to just have a drink for now after all, so I sit at the bar and to my annoyance the people on either side of me decide to leave because they ‘have something urgent to do’.
 
   “So what can I get you sir?”  The barman asks bowing deeply.
 
   “I’ll have a glass of Happy Juice.”  I say feeling I could really use the chance to relax.  He fetches it and I pay five black coins for it.  That would be five meals but I can afford it now as I am in no danger of starving after all the jobs I have done.
 
   “Have you considered taking on the dragon bounty?”  The barman asks and I choke on my drink.
 
   “A bit much for a mere student.”  I say with a laugh.
 
   “You’re very modest.  The whole town has heard of your exploits though, so I am sure you could do it.”
 
   “No.  A dragon is too much however you look at it.  If that is in here I dread to think of what jobs the town hall must hand out.  Perhaps they hire people to kill things like…”  I say and trail off thinking about the huge ball with tentacles at the swamp.
 
   “The dragon job is available in the town hall too.  That’s where you’d collect the bounty either way.  There aren’t many things worse than dragons!  They just figure travellers might come in here for a drink without bothering to visit the town hall.  That’s why it’s advertised here.”
 
   “How long’s it been advertised?”  I ask out of curiosity.
 
   “Ten years.”
 
   “What happened ten years ago to put a bounty on it?”
 
   “It destroyed a small village near here.  Everyone thought we were going to be next but the royal army arrived in time and fought it off.  A lot of mages were killed but they wounded it and it went to rest in the mountain it now lives in.  They say it takes a hundred years for a dragon to wake once it falls asleep, unless it is disturbed of course.”
 
   “So if someone recklessly attacks it we could be in trouble much sooner?”
 
   “If nobody attacks it though it will be fully healed and take an army to kill it.”
 
   “Why didn’t the royal army finish it off?”
 
   “They couldn’t.  They lost their commander and even those who survived were mostly badly injured.  The queen could have finished it, but there was a lot of fear that the fallen angels would invade if the queen intervened personally.”
 
   “I heard we are at war with the fallen angels.  Who are they?”
 
   “They are angels that rebelled against the gods.  They were struck down but, ah, another of the same?”
 
   “Yes please.”  I answer suspecting the conversation would end if I don’t continue to drink.
 
   “Here you go.  That will be another five black.  Thank you.  Yes the fallen angels rebelled against the gods who struck them down.  Injured and banished from heaven they forged an army of demons and other hellish creatures.  Their ultimate aim is still to defeat the gods.”
 
   “Then why did the gods let them live?”
 
   “Angels are almost impossible to kill.  Even the gods had a hard time against them, with some gods even killed.  Of course many angels also died.  The army of the gods was in turmoil with over half of their own now fighting against them.”
 
   “These creatures, that can kill the gods themselves, are at war with us.”  I say turning cold.
 
   “The old queen was also said to have killed a god, and the leader of the fallen angels always feared her.  What I don’t understand is why we declared war on them.”
 
   “We declared war on them?”
 
   “Oh yes.  The queen sent most of the royal army against them.  That’s why when the rebellion happened the army wasn’t here to slaughter the rebels.”
 
   “That was fortunate.”  I say and the barkeeper laughs.
 
   “Yes!  I suppose it is from your perspective!”
 
   “Is there a bounty on the leader of the fallen angel?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  The dragon would be far easier though.”
 
   “Perhaps when I am ready I will take on the dragon.  Not anytime soon though.”
 
   “As long as it is before another ninety years pass it is fine.”
 
   “I don’t imagine I’ll be alive in ninety years!”
 
   “You’re not immortal?”
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   “If you carry on like you are though, it wouldn’t surprise me if you became immortal.”
 
   “How do you even do that?”
 
   “Just earn the favour of the queen.  She can grant immortality to whoever she wants.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Most people have no chance of doing it, but yes, that’s all.”
 
   “I wonder if that’s how Silmarion was alive a thousand years ago.”
 
   “No.  She was an immortal queen of a country that was invaded by Contractia.  She’s legendary so I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”
 
   “Well I was a slave before I came here.”  I say and his eyes pop open.  “Is it that hard to imagine?”
 
   “I assumed you were a noble or perhaps the brother of the queen herself.  You were really a slave?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How did you get to be a student at the academy?”
 
   “I just asked when the queen freed me.”
 
   “You just asked and she said yes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Unbelievable.  Another glass?”
 
   “Sorry but I think I’ve had enough.”  I say and turn but there is a woman behind me who sends shivers down my spine.
 
   “You should just die.”  She says and spits at me.  I automatically form a wall of wind but the spit just goes through it and hits my cheek.  My defences that can stop powerful magical attacks, unable to stop mere spit?  I feel disgusted.  This cold looking woman reminds me of ice with her sharp straight blue hair and sickly yellow eyes.  She is short so I hardly have to look up but her wrinkled bone white skin leaves no doubt that she an old woman.  “I could kill you in an instant, but then nobody else could join you.  I look forward to the dragon eating you and those stupid girls that follow you.”
 
    “Say what you want about me, but do not insult those that fight by my side!”
 
   “You’re the sort of pathetic fool that the queen enjoyed toying with.”  She says and laughs loudly.  Everyone in the room is now staring at us whilst they continue their conversations.  “Those girls that follow you are the most foolish.  I look forward to watching them suffer and fall into despair if they do survive you.  Oh this is going to be fun.”
 
   “I don’t like your idea of fun.  You sound just like that traitor Claire.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re going to run to the queen and tell on me too?”  She calls out and everyone goes silent.
 
   “No.  How about we duel?”
 
   “Sounds brave, coward, but you know it’s against the rules until you graduate.  I’ll happily take you on then though.”
 
   “Fine.  Meet me in the arena when I graduate.”  I say and port back to the academy absolutely fuming with anger.
 
   I can’t just go to sleep and the stars are not out yet.  I decide to vent some steam practising in the arena.  My attacks seem much stronger than normal, perhaps because of my anger.  I make sure not to completely exhaust myself though, because I want to be fit for lessons tomorrow.
 
   The stars are quiet tonight.  It feels unnatural and makes me a little restless.  Even when I talk to them there is no answer.  Morning seems to take forever to arrive.  I arrive for lesson very early and the classroom is empty.  I take my seat anyway and practise my writing.  I’m actually quite good now so it is more to pass the time than anything else.
 
   A student arrives who I don’t recognise.  It is still early so I am surprised to see anyone but I haven’t been in the class long so I don’t recognise everyone in the class yet.
 
   “Excuse me?”  She says to me.
 
   “Yes?”  I answer looking up and paying a bit more attention.  Her hair is white and skin has a slight golden tint to it.
 
   “Is this class 3D?”
 
   “Yes.”  Not a 3D student then.
 
   “I’m a new student.  Do you know which desks are free?”
 
   “I think only the space next to me is.”  I say pointing to the seat next to me at the same desk.
 
   “Do you mind if I sit here?”  She asks.
 
   “No.  Go ahead.”
 
   “Thank you!”  She says bowing and I feel a little awkward.
 
   “No need to be so formal.”  I say.
 
   “Sorry!”  She says bowing again.
 
   “Where did you transfer from anyway?”
 
   “I worked at a shrine in the Kuroneko mountains.”
 
   “Never heard of them.  Are they far from here?”
 
   “They’re in another dimension.”
 
   “Oh.  That is far then.  Why did you want to come here?”
 
   “I made a contract in exchange for the protection of my land.  If I graduate and serve in the army for the rest of my life then my land will be protected from their enemies for five generations.”
 
   “That’s a real sacrifice.  You must have been really dedicated.”
 
   “It was my duty to the cat god that rules our land.  He has many enemies and mere humans are always sacrificed for something.  As a shrine maiden I was lucky this was all I had to do.”
 
   “I can’t say I like this cat god.”
 
   “He’s loved by the cat people who live in our land but there are few humans who like him.”
 
   “What’s your name by the way?  I’m Peter.”
 
   “Yu Kii.  It means snow in my language.  It’s considered polite to always use both names.”
 
   “You had to learn a whole new language?”
 
   “I was given translation magic.”
 
   “Does it only translate spoken words?”
 
   “No.  It translates written words too.”
 
   “Better than the magic they gave me, but I was a slave back then.”
 
   “A slave?!”
 
   “Yes.  I was freed in the rebellion.”
 
   “There was a rebellion?”
 
   “That’s how the current queen came to power.  She’s much better than the last one though.  Do you have much experience with magic?”
 
   “Only with earth magic.  Despite my name water magic is my weakest element.”
 
   “That’s Hermes element but we could still use another earth mage.  Are your earth senses strong?”
 
   “Yes.  Who’s Hermes and what do you need an earth mage for?”
 
   “I’m forming an independent company.  Hermes is a mage that joined my team and is going to be part of my company.  Do you fancy joining?  If you’re going to be part of the military it’s probably better than being part of the core military.  We train after lessons too so your chance of graduating successfully would be better, although it is hard work.  Not sure what your contract says about failing to graduate.”
 
   “It would be a rather unpleasant death, and someone else would have to take on my duty.”
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   “I’ll join.”
 
   We pass the time until the lesson starts, talking about Contractia, life at the academy, Yu Kii’s land and her family.  When Rin comes in she heads straight to us and asks abruptly, “Who is this?”
 
   “I’m Yu Kii.  It means snow in my language.  Please use both names together.”  She says and bows deeply.  Rin is slightly taken aback.  “I am a transfer student and a new member of Peter’s company.”
 
   “You got her to join the company?”  Rin says impressed.
 
   “Yes.  We need new members and she has to join the military anyway.”  I say.
 
   “Your parents are mages?”  Rin asks Yu Kii.
 
   “No, I’m an orphan.  I made a contract as part of my duty to my god.”
 
   “So how long do you need to be in the military?”
 
   “My whole life.”
 
   “That sucks.”  Rin says.  “Well, pleased to meet you. I’m Rin and I’m also in Peter’s team.  It’s not officially a company until we graduate and we will need more members to make it official.  Word of warning though, don’t fall in love with Peter.”
 
   “Why?”  She asks surprised and I am also curious.
 
   “If you really want to know, ask me in private.”  Rin says and cheerfully heads to her desk.  Hermes is slightly late and only arrives just as the lesson is starting.  She seems down but I guess it is just because she is late.  It’s not like her to be late though so I am worried.
 
   The lesson is about earth.  I struggle and even Hermes is having a hard time, but Yu Kii acts like it is child’s play.  I will have to have her help Hermes as it is her element and I want her to improve.  It would help to have Yu Kii on our work team too though.  I’ll have to talk to Rin about that.  Lunch arrives and we walk to the lunch area together but then Yu Kii says she has to go somewhere.
 
   “Aren’t you hungry?”  Rin asks surprised.
 
   “It’s not that.”  Yu Kii says uncomfortably and I realise what it must be.
 
   “You don’t have any money, do you?”  I ask and embarrassed she shakes her head.
 
   “I’ll get today’s meal.  Rin treated me to my first meal here.  Do you have a job?”
 
   “Thank you!”  She says bowing low.  “No.  I only arrived this morning.”
 
   “Rin, how about it?  She would be really useful.”
 
   “I’ll have to talk to my mother.  I saw her in class though so I know what you mean.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Yu Kii asks confused.
 
   “We do a job on our day off.  It’s a little dangerous but it pays well.  Rin’s mother is an alchemist and we get rare materials so she can make better items to sell.  Officially Hermes and I are escorts.  It helps us improve our magic and gives us useful experience for when we are part of an official company.  Would you be up for it if Rin’s mother agrees?”
 
   “Sure.  It sounds interesting.  I had been told I’d probably have to do a really poorly paid job doing manual labour, without using magic.”
 
   “Escort duty and bounty hunting are the only jobs that you’re allowed to do using magic until you graduate.  Peter is the only person I know who ever did bounty hunting whilst at the academy though.  I suppose it may be more common for class A but most of class A are rich so they don’t need to.  Anyway Peter was in 3G with me back then.”
 
   “You both got promoted from G to D?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What about you Hermes?”
 
   “I was in 3F and got promoted with Rin and Peter to 3D.”
 
   “Pick what you want from this section.  The section over there is really expensive so we only ever ate from there once.”
 
   “I still recall the taste.”  Rin says wishfully.  Hermes looks uncomfortable at the mention of that section.  Strange, I thought she liked her dragon flavoured chips.  We pick our meals.  I have the usual broth and Hermes and Rin both go for roasted vegetables with cold meat.  Yu Kii takes a dish of ‘dragon’ curry and rice.  Of course the meat is from some lowly monster or animal as there is no way real dragon meat would even be in the expensive section, let alone the cheap section.
 
   We talk more as we eat and it is clear that Yu Kii is going to get along well with both Rin and Hermes.  I am glad because we will make a better team if everyone likes each other, and besides that it’s just nicer if everyone gets along.  The afternoon lesson is water and I see what Yu Kii meant.  It’s not my strongest element but I help her as best I can.  Rin is helping Hermes too because it is very much Rin’s element.  I learn a bit and Yu Kii seems to learn a bit too so not our best ever lesson but it could be worse.  We train on earth and water magic after the lesson ends and Rin is much better at teaching Yu Kii.  Yu Kii is also great at showing us all how to use earth magic.  Hermes learns the most of course.
 
   As the training finishes Yu Kii asks to talk to me in private so both Rin and Hermes leave us on our own.  It seems she is also meant to be sleeping in a tent and wants advice as to where to put it up.  Apparently she can’t afford a room, which makes sense if she can’t even afford a meal, and naturally doesn’t have anywhere nearby to sleep.  I didn’t realise Rin and Hermes had to pay for their rooms though.  I assume Hermes has a room at the academy, but I suppose it wouldn’t be too far for her to port back home.
 
   The tent she has is much more luxurious than mine, with proper flooring and provides real shelter from the elements.  Why didn’t I get one like that!?  Well, I suppose that would be because I’m a boy.  I suggest putting it near mine because the bad ground shouldn’t make too much difference with a tent like that, and it may be convenient to be nearby.  I help set it up and take a look inside.  It’s just as nice as I expected.
 
   “Why did they give you such a poor tent?  Is it because you were a slave?”
 
   “No it was almost certainly because I am male.”
 
   “Does that make such a difference?”
 
   “It does in Contractia.  Things are changing though with the new queen.”
 
   “Where I come from all that matters is your race.  If you’re not a cat person then you’re nothing.  If you are a cat person then you’re the next thing to a god.  Humans are killed just for looking at a cat the wrong way, and if you look at a cat person the wrong way then you’ll be relieved when you’re dead.”
 
   “What did you do as a shrine maiden for this cat god?”
 
   “I had to remain pure of body, mind and soul.  I followed certain rituals each day and kept the shrine clean and made sure that nothing broke.  I expected to be sacrificed to the cat god at some point but I got off lightly when Contractia asked for me as payment.”
 
   “Sacrificed?  Do you mean killed?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Has it always been like that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Humans aren’t told about how things used to be.  We’re only told how they are now and what is expected of us.”
 
   “In this world women and girls are the next things to gods, so you got lucky.  That said, I got extremely lucky myself to be free and studying here.  I look forward to working with you in the years to come.  Now good night and sleep well.”
 
   “Wait.  This tent is easily big enough for both of us.  Why don’t you stay here?”
 
   “Thank you but I like to sleep under the stars.  They were my first friends, at least that I remember.”
 
   “A girl might envy those stars one day.  Goodnight and sleep well.”  She says and waves as I leave the tent wondering why a girl would envy the stars.  I envy them already of course as they are the symbol of freedom to me as well as friends.
 
   I spend the night talking to one star in particular.  My very oldest friend, Hades.  The others are respectfully quiet but Hades relieves my tension as she talks to me.  I get the feeling one day we will meet and I am sure she feels the same way.  Our talk brings back memories and soon there are tears in the corner of my eyes.  Eventually I fall asleep.
 
   I am shaken awake and am very grateful to Yu Kii for doing so.  This is the first time the sun has failed to wake me.  I realise that Yu Kii doesn’t know how to port, so I show her how the same way that Rin first showed me.  It’s so simple but if you don’t know it then you would never think of it.
 
   In class Rin and Hermes are waiting and we talk briefly but then the teacher ports in and starts the class.  The lesson is wind magic so I am in my element.  Yu Kii is stunned by my prowess at wind magic.  The lesson is trivial to me but there are some interesting points and Yu Kii learns a lot.  I make sure of that!
 
   Rin gets Yu Kii’s lunch and is even more embarrassed than I was when she bows so deeply.  We eat together happily and then rest outside.  It seems Rin’s mother is up for the idea of hiring Yu Kii so she doesn’t need to worry about finding a job.  We port back to class and the afternoon lesson is fire.  Not my element but Yu Kii is useless at fire so I manage to help her with the lesson as well as learning some useful techniques.
 
   Our training after lessons mirrors the elements we covered in class again.  Hermes is by far the strongest at fire so she helps us all understand a lot of what was covered in class, and how to put it into use.  Even with her help though Yu Kii really struggles.  Wind magic I help everyone with but it is only Yu Kii who has much to learn.  Both Rin and Hermes have covered most of it with me before.  They still have a lot of progress to make if they want to excel at it but it isn’t ever going to be their element, and it doesn’t look like it will be Yu Kii’s either.
 
   The next day we cover dimensional magic.  At lunch Rin and I look to Hermes but she shakes her head so I get Yu Kii’s lunch.  It isn’t exactly expensive but it makes me wonder just how much Hermes is giving to her family and what for.  That is the only reason I can think of that can explain her lack of money.  If it was just renting a room then Rin would have the same issue.  The afternoon looks at dimensional magic again.  The second half of the week mirrors the first half and our routine seems to be established again.
 
   Finally it is our day off.  I port Yu Kii to Rin’s home because she hasn’t been there before.  Hermes is waiting there and Rin arrives right after us.  It seems today’s job is to bring back the corpse of some giant lizards and some metal ores that can be found nearby.  Thankfully they are nowhere near as dangerous as giant wolves, and much easier to find.  It will be even easier with Yu Kii as her sense of earth is much more sensitive than Hermes.
 
   We port to a mountain they are known to live in and enter a cavern.  Inside it is more of a labyrinth than the Labyrinth of the Lost Lambs which was fairly simple although vast.  This is small winding tunnels that we follow under Yu Kii’s guidance.  We find and easily kill the lizards one after the other.  Eventually we find the first ore and Hermes extracts it using earth magic.  Eventually we have both the other ore and as many lizards as will fit in Rin’s bag.  So much for fitting a dragon inside!  We are about to leave when Yu Kii holds up a hand to stop us.
 
   “What do you sense?”  I ask but she closes her eyes and a hole forms in the earth close to her.  A crystal falls out and Rin gasps.
 
   “Is that what I think it is?”  Rin asks anxiously picking it up.
 
   “I don’t know what you think it is but it contains the power of the earth.  I figured it would be useful.”
 
   “It is!  This is an elemental crystal.  They are incredibly rare and extremely useful in alchemy.  Earth you say?”
 
   “Yes, that’s how I sensed it.”  Yu Kii says and Rin looks at Hermes who shakes her shoulders.
 
   “Are there any more nearby?”  I ask but Rin laughs before replying.
 
   “That would be impossible.  They suck a lot of power from nearby so they can’t form close to each other.  Neither would have enough energy if the other were close by.  Let’s port back now.”
 
   Back at Rin’s home I realise it is only early afternoon.  We have a quick lizard meat lunch.  In the afternoon we take on a second job.  With four of us we will need to get lots of materials to earn our way.  The next job is to get some wood from a Tree Ent again.  Rin gulps when she hears this.  It brings back bad memories for me too.  We are much stronger now though and there are four of us so it shouldn’t be too hard this time.  It seems one was sighted a long way away but Rin and Hermes still have most of their power left and so do I.  Yu Kii used a lot searching for the lizards and fighting them but still has enough left to find the Tree Ent.
 
   We agree in advance that I will fight the Tree Ent alone with everyone else ready to help if needed.  It doesn’t take long to find it.  Again I target its roots and slash several before it wakes up.  Furious it lashes out at me but I just slash the branches it sends my way.  I am using my magic so much more efficiently this time that I am able to keep up the attack and soon it is slowed by the damage I am inflicting.  It takes a while but eventually it is finished.  My power is mostly spent but we port back with the dead Tree Ent.
 
   It is still late afternoon but we have used too much power between us to do another job so we discuss what to do next.  Hermes says she has family stuff to take care of but she might meet us later depending how it goes.  Rin suggests the Drake but remembering the incident last time I don’t like that idea, and Yu Kii having only done her first job doesn’t want to spend too much.  I suggest we wander around town since I haven’t seen much yet and Yu Kii hasn’t seen anything other than the inside of this house.  Everyone seems fine with the idea though Rin having grown up here is the least enthusiastic.
 
   The town is smaller than I realised.  We reach the market in no time and look round that but afterwards we cover the rest of the town really quickly.  With time to spare we port back to the academy and spend the evening resting outside.  When it gets dark Rin heads back to her room and Yu Kii goes inside her tent.  I look up to the skies and see the stars again.  I talk to them for a while before falling asleep.
 
   To my surprise Hermes is not in class.  Worried I look at Rin and she looks back equally worried.  When lunch comes I ask Rin where Hermes lives but she doesn’t know.  In town somewhere, but nothing that can help us find her.  We ask the teacher but she says she isn’t allowed to tell us.  Rin checks with her mother but she doesn’t know and hasn’t seen her.  Worried but without time to look randomly for her we wait for the next lesson to start.
 
   Finally the afternoon lesson is over.  We port into town.  I take to the skies.  Rin and Yu Kii search the town on foot, asking about Hermes.  I stretch my sense as far as I can and feel the bustle of the town.  I get a sense for Rin and Yu Kii and try to do the same for Hermes.  To my surprise I find someone else in the air though.  Lucy!  I race to where she is but I can’t see her with my eyes.
 
   “Lucy!”  I call out but there is no answer.  I swirl the wind and dizzy she falls into view.  I pick her up before she falls to the ground.  “Where did you disappear to?”
 
   “Took you long enough to find me.”  She pouts.  “You have no idea what that Claire girl put me through.”
 
   “You know where Claire is?”
 
   “No, but she almost cooked me!  Me, treated like raw meat!”
 
   “Why did you leave?”
 
   “I didn’t leave.  I was kidnapped.”
 
   “By Claire?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “My powers are weak in this form.  She is much stronger than I would expect from a girl her age.  Was she in class A?”
 
   “No.  She was in class E.”
 
   “She was hiding her powers then.  She should have been in class A, and a very special student at that.  I doubt you could beat her without kissing that little queen again.”
 
   “That bad?  Could she have taken Hermes?”
 
   “Easily.  She wouldn’t though.  If she was going to take anyone from your little group it would be Rin and her mother.  She passed by the chance to take you and Rin’s mother when she captured me, so I doubt she’ll take anyone.”
 
   “Why did she take you?”
 
   “She thought it would be fun to torment and eat a mini human.”
 
   “I hate that girl.”
 
   “Me too.  Especially after almost being eaten by her.”
 
   “So why did you stay hidden after I called out to you?”
 
   “I was annoyed at you for not saving me.”
 
   “Sorry.  I didn’t realise that you were in trouble.”
 
   “The moment that Hermes goes missing you all look for her, yet after all this time you never looked for me.”
 
   “Do you know where she is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “At home with her mother.”
 
   “So she’s safe.”
 
   “No.  Her mother was mad at her.”
 
   “Mad enough to stop her going to lessons?”
 
   “Mad enough to kill her.”
 
   “What?!  Why?”
 
   “She found out she got promoted to 3D.”
 
   “That’s a reason to kill her?  Wait, more importantly, is she still alive now?”
 
   “Yes.  She plans to make the execution take a few more days.  It really is a terrible way to die.”
 
   “Where does she live?”
 
   “What will you do if I tell you?”
 
   “Save her of course.”
 
   “She is still considered a child.  A mother owns their child until they are considered a woman, or if they are a boy until they are sold or married.  A child has no rights.”
 
   “Even so, I can’t just let this happen.  Even if it means becoming a criminal I will save her.”
 
   “Then there is a way.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Just promise me that next time you’ll look for me as quickly.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Get the other girls.  I’m only saying this once.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 (Peter)
 
   Rin and Yu Kii are shocked to see Lucy.  Yu Kii blurts out, “What is that little girl?”
 
   “Don’t talk to me like that, young one!”  Lucy shouts at her with a glare.
 
   “I’m sorry!”  Yu Kii apologises and bows deeply, which causes Lucy to laugh.
 
   “Fine.  You’re forgiven, but don’t do it again.  I’m Lucy, Peter’s pet.”  She says and I grimace, whilst holding back my complaint.  Rin just about prevents herself laughing and Yu Kii looks completely baffled.
 
   “More importantly she knows where Hermes is, and how we can save her.”  I say and bring us all back to reality.
 
   “So she’s in danger.  What happened to her?”  Rin asks nervously.
 
   “She made her mother mad.  Her mother plans to kill her.”  Lucy says and Rin’s eyes go wide.
 
   “Then surely saving her is impossible.  How could it be otherwise?”  Rin asks and Yu Kii frowns.
 
   “Why would making her mother mad be so dangerous?  Why can’t we save her?”  Yu Kii asks and Rin looks at her strangely.
 
   “You’re not a Contractian, are you?”  Rin asks.
 
   “No.  How did you know?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “In Contractia a mother owns her daughter until she is old enough to be considered an adult, or graduates the academy.  If her mother chooses to, she can do anything, except sell her.  She can even kill Hermes.”  Rin explains.
 
   “But that’s barbaric!”  Yu Kii exclaims.
 
   “Yeah.”  I say in complete agreement.  “So how do we save her?”
 
   “A mother owning her daughter is perfectly civilised.   Very few mothers would even dream of harming their daughter.  What’s barbaric is her mother’s attitude.”  Rin says.  I still think the whole thing is barbaric, but now is not the time to argue.
 
   “It’s simple.  If you kill her mother in a duel then all her possessions including Hermes become yours.”  Lucy says but Rin shakes her head.
 
   “That’s impossible.  Students can’t duel.  It’s not allowed.”  Rin protests.
 
   “For most students that is true.”  Lucy says with an evil smile.  “But there is one student who can do so, at least until they change the rules.  The requirements to duel are these three points.  Firstly, Law of Contractia 33, the person must have studied at the Academy of Contractia.  You all meet this requirement.  It does not state you must have graduated.  Secondly, Law of Contractia 34, the person must not have been expelled from the Academy of Contractia.  Again you all meet this point.  Thirdly, Law of The Academy 56, no girl studying at the academy may fight a duel.  Well there is one student here who is not a girl studying at the academy.  To change the rules you require the queen’s approval.  Certainly after this fight the rules will be changed, win or lose, but if you lose you will be dead anyway.”
 
   “I won’t lose.”  I say with a confident smile.
 
   “This woman is not going to be an easy kill.  She’s a trained killer who could kill a weak foe just by looking at them.  Also you must kill, not just defeat her.  Have you ever killed a person before?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  I admit.
 
   “Surely you would know?!”  Yu Kii asks shocked.
 
   “I don’t have all my memories.”  I say shrugging and Yu Kii just leaves her mouth open for a moment.
 
   “Oh.  How many of your memories do you have?”  She asks quietly.
 
   “Now’s not the time for that.  The more we delay the more danger Hermes is in.  So how do I make sure she has to accept the challenge?”  I ask.
 
   “Issue it in public.  That woman likes the Drake so that would be a good place.  For a woman to decline a challenge by a mere boy issued in front of a large crowd is unthinkable.”
 
   “Where is she now?”  I ask.
 
   “At home torturing Hermes.”  Lucy says and I grimace.
 
   “Can we really wait for her to just go to the inn on her own?  I want to save Hermes now.”
 
   “The only other option is to become criminals, Hermes included.  Hermes won’t thank you for that.”  Lucy says and I curse, kicking the earth.
 
   “Can Peter win?”  Rin asks nervously.  “You said she was no easy kill.”
 
   “He can win if he gets lucky.  If he gets unlucky he will die.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Are you really OK with that?”  Rin asks Lucy.
 
   “He’s old enough to make that choice himself.  As for me I’d rather he died valiantly than let a friend die because he was a coward.”  Lucy says glaring at Rin.
 
   “He’s only twelve!”  Rin protests.
 
   “Age is more than the years you have lived.”  Lucy replies.
 
