
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MAGI ACADEMY 
 
    The Aetheric Academy 
 
    Book 1 
 
    By 
 
    Andrew Dobell 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The book is Copyrighted © to Andrew Dobell, Creative Edge Studios Ltd, 2019. 
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced without prior permission of the copyright holder.  
 
      
 
    All locations, events, and characters within this book are either fictitious, or have been fictionalised for the purposes of this book.   
 
      
 
   
  
 



 
 
    Welcome to the Magi Saga 
 
    This series of books is part of a wider universe of books known as The Magi Saga. If you enjoy this book, you might want to check out some of the other novels in the Magi Saga universe.  
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 Epiphany 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Katy, so I heard you and Brendan, you know… did it!”  
 
    Katy stopped dead in her tracks at the entrance to the college grounds and turned to see Nicole Travis leaning against the gate, a slanted grin on her face as she returned Katy’s look. Like Katy, she was here finishing up a two-year Fashion Course she’d started after leaving school at eighteen.  
 
    “What? No! We didn’t.” 
 
    “Was he good?” 
 
    “We didn’t do anything!” Katy repeated, feeling scandalised by the accusation and very aware of the look that was most likely on her face right then. A group of girls walked past behind her, giggling.  
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Katy stepped closer to the other girl and spoke in lower tones. “I didn’t. Honestly.” 
 
    “That’s not what he says.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What’s he saying?” A sinking feeling settled into her stomach at the nebulous connotations of Nicole’s statement. What was he telling people? 
 
    “He says you and him got it on. You know, bumped uglies,” she answered, and made a rude gesture with her hands to illustrate the point. 
 
    Katy swatted Nicole’s hands away. “I know what you mean,” she griped. “But he’s lying. He wanted to, but I said no.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “Cos I am.” 
 
    “I don’t know that.” 
 
    Katy sighed. “Who else has he told?” 
 
    “Dunno. He was telling his mates and stuff as he was walking in.” 
 
    “And you heard him?” 
 
    “Me and a few others, yeah.” 
 
    “Oh god…” Katy sighed as she looked up at the building and grounds ahead of her, filled with an utter dread of what today was going to bring.  
 
    “You’re not lying, are you,” Nicole stated, in hushed realisation.  
 
    “No,” Katy muttered, her legs felt weak, and she was reluctant to put one foot in front of the other. 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Katy agreed and sucked in a long deep breath before she forced her body to walk, leaving Nicole behind. She hung her head, hoping no one would recognise her as she moved towards the main grounds of the college where everyone hung out before heading inside. As she walked, Katy scanned the faces of those she passed, looking for any hint that they might have heard Brendan’s lies. Why would he do that? What on earth did he think he was doing telling his mates that they’d had sex?  
 
    Christ, it wasn’t just his friends, either, it seemed like he was telling anyone who would listen.  
 
    Was it because she’d rejected him?  
 
    She slowed her walk and thought back to last night. It had been a fun night out in central London. She always enjoyed her nights out with friends. She’d never expected Brendan to take an interest in her, but they’d spent most of the time at the club talking. He’d bought her drinks and been quite charming really. She’d been tipsy, but she’d never lost control of herself and remembered the night perfectly well.  
 
    Later in the evening, she’d lost track of her friends, and it was just her and Brendan. They’d been laughing and dancing, and later on, they’d even started kissing. It had been fun.  
 
    He was a bit of a catch, to be honest. She knew that Carmel liked him… 
 
    Oh crap.  
 
    What if Carmel had heard? She would not like that, not at all. She fancied Brendan like nothing else. She’d be furious.  
 
    Katy had to tell her, make sure Carmel knew the truth before she heard anything from Brendan. The empty pit in her stomach grew ever deeper as the consequences of Brendan’s lies became clearer. She needed to stop him. She needed to put an end to this right away.  
 
    She strode ahead, suddenly filled with purpose and anger at Brendan’s selfish actions. She didn’t care what others thought of her, she just needed to stop this right now.  
 
    She made for where Brendan and his mates usually met up, and as she rounded the corner, spotted him stood in the middle of his mates, laughing and joking.  
 
    Was he laughing about her? Was he telling them lies, too?  
 
    She slowed, her breath catching in her throat, suddenly terrified of what he might say or do, and the scene that this might create.  
 
    Oh god, oh god, oh god. Was she about to do this? Was she about to have a very public confrontation with one of the best-looking guys in college? 
 
    As she took another tentative step forward, Brendan glanced up and spotted her. There was a sudden flash of guilt and terror on his face as he looked right into her eyes.  
 
    You bastard.  
 
    He’d done it.  
 
    Nicole had been telling the truth. For a moment, she’d hoped it had all been an elaborate joke, or somehow there’d been a mix-up, but the look was all the confirmation she needed. He’d done it all right, and he knew she knew.  
 
    Brendan quickly regained his composure, and looked back to his mates, joining in with the latest joke.  
 
    Katy clenched her fists and gritted her teeth with barely contained fury and strode over to him.  
 
    “Oh, here she comes,” said one of his mates. 
 
    “Oh man, Brendan, you tapped that?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind sloppy seconds,” said another.  
 
    Katy ignored them.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” She barked at him.  
 
    “What? I ain’t done nuthin’,” he protested.  
 
    “You lied.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    The idiot was going to make her say it, wasn’t he? “About last night.” 
 
    His friends whooped, and cat-called again.  
 
    “It was a good night, wasn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    “Piss off. You know what I mean. You and me, we didn’t do anything,” Katy replied, surprising herself that she was holding her own. 
 
    “Are you sure about that? That’s not how I remember it.”  
 
    One of Brendan’s mates pumped his pelvis, his hand mimicking holding onto someone’s hips.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure. Except, I remember everything. I remember you asking me, no, begging me in the alleyway, and I remember telling you to piss off.” 
 
    Brendan laughed, but Katy picked up on the edge of nervousness in it.  
 
    “You were drunk,” he replied. 
 
    “Are you saying I don’t remember?” 
 
    “Well…” he shrugged, insinuating she was.  
 
    “So you’re saying you took advantage? You’re saying you raped me?” 
 
    Brendan’s face suddenly grew serious. “No. Don’t you dare say that. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you! Where the hell do you get off lying about having sex with me and telling everyone about it? That’s messed up.” 
 
    “I ain’t lying.” 
 
    “And I am?” Katy asked.  
 
    Brendan shrugged, a smug grin on his face.  
 
    “You are a lying little shit. Well, I’ll tell you one thing, you will never have me, ever.” 
 
    His mates made “Woooo!” noises at her ultimatum.  
 
    “I don’t need to, I’ve already had you,” he replied, defiant.  
 
    “In your dreams,” she hissed, and stormed away, ignoring the whoops and calls from his friends as she tried to catch her breath. It came to her in ragged mouthfuls as she struggled to fill her lungs the whole way. She wrung her shaking hands as she made her way into the building, feeling confident that she knew where Carmel would be.  
 
    She hoped Carmel didn’t know. She hoped she could tell Carmel the truth before she heard the lie. It felt like the students she passed were staring at her. Did they know? Were they in on it too? 
 
    She felt a little light-headed as she walked along the corridor towards one of the common rooms. She didn’t want to faint and sucked in more air, trying to calm herself down.  
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    She rounded a corner and spotted Carmel and Sera in the hallway up ahead. Carmel stood with her arms crossed and a frown on her face.  
 
    Again, Katy paused for a moment. She wanted to turn around and walk out of here and never come back. But that would only delay the inevitable, and potentially make things worse. She needed to face this now. Besides, she had coursework to finish up. She’d nearly graduated.  
 
    Taking another unsteady breath, she forged ahead and strode up the hallway.  
 
    Carmel saw her coming.  
 
    “You slag,” Carmel accused her, pushing herself off the wall and pointing at her. “You uncaring cow. You knew I liked him, and now you’re…?” 
 
    “No. I’m not. He’s lying. I didn’t do anything,” Katy replied as she got close. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. I saw you last night. I saw you kissing him. You knew I liked him. How could you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw you, too,” Sera added, backing up her friend.” 
 
    “But I didn’t,” Katy protested, her hands out wide, palms up in surrender. 
 
    “Stop lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying.” 
 
    “I bet,” Sera replied, unconvinced. 
 
    Carmel spat at her. It landed on her cheek and ran down her face. Katy balled her fists and shut her mouth as she gritted her teeth. She wanted to…. Do something… 
 
    “You’re nothing but a slut,” Carmel growled. “A whore. Who else have you had, huh? Who else have you been shagging?” 
 
    “No one. I’ve not… Brendan is lying.” 
 
    Carmel’s hand lashed out and slapped her across the face.  
 
    Shocked, Katy lifted a hand to her stinging cheek and looked up at Carmel, her eyes as wide as dinner plates. “What the…?” 
 
    “Piss off,” Carmel yelled.  
 
    “No, I…”  
 
    Carmel went to lash out again. Katy tensed and braced herself while wanting to push Carmel away. A sudden, fleeting feeling of dizziness washed over her as the moment seemed to stretch and last forever, with Carmel’s hand swinging in towards her in a wide arc, headed right for her face. For a fraction of a second, the air around Katy was filled with a glittering, gold and silver mist. It surged towards her and then it was gone just as suddenly as it had appeared. 
 
    Time snapped back to normal. An invisible force slammed into Carmel and threw her across the hallway into the far wall with an almighty bang.  
 
    Carmel dropped to the floor, her eyes wide with shock. She seemed to suck in an endless breath as she stared at Katy, and then slowly, Carmel’s eyes lowered to her left arm and leg. Both of them had at least one too many bends in them, as bones threatened to burst from her skin.  
 
    Beside Katy, Carmel’s best friend screamed and then fainted. She dropped to the floor in a heap.  
 
    Carmel started to huff and puff as she began to panic. She was hyperventilating as she stared at her ruined arm and leg.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Katy gasped. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry. I don’t… I don’t know… I mean, I didn’t mean to…” She rushed to Carmel’s side. “Help! Help me! Please!” Katy yelled. “It’s going to be alright. You’ll be alright.” 
 
    Carmel looked up at her as if suddenly realising how close she was. Her look of shock was suddenly replaced with fury. She shoved Katy away. Katy fell onto her ass, hitting the floor with a bump. She looked up in disbelief at the huge dent in the wall above Carmel. There was blood on the wall in the dent, and behind where Carmel’s head rested.  
 
    A teacher rounded the corner and took in the scene. Shock and disbelief registered on the woman’s face as she was joined by another adult.  
 
    Carmel started to freak out, whimpering and gasping for air. Sera came around, with a sizable bump on her forehead from where she’d hit the floor.  
 
    One of the teachers helped her sit up. “What happened? Who did this?” 
 
    “She did,” Sera replied, pointing at Katy.  
 
   


  
 

 Interview 
 
      
 
    “You see, it’s this last bit I have the most trouble with,” the officer said, looking at his partner. “I just don’t buy it. How did you throw her across the corridor, break her arm and leg, but not lay a finger on her?” 
 
    Katy felt like she’d been over this a hundred times, and each time she said it, it sounded just as crazy as the first time.  
 
    “I don’t know. I just, I didn’t want her to hit me again.” 
 
    “Understandable,” the officer replied. “But you must have shoved her or something.” 
 
    “I… I don’t think so…” Katy ran over those last few moments before Carmel hit the wall again in her mind. She remembered seeing her hand come rushing in, and wanting desperately for Carmel not to hit her. She wanted her further away, out of reach.  
 
    She remembered that moment and how it seemed to last forever. It was as if time stretched, and she could see Carmel’s hand as it swung towards her. It was an almost surreal moment, made even stranger by the brief glimpse of a glowing mist.  
 