   “I’m going to the Drake.”  I say determinedly but shaking inside.  I don’t plan to lose but I am going up against a professional.  Until now my enemies have all been monsters or amateurs like me.  “If there is a way to save Hermes then I must do so no matter the risk.  If I just fight battles I know I can win and not the ones that matter, then I am just a coward.  Besides she came to save me.”  At this last point Rin winces.  I want to reassure her but if I say any more I think my voice will break.
 
   “You need a judge and a suitable location.”  Lucy says pragmatically.  “Rin and the young one, go to the arena.  Get a teacher there.  Silmarion would be perfect.  She loves a duel and wouldn’t dream of stopping one that doesn’t break the rules, even if it bends them a little.  One more thing Peter.  If you’re thinking of freeing Hermes or making a deal with her mother, then forget it.  Any deal would not be binding even if put in an official contract.  The mother has no right to sell her daughter, she cannot be contracted.  Freeing Hermes would make her the property of her mother’s sister and, believe you me, that is one scary lady.  She could slay any monster, short of a dragon.  She would not spare a second before killing Hermes.”
 
   “How did you know I was planning to free her?”  I ask surprised she had guessed my thoughts.
 
   “It’s obvious.”  Lucy says calmly.
 
   “How was it obvious?”  Rin asks surprised.
 
   “You don’t know him very well if a girl like me who only met him recently can read him better than you.”  Lucy says haughtily.  Rin starts to glare but Lucy then reminds her.  “You have a job to do and not much time to do it.  It won’t be long before she is in the Drake.  All of you go!”
 
   So I am commanded by my ‘pet’ but grateful for it.  I port to the Drake with Lucy and walk to the bar.  This time everybody moves out of the way immediately, whether because they remember me or see Lucy.
 
   “So what can I get you?”  The barman asks but I shake my head.  “You need to drink something even if you are a mage.  Unless it is about a bounty?  No, well, I run a business.  Find somewhere else to sit.”
 
   “He is waiting for a friend.”  Lucy says.  “I will drink in his stead.  A cup of hot wine.  He’s paying.”  I would find it amusing to watch her drink the cup that comes and is as big as she is.  Somehow she drinks it like it is nothing and doesn’t even look bloated or affected by the alcohol.  It is almost empty when she says quietly.  “She’s here.  The short old looking woman.”
 
   “That’s…”  I say and remember her.  I smile.  “Hey!  Old hag!  Yes, you!”
 
   “Little pant pissing boy…  You wanted something?”
 
   “Yes.  By the Law of Contractia I challenge you to a duel!”  I declare loudly.
 
   “We have been through this before…”  She says sounding exasperated.
 
   “You know her?”  Lucy asks surprised.
 
   “The law only forbids girls studying at the academy from fighting duels.”  I say triumphantly.
 
   “Oh really?”  The old woman says and her smile reminds me of a snake about to eat its prey.  “You have a place and judge ready I assume?”
 
   “The arena in the academy, and a teacher should be waiting.”
 
   “I will be there in five minutes.  Prepare to die.”  She says and ports away.  I port to the arena.  Silmarion, Rin and Hermes are waiting.  Silmarion is smiling like a maniac and I take a double take to be sure it is her but there is nobody else I know with that silver skin or no eyes.  Rin and Yu Kii are shaking a little and force a smile when they see me.  To my surprise though, the arena audience is filling fast, and not just with students.  There are many women in robes that have clearly already graduated.  How did they find out so quickly about this?
 
   “You are prepared?”  Silmarion asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I say calmly.
 
   “Then take a seat at the front row.  Your friends may sit with you, but nobody may interfere once the duel starts.  You may take energy from a slave and, or, your friends, if you need it.”
 
   “Yes please.”  I say.  “I will take energy from a slave.”  Silmarion ports away and is back instantly with a scared looking young girl in rags.  “I won’t hurt you or take too much.  There’s no need to be scared.”  I say and kiss her gently on the lips.  I hear Rin take a sharp breath and feel the girl’s energy filling me but I keep my word and stop before taking too much.  
 
   “Silmarion.”  Lucy says and as if not having sensed her previously Silmarion goes very tense.  “The rules allow a single enchantment or potion I believe.”
 
   “That’s right, Feline Dragonbreath.  So you were still alive…”
 
   “Oh yes, alive, kicking, punching and biting.  I will place an enchantment on the boy just before the fight.  Make sure not to start before it is on him.”
 
   “Very well.”  Silmarion says sounding slightly unnerved.
 
   “Try not to let that Claire girl get away again if you have the chance.”
 
   “Of course.”  Silmarion literally growls at her.  For a moment I am reminded of the ‘King of Contractia’ and shiver.
 
   Lucy looks at me.  “Do not give up because of minor injuries such as having all your limbs torn off, or having every bone in your body turned to dust.”
 
   “How is that minor!?”  Rin protests.
 
   “It is minor because it will not kill him.”
 
   “Surely I would die of blood loss from the first at least.”  I complain.
 
   “No, not with my enchantment.  Do not let the fight drag on though, or it will fade and you will surely die.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I say not sure whether I am genuinely thanking her for the enchantment or wishing she hadn’t said such scary things.
 
   “You’re welcome master.”  She says and I hear the scariest thing of all.  Silmarion laughing!
 
   “When did you, who almost every mage in the royal army trembled in fear at the mere mention of, have a master?”
 
   “He’s only my master as in pet and master.  He has no legal rights over me, so neither will that cruel lady should she kill him.”
 
   “She will.  For you to call someone else cruel though…”
 
   “I was never cruel, just a flighty perfectionist.  I wouldn’t be so sure he will lose though.”  Lucy says.  “Want to place a bet?”
 
   “Bets on student activity are against the rules.”
 
   “Pity.”  Lucy says.
 
   “True.”  Silmarion says with a small sigh.  Have I ever seen her sigh before?  I’m not sure.
 
   We walk down to the seats at the front and I look at Rin questioningly, because she clearly has something to say.
 
   “I can give more power if you need it.”  Rin says blushing slightly.
 
   “It’s fine.  Any more won’t make a difference.”  I answer surprised by her offer.
 
   The arena audience is full and I feel like we have been waiting for ages but finally that evil woman appears before me.  She stands waiting in the centre and I stand to enter the arena, but Lucy stops me and places a hand on my neck.  She chants about twenty words or so and I feel energy flowing through my body.  “Don’t die.  Kill.”  Lucy says fiercely and I enter the arena for my first battle to kill another person.
 
   “You may begin.”  Silmarion says and the crowd is roaring.
 
   “Kill the boy!”
 
   “Slaughter him!”
 
   “Show no mercy!”
 
   I guess they’re on her side I think with a smile but then I am dodging slices of air pressure so strong that I had not thought possible.  I strike with lightning but it is like a fly trying to swat a human.  Her shield is perfect and she dodges most of my attacks anyway.  I remember how I beat the wolves and decide that is the way forward but suddenly my left arm is missing and a pain the likes of which I have never before felt is in its place.  Blood doesn’t spurt forth though, and I can still dodge but I need to focus and attack.
 
   I stop suddenly and focus purely on attack.  Her next attack misses as it anticipated a dodge and I strike away from her with lightning before porting it to her.  The crowd laugh thinking I have missed.  As I am attacking, her next attack slices both my legs off and I cry out in pain but do not stop.  The lightning fills her body and she is instantly dead.  Moments later the pain causes me to faint, but not before I hear Silmarion call out, “The winner is Peter!”
 
   I wake in the arena and it is silent but nobody has left.  They are just staring at me in shock.  I notice my limbs are reattached and look to see Lucy collapsed on the floor.  I pick her up and kiss her on the forehead in thanks.  The audience seems to find this funny, but Rin who I notice walking towards me looks furious.
 
   “Are you stupid?!  Letting her take your legs off like that!  What if Lucy hadn’t been able to heal you?!  And kissing Lucy in front of the whole academy and more…  You are just so annoying!”  Rin yells at me.
 
   “They can hear you, you know.”  I remind her and she blushes.
 
   “We have a job to do.”  She reminds me and all my emotions come tumbling down.  I pray that Hermes is still alive.
 
   “Do you know where she lives?”  I ask and Rin shakes her head.
 
   “Silmarion does though, and since she is now your property you have a right to know.”  The thought of Hermes belonging to me leaves a bitter taste in my mouth but now is the time to save her.
 
   “That’s right.”  Silmarion says and hands me a piece of paper with a rough map and address on it.  It is near the market.  I port there right away with Rin, without even stopping to thank Silmarion.
 
   Rin looks at me seriously and says.  “Let me go in first.  For Hermes sake.”
 
   “I don’t understand but if you think that’s best.  Just don’t get hurt.”
 
   “I won’t.”  Rin says and looking through a window ports inside.  After a few minutes I am really worried but finally the door opens and Rin emerges with Hermes floating in front of her.  She is alive and breathing but covered in a cloth and unconscious.  “Please let me take her to my home to recover.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Don’t follow us.  I’ll let you know when she is ready to see you.”  Rin says.
 
   “Just make sure she does recover.”
 
   “She will.  The physical injuries aren’t too bad but…  I’ll see you later.  Wait for me at your tent.”  Rin says sadly and ports away with Hermes.
 
   I port inside the house.  The first room is empty but the next room is covered in blood.  I pray that Rin was being honest about her physical injuries but there is clearly something serious.  Judging from the state of this room I assume she must have been tortured, just like Lucy said.  There is a wooden beam standing vertical and ropes hanging from each corner of the room.  There are no torture implements, but with magic that doesn’t mean anything.
 
   I look at the last room but it is empty.  I port back to my tent and nervously wait for Rin.  Yu Kii arrives first and bows before asking me.  “Is she OK?”
 
   “She’s alive.  Rin is with her so she will be OK, at least physically.  She clearly went through hell in that house.”  I say suppressing my anger as best I can.
 
   “What will you use her for as your slave?”  Yu Kii asks sounding concerned.
 
   “Use her for?  She may be my slave in name, but she is still free in my mind, and I hope she feels the same way.”  I say surprised by Yu Kii’s question.
 
   “She’s lucky then.  Not everyone would be so kind.”  Yu Kii says with a smile.
 
   “It’s not kindness.  I know what it is like to be a slave and there’s no way I would want to put anyone through that.”  I tell her firmly.
 
   “What about the rest of her mother’s property?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “I don’t know what else she owned.  There’s the house of course.”  I say and shiver remembering the room.  “I don’t think I’d want to stay there though, and I don’t imagine that Hermes will.  I’ll talk to Hermes about that though.  I don’t want to decide that for her.”
 
   Rin ports in front of me looking tense.  “She’s ready.”
 
   “Is she OK?”
 
   “Sort of.  She needs rest but otherwise physically she’s fine.  She’s been through hell though so please be kind to her.”  Rin says.  “She wants to talk to you alone so I’ll wait here.  She’s in the room at my house where you rested after you were hurt by the Tree Ent, and my mother is downstairs if you need her.”
 
   “Thank you Rin.”
 
   “I just did what anyone would.”  Rin says sadly.  “What that woman did to her own daughter though…  I hope she burns in hell for all eternity.  Now go!”
 
   I port to the room.  Hermes is in bed and I can see she has been crying and is obviously exhausted.  No surprise there.  Her voice though shocks me.
 
   “Master.”  She says weakly.
 
   “Just call me Peter like you always have.  Officially you may be my slave but you should consider yourself free.  I do.”  I say and she bursts into tears.  I don’t know what to do so I just stand there for a moment in blind panic.
 
   “Thank you.”  She says weakly and I see a smile through the tears.  “I should have known.”
 
   “I’m not going to ask what she did to you, but if there is anything I can do, or if you want to talk about anything please let me know.”  I say and she shakes her head still crying and smiling.
 
   “You did more than I could possibly ask for already.  I want to help you now, but I’m so weak I don’t know what I can do.”
 
   “Let’s just work together then and see what we can do.  It doesn’t need to be about what either of us can do alone, but rather let it be about what we can achieve together.”
 
   “You’re too good with words.  I pity Rin.”  Hermes says with a small grin.
 
   “Why do you pity Rin?”  I ask confused.
 
   “You’ll know one day.”  She says weakly.
 
   “Why does everyone seem to say that?”  I ask shaking my head.
 
   “Because no matter how invincible you may seem, deep down you’re just a child.”  Hermes answers the question even though I expected no answer.
 
   “Umm…  Rin said you just need to rest.  Do you want me to go?”
 
   “Would you mind if…  Is it OK to…  Could you, just this once, watch over me, whilst I sleep?”  Hermes asks with a trembling voice.
 
   “Uh, sure.  No problem.”  I say and grab a chair and put it closer to Hermes.  Sitting I ask, “Is this OK?”
 
   “Thank you.”  Hermes says and closes her eyes.  She is soon snoring.  When Lucy wakes I ask her to let Rin know and I port her to the tent.
 
   It is getting dark and I am struggling to keep my eyes open.  Suddenly there is a scream downstairs.  I am fully awake again and Hermes sits bolt upright.  I rush to the door but it explodes in flames and only a hasty wind shield protects me.  Through the flames and the wind I hear a cackling laugh.
 
   “Do you have the power to port?”  I ask Hermes and she nods.  “Please get help.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I help you now?”  Hermes asks me nervously.
 
   “No.  Please be quick.”  I say as the flames start to reach me.  Hermes ports and I pray she really is quick.  My power is fading fast and I am worried about Rin’s mother.
 
   “So you sent the bitch to get help?”  A woman’s voice comes through the flames.
 
   “Who the hell are you?”  I ask.
 
   “Like anyone would answer that even to a walking corpse!”
 
   “I don’t plan to die.”  I say but the flames are really starting to hurt and I have no power left to attack.
 
   “How did such a weakling kill her?”  Laughs the woman trying to kill me.
 
   “You knew that woman?”
 
   “Oh yes.  I knew her.  Now die!”  The flames increase and my already stretched power just isn’t enough.  I am engulfed by flames but suddenly I am soaked and unable to breath.  Then just as quickly the water is gone.  I see shards of ice sink into the woman.  Cursing she tries to port but with my last ounce of energy I interfere with her port and she finds herself upside down.  Her head is suddenly encased in ice.  I look back and not surprised see Rin.
 
   “Port downstairs now.”  I say urgently and Rin’s eyes widen in panic as she does so.  A minute later she comes back up and looks relieved.
 
   “Mother’s OK.  She was just stunned by a weak lightning attack.  It seems either you or Hermes were the real target.”
 
   “Where is Hermes now?”
 
   “Yu Kii is with her.  They were looking for a teacher in case I wasn’t enough.  Ah, looks like they found one.”  Rin says as Yu Kii, Lucy, Hermes and Silmarion appear.
 
   Silmarion takes a closer look at the frozen corpse.  “You did this?”
 
   “Yes, but…”  Rin says nervously.
 
   “Great job.  She’s a wanted criminal.  Wanted dead or alive.  There’s a bounty at the town hall, so you should pick it up.”
 
   “What did she do?”  I ask.
 
   “She killed some noble’s daughter.  Apparently the death scene was horrific.”
 
   “What was her connection to Hermes’ mother?”  I ask.
 
   “Probably a lover.”  Hermes answers.
 
   “She was into that sort of thing was she?”  Silmarion asks.
 
   “She was into all sorts of things.”  Hermes answers obviously depressed.
 
   “Is everything OK here now?”  Silmarion asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Then I should be going, but boy, just so you know, the queen has already approved an amendment of all academic rules to change the term from girl to student.  Unfortunately that means no more duels, but on the plus side you can now apply for a room at the academy if you want it.  That might be safer.  Now that you have attracted so much attention, there are bound to be more people after your life.   You might want to get a room as well Yu Kii, as a friend of Peter your life could also be in danger.”
 
   “How much is a room?”  I ask.
 
   “A single costs five silver a week, and a double costs seven silver a week.”
 
   “That’s a lot.  Five silver…”  I say.  I earn enough to afford it but it will still hurt my income.
 
   “How about I share a double with you?”  Hermes asks me.  “It would be cheaper.”
 
   “Is a girl even allowed to share a room with a boy?”  Rin asks seeming upset at the suggestion.
 
   “Like I said, the term girl was changed to student, so there is currently no distinction in the rules.  Now I really must go.  Submit your application to me or any teacher when you are ready.  The form can be found in the town hall or at the academy in the lunch room.”  Silmarion says and ports away.
 
   I drop back down to the chair and beckon Lucy towards me.  “Could you heal me again?  I got a little burnt.”
 
   “You will be the death of me boy.”  She says.
 
   “I’ll get a healing potion.”  Rin says.
 
   “No, I’ll do it.”  Lucy says and the green light flows over me.  “I wouldn’t want you forgetting about me just because you got yourself a concubine.”
 
   “A what?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s not like that!”  Hermes protests.  “I don’t think Peter sees me like that.”
 
   “Of course he doesn’t.”  Rin says.  “He’s still only twelve.  But sleeping in the same room is still wrong.”
 
   “Why?”  I ask confused as to what everyone is talking about.
 
   “Girls and boys just shouldn’t sleep together.”  Rin says.
 
   “Masters and slaves should though.”  Hermes says pouting a little.
 
   “Not long ago you were terrified what would happen now you were a slave!”  Rin shouts at her and Hermes falls back onto the bed.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout.”
 
   “And so you should be.”  Rin’s mother says hobbling into the room.  “You’re going to look like the bad one if you keep up this jealousy.”
 
   “I’m not jealous.”  Rin protests.
 
   “So what is the matter?”  Rin’s mother asks me.
 
   “Hermes wants to sleep in the same room as me because it’s cheaper to share a room.”  I say.
 
   “Well that’s a good idea.  How about Yu Kii shares one with Rin too?  You’d be safer sleeping in the same room as each other than in single rooms.  That, more than the cost, is worth it in my opinion.”
 
   “Fine…”  Rin says giving up.  Yu Kii smiles and nods.
 
   “Rin, could you pick up the forms when you collect the bounty?”  I ask.
 
   “What bounty?”  Rin’s mother asks in surprise.
 
   “This woman apparently killed some poor girl before coming here.  A noble’s daughter no less.”  Rin says and then sighs.  “Fine I’ll sort that all out now.  Yu Kii, make sure you stay here in case any other weirdo decides they want to kill us.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   A while later we enter our new room and take a look around.  It has been a long time since I went into Rin’s room and I hadn’t seen any others.  It seems more spacious than I recall but perhaps it is just less cluttered.  There are two beds and each has a small table beside it.  Otherwise it is bare.  There is a small window though, for which I am thankful.
 
   “I want this bed.”  I say and fall onto the bed closest to the window.  Hermes puts her bag next to her table whilst I put my blanket onto my table, which Lucy lays on.
 
   “That’s fine.”  Hermes says and sits on the other bed.  “No matter how many times I say it I can’t thank you enough for what you did and went through for me.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me.  Just be yourself.”
 
   “I really am tired so I’m going to go to bed.  Do you mind looking away whilst I change?”
 
   “Change?”
 
   “Change into my night clothes.”
 
   “Oh.  You wear different clothes at night.  Sure go ahead.”  I say turning away.  “Let me know when I can turn back around.”
 
   After a minute Hermes says, “I’m done.”  I turn and find her in bed.  I quickly clean myself using magic without undressing, and then get into my own bed.
 
   “Goodnight Hermes.  Goodnight Lucy.”  I say.
 
   “Goodnight Peter.  Goodnight Lucy/Hermes.”  They reply.
 
   I look out the window and the stars are restless but I am so exhausted I fall right to sleep.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11 (Peter)
 
   The teacher seems more serious than normal and is even already in the room before we arrive.  She starts the lesson by telling us, “I know you are all focused on improving your practical scores but don’t forget that you have a theory test next week.  Success does not guarantee promotion and failure does not guarantee demotion, but it still contributes towards your overall year end scores.  Fail it and promotion at next month’s year end practical is impossible.”
 
   “We have a test next week?”  Yu Kii exclaims quietly and I shrug.  “First I heard of it too.”
 
   The lesson is dimensional theory this morning.  At lunch it seems neither Hermes nor Rin knew anything about the test either.  Maybe the rest of the class was told before we joined but we have been caught off guard.  We decide training will have to be swapped with studying for the test.  We settle on using our rooms as a location, swapping each day, but starting with Rin’s.  The afternoon is dimensional practical and is welcome relief but after the lesson we head to Rin’s room and begin a nightmare study session.  With our focus on practical, and constantly swapping classes this year, our theory is well behind what it should be for 3D.
 
   Hermes looks really puzzled as she asks, “So what is a trans-elemental nucleus?”
 
   “No idea.”  I say.
 
   “Don’t look at me.  I only started studying here recently.”  Yu Kii says shrugging.
 
   “Are you all idiots?”  Rin asks and then explains in detail what it is.  I am just grateful that Rin seems to know just about every magical theory there is.  Having an alchemist’s daughter in the group is a life saver.
 
   Every day there is half theory and half practical, followed by our extra study.  When the end of the week arrives Rin gives us good news, although I am a little disappointed.  “We can study all day.  Mother doesn’t need anything today.  She’s still paying us though.”  Taking our payment for a day off we decide to study in my room today.  My head is ready to explode by midday and I am grateful for the short lived break that is lunch.  By the end of the day I have to create a magical water mirror and check that my head is still there.  Surprisingly it is.  It didn’t actually explode but that is probably more due to luck than anything else.
 
   The next week is further study but finally the test arrives and there is no more time to study.  In the room we are told that if we talk we will have our tongues removed, and if we cheat we will have our eyes removed.  Exaggeration?  I’m not sure.
 
   Surprisingly the test although not great isn’t as bad as I expected.  I certainly didn’t ace it but I don’t think I failed it either.  Yu Kii is worried about hers but Hermes seems more confident than me and I wouldn’t be surprised if Rin got top marks in the whole academy.  We now have three weeks until the practical tests and we have been practising for that every week other than last week and this week.  There are no more theory lessons for now either.  Yes!  So we return to our usual routine.
 
   The rest of the week flies by and already it’s our day off.  Really and truly we want a day actually off but having not worked last week Rin’s mother is short of materials.  There are four of us she is paying and we got paid for doing nothing, or at least nothing for her, just last week.
 
   Rin looks depressed when I port in with Hermes.  Yu Kii isn’t there, which surprises me as she can’t port very well and so normally ports with Rin.  Rin takes a deep breath and says, “We have three jobs.  We need to complete all of them today.  We’re going to need to split up or we’ll never get them all done.  Yu Kii is already doing the first.  The second I will show you to do.  The third I will then do with Hermes.  Once you complete the job port back here.  The customer requires some tricky alchemy to be completed by midday tomorrow so the sooner you finish the better.”
 
   Rin grabs my hand and ports us.  “I wish I could work with you today.  Unfortunately there’s no way Hermes will be able to do the other job alone though.  There’s a flock of golden coloured birds that you should be able to find easily.  Killing them will be tricky though as they are real fast.  It’ll probably take most of the day to get them all, but do your best.  They can’t be fried so only use slicing attacks and not lightning.  You may get bitten but I doubt they’ll be able to hurt you too badly.  Take this healing potion just in case though.  If it gets too bad then port back and talk to my mother.  Where’s Lucy by the way?”
 
   “She had something to do.  I don’t know what but there’s no need to involve her in this.”
 
   “Well good luck.  See you later.”
 
   “Good luck too and see you.”  I say and Rin ports away.  It really doesn’t take more than a second in the air to find them.  There must be a few hundred and I need to kill all of them.  Better get started.  The first air slice kills one but the rest scatter.  I pick up the first and put it in a bucket I create using earth magic.  I then port behind one and slice it.  It dodges and I curse.  I have to control my power level because I have so many of the creatures to kill.  If I use too much I’ll never kill them all.  My next attack hits.
 
   It is a very long day.  As the sun sets I finally get the last bird.  Putting it in the bucket I rest against the bucket a moment before porting back with my catch.  Rin’s mother is working on a potion of some sort.  “Put it over there.  The others ported back to the academy a while back.  Looks like you got a good catch though.  Thank you for your hard work.  The money’s on the table.  I’m going to be working through the night so I don’t have time to chat.”
 
   I port back to my room and find Hermes is already in bed fast asleep.  A minute later so am I.
 
   I wake Hermes and then port to class.  Yu Kii and Rin are both there already and soon Hermes ports in too.  We are all tired still so none of us talk but soon the teacher ports in and the class starts.
 
   “I will be handing out your test results.”  She says and walks round the room handing out marked test papers.  When she gets to me though she hands me two papers.
 
   “You gave me two.”  I point out and look at whose they are.
 
   “Yes, yours and your slave’s.  You should work harder though.  It’s not good when a slave outperforms her master.”  The teacher says and most of the class bursts into laughter.  I go a little red and so does Hermes.
 
   “Hermes may be my slave but she is also my comrade.  We each have our strengths.  In future please give Hermes her own results.”  I say annoyed and port the paper to Hermes.
 
   “You don’t seem to understand what it means to own a slave.”  The teacher says annoyed at me.  “I suppose I shouldn’t have expected any better from a boy, whether it is this or your theory results.  Swap seats with Rin.  A master and slave should sit together, not just sleep together.”
 
   The laughter at this is rather unpleasant.  I glare at the teacher before getting up and swapping with Rin, who is gripping her hands into fists as she walks.  I pray she isn’t stupid enough to actually hit the teacher, although I can certainly understand the temptation.  Hermes is literally scarlet, which shows up really clearly on her pale skin.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”  I whisper but it might be more reassuring if I wasn’t also red with embarrassment.  I look at my own test results and silently curse.  I did much worse than expected.  It’s still a pass but I am literally on the pass mark.  Fifty out of one hundred.  “What did you get?”
 
   “I got eighty nine.”  Hermes says apologetically.
 
   “That’s great!  You shouldn’t feel sorry for doing well.  I just need to do better, and don’t you dare do less than your best next time either.  If you beat me then you do.”  Then I look up and the teacher is back at the front.
 
   “Peter and Peter’s slave, remain behind after lesson.  Now we will start with advanced fire control practise.”  The lesson itself is fine but I can’t really focus and neither can Hermes.  Finally it is over and everyone else leaves for lunch.  Rin and Yu Kii exchange glances with us but there is nothing they can do.  When the room is empty the teacher approaches us.
 
   “It seems nobody has instructed you on what a slave is.”  She starts but I interrupt angrily.
 
   “I was a slave myself so I don’t need you to tell me what a slave is.”
 
   “That may be the problem.  As a slave you probably thought, ‘how unfair it is’.  There is nothing unfair about slavery though.”
 
   “That’s a lie.”  I tell her defiantly.
 
   “Listen to me boy.  Do you have the right to live from the moment you are conceived, or born, or become able to talk, or become an adult?”
 
   “From the moment I was first alive.”  I answer.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What do you mean why?”
 
   “You kill monsters when you go hunting.  You eat meat of animals killed so that you can eat them.  Why do you have more of a right to live than they do?”
 
   “Because I’m a person.”  I say feeling slightly less on the moral high ground but sure that she’s just trying to find some vague justification for the unjustifiable.
 
   “What about a goblin.  They’re people too.”
 
   “I’ve never killed a goblin before.”
 
   “So if you meet a goblin will you let it kill you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What gives you more of a right to live than it does?”
 
   “I don’t know, but that’s just words!  Even if I don’t have a right to live, what of it?”
 
   “If you don’t have a right to live, why would you have a right to live freely?”
 
   “Why would you have a right to stop me?”
 
   “Why would you have a right to kill the goblin?”
 
   “I think we may just have to agree to disagree.”  I say with an angry glare.
 
   “Only the strong have rights.  The right of the strong to decide for the weak.  You may think it unfair but the weak rely on the strong.  This slave relied on you to save her from her mother.  She relied on her mother to feed her and even before that to bring her into this world.”
 
   I am literally clenching my fists at this stage but somehow I stop myself from hitting her.  “Just because you bring someone into the world shouldn’t mean that you can do whatever you like to them.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It just shouldn’t!”
 
   “A typical answer from a typical boy.  No wonder your score was so low.”
 
   “Don’t…”  Hermes starts
 
   “Don’t talk to me slave!”  The teacher screams at her furiously and Hermes moves her head back in shock.  Until today I had always thought this teacher was nice and friendly.  From her actions today that was clearly just a facade.
 
   “Don’t talk to Hermes like that.”  I say firmly but suppressing my anger as best I can.
 
   “I will only talk to the master not the slave.  It is clear that you have no intention of treating your slave like what it is.”
 
   “I will treat Hermes like the person she is.”
 
   “You were right about one thing.  We will have to agree to disagree.  Be sure however that any questions your slave has are directed through you.  Furthermore, in case you were unaware, your slave is no longer considered a student of the academy.  She is allowed to remain here purely as your slave because you are a student.  She will be in the same class as you.  Do not waste my time by submitting any further theory work from her.  Do not expect her to take part in the practical tests next month either.  One last thing.  If she is tempting you with that pathetic little body of hers, then remember it is yours to do what you want with.  She has no right to say no to anything.  There is no need to be seduced.”
 
   “Be grateful they changed the rules about challenges.”  I say rising in anger.  “I may not exactly get everything you just said, but it is clear that you were insulting Hermes.  I will not make you talk to Hermes, but do not expect me to forgive or forget what you say about her.  You have until I graduate to prepare for our duel.”
 
   “How pathetic.”  She says with a laugh and then shouts.  “GET OUT!”  Blue flames enshroud her and lightning crackles from her fingertips.  This is going to be one scary duel when I graduate but I will be ready.
 
   I grab Hermes’ hand and port us outside the lunchroom.  It is packed inside and the queue is massive.  We normally come straight here to avoid the queue but today it is going to take forever to get our food.
 
   “Over here!”  Rin calls and to my delight I see she and Yu Kii grabbed us our usual meals.
 
   “Thank you!”  I say before sitting.
 
   “No problem.”  Rin answers.  “So how did it go?”
 
   “When I graduate I have a duel to fight.”  I say fiercely and then take a spoonful of broth.
 
   “You’re joking right?”
 
   “No he’s not.”  Hermes says looking down.  “That teacher said some awful things and then Peter more or less challenged her.  Of course they can’t fight yet.”
 
   “I know she doesn’t look it but she’s pretty powerful.”  Rin starts.
 
   “No.  She looks damn scary but I can’t forgive either her stupid attitude or what she said about Hermes.”
 
   “So you plan to kill her?”  Rin asks seriously.
 
   “No.  I’ll just beat her to a pulp and get her to apologise and admit she’s wrong.”
 
   “You really think that’s going to be easy?”  Rin asks with a frown.
 
   “Easy… no.  But I have to do it or I’ll never forgive myself.”
 
   “Don’t forget your promise to me.”
 
   “What is it?”  Yu Kii asks.  “Is it a wedding promise?”
 
   “No, of course it’s not!”  Rin says.
 
   “But I thought you were…”  Yu Kii starts but is quickly interrupted.
 
   “Shut up!  It’s a promise that he won’t get himself killed.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s all.”
 
   “Don’t act like it’s not important.  This fool will try his damned best to get himself killed if you don’t stop him.  Also Peter, consider what will happen to Hermes if you die.”
 
   “A master has the right to decide what will happen to his slave when he dies.  I already applied to the guild to ensure Hermes would be inherited by someone who would not abuse her.”
 
   “Really!?  Who?”  Hermes exclaims.
 
   “Rin if she is alive.  Otherwise there are others, but do not worry as I have no intention of either me or Rin dying.”
 
   “I would inherit Hermes?”  Rin says in shock.
 
   “Yes.  I trust you.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Thanks.  Shouldn’t you have spoken to Hermes first though?”  Rin asks accusingly.
 
   “Sorry Hermes, but this is one decision I wanted to make for you.”  I say and looking at Hermes I am relieved she is not angry.
 
   “You have the right to make any decision for me.  I appreciate your thinking about this though.  I agree that Rin is a good choice.”  Hermes says with a smile.  “Don’t die though.”
 
   “I won’t.  I promise.”  I say and then dig into my food as I am starving.  Well it feels like it now that I am used to eating at least once a day.  Starving was my life as a slave though and I shouldn’t forget that.
 
   I arrive nervously for the afternoon lesson but the teacher acts like nothing happened.  We learn some water magic techniques that I would normally find fascinating, but right now I just can’t focus.  We train for a while after lessons but it is clear my mind isn’t on the matter at hand and Hermes is equally distracted, so we leave Rin and Yu Kii to continue without us.  Lucy who was reading in our room realises something is wrong when we come back early and from our faces she guesses it is serious.
 
   “So what happened?”  She asks looking me in the eye so intensely it feels like she can see my soul.
 
   “The teacher’s an idiot.”
 
   “She made a mistake in lesson?”  Lucy asks but from the way she says it she knows that isn’t the case.
 
   “She made a big deal out of Hermes being my slave.”
 
   “It is a big deal.  What did she say though?”
 
   “She just kept on insulting Hermes, and saying about how she isn’t a student anymore, and how I should treat her badly.”
 
   “She isn’t.  Also you could and she would have no right to complain.”
 
   “Hey, now you’re…”
 
   “Listen to me.  A master can treat his slave however he wants.  Nobody else has a right to complain.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “I said nobody.  That includes your teacher.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “If she continues to make a fuss you should talk to Silmarion about it.  The law protects the rights of the master both from the wishes of the slave and from the wishes of any unrelated party.”
 
   “Silmarion isn’t a magistrate anymore.”
 
   “No, but she knows the law better than you know your right hand.”
 
   “Oh…  Thanks Lucy.”
 
   “If you ever feel like abusing Hermes though I know ways you would never dream of.  Hermes might even like them.”  Lucy says and blows a kiss at Hermes who turns bright red.
 
   “No thanks.”  I say hastily.  “I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Isn’t it a bit early?”  Hermes asks pointing outside at the sky through the window.  It is still fairly light although not bright.
 
   “I guess.  Feel like flying?”
 
   “I’m not great at flight magic.”
 
   “I’ll use the magic, so you can just keep me company.”
 
   “Umm, sure.”  Hermes says but she sounds unsure.
 
   “You don’t have to if you don’t want.”  I say.
 
   “No, it sounds fun.”  Hermes says with a smile.
 
   “I’ll leave you young lovers to it.”  Lucy says with a huge grin on her tiny face.
 
   “We’re not lovers!  Whatever a lover is…”  I protest.
 
   “So how do you know you’re not?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “We’re just not.  Thanks though.”  I say.  Then I port us into the sky.  We fall a little before I start the flight magic.  Then we fly round the academy before I follow a small stream.
 
   “This feels great!  I wish I could fly like this.”  Hermes says.
 
   “I find it relieves stress.  Not quite as well as punching out a certain teacher but it doesn’t get me expelled.”
 
   “What’s that ahead?”  Hermes says and I fly lower to take a closer look.
 
   “Looks like a group of travelling merchants.  Those wagons must be for their goods.”  I say hovering above them lower but not too low.
 
   “You don’t often get merchants on this road.  They mostly use the road to the north or the south of the town.”  Hermes says thoughtfully.
 
   “Do you want to take a closer look?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  Whoever they are it’s not our business.  Let’s fly on.”  Hermes says so I lift us higher and continue along above the stream.  After a while it gets dark and cold so we port back.
 
   “I think we should sleep better for that.”  I say with a grin and Hermes nods vigorously.
 
   “Just don’t make that Rin jealous or there will be hell to pay.”  Lucy says.  “I’ll be going to class with you tomorrow so wake me if I’m not awake.”
 
   “Oh.  OK.”  I say.  Looking at the stars I can hear only silence.  I get the impression they are sulking about something.
 
   The next morning Lucy is already wide awake and has a scary grin on her face.  She reminds me of a predator that has just seen its lunch walk in front of it.  “Good morning.”  She says in a scarily sweet voice.
 
   “Good morning.”  I say cautiously.  “What are you planning?”
 
   “Nothing.”  She says but I am sure that is the one thing she is not planning.  Oh well, I am sure she doesn’t intend to harm to us.  If she is planning something that upsets the teacher I will just have to deal with it, and to be honest right now I don’t care about upsetting the teacher.
 
   “Morning Hermes.”  I say.
 
   “Ugh.  Already morning…  Still sleepy….”
 
   “You need to get up or you’ll be late.”
 
   “Not like teacher cares…”
 
   “Well I do.  If you start being late for lessons you’ll fall behind.  Even if you aren’t technically a student you are part of my team, and my future company.”
 
   “Yes sir.”  She says sleepily and a little sulky, but starts to sit up.  Then a little more awake she says.  “I’ll just be a minute so go on ahead.”
 
   “I’ll see you in class then.”  I tell her.
 
   “Don’t forget to take me.”  Lucy says cheerfully.
 
   “I could hardly forget to take you.”
 
   “I’d give you hell if you did.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Cheeky brat.”
 
   “Come here.”
 
   “Yes master.”
 
   “Which is it?  Cheeky brat or master?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   I shake my head and sigh but don’t bother arguing.  It’s pointless to argue about anything with Lucy.  I put a finger on her back and port us to class.  I hear laughter and am sure it is directed my way.  I look at the girls who laughed and they glare at me.
 
   “How childish.”  Lucy says and laughs back at them.  Her laugh though is haughty and she looks at them disdainfully.
 
   “You picking a fight you little fairy?  You’re even lower than that slave, so don’t even try it.”
 
   “If you can’t tell the difference between a mere fairy and a powerful mage under a powerful enchantment then you should consider a different job.  You’ll never be any good as a mage.”
 
   “Tell your stupid thing to shut it!”  The girl shouts at me.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.  Anyway what part of what Lucy said was stupid?”  I ask glaring back at her.
 
   “Maybe you’re looking for a fight.  How about it?”
 
   “Sure, if you get permission I’ll gladly duel you.”
 
   “I don’t mean a duel.  I mean a real fight, with no teacher to help you.”
 
   “Are you stupid?  You think a duel isn’t a proper fight or that a teacher would help me in a duel?”
 
   “You’re just too much of a coward to accept a real fight.”  The girl sneers at me.
 
   “My master has fought enemies that would make you piss your little panties.”  Lucy tells her.
 
   “Now you’re asking for it, you little piece of shit!”  The girl shouts.
 
   “Where and when do you want to fight?”  I ask clenching my fists.
 
   “The forest tonight…  Come alone if you’re not too scared.”  The girl tells me.
 
   “Fine, beating you on my own should be easy.”
 
   “That’s what you think.”
 
   “What’s going on?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Ah you’re here.  Nothing.”  I say looking back to the front.  Hermes clearly doesn’t believe me but she doesn’t protest.  A minute later Rin and Yu Kii arrive together.  Finally the teacher arrives and starts the lesson.  I am looking forwards to teaching that fool a lesson in the forest tonight and not even slightly worried.  True she is probably at least as good as me at magic, but I get the impression she hasn’t a clue about combat.
 
   “That’s wrong.”  Lucy says loudly as the teacher finishes explaining how to control more than one element efficiently.
 
   “And who, or what, are you?”  The teacher asks glaring at Lucy.
 
   “To think that the standard of teaching staff has fallen so low.”  Lucy says and laughs her haughtiest laugh with a hand over her mouth.  “To not recognise what I am.”
 
   “Obviously you are a fairy, but what…”
 
   “Wrong again.”
 
   “You wretched creature, get out of my lesson.”
 
   “Law of the Academy of Contractia, 671, each student may bring a pet and slave into each lesson.  No teacher may oppose this as long as the criteria of pet set out in rule 251 is not violated.”
 
   “Even if that rule really exists, how do you classify as a pet?”
 
   “A pet is classified as a living being less than two feet by two feet by two feet that recognises itself as such and presents no threat to the safety of other students.  Even a small human like me can be classified as a pet.”
 
   “You’re not a human!”
 
   “Check for enchantments you fool.”
 
   “What is this…?”  The teacher says in shock when she does just that.
 
   “It’s called an enchantment.”
 
   “I know that!  To create this sort of enchantment though would require immense power.  Just what did this to you?”
 
   “He called himself the ‘King of Contractia’, but I don’t suppose a whelp like you would have heard of him.  Anyway get on with the lesson.  Oh, and correct the mistake you just made on efficient use of multiple elements.”
 
   “I did not make a mistake.”
 
   “You said the order didn’t matter.  Clearly you’ll maximise the power strength without any additional power cost if you save embedding your own element until last.”
 
   “Really?”  The teacher says sounding surprised.
 
   “And you call yourself a teacher!”  Lucy exclaims with a laugh.
 
   “Why you little imp…”
 
   “Like I said I’m a human you memory deficient little girl.”
 
   “Keep your pet under control Peter!”  The teacher shouts at me.
 
   The lesson goes on but is constantly interrupted by witty remarks and criticism.  I hide my laughter but this is so much better than just listening to insults from the teacher.  It is soon lunchtime but unsurprisingly the teacher says, “Peter and Peter’s pet stay behind.  Everyone else leave.”  I then have to listen to a few minutes of the teacher’s complaints but I don’t pay any attention.  “Are you even listening to me?”
 
   “He’ll listen if you have anything important to say.  Now I have a suggestion.  Stop interfering with Peter and his friends, slaves or not, and I’ll stop interfering with your lessons.  In fact I would quite gladly skip them as you have nothing interesting in them.”
 
   “You little imp!  Fine…  Just never show your face in my class again.”
 
   “Little girl, if you keep your end of the deal I will gladly keep mine.”
 
   “I’ll see you in lesson after lunch boy, without the pet.”  The teacher tells me.
 
   As I leave the class to talk to Lucy before porting I breathe a sigh of relief, and then look down the corridor to check we’re alone.  I gasp at what I see.  Hermes is floating upside down with her feet on the ceiling, hands stretched outwards and her white underwear showing as her skirt flaps downwards.  Rin and Yu Kii are on the floor unmoving.  Four girls that I don’t recognise are looking up at Hermes and laughing at her.
 
   I clench my fist and without warning send a slice of air knocking them all off their feet.  Hermes drops but I catch and steady her with a gentle wind.  The girls quickly get up and one send flames my way but I extinguish them and with a fist of air punch her in the stomach.  She rolls on the floor in pain and the others look down at her.  A fist of marble from the floor shoots up at me but I dodge and shatter it.  Weak icicles form and strike at me but I easily throw them aside.  The lightning that strikes at me is laughable.  I then form a fist of wind for each of them and they are all on the floor doubled over.  I then rush over to Rin and to my relief she is breathing, as is Yu Kii next to her.
 
   “Heal them please.”  I say urgently to Lucy.
 
   “Fine.”  Lucy says and the green light flows over them.  The injuries were minor so Lucy is only out of breath after doing so.
 
   “What happened?!”  I ask Hermes as Rin and Yu Kii start to wake.
 
   “They ambushed us.  They attacked without warning and we were caught completely off guard.”  Hermes says wiping tears from her eyes.
 
   “Who are they?”
 
   “They’re from 3F.  Don’t you recognise them?”
 
   “No.  I’ve been in so many classes now and I never talked to most of the students in any of them.  Should we report them?”
 
   “No.  If we do you’ll get in trouble.”
 
   “I guess we need to be more careful from now on.  What cowards…”  I say and consider hurting them more for what they did but decide against it.  “They’re not worth it.  Rin, Yu Kii, are you okay?”
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says groggily and Yu Kii nods.
 
   “Why didn’t you just port to lunch?”
 
   “Oh…” Rin says and they all look like they are hiding something.
 
   “Well whatever.  Let’s just port there now.”  I say and so we do.
 
   The afternoon lesson is peaceful without Lucy interrupting every five minutes and without insults from the teacher flying my way.  When the lesson is over Rin and Yu Kii come over to my desk to agree on our training location.
 
   “I’m sorry but I can’t make today’s training.”  I say.
 
   “But that’s two days in a row and we have tests coming up.”
 
   “Sorry but I have something to take care of.  Please just port back to your rooms for tonight.  I have a good idea for tomorrow’s training.”  I tell them.
 
   “What do you need to take care of?”  Rin asks obviously suspicious.
 
   “Nothing to worry about.”  I say.
 
   “That just makes me worry more.”  Rin says annoyed.
 
   “I didn’t ask what you were up to earlier.”  I remind her at which she goes red.
 
   “Fine, but only this once.  It really had better be nothing to worry about.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12 (Multiple)
 
   (Alumia)
 
   On Emily’s orders I am searching for the source of the goblins that started appearing in this forest.  So far I have killed a few goblins but I am no closer to finding their source.  After the rebellion, with Gold gone, they naturally rebelled again but this time against us.  Whilst Emily inherited Gold’s power she lacks his skills and so they managed to evade detection.  I still remember when they held me hostage at Gold’s command and it feels me with disgust.
 
   Now what I fear most is detection and hasty execution by the inquisition.  Emily naturally withdrew the order to execute me but I still bear the mark of the Fallen Angels that Gold burnt into my body.  That alone carries a death sentence, with no need to consult the queen.  Fortunately it is not somewhere someone would normally see, but I still recall the humiliation of having it exposed in class by the inquisitor.
 
   What is that?  A group of humans in the forest this late?  They feel like students judging on their apparent lack of power.  If goblins come across them it could be a problem.  I’d better send them back to their rooms, or at least the academy.  I fly through the forest with my eyes closed to dodge the trees more easily.  Opening my eyes I see them and evade a clumsy ball of fire.
 
   “Stop in the name of the Queen!”  I shout but have to dodge a deadly hail of icicles.  The first attack was a typical student’s attack but this seems more like a professional’s attack.  Worse, having missed, the icicles retarget me.  Cursing I dodge again and send a slice of air at the icicles but they dodge my attack and continue at me.  I should really melt them but despite my strength with air I am still unable to use fire.  Thinking back to the times I was burnt for this inability I shiver and am almost too distracted to dodge again.
 
   Still dodging I turn my attacks on the group.  There are about twelve of them and they all look like students from year one.  It reminds me of another time I fought in these woods but this time I am not trying to kidnap anyone.  My first slice of air is effortlessly repelled by a wind user.  Perhaps they are students but some at least are in 1A to be on this level.
 
   I dodge a hammer of air but suddenly the trees reach out for me.  Cursing I use wind to break the branches and I soar above the trees.  Simple attacks are useless and against this many elite students even with Gold’s training I would be hard pressed to beat them.  I can’t get help from the academy who I betrayed on Gold’s orders, so I will have to request aid from Emily.  I take out the stone and am about to contact Emily when I notice someone approaching the forest.  I fly closer hiding myself in the wind.
 
   Whoever it is they notice me despite my precaution and fly hastily into the forest.  I fly after them but they are hiding themselves with magic and I am unable to find them.  I pull out the stone again and contact Emily.  She ports to join me.  Of course she stands no chance of detecting the girl who hid herself but I’d like to see that group of students try to take on Emily.  They’ll be flattened like a rabbit that tries to stop a dragon!
 
   I port us in front of them and Emily uses her weakest air hammer.  The trees are literally up rooted and thrown in the air along with the shocked students.  Flames roar at us as a student keeps her calm despite the huge attack.  I extinguish them and as she hits the floor she loses consciousness.  The queen lifts their unconscious bodies into the air with magic and carries them back to the academy.  I watch from a distance as a teacher comes out to collect them.  I have no idea what is said but I can’t imagine the teacher would be anything less than shocked to be woken by the queen and given twelve unconscious students to deal with.
 
   Suddenly I sense something above me.  Way above me.  I focus on it and it is definitely a mage.  They are not even attempting to hide their presence but they are flying too high and fast for me to tell whether they are a student or not.  If they are capable of this level of flight magic then why are they not hiding their presence?  Perhaps they are doing nothing wrong?
 
   I decide to follow them anyway and in an instant they are no longer above me but in the forest.  I easily follow them above the forest but if I were down there then I would not be able to keep up whilst dodging the trees.  Whilst flying I chant a quick spell to enhance my vision.  I look through the leaves and branches and see only a blur despite my enhanced vision.  Suddenly the mage stops and I overshoot her before flying back.
 
   Looking down I gasp.  It is Peter.  Is he really capable of such flight magic?  In front of him is a goblin so I ready myself to help him, but then I realise he is talking to it.  He must be using translation magic.  I enhance my hearing as well and focus on what he is saying.  Even with translation magic I am unable to understand him.  I had no trouble understanding what the goblins said before.  This goblin though is talking in the same language he is using and I haven’t a clue what it is saying either.  If he was simply using translation magic I should still be able to understand him, and the goblin.
 
   Whatever the goblin just said he is angry and a moment later the goblin’s head is flying through the air, and then hitting a tree it rolls to the floor.  The body is spurting blood and a moment later hits the floor as well.  I guess I needn’t have worried about his ability to handle himself but I am now more worried about what his connection to these goblins is.  Is he responsible for bringing them here?
 
   He is off again and I follow.  Moments later he stops but this time I don’t overshoot.  Another goblin.  He grunts at it.  It grunts back.  Its head is flying and he doesn’t even wait for it to hit the floor before shooting off again.  A few goblins later I am still completely baffled as to his motives.  If he brought them here why is he killing them?  If he didn’t bring them here why is he able to talk to them, or more to the point why can I not understand what he is saying to them and what they are saying to him?
 
   The next stop is different.  There is a large group of goblins around a small fire.  Above the fire is a girl, presumably a student.  She is just wearing her underwear and a shirt, which are protected by enchantments, and her hands are tied to one end of a branch whilst her feet are tied to the other end.  Her other clothes have been shredded and burnt.  She has cuts all over but they are shallow as goblins prefer their meat not only lightly cooked, but still alive.  At the moment she is holding herself above the fire, but I am unsure how long she’ll be able to do so.  Her mouth is gagged and her power has been completely drained.  A goblin standing close to her is talking to the other goblins.  I have no more idea what it is saying than what the other goblins said.
 
   Peter may need my help this time.  I can sense at least twenty goblin magic users and the one speaking is a powerful mage with a passive magical shield that even I will have trouble breaking.  There are also at least a hundred other goblins here.  Suddenly the goblin who was speaking is dead.  I blink.  What happened?  There is no sign of injury other than the fact that it is dead.
 
   All hell breaks loose.  Most of the goblins charge at Peter whilst the magic users control the earth and trees to attack Peter.  He just laughs and flies upwards effortlessly.  Trees are sliced in two and at least twenty goblins fall to his first attack.  In a few seconds the goblins are all dead.
 
   Peter flies down to the girl and this time I can understand exactly what he says.  “Do you still want to fight?”  She shakes her head vehemently.  “Do you want me to leave you here?”  Again her head shakes vigorously.  “Why shouldn’t I leave you here though?”  He asks.  Is he serious?!  She can’t answer of course but her eyes are wide with fright.  “Oh you can’t talk with that there can you?”  He says cruelly.  After a few seconds watching her fear he removes her gag.  “So why shouldn’t I leave you here?”
 
   “Please!”
 
   “You planned to kill me didn’t you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Liar.  I can tell when you lie because your aura changes.”  Is he just bluffing?  To read an aura to that extent should be impossible.  I can barely use a person’s aura to tell when they are about to cast a spell and what sort of spell.  Most people can’t even do that.
 
   “Please!”
 
   “Do you still want to kill me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well at least that is true.”
 
   “What will you do for me if I release you?”
 
   “Anything!”
 
   “Then apologise to Hermes and Lucy, and never offend or challenge me or my friends again.”
 
   “I promise!”
 
   “Now to drop you into the fire.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “Just joking…  There you go.”  He says as he lifts her up and drops her somewhere else.  He frees her feet but leaves her hands bound.  “You’ll need to free your own hands or go back to the academy like that.  It will probably take about an hour if you walk that way.”  He says pointing.  She nods but is clearly on the verge of tears.  “Oh whatever.  There’s nothing I can do about your clothes though.  They must have been burnt.”  He says and unbinds her hands as well.  He then touches her stomach and ports her somewhere.  Presumably somewhere safe.  “I really should have been crueller to make sure she really doesn’t bother us again.”  He says with a sigh.
 
   He looks up in my direction and I think he has seen me, but then realise he is looking slightly to the left of me.  “Hello Hades.  What is it? …  Yes. … No … No. … Yes. … Don’t worry, I won’t let that happen.”  Then he’s off again.  I quickly check for any sign of a gate or similar but find nothing.  I then race after him.  It takes a while to catch up but when I do there are more dead goblins and the gate is obvious.
 
   Peter is chanting a spell that I don’t recognise but given his gestures and position I am fairly sure he must be trying to close the gate.  It certainly isn’t the standard gate closure spell, and sounds more like an adhoc spell that he made up himself.  Then I notice someone who wasn’t there before.  The mini girl he rescued from the Labyrinth of the Lost Lambs.  She is saying the same words he is using moments before him.  She obviously doesn’t have the power to close it in her current form but she knows, or perhaps even devised, a pretty powerful spell.
 
   The gate is closed and they fly off together this time.  It soon becomes obvious he is hunting goblins.  He carries the corpses to the same place where he massacred the large group.  I fly back to Emily and report what I saw.
 
   (Peter)
 
   I knock on Rin’s door.
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “Peter.”
 
   “Just a moment.”  She says and after a minute the door opens.  She is wearing a thin blue dress and looks a little annoyed to see me.  “Come in.”
 
   “Thanks.” I say and enter.  When the door is closed I get straight to the point.  “Is there any use in alchemy for goblin corpses?”
 
   “Why?”  She asks clearly suspicious.
 
   “I happen to have some.”
 
   “Why were you fighting goblins?  I thought you had nothing important to do!”
 
   “I didn’t intend to fight them but they were in the forest so I figured I’d deal with them at the same time.”
 
   “Same time as what?”  She asks accusingly.
 
   “Just a challenge.”
 
   “Just a challenge!  You shouldn’t fight unofficial challenges!  You could get in trouble.  You could get expelled.”
 
   “I didn’t need to in the end.  She got caught by the goblins and I had to save her.”
 
   “That’s not the point.  If you get challenged again, then decline.  The academy would just love an excuse to expel you, and who’s to say the next person might not ambush you with a group of their friends?”
 
   “We’ll talk about that later.  More importantly there are a couple of hundred goblin corpses, so is there any use for them?”
 
   “A couple of hundred!  You idiot!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yes we can use them, but make this the last time you fight an army on your own.”
 
   “Great!  Get your bag and we’ll pick them up.”
 
   “Fine.”  Rin says and grabs her bag.  I go to grab her hand but she backs away and shakes her head.  “You clear up your own mess.”  She says and throws me the bag.  “If you lose or damage my bag though, I will kill you.”  I know she’s partly joking, but also that it is a very important gift from her dead father.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll be careful.”
 
   It takes a while but finally all the goblins are in the bag.  Just how Rin’s father created this enchantment that allows me to put whole goblins almost as big as myself in such a tiny bag I have no idea.  Each time I put the goblin near the opening the goblin is shrunk and sucked inside.  Although I have seen Rin do it many times it still feels weird.  I hope it’s not possible to get sucked inside myself!  I assume it must be dimensional magic because it certainly isn’t any type of elemental magic I have ever heard of.
 
   I port back and give Rin the bag.  I then port back to my room.  I am surprised to find a worried Hermes still up.  She looks at me like she’s about to cry but then runs over and hugs me.
 
   “Are you OK?”  I ask.
 
   “I was so worried!  What have you been doing until so late?”
 
   “Oh, I killed some goblins.  Didn’t Lucy tell you?”
 
   “No, she just said to ask you and then she went straight to sleep.”
 
   “Well it is late.  Why aren’t you asleep too?”
 
   “I was worried!”
 
   “Sorry, but I had a challenge to fight so I couldn’t bring you along.”
 
   “A challenge?!”
 
   “Yes, sorry but, I figured you’d try to persuade me to forget about it, so I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “Don’t keep these things secret from me!”  She says and I can feel tears on my shoulder.
 
   “OK.  Sorry.  I’ll tell you next time.”   I apologise shocked by the strength of her reaction.
 
   “Try not to let there be a next time.”  She says softly.
 
   “I can’t promise that.  I promised I wouldn’t die though.  Please believe that at least.”
 
   “It can be hard to believe when you do dangerous things like this.”
 
   “Anyway I’m exhausted so I’m going to bed.  … …  Umm, would you mind letting go of me?  Thanks.  Sleep well Hermes.”
 
   “Good night Peter.  Sleep well.”  Hermes says tiredly and falls into bed herself.  “You’d better keep that promise.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   I wake up as the sun rises.  I am still tired from last night.  It is only the third day of the week but it feels like later.  It’s not just that the first two days have been hell, but also because my day off was bad.  I lie in bed for a while and then clean myself, wake Hermes and port to class.
 
   Hermes ports to class much quicker than normal and moments later Rin appears with Yu Kii.  Rin then starts moaning about last night and Hermes starts to agree with her.  Only Yu Kii is quiet but it is clear even she is on Rin’s side.  Then the girl from last night ports in and I get worried as she walks up to me.
 
   “Thank you!”  She says bowing even lower than Yu Kii normally does.  It’s unusual for a girl from Contractia to bow to anyone, much less a boy.  Everyone in the class looks our way stunned.  Then she bows just as low to Hermes.  “I’m sorry!”
 