    She’d left that part out. Her story was crazy enough without her adding in that she was seeing things. She did not want to get thrown into a mental institution.  
 
    One thing was for sure, though, she had not hit Carmel.  
 
    She’d not even wanted to.  
 
    She’d wanted to push her away and stop her from striking her for a second time. And somehow, that was exactly what had happened, but she didn’t understand why, or how. 
 
    “No, I’m certain of it. I didn’t touch her.” 
 
    “That’s not what Sera is saying. She said you attacked Carmel,” the female officer said.  
 
    “No. No, I didn’t. That’s not true.” 
 
    “Carmel is in the hospital with a very badly broken arm and leg, concussion, bruising, and some internal bleeding. She’s lucky to be alive, and you want me to believe that a ghost or something attacked her?” 
 
    “I… don’t know,” Katy answered, throwing her hands up in the air, as she thought about what Carmel was going through. The pain she was feeling right now because of… whatever had happened. She felt terrible and somehow responsible, but how? She knew for sure that she’d not laid a single finger on Carmel. She was sure of it, and yet, she also knew that in that split second, she’d wanted to shove her away, and felt very much responsible for that.  
 
    It was almost as if she’d wished for something, and it had come true.  
 
    But that was crazy talk. Stuff like that just didn’t happen. Not in real life.  
 
    “This will all go away if you just tell us the truth.” 
 
    “I am,” Katy protested. “I am telling you the truth.” 
 
    The officer sat back and looked at her partner with a sigh.  
 
    “Okay. We’re not done yet, but chill out in here, and we’ll be back soon,” the second officer said. Katy nodded and sat back in her seat. She was telling them the truth as she remembered it, but it wasn’t helping her.  
 
    In fact, she felt reasonably sure that they didn’t really want to know the truth. They wanted her to just admit to attacking Carmel so that they could fill in their little form and be done with this. But she wasn’t playing ball, and they didn’t like it.  
 
    The officers opened the door behind her and made to leave the room.  
 
    Katy sat up and turned. “Sir? Can I see my parents now?” 
 
    The male officer looked back at her and screwed his face up for a moment before turning to look at his female companion. She shrugged and nodded.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll send them in,” he replied and left the room.  
 
    Katy let out a long breath, relief flooding through her. Maybe they’d know what to do. 
 
    She wondered if Sera was in the building somewhere. Was she in another room, like this one, telling the police how she’d seen Katy attack Carmel? 
 
    How had this happened, she wondered. Everything had been going so well. She was nearing the end of term, her work had been going well, and she was on course for the grades she wanted. But now, because of Brendan’s idiot move, she was here, in a police station, giving a statement.  
 
    This was all messed up.  
 
    The door opened. The female officer let her mom and dad into the room and then left, closing the door behind her.  
 
    “Oh my god, my darling, my baby girl. What’s going on? What’s happened?” her mom asked as she rushed in and pulled her into a tight hug. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine mom. I’m okay.” 
 
    Her dad stepped up too and hugged them both. “Hey, kiddo. Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine, honestly.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Her mother continued, fussing over her. “Look at you. Have you had anything to eat or drink? Have they hurt you?” 
 
    “No mom, I’m fine. I’m alright,” Katy reassured her. 
 
    “I can ask. I can see about getting you something…” 
 
    “Mom, stop. I’m okay.” 
 
    Her mom stepped back, tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I just… I don’t understand. What happened? Why are you here?” 
 
    “Have they told you anything?” Katy asked.  
 
    “No, nothing,” her mom replied.  
 
    “Not much,” her dad added. “Something about another girl in the hospital. Did you have anything to do with that?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know? How can you not know?” her mother pressed.  
 
    “It’s… it doesn’t make any sense,” Katy said, unsure how to explain what had happened.  
 
    Her father put his hand on her shoulder and looked into her eyes. “Try us,” he said, his face full of love and reassurance. 
 
    Katy looked at the floor and wondered if she should tell her parents what had actually happened. She didn’t understand it herself. The whole thing scared her half to death, but if she couldn’t tell her parents, who could she tell? 
 
    “Alright,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Good,” her father replied.  
 
    “Look, you don’t have to, not if you don’t—,” her  mom started.  
 
    “No, mom. I do. I need to tell you.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay then,” she answered, and waited.  
 
    “I…” Katy paused as she thought about starting from the beginning and telling them about Brendan, but then decided against it. They didn’t need to hear that. “I got into an argument.” 
 
    “An argument? With who?” her mom replied.  
 
    “Carmel,” Katy answered.  
 
    “I knew it. I knew she was no good. I knew from the first time I met her. I said, didn’t I…?” Her mom stopped talking as she looked up into her dad’s eyes and nodded. His look said she needed to be quiet, and listen. “Carry on, sweety.” 
 
    “She was upset,” Katy continued, “we were shouting. She went to hit me and…” 
 
    “And what?” her dad asked.  
 
    “I wanted to shove her away. I didn’t want her to hit me, but I didn’t do anything. I just braced and waited for it. But somehow, she was thrown into the wall.” 
 
    “Thrown into the wall?” her dad asked. 
 
    “Did you push her?” her mother added.  
 
    “That’s just it. I didn’t touch her. I just thought about it. But I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “So, how did she get thrown into the wall?” 
 
    Katy shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t black it out or anything? Do you think you might have…?” 
 
    “Ed!” her mom exclaimed. “If she says she didn’t do it, then I believe her.” 
 
    “I know. I just want to be sure,” her dad explained. 
 
    “You’re not sure?” her mom pressed. 
 
    “Mom, it’s okay. I don’t mind,” Katy cut in. “I want to work this out too.” 
 
    “But, you’ve never hit anyone… Have you?” 
 
    “No!” Katy replied, quickly and honestly. 
 
    “No, I knew you hadn’t. See?” Her mom directed that last word to her dad.  
 
    “Alright, I know you’ve never done it before, but we weren’t there.” 
 
    “Ed! If she says she didn’t do it, then you should believe her.” 
 
    Her father thought about that for a second and then nodded. “No, you’re right. Sorry, kiddo,” he replied and pulled her in for a hug. Katy hugged him back, knowing he didn’t mean anything by it. 
 
    The door opened.  
 
    “Ah, that’s good. It’s always nice to see supportive parents.” 
 
    They all turned to see two people they hadn’t seen before entering the room, one male, one female. Both wore suits and the man carried a large notepad. He had short, dark hair and was quite handsome. The woman had mousey hair tied up in a ponytail, and she shut the door behind them.  
 
    “Err, hello?” Katy answered, feeling a little confused. “Where are…?” 
 
    “Your case has been referred on to us,” the man replied. 
 
    “Are you detectives?” her dad asked. They were in plain clothes, so that made sense. Were things that bad? Should she be worried?” 
 
    “Oh god,” her mother added.  
 
    “No. No, we're not with the police. I guess you could say we’re with Social Services. We’re here to offer you rehabilitation in return for the case against you being dropped.” 
 
    “Case?” her mother whimpered.  
 
    “The err… The injured party, she was quite keen on pressing charges.” 
 
    “I knew it,” her mom said, raising her voice. “I knew she was no good. I said it from day one. You remember, Ed? Do you remember me saying? I said, back then. I said she’d be trouble…” 
 
    “Mrs Stone, please…” the man cut in.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” her mom replied. Katy rolled her eyes at her mother’s outburst.  
 
    “Look, let’s start again. I’m David Fox and this is my associate, Jaki Mercer.” 
 
    “Hi,” Katy replied.  
 
    “So, your name is Katherine Stone, you’re twenty years old, the only daughter to Ed and Rose Stone, correct?” 
 
    Katy nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Good, at least we’re in the right room,” Dave joked, glancing at Jaki. She didn’t seem to think it was funny though, and just watched, stony-faced.  
 
    “Excellent. Right,” Dave said and pushed a sheet of paper towards Katy. “Can you just check your particulars on there for me, make sure we have all your information correct?” 
 
    Katy looked over the sheet of paper and nodded after confirming her details. From her date of birth to all the addresses she’d ever lived at. They’d clearly done their homework. “Yeah, that’s all correct.” 
 
    “Excellent, excellent. Right, as I said, Carmel is happy to drop all charges if you agree to spend a short time at our facility to give you some support and maybe offer you some rehabilitation. You’re free to reject that, but then she will press charges, and you could, in a worst-case scenario, spend time behind bars.” 
 
    “You mean, go to jail?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dave answered. “This is a one-time offer, and I do urge you to take it seriously.” 
 
    “She’ll do it,” her mother answered for her.  
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “What? Of course, you’ll take it. You don’t want to go to jail, do you?” 
 
    “Well, no. But this is my decision to make,” Katy protested.  
 
    “She’s right, Mrs Stone, it’s up to Katy to tell us what she wants to do,” Dave added, agreeing with her. “So, what will it be, Miss Stone?” 
 
    “Is it far away?” Katy asked.  
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” her mother blurted out.  
 
    “Rose!” her father admonished her.  
 
    “Well… I mean…” 
 
    Katy shook her head and looked back at David.  
 
    “It’s not too far away.” 
 
    Katy sighed. “Well, what choice do I have?” 
 
    “Good girl,” her mom exclaimed.  
 
    “Mother!” Katy said, feeling patronised.  
 
    “You made the right choice,” David replied. “We’ll be leaving tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Katy asked, surprised.  
 
    “Unless you’d rather…?” 
 
    “No! No, that’s fine,” Katy answered quickly.  
 
    “Very good. Now, Mr and Mrs Stone, if you’d like to just step out with me, I have some papers for you to sign, okay?” 
 
    Her parents agreed, and followed David out of the room, leaving her alone with Jaki, who’d not said a word since coming in. The woman stared at her with steely blue eyes, and Katy had the distinct impression that she could read her thoughts.  
 
    Katy sat back in her chair, feeling very uncomfortable under the woman’s gaze as they waited for David.  
 
    “We know what happened to you,” Jaki said eventually.  
 
    Katy looked up. “She speaks.” 
 
    Jaki raised a single eyebrow. “Are you not interested to know what happened to you?” 
 
    “Whatever it was, it didn’t happen to me, it happened to Carmel,” Katy answered.  
 
    Jaki smiled. “That’s only half true.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I saw it happen. Something smashed Carmel into that wall,” Katy explained. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” What was this woman talking about? 
 
    “You did it.” 
 
    Katy frowned. “Um, no. I didn’t lay a finger on her.” 
 
    “Of course not, you didn’t have to, just like I don’t need to touch that paper cup to move it into my hand,” Jaki replied, nodding to the used cup of coffee the female officer had left on the table. As Katy glanced down, the cup suddenly slid across the tabletop into the woman’s hand and filled up with steaming hot coffee.  
 
    Katy shot out of her chair and stood up. “What the hell?” 
 
    Jaki smiled. “Like I said, you didn’t need to touch her, but you did do it.” 
 
    “What is this?” Katy asked.  
 
    “This, is Magic,” Jaki answered, and suddenly the room was filled with the same gold and silver glowing mist that Katy had spotted earlier. It swirled around the room, but especially around Jaki, who glowed with the stuff.  
 
    “What the hell is this? What’s going on?” Katy gasped.  
 
    The vision of the glowing mist faded, and Jaki held up her hands. “It’s okay, I won’t hurt you. But we do need to talk.” 
 
    “You’re damn right,” Katy replied, looking at the woman suspiciously.  
 
    “Katy, what you’ve experienced, is your Epiphany. Your Magical awakening. You are like me and thousands of others around the world. You’re a Magus, and you’ve just woken up to your powers.” 
 
    “A what? A Magus?” 
 
    “That’s right. Someone who has the ability to use Magic. That’s you, and it’s not actually rehabilitation we’re offering you. It’s a place at a school for the Magically gifted. You’re going to learn Magic.” 
 
    Katy stared at the woman for a moment longer, and then let out a somewhat strained laugh. “Get out of here. What is this, really?” 
 
    Jaki smiled. “I promise you, I’m not lying. Magic, real Magic, is alive and well in this world, and you can use it. We want to teach you how.” 
 
    “This is a very strange rehabilitation offer,” Katy said, frowning. She didn’t quite know what to make of this strange turn of events. As she frowned, she picked up the cup, and felt around it, wondering if there was a thin line of wire she’d not seen. But there was nothing there. Across the table, Jaki raised her hand, and the cup shot out of Katy’s hand, and into hers. Katy jumped at the sudden movement and looked on in wonder. She felt bewildered and wondered what on earth was going on. It didn’t seem to make any sense.   
 
    “Okay,” Jaki said, “I think we’re ready.” She smiled as she stood up. Behind her, David walked back in with her parents, who were all smiles.  
 
    “Is all in order?” David asked.  
 
    Jaki glanced at him and nodded. She then looked over at Katy.  
 
    “I see,” David said as if answering Jaki. “Very well.” 
 
    Katy frowned, confused, and looked up at her parents who seemed oblivious to the strange interaction, and just smiled at her.  
 
    “Shall we go?” David asked.  
 
   


  
 

 Into the Mists 
 
      
 
    Katy stuffed her clothes into her suitcase, picking out a range of items that would cover her for all eventualities. She still didn’t know where she was going. Not really.  
 
    Leaving the police station had been somewhat surreal, with the two officers having gone from being suspicious of her, to smiling and wishing her well. They thanked Jaki and David for coming and taking Katy off their hands and promised that no further action would be taken against her.  
 
    Katy felt relieved at the reassurance from the police, but the whole situation seemed strange. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was, but she felt sure that this wasn’t normal. You couldn’t just walk out of a police station with their blessing after what she had gone through. At least, that’s what she thought.  
 
    Maybe she was wrong.  
 
    She shook her head and continued packing as her mind returned to the bizarre demonstration of what Jaki called Magic in the interview room.  
 
    Was it Magic, though?  
 
    She’d seen enough films of celebrity magicians to know that people could do those kinds of things through trickery easily enough. Her experience with Carmel was a little different, though. That had come out of nowhere and had led to the girl breaking several bones and landing herself in Accident and Emergency.  
 
    The day had shot by, and it was evening now in the quiet suburbs of North London, not too far from where she went to college. Outside her window, Jaki and David’s car sat waiting in the road. A Black Lexus, gleaming in the street lights.  
 
    Katy finished stuffing the last of her clothing into the case and grabbed several items from around her room. She had no idea how long she’d be away from home, so she thought it best to take a few things with her, including her phone, makeup, various toiletries, some jewellery, a couple of bags, a small photo album she’d made up and filled with pictures of the people she loved. Her case was filled to bursting, but she finally felt like she had everything she wanted to take with her.  
 
    “Are you coming down?” her mother called up. “It’s time to go, I think.” 
 
    Katy sighed and took a final look around her room. She wondered when she’d be back. She’d not even finished her course at college. Would provision be made for her to do that? She was basically at the end of it anyway. She just had the finishing touches to add to her work.  
 
    She guessed she’d find out.  
 
    “Yeah, coming,” she called out, and left her room, manoeuvring down the stairs to the hallway, where Jaki and David waited for her. “Ready, I think.” 
 
    “Excellent,” David replied.  
 
    “Alright sweety, this is for the best, I think,” her mother said. “At least you won’t have your life ruined by this one mistake, hey?” 
 
    Katy smiled. “Yeah, I know.” She hugged her mother.  
 
    “Call me, won’t you?” 
 
    “I will,” Katy answered. “Promise.” 
 
    She stepped up to her dad and hugged him too.  
 
    “Good luck, kiddo, we’ll see you on the other side, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Katy replied and gathered up her stuff. She said her goodbyes, going through one more round of hugs and kisses before she finally got into the car after putting her case in the boot.  
 
    She climbed in the back and waved to her parents through the window as David started it up.  
 
    “So, where is this school again?” Katy asked as her home disappeared from view.  
 
    “That’s kind of hard to describe, but we have a short journey ahead of us to get there.” 
 
    “A train journey, maybe? To Scotland and a grand castle?” 
 
    She could see David smile as he watched the road. “Something like that.” 
 
    “You’re being very mysterious,” Katy said. “Should I be worried?” 
 
    “We’re sorry,” Jaki answered. “We’re not trying to keep you in the dark, it’s just that some of this is kind of hard to explain, and might seem a little crazy to you, so it’s often better to just show you.” 
 
    “Like you did with that paper cup?” Katy asked.  
 
    Jaki laughed. “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “So my parents think I’m going to some rehabilitation centre, then, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Awesome, I’m only twenty and already I’m going into rehab.” 
 
    “Fake rehab,” David replied.  
 
    “Right, sure.” She didn’t know what she believed right now. They were being very cagey, but the way the police were with them, all looked very official and above board. She didn’t get the feeling that these two were trying to do anything hurtful towards her, but at the same time, the whole thing, the entire arrangement was just odd.  
 
    She had no doubt that some people got the chance of being rehabilitated rather than going to jail. She’d heard of that happening before, so she knew it was a thing, but this was different.  
 
    “So, am I right in thinking you don’t work for Social Services?” Katy asked.  
 
    “Correct, we don’t,” David answered.  
 
    “Sooo… Who do you work for?” Katy pressed when it was clear that David wasn’t going to expound on his answer.  
 
    Jaki turned in her seat. “We’re an Enrolment Team, and we work for an organisation called the Arcanum. The Arcanum works with the Magi to help keep them hidden from humanity. That’s their job, to keep people like your parents safe, and to make sure they don’t ever suspect that Magic, and those who use it, are real.” 
 
    “So, how do I fit in?” 
 
    “You’re a Magus. A Novice Magus who’s just had her Epiphany. The Arcanum keeps watch for people like you, and as an Enrolment Team it’s our job to bring you into the protection of the Magi Council.” 
 
    “So, that’s where this school comes in?” 
 
    “The Academy of Aetheric Arts, yes.” 
 
    “An Academy? Cool.” 
 
    “It is. It’s very new, too. You’ll be joining only the second year ever to start there.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s not our place to get into this with you, so I won’t say too much. That’s for your teachers. You have so much to learn, but I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Katy took a breath. “I hope so.” 
 
    “Okay,” David said, as they turned down a side road. “Looks clear, let’s Port.” 
 
    Jaki looked around, checking the street. “Yeah, looks good.” 
 
    A note of worry settled into her gut as David turned to look at her.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Katy asked.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we just need to get to our destination a little quicker. So, you’ll need to brace yourself, this can feel a little weird.” 
 
    “Weird? Weird, how?” 
 
    For a fraction of a second, a tingling sensation rushed through her. She took in a gasping breath as her whole body felt like it was being sucked through a tiny hole. There was a flash of light in her eyes and a feeling of intense dislocation.  
 
    For barely a heartbeat, she had no idea which way was up or down, and she felt incredibly dizzy. But it was over almost before she had time to react to it. She felt vaguely nauseated as the sensations faded but basically fine.  
 
    Outside the car, the scene had abruptly changed. They were no longer outside. Now they were in a large concrete room, similar to a warehouse with no windows. Scattered through the room, people stood by small workstations of standing tables with laptops on them, hooked up to cables that snaked down from the ceiling. Their car slowed and came to rest beside one, where a woman stood waiting for them.  
 
    David climbed out, followed by Jaki. “Out you come,” David said to her.  
 
    “Agent Fox, Magus Mercer, welcome back. And this must be Katherine Stone?” 
 
    Standing up as she climbed out of the car, she smiled at the woman. “I’m Katy,” she said, feeling like she sounded silly. Truth was, she was feeling a little overwhelmed. Seeing a paper cup move across a table by itself was one thing, but teleporting across a city to who knew where, was something else entirely.  
 
    A thought occurred to her. David had said they were going to Port. Was that their word for Teleporting? 
 
    “Katy, of course. My apologies.” She turned to address David and Jaki. “Well done on a successful mission, anything to report?”  
 
    Katy looked around the vast room and spotted another car suddenly appear out of nowhere. Katy blinked and watched as nearby, another car suddenly winked out of existence.  
 
    “Holy crap,” Katy whispered under her breath in awe.  
 
    “Katy,” Jaki called.  
 
    Katy turned and looked up at the woman. “Sorry, what’s up?” 
 
    “Grab your bag, we’re not staying here.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, sure,” she answered. Katy grabbed her stuff from the trunk of the car and returned to the others. “Ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” the woman said, nodding to her, and turned back to Jaki and David. “You know where you’re going?” 
 
    “I do,” Jaki answered.  
 
    “Excellent, they’re ready for you, so whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Are we gonna do that Porting thing again?” Katy asked.  
 
    “That’s right, are you ready?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Katy replied, sucking in another breath as she mentally prepared herself for the disorientating experience. The same feelings as before washed over her, but she was ready for it now. It didn’t come as such a shock this time, but she felt sure it would take a while for her to get used to it.  
 
    As before, the scene around her snapped and she was no longer in the dimly lit warehouse. David, Jaki, and herself were now inside another facility, but this one was much smaller. They were standing in an octagonal room with a single exit. Nearby, two armed guards stood ready, close to a pair of turrets with powerful looking guns that were trained on the centre of the room.  
 
    “Holy crap,” Katy exclaimed as they appeared, looking at the guns and guards warily.  
 
    Jaki looked back at her and smiled. “Don’t worry, these are just precautions.” 
 
    “Oh, great…” she answered her voice deadpan. “Against what?” 
 
    “Hi,” a young man called as he walked into the room, interrupting any answer that Jaki might have given. “Welcome, welcome. I’m Hanif. Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Jaki answered. “We’ll head straight over.” 
 
    “Good, good. Another student, is it?” 
 
    Jaki nodded.  
 
    “Excellent. You’ve been here before, right? You know where you’re going?” 
 
    “We do, thanks,” David answered.  
 
    “We’re not there yet?” Katy asked.  
 
    “No, not quite,” Jaki replied.  
 
    “Then, where are we?” 
 
    “We just Ported from London to the Middle East. We’re in the mountains on the border between Iraq and Iran.” 
 
    “What!?” Katy exclaimed, shocked. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s where we need to be before we cross over into the Aetheric.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, you’re just throwing words at me now. The what? The therik?” 
 
    “Aetheric,” Jaki replied and spelt the word for her. 
 
    “Aye-thir-Rik,” Katy sounded the word out. 
 
    “Close enough,” Jaki answered with a smile.  
 
    “I still have no idea what that means,” Katy replied with a lop-sided smile.  
 
    “The Spirit World,” David answered. “The Academy is in the Spirit World.” 
 
    “Oh. But of course, it is,” Katy said, feeling even more overwhelmed, and wondered if she’d ever get used to this complete and utter madness. This all seemed like a terribly convoluted way to get to a Magical School. A train ride seemed like a much better option, but she guessed this wasn’t a children's book, this was real life. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll be there soon. We’re on the last leg now. We cross over, take a short walk, and we’re there.” 
 
    Katy took a deep breath. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” David said.  
 
    The feeling that flowed over her wasn’t too dissimilar to the Porting effect, but with less dislocation. She never felt like she didn’t know which way was up or down, and the effect was a little slower, taking place over a couple of seconds as the world around her faded and melted away.  
 