   “What for?”  Hermes asks stunned.
 
   “For insulting you.”  She says.
 
   “Oh.  OK.  Don’t worry about it.”  Hermes says and gives me a funny look.
 
   “I will apologise to Lucy when I see her next!”
 
   “Fine…  It’s not like you can do so when she’s not here.  She won’t be in lesson again though.”
 
   “I’ll make sure I apologise!”
 
   “Fine.”  I say with a small smile.
 
   “Please let me join your group!”  She says and my mouth drops open.
 
   Rin look at me and whispers.  “We do need more members.”
 
   I consider for a moment but even if it makes sense and even if she did apologise that doesn’t change the fact that she pisses me off with what she said before.  Can I really trust her?  I shake my head and say.  “Sorry, but no.”
 
   She looks shocked at my rejection but nods and goes to her seat.  The whole class is talking about her, and not in a good way, when the teacher arrives and starts the lesson.  It is a good lesson and I learn a lot despite my tiredness.
 
   At lunch I get a load more complaints but I let it go over my head and focus on my food.  It tastes great.  Rin and Hermes realise I am not paying any attention so they stop moaning after a while.  The afternoon lesson is interesting and then it is time for our training.
 
   “I’m just going to get someone.  Port ahead of me.”
 
   “I thought you rejected her.  Did you change your mind?”
 
   “Not her.  Lucy.”
 
   “Why her?!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “Because she knows a lot about magic.  With her help we can definitely improve much better than without her.”  I say and Hermes and Rin both groan.  Yu Kii doesn’t exactly look happy about it either but is more reserved as usual.
 
   Lucy readily agrees of course.  She loves a chance to show off how much she knows that we don’t.  The training is completely different to normal.  We focus purely on dimensional magic and she has us doing things we have never done before.  I learn a lot but I will need to train with her a lot more to actually remember how to do any of it.  The others find it much harder than me and can barely do any of it but everyone agrees that if we can learn this it would be really, really useful.
 
   I port back with Hermes and she seems unusually chatty.  No.  Not so much unusually.  More like she did when I first met her.  It’s been a while since we talked so much about nothing in particular but I find it kind of fun.  I am tired though so before long I am in bed and so is Hermes.
 
   The next day is just a normal day and everyone seems to have forgotten, or more likely chosen not to bring up, recent events.  The lesson is vaguely interesting and training is really interesting.  The next day the lesson seems to fly by and we are in the arena again for training.  Before we start I see a girl in the audience.  After a moment I realise it is the same girl who I saved the other day.  She takes the opportunity to apologise to Lucy, and then asks again to join my group but I am firmer this time that she is not welcome.  She stays and watches our training.  We don’t own the arena or even really have a right to train here, so just like with Claire before there’s nothing we can do about that.  The next day we are training outside and she is watching again but again there is nothing we can do about it.  It is our last training session of the week and again she is watching, not causing any harm but…
 
   “Why don’t you want to let her join?”  Rin asks.
 
   “She just pisses me off.  The things she said really annoyed me.”
 
   “But maybe she would be useful.”
 
   “Maybe but I really don’t think I could ever trust her after what she said.  Who’s to say she wouldn’t betray us for a stronger group at some point.  All she is interested in is our strength, not us.”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Rin says.
 
   “You weren’t there.”  I say and Rin has no good answer to that, so we continue our training.
 
   Finally it is our day off again and we have an easy job.  It is finished by the end of the morning and we have the afternoon off.  We spend our time together and have a leisurely lunch outside.  It is definitely getting colder though so Hermes lights a fire for us that keeps us warm.  We chat and relax, putting our worries out of our minds.
 
   The next week is our last before the practical tests so we train for even longer than normal after lessons and everyone in the class is much more focused than normal.  The week passes slowly but finally it is the last day of the week and our tests are here.  They are solo tests and test all of the elements as well as dimensional magic.  We get our results right away and to my relief none of us were demoted but not unexpectedly we were not promoted either.  If it had been a team test of course I suspect we could easily have been promoted.  None of us are experts at all the elements but as a team there is very little we can’t do.
 
   The academic year is over and we have four weeks before the next year starts.  We have used most of our power and we don’t feel like training anyway.  Instead we all feel like celebrating even if we didn’t get promoted so we are walking to the dinner room.  We would normally port of course but none of us feel like using the energy to do so.
 
   We turn the corner and in front of us is a scene that truly shocks me.  A girl is hanging from the ceiling by her feet and for a moment I think she is dead.  She is mostly encased in ice that is stuck to the ceiling but her head is free.  Her eyes are shut and she is not breathing but I can just about sense her aura.
 
   “Get Lucy!”  I shout at Hermes and start chanting.  It is rare that I chant but if I try to melt the ice with unincanted magic I will most likely kill the girl.  Hermes is better at flame magic but not good enough to do this without an incantation.  The ice has mostly melted and Lucy is now here.  Suddenly I realise it is the girl who has been trying to join our group.  Her aura is fading fast.  “Heal her!  Quickly!”  The green light flows and the girl’s aura strengthens but Lucy faints before the spell is complete.  The girl is better than before but she is not saved yet.
 
   “Healing potion!”  Rin exclaims and ports.  A few moments later she is back and throws a healing potion down the girl’s throat.  Her aura quickly recovers but she is still not conscious.  “I don’t understand.  She should be awake.”
 
   Pain shoots down my back and I fall to my knees.  I see Rin on the floor and hear what must be Yu Kii and Hermes falling behind me.  I can’t sense the enemy but there is no doubt that this is an attack.  The pain is getting worse and with no idea where my enemy is I strike wildly with an air slice in every direction but above where my friends should be.  It is fortunate that they are all on the floor, because I wouldn’t have been able to do so if they had still been standing.  I hear a gasp and send all my remaining power in that direction.
 
   To my relief I can now see our attacker and I gasp to see Claire.  She is on her knees and covered in scratches from my attack.  If her shield had completely failed she would be dead, but it seems to have held sufficiently to avoid any serious injuries.  She glares at me before porting away.  I am relieved she didn’t realise I was out of power.
 
   First I check on Rin and use a little of the second healing potion on her.  She wakes up but is not completely with it.  I then use the rest of the potion on Hermes and Yu Kii.  After a few minutes we are all able to stand.  Lucy starts to wake too and it is now just the girl who we were focused on helping that is still asleep.
 
   “She’ll wake in a few hours.”  Lucy says.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?”  I ask.
 
   “She’s under a sleep enchantment.  You really should learn to identify enchantments.”  Lucy says.
 
   “We can’t just leave her here.”  Rin says.
 
   “None of us are able to wake her though.”  Lucy points out.
 
   “Does anyone know who her friends are?”  I ask.
 
   Rin looks at me and sighs.  “She doesn’t have any anymore.  They all disowned her for trying to join our group.  They said if she gave up on us and insulted us in front of them, they’d be friends again, but she refused.”
 
   “How do you know that?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “I overheard them.”  Rin says.
 
   “You should have told me.  Fine then, we’ll take her back to my room.  It’s closer than yours.  Could you and Yu Kii port to the lunch room and get us something to eat, and then port back to my room?”
 
   “Sure.  The usual?”
 
   “Yes.  Hermes, can you port me, Lucy and her to our room?”
 
   “Right away.”  Hermes says and grabs my hand and touches the girl on her stomach.  Lucy sits on the hand on the girl’s stomach.  We are in my room an instant later and we lift her onto my bed before sitting on Hermes’ bed.
 
   “Do you know her name?”  I ask Hermes but Hermes shakes her head.  “I guess if she’s gone through that much because of us, if she still wants to, we could let her join our group.  What do you think?”
 
   “I don’t mind.”  Hermes answers.
 
   “I suspect we’ll see that Claire again.  I’m surprised she left so easily.  Sure she was a bit hurt but she could easily have finished us.  In fact I’m surprised she didn’t just finish us in the first attack.”  I say but Lucy shakes her head.
 
   “She said it herself when she captured me.  She’s a sadist.  She doesn’t just want to kill us.  She wants to capture, torture and eventually kill us.  She wants us to suffer, not just die.”  Lucy says and her words send shivers down my spine.
 
   “Perhaps we should focus on capturing her instead of waiting for her to get us.  Any ideas how we could find her?”
 
   “When you do capture her, what will you do?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I’m not sure.  If we hand her over then she’ll be killed.  I don’t doubt that she deserves it but it does make me a little uncomfortable.”  I reply.
 
   “If you don’t hand her over though, you’ll be a criminal too.”  Lucy warns me.
 
   “Is there any way we could scare her off without capturing her?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “No.”  Lucy replies confidently.
 
   “Why not?”  I ask.
 
   “In her eyes, you and your friends killed her mother.  Hermes especially.”  Lucy explains.
 
   “What about this girl?”
 
   “She wants to be your friend so she is considered the enemy as well.”
 
   “Ah, Rin and Yu Kii, you didn’t take long given the time of day.”
 
   “It’s the last day so most people are going home.”
 
   “How do you both feel about letting her join us if she still wants to?”
 
   “Sure.”  Rin nods.
 
   “No problem.”  Yu Kii agrees.  Perhaps nobody else had a problem with her joining in the first place.
 
   “Then let’s eat!”  I say and even if it is just our usual meal it tastes great.  We are hungry though so it’s soon gone.
 
   “Are we going to train today?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “No.  We should recover our power.  Does anyone have any plans for the time off?”
 
   “I figured we could do some more work for my mother and get some training in too.”  Rin says.
 
   “Sounds good.  How about we try some bounties too though?  As a company that’s what we’ll be doing at least initially so some experience wouldn’t hurt.”  I say.
 
   “Just as long as it’s stuff we can do.”  Rin answers.
 
   “What about you, Yu Kii, are you up for that?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Yu Kii answers.
 
   “And you Hermes?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course.”  Hermes says enthusiastically.
 
   “So Rin, how many people do we need to start a company?”
 
   “The minimum is twenty.  It’s recommended that you have more but as long as you can form the company you can recruit more people later.  If you fall below ten though, you get disbanded.  Some companies have a few thousand but we will have a struggle to get the minimum.  Besides, if you have too large a company you need to get a lot of work to pay for the company.”
 
   “How many do you think we need to kill a dragon?”
 
   “Don’t even joke about it.”  Rin tells me crossly.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “You’re crazy!”  Rin complains.
 
   “You just worked that out?”  I ask with a smile.
 
   “If you’re not chasing stars you’re hunting dragons!”  Rin fumes.
 
   “Stars?”  Yu Kii asks bewildered.
 
   “Would stars count as official members?”  I ask just to annoy Rin and it works.
 
   “No!”
 
   “So how many to kill a dragon?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe a hundred thousand.”  Rin answers wearily.
 
   “We’ll never get that.  How about a hundred?”  I ask.
 
   “If the oceans boil and the sky falls down, sure.”  Rin says and then sticks her tongue out at me.
 
   “So I just need to make the oceans boil and the sky fall down.  Hermes the oceans are your job.  The sky I’ll handle.”  I say and Rin throws her spoon at me.  With no magic left it hits me on the forehead and actually hurts.
 
   “Sorry, but why didn’t you block it?”  Rin asks a little apologetic.
 
   “Without magic or quick enough reactions that would be hard.”  I say and rub my forehead.
 
   “You really are weak without magic.”  Rin says as if just realising it.
 
   “What do you expect?  I’m only twelve or so.”
 
   “Looks like she’s waking up!”  Hermes says pointing at the girl.
 
   “I thought it was meant to be another few hours.”  I say to Lucy and then turn to Rin and ask.  “What was her name?”
 
   “Charlotte Dome.”  Rin answers.
 
   “My head hurts.”  Charlotte says rubbing her head and then realises her surroundings and looks terrified.  “Please!  Don’t hurt me!”
 
   “We’re not going to do that.”  I say and look to Rin.
 
   “Why me?”  Rin asks, and then looks to Hermes.
 
   “You were ambushed.”  Hermes tells Charlotte.  “It was a criminal called Claire Ippy.  She used to be a student.  She’s wanted for treason.”
 
   “So why am I here?”  She asks nervously.
 
   “We couldn’t just leave you in the hall.  Besides, Peter barely fought Claire off so she could be back.  We figured this was safest.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Oh.  Thank you.  Is it safe for me to leave?”  Charlotte asks nervously.
 
   “There’s something we want to discuss first, but if you’re just porting to your room or a place with lots of students then it should be safe.”  Rin says.
 
   “What do you want to discuss?”  She asks nervously looking down.
 
   “We wanted to invite you to join us.”  Rin says.
 
   “What?!”  She asks in shock and looks happy for a moment before getting suspicious.  “What changed your mind?”
 
   “Not mine.  Peter’s.  You explain it.”  Rin says, and looks pointedly at me.
 
   “Oh fine.”  I say and shrug.  “Rin told me about your friends and you sticking up for us, so I figured maybe we could trust you.  If you join though, it’s a commitment to join my company when I form it.  Also if you betray us I will personally make sure you regret it.  So it’s up to you.  You don’t need to decide now but we will be doing work between the academic years.”
 
   “I promised my mother that I would be home for the next four weeks.”  She says looking awkward.
 
   “Then give us your answer when the new year starts.”
 
   “Is it a problem that I was promoted?”  She asks and my mouth goes wide.
 
   “No.  You just got there ahead of us.  Our work is after classes and on the day off so you don’t need to be in the same class as us.  It will be hard work though.”
 
   “I know.  I saw you all working after classes.  I didn’t know you trained on your days off too though.”
 
   “The days off are paid work.”
 
   “My mother said that it might be best to start working every other week now that business is doing well.  Especially since those goblins require a lot of work to process.”  Rin says.  “I figured we could stock up during our time off but after that we don’t need to work every week.  Of course, if an urgent job comes up we may need to work unexpectedly.”
 
   “How about we do bounties the weeks we aren’t working for your mother?”  I ask.
 
   “How about we alternate between taking time off, gathering stuff for my mother and bounty hunting?  I can’t keep this pace up forever without any time off.”  Rin says.
 
   “Sounds good.”  I say nodding.  “Anyway Charlotte, let us know your decision when you get back for the new academic year.”
 
   “I’d like to join.  I’ll meet you for your first training session of the term.  How about if I meet you outside 2D?  It’s only the next class along for me.”
 
   “Sounds good.  We’ll meet you there after class on the first day of term.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13 (Peter)
 
   We decide that our first day off should really be a day off and we can do a job for Rin’s mother tomorrow.  Even so we still want to spend it together, so we are in the Drake which is almost empty because it is so early.  We each have a different coloured drink.  Mine is a strange green.  It tastes great and is apparently very healthy.  I can’t pronounce the name though!
 
   We did consider visiting the capital but it is really too far for a day trip.  I was a little anxious about going back there anyway but I would have gone along if we had settled on it.  Instead we are going to the provincial capital.  We have to pay to use a port boost but we only need a minor boost, which is much cheaper than what we would need for a visit to the capital.  The port boost is in the town hall, which opens in an hour or so.
 
   “So in the Kuroneko shrine I had to dance every sunrise and sunset.  It was a really complicated dance, and if you made a single mistake you could be killed.  I never saw anyone killed for a dance mistake, but I heard that the girl before me died that way.  Even so it was a really beautiful dance to watch, and if I hadn’t been so scared I would have enjoyed it.”
 
   “Can you show us some time?”  I ask and Hermes nods emphatically.
 
   Lucy yawns with her hand covering her mouth in a grand gesture, and then says dubiously.  “I’ll believe it’s beautiful only after I’ve seen it.”
 
   “It is.”  Rin says.
 
   “You’ve seen it?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “Yes.  Yu Kii showed me once.  I’d love to see it again though.”  Rin says with glazed eyes as if recalling it.
 
   “So what do we know about the provincial capital?  Was it Utopia Camerona?”  Yu Kii asks obviously trying to divert the attention from her dance.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin answers.  “It was originally the capital of a small island kingdom but it was sold and sent via a dimensional gate.  It is run by an immortal from the original nation called Mayor Perry, who advocated selling it and its citizens to Contractia in exchange for paying off the national debt and installing thought censorship on all the citizens of that nation.  The thought censorship killed anyone who thought inappropriate thoughts.”
 
   “What was an inappropriate thought?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t know.  The government could decide that and change the list at any time.”  Rin says and then smirks.  “The best part is that Perry then stabbed the king, who had supported her, in the back.  One of the default terms killed him!  Of course she said it was his own fault.  He should have paid more attention to the details.”
 
   “I guess he should have, but I wouldn’t trust that woman no matter how much time has passed.”  I say.
 
   “It’s not like she’ll care about a few students who happen to be in her town.  Just don’t think any bad thoughts!”  Rin says and laughs.
 
   “There isn’t thought censorship in her town is there?”  I ask worried
 
   “No, just joking.  It doesn’t work like that.  You need to have it installed.”
 
   “Good.”  I say relieved.
 
   “So what are we going to do there?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “They have a great art gallery.  The Mayor tried to destroy it but the Queen loved it and passed a law to prevent that happening.  It is even free to enter for mages, and that includes students.”  Rin says.
 
   “What sort of art?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “All sorts of art.  Some of it you need to be an adult to view, but there is plenty that we can see.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Why would…”  I start to say.
 
   “Don’t ask!”  Rin interrupts me.  “So we must see the art gallery.  The shops too of course.  We must see lots and lots of shops.  We can’t afford to buy most of the stuff they sell but we can look as much as we want.  We can eat in a nice restaurant.  Not too expensive of course, but somewhere that’s nice.”
 
   “There’s one place I’d like to visit.”  Hermes says nervously.  “Would that be OK?”
 
   “Where do you want to visit?”  Rin asks.
 
   “The Great Library.”  Hermes answers sounding apologetic.
 
   “I don’t know…”  Rin says looking concerned.
 
   “Why not?”  I ask.  “You just told us all the things you want to do.”
 
   “You need permission.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “Who from?”  I ask.
 
   “The mayor.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Why?”  I ask confused.
 
   “She says it is to protect the ‘innocence’ of her citizens.  Knowledge is power and power corrupts.”  Rin’s voice is full of contempt.
 
   “Then why have the library in the first place?”  I ask.
 
   “She uses it all the time.  So do some of her elite friends, but for an unknown student to ask to enter…”  Rin explains.
 
   “Why did you want to go there?”  I ask Hermes.
 
   “There’s a book I am interested in.”  She says sounding embarrassed.  “It’s impossible though, so forget it.”
 
   “Which book?  Is that the only place that has it?”  I ask.
 
   “The History of Ishki, and yes.  Forget it though!”
 
   “For now, but we’ll not always be unknown or students.”  I say confidently.  “So anything else you’d like to do there Hermes?”
 
   “Nothing in particular.”  Hermes says.
 
   “And you Yu Kii?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”  Yu Kii answers.
 
   “I guess you get to choose everything then, Rin.”  I say.
 
   “You make it sound like a bad thing.”  Rin protests.
 
   We discuss our plans for a while longer and then make our way to the town hall.  We explain that we wish to use the port boost and pay at the door.  We take our ticket and proceed to the port booster.  It is a simple room with a simple red glass ball in the centre that serves as a booster.  Everyone holds onto Rin and the booster.  Rin being the only one who has been there before then ports us.
 
   We are just inside the city gates that tower over us.  The wall looks like it could withstand a fierce magical assault, and there are soldiers with swords everywhere.  I even see a couple of mages in uniform.  They are of course all women.
 
   “It wasn’t like this last time.”  Rin says clearly surprised.  “Anyway I figured the walk from here was quite pleasant.  Hopefully once we get further in it might be more peaceful but don’t let the soldiers spoil the fun.”
 
   We try not to let them but it is depressing watching soldiers run past all the time.  It feels like they are preparing to be invaded but although we are at war we hadn’t heard anything about an invasion.  Also there are too few mages.  If the fallen angels were invading what good would swords do?  Finally I can’t take it anymore and ask a passing solider, “What’s going on in this city?  Are you preparing for war?”
 
   “No.  An old man took a young girl and we’re looking for them.  There’s a twenty gold bounty on his head and a one gold reward for bringing her back unharmed, with her innocence intact.”  She answers and points at a dirty poster with pictures of them.  They look the same age to me but the picture is so bad I can’t be sure.
 
   “Shouldn’t it be the other way round?”  Rin asks surprised.
 
   “The bounty is from the mayor.  The reward is from her owner.”
 
   “She’s a slave?”  Rin asks surprised again.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “All this for a slave?”  Rin asks.
 
   “She’s still a girl and he’s still a man.  Even if she’s a slave her status is much higher than his.”
 
   “That’s a weird way of thinking.”  Hermes says.
 
   “How is it?”  The soldier asks as if talking to an idiot.  Then looks at me again and says.  “I don’t know who his owner is but keep a chain and collar on your boy.”
 
   With gritted teeth I answer.  “I am a free person.”
 
   “You may not be officially a slave but you are still male.”  She points out and I resist the temptation to send her flying.
 
   “I am a student at the Academy of Contractia as a result of the queen’s personal orders.”  I say.
 
   “Even if it were true you’re still male.”
 
   “Let’s go.”  I say again resisting the temptation to send her flying.
 
   “Teach your boy some respect!”  She calls after us as we turn to leave but we just ignore her.
 
   “Can you just port us where we’re going?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “Yeah…  This is no fun.”  Rin agrees gloomily and ports us all to the art gallery.  There are two entrances but there is only a queue for one.  Rin leads us towards the other one, explaining.  “This entrance is only for mages.”
 
   “I’ll need to see proof.”  The woman says before looking at me and asking.  “Whose slave is he?”
 
   “I’m a student at the academy too.”  I say and she laughs.
 
   “Only girls attend the academy.”  She reminds me.
 
   “Not anymore.”  I tell her.
 
   “So you seriously expect me to believe you’re a student?  Either way you all need proof.”
 
   “Do we have proof?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says and pulls out a piece of paper and shows it to the woman.  She takes a look at it and frowns.
 
   “Looks like it is true, but keep the boy under control.”
 
   “I will keep myself under control.”  I say with a smile that hides my urge to hit her.
 
   “Regardless you can only enter the areas marked ‘suitable for males’.”  The woman tells me.
 
   We enter the gallery and I look around.  The first area is marked ‘suitable for males’ so I can enter it.  “What’s with this city…?”  I say starting to really feel depressed.
 
   “Sorry!”  Rin apologises and bows in a very Yu Kii style.
 
   “Why are you apologising.  Not like it’s your fault.”  I tell her.
 
   “But I chose this town, and I wanted us all to have great time.  I swear though, it wasn’t this bad when I came with my father and mother.”  Rin says.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”  I say feeling a little embarrassed.  “Let’s just try to have a good time anyway.”
 
   We look at the first exhibit and I don’t really get it.  There are lots of blurry colours painted but I have no idea what they are meant to be and nobody else seems to get it either.  The next area is not marked ‘suitable for males’ so the girls take a quick look whilst I wait for them.  It feels like I am waiting ages but I can tell they rushed.  The next exhibit I can enter.  It is pictures of skies and clouds, and of landscapes from above.  Whoever painted them was clearly a mage who enjoyed flying as much as I do, and I really enjoy their work.
 
   We see an earth exhibit and a fire exhibit next and they are just as good.  The water exhibit I can’t enter but I tell Rin to make sure she takes her time as I am sure she will enjoy this one the most.  She listens to me and I can tell she really enjoyed it.  I spend the time thinking about the sky exhibit and time seems to pass quickly this time.
 
   The dimensional exhibit I also can’t enter.  After that is a huge gallery of people’s portraits that I also can’t enter and I am starting to really get annoyed again.  I move onto the next exhibit whilst the others take a quick look.  I am not really interested in the building sketches but it is better than just waiting.  After a while the girls meet me and none of them seem any more interested in this exhibit than I am so we move on.  The next exhibit is ‘Not Suitable for Males and Children’.
 
   We spend a couple of hours and there is still plenty to see in the gallery but we have had enough.  I have had more than enough but I didn’t want to spoil things for everyone else.  We take a look round the shopping district next.  Most of the shops say ‘Not Suitable for Males’ or ‘Not Suitable for Males and Children’.  We aren’t planning on going inside so it doesn’t really matter but it does annoy me.
 
   We are getting hungry so we look for a restaurant that looks nice, doesn’t ban children or males and isn’t too expensive.  It is harder than it sounds.  After an hour looking we are starving and settle on a small place that looks a little dirty but the prices we can afford and we are allowed to enter.  The food is OK but not as nice as the academy food, and the price is three times as much.
 
   Waiting for Rin and Yu Kii to finish their meals I look around and see a better copy of the poster for the man and girl that the soldiers were searching for.  The picture is quite clear and they definitely look the same age.  In fact they look like brother and sister with similar faces and the same long blonde hair, blue eyes and pale skin.  We don’t have dessert.  It really isn’t very tempting.
 
   We visit the wind race course next and I am actually let in without any trouble.  The mages race each other through an aerial obstacle course.  Having to avoid getting knocked to the ground by the air currents, they have to fly through hoops in order.  I can tell they are skilled wind mages but I do wonder whether I could do better than some of them.  The winner however demonstrates a skill and speed that I have never seen before.  She is really impressive.
 
   Rin ports us outside of the Great Library so we can take a look, but obviously we can’t enter.  We are about to head to the city port hub to get a boost home when I notice something.  There are soldiers running inside the library with ten mages following immediately after them.  They look in a hurry and we hadn’t seen that many together until now.  In fact the most we had seen together were two.
 
   “I’m curious.”  I say and close my eyes.  I sense them inside the library but otherwise it seems empty.  Then I notice someone above us.  They seem to be hiding their presence somehow, but they can’t quite hide from me when I am focusing my wind sense.  Wait it isn’t just one person.  Definitely two.  A sneaky suspicion is aroused inside me.  Two people hiding?  Could it be those two?
 
   “Lucy?  Is there way to hide myself in the air from other mages?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  It may be a bit difficult for you though.”  Lucy replies.
 
   “Do you know how to?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes of course I do, but I don’t have the power.”  Lucy replies.
 
   “You’d better not be thinking of using it to enter the library.  You’ll be killed if they catch you.”  Rin says angrily.
 
   “No, not that.”  I tell her.
 
   “So what are you planning?”
 
   “Nothing important.  Just a test.  Lucy how do I hide myself?”
 
   “The last time you said nothing important you fought an army!”  Rin protests.  “Tell me what you plan to do and why it has to be here and now.”
 
   “I think I may have found those two everyone’s looking for, but I don’t want to show the soldiers where they are.”
 
   “You what?!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “Quieten down.”  I say alarmed.  I don’t want to be overheard.
 
   “How did you find them?”  Rin whispers.
 
   “I don’t know it’s them but there are two people hiding in the sky.  It could be them.”
 
   Lucy looks at me and says.  “I can probably hide you for about two seconds before I faint from overusing my magic.  Port up there with me, and then port them and us somewhere outside the city.  Rin, do you know anywhere outside the city that isn’t too far to port, but isn’t too close either?”
 
   “Yes.  There’s a forest all around this city.  I explored it a bit when I was younger.”
 
   “Port us all there.”  Lucy says and it sounds like an order but Rin doesn’t seem to mind.  “Yes this will do.  Peter port just us two back.”  I do so.  “Tell me when you are ready and I will start the magic.  You will only have two seconds though, so you will need to be quick.”
 
   “Now.”  I say and then port us up, grab two shocked hands and port back to the forest.  The young man and woman in front of me are definitely the people on the poster.  They both have a black leather collar with a broken chain attached.
 
   “I won’t let you!”  The woman cries leaping in front of the man and clearly trying to protect him.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I mean you no harm.”  I say and then hand an unconscious Lucy over to Hermes to hold.  “Are you brother and sister?”
 
   “Yes.”  The woman answers.  “We escaped slavery together but can’t go too far from our master without removing the collars, and removing them would kill us.  Do you really not intend to collect the bounty on us?”
 
   “Like I’d do that.”  I laugh.  “I used to be a slave too.”
 
   “Seriously?”  She asks taken aback.
 
   “It was a while ago now but yes.  Rin, would alchemy allow us to break the collar without harming them?”
 
   “If my mother was here she could, but not with my skills.”  Rin says apologetically.
 
   “Then we just need to get her.  Could you port back and get her for us?”  I ask.
 
   “My power is a little drained.  Hermes, could you go?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Sure.”  Hermes says and tries to port but collapses to the floor as if hit in the stomach.
 
   “What happened?!”  I exclaim.
 
   “Barrier.”  Hermes groans and suddenly I sense something really ominous.
 
   “Hide us all now!”  I call out to the woman and man, praying that they are able to.  It is Yu Kii though who hides us.  I can feel the gentle power of earth cover us like a blanket.  Suddenly the sky goes dark.  It was already shaded by leaves but this is more like a starless night falling on us suddenly.
 
   Reaching out with my wind sense I feel sick to the core.  There is something in the air that it is both powerful and pure evil.  It is surrounded by weaker creatures that reek of the same evil.  The small creatures look like giant flying ants whilst the large creature looks more like a huge fly the size of a small town.  I sense a rush of power as it sends a river of something foul flowing through the air.  It strikes the city wall and the part that is struck dissolves in seconds.
 
   A beam of light shoots out from the centre of the city and strikes the foul beast, but it just roars in anger and the roar chills me to the bone.  It is the roar of death reaching out for us.  Yu Kii shrieks, Hermes faints and Rin goes pale and falls to her knees.  The young man and woman are holding each other in tears.  I create a wind shield around us and the noise softens but it is still there.  I fall to my knees too now as I hold back this sickly sound.
 
   The sky above the city is now filled with mages and a shield of solid magic now holds back the river of death that is starting to flow into the city as well as the roar.  The smaller creatures have now almost reached the city skies and it becomes a battle of mages versus creatures.  Fire, ice, earth, wind and lightning turn the sky into a blaze, but the attacks are doing little damage.  Mages too slow to dodge are finding themselves in the jaws of the creatures.  I wish I could help them.  I may not like them but I don’t want them to die like this.  And what will be the fate of the people of the city if their protectors fall?  I curse my weakness and tears flow freely from my eyes as I watch helplessly as mage after mage dies.
 
   The shield starts to falter and the flow of that river of death starts again.  Suddenly there is a great flame covering the huge monster.  I recognise this flame.  It is the queen’s flame without a shadow of a doubt.  This time though she doesn’t hold back.  The roar turns into a cry of agony and then fades altogether.  I drop my wind shield and looking at Yu Kii realise we are no longer hidden.  The creatures are falling back but that means they will fly over us again.
 
   “Hide us again!  Quickly!”  I urge Yu Kii.
 
   “Ughh.”  She answers and vomits before falling to the floor.  We are in real trouble now.  If we are spotted it will be all over.  The creatures are overhead and haven’t spotted us yet though.  Maybe we will be lucky.  I cross my fingers.  Most of them have now passed and I am about to breathe a sigh of relief when one falls out of the sky unable to fly any further.  It is injured but still deadly.  I strike with a slice of wind but my attack does nothing.  Rin has recovered enough and sends a hail of ice at it.  It hits the wound and the creature shrieks but lunges at Rin.  I strike with lightning and port the attack inside.
 
   It falls to the ground again and turns its attention on me.  I strike again but it does no good.  Rin’s next attack is really weak and doesn’t stop its lunge.  A fierce wall of flames rises in front of me and the creature unable to stop itself becomes mostly ash.  I am covered in the ash and bits of goo but am unharmed.  I look to Hermes but she is still unconscious.  I look to Yu Kii and Rin before realising it wasn’t any of our attacks.
 
   “It was me.”  The young woman says.
 
   “That’s a powerful attack.  How did you become a slave if you’re that powerful?  And why was the reward so low to capture you?”
 
   “My master knew I would never be loyal to her if my brother is killed.  The bounty and rewards are required by Mayor Perry every time a female slave escapes with a male slave.  One gold is the minimum.”
 
   “They aren’t going to drop the barrier so we’ll not be able to port back.”  Rin says worried.  “We can go through the gates but it will be a problem for these two.  There will be search parties for monsters like the one we killed.  Are you two able to hide in the wind still?”
 
   “No.  I used too much power.”  The young woman says worried.
 
   “What if you were no longer escaped slaves?”  I ask.
 
   “You mean return to our former master?”  She asks shaking her head.  “We escaped for a reason.  We would never return to her.”
 
   “No.  What if your master sold you both and you ‘returned’ to your new master?”
 
   “I suppose that would work, but who would buy an escaped slave?  The minimum would be five gold to buy a female slave and one gold to buy a male slave.”
 
   “Wouldn’t your master prefer to get six gold, than to have to pay one gold and get a slave who will most likely try to escape again?”
 
   “Sure, but who would buy us?  You?”
 
   “Sure.”  I say with nod.
 
   “You, an escaped slave, have six gold to spare?”  She asks in disbelief.
 
   “I’m a freed slave, not an escaped slave, but yes I have six gold.  That’s most of my money but it would be worth it.”
 
   “Would you free my brother and allow me to serve you in his place?”
 
   “Jenny!”  He cries out.  “That’s not fair!  Why should you alone have to serve him?!”
 
   “Neither of you need to serve me but if you would be willing to join my company when I form it I would appreciate it.”  I say.
 
   “You’d give away most of your money to free a stranger?”  Jenny asks stunned.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you are worth serving.”  She says and kneels before me with her head on the ground.  Her brother does so immediately after her and my face must be red by now.
 
   “Get up.  You don’t need to kneel.  Anyway who is your former master?”
 
   “It is Lady Butterwell.  She lives at 35 Unhinged Road.  That’s near the palace.
 
   “Rin, how do I prove who I am to get past the city gates?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ll go too.  It may make things easier.  Do you actually have your gold on you though?  I leave mine at home with my mother for safe keeping.”
 
   “Yes I have it.  I can’t exactly leave it in my room unguarded.”  I say.
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.”  Rin says.  I take her hand and port us both to the city gate.  There are lots of guards, many of whom are mages.  They are clearly weary from battle.
 
   “Who are you?”  The guard asks, clearly suspicious.
 
   “I’m student mage Rin.”  Rin says and shows a piece of paper.  “This is student mage Peter.”
 
   “You may enter.”  The guard says and passes us both through but glares at me.  I can feel her glare on my back even when we are right through.  I then take Rin’s hand again and port us close, but not too close to the large building that looks like a palace.
 
   “It’s this way.”  Rin says and leads the way.  We reach Unhinged Street.  The homes here are mansions with plenty of land around them and not all are numbered.  It takes a while before we reach 35 but there is no doubt that this home with a massive 35 sign bigger than some homes is what we are looking for.
 
   We walk up the front path, which takes a minute.  I go to knock on the door but Rin stops me and points at a rope next to the door.  I pull it and hear loud bells ringing.  The door swings open and a young woman is standing there wearing a black collar and a very thin dress.  It is almost transparent.  I blush and look away.
 
   “We’re here to see Lady Butterwell.”  Rin says.
 
   “Is she expecting you?”  The slave asks fearfully.
 
   “No, but she will want to talk with us.  It’s about her escaped slaves.”
 
   “You have them?”
 
   “We have a proposal for her.”  Rin says and I wonder whether someone rich enough to live in a home like this with slaves is really going to be interested in six gold.
 
   “I will tell her.  Please wait here.”  She says and the door swings shut as she walks away from us into a long corridor.  After a few minutes a rather fat old lady ports in front of us.
 
   “I am Lady Butterwell.  I hear you have a matter to discuss with me.”
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says.  “We would like to buy your two escaped slaves.  The ones with the bounty on.”
 
   “If I had them to sell you I might be willing to, but as you said yourself they are escaped.”
 
   “We only need their ownership papers.  We can only pay the minimum, but just for their ownership without them present that is surely a good deal.”  Rin says.
 
   “Do I look like I am worried about six gold?”  She says with a scornful laugh.  Rin seems hard pressed to answer.
 
   “Isn’t your reputation much more important than the price?”  I improvise.  “With the queen in the city surely having posters of your escaped slaves everywhere isn’t going to be good for your reputation.”
 
   “The queen is in the city?”  Lady Butterwell asks shocked.  “Why would the queen be here?”
 
   “Given the attack surely you must know why.  Those were her flames.”  I tell her. 
 
   “What attack?”  Lady Butterwell asks and my mouth goes wide.  Rin laughs for a moment but then restrains herself.
 
   “The attack that almost destroyed this city.”  I say and point at the smoke still coming from the city walls, and of course the gap.  Lady Butterwell pulls the rope with magic.  The slave opens the door and is thrown against a wall by a force of wind.  “Why did you not tell me about the attack?!”  For a moment I think she is about to be killed.  “I will continue your punishment later.”  The door slams shut.  “I will sell them to you.  It is up to you to catch them though, and the reward should someone else do so will be yours to pay.  I want nothing more to do with them.  You have the money on you?”
 
   “Yes.”  I say and go to hand over the six gold coins.
 
   “Give it to the girl to give to me.  I don’t want to dirty my hands.”  Lady Butterwell says pointing at Rin.
 
   “OK.”  I say with a sigh and give Rin the coins.  Taking the money from Rin the lady ports away and a few seconds later ports back.  She gives two pieces of paper to Rin.
 
   “They are your problem now.”  She says with a snort and then ports away.  I take the papers and port us back to the city gates.
 
   “You want to leave the city?”  The guard asks and laughs at us.  “Do you seriously think we are going to let you?”
 
   “We have important business to attend to.”  I say.
 
   “What important business could a little boy and girl have?”
 
   “We are student mages.”  Rin tells her.
 
   “Student mages don’t have important business.”  The guard says firmly.  I close my eyes and try to sense the barrier to look for weaknesses but I can’t.  I grab Rin’s hand and fly us past the shocked guard through the open gate.  I dodge a hail of ice and past the gate I port us back to the others.
 
   “You idiot!”  Rin shouts at me.  “How are we going to get back in!?”
 
   “We can just use the gate on the other side of the city.  It’s not like we’re their top priority right now, is it?”  I answer.
 
   “Did you persuade her?”  The young woman, who is now my slave, asks me.
 
   “Yes.  We have your papers here.  Yu Kii, are you okay now?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m terribly sorry for earlier!”  She says and bows even lower than normal for her.
 
   “No harm done, but I’m glad you’re ok.  What about you, Hermes?”  I ask.
 
   “Not feeling great.”  She says and that is clearly an understatement.
 
   “And I’m fine too, thank you very much.”  Lucy says sounding annoyed.
 
   “I hadn’t forgotten you.”  I say apologetically.
 
   “Well you better not either.”  Lucy says glaring at me.
 
   “Who is this?”  The young woman asks as if just noticing Lucy.
 
   “I’m his pet.  My name’s Lucy.”
 
   “His pet?  What sort of pet?”  The young woman asks.
 
   “A human pet of course.  Did you think I wasn’t human?”  Lucy says with a mischievous smile.
 
   “Umm…”  She says but avoids answering.
 
   “So what are we waiting for?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Hermes, how is your power?”  I ask.
 
   “I have plenty left.”  She says sounding a little embarrassed.  “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to help earlier.”
 
   “You can help now by porting us all to the gate on the other side of town.  Rin, you can show Hermes, can’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says and we all hold onto Hermes.  There are so many of us it feels a little silly now but it is much more efficient than having two of us port.  The guards are shocked to see us all appear and after a moment they recognise the man and woman we are trying to help.
 
   Before the guards do anything dangerous I call out to them.  “My new slaves are not to be harmed.  I have the paperwork here if you wish to inspect it.”
 
   They do of course.  A guard escorts us to the transport hub to avoid every soldier we pass causing us trouble.  The port back is more expensive than the port here now that we are porting two more people, but compared to the six gold coins it is nothing.  Arriving at the town hall we all breathe a sigh of relief.  As we leave the town hall though, Rin’s mother is waiting and runs up to Rin.  She hugs Rin tightly.
 
   “I was so worried!  I heard that a dragon, or a horde of demons, or even the fallen angels attacked Utopia Camerona!”
 
   “I don’t know what they were but it wasn’t a dragon or fallen angels.  I don’t think they were demons either.  The queen killed the big one and the others fled though, so we were OK.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Who are your new friends?”
 
   “They were escaped slaves but Peter bought them.”  Rin says.
 
   “Do they become free if I free them?”  I ask.
 
   “How old are you both?”  Rin’s mother asks.
 
   “We’re both twenty.  We’re twins.”  The young woman answers.
 
   “Then yes they would be free.  You must have spent most of your money to buy them though, so are you sure that’s what you want to do?”
 
   “Slaves or free we will serve you as our master.” The young woman says.
 
   “How do I free them?”
 
   “Just register them as free people at the town hall.  But maybe you should think about it first.”
 
   “No.  We’re here so let’s do it now.”  I say.
 
   “There’s a fee of one silver each.  Do you still have enough?”  Rin’s mother asks.
 
   “Yes I can afford that.”  I say.  “We were going to do some work for you and some bounty hunts over the time off so I should be able to earn more fairly quickly.  I earned most of my gold from the Tree Ent bounty and with so many of us we should be able to do harder jobs much easier now.”
 
   “It’s your choice but I hope you don’t regret it.”  Rin’s mother says.
 
   “As a former slave myself, the thought of keeping them slaves when I don’t have to is just not worth considering.”  I say and so I take them into the town hall again and fill in loads of paperwork, pay the fee and they are free.  Only as I am filling out the paperwork though did I realise I didn’t even know both their names!  Jenny and Jimmy Hartwood are my new servants.  I say that but I’m not exactly paying them.  They get use of Hermes old home and I find a job at the Drake for Jimmy that pays well enough for food.  I gave them enough to get by with for the few days until Jimmy gets paid.  Jimmy and Jenny were quite insistent that they would serve me without being paid more than they need to survive, and right now I can’t afford to pay them anyway.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14 (Peter)
 
   It turns out that there is a bounty we can try to collect at the same time as collecting materials today.  We will be mining some really useful metal for Rin’s mother and hunting cave bats.  They suck blood but as long as you take an anti-curse potion they aren’t too dangerous.  They have been causing trouble for the locals though, who can’t make these potions.  It doesn’t pay much but the bounty is per bat so if we get enough we can earn a reasonable amount on top of our normal pay.
 
   Hermes has visited the village near the mountain before, so ports us there.  This is the first time we will work alongside Jenny so I am looking forward to seeing how well she works as part of the team.  We walk to the mountain but it only takes half an hour or so and is a pleasant stroll.  We find the entrance to the cave system.
 
   The enemies are easy kills and we want to get lots so we decide to split up, but I want everyone to get used to working together so in the morning Hermes, me and Jenny will work together and Rin, Yu Kii and Lucy will work together.  In the afternoon Jenny and Lucy will swap and then in the evening I will swap with Jenny.  Jenny protests that she can’t guard me when we are in different groups but I make it clear that when we are on the job my orders need to be followed.
 
   Jenny being the oldest and strongest will carry the metal and Hermes will carry the bag of bat corpses.  When we swap we will give both to Rin who can put them in her bag along with what her group finds.  We wish each other good luck and head into the tunnel to the east, whilst Rin’s group heads west.  Jenny lights the way.  The first bat turns to ash and is therefore useless.
 
   “Sorry!”  Jenny apologises.  “I panicked!”
 
   “I’ll kill the bats, you light the way and Hermes will find the metal.”  I say annoyed but not wanting to get upset by one lost bat.  The next bat I slice in two and pop in the bag Hermes is carrying.  There are lots of bats but it is good practise at using my power efficiently.  I am counting and we are at 52 when Hermes calls out to stop.
 
   “It’s very nearby.”  She says with her eyes closed.  “There it is.  It will take a while to get it all out.  Give me a minute.”  The liquid metal starts to flow from newly formed holes in the wall.  It takes a few minutes but eventually she has extracted all the metal and the wall of the tunnel has lots of small holes like worms have been digging.
 
   “Great job.”  I say looking at how much Hermes managed to get out.
 
   “Thank you.”  Hermes says smiling proudly.
 
   We don’t find any more metal but we are on 167 by lunch time.  We port to the cave entrance and have our little picnic that Rin packed.  It is simple bread and cold meat but it keeps us going.  I ask how many bats Rin’s group got but they weren’t counting.  We agree to have a little competition to see who can get the most in the afternoon.  The winning group gets to choose what we do on our next proper day off.  Since there are three in a group it will be a vote of course.
 
   I port Lucy and Hermes back to where we reached and we start to walk on.  I am lighting the way because Hermes needs to focus on her earth sense and Lucy doesn’t have the power to use magic constantly.
 
   “So how did you manage without me?”  Lucy asks tongue in cheek.
 
   “Just fine.”  I answer, mostly to tease her.
 
   “You could at least pretend to miss your beautiful little pet!”  Lucy protests.
 
   “Oh I did!”  I laugh.
 
   “Liar!”  She laughs back.
 
   “There’s some metal here.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Already!  We would have reached here if we had stopped for lunch a minute later.  We could have dumped it on Rin.  Oh well, do you work Hermes.”  I say and as it happens there is only a small amount.  I am carrying it and Hermes carries the bats.  We are on 121 when I feel something in the air.  I stop suddenly and Hermes walks into me.  My light goes out leaving us in the dark.
 
   “Sorry!  Why did you stop?”  Hermes asks urgently.
 
   “Quiet!”  I whisper.  I close my eyes and realise what it is.  Bats.  Lots and lots of bats.  There is a large cavern ahead that is filled with them.  There must be at least a thousand of them.  I smile and whisper to Hermes.  “We just won the competition!  Create a light for me but don’t burn any of them.”
 
   Hermes gasps as she creates a powerful light and sees the scene ahead of us.  I fill the cavern with lightning being careful not to make it too powerful because I don’t want to collapse the roof.  The bats quickly die.  We scoop them up but soon realise my bag is nowhere near big enough.  Hermes forms a huge stone bucket which we fill and then port back to the entrance with.  I then port with Lucy to where Rin’s group had gotten to and quickly track them down.
 
   “What are you doing here?!”  Rin asks in shock.  “What happened?  Where’s Hermes?”
 
   “She’s fine but we can’t carry it all so we need you to port back to the entrance.”
 
   “Weakling!”  Rin laughs but ports with me and her mouth goes wide at the sight.  “How did you get this many?!”
 
   “There was a whole cavern filled with them.”
 
   “Any metal?”
 
   “Not in the cavern but there’s a small amount in my bag along with some more bats.”  I say and point to my bag which is lying next to the stone bucket.
 
   “You can fill the bag.”  Rin says.
 
   “Thanks.”  I say annoyed.
 
   “I’ll do it.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Let’s do it together.”  I say.
 
   “I was joking.  No need to get worked up.”  Rin says and holds the bag open whilst Hermes and I fill it.
 
   “I wasn’t getting worked up.”  I say.  “It’s sometimes hard to tell when you’re joking though.”
 
   Rin sniffs but doesn’t say anything.  She seems to be acting a bit like Lucy at the moment.  We finally have all the bats in the bag and part ways again.  By dinner time we have another 119 bats and a bit more metal but not much.  Rin’s group has 235 bats but the winner is clear.  That said Rin’s group has found a lot of metal.
 
   We decide we don’t really need to get any more bats or metal so we port back to the town hall to turn in the bats.  The stunned face of the official alone is worth all of our work, but the money is even more welcome.  We earn nearly half a gold coin each from the bounty.  The metal really pleases Rin’s mother and is much more than she expected.  It’s been a good day’s work and we are all pleased with the outcome.  I try to get Jenny to accept a small payment for her work but she refuses saying, “All I did was light the way.  Even if I had done more I couldn’t accept payment.  Jimmy’s wages are enough for us to both live on.”
 
   The next day we go to the town hall to check the bounty notices.  At first I am concerned we aren’t going to be able to get in, but then they see Jenny and wave us into the bounty room.  I guess having a woman in our group helps.  There are an awful lot of bounties and the notices are written directly onto the wall or desk so we are unable to take them with us.  There are a few other mages here but they seem to quickly find what they are looking for and leave.  I on the other hand am a little lost as to where to start.
 
   “They’re categorised.”  Rin says.  “Each corner seems to be notices best suited to a particular element.  In the centre on those desks are ones that require more than one element, and that desk is ones that require all four elements.”
 
   “What about the ones on that desk where that woman is standing?”
 
   “There are only three notices there and they are ones with at least 5,000 gold.  The highest is the leader of the fallen angels for 100,000 gold.  We’re not going to do those before you suggest it.”  Rin says.
 
   “I wasn’t planning to today.”  I say.  Seeing Rin’s expression I look her in the eye and say.  “Or before we graduate and form our company.”
 
   “Perhaps we could then do the 5,000 gold job, but certainly not the dragon or the fallen angel jobs.”  Rin says.
 
   “Possibly not the fallen angel, but the dragon one I plan to.”  I say.
 
   “Possibly not!?”  Rin exclaims.  “Putting the dragon aside for now, there is no way we will be taking on the fallen angel, ever.”
 
   “Probably not.”  I agree.
 
   “Not just probably.”  Rin says darkly
 
   “Regardless lets choose one for today.”  I say hastily changing the subject.  I hurry over to the desk that requires all four elements before Rin can complain.  Straightaway I see one of interest so I point and say.  “This one.”
 
   “You don’t need to pick the first one you see just to shut me up.”  Rin says sounding a little wounded.
 
   “No.  Look at what it is.”  I say and Rin takes a closer look before gasping.
 
   “Those creatures!  I had hoped never to see them again.”
 
   “It’s just one of them though and it should be good practise.  We know they’re tough but we can certainly beat it.  The bounty is high too.  Ten gold for just one kill.”
 
   “What do we need as proof?”
 
   “Just the head.  The rest we can turn to ash or mess up as badly as we want.”
 
   “If we can I’d like to keep the corpse in fairly good condition.  My mother may be able to use it for something.”
 
   “I guess if we cut off the head that should kill it.  I don’t want to take too many risks though so if we need to damage it then we do.  Better that than it damaging us.”
 
   “True.”  Rin agrees.
 
   “Everyone else seemed to talk to that woman before leaving.  Do you think we need to say we’re going after this bounty?”
 
   “Yes.  I think she registers us against it so anyone else knows that there is already someone going after it.”
 
   I approach her but she looks disdainfully at me.  In a so superior voice she says, “Only women may register for bounties.”
 
   “Oh.  Jenny!”  I call out.
 
   “Yes.”  Jenny says and walks over to help me.
 
   “We need you to register for a bounty.  It’s bounty 5679.”  I tell her.
 
   “Please register me for bounty 5679.”  She says and the woman looks disapproving but registers her anyway.  The monster was spotted at the top of Drake Mountain so I port us to a small cave near the top.  It is one we cleared last time we were here and it is still empty.  We don’t want to port right on top of the monster.
 
   The plan is to have Rin freeze its legs to the ground whilst I try to slice its head off, and Jenny and Hermes try to burn the neck to ash.  Yu Kii will defend us with an earth wall if it breaks free or has an attack that can reach us.  If things get too bad I’ll say to port and everyone will port back to the cave immediately.  Lucy will provide healing if needed but will hopefully just sit on my shoulder without having to do anything.  Naturally if we port back I will take her with me.
 
   Everything seems to be going more or less to plan.  Rin freezes its legs without any trouble and I try to slice its neck off but as expected it is too hard to slice.  The burning is working but only slowly.  Unlike the last one this is not injured and so we need to burn or cut through its outer shell.  Giving up on slicing it for now I feed air to the flames, which burn even stronger.  We have used a lot of power but its neck armour is weakened a lot by the flames.  I slice it again and it is starting to cut through.  After a few more cuts the head falls off and it spurts a green liquid.  Yu Kii creates an earth wall to stop the green stuff covering us.  The wall is partially melted so I am glad she reacted quickly enough.
 
   “We’d best not put this in your bag, Rin.  Jenny, could you port back with the head and collect the bounty, then meet us at Rin’s home?”
 
   “Sure.”  Jenny says and picking the head up with magic she ports out.
 
   “Rin how about we move this with magic directly to your… What’s that sound?”  I ask myself and close my eyes to sense the wind.  “There’s a second one above us!  Port out!”
 
   We are all back at the cave and breathing quickly at our narrow escape.  A few seconds later and we might have been eaten.  “You all port back to Rin’s, and take Lucy with you.  I’ll get the corpse and port straight back.  There’s no way we’ll beat a second one without Jenny and even with her we have used too much power to do it safely.”
 
   “We could just leave the corpse.  Perhaps collect it when we come back to kill the second one?”  Rin says.
 
   “It shouldn’t be too hard to collect it.  If it gets dangerous I’ll port back to you without the corpse.”
 
   “I’d rather you just came back with us.”  Rin says but I smile and she sighs.  “Fine, but you better come back alive.”
 
   “I will.”  I say and watch as everyone ports away.  Alone I fly out of the cave and realise the creature has landed next to the corpse.  I consider giving up but then I sense something else.  There are four people lying on the ground near it, and they are alive.  There is something wrong with them though.  Their bellies are swollen and I sense something alive inside of them.  There is an old man and woman, and two young men.  I get the impression they are a family.
 
   “You want to save them, don’t you?”  A cheerful voice beside me asks.  I almost fall out of the sky in shock!
 
   “Yes.  Who are you?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m Mayor Perry, and I’m a real mage, unlike you little boy.  Leave this to me.  I will definitely save them.”  She says coming into view.  She is holding a wooden barrel and after a moment I realise what it is as she drinks from it.
 
   “Is that beer?”  I ask.
 
   “Oh no!  I only drink my namesake.  Good old perry!”
 
   “What is perry?”
 
   “Like cider but with pears.  How much of an amateur are you little boy?”
 
   “At least I don’t drink whilst on the job.  Anyway I’m too young to drink!  More importantly can you really save them?”
 
   “Just watch me.”  She says with a smile, and still smiling she fills the mountain top with flame.  After a moment all that is left is ash.  “That’s how I save people.”  She says still smiling but I am in shock.
 
   “You killed them!  How is that saving them?!”
 
   “The only woman amongst them was old enough that she wouldn’t have survived anyway, and death is the saviour of all men.  You can look forward to it too.”  Perry says with a laugh raising her barrel and then drinking from it before porting away.  Furious I land but there is nothing left of the people or the monsters.  I curse and port back to Rin’s house.
 
   “What’s wrong?”  Rin asks picking up on my distress immediately.
 
   “There were people down there.  Perhaps I could have saved them, but that bloody drunkard, Mayor Perry appeared out of nowhere and burnt them to ash along with the monster.  All whilst saying she was saving them!”  I say and then curse again.
 
   “Were there many people down there?”  Rin asks cautiously.
 
   “Four.  Two young men with what I assume were their parents.  They had something inside them but I am sure we could have saved.”
 
   “You may not have saved those four people but at least they are the last victims of those two monsters.”  Rin says.
 
   “What about Perry’s future victims?”  I ask.
 
   “She is too much of a monster for us to take on.”  Rin says and I suppose she is right.
 
   “Did you get the bounty?”  I ask Jenny to try to distract myself.
 
   “Yes.  Here’s your portion.”  Jenny says and hands me some coins.  I don’t count them but instead put them in my coin pouch straight away.
 
   “Let’s train.”  I say and we all agree.
 
   I have Jenny help Hermes with fire magic whilst Rin helps Yu Kii with water magic.  Lucy shows me how to hide my presence but it is not easy.  I will need to work on this for a while before I get the hang of it.  We train for most of the rest of the day just breaking for lunch and dinner.
 
   The next morning and we meet at the Drake again.  This is going to be another day off so having won the competition the other day it is for Lucy, Hermes and me to decide where we go.  I have no idea and Hermes isn’t bothered, as long as it isn’t the same place as before.  Lucy feels like visiting her old home so that is our plan.
 
   It is actually very close to the academy so we don’t need a boost but we enjoy a nice drink and breakfast first at the Drake.  Jimmy seems very happy to serve us, and unlike some of the other staff here he obviously isn’t scared of us.  I enjoy a plate of sausages and the others choose something they like.  Jenny seems hesitant but as everyone else is eating she accepts my offer of breakfast.  She looks up apologetically at Jimmy but he clearly doesn’t mind.
 
   When we are all finished and ready I port us using Lucy’s knowledge of the location.  It is a large mansion near a small village and surrounded by crops.  We go up to the front gate and are met by a guard.  Lucy being Lucy orders her to, “Fetch Lady Fillia immediately.”
 
   “Who are you?”  The guard responds abruptly.  She is obviously not too happy at being ordered by someone she apparently doesn’t know.
 
   “Lady Athena.”  Lucy replies and the guard’s mouth drops open in shock.
 
   “She died over…”
 
   “Silence fool!”  Lucy shouts.  “Get Elena Fillia right this second!”
 
   The guard still looks suspicious but ports away and is back after a minute with a tall thin lady.  She has the same green short hair and blue eyes as Lucy.  Lucy said she was only an adopted member of the family but she looks just like a blood relative.  She looks about the same age as Jenny.  Perhaps she’s Lucy’s younger sister or niece?
 