    Instead of a grim, grey-looking concrete interior, they suddenly found themselves at one end of a large cavern.  
 
    The darkness was illuminated by the flicker of dancing candle flames, scattered around upon the rocks, their wax dripping everywhere. On the far side of the room, a ring of engraved stone with metal inlay stood up on its side, and through the huge central hole a misty pathway stretched off into the distance. Between her and that strange Portal, an older gentleman sat beside a campfire, relaxing on huge cushions, enjoying a hot drink, and cooking some food.  
 
    A movement to her left caught her eye. She looked up and for a moment, she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. The rocks themselves were moving. A whole collection of them rose into a human-like shape with two legs, two arms, a body, and a head.  
 
    She felt her mouth drop open as she took an unsteady step back, away from the creature. Her legs suddenly gave way beneath her. She fell, only to be caught by David, who took hold of her arm.  
 
    “It’s okay, it won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Wha… What is that thing?” 
 
    “That is Grine, he’s an Earth Elemental and he guards this Portal. And behind us…” 
 
    “Uh, what?” Katy said, spinning around, only to be greeted by an approaching, walking fire. “Oh my god,” Katy exclaimed.  
 
    “It’s alright, it’s okay. They’re on our side,” David explained. “They won’t hurt you. This is Fervis.” 
 
    “Wonderful…” Katy said, her voice unsteady. All strength had been drained from her legs, and she grabbed onto David and her suitcase for support as she sucked in air.  
 
    As she watched, the humanoid walking fire, bowed to her and stepped away. Katy just watched it in silent shock, her mind reeling.  
 
    “Are you okay?” David asked. 
 
    “Jeez. Yeah, I guess so. You need to warn me before showing me something like that.” 
 
    “You’re okay. You handled that better than some of the others.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Some of them literally ran screaming, and we had to chase them down.” 
 
    Katy laughed and started to feel better. “Well, that’s something, I guess.” 
 
    “Welcome back,” the man called out from the campfire. “Don’t worry about these two,” he said, looking at Katy. “They’re big softies, really.” 
 
    “Told you,” Jaki added.  
 
    “Yeah…” Katy replied, still eyeing the Earth Elemental suspiciously as it loomed above her. Both Spirits were at least twice as tall as a regular adult person.  
 
    “Another lamb to the slaughter, I see,” the man by the fire said to Jaki. 
 
    “Wha?” Katy exclaimed.  
 
    “Don’t be dramatic, Fareed. You’ll scare the poor girl,” Jaki answered him and looked back at Katy. “Ignore him, it’s his idea of humour.” 
 
    “Yeah, funny guy,” Katy replied sarcastically.  
 
    “You know the way,” Fareed said and waved towards the far Portal without getting up.  
 
    “Come on,” Jaki urged. “We’re nearly there.” 
 
    “We’re going through there?” Katy asked, looking at the strange misty path on the other side of the circular ring.  
 
    “That’s right,” David replied.  
 
    “So, we’re in this Spirit World place now?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Right, okay,” she replied, taking a breath and wondering if she’d be able to wrap her head around all this. “Lead on.”  
 
    If she were honest with herself, she was scared. All this instantaneous travel, these impossible creatures, it was mind-blowing. She could feel a tightness in her chest, almost as if she was struggling to take a full breath, and put it down to what was most likely anxiety and stress caused by all the messed up stuff that was going on today.  
 
    She’d never had any interest in fantasy books or science fiction films growing up, let alone thinking that any of it might be real. Part of her wondered if this might actually be some kind of dream that she was having. Maybe it was. Maybe she’d wake up, and the day she’d thought she’d had, would turn out to be some kind of fever dream.  
 
    “Right, come here. You need to listen to me before we walk through there,” Jaki said, making sure she had Katy’s attention.  
 
    “Okay,” Katy answered. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Good, because this is important. This,” Jaki pointed to the misty trail, “is a Lych Way, a path through the Aetheric that will get us to where we want to be. But these paths can be dangerous to the unwary traveller.” 
 
    “Oh?” Katy asked, focusing intently on Jaki’s words. This was the first time she’d issued a warning to her during the entire trip.  
 
    “You need to follow me, and stay close. You walk where I walk, and you keep your eyes on me. Do not stray into the mists, not even slightly. It’s very easy to get lost in the Aetheric, and if you do get lost, the chances of me ever finding you again are very slim. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I understand,” Katy replied and peered down the Lych Way once more. It looked a little more foreboding than it did before… or was that her imagination?  
 
    “Okay, I’ll go first. Katy, you’re in the middle, and David will bring up the rear.” 
 
    Katy nodded and followed behind Jaki as she stepped through the stone ring onto the path. The pathway seemed to be made from uneven, hard-packed earth, that shone in the silvery half-light that bathed the way. On either side of her, she could only see thick, cloying, grey mists, with just the occasional shadow glimpsed in their depths.  
 
    The sounds of the cave—the crackling fire and the grinding stone of the Elementals—faded to nothing. It was eerily still in here, but as she walked, she felt sure she could hear the occasional muffled noise. She had no idea what they were. There was something about these mists that seemed to distort and warp the sounds. It was uncanny.  
 
    “Not far now,” Jaki said, glancing back. “Keep your eyes on me,” she reiterated.  
 
    Katy did as instructed, walking in Jaki’s footsteps, always making sure she could see her at all times. Ahead, there was nothing but mists for what felt like forever, until a large angular shape emerged from the fog, and they stepped through a doorway and into a building. It was a small, unfurnished stone construction, with another open door on the far wall.  
 
    Katy followed Jaki through the building, leaving the mists behind, before finally stepping out onto a rough, cross-path that cut through a dry landscape with just a few scrubland-like bushes scattered around. 
 
    “Here we are,” Jaki said.  
 
    Katy looked to her left at the massive fortress-like building they were just a short distance from. Seven enormous, squat, stone towers covered in smaller spires, jutted up into a grey, cloudy sky. These were surrounded by tall walls on all sides, and ahead of them, a huge wrought iron gate looked like the only way inside. Moulded into the gate was the name of the building, written in capitals:  
 
    THE ACADEMY OF AETHERIC ARTS 
 
    The edifice was set close against the mountains and cliffs that stretched all around the back of the fortress. Behind her, there was just a rolling arid landscape, with few prominent features.  
 
    “Quite the location,” Katy commented.  
 
    “It wasn’t chosen for its scenery,” David replied.  
 
    “You’ll find out more in time,” Jaki added. “But this used to be used for another purpose until recently, when it was transformed into the first Magi Academy.” 
 
    “So, this is where I’m going to be staying?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jaki replied. “Welcome to your new home. Let’s get you inside so you can meet your teachers and fellow students.” 
 
    Katy felt that same tightness in her chest again as the idea of starting a new school took hold. She’d been so close to graduating and getting a job, and now it looked like she’d be doing it all again. This was not what she had in mind, even if it was a school of Magic.  
 
    Katy took another deep breath and nodded to Jaki. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Academy 
 
      
 
    Katy walked towards the main gate, admiring the building as it rose above her. It was an impressive sight. As she approached, she suddenly remembered she still had her phone on her and pulled it out.  
 
    She noticed it had no signal or Wi-Fi connection at all, and pulled a face at the screen as she realised just how cut off she was from the world. She sighed, and brushed the thought aside, opening the camera app instead. She fired off a few pics as she approached the gate.  
 
    Jaki looked back and smiled.  
 
    “Am I not allowed to take photos?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve not been told you can’t, but that phone won’t be allowed to return to the Material World with them on there. All this is hidden from the Riven, and we can’t allow them to find out about it.” 
 
    “Oh…” Katy replied, and glanced away before realising she had a question. “Who are the Riven?” 
 
    Jaki laughed. “People. Normal humans who don’t know about Magic. You’re a Magus, like me. But David here, is a Riven.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry, David,” Katy replied, looking at him with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s okay. And I’m an Initiated Riven, actually.” 
 
    “A Riven who knows about Magic,” Jaki clarified before Katy had to ask.  
 
    “Ah, I see,” she said as they approached the main gate. She could see two figures waiting just inside it, who opened the gate as they drew nearer. Jaki walked up to the waiting man and woman. 
 
    “Welcome back,” the woman said with a smile, and shook Jaki’s hand, and then David’s. “Good to see you. So, this is Katherine Stone?” 
 
    “Katy,” she corrected the woman. “Katy Stone.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the woman replied. “I’m Miss Hunt, and this is Mr Spiros. Welcome to the Academy of Aetheric Arts.” 
 
    Katy smiled, although she wasn’t sure how happy she was to be here. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get you inside and settled in as quickly as possible. I know how insane all this must seem to you.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Thanks guys, we’ll see you soon,” Miss Hunt said, and Katy looked back at Jaki and David.  
 
    “You’re going?” 
 
    “Afraid so,” David replied. “We don’t work here. We just bring in Novice Magi like yourself.” 
 
    “Good luck, Katy. I’m sure you’ll find your way,” Jaki added. 
 
    She nodded to them. “Thanks, and thank you for getting me out of… you know…” 
 
    “No problem, now go on. Work hard and do your parents proud.” 
 
    Katy smiled. It was a corny line, for sure, but she understood the sentiment behind it. “Sure, bye.” 
 
    Jaki winked at her, and with a wave, the two Enrolment Officers turned and headed back to the Portal in the gatehouse, a short walk away. Katy watched them go for a moment as the gates were shut behind her, making her feel well and truly separated from her former life.  
 
    She wondered what the future might bring as she turned and looked up at the two closest towers, and then followed on after Miss Hunt as she walked between them. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Miss Hunt asked.  
 
    “I’m okay, I guess,” Katy replied. “A little overwhelmed with all this, but I’ll survive.” 
 
    “Good. But you must tell us if you feel like it’s all getting a little too much for you. We can help you and guide you through it. We’ve all been in your shoes, so we know what it’s like to learn that the world isn’t what you thought it was. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “A little,” Katy replied. She’d eaten at home, but it wasn’t like she’d had a main meal, and she could easily munch on something else.  
 
    “Okay, we’ll see what we can do for you.” 
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    “We’re taking you to a little meeting. You’ll meet the Head, and we’ll just discuss a few things before we settle you into your dorm.” 
 
    “Okay,” Katy replied as they moved through another gate between the two towers into a central courtyard that the seven towers surrounded. Katy spotted a couple of other people hanging around who seemed to be close to her age. They watched as the two teachers led her across the courtyard, towards the farthest tower, which was also the tallest of the seven.  
 
    “You’ll get to know the layout of the place soon enough, but this tower is where the staff have their offices. It’s called the Ebon Tower, and it’s the main administration area of the Academy. The student dorms are spread between four other towers in the upper levels, while the classrooms and such take up the rest of the space in those four. The two towers on either side of the main gate are staff lodgings and storage. You’ll find the place quite empty for a while. As we build up student numbers.” 
 
    “Jaki said it was new,” Katy remarked, thinking the lack of students was related to its newness.  
 
    “It is, she’s right. You’ll be the second year group to join the Academy.” 
 
    “Cool,” Katy said, and Miss Hunt smiled as she led her into the base of the tower through a heavy wooden door. 
 
    They walked through several corridors until they finally turned into a meeting room, complete with a table and chairs. Miss Hunt offered Katy one of them.  
 
    “Alright?” she asked.  
 
    Katy nodded.  
 
    “Okay, let me just…” Katy sensed something, almost like a rush of wind around Miss Hunt, but there was no breeze. With no flourish at all, a plate of chocolate cookies appeared on the table before her, along with a pitcher of water and four glasses.  
 
    “Help yourself,” Miss Hunt said.  
 
    Katy didn’t need telling twice, and quickly devoured one of the cookies, before picking up another and eating it at a more sedate pace.  
 
    She had another feeling that something was close by, although she couldn’t put her finger on what it was exactly. A few seconds later, another figure walked in. These feelings of something being close were new, and she wondered if they were linked to her Magic in some way. 
 
    Katy turned to see a tall, slim woman in a skirt suit, not too dissimilar to Miss Hunt’s, walk in. This new arrival was more formal looking than either of the other two teachers. She wore her hair up in a harsh bun and sported a pair of glasses on her nose. She walked up to Katy and offered her hand.  
 
    “Welcome, welcome. I’m Headmistress Elspeth Hartman. How was your trip?” 
 
    “Um, hi. It was a little crazy, to be honest.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Oooh, choccy biscuits,” the Head said in her clipped British tones, and picked up one of the chocolate-coated cookies on the plate and nibbled at it as she walked around the table. She sat opposite Katy and was flanked on either side by Miss Hunt and a male teacher, who Katy noted hadn’t spoken yet. The Headmistress smiled at her from across the table, while the other two busied themselves pulling some papers together. Miss Hunt placed a bag on the table from which several books spilt out. She grabbed one and opened it before showing it to the Head, who nodded and returned her attention to Katy.  
 
    “So, have you been introduced? This is Miss Louisa Hunt, she teaches Magical History, Sociology, and also Core Magic. To my left is Mr Rasmus Spiros. He’s the Deputy Head for the school, and he also teaches Element and Psi Magic.” 
 
    “Okay,” Katy replied, unsure what half of that meant.  
 
    “So, let’s get a baseline on you,” Miss Hartman stated. “Tell me what you know about Magic and the Magi so far.” 
 
    “Um, well, not much, I don’t think. I’m some kind of Magus or something, and I can use Magic. The people who can’t are called Riven and the Riven who know about Magic are Initiated Riven… I think.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Miss Hartman replied.  
 
    Katy nodded. “I don’t know much beyond that, other than we’re in the Spirit World somewhere and this is a fairly new school.” 
 
    “Okay, very good. You’ve picked up a little more than some who come from a purely Riven background, like yourself, so well done. I’m sure this is all very overwhelming for you, but it’s imperative that you learn it. I’m sure you’re starting to understand that your life won’t ever be the same again. The life you knew will, to a certain extent, be left behind. You’re a Magus now. That changes things for you, and there’s no going back.” 
 
    “Oh, but… I was just a few days away from handing in my coursework at college. I was looking forward to getting a job.” 
 
    Miss Hartman smiled. “I understand, and you will too, in time, but you most likely will never go back to that life. You might work, in some capacity, but you won’t ever need a job again, and besides, your life as a Magus will be eventful enough as it is.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied, without really understanding or knowing what the Head was trying to tell her. She guessed it would all become clear, eventually.  
 
    “So, as you rightly said, you are indeed a Magus. You’re one of the Magi, now. There are thousands of us all around the globe, hidden from humanity and going about our lives.” 
 
    “Why?” Katy asked suddenly.  
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why hide?” 
 
    “Ah...” 
 
    “I mean, if you have all this Magic that you can do, why do you hide from them? Why don’t you want them to know? Especially, if there are thousands of you.” 
 
    “The answer to that is one of survival and goes back to the burning times. It’s true, there are thousands of us, and we do have some incredible powers, but there are billions of Riven, and they have nukes and ballistic missiles and more. If they began hunting us down in earnest, while I couldn’t say which side would win, that’s very much up for debate, what I do know is that many of us would die in the struggle. We’ve suffered at their hands before, back during the witch trials and the Spanish Inquisition. They knew about us back then, and while they did kill many innocents, they also killed many Magi too, and that was before they had intercontinental missiles.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we just live side by side peacefully?” 
 
    Miss Hartman smiled. “Oh child, if only that were true. Please, tell me, how do you think the governments of the world would react to finding out that there’s a subset of humans who have incredible Magical powers? Do you think they would leave us alone? Or do you think they would see us both as a threat and an asset they could use?” 
 
    Katy nodded, understanding. “While I wish it was the first answer, I guess I know it would be the latter.” 
 
    “Correct. The Riven have no idea about us, or the other things that go bump in the night, and honestly, that suits our purposes well.” 
 
    “So the answer is survival,” Katy surmised.  
 
    “Correct,” Miss Hartman replied. “But it wouldn’t be as simple as the Magi verses the Riven, because the Magi don’t all agree. You see, there are various factions of Magi around the world. The main group, which we belong to, are the Arcadians. We respect life, we respect the Riven, and have no desire to rule over them. The other main group are called the Nomads, and it’s because of them that we try to get to Novice Magi like yourself as quickly as possible, and bring you into the protection of the Arcadian Council.” 
 
    “I’m guessing these Nomads aren’t nice people?” Katy replied.  
 
    Miss Hartman smiled and nodded, but there wasn’t much humour there. “Correct. The Nomads serve dark and powerful creatures who wish to subjugate humanity and rule over them. They believe themselves superior to the Riven and see Riven life as inconsequential. They live for power, and to dedicate the souls of those they kill to their masters.” 
 
    “Point taken. Stay away from the Nomads.” 
 
    “Not a bad motto to live your life by,” Miss Hunt stated.  
 
    “Indeed,” Miss Hartman agreed. “Except, our fight against them has been going on for millennia and shows no sign of stopping. It is likely that you will face a Nomad at some point in your life. Part of the reason you’re here is to prepare you for that. As well as to become a productive part of Arcadian society and learn how to harness your powers.” 
 
    Katy nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to scare you, by the way. I’m just telling you how things are. I want to be honest with you about how your life might well go from here.” 
 
    Katy nodded. She understood, but she’d be lying if she said it didn’t scare her. She’d never been in a fight in her life before today, and that wasn’t really much of one.  
 
    So the idea of facing off against someone who could use Magic was a terrifying prospect. She wondered what she’d let herself in for by coming here, not that she’d had much choice in the matter.  
 
    She wondered if the charges against her would be raised if she left after a few days, or would they remain dropped forever? 
 
    She wished she knew.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Miss Hartman asked.  
 
    Katy nodded again. “I will be.” 
 
    “Good, because we’re thrilled to have you here. As you know, the school is new. It was set up recently as there has been a sudden increase in the number of Novice Magi appearing, and the current system of older Magi taking on apprentices wasn’t really working with this new influx. Hence, the Academy.”  
 
    Katy nodded. 
 
    “You’ll be joining the reception year, and you’re lucky in that we’re just a few days away from the formal start of your first education year.” 
 
    Katy frowned, confused. “My what?” 
 
    “Aaah, I understand. So Epiphanies happen all the time,” Miss Hunt replied, “at any time during the year, meaning new students arrive all the time. But we can only really run the Academy on a typical yearly routine, like a school year. Because of this, we have a reception year. So when a Novice arrives, they join the reception classes. We don’t really teach much during this time and ask that students refrain from experimenting with their Magic, until the end of their reception year and we start your training all at the same time, so there’s no catching up or missing out.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Katy replied. So there are only a few days left of my reception?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Miss Hunt replied. “You’re lucky, some of the students in your year have been here for the best part of a year.” 
 
    Mr Spiros sat forward. “But you need to refrain from trying to use your Magic during these few days,” he said, speaking for the first time with a gravelly voice and a continental accent. She guessed he was from Greece or Italy or somewhere close to the Mediterranean.  
 
    “I will,” Katy replied, noting the warning tone of his voice.  
 
    “Also, you should stay within your dorm after ten pm, and Tartarus is out of bounds.” 
 
    “Tartarus?” Katy asked.  
 
    “The building next door to the Academy,” Miss Hunt replied.  
 
    “Oh. Okay, sure.  
 
    “A timetable will be made available to you before the start of lessons,” Mr Spiros added.  
 
    “As will your uniform,” Miss Hunt added.  
 
    “There are several other rules in the collage. From the usual like, don’t run in the corridors and such, to the more Magical ones. No reading of minds without authorisation, no Porting around the building, etcetera, etcetera. You’ll become familiar with hem as times goes on and we will gave you a full list soon.” 
 
    “Mind reading?” Katy asked. 
 
    “All in good time,” the Headmistress replied. 
 
    Katy nodded, feeling bewildered. “So, can I finish my college course over the next few days?” Katy asked, still keen to graduate after working so hard on it. She’d heard what they’d said about her life moving on, but honestly, she wasn’t sure how much she believed it. Not to mention how much of a waste it would be if she just gave up on her Fashion Course now.  
 
    Mr Spiros wrinkled his nose at her question, but Miss Hunt nodded. “I will see what I can do for you.” 
 
    Katy smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s everything,” Miss Hartman said, gesturing to Miss Hunt who stood. “Let’s get you to your room, shall we?” 
 
    Katy thanked the Headmistress and Deputy, before following Miss Hunt from the room. She might not want to be here, but there was no need to be rude about it. 
 
    Miss Hunt led her through the corridors, and as they went, Katy realised they were moving through the bases of several of the towers with the courtyard she’d walked through to her left. She passed several more students as they walked, but none of them appeared to be wearing a uniform. She guessed it was between terms maybe, or just well after lessons had finished for the day. 
 
    She got a few nods and smiles as she went, but most people just watched without expression, making her feel like she was a mouse being paraded before a group of cats.  
 
    Eventually, they reached a stairwell and started to head up, moving through several floors before Miss Hunt led her along another hallway, to a room.  
 
    The closed door displayed the number 4.4.13 on it, and Miss Hunt pointed to it, starting at the first number. “This is tower four, the Guardian Tower,” she said, looking at her before she slid her finger to the next numbers. “Floor four, room thirteen. All the dorm rooms and classrooms are numbered this way,” she explained.  
 
    “Got it,” Katy replied with a nod.  
 
    “Excellent. Right, let’s get you settled in,” Miss Hunt said, and opened the door with a key. “All the dorm room doors are on a deadbolt system, so you’ll need a key to get into your room.” 
 
    “Not a Magic word, then?” Katy asked with a smile.  
 
    Miss Hunt smirked. “Um, no. I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “I think you’re missing a trick there,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Maybe. Maybe.” Miss Hunt opened the door and led her inside. The room was very clearly for use by two people. There was a bed to either side of the door, as well as two desks, two sets of drawers, two wardrobes, several sets of shelves and a door at the far end on the right by the window. The right-hand side of the room was also already occupied. The bed was unmade, and there were all kinds of personal possessions spread around on the surfaces.  
 
    “I have a roommate?” 
 
    “You do. I don’t know where she is, but I’m sure she’ll be along soon.” 
 
    Katy was at least relieved to hear that she was sharing with another girl. 
 
    “Here, this is your key,” Miss Hunt continued, handing it to her. “The bathroom is through that door, and breakfast is between six and eight-thirty in the morning. If you need anything, come and find someone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Katy nodded.  
 
    “Good, I’ll leave you to settle in,” Miss Hunt replied with a smile, and closed the door behind her as she left.  
 
    Katy turned back to the room and sighed as she looked at her pristine bed and empty shelves. She wasn’t sure what she’d let herself in for, but she guessed time would tell. Hefting her suitcase onto her bed, she looked over at the other bed and the pictures that were stuck to the wall. She noticed that one face seemed to be in most of the images, smiling at the camera and often clearly the one taking the selfie. The girl was probably about Katy’s age and looked Asian in appearance with a friendly smile. The face of a blond guy, also the same age, was in many of the photos too.  
 