   “So who is claiming to be Lady Athena?”  She says scowling.
 
   “Long time no see.”  Lucy says floating in front of her eyes.  She jumps back and her eyes go wide.
 
   “Athena?!  Is it really you?”  She asks clearly in shock.
 
   “Of course, mother.  I’m going by the name Lucy now though, so my full name is Lucy Athena.”  Lucy says and this time I am the one in shock.
 
   “She’s your mother?!”  I ask unable to help myself.
 
   “Yes, my adoptive mother, but don’t ask her age, or mine.”  Lucy tells me.  “It might be the last thing you do.”
 
   “Who are these kids?”  The perhaps not so young lady asks.
 
   “This is Peter of the Wind, my new master.  Not legally of course but I’m his pet at the moment.”  Lucy says and I go red and wonder whether I’m about to be killed.
 
   “Still playing games I see.  No matter how many centuries pass you’re still the same.”
 
   “Oh now you’ve done it.”  Lucy says.  “I just hinted that I didn’t want him to know my age.”
 
   “Since I don’t know I can’t tell him.”  She says.  “Did your sister survive as well?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  I didn’t know she came to save me until after this boy freed me.”
 
   “This boy beat a foe that neither you nor your sister could beat?”  She asks dubiously.
 
   “With a little help.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Who’s help?”
 
   “He borrowed some power from someone who has lots of it.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “That’s a secret.  I’m bound by contract in fact not to tell you.”
 
   “You are?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “Yes and if you don’t want to betray her trust you had best not say either.”  Lucy tells me.  “If it had been me you would have been bound by contract too.  This is my mother Elena Fillia.  The others are of no importance but they should be considered guests and afforded suitable hospitality.”
 
   “No importance?”  Rin asks with a dark glare.
 
   “That’s right.”  Lucy says and pokes her tongue out at Rin.
 
   “And after we agreed to use our day off for you to come here…”  Rin says even darker.
 
   “Oh fine, this is Rin.  What’s your family name Rin?”
 
   “I don’t have one.”  Rin says blushing and looking down.
 
   “That’s interesting.”  Lucy says frowning.  “This is Hermes, Fleet something or other wasn’t it?”
 
   “Hermes Fleetfoot.”  Hermes says sounding only slightly annoyed.
 
   “Yu Kii here is from another world, and an excellent earth mage, but useless at all other magic.”  Lucy says and Yu Kii looks proud and then embarrassed at these words.  “Here we have Jenny Hartwood a loyal servant and former slave of my master.”
 
   “Welcome to my humble home.”  Lady Fillia says but I wouldn’t describe this as humble.  We enter the gate and walk up the path to the front door.  On our right are flowers, and on our left there’s an impressive herb garden.  Rin seems to recognise many of the plants in the herb garden and is clearly even more impressed than us amateurs.  Lady Fillia laughs and says cheerfully to Rin, “You are welcome to take a little when you leave as long as you are careful and don’t take too much.”
 
   “Really?!”  Rin asks unable to believe her luck.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “There’s no need to be too nice.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Definitely the same Lucy as always.”  Lady Fillia says and smiles.
 
   “Is that Queen’s Hood?!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “I’m impressed you noticed.  Most would mistake it for the more common Lady Hood.”
 
   “I’ve only seen it in a book before.”  Rin says wishfully.
 
   “I’m afraid that is one plant I can’t give you.”
 
   “Of course!  I wouldn’t dream of taking it.”
 
   “So what is Queens Hood?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “Mixed properly with Lady Hood it can grant immense power for a short while.  The more common Lady Hood can be used to create very powerful healing potions.  See that plant there?  That’s Lady Hood.  You’ve got a lot of that, Lady Fillia.  Do you mind if I choose that?”
 
   “I don’t mind but without a very skilled alchemist it is just a weed.”
 
   “My mother can use it.”
 
   “Really?  Now I am even more impressed.”
 
   “Milady!”  The guard at the front door says and bows whilst opening the door with magic.  The door closes silently behind us.  As we walk along the corridor the maids move aside allowing us to pass.  I notice a guard above us too.
 
   “You’re sharp boy.  Few people can sense any of my guards when they hide themselves.  I guess you must be a wind mage.”
 
   “There were five guards hidden outside using earth magic.”  Yu Kii says and Lady Fillia chuckles.
 
   “I can see why my Lucy took an interest in you all.  You really are an exceptional earth mage Yu Kii.  Would you be interested in a job when you graduate?”
 
   “I will be a member of Peter’s independent company when he forms it.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “You certainly have ambition boy.  An independent company is something few achieve.  Not everyone knows this but it requires the queen’s approval too.”
 
   “That shouldn’t be an issue.”  I say confidently.
 
   “With my other daughter’s half-sister on the throne that would certainly have been impossible.  I can’t say I like the current queen but under her it may be possible.  You sound like you know she’ll approve it too.  Are you a friend of the queen?”
 
   “I have met her a few times.  I can’t say I’m a friend but she certainly seems fair and I don’t dislike her.”
 
   “You’ve done more than just meet her!”  Lucy says with a laugh.  “But I had best not say anymore, and neither had you.”
 
   “I won’t ask but it seems Lucy is still as much of a tease as always.  Do you have enough members to form your company?”
 
   “Not yet.  So far it is just us.”  I reply.
 
   “A few of my guards have daughters in your year.  I was planning on having them join my company but if you like I could order them to join yours.”  She offers but Lucy interrupts.
 
   “Let him do it on his own.  If my master can’t get enough support then he deserves to fail.”
 
   “It will be hard for a boy.  Are you sure?”  Lady Fillia says dubiously.
 
   “Yes, and it may not be as hard as you think.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Well good luck.  Here we are.  Take a seat everyone.”  Lady Fillia says and gestures at the huge soft sofas.  Then she looks at a maid and says.  “You, get some tea for everyone.”
 
   “Yes Lady Fillia.”  The maid replies with a deep bow to rival Yu Kii’s over the top bows.  We each take a seat on the sofa to the right.  Looking down the room you could get twenty or more people on this easily and the one on the other side of the long low dark wooden table is just as big.  Lady Fillia takes the single seat at the end of the table.  It is just like the sofa except obviously a lot shorter.
 
   “So how long have you been free?”  Lady Fillia asks Lucy.
 
   “A few weeks or so.”  Lucy replies.
 
   “You could have sent word even if you couldn’t spare the time to visit sooner.”
 
   “What does a few more weeks matter?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “It may seem insignificant to you but to a mother even a few more minutes knowing her daughter is alive makes a huge difference.”
 
   “But as far as we know your real daughter is dead.”  Lucy says looking down sadly.
 
   “You are just as real!”
 
   “But given a choice…”
 
   “No mother should ever be asked to choose between her daughters!  Do not expect me to make that choice.”
 
   “When my sister was lost why didn’t the queen intervene?”
 
   “That is a question I asked many times, but not one she ever answered.”
 
   “Had you fallen out of favour?”
 
   “No.  She granted my every wish, except for the most important one.  She even denied me permission to personally go after you both.”  Lady Fillia answers bitterly.  There is silence for a moment.
 
   “Tea is ready.”  The maid says quietly.  We all have some and the girls seem to enjoy it but it is not to my taste.  I don’t complain but Lady Fillia can tell immediately.
 
   “Perhaps something sweeter?”  Lady Fillia asks.
 
   “Sorry, but yes.”
 
   “Get him some enchanted fruit juice.”
 
   “Certainly.”  The maid replies with another bow but keeping the tea tray steady.  She leaves it on the table and goes to get my drink.
 
   “Still a child I see, despite your power.”
 
   “I suppose.”  I say with a shrug.  I don’t think of myself as a child but I don’t want to argue.
 
   “I some ways he is.”  Lucy says.  “In others he is more grown up than many adults.”
 
   “Of course he is more grown up than my little Lucy.”  Lady Fillia says with a laugh.
 
   “Nobody is more grown up than me!”  Lucy protests.
 
   I enjoy the chatter of mother and daughter.  Lucy may have been an adopted daughter but it is clear she was loved more than many blood relatives love their children.  We spend the morning talking but mostly listening to Lucy and Lady Fillia catch up after years apart.
 
   We have lunch and I wish I had eaten less for breakfast.  We are served a lovely creamy mushroom soup with fresh granary bread to start.  After that we eat plates full of hot meats and vegetables.  We then finish with a dark sweet semi liquid in a dish.  It seems strangely familiar.
 
   “It’s called chocolate mousse and is imported from another dimension so it’s rather hard to come by.”  Lady Fillia tells us.  “It is my reunion with Lucy though so we have something worth celebrating.”
 
   “I guess I can’t have had it before then.”  I say to myself.
 
   “You thought you had it before?”  Lady Fillia asks intrigued.
 
   “It just tasted familiar but maybe it tastes similar to something else.”  I answer.
 
   “You were a slave before a student weren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Were you always a slave?”
 
   “No, but I don’t really recall much from before I was a slave.”
 
   “So you may not have been from this world?”
 
   “That is possible.  I certainly wasn’t from Contractia.”
 
   “Most of this world is part of Contractia and the parts that aren’t are not populated with humans.  If you were not from Contractia then you were not from this world either.  In other words you are from another dimension, and perhaps the same one as this chocolate mousse.”
 
   “Do you know the dimension this mousse is from?”
 
   “I do not but my head merchant will be able to tell you.”
 
   “Then perhaps I’ll pay a visit to this dimension once I have formed my company.  It may help me find a way to the stars.”
 
   “To the star?”  Lady Fillia asks confused.
 
   “Yes.  They call to me and it is my aim to reach them one day.”
 
   “You have high goals.  It may be ambitious to form a company but to reach the stars will take a miracle.”
 
   “Do you think I would have chosen someone with small goals that they were likely to achieve?”  Lucy asks her mother with a grin.
 
   “No, but I never thought you’d find someone with goals as high as your own.”  Lady Fillia replies.
 
   “I have no intention of failing to achieve my goals.”  I declare.
 
   “Obviously.”  They both say as one before looking each other in the eye with a smile.
 
   In the afternoon we watch some of Lady Fillia’s guards compete in an air race similar to the one we saw in Utopia Camerona except on a smaller scale.  I am tempted to join in but resist the temptation and instead appraise her guards.  They are better than most of the competitors at Utopia Camerona but I am not convinced any could have won.
 
   “So who’s your favourite?”  Lady Fillia asks me.
 
   “My favourite?”  I ask unsure what she means.
 
   “Who do you think is the best wind mage?”  She asks.
 
   Hermes hearing this says, “Surely the winner is the best?”
 
   “Would you agree boy?”  Lady Fillia asks.
 
   “No.  I got the impression the girl who came second was holding back so as not to embarrass the winner.”  I reply.
 
   “You’ve got as good eyes as I thought.  If you were a girl I would definitely have tried to hire you despite your goals.  People would talk if I hired a boy though.  How about you try your luck on the course?  Perhaps you can get a better time than my guards?”
 
   “I’ve never flown a race like this before.  I could give it a try but I certainly wouldn’t get a winning time.”  I reply.
 
   “Don’t worry.  Nobody from my staff is going to laugh no matter how badly you do, and neither will I of course.  I can’t guarantee your friends though.”
 
   “Fine, but just to see how it feels.”  I answer.  “I start from that circle, then fly through that one, then that one, that one, that one and finally that one before landing in the circle over there?”
 
   “Correct.”  Lady Fillia says so I walk over to the starting circle.  Standing in it I bend my knees and then shoot up.  The wind buffets me away from my target but I quickly correct and fly through the first hoop.  The second hoop seems close but I have to penetrate the wind or fly round it.  I choose force over elegance and barely avoid hitting the edge, but I manage to get through somehow.  My next target is further so I dodge the currents and shoot through my target.
 
   My fourth target is straight above me but I have to navigate a sea of shifting currents.  I struggle and lose a lot of time but finally I’m through.  My fifth target is below me and below that is the landing circle.  I ignore the currents and shoot down with everything I have.  I am thrown downwards quicker than my magic would have taken me and buffeted from side to side, ending up away from my target, but correct my flight at the last moment to reach the hoop.  Landing is of course easy.
 
   “Not bad for a first time.  You beat some of my guards, and they are all experienced mages.  You should get Lucy to tell you how to set up a course so you can practise.  Some students are big fans of successful racers too, so if you get really good and compete in tournaments it could help your goal.  It helps hone skills that can be useful in battle too.”
 
   “You can teach me how to do that, Lucy?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  I thought there was something else you wanted to learn first though.”  Lucy replies.
 
   “Yes that comes first but this would be good too.”  I agree.
 
   “What are you learning first?”  Lady Fillia asks.
 
   “How to hide my presence.”  I tell her.
 
   “You managed to identify my guard without even knowing how to hide yourself?”  She asks clearly surprised.
 
   “Sensing is easy but hiding from someone else’s sense is hard.”  I reply unsure why she would be surprised.
 
   “Sensing may be easy but it is very hard to sense someone who is hiding from your senses.  Many people can hide from the senses of others but very few can detect those who are hiding.  If it was a common skill what point would there be in being able to hide in the first place?”
 
   “I suppose.”  I reply and it does make sense.  We spend the rest of the afternoon outside mostly just talking.  In the evening some maids bring out a picnic.  I am still mostly full from earlier but to be polite I eat some of the delicious food they put out.  We continue talking until it starts to get dark and then decide to head home but promise that we will visit again.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 (Peter)
 
   The next few days we spend doing work for Rin’s mother gathering various materials she needs or may need.  We collect a minor bounty whilst we are at it but it only pays a few black coins each.  It just happened to be where we were working.
 
   We decide to have a day of training today followed by a bounty hunt tomorrow.  I let everyone decide what they want to focus on and they all seem to have something they want to practise on their own.  I am working with Lucy to hide my presence.  It is much harder than it sounds.  I have a bite to eat whilst I work at lunch time but don’t stop my training.  I skip dinner entirely and it is dark before I know it.
 
   Rin comes up to me and wastes no time getting to the point.  “You aren’t going to be good for tomorrow if you don’t stop now.”
 
   “You have no idea how hard it is to hide your presence.”
 
   “Actually I do.  I have been trying for years but without any luck.”
 
   “I’ll stop for now but I will get this mastered before the end of the holiday.”
 
   “Good luck, and good night.”  Rin says tiredly and ports away.
 
   The next morning arrives and we meet at the Drake.  There are no bounties here worth considering but we have a nice breakfast before proceeding to the town hall.  I choose another one from the same desk as before so all elements are required.  The enemy this time are slimy semi liquid monsters that cover and dissolve people and animals.  Once they touch you magic is impossible to use.  They are impossible to kill without a particular elemental attack.  So some need fire attacks whilst others are vulnerable to attacks that use lightning, ice or earth.
 
   The bounty is fairly high because of the risk.  Not being able to use magic if they touch you means that if things go bad you can’t just port out.  I am confident we will be OK though and sixteen gold coins is a lot of money for a fairly simple job.  Split four ways since Jenny and Lucy aren’t getting paid this works out at four gold coins each.
 
   We haven’t been to the village near the job before and certainly haven’t been to the cave where the slimes are living before so we can’t just port there.  Instead we get directions and I fly us there.  It uses a lot of energy so we rest at the village for most of the morning before walking to the cave.
 
   The cave entrance is small and hidden with magic so takes almost an hour to find once we reach the hill where it is located.  At first we think we have the wrong cave but Yu Kii using all of her earth sense manages to find a small passage at the back of the cave.  It is only wide and tall enough for one person to crawl through at a time.  I lead the way with Yu Kii directly behind me and then Rin followed by Jenny and then Lucy.  Hermes is at the back and ready in case we are attacked from behind.  Jenny lights the way with a small light at the centre of our group.
 
   I smell the enemy before I see them.  It smells of ash and it is getting hotter by the moment.  I shout behind me, “Rin, your turn!”
 
   “Okay!”  She calls back and the tunnel ahead of us is frozen by her attack.  I have to move back a step to avoid getting hit, and bump into Rin.  “Hey!  Watch it.”
 
   “You watch it!  You almost hit me!”
 
   “Did I get it?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes, it is definitely dead.  Can you melt your ice though so we can continue?”
 
   “Done.”  Rin says and I realise she started the moment I said it was dead.  “Don’t forget to scoop up some of the remains to prove we killed it.  You can use this bag because I don’t want to put it directly into my special bag.”
 
   “This is really gross.  Maybe this is why the bounty was so high.”  I joke.
 
   “You’d have to be damn strong or damn stupid to do this on your own though.  One wrong move and it would be over.”  Rin reminds me.
 
   “I know.  I was just joking.”  I say.
 
   “It’s hard to tell with you.”  Rin says darkly.  “Harder even than it is for you to tell with me.”  I get the distinct impression she carries a grudge because I said that it was hard to tell when she was joking at some point, but I don’t remember when.
 
   “Ok.  Sorry.  I’ve got it all.  Could you put this bag in your special bag now?”
 
   “Is it done up tight?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If it leaks you will be sorry.”
 
   “It shouldn’t leak.”
 
   “It better not!”  Rin says.  “It’s in.  Let’s continue.”
 
   We crawl for a long way before reaching the next foe.  It is almost on us when I sense it.  There is no smell but it goes cold and glistens just a few feet ahead.
 
   “Jenny fire now!”  I call and try to summon a flame of my own, but Jenny is quick and the enemy is melted before I can finish summoning my flame.  I cancel my magic and call back, “That’s enough.”  I put what is left of this one in a different bag that Rin hands me.  It feels just as disgusting as the last one.
 
   After a few more minutes we reach the end of the tunnel and enter a small cavern.  At first I think it is a dead end but then I feel air rising and quickly find a small hole in the floor.  Below us I can sense something similar to lightning.  It must be another of these monsters.
 
   “This one must be vulnerable to earth.”  I say and Yu Kii nods in agreement.  “Can you get it from here?”
 
   “No.  It’s too far and I can’t sense it well enough.”  Yu Kii tells me apologetically.
 
   “How about if I use flight magic to lower both of us down there slowly?  You’ll need to be ready to attack the moment you are able to because there is no telling how quickly it can attack us.  If it attacks before you do I’ll port us both back up here.”  I say.
 
   “That should work.  You had best be ready to port quickly though.  I can port more accurately than I used to but I’m still not very quick.  There’s no way I’ll be able to get us out of there in time.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “Sure.  Ready?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Yu Kii answers tensely and everyone is looking on nervously.  I slowly lower us both and keep my senses at their sharpest.  After an eternity that is probably more like a minute or so Yu Kii starts chanting.  It is unusual for her to chant but it allows her to use her sense purely for targeting instead of using it to help channel her magic.  This increases her range to the maximum.
 
   I sense the monster dying before I sense her magic.  Since it is an air based monster and her attack is earth based I am not surprised.  I port back up and then quickly lower us all down before any other monsters can arrive.  As it happens even when we reach the bottom there are none near enough for us to sense.  There is plenty of room for us all to stand but no apparent exit.
 
   “You can gather this one up.”  I say to Rin.
 
   “Why me?”  Rin complains.
 
   “I did the last ones.  Now it’s your turn.”  I say firmly.
 
   “Why not Jenny, or Hermes?”  Rin tries desperately to escape this yucky duty.  Both Jenny and Hermes take a quick step backwards.
 
   “No complaining Rin.”  I say shaking my head.
 
   “Yu Kii?”  Rin asks desperately.
 
   “Sorry!”  Yu Kii says and bows deeply whilst stepping back further.
 
   “Traitor.”  Rin says lightly, before getting down on her knees and gathering up the disgusting gooey remains.  As she does so I try to sense an exit to the cavern we are in.
 
   “It’s over there.”  Yu Kii says and after a moment I can sense a slight flow of air coming from the wall but it is so slight I am concerned whether the hole is big enough.  Sure enough it is too small to even crawl through but I can see the exit with a little help from Jenny’s magic.  There don’t seem to be any enemies so I quickly port to the other end and find it is as empty as it seems but there is another tunnel that is tall enough for us to walk upright.  It is still only wide enough for us to walk single file again but it is better than crawling.
 
   “It’s safe to port here!”  I call back and everyone ports to me.  We walk in the same formation as when we crawled through the first tunnel.  I can feel Rin’s glare on the back of my head.  “You only had to do one.”
 
   “So you’ll get someone else to do the next one?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Sure.  Since we’re single file again it may well be me.”  I say a little sadly.
 
   “The next one where you have a choice.”  Rin complains.
 
   “Yes, yes.  I’ll get Yu Kii to do the next one where there’s a choice.”  I say.
 
   “Ugh.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Ice attack now!”  I shout sensing an enemy way too close for comfort.  I feel the slimy substance touch my arm and I cry out in agony as my arm starts to burn.  Then my arm is frozen along with the enemy.  I fall to my knees but Rin quickly melts the ice and pours a healing ointment on my arm.
 
   “Tell me sooner.”  Rin complains.
 
   “Sorry.  Flame really isn’t my element.”  I say wincing as the ointment stings.  After a moment my arm feels much better.
 
   “Sorry!”  Jenny says.  “I didn’t sense it either until it was right on top of us.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  Let’s continue.”  I say.
 
   “Are you sure you’re OK?”  Rin asks
 
   “Of course, your ointment did the trick.”  I say and sharpen my senses.  Walking on I sense enemies ahead.  There must be a lot of them and not just one type.  I hope this is their nest because if it is then we might have finished the job soon.
 
   “What is it?”  Rin asks as I stop.
 
   “Lots of enemies.  Possibly all four types.  This could get really dangerous.”
 
   “So what’s the plan?”
 
   “I’ll lure them out with lightning and they should hopefully have to attack one at a time down this tunnel.  That way we can focus the right attack on the enemy.  Is everyone ready?”
 
   “Yes.”  Everyone nervously agrees.  I close my eyes and strike the nearest enemy, an earth based one, with my lightning.  Then all hell breaks loose.  Rather than one at a time they are coming two at a time and we have to co-ordinate our attacks carefully, but quickly.
 
   “Fire, earth!  Ice, earth!  Ice!”  I shout calling out the attacks to use and striking with lightning when it is my element that is needed.  Everyone is reacting as quickly as I had hoped.  “Fire!  Ice!”  I call in quick succession as using both at the same time would only cancel each other’s attacks.  I’m not counting but it continues for a while until finally the enemy stops coming.  My own power is almost gone so I am relieved that they stopped before I ran out of power completely.
 
   “Is that it?”  Rin asks nervously.
 
   “I think so but we had best keep our senses up and be ready to react in case there are more.”  I say and lead the way slowly into the cavern.  It is large but not as much as I expected.  The bones on the floor shock me most.  Some are probably animal bones but others are most likely from humans.
 
   “Over here!”  Yu Kii calls urgently.  I run the few feet to her side and see what she has seen.  There is a fire based monster but it is in the process of eating what I assume is a girl.  I can only see her pale face with dead looking pale blue eyes and dark brown hair in twin braids but they certainly appear female.  She is unconscious and looks dead but I sense life in her.  I can’t see through the monster’s fiery goo so I have no idea how badly injured the girl is.
 
   “Rin!”  I say needlessly as Rin starts to carefully use her magic.  The monster unable to move with the girl inside it is helpless.  Rin’s magic quickly kills it and we all gasp as we see the poor girl’s legs and arms are almost completely gone.  She is wearing an academy uniform which has protected her upper body from the worst of it but has holes in places.  The only blessing is that the goo from the monster has sealed her wounds preventing her from bleeding to death.
 
   “Lucy?”  Rin asks.
 
   Lucy shakes her head and says.  “It’s impossible for me in my current form.  Did your mother make the potion with that Lady Hood?”
 
   “Of course!”  Rin says and grabs a vial from her bag.  She drops a single drop into the girl’s mouth and her wounds start to fade but the difference is only slight.  Rin pours more slowly into her mouth and I watch as her legs and arms are gradually restored.  There are still a couple of drops left when the girl’s legs and arms are completely restored.  She is still asleep.
 
   “Does anyone know her?”  I ask but everyone shakes their heads.  “Rin could you port her back to your home and have your mother check that she’s OK?  We’ll meet you there after we hand in the remains for the bounty.”
 
   “Sure.  You’ll need my bag, but don’t you dare put any directly in it.  The bags you need are here.”  Rin says showing me and handing me the pleasant job of collecting the remains!  Rin then ports with the girl, who I hope is OK.  She appears healed but those were some serious injuries and there is no telling what unseen injuries she may have had.
 
   Everyone else helps me collect the remains and then we port back to the town hall.  The woman who inspects the remains shares our distaste so is very quick.  Yu Kii takes Rin’s share to hand to her later.  We port to Rin’s home and see the girl is awake now.  She is crying and hugging Rin.  Rin looks clearly embarrassed but under the circumstances doesn’t try to stop the girl.  In fact Rin is gently stroking her hair to try to soothe her.
 
   “Hello.”  The girl says awkwardly when she notices us.
 
   “Hello.”  I say back awkwardly.  The others do the same.
 
   “These are my comrades who helped save you.”  Rin says softly trying to calm her.  A moment passes and I am unable to think what to say or do.  She is holding back her tears now but only just.  Rin is the first one to break the silence.  “My name’s Rin.  This is Peter, Yu Kii, Hermes, Jenny and the mini one is Lucy.  What’s your name?”
 
   “Emma.”  She replies with a sniffle.
 
   Rin takes a deep breath and then says, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to but what were you doing down there?”
 
   “Bounty hunting.”  She says and sniffs again.
 
   Rin looks confused and says, “But there was nobody else registered for the bounty.”
 
   “You were already registered, but I needed the money.  I heard you had to ask for directions so I figured I could beat you to the bounty by porting straight there.”
 
   “It’s a very difficult bounty for just one person.”  Rin says.  “Why didn’t you try an easier one?”
 
   “It was the only one I figured I could do in time that would pay enough.”
 
   “What did you need the money for?”
 
   “Healing potions for my mother.  She needs one each day.  It’s the green type so it costs lots.  I was almost out of money.  If she doesn’t get one she’ll die.”  Emma says and this time breaks back down into tears.
 
   “If it’s the green type then my mother can make it if we can get the herbs we need.  We have the goblin blood already.  A certain idiot took out an army of them single handed.”  She says and glares at me for a moment before returning her gaze gently to Emma.
 
   “How much do you need for it?”  Emma asks cautiously.
 
   “You need it every day?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Emma replies sadly.
 
   “Has she had today’s yet?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What year are you in when the new term starts?”
 
   “Year two.”
 
   “We’ll do it free for as long as she needs it, if you join our group and Peter’s company that he’ll be forming on graduation.”
 
   Emma’s eyes go wide.  “You’d really do that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What do I have to do in this group?”
 
   “We train together, go on bounty hunts together and gather materials for my mother.  As a group it’s much safer than going on bounty hunts alone.  As a company of course we will be part of the military but an independent company is much safer than a regular company.”
 
   “I’ll do it.”  Emma says smiling for the first time.  She still has tear stains but smiling instead of crying she looks much prettier, and I am relieved.  Rin even got us a new member.
 
   “You’ll need to sign a contract.”  Rin says and the girl nods.
 
   “Of course.”  She says.  I’ve never asked anyone to sign one but it may not be a bad idea.
 
   “My mother will prepare the contract and get you to sign it whilst we gather the herbs we need for the potion.  Wait here a moment whilst I get her.”  Rin says and leaves.  It’s a little awkward.  She looks down to avoid our gaze and we don’t really know what to say any more than she does.  I am relieved when Rin returns with her mother.  Rin ports us and we are in a forest that looks familiar.
 
   “That’s the academy over there.”  Rin says and I realise where we are.
 
   “Oh.  This isn’t far from where those goblins were.”
 
   “Just because your idiocy came in handy don’t expect me to get all happy that you fought an army without us.”  Rin says with a glare and I decide not to mention the goblins again.  “We are here for herbs this time.  It shouldn’t be dangerous but you never know.  There could be students here up to no good, or there could be stray monsters.  They seem to have been turning up more and more in places they shouldn’t.”
 
   It turns out it really isn’t dangerous but it takes ages to find just a few.  I am worried how we will find enough to make the potion every day so I ask.  “Is there anywhere we can get them easier?”
 
   “No, but if we can find the seeds then we can grow them ourselves.  Hermes take these back to my mother so she can start on the potion.  We will continue searching for more, and the seeds.”  Rin says.  Hermes is only gone a minute.  We are searching until it gets dark, and then continue with some help from Jenny’s light.
 
   It is late when Rin exclaims, “This is them!”  She is holding a large handful of seeds.  I breathe a sigh of relief but suddenly go tense as I sense something close and above us.  It resonates with an evil power that scares the hell out of me.
 
   “Everyone port back now!”  I whisper urgently and wait to port until everyone is gone.  A shield would only attract attention.  Against this evil power I know instinctually, without knowing why, that it would be useless.  I am about to port when something sharp pierces the back of my shoulder.  I port anyway but the pain is intense.
 
   “What was it?”  Rin asks calmly but then senses something is wrong and I can sense the panic in her eyes.  Suddenly everything goes black and I feel the floor hit me.  I hear gasps above me and feel something painfully tugged out of me using magic.  Something cold but soothing is applied to the wound.  I can hear voices but not the words and even they are fading fast.
 
   I hear a dark evil voice whisper in my ear.  It isn’t words exactly but it somehow conveys thoughts of pain and suffering.  I then see images of my friend’s bodies twisted and thrown about like pieces of wood.  Then I do hear words.  “Welcome to Hell.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16 (Multiple)
 
   (Lucy)
 
   Peter tells us to port so I dive onto Hermes shoulder as she is closest.  Just before Hermes ports us I sense what Peter obviously sensed.  The sheer stench of evil makes me shiver but somehow it seems familiar.  I am glad to be away from it as Hermes ports.
 
   Peter ports in front of me but the moment I see him I know something is wrong with Peter.  I can feel something evil in him.  It is the same stench but much weaker.  Rin doesn’t seem to realise it as she asks him what he sensed.
 
   I watch helplessly as Peter falls to the floor.  My healing power would only strengthen the thing inside him.  Rin uses magic to pull out what looks like a shrivelled black feather and applies an ointment to stop the bleeding.
 
   “Jenny!  Burn it!”  I call out urgently realising what it is.  It lunges out of Rin’s control towards Rin’s heart but Jenny is quicker and it is ash.
 
   “What was it?”  Rin asks me desperately.
 
   “A Death Bird.”  I say grimly and Rin bursts into tears.  It is clear Hermes and Jenny are also on the verge of tears.  Rin’s mother looks grim and shakes her head when Rin looks to her.  Emma is clearly in shock even though she has only just met Peter.  He was trying to help her when this happened.
 
   “What’s a Death Bird?”  Yu Kii asks confused but clearly sensing the seriousness of the situation.
 
   “It’s a creature created by the Fallen Angels.  It eats souls and magic.  Even those who survive are driven insane.  Healing power just strengthens it.”
 
   “Then how do we save Peter?”  Yu Kii asks me.
 
   “…”
 
   “There must be a way!”  She says desperately and then I recall something from over ten thousand years ago.
 
   “There was once but I don’t know if it still exists.  It was a very long time ago.”
 
   “How?”  She asks and everyone else is staring at me like I’ve gone mad, but surely praying that I know what I’m talking about.
 
   “Hermes.  Port me to my mother’s home immediately.”
 
   “Um, OK.”  She says and does so.
 
   “Fetch Lady Fillia immediately.”  I order the guard and this time she recognises me and obeys.
 
   “Lucy?”  My mother asks realising something is wrong.
 
   “Is the Oracle of the Thousand Seas still alive?”
 
   “No.  She was killed over three thousand years ago now.  You should know that.”
 
   “Is there anyone else who knows how to soul dive?”
 
   “What happened?”  My mother asks fearfully.
 
   “Death Bird.”
 
   “Give up.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where was this Death Bird?”
 
   “The forest of the academy.”
 
   “Then the fallen angels are close to making their move.  Are you willing to give up immortality for this boy?  To risk your life and the fate of Contractia too?”
 
   “What has that got to do with anything?”
 
   “The only way you can save him is to do the soul dive yourself, but you will lose your immortality by doing so.  You will also most likely die with him.”
 
   “How?  And why would Contractia be at risk?”
 
   “The Ring of the Dead.  It can be found in the lair of the dragon unless it has been stolen already.  The dragon is asleep but if you wake it you will die, and Contractia may be destroyed too.  Especially if the Fallen Angels take advantage of the situation.”
 
   “Pity he hadn’t gotten around to killing that dragon yet.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “It is one of his goals.  The whole company will get immortal status if he manages it, so it doesn’t matter so much if I lose mine for now.  I won’t wake the dragon and I won’t fail.  Hermes, port me to the dragon’s lair.”
 
   “Like I’ve been there before!”  Hermes says.
 
   “I have so I’ll share the location.”  I say and Hermes mouth drops and hangs open for a moment.
 
   “But, but you’ll be risking all of Contractia and…”  Hermes starts to say and I slap her cheek.  She hardly feels it but the impact is immediate.
 
   “You are that boy’s slave!  He may treat you like a free person but do not forget that to you, he, as your master, should be more important than all of Contractia!  Now port me!”  I say and Hermes reluctantly but feeling a little ashamed ports me.
 
   “It’s not because he’s my master, but he saved me.  Contractia was happy for me to die but he saved me.  So I’ll do it for his sake as my friend and not my master.”  Hermes says though she is crying as she says it.
 
   “You’re weird but that’s fine.”
 
   “What right does a little fairy like woman who was alive thousands of years ago, have to call me weird!?”  Hermes says and we both laugh for a moment.
 
   “This is where it gets dangerous.  You wait here and I’ll get the ring.”
 
   “No I should…”  Hermes starts.
 
   “No.  You will wake the dragon.  I alone can enter, because I am a small fairy like woman who has lived tens of thousands of years.”
 
   “What does being alive from the start of history have to do with it?  Ouch!  Don’t bite me.”
 
   “Don’t say I was alive from the start of history!  What my age has to do with this is that knowledge is power and I have more knowledge than all of you students at the academy and the teachers, with the exception of Silmarion, combined.”  I say, but in truth what matters more is my size and lack of power.  Of course I don’t tell Hermes that or she’ll get a big head and annoy me even more.  Why did my master have to treat her like a person instead of the slave she is?
 
   I fly inside the entrance to the mountain lair.  The tunnel is a twisting path but if we had ported right on top of the dragon it would certainly have awoken.  Finally I reach the end of the tunnel and see the cavern.  It is deeper than any other I have seen before.  I recall when this was the Mountain Palace ten years ago.  Had the queen been present at the time we would certainly have killed the dragon but our army barely managed to drive it into this cavern.  Of course the only way such a huge creature could get in here was to port.  The many floors collapsed or were displaced when it did so and I can see the rubble strewn about but the main thing that fills my gaze is a dragon wing larger than the mountain itself.  Most of the sleeping dragon is buried beneath the mountain of course.
 
   I shiver remembering my comrades getting eaten, burnt and torn apart by this beast.  Tears silently flow from my eyes but I strengthen my resolve.  I became Peter’s pet not on a whim but to repay him for saving my life.  Now it is my turn to repay the favour in full.
 
   I open my senses of air, earth, fire, ice and dimension.  I am on the verge of collapsing when I finally sense it.  The power of the Ring of the Dead.  I silently groan as I realise where it is.  I knew this wasn’t going to be easy but this is much worse than I feared.  I need to get to the very bottom of this cavern.  In human form I could have just ported straight down or flown there and back again in less than a day.  That said the dragon would have surely woken.  In this form it is going to take much longer, but I can do it without waking the dragon.  For now I fly back to Hermes.
 
   “Did you get it?”  Hermes asks but her smile falls when she sees my expression.
 
   “It is going to take a while.  I know where it is now but it may take weeks to fly down there and back again.  I need to rest first.  Take me back to Rin’s.”
 
   “OK.”  Hermes says both disappointed that I didn’t get it and relieved that there is still hope.
 
   The moment we are back everyone bombards me with questions.  I sigh and tell Hermes to answer everyone.  I don’t wait for her answer but instead fly off to find a suitable sleeping spot.  The next morning Hermes ports me back.  Despite everyone’s protests I forbid anyone else from following.  I am the only one who can save Peter now so for once they actually listen to me.  Hermes will return briefly each day until I return.
 
   I quickly reach the cavern but am again awed by the sheer scale of it, and the dragon.  I push back unwelcome memories this time and glide slowly downwards.  I could go quicker but that would require using too much magic.  If I wake the dragon it is all over.  Just falling would of course get me killed and breaking the fall with magic would definitely wake the dragon.
 
   Time passes slowly as I glide downwards.  It is a little over a day but feel like years when I reach the bottom.  I make sure to land where the ring is.  I don’t want to sleep so close to the dragon but it is going to take much longer to get back up and I need to have my full strength so against my desire I try to get some sleep.  Eventually I succeed.
 
   I don’t know how long I was asleep but I am restless and want to return as soon as I can.  I grab the ring.  Even in my current form it has no weight so I pick it up easily and tie it to my top.  Right now that weightlessness is a blessing that will let me carry it back up to the top.  This time I need to use magic but only the slightest amount or I will wake the dragon.  I carefully apply the magic to my wings and start flying upwards.  Soon I reach a hot draft and can glide again without magic.  Riding the rising hot air I very, very slowly rise with it.
 
   I am tired already and after another day it is not an exaggeration to say I am completely exhausted.  The days pass slowly and I continue to ride the hot air.  All the while I am terrified that the dragon may wake.  I would of course be helpless and join my fallen comrades.  Having lost so many of those who really mattered to me, why am I even considering joining another independent company?  I do not wish to see my comrades killed again.  If Peter truly does try to slay this dragon, how can the outcome be any better than when we fought it?
 
   Even if I get out of here can I really save him from the shadow of the Death Bird that infected him?  Is it truly hopeless after all?  No.  I mustn’t give up or it really will be over.  Peter is strong and I can’t be weaker than this mere boy who I serve.  He has never given up so I will not do so either.
 
   The top of the cavern is now in sight.  It is so close yet so far.  I can see it and it feels like I should be able to reach out and grab hold of it but of course it is still a long way from here.  Suddenly the hot air hits colder air and I start to fall.  Silently cursing I use magic again and fly against the current.  I am careful and avoid waking the dragon but I am unsure whether I have enough magic to reach the top.
 
   I desperately flap my wings like mad to aid the magic.  I have almost reached the top when my magic fails.  I start to glide down again.  Was all that effort wasted!  I hope not.  Then I sense it.  Another hot draft.  I glide into it and sail upwards.  Finally I arrive at the top and fall onto the ground.  I am unable to walk but I don’t want to stay here a moment longer than I have to so I slowly crawl until I have left the cavern and entered the tunnel.  With all my energy spent I quickly drift to sleep.
 
   I wake in hot sweat from a dream of my battle against the dragon.  Looking around I remember the dragon is no longer in sight and breathe a sigh of relief.  My energy restored I fly through the tunnel and the morning sun is a sight I am truly grateful for.  The cool air refreshes me and I quickly fall back to sleep.
 
   “Hello Lucy.”  A familiar voice says and I curse.  “That’s not a nice way to greet an old friend.”
 
   “You have never been a friend of mine, Claire.”  I say.  “So, are you here to eat me again?”
 
   “No.  I have something much more fun than that.”  Claire says with a wide smile.
 
   “Fun for who?”  I ask but I know the answer.
 
   “For me of course!”  Claire says.
 
   “Why did you wait until now?”
 
   “Revenge is a dish best served cold as ice.”
 
   “More like you were afraid.”  I say and laugh with a confidence that I don’t feel.
 
   “Even if I was afraid of your friends there is no need to fear a little woman like you.  You have every reason to be afraid though.”  Claire says and grabs me.  The pain as her hand closes on my stomach and chest is intense.
 
   “Like I would ever be scared of a little girl.”  I say but the truth is that I am truly terrified.
 
   “You can’t fool me.”  Claire says and squeezes tightly.  I gasp from the pain.  “Just so you know, that Hermes girl isn’t coming to save you.”
 
   “What did you do to her?”
 
   “Oh I didn’t kill her.  That would be boring.  She’s just asleep.  For now…”
 
   “What are you planning, Claire?  Just petty revenge?”
 
   “Nope, my master has much grander schemes than that.”
 
   “You have a master.  Interesting…”
 
   “Of course I’m not going to tell you who.  I could even be lying, but it’s not like you’ll escape from me a second time.”
 
   “If you switch sides now I may be able to get you a royal pardon.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “I have connections.  I even have a relationship with the queen.  Of course if Hermes or I don’t return you will be hunted down like the traitor you are.”
 
   “Let them come.”
 
   “Peter…”
 
   “Is at the verge of death and waiting helplessly for your return.”  Claire laughs.
 
   “No.”  Peter says grabbing her shoulder and shocking it.  She screams but somehow the shock doesn’t reach me.  Her hand opens reflexively and I fly onto Peter’s shoulder.  “Where is Hermes?”
 
   “Not…  Agh!  Stop!  Please!  No!  I’ll tell!  I’ll port you there!”
 
   “Then do it quickly before I get angry.”  He says and only then as he finishes his sentence does he stop shocking her.  I notice there is something very different in his voice, and his actions strike me as even more different.
 
   “How did you recover?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “Not now.”  He says and Claire ports us.  It is a small campsite but there are twenty or so mages.  Most are adults.  I see Hermes tied up and blindfolded near the camp fire.
 
   “Let go of the girl or we will kill her with you.”  An old woman says in a bored tone.  I sense a very powerful magic within her.  The mages are all well shielded.  I doubt Peter can win.
 
   “I don’t care.  You’ll save me the trouble.”  Peter says and lightning fills the camp.  He at least makes sure to miss Hermes, but this isn’t his normal lightning.  It could even be called ‘darkning’ if there were such a thing.  Like lightning but pure darkness instead of light.  Flames rush at him but they don’t reach.  His attack on the other hand pierces every shield and before my eyes the twenty mages are instantly killed.
 
   “Please!” Claire begs but he looks her in the eye and laughs.  She tries to port but he easily counters her port.
 
   “You don’t get to die yet.  That would be boring.”  Peter says an evil grin on his face.
 
   “Snap out of this!”  I shout at him.
 
   “Don’t interrupt, or I might lose my temper.”  He says and I find myself truly afraid of him.  This is not my kind, gentle, slightly stupid Peter.  That Peter may have killed monsters but he would never have killed people so thoughtlessly.  He certainly wouldn’t have threatened me or tortured Claire before killing her as he so clearly intends to do.
 
   “Why are the others not here?”  I ask scared of the answer.
 
   “They were noisy so I silenced them.”
 
   “Silenced how?”  I ask in dread.
 
   “Relax.  I didn’t kill any of them.  Not yet anyway.  I will probably kill Rin at least though.  She’s too annoying.  Also this boy seems more attached to her than the others.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Simple, nice but stupid Peter.  Don’t you recognise me?”  He says with a mocking laugh.
 
   “You are not Peter!”  I shout and dive into the Ring of the Dead.  Sparks fly at me but they are stopped by the sheer power of the ring.  I lose sight of what is around me and see only the souls of Peter, Claire, Hermes and myself.  Claire’s disappears, but instantly, like she ported rather than the fading of death.  I plunge into Peter’s soul and gasp at the sheer coldness.
 
   “Do not interfere.”  A cold dark voice says but I ignore it and search for light in the darkness of Peter’s soul.
 
   “Do not think that a mere human can stand in the way of a god.”  It says and I gasp in pain, but I continue.
 
   “You are no god.”  I tell the Death Bird’s shadow.
 
   “I am not a mere Death Bird.  I killed that before taking this boy’s body for myself.  I am Night.  I am Darkness.  I am Eater of Worlds, Eater of Light and Death of Stars.  You stand no chance.”
 
   “Then why bother talking to a mere human.  If you are that powerful it should be easy to kill me.”
 
   “This boy still holds me back.  It seems he feels something for you, like he does for that Hermes and the others.  Do not think he can hold me back for long though.  GET OUT!”
 
   “No.”  I say as my soul shakes like it is in a strong wind.  “Peter!  Wake up!”
 
   “It is hopeless.”
 
   “No.”  I say and start chanting that ancient spell.  A spell I had hoped never to use.  A spell I had thought I would never use.  If this fails then it will kill Peter but if it succeeds he will be free.  Either way my chance of survival is low to none.  It feeds off the soul and not just magic.  My magic is limited now so it will mostly eat my soul.
 
   “What are you chanting?  Impossible!  Nobody alive should know that spell!  Stop!  I’ll give this boy back!”  The voice calls out now afraid to its core.  Even if it does return Peter it will still be in him though.  I have no choice.  I continue chanting and sensing I will not relent, it attacks me again.  The pain is almost enough to interrupt my chant for a moment but somehow I continue.  Again and again the pain wracks my soul but I continue.
 
   (Hermes)
 
   I wake in darkness.  I feel tight rope on my wrists and there is something covering my eyes.  My magic is dampened so I cannot simply burn through the rope.  I hear voices.  I cannot understand what they are saying.  I can feel the cruelty in those voices though.  I shiver in fear.  Suddenly my stomach is in agony and I am thrown into the air.  I know this feeling.  The feeling of being kicked whilst bound and blindfolded.  A common occurrence when I still belonged to my mother, but one I had thought was in the past.
 
   “Let go of the girl or we will kill her with you.”  I hear a distant voice say.  The next voice makes me gasp.  It is Peter!
 
   “I don’t care.  You’ll save me the trouble.”  He says but after my initial relief I realise something is wrong.  Not just from his voice but his words.  The Peter I know would never say he didn’t care about killing someone, let alone that it would save him the trouble.  I hear thunder, screams and a strange crackling.
 
   “Please!”  It is Claire and she sounds terrified, like she is about to die.
 
   “You don’t get to die yet.  That would be boring.”  Peter says and I find myself terrified of him. Then he speaks again as if answering someone.  “Don’t interrupt, or I might lose my temper.”
 
   “…”
 
   “They were noisy so I silenced them.”  Who?
 
   “…”
 
   “Relax.  I didn’t kill any of them.  Not yet anyway.  I will probably kill Rin at least though.  She’s too annoying.  Also this boy seems more attached to her than the others.”  Rin!  He must be talking about our friends.
 
   “…”
 
   “Simple, nice but stupid Peter.  Don’t you recognise me?”
 
   “…”
 
   “…”
 
   “…”
 
   The silence drags on and I am left to my imagination.  Unfortunately I have gone through enough that I have a very graphic imagination.  The sights that fill my mind are surely more terrible than what is really happening.  Perhaps he is just acting?  I do not believe that though.  Then I hear a scream and I gasp in fear.  After a moment the scream is replaced by groaning and then silence.  I wait in fear.  Then I hear crying.  It lasts a while.  The blind fold is removed and I see Peter’s tear stained face.
 
   “Her, Hermes…”  He says in a raspy voice cutting my bindings with wind.
 
   “Peter?”  I ask unsure.
 
   “Yes…  It’s me… again.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Lucy…”
 
   “What about Lucy?”
 
   “I, I… hurt her.”  He says and loses his fight against the tears.
 
   “You were being controlled?”
 
   “Yes…  I was weak enough to be controlled.  I killed so many people.”
 
   “What was controlling you?  The Death Bird?”
 
   “No.  It called itself a god.  It killed the Death Bird.  I could see and hear and feel everything.  I was so helpless.  So useless…”
 
   “You can’t be expected…”
 
   “Please take Lucy back and apologise to everyone for me!  I can’t face them…  I can’t return to the academy.”
 
   “Snap out of it!”  I shout and slap him.
 
   He looks at me in shock and I realise what I did.  He’s still my master.  I look at him, afraid for a moment, but then ashamed of my fear.  He ports away.  I look around and find Lucy.  I port back and find everyone in a black metal cage.  It looks easy to open from the outside but impossible from the inside.
 
   “Hermes!”  Rin exclaims in relief.
 
   “Lucy…”  Yu Kii says and then everyone else sees Lucy lying almost lifeless in my arms.
 
   “She’s alive, but barely.”  I say opening the door to the cage and letting everyone out.
 
   “Peter…”  Rin starts to say and I wince remembering.  “You saw him?”
 
   “Yes…  He’s not in good shape.  He did this to Lucy before he regained control of his body.  The enemy were reduced to charred corpses.  He blames himself for everything.”
 
   “Where is he?”  Rin asks concerned.
 
   “I don’t know.  He ported.  He was saying he couldn’t return to the academy.”
 
   “That idiot!”  Rin says and punches the wall.  She then winces at the pain and waves her hand a little to relieve the pain.
 
   “He’ll be back.”  Rin’s mother says and puts a hand on Rin’s shoulder.  Rin looks back and up at her.
 
   “Are you sure?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   (Alumia)
 
   I am back in the forest but Emily is with me and so are a hundred elite mages.  We are hunting a Death Bird. We have been hunting a Death Bird for about a week but it is like a needle in a haystack.  We have killed other monsters that should not be here and sent wayward students, who should also not be here, home.
 
   “There’s something close.”  I say quietly.  We ready our magic as one, and Emily raises her insanely powerful shield.  If it is the Death Bird we will need everything we have.  If it is the master of the Death Bird we are in deep trouble.
 
   “Hello.”  A boy says and after a moment I realise it is Peter.  He has a smile on his face but it doesn’t reach his eyes, or his voice.  After a moment I notice tear stains down his cheeks.
 
   “What are you doing here boy?”  A mage next to me asks sternly.
 
   “Hunting.”  He says.
 
   “You…”  She starts to say but Emily cuts her off.
 
   “Peter.  I thought you were infected by the Death Bird.”
 
   “I was.”  He says and everyone around us is clearly disbelieving.  People don’t recover from a Death Bird infection.  They die or go mad.  Peter obviously isn’t dead but is he mad?  He doesn’t sound it.
 
   “How did you recover?”  Emily asks clearly only a little suspicious.  Not having been brought up in Contractia she doesn’t have the same deeply ingrained belief in her that the Death Bird is certain death or madness.
 
   “Lucy used a ring to dive into my soul and kill... what was in me.  She was left close to death herself though.”
 
   “What ring?”
 
   “I don’t know.  All I know is that she took it from the dragon’s lair.”
 
   “Impossible!”  A mage beside me responds.
 
   “Silence!”  Emily says before anyone else can join in.  The mage looks down at her feet and does her best to not be noticed any more.  An unwelcome interruption to the previous queen would have resulted in instant death.  She is lucky that Emily is much more merciful.
 
   “Alumia have you heard of any ring with such a power?”
 
   “No, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.  The dragon lair used to be a royal palace so there certainly are magical items of great power there.  The problem is that anyone trying to take them would be killed by the dragon.  With the dragon awake all Contractia would be in grave danger.”
 
   “Lucy didn’t wake the dragon.”  Peter says.  From the fact that we haven’t had any reports of cities destroyed it seems quite clear that the dragon is still asleep.
 
   “How did Lucy know that this ring was there?”
 
   “She had connections to the old royal family.  If it was a royal palace then she may have simply known.”  Peter says sounding a little cautious not to say too much.
 
   “What exactly are you here to hunt?”  Emily asks putting aside the matter of his miraculous recovery.
 
   “The Death Bird, but I can’t kill it alone.”  He says.  There are gasps all around me and I can’t say I am not shocked.
 
   “We are here to kill the Death Bird.  You can go home.”  Emily says.
 
   “But you are in totally the wrong part of the forest.”  Peter says dubiously.
 
   “Are you saying you know where it is?”  Emily asks in surprise.
 
   “Yes.  I can show you if you can kill it.”  Peter replies.
 
   “How do you know where it is?”  Emily asks.
 
   “I can sense it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Perhaps because it infected me, but I don’t know for sure though.”
 
   “Everyone prepare for battle.  Peter, please share its location with me.”  Emily says.
 
   We ready our senses and our attacks.  Emily and Peter place their foreheads together for a moment.  Then Emily raises her shield and ports us all.  The Death Bird is small and black.  Feathers fly our way and even Emily struggles to hold the shield.  We launch fire and lightning at the Death Bird and it shrieks.  Around it black flames flare up and throw back our attacks against Emily’s shield.  The dark flames themselves reach out and grab hold of the shield.  It shakes for a moment but holds.
 
   Ice attacks are next but the ice melts before it can reach the bird.  As an air mage I along with many others try to rob the flames of their air but they just flare up even stronger.  Earth and stone rise from the ground and attack the bird from all directions but shatter the moment they touch the flames.  Freezing cold water tries to vanquish the flames but turns to steam.  Even with a hundred of the best mages of Contractia shielded by Emily, and so free to concentrate on attack, can we not beat a mere creation of the Fallen Angels?
 
   “Increase the air.”  Peter says quietly in my ear.
 
   “But the flame will burn even stronger!”  I protest.
 
   “Exactly, it will burn too strong.  The Death Bird will either be burnt by its own flame, or will have to stop using it.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”  I ask.
 
   “There’s no time to explain.  The shield is about to fall if this continues much longer.”  Looking at Emily on her knees I see how weak her power has gotten compared to normal.  He is right.  We need to finish this quickly.
 
   “Air mages!  Increase the air of the enemy’s flames!”  I shout and there are incredulous looks aimed my way, but they obey.  The flames flare up and reach towards the sky.  For a moment I am sure that Emily is about to be overwhelmed as they crash against her shield.  She closes her eyes and I can hear her gasp in pain but then the flames are gone and a spark of lightning lights the air around the Death Bird.  Normal flames rush towards it quickly aided by magical ones.  I send lightning of my own and in an instant the Death Bird is reduced to ash by our combined attack.  I then look at Peter and ask.  “That was your lightning wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”  Peter say with a shrug and ports away before I can ask any more questions.  I look at the air where he was a moment ago and sigh.  There would be no time to ask questions even if he was still here.
 
   Thanks to Emily’s shield nobody has been harmed other than by overuse of magic.  That said, if the Fallen Angels were to invade right now we would be helpless.  Worse this was just a creation of the Fallen Angels and we were almost beaten.  If the Fallen Angels invade even at the best of times we will be in serious trouble.  If they were watching our fight, they will know this just as well as we do.
 
   Looking to the mages around me I can see that morale is at its lowest since the rebellion.  These are the faces of the scared, not the fearless faces of Contractia the Invincible.  Contractia said to be the centre of the universe, whose mere name inspires terror in the hearts of even the strongest of foes.  This is the land where even the gods do not trespass.  This fear will not do.  If the regular army sees the elite looking like this we will be in even more trouble.  Something must be done.
 
   (Hermes)
 
   I lie on my bed exhausted and a little scared.  I rub my stomach.  The pain is gone thanks to Rin but I still recall the kick.  I had thought that I would never be so helpless again, that I would never be hurt like that unable to do anything to protect myself again.
 
   I look at Lucy’s empty pillow and wonder how long until she wakes up.  I try not to think if she will wake up.  She will wake up.  Lucy is so strong for someone so small.  There is no way that she will let something like this beat her.  She will wake.
 
   I close my eyes and pray that Peter will be back tonight.  He has gone through a lot.  I thought I had lost him forever and then he returned.  And now he is gone again and I don’t know when he will be back.  Again I try not to think if.
 
   “Hermes.”  A small voice says weakly.  I open my eyes and sit up in an instant.  Sure enough it is Peter.  Looking at him though, this isn’t the fearless Peter that slays monsters with me and gives the right order calmly no matter the situation.  This is Peter the little boy.  Only looking at him now do I remember just how young he is.
 
   “Peter.”  I say after a moment.  I had thought of lots of things to say but now the moment has come I am at a loss for words.
 
   “I’m sorry!”  He says and there are tears in the corner of his eyes.
 
   “It’s OK.  There’s no, no need to be sorry.”  I say in a panic.
 
   “Lucy?”  He asks desperately.
 
   “She isn’t awake yet.  Rin’s mother is looking after her for now.”
 
   “Please… can I sleep with you?”  Peter says and it takes a moment to sink in.  I had been terrified that he would order me to do this.  Then as I got to know him more I started to secretly hope he would one day order me to.  I wouldn’t be betraying Rin if it was an order.  But now?  Under these circumstances?  I want my first time to be a happy thing.  There is nothing happy about this.  “I… can’t?”
 
   “It’s not that you can’t.  I’m your slave so if you order me I will have no choice, but…  I don’t want my first time to be like this.”
 
   “First time?”  He asks blankly.  Looking at him I realise my mistake.
 
   “When you said sleep, you just meant sleep didn’t you?”  I ask to be sure.
 
   “What else would I mean?”  He asks.
 
   “Never mind.”  I say hastily.
 
   “I don’t want to order you.  I said before that you should not think of yourself as a slave.  I… just don’t want to be alone.  I’m scared.  Scared of the darkness.  Scared I won’t wake up.  That I’ll return to…”  Then he bursts into tears and falls to his knees.  Looking at him I am ashamed I thought of him like that.
 