    Katy returned to her bed. It was soft and comfortable. Almost on instinct, Katy pulled out her phone and checked it.  
 
    No signal, no Wi-Fi, nothing.  
 
    She screwed her face up in consternation and then eyed the camera icon before glancing up at the photos beside her roomie’s bed. She tapped the camera and switched it to selfie mode, before holding it up and smiling into the lens.  
 
    As she tapped the button, the door to the room opened.  
 
   


  
 

 Roomies 
 
      
 
    “Waaah! Oh, I’m sorry, I thought…” the Asian girl who stood in the doorway glanced up at the room number on the door, confused. “Erm…” 
 
    Katy dropped her phone on the bed and smiled. “Hi. Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Katy. I’m your new roomie.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh! Cool.” She stepped into the room and offered her hand to Katy. “I’m Yuki. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Katy grinned and shook it. “And you. Sorry to make you jump.” 
 
    “That’s okay. So when did you get in?” 
 
    “Just now. Miss Hunt brought me up.” 
 
    “Oh, cool. Yeah, she’s one of the nice ones.” Yuki said and perched on the edge of her bed. “So, you only just got here?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been a bit of a crazy day,” Katy admitted, wrinkling her nose at the memories of the past twelve hours, and all the craziness that had happened.  
 
    “When did you go through your Epiphany?” Yuki asked. 
 
    “Earlier today.” 
 
    “Figures. They’re getting really efficient at finding the new Novices.” 
 
    “You mean the Enrolment Team?” Katy guessed.  
 
    “Yeah. They found me the next day.” 
 
    “They got to me a few hours after the, er, event.” She thought of Carmel in hospital and cringed as she imagined what she’d been through.  
 
    “What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    Katy took a breath. She couldn’t see any reason why she shouldn’t tell Yuki about it. It wasn’t a secret really, and she guessed that there would be others with equally messed up stories to tell. “I got angry at a friend, and I think I threw her across the hall with my mind.” 
 
    “It always happens in moments of stress or high emotion,” Yuki explained.  
 
    “Oh, okay. What about you?” 
 
    A guilty look passed over Yuki’s face. “I was on a train out of Kyoto on my way home. It was busy, and a businessman walked up to me and told me to give him my seat. I said no, and he got physical. He tried to drag me off it. I ended up electrocuting him. I think he’s okay, but I don’t know.” 
 
    Katy smiled. “You electrocuted him?” 
 
    Yuki smiled. “Yeah. I didn’t mean to. I just wanted him to let go of me, and the next thing, there’s this flash, and he falls to the floor in a spasm. I was freaking out for a while after that. I had no idea what was going on. I gave my statement to the police and went home. The Enrolment Team showed up on my doorstep the next day.” 
 
    “Badass.” 
 
    Yuki grinned. “You think?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Katy replied. “You zapped a dude. He deserved it if he was touching you.” 
 
    “Heh. I guess.” 
 
    “This is all messed up, though, isn’t it? This Magic stuff, I mean. I had no idea…” 
 
    “No one does. Well, most don’t, anyway.” 
 
    “Most?” 
 
    “There’re some students here whose parents are Initiated. You know what Initiated means, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. They know Magic is real.” 
 
    “You got it. Yeah, there are a few students who found out about Magic earlier than the likes of you and me. They always make sure to let us know about it, too.” 
 
    “Oh, fun,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Yeah, not so much. I was like you by the sounds of things, though. I had no idea about any of this, but seeing some of what the older Magi can do, I’m keen to learn more.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see the appeal. The Magus on the Enrolment Team Ported us across town, in a car!” 
 
    “Wow, that’s awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose it was,” Katy agreed. “It made me feel a bit sick, though, at the time.” 
 
    “It does that. Oh, hey, do you want to come meet my friends? I can show you around a bit too, if you like?” Yuki offered.  
 
    Katy glanced at her suitcase and then shrugged. She could unpack later. “Yeah, sounds good,” she replied and got up off her bed. Yuki led her out of the room and started walking up the corridor. So this is the girls’ floor, the boys are on the floor below. The ones in our year, anyway. We’ve got a laundry room here, and a common room up there where we sometimes hang out.” 
 
    “Cool,” Katy replied offhandedly as she peered along corridors and through doorways.  
 
    “I’ll take you out to our garden, everyone's out there.” 
 
    “Okay, sound good.” 
 
    “Until our education year starts, we’re not allowed to mingle with the older year in the main courtyard. It’s to help keep us from trying out our Magic.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mr Spiros mentioned that.” 
 
    “I bet he did. He’s a bit of a stickler for rules. Anyway, we get down there through the stairwell at the end of the corridor. Come on, this way.” Yuki led her to the end of the hall, and down a wide spiral staircase. It seemed to circle around forever. They passed two exit doors before they reached the bottom and Yuki turned, leading Katy out through a door to their right.  
 
    Katy found herself in a small, walled garden, complete with carefully maintained areas of grass, with paths that wound through them. There were benches and trees scattered around, with perhaps about twenty students hanging out in small groups. The sky was still a cloud-filled grey, but it was bright and the air wasn't cold. It wasn’t exactly sunbathing conditions, but she wasn’t cold.  
 
    Yuki scanned the garden and after a moment, seemed to spot whoever she was looking for. “Follow me. I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    Katy smiled and followed Yuki across the garden. It soon became clear to Katy that she was leading her to two guys sitting at a picnic table, one of which she recognised from the photos by Yuki’s bed.  
 
    The blond one spotted them coming and smiled as they approached, the other guy had mousy, floppy hair that hung over his face, giving him a melancholy look.  
 
    “Hey, guys. Look, I have a new roommate. This is Katy. Katy, this is Felix and Jacob,” she said, gesturing to the blond first. 
 
    “Hi, nice to meet you,” Felix said with an accent that sounded like it originated in the Netherlands somewhere.  
 
    “And you,” Katy replied and shook Felix’s hand. Jacob didn’t offer his, but nodded to her instead. Katy smiled back as she looked the trio over. They seemed nice and friendly, but their fashion sense left something to be desired, Katy thought. Yuki had a fairly idiosyncratic wardrobe, judging by the outfit she had on. It was all layers and bright colours, with some odd accessories and an abundance of belts. Felix wore a shirt and slacks, but not at all well. While Jacob wore a shabby hoodie that was all stretched out of shape and should frankly have been burnt a long time ago for crimes against fashion.  
 
    She wasn’t sure she was the right fit for them, but they were being very kind to her, and Yuki was her roommate, so she suppressed her fashion instincts for the time being.  
 
    “Katy has just arrived, and only went through her Epiphany today,” Yuki explained. 
 
    “Cool,” Felix replied. “What do you think of the school?” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Katy replied. “I just need to find my way around it, but I’m sure I’ll learn where everything is.” 
 
    “It’s alright? That’s all you have to say about it? We’re in the Spirit World! It doesn’t get much more ‘holy crap’ than that!” 
 
    Katy laughed. “Yeah, alright, you win. This is pretty freaking amazing.” 
 
    “You’re damn right,” Felix replied. “But you ain’t seen the best part yet.” 
 
    “Oh?” Katy asked.  
 
    Felix jumped off the bench and leaned in conspiratorially. “Follow me.” 
 
    “Oh jeez, here we go,” Yuki muttered.  
 
    “Ignore little miss killjoy here,” Felix said. “Come on, this way.” 
 
    Katy followed on behind Felix with Yuki at her side, and Jacob trailing along behind. “Is he always like this?” Katy whispered to Yuki.  
 
    “He’s always a little excitable when it comes to this Magic stuff,” Yuki confirmed.  
 
    Katy nodded.  
 
    “So how did you become a Magus? What was your Epiphany like?” Felix asked.  
 
    “She threw a girl across a hall,” Yuki boasted.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Katy added, feeling a little embarrassed.  
 
    “Nice,” Felix said.  
 
    Katy frowned. “Not really.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I mean, poor girl, obviously. No one should get hurt, but whoever you threw, they’ll be fine. The Arcanum makes sure they’re looked after.” 
 
    “Do they?” Katy asked, surprised.  
 
    “We heard a rumour that the Arcanum always makes sure any victims are well compensated. So, I think you’ll find that the girl you hurt is doing alright, once she’s out of the hospital,” Yuki explained. 
 
    “It’s not a rumour, my dad told me,” Felix chimed in. 
 
    “I had no idea,” Katy muttered.  
 
    “Yeah, so don’t worry about her,” Felix said. “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Hang on, your dad told you?” Katy asked him.  
 
    Felix smiled. “Yeah, turns out my mum and dad work for the Arcanum. They told us after my Epiphany. They knew what I was right away.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” Katy asked. “During your Epiphany, I mean.” 
 
    “I had an argument with my sister and blew a hole in the wall,” Felix replied with a shrug. “Not as cool as yours.” 
 
    “If you say so. These Epiphanies sound dangerous to me.” 
 
    “They can be,” Felix replied. “You’re not the only one here who hurt someone. You’re not as bad as Trenton, though.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Katy asked.  
 
    “Trenton. The guy over there in the long coat. Rumour has it he killed someone during his. Won’t say who though.” 
 
    Katy looked across the garden and soon picked out who Felix was talking about. He stood with a couple of other students, talking and laughing. He didn’t seem too traumatized by the experience.  
 
    Felix led them up the steps to the walkway at the top of the wall, walked a little way along it, and then gestured to his left, out beyond the Academy.  
 
    Katy turned to look and saw another huge fortress behind the Academy.  
 
    “Ladies, I give you, Tartarus.” 
 
    “Mr Spiros mentioned this place,” Katy remarked. “Said it was out of bounds.” 
 
    “It is. Doesn’t stop people sneaking in though.” 
 
    “Have you been inside?” Katy asked.  
 
    “Hah, well, I wouldn’t want to…” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t,” Yuki said with a smug smile.  
 
    “No, I haven’t,” he admitted. “You can only get to it through the rear exit from the courtyard, and we’re not allowed into the courtyard yet.” 
 
     Katy looked out at the brooding black fortress that sat behind the Academy. It seemed to be made from a glossy black stone, its walls sporting jutting, angular outcroppings that seemed to be nothing but massive spikes, topped with more spikes. The impression she got was not a pleasant one, and it reminded her of a crouching spider, ready to pounce and drive its fangs into her.  
 
    A shiver ran down her spine as she gazed at it.  
 
    “They say it’s haunted,” Felix said in low tones.  
 
    “I can see why,” Katy agreed. “It gives me the heebie-jeebies just looking at it.” 
 
    “Yeah… Cool right?” Felix replied, smiling at her.  
 
    Katy glanced at him and laughed. “I guess so.” 
 
    “I think that’s enough looking at the spooky neighbour for one day,” Yuki said and guided them back down the steps.  
 
    Katy glanced at Jacob as she descended to the garden. He’d not said a word to her and he still refused to meet her eye, but as she drew closer, she could hear him muttering to himself. She couldn’t make it out, but he sounded distressed.  
 
    She frowned but didn’t say anything. She didn’t think it was her place to.  
 
    “Hi.” Katy looked up to see a trio of girls stood at the bottom of the steps waiting for them. The girl at the front had dyed blonde hair, wore makeup, and was dressed in designer fashions. Katy admired her look as the girl twirled a lock of hair around one finger.  
 
    Her two friends were dressed equally as well, but their demeanour was more confrontational.  
 
    “You’re the new girl, right?” the lead girl asked in an Australian accent.  
 
    “Yeah, hi. I’m Katy.” 
 
    “Mikayla. This is Kasey,” she gestured to the black girl to her right, “and Nina,” she pointed to the auburn-haired girl to her left. They were all good looking, slim, and they clearly looked after themselves. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Likewise. Where you from? You sound British.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m from London.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Katy, come on,” Yuki said in low tones.  
 
    “Don’t be rude, Yuki. We’re only here to chat. You know. Meet the new girl, say hi. You never know, she might want a better class of friends.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Jacob replied, speaking for the first time. He took a threatening step forward.  
 
    “Or what, emo?” 
 
    “Leave us alone,” Jacob continued.  
 
    “Leave them,” Yuki said, trying to calm him down. He looked furious. “They’re not worth it.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Mikayla replied, giving Yuki a look. “All I did was say hi, is that so bad?” 
 
    “Get lost,” Jacob replied. 
 
    “I think you’re the one that’s lost. I mean, how old’s that hoodie? Was it a hand-me-down? A charity shop purchase? Maybe you got it from the homeless shelter.” 
 
    Jacob roared and launched himself at Mikayla, shouting and screaming at her and getting right in her face. Felix and Yuki pulled him away, their voices calming as they did so. Mikayla looked shocked by the outburst, but quickly recovered.  
 
    “Well, I don’t think that was called for,” she said.  
 
    Katy was stood between the two groups, looking back and forth, not sure what to do. “I’m sorry, I don’t know…” 
 
    Mikayla fixed her with a look. “You want to be careful who you hang around with, your friend is a little disturbed,” Mikayla commented, and then looked Katy up and down. “Nice outfit,” she commented with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” Katy replied quietly.  
 
    Mikayla fixed her with that smile, and then turned and walked off. Katy watched her go, unsure what to make of it all. Mikayla had been cruel in her words, that was for sure, but Katy kind of agreed with them. Jacob did look scruffy. But still, there wasn’t really any need for that kind of rudeness.  
 
    “Katy, you coming?” Yuki called out.  
 
    Katy turned and made for her roommate, glancing back at Mikayla once,  before she reached her. “Who was that?” 
 
    “Mikayla and her suck-up friends. They don’t like us much.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but the feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” Katy asked, looking over at where Felix was calming Jacob down.  
 
    Yuki sighed. “Jacob’s been finding it tough here. I’m not sure why. Homesickness, maybe? There’s been two or three that have been pulled out of reception during the year. Usually the more sensitive ones, the ones who’re struggling to adjust.” 
 
    “Do you think Jacob will be pulled out?” 
 
    “No idea. Maybe. He’s only got one more day to go, though so, we’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m gonna take him back to our room,” Felix announced. “Maybe an early night will help. Nice to meet you, Katy.” 
 
    “You too,” she replied and watched them go. “Speaking of which, I’d quite like to get unpacked, so I might head back up.” 
 
    “Sure thing, I’ll meet you back there,” Yuki replied. “I’m going to make sure Felix gets back okay.” 
 
    Katy watched them disappear into the building, and glanced back over the garden, spotting Mikayla and her friends amidst the other students, laughing and joking, the confrontation forgotten.  
 
    Katy sighed and headed back up to her dorm, wondering what she’d gotten herself into.  
 
   


  
 

 Settling In 
 
      
 
    “So, do we smell or something?” Katy asked as she gazed across the garden to where Jacob sat alone on a bench, hunched over, ignoring everything around him.  
 
    “No. He’s just not having a good time of it,” Felix replied.  
 
    “Bad night?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Felix replied with a sigh. “He was tossing and turning all night, calling out and talking to himself when he was awake. I don’t know what’s going on with him. It’s gotten worse recently, too. I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “Does the staff know?” Katy asked.  
 
    “Yeah. We told them. I think they knew anyway. They’re watching the situation, whatever that means.” 
 
    “Maybe you should mention it to them again,” Katy suggested.  
 
    “Maybe,” Felix replied.  
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” Yuki agreed.  
 
    “Sure. Next time I see a teacher.” 
 
    Katy nodded, and let her eyes scan over the garden, picking out the familiar faces of Mikayla and her two friends sat off to one side, talking to a group of guys nearby. They were dressed impeccably again, and Katy couldn’t help but admire their fashion sense.  
 
    She sighed, and pulled her gaze away from them, spotting the student who she’d been told had killed someone during his Epiphany. What was his name? Trenton. Yeah, that was it. He was sitting and talking with someone, surveying the scene before him.  
 
    “Are you ready for your first lesson tomorrow?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Yuki replied. “Can’t wait. I’ve been itching to learn what I can do. It’s been killing me just ignoring the mist and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, you see that too?” Katy asked.  
 
    “The glowing mist? Yeah, we all do, I think. That’s right, isn’t it Felix?” 
 
    “I think so,” Felix replied. “I only found out about this recently, like you guys, so I don’t know much, but I think that’s the energy that we use to power our Magic. It’s called Essentia.” 
 
    “Essentia,” Katy whispered under her breath. As she considered the word, the glowing mist appeared again. She’d seen it several times today already and admired the Magical view for a moment. “It’s hypnotic to watch, the way it moves and flows around.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I could watch it for hours,” Yuki agreed. “Are you seeing it now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Katy replied as she enjoyed the view.  
 
    “Hey, heads up,” Felix said, cutting through her reverie. The mist disappeared as she blinked and looked around. “Over there, that’s Mr Spiros with, someone…” 
 
    Katy looked over to see Mr Spiros and another man walk into the garden. The teacher seemed to be looking for someone.  
 
    “You should go and talk to him about Jacob,” Yuki suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe. But who’s that other guy? I’ve not seen him before.” 
 
    “It’ll be another Magus,” Yuki replied. “They’ll be pulling someone from the year.” 
 
    “This has happened before?” 
 
    “Once or twice,” Yuki confirmed.  
 
    “I’ve not seen them come into the garden before, though,” Felix added.  
 
    “I have, once,” Yuki admitted.  
 
    As Katy watched, they seemed to suddenly spot who they were after, and started walking. After a moment, it was quite clear who they were approaching.  
 
    “Oh, crap, it’s Jacob,” Felix exclaimed, jumping off the bench. Katy joined Yuki in getting up and following Felix across the grass towards his roommate.  
 
    “They’re just going to take him?” Katy asked in low tones.  
 
    “Probably,” Yuki replied. 
 
    “Where? What are they going to do with him?” 
 
    “He’ll get a private mentor and become their apprentice, somewhere in the world. He could end up anywhere.” 
 
    “But that’s good, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Much better,” Yuki agreed. “I mean the school’s great and all, but having a private mentor would be awesome, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Depends on the mentor,” Katy replied as they drew near. She wasn’t sure which she’d prefer.   
 
    “Mr Solberg,” Mr Spiros said to Felix in greeting. “How can we help you?” 
 
    “Are you taking Jacob?” Felix asked.  
 
    “I think it's clear that the school environment does not suit Jacob. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Felix admitted.  
 
    “Good, then we don’t have a problem, right?” 
 
    “No, Mr Spiros.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, helping Jacob up from the bench with the other man. “Jacob, this is Mr Lee. He’ll be overseeing your Magical education from now on. If you’d like to come with us, we’ll get everything arranged.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t show much in the way of acknowledgement but didn’t resist the teacher’s guiding hands either.  
 
    “So, what do I do about a roommate?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Nothing. Looks like you have that room all to yourself, for now,” Mr Spiros replied.  
 
    “Hey, no fair.” Trenton had walked over looking annoyed. “How come the headcase gets to have a private mentor, and we don’t?” 
 
    “That’s enough out of you, Mr Drake,” Mr Spiros warned.  
 
    “That’s messed up,” Trenton replied quietly, apparently he wasn’t keen on the teacher hearing his comment. As he did so, his gaze fell to Katy, Felix, and Yuki. “What’re you lookin’ at, nerds?” He gave them the finger, and turned away, stalking back towards where he’d been sitting.  
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” Katy asked. She didn’t know Jacob at all really, but she felt sure that he’d been in a bad place and distressed by something. She didn’t know what, though. Maybe it was just this whole place and the mind-bending realisation that the world was not what you thought it was. It was certainly enough to give anyone anxiety to some degree or another. Katy was reasonably sure she’d been feeling the effects of that kind of stress for the best part of two days now since arriving here, but maybe she was stronger than some others. Maybe she could handle it better.  
 
    For those of a weaker disposition, she felt sure that this would be a nightmare.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Yuki answered. “Better than fine, I hope.” 
 
    “They took your friend, hey?” 
 
    Katy turned to see Mikayla stood nearby, hands in her pockets, looking a little less confrontational than she did before.  
 
    “What’s it to you?” Felix replied, clearly not in the mood for any crap.  
 
    Mikayla raised her hands. “Not judging. Just wanted to say I’m sorry for that little…thing we got into yesterday. Hopefully, he’ll get on better somewhere else.” 
 
    “I bet you’re thrilled about him leaving, right?” Felix spat.  
 
    “Hey, come on, she’s not worth it,” Yuki said, getting in front of Felix and ushering him away.  
 
    Mikayla raised her hands again in surrender, but didn’t reply.  
 
    “Get lost,” Felix said, and turned away, allowing Yuki to walk him back to where they’d been sitting.  
 
    Katy stayed where she was and turned back to Mikayla. “Thanks for coming over. I think he appreciates it really, but he’s just seen his friend and roommate get taken out of school.” 
 
    Mikayla nodded. “I get it. But this place wasn’t right for him. He didn’t fit in here.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Katy replied. She wondered what Mikayla meant by that last comment, as it could be taken a few different ways.  
 
    “Nice shoes, by the way,” Mikayla complimented her.  
 
    Katy smiled. “Thanks. You too. Your whole outfit, in fact. You know your designers.” 
 
    “You’re into fashion?” Mikayla asked.  
 
    “I was at the end of a Fashion Course when I had my Epiphany.” 
 
    “Oh. Cool. Shame you didn’t get to finish it.” 
 
    Katy shrugged. “I asked Miss Hunt if she could somehow let me finish the course. I guess we’ll see if she can arrange that for me.” 
 
    Mikayla nodded. “Learning Magic isn’t enough for you, then?” 
 
    Katy shrugged again. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out. Are you looking forward to it?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Katy picked up a hint of that edge Mikayla had in the comment. “Me too,” Katy replied.  
 
    “You know, maybe we should hang out sometime,” Mikayla suggested.  
 
    Katy allowed a slight smile to spread over her face. “Yeah, that sounds good. I’d like that.” 
 
    Mikayla nodded. “How about tonight? You could come to my dorm.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Room 4.4.28. Around nine pm?” 
 
    Katy frowned. “Yeah, sure. That’s quite late, though, isn’t it? Curfew's at ten.” 
 
    “Or not…” Mikayla replied, apparently unconcerned about cancelling.  
 
    “No, no. I’ll be there. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Good. Catch you later. You’d better head back to your friends, they might think you’ve defected.” 
 
    Katy raised an eyebrow at her comment, but Mikayla’s smile washed away her concern as she turned and walked away.  
 
    Katy watched her go and thought over her impression of Mikayla. She certainly wasn’t the friendliest girl in the world, but then, neither was Carmel back at college. There was a keen edge to Mikayla that could cut you if you weren’t careful, but apart from that, Katy thought she seemed much more approachable today.  
 
    She wondered what she was planning for her visit tonight. She guessed she’d find out. Turning, Katy walked back towards her friends, who were talking amongst themselves.  
 
    As she approached, she wondered how Yuki would take it. It was possible Yuki would know where she was going when she walked out of their room tonight. Yuki and Felix didn’t seem to have much love for Mikayla, but Katy thought that behind that brash exterior there might be a kindred spirit in there somewhere. 
 
    Well, she’d see how things panned out.  
 