   “It’s OK.  You can sleep with me.”  I say.  Then a scary thought occurs to me.  “Just don’t tell Rin.  Or anyone for that matter.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 (Rin)
 
   Normally I wouldn’t port directly into Peter and Hermes room.  It is a little rude.  They gave me access to port in case of an emergency but this isn’t what they intended it for.  This morning though I want to find out right away whether Peter is back.  I’m wide awake despite it being so early.  I haven’t even changed into my uniform yet.  So yes I’m being a bit rude but I am sure they will forgive me.  Especially after everything that has happened.  I just hope that Peter is there to forgive me.
 
   Peter’s bed is empty.  I sigh quietly and take a quick look at Hermes before porting back.  I take a double look.  It’s not just my eyes playing tricks on me.  She’s in bed with Peter.  I know it’s perfectly innocent just by looking but I can’t help myself.  Although I am relieved to see him back, and I know it is innocent it still hurts to see them like that.  I must tease her about this.  I walk over to her and gently poke her cheek.
 
   “Umm.”  She says and rolls over but is still asleep.  I gently poke her other cheek.  “Ummm.”  She says still mostly asleep but is clearly starting to wake now.  I poke her again still gently but slightly firmer this time.  She starts to open her eyes but is looking away from me.
 
   “Hermes.”  I whisper in her ear.
 
   “Ummmh.”  She says and still half asleep looks at me but without really seeing.
 
   “Hermes.”  I say and she yawns but after a moment she sees me.
 
   “Rin?”  She asks sleepily.  I point beside her at Peter.  She looks at him.  Looks back at me and then looks at him again.  This time when she looks at me she looks scared.  “Rin, I, umm, I can, explain.”
 
   I decide to tease her a little more.  “You mean you can explain why you took advantage of Peter?”  I whisper and put on a scary face.  Her expression is priceless.  Then I silently laugh and grin.  “Just kidding.  If you ever did take advantage of him though, I am sure I don’t need to tell you how bad that would be, or how badly I would punish you.  Let’s meet for breakfast at the Drake later.  Sorry to wake you so early.”  I say before porting back.  Undoubtedly Hermes breathes a sigh of relief when I am gone.
 
   Perhaps I was a little evil but seeing them in bed like that hurt.  It’s not like I want to be in bed with Peter myself.  He’s still a kid no matter how mature he acts.  But he’s not always going to be a kid of course and even now I have feelings for him.  It doesn’t feel like how mother describes love, but I definitely care about him as more than just a friend.  A best friend?  I’m not sure.  That feels more like Yu Kii or more likely Elucia to be perfectly honest.
 
   Not a day goes by that I don’t think of Elucia.  I think Peter has forgotten her but he didn’t really know her.  I knew her most of my life.  So what is Peter to me?  I don’t know.  He is important though, and it would really hurt if he was taken away like Elucia, or worse, killed.  When I thought he was gone forever, taken from me by the Death Bird, I felt that pain.  Now he is back I am grateful but still confused.
 
   Yu Kii is still asleep and it is too early to wake her.  Hermes must be cursing me now for waking her so early.  With Peter there she can’t get up without waking him.  I doubt she’ll be able to get to sleep again easily after our little chat and with Peter on her.  I smile.  I’m not evil really though.  Probably.  I can laugh about it now because Peter is back.  My mother will have Lucy awake in no time and we can put this behind us.
 
   I get clean and dressed.  Then I walk out my door and see someone who is evil.  Really evil.  Claire.  I raise my shield and shout, “Yu Kii!  Enemy!”
 
   “Wait.  I’m not here to fight.”  Claire says in a hurry.
 
   “Are you here to die then?”  I ask.
 
   “I have something you need and I need your help.”  Claire says.
 
   “What exactly do you have?”  I ask suspiciously.  I sense Yu Kii behind me.
 
   “The small one soul dived and now she isn’t waking, right?  I know how to wake her.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’ll tell you if you make a contract with me.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Let’s talk inside before anyone sees us.”
 
   “Fine.”  I say.  She is a wanted criminal sentenced to death.  She did try to destroy an entire city so her sentence is certainly deserved.  But if she can save Lucy then it is worth at least hearing her out.  It’s lucky nobody else heard my shout.  The rooms are sound proofed though so unless a door was open they wouldn’t hear me, and it is too early for any sane person to be up.  I let her in but keep my shield up.  She shuts the door behind us.
 
   “What I want is protection.”
 
   “How are we meant to protect someone sentenced to death?”  I ask dubiously.
 
   “Not from the government or royalty.  Those fools aren’t going to get me in a million years.  I want a contract that none of your little band of friends is going to come after me.  Especially Peter.  I also want you to deal with my former boss.  He’s a wanted criminal so you can get the bounty whilst you’re at it.”
 
   “He…  You worked for a man?”
 
   “He was the cruellest person I knew other than my mother and the queen.  Since they were both dead he seemed the best person to work for.  Unfortunately now he thinks I betrayed him and he’s out to get me.  I’ll leave the contract with you.  If you want to make this deal then just sign it and kill him.  I’ll know of course but the contract itself will reveal how to save the small one.  You’ll never see me again.”
 
   “Is it written in the contract that you’ll never come after us either?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course, but after seeing that boy on a rampage…  If he wasn’t my enemy I might have considered working for him.  I certainly don’t want to piss him off again, let alone fight him.  Lucy may have killed that thing inside him, but...”
 
   “I don’t mind you being scared of Peter if it means that we don’t have to deal with you again and we get a cure for Lucy, but don’t insult Peter in front of me.  Better yet just don’t insult Peter.”
 
   “Are you going to sign that now?”
 
   “Without reading it through?  Do you think I’m suicidal?”
 
   “I promise that there’s nothing to worry about.”  Claire says sounding wounded but I can tell it is just an act.  An idiot could tell that.  “One last thing…  He was the one who ordered my mother to have me destroy the capital.”  With that she ports away.  She could of course be lying about that but a contract is enforced by magic.  If we do this then both sides will be forced to obey the contract or suffer the consequences.  In this case the consequences are instant death, which is not uncommon in such serious contracts.
 
   I read the contract carefully and so does Yu Kii.  I check it to make sure it is magically signed and it is.  This is definitely Claire’s magical signature.  We can’t see any loopholes.  Once we agree to the contract both sides are unable to intentionally harm each other.  There are no consequences if we are unable to kill our enemy.  The information we need will be revealed even if he is killed by someone else, or even if he accidentally dies.  I want to check at the town hall that there is definitely a bounty on him but otherwise I can see no problem.
 
   Peter and Hermes will need to take a look too before any of us sign it.  It is only effective with all of our signatures.  Claire doesn’t seem to know about Charlotte but she knows about Emma.  Sending members of our team against her would however trigger the consequences for whoever sent them even if that member would not be harmed.  Claire however can’t knowingly harm newer members of our team either, unless in self-defence.  It is still way too early to wake Peter and Hermes.  Jenny and my mother are also probably asleep.
 
   “Unless Peter is back we aren’t able to get all the signatures.”  Yu Kii says worriedly.
 
   “He’s back.”  I say.
 
   “What?!  How do you know?”
 
   “I ported over there earlier to check.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”  Yu Kii asks sounding a little hurt.  I feel a little guilty as she must have been worried too.
 
   “I’m sorry.  With Claire and the contract I forgot you didn’t know.”
 
   “Well it’s good to know he’s back.  Why don’t we go over there now?”
 
   “He’s not awake.”
 
   “Did you have permission to port there?”
 
   “No…”  I say guiltily.
 
   “I can understand why you did it but you shouldn’t do it again.”
 
   “Let’s port to my home.  We should check whether Lucy woke up.”  I say changing the subject quickly.
 
   “I can’t say I think it’s likely but I suppose it does make sense.”  Yu Kii says.  So we port to my home.  Unfortunately Lucy is still asleep just like we expected.  My mother on the other hand is awake already and working on a potion.
 
   “Is that for Lucy?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  This is for a customer.”  My mother answers regretfully.  “Without know more about what is causing Lucy to remain asleep I really can’t make anything to help.  I could even kill her by mistake if I try to help her.  For now we should just wait and hope she wakes.  If you find any useful information then let me know right away.”
 
   We decide to head straight to the Drake.  It is early but it is open almost all day and all night.  We get a drink but just a normal one.  At a busier time they might have complained about us taking up a table for so long with just one drink each, but other than the staff and an old couple at another table there is nobody else here.
 
   We talk quietly about everything that has been going on and about the contract.  Mostly we are just waiting for Peter with nothing better to do and unable to go back to bed with everything on our minds.  I actually kind of wish I could swap places with Hermes.  Finally Peter and Hermes arrive but Peter is almost hiding behind Hermes.
 
   “Hello.”  Peter says weakly and Hermes winces slightly.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  I say trying to ignore the way he is acting.
 
   “Good morning.”  Yu Kii says with a worried smile.
 
   “Morning.”  Hermes says.
 
   “I’m really sorry for all the trouble I caused!”  Peter then blurts out and really does hide behind Hermes now.
 
   “Look Peter, there’s nothing to be worried about.  It’s not like it’s your fault.”  I say trying to bring him back to normal.
 
   “You see Peter, nobody blames you.”  Hermes says smiling at him.
 
   “If I’d been stronger though…”  He starts to say but I cut him off.
 
   “Most people don’t wake from the Death Bird’s shadow and those that do have always gone insane.  That you are back to normal is a miracle.”
 
   “But everyone was hurt, and Lucy paid the price.  I don’t think she’ll ever wake.”
 
   “About that...  Claire paid us a visit and offered us a contract that may get Lucy back if we can complete it.”  I say.  He pokes his head around Hermes.
 
   “What do we need to do?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Kill a man.  Apparently he’s a wanted criminal.  We need to check that out but if it is true then perhaps we could do it.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “There’s no catch?”  Peter asks a little more like himself.  Then he looks a little scared all of a sudden.
 
   “Not that I could see but you read it too.”  I say.  He sits down and then Hermes does too.  I show him the contract and he reads it.  He reads it a few times and then passes it to Hermes.  Once Hermes has read it twice I ask, “So what do you both think?”
 
   Peter looks thoughtful for a moment and then frowning says, “I want to know not only that he is a criminal but what his crime is.  If he is someone who deserves death I have no issue with signing this contract but I don’t want to trade one innocent life for another.”
 
   “What if he is a criminal, but doesn’t deserve to die?”  I ask.
 
   “Then we will go after Claire and force her to tell us.”  Peter says looking both scared and a little scary.
 
   “It’s OK to be scared of her, she’s…”  I start to say but Peter shakes his head grimly.
 
   “It’s not Claire that scares me.  I am much more scared of myself.”  He says and I am confused.
 
   “Why would you be scared of yourself?”  I ask and he looks me in the eyes.
 
   “I don’t know what that thing that took me over was.  It wasn’t the Death Bird.  Is it truly dead?  What if I lose control again?”
 
   “Then we’ll bring you back to yourself.”  I say but he shakes his head.
 
   “Lucy was almost killed doing so.  She may never wake up again.  You don’t even know how, but if you did, you would end up like Lucy or dead.  If I lose control again, please kill me.”  Peter says.  It takes a moment to understand what he just asked.
 
   “No way!”  I exclaim.  “You promised you wouldn’t die and now you’re ordering me to kill you!”
 
   “It’s not like I’m ordering you.  It’s a request, and I hope that it never comes down to it.”  Peter says looking down.
 
   “However you word it I am not killing you no matter what happens.”  I say glaring at him.
 
   “But what…”  He starts to say.
 
   “Stop being so negative!  We will not let you lose control and if you do lose control we will definitely bring you back, without dying or such.  Now let’s focus on bringing Lucy back.  Hermes, get Jenny and Jimmy.  I’ll get Emma.  Yu Kii, stay here with Peter.  Do not promise to kill him.”
 
   “Of course not.”  Yu Kii says and I port away.  I come back with Emma and find Jenny and Jimmy already round the table.  Soon everyone has read the contract.  Surprisingly it is Jimmy who speaks first.
 
   “This David Ishki is really bad news.  He killed a few professional bounty hunters a while back.  They were elite mages and hunting him for destroying some villages.  I hear the corpses of the villagers were in so many pieces that they couldn’t be recognised.  The bounty hunters though had body parts ported back to their family a piece at a time.  The lead hunter, High Prince Goliath, was the best mage from another country, called New Persia, and heir to its throne.  There are even rumours David tried to assassinate the queen, and lived to tell the tale.  I don’t know about the queen but I assume she survived.”
 
   “Unless it was between last night and now the queen survived.”  Peter says.
 
   “You saw the queen last night?”  I ask surprised.  I had wondered what Peter had been doing but I had assumed he was on his own.
 
   “Yes.  I had to make sure the Death Bird was dealt with.”
 
   “You what?!”  I ask furious that he was busy taking even more risks.
 
   “They couldn’t find it so I showed them the way.”  Peter says shrugging.
 
   “Then you ported back to Hermes without getting involved in the fight?”  I ask but I already know that this was as likely as a moth being drawn away from light by darkness.  If I hadn’t already known this then his expression would be enough to tell me.
 
   “Perhaps not exactly.  I just watched to make sure they did it OK, and helped a little.”
 
   “But the Death Bird is dead, right?”  Yu Kii asks.  I glare at her for changing the subject.
 
   “Yes.”  Peter says welcoming her help.  “Anyway, this man is clearly evil and there is no time limit, so how about we just accept the contract.  Perhaps someone else will kill him for us, and if not, then we will deal with him when we are stronger.”
 
   “Fine Peter, but no more going off on your own to take risks.”  I tell him.
 
   “I wasn’t alone.  The queen and an army of mages were there.”
 
   “That’s not the point!”  Do I have to spell it out to him that I don’t want to be left behind when he is doing something dangerous like this?  He really doesn’t look like he gets it but before I can say anything else Hermes gasps.
 
   “Ishki!”  Hermes exclaims.  “I knew I had heard the name before!  The History of Ishki!”
 
   “The book you were interested in.”  Peter says and now I recall it.
 
   “Silmarion told me to read it.  She wouldn’t tell me why, but I got the impression it was important.”
 
   “We should ask the queen for permission to read the book.”  Peter says firmly.
 
   “Do you think she’ll help us?”  I ask dubiously.
 
   “I think so.”  Peter says.
 
   “Just because you showed her where the Death Bird was?”  I ask.
 
   “And how to kill it.”  Peter says.
 
   “I don’t know whether to praise you or hit you…”  I say.  “Well, I suppose she probably will help us if you ask.  The palace is a long way though, and there is no guarantee she will be there.”
 
   “She is at your home.”  A voice behind me says and I turn, but there is nobody there.
 
   “Alumia.”  Peter says.  “Well, you all heard her.  Yu Kii, could you do the porting?”
 
   “But I’m still not…”  She starts to say but sounding more and more like himself Peter cuts her off with a smile.
 
   “You’ll never improve if you don’t practise.  This is good practise.”
 
   “Very well.”  Yu Kii says both looking and sounding unhappy.  She does however port us back to my home.
 
   This is the second time meeting the queen at my home.  Before meeting Peter, and getting involved in all sorts of stuff, I never imagined that I would ever talk to the queen.   I certainly never imagined that I would do so at my own home.  This short, red haired, blue eyed girl looks about as much like a queen as I do.  Her dark blue robes however do give her a certain appearance of authority and I can only imagine her magical power.
 
   “I am sorry to intrude but I have business that cannot be conducted in public.”  The queen says and her voice sounds very much like a queen.  She seems to be focused on Peter though and I am worried what her business is.  “Last night the Death Bird was killed without any casualties.  This was mostly due to Peter’s help.  Both finding it and working out how to kill it.  For this you have my thanks.”  To my shock the queen bows to Peter.  It is unheard of for a queen to bow to a mere boy.
 
   “Umm, no problem.”  Peter says a little dazed.  Then he recovers and makes a request.  “If it is not too much to ask, I would like to access the Great Library with my friends.”
 
   “The Great Library?”  The queen asks but Alumia whispers in her ear and she frowns.  “Unfortunately that will not be possible.  It is under Perry’s domain and she is already close to rebellion.  If I order her to allow a boy, even you, to enter, she will certainly rebel.  Is there something in particular you need from there?”
 
   “The History of Ishki.”  Hermes says and Peter nods.  Perry is close to rebellion though?  Contractia is really in trouble if a city mayor is close to rebellion.
 
   “I will get this book for you.  She cannot complain about my entering.”
 
   “You have my thanks.”  Peter says naturally bowing to the queen.
 
   “It is not a problem.  I came here to make a request as well as to express my thanks.”  The queen says and my eyes narrow as I dread to think what it is she wants from Peter.  “Naturally you may not speak of anything we say here to anyone.  Alumia has a contract for each of you to sign.  The consequence of breaking this contract is death.”  Alumia gives us each a contract and we sign.  I am so nervous I am shaking slightly as I do so.  When we have all signed we look to the queen.
 
   “The war is going badly.  We have lost most of the lands taken from the Fallen Angels.  So far we have only fought against their slaves and the Death Bird.  In the past wars between Contractia and the Fallen Angels, neither the queen nor the Fallen Angels have personally taken part in the war.
 
   “This is mostly due to a healthy dose of fear and respect for each other.  Some also say the old queen just considered war to be a game that didn’t need to involve her personally.  That queen is now dead and I have of course taken her place.  When Gold died he said that my power, inherited from him would stop the Fallen Angels from personally invading Contractia.  So far he has been right, but the enemy surely know how much trouble I had against the Death Bird.  They may suspect a trap but their intervention is now much more likely.”
 
   “Excuse me your majesty.”  I interrupt and pray that she really does excuse me.  “What does this have to do with Peter?”
 
   “Do you know the Law of Capacity?”  The queen asks me.
 
   “Of course.  A mage can replenish their power by using another person’s energy among other sources.  They can however only replenish and not expand beyond their natural capacity.  Their natural capacity can be gradually increased by training but only up to their maximum natural capacity.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “But what does that have to do with Peter?”  I ask confused.
 
   “In the Labyrinth of the Lost Lambs he borrowed my power.  Either his natural capacity is as high as mine, Gold’s and the old queen’s, or he expanded his power beyond his natural capacity.”  The queen says and my mouth goes wide.
 
   “Peter’s natural capacity is slightly less than mine.  Certainly it isn’t as high as yours.  But to expand beyond it is impossible.”  I say.
 
   “Yet it happened.”  The queen says looking me firmly in the eyes.  Then she turns to Peter.  “To win the war I need your help.  Will you join the Royal Guard and lend me your aid?”
 
   “This is ridiculous!”  I protest rising to my feet before really thinking about who I am talking to.  The queen ignores me and is focused entirely on Peter.  Alumia however stands and glares at me.  I freeze up in fear.  Peter looks up at Alumia and frowns.
 
   “Both of you sit down.”  He says quietly and then looks to the queen.  “An interesting suggestion but have you considered that the special one may be you and not me?”
 
   “Yes.  I tried to share my power with Alumia and a couple of other mages that I trust.  None were able to take my power.”
 
   “Perhaps it only works if the power is used straight away.”  Peter suggests.
 
   “We tried that too.”
 
   “Without trying again we cannot be sure that it will work a second time even for me.”  He says and the queen goes a little red but I am sure I am redder.
 
   “That is true.”  She says getting up and walking around the table.  I find myself barely able to stay quiet when she says, “Then try again now.”  I watch as Peter, despite blushing, does so.
 
   “It worked.”  He says.  “I don’t mind helping but I am not joining the Royal Guard.  I plan to form my own company and I have much to learn still.  To be perfectly honest that Death Bird was scary enough.  To go up against the Fallen Angels is a truly scary thought.”
 
   “I could give you a company of the best mages of Contractia.”
 
   “I plan to form an even stronger one.  Give me two more years and your approval.”
 
   “Even if I give you two more years the Fallen Angels will not.  Contractia will fall and you will have nowhere to study or form your company.”  The queen says and her words fill me with fear.
 
   “Like I said I don’t mind helping.  If the Fallen Angels come I will help if you ask me to.”
 
   “What difference does it make if it is Peter or you, wielding your power?”  I protest.
 
   “Sadly I lack the talent to make full use of my power.”  Emily says looking down whilst Alumia glares at me.
 
   “But sending a little boy against the Fallen Angels is like sending sheep against wolves!”  I protest.
 
   “You do not really believe that I am that weak do you?”  Peter asks.
 
   “It’s not about being weak.  That Death Bird almost killed you and now you plan to fight against an even stronger foe!”
 
   “I’d far rather the Fallen Angels don’t come.  If they do though, everyone will be at risk.  We will be no exceptions.  If I have the power to stop them I will use it and if I do not then I will die a little earlier.  I have another favour to ask though, your majesty.  I would like Elucia returned to this house as a free person.  Not as her mother’s property though.  Not as a student either.”  He remembered Elucia!
 
   “That can be arranged.”  The queen says.
 
   “Your majesty!”  Alumia protests.  “If you are freeing her then she should be the property of her mother!”
 
   “Her mother is dead.”  I say sadly.  “She has no family.”  Only my mother here knew this fact.  I don’t say whose property she was.  That is better left unsaid.
 
   “Oh…”  Alumia says at a loss for words.
 
   “There will be proof of her freedom?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  The queen says nodding.
 
   “I have another suggestion.”  Peter says.  We all look at him wondering what he will say next.  I have no clue.  “When we first met, Rin was a bit useless at magic.”
 
   “That’s a bit much!”  I protest.  To put me down in front of the queen!
 
   “Hermes wasn’t much better.”
 
   “Hey!”  I exclaim.  “Do you plan on insulting all of us?!”
 
   “The point is that you have all improved a lot.  I did too.  Perhaps the queen could also improve her skills if we worked together.”  Peter says and I didn’t see this coming.  I don’t think anyone did.  The queen shakes her head though.
 
   “Unfortunately business will not allow time for that.  I had trouble making time for this and it is essential for the very survival of the Queendom of Contractia.  Also if anyone found out we were studying together it would reveal my weakness and could cause a rebellion.  Perry already suspects I am weak.  Others most likely do too.  The Royal Guard saw that I am weaker than I should be, but they have all signed contracts.  Alumia, give Peter and his friends the stones.”
 
   We are each handed a small black stone.  I look at it and sense magic but I have no idea what it does.  My mother however smiles and says, “Mind stones.  They allow the bearer of the master stone to speak to you at any time even from another dimension.  Your father used to make these Rin.”  I look at it and think of him.  It makes me both proud and sad.
 
   “There are few who know how to make these.  He must have been a great alchemist.”  Alumia says.
 
   “He was the best in Contractia.  Unfortunately being the best has a price, especially when you are a man.”  My mother says sadly.  I am lost in my memories when the queen speaks.
 
   “Keep these on you at all times and be sure they touch your skin, or they will not work.  If I have need I will use it to call upon you.”  The Queen says and hands out delicate golden chains that should fit around our necks.  Peter’s is smaller and would fit around his wrist or ankle. 
 
   “Why do we all have one, not just Peter?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “If I cannot reach Peter I will contact the rest of you.”  The queen explains.  “Also there are two masters in this set.  Peter can use his to contact any of you.”
 
   “Two masters should be impossible.”  My mother says frowning.
 
   “I do not know how they work but Gold made them.  He mostly did the impossible.  Unfortunately that didn’t include surviving.  I must leave now but if you need to contact me then Peter can do so.  Do not use it unless it is important though.  I am always very busy.”


 
   
  
 

Epilogue (Peter)
 
   Not long after we spoke to the queen, Elucia arrives with the book we asked for.  We leave Elucia and Rin to catch up as they have been apart for so long and were clearly good friends.  Other than me nobody else from our group has even met Elucia before and whilst I am glad to see her again it is not the same as with Rin.
 
   Unfortunately none of us are able to read the book even with the translation magic that Yu Kii has on her.  Perhaps Elucia or Rin will have more luck but I am not holding my breath.  Lucy on the other hand really might have more luck but we will need to wake her first.  To wake her we probably need to kill this David guy.  There is no way we are ready to do that but there may be a clue on where to find him or what his weaknesses are from this book.  If we need Lucy to read the book, and the book to wake Lucy we are in real trouble.  Or it may be coincidence that he shares a name with this book. I ask Jimmy to keep an ear open for rumours, especially any relating to David Ishki.
 
   In the back of my mind I am still scared but with everything that is going on I am finding it easier to put that aside.  If there is something to do then I will focus on that.  We put aside the book and focus on our training instead for now.  With the power that the queen gave me I have plenty to use on our training despite giving most back to her.  I would be tempted to save it but it is more important that I improve my skills than horde the slight increase of my power.
 
   The next day we continue our training in the forest, and Rin and Elucia join us.  I had forgotten how bad Elucia is at magic.  I try to show her how to control wind, but end up blasted off my feet.  Yu Kii tries to help her with earth magic next but Elucia ends up causing an earth quake and knocking down a few trees.  I pick us all up with flight magic to avoid anyone getting hurt.
 
   We decide to go somewhere less flammable for the next attempt.  At the top of a small rocky hill Jenny tries to help Elucia with fire.  Unfortunately it goes as expected.  With help from Rin, Jenny and myself we don’t get turned to ash but it is a close thing.  We try water magic next and the snow reminds me of the first time we met.  It is at least pretty and less harmful than any of the other attempts.
 
   “I wonder whether the issue is that you have too much power…”  I say looking at Elucia.  “Normally if you failed it would just fail but the result seems to be much more dramatic than that.  Would you let me take your power to see how much you have?”
 
   “That means kissing doesn’t it?”  Elucia says embarrassed.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says and glares at me.  “Peter loves to kiss girls.  Any old excuse.”
 
   “It’s not like that!”  I protest.
 
   “I’m not sure I’m comfortable kissing.”  Elucia says awkwardly.  “It would be my first kiss and I want to save that for someone special.”
 
   “Special how?”  I ask.
 
   “Someone that I love.  I don’t think it is right to kiss a boy you don’t know well.  I know I said back when we first met that I want to get to know you better, but I didn’t mean by kissing.”
 
   “I’m not going to force you but even if you can’t use your magic, if you have enough and are willing to share it then it would help a lot.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Elucia says shaking her head.
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’ll just have to work more on your control.  Water seems to be your least bad element, so perhaps it would be best to focus on that.”  We spend the rest of the day training but without any luck.
 
   During our remaining time off we do a few more bounty hunts, more for the experience than the money.  The money is helpful too though.  We will need to keep up our payment for the rooms and food, and who knows what other expenses we may have?
 
   I look up at the stars each night but they are silent.  Not once do they answer me.  Not even Hades.  I have never known them to be silent before for more than a night or two.  With Lucy gone I miss them even more than I would have normally.  Did they see what I did and decide that I am no longer their friend?  I feel betrayed and abandoned, but most of all it reawakens my desire to go and meet them.  To prove that I am still their friend.
 
   Before we can travel to the stars we have a war to win, and before we can do that we need to become better mages, and recruit more people.  We should aim to reach 2A before the end of the next year.  The students who soon start at the academy may be easier to win over than the students in our year too.  They will not count towards our twenty people because they will not be able to join the company until they graduate.  We will still want to recruit after we have formed the company though, and having students at the academy will help us influence future years’ recruits.
 
   When I was a slave I never dreamed I would one day be willing to fight whole heartedly for Contractia, but it is changing with the new queen.  The people I have met and befriended are nice people that I want to help.  Of course there are people like Perry and Claire too.  I hope that Perry does one day rebel so I will have a chance to repay her for the ruthless and cheerful murder of those innocent people.  The chance to change Utopia Camerona would be good too.  Contractia may be changing but it is too slow for my liking and that place seems to be changing for the worse.  I just hope she doesn’t rebel too soon.  I can’t understand what she can be thinking.  The Fallen Angels will kill her along with the rest of Contractia if the queen is killed.
 
   The new school year is almost here and I am both hopeful and nervous about what it holds.  Whatever may be ahead though, I will meet it with everything I have.  I must not fail.  Not only my hopes and dreams, but the lives of those most important to me are at stake.


 
   
  
 

Author’s Afterword
 
   I hope you enjoyed reading the first book in The War of Contractia, which is part of The Chronicles of Contractia.  Peter’s story will be continued in Peter and the Elven Songs, the next book of The War of Contractia.  I hope that you continue to follow Peter and his friends as they strive towards their dreams.
 
   If you bought a legal copy of this novel you have my thanks.  If you downloaded a pirated copy of this novel and enjoyed it, then please consider supporting the continuation of The Chronicles of Contractia by buying a copy.  The more copies that sell, the sooner each book will be available.
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