    “You okay?” Katy asked as she reached her two friends.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Felix replied. “I just didn’t expect them to pull Jacob out.” 
 
    “Are you going to be alright in that room by yourself?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Yeah. It’ll be a bit quieter, but I might get a better night’s sleep now.” 
 
    Katy smiled at the remark. If he was joking about it already, she felt confident that Felix would be okay.  
 
    “What did Mikayla have to say for herself?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Not much,” Katy answered, believing she was better off not mentioning what they’d spoken about.  
 
    Yuki looked sceptical, and Katy didn’t blame her. Katy held her ground though and smiled.  
 
    “Just be careful of her, okay? She’s not someone you want to get involved with.” 
 
    Katy nodded. “Noted.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know, I’m just not sure comics are my thing,” Katy said, closing the book and dropping it to the bed beside her. She looked up to see that Yuki was still engrossed in hers. “Thanks for lending it to me, though.” 
 
    “That’s okay, they’re not for everyone. I love Manga though, so I hope you don’t mind if I keep reading.”  
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “You should have brought something with you.” 
 
    “I know. I just didn’t realise I’d need to. I thought they’d have Netflix here or something.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to take a trip down to the library, like I said before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Katy replied with a sigh. She guessed that would make as good an excuse as any for leaving their room to go and meet Mikayla.  
 
    Katy sat back on her bed and gazed out the window at the far end of the room, watching the rolling clouds move slowly by. She’d not yet seen any hint of sky beyond them and wondered if she ever would.  
 
    As she sat in silence, just relaxing and whiling away the minutes before she left to go and find Mikayla, there was a sudden knock at the door that jarred her out of her daydream.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” Katy said, pleased to have something to do. She opened the door to find Miss Hunt stood on the other side.  
 
    “Katy. Hi, how are you?” 
 
    “Oh, hi Miss Hunt. I’m fine, thanks. Just relaxing.” 
 
    “Good. So you’re settling in okay?” 
 
    Katy nodded. “I think so.” 
 
    “Excellent, well, I have a couple of things for you. Firstly, here’s your uniform for tomorrow,” she said, handing her the outfit hanging on a hanger and covered in a plastic sheet.  
 
    “Thanks,” Katy replied, eyeing it to see if she could make out what it was.  
 
    “So, the other thing is, we spoke with your college, and they’re happy for you to finish your coursework. You just need to send it in, and they’ll grade you based on that. So, I have your stuff here,” she said, gesturing to the folders and portfolios propped up by the door.  
 
    “Oh, excellent, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Don’t work too hard. You have a couple of weeks to get the work done and sent in, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” she said, and once Miss Hunt had left, she gathered her stuff up and brought it into her room.  
 
    “So, I guess you’ll have plenty to do now,” Yuki said.  
 
    Katy rifled through the pile of coursework and confirmed it was all here, before checking the covering letter from the college that outlined what she’d need to do to finish up. It wasn’t much, and she saw no reason why she couldn’t complete it.  
 
    She didn’t have time tonight, though.  
 
    Turning away from her bed, Katy pulled the uniform out from the plastic sheet, and laid it out on her bed with a sigh, placing her hands on her hips as she looked at it.  
 
    “So, it’s that kind of school,” she commented. The outfit, for the girls at least, consisted of a plain white shirt with a bronze embroidered logo of three interlinked A’s inside a circle on the upper left chest. A dark grey tie, with a curious gold logo at the wider end that looked kind of like a horned female symbol, a red and black plaid skirt, tall white socks, and black pumps.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s all a bit ‘Catholic school girl’, isn’t it?” Yuki said.  
 
    “It is a bit. I wasn’t really expecting that. Whose clever idea was this, I wonder?” 
 
    “A man’s, most likely.” 
 
    “Hmm, probably. I bet the boys get to wear trousers.” 
 
    “Probably,” Yuki replied, mimicking Katy.  
 
    “Awesome. Well, I’m sure we’ll make it work, one way or the other.” 
 
    “I’m going to ask for trousers,” Yuki said.  
 
    “Let me know if you get any.” 
 
    “Don’t see why we can’t have them, the staff could just conjure them up. Easy.” 
 
    “I guess,” Katy replied as she checked the time. She needed to get a move on if she was going to make it across the tower and find Mikayla’s room. “I’m going to take a wander before bed,” Katy said and moved to the door. “I’ll catch you later, okay?” 
 
    “Sure. Do you want me to come?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “No. I’m fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Okay. See you in a bit.” 
 
    Katy walked out and closed the door behind her. She thought back to the conversation she’d had with Mikayla, and remembered the room number where she was waiting for her. Room twenty-eight.  
 
    She had a good idea of which way to go, and chose to cut across the tower to get there.  
 
    It was mostly quiet in the halls tonight. It was the day before the school year started, and she guessed everyone was getting themselves ready for the first day of their Magical training. She could hear people talking behind closed doors, but she only passed a couple of people in the corridor as she walked through the tower.  
 
    Rounding another corner, she came to another stretch of corridor where the light had been smashed, leaving it a little darker. Frowning, she set off along it, knowing her destination was just around the far corner. As she walked, she spotted something on the floor and slowed to inspect it.  
 
    Crouching, she realised it was a bag, and its contents were spilt all over the floor, including the two large books that had probably been in it. As she examined it, she suddenly realised she recognised the bag. She’d seen it yesterday when she’d had the interview with the Headmistress. It was Miss Hunt’s bag.  
 
    But if that was the case, what was it doing here in the middle of the floor? 
 
    “Hey, you there, don’t move,” said a voice from nearby.  
 
    Katy looked up to see Mr Spiros and Miss Hunt appear from around the corner, and come striding towards her.  
 
    “There it is!” Miss Hunt exclaimed. 
 
    “What are you doing with that? Where did you find it?” Mr Spiros asked.  
 
    “Nothing. I just found it here a moment ago,” Katy explained as she stood up, handing the bag to Miss Hunt.  
 
    “A likely story,” he replied.  
 
    “Was it on the floor here?” Miss Hunt asked.  
 
    “Yeah, with all your stuff around it.” 
 
    Miss Hunt frowned and crouched down to pick up her belongings.  
 
    “Here, let me help,” Katy suggested.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so. You’ve done enough,” Mr Spiros said waving her away.  
 
    “Sorry,” Katy replied, worried she’d be blamed. Certainly, Mr Spiros seemed to think she was at fault. She was keen to get going though and felt very aware that she was going to end up being late getting to Mikayla’s dorm. “I’ll just get going.” 
 
    “No you don’t, wait there,” Mr Spiros ordered her.  
 
    Katy drew up short and stopped walking, suddenly aware of how guilty she looked trying to sneak off. She waited as Louisa placed the last of her stuff into the bag. She seemed to be concerned about something. She rifled through her bag and checked the area around them.  
 
    “What’s up?” Mr Spiros asked.  
 
    “A book’s missing,” Miss Hunt replied.  
 
    “A book?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was in here when I last had it.” 
 
    Mr Spiros looked at Katy.  
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Well, I am looking at you. You were the one we found looking through the bag. Do you know where the book is?” 
 
    “No,” Katy replied in protest.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I don’t know where it is. I don’t even know what book you’re talking about. Can’t you just, you know, read my mind?” 
 
    Mr Spiros grumbled.  
 
    “That’s against Academy rules. We’d need special dispensation from the Magi Council to do that.” Miss Hunt stood up, having gathered all her possessions. “It’s okay, I believe you. I don’t think you did this.” 
 
    “What happened? Was it stolen?” 
 
    Miss Hunt nodded. “From the library. I turned my back on it for just a moment and the next thing I know, it was gone, only to turn up here.” 
 
    “Oh, That’s quite a distance,” Katy answered, knowing that the Academy Library was over in the Ebon Tower.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Miss Hunt might not think you did it,” Mr Spiros replied, “but as far as I’m concerned, you’re still a suspect until I know otherwise.” 
 
    Katy nodded, feeling self-conscious.  
 
    “What are you doing out at this time of night?” Miss Hunt asked.  
 
    “I was just going to visit a friend,” Katy answered, feeling very aware that she was now late. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I would have been back in my dorm by ten,” Katy explained further. 
 
    Miss Hunt nodded.  
 
    “After this little run-in,” Mr Spiros said, “I don’t think that’s a very good idea.” 
 
    “Oh, but she’s expecting me.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are, but you can see them tomorrow. I think you can make your way back to your dorm and stay there for the rest of the night,” Mr Spiros suggested.  
 
    “I think that’s a wise idea. We don’t want any more run-ins like this, now do we?” Miss Hunt agreed.  
 
    Katy sighed. “Alright, fine. I’ll head back,” Katy lied and headed for Mikayla’s room anyway.  
 
    “Err,” Mr Spiros called out. “Your dorm is that way,” he said, pointing in the other direction.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, so it is,” Katy said, faking bewilderment. “Sorry, I got turned around there for a moment.” 
 
    “Of course, you did,” he said as he watched her pass them and head back in the direction of her dorm.  
 
    “We’ll be watching,” Mr Spiros said.  
 
    Katy didn’t doubt it and figured there was nothing else for it, she had to head back to her room or risk the wrath of the Deputy Head. She walked back through the corridors to her room and stepped inside, closing the door behind her. Katy did her best to keep her face neutral. She didn’t want to have to explain why she was disappointed.  
 
    “Back so soon? That was a quick walk.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it was,” Katy replied, deciding she’d keep her little run-in with the teachers a secret for the time being.  
 
   


  
 

 Orientation 
 
      
 
    Katy stared at herself in the mirror, adjusting the skirt once more, shifting it up to her waist, and then with a grumble, moving it lower, towards her hips again.  
 
    “There is just no good way to wear this bloody skirt, you know?” 
 
    “Katy, we have to go, we’re running late,” Yuki urged her. Katy looked over to see Yuki by the door, her bag on her shoulder, nervously shifting from foot to foot.  
 
    Katy sighed, grabbed her hairbrush and pulled it through her blonde hair again, making sure not to ruin her side-part.  
 
    “Katy!” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’m coming,” she replied, reluctantly moving away from the mirror and grabbing her bag. “I feel like I’m going to some kind of school disco with this on.” 
 
    “I’m sure the boys will love it,” Yuki replied with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    “Well, that makes it all better then, doesn’t it?” Katy replied sarcastically.  
 
    “What has gotten into you today?” Yuki asked. “You’ve been grumpy since last night.” 
 
    “Ugh, nothing. Don’t worry about it,” she answered, not wanting to explain her failed attempt to meet up with Mikayla and her run-in with the teachers.  
 
    “Fine, but get your ass into gear, come on.” Yuki led her through the doors, which were quiet and practically devoid of people. Their first lesson was one tower over, so they had a bit of a distance to go, and Yuki was moving quick.  
 
    Katy followed her down the steps, going down two floors before they exited the stairwell, and strode through the next few corridors with purpose, until they finally found the right hallway, with the correct classroom.  
 
    No one was waiting outside. Katy pulled a face. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t think we were this late,” Katy said to Yuki as they approached the room.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get in there.” 
 
    Katy reached the door just behind Yuki and stepped into the classroom to find their fellow students settling into their seats as a group of teachers at the top of the class made their final preparations for the lesson to come.  
 
    Miss Hunt was closest to them and glanced up as they set foot in the room. She jerked her head sideways, telling them to get sat down with a simple look. They didn’t need telling twice and made for the few remaining seats.  
 
    Katy noticed Mr Spiros giving them a look she didn’t like. She ignored it and followed Yuki as she threaded her way through the first few desks.  
 
    “And I thought I was late,” Trenton mouthed off.  
 
    Katy ignored it but glanced up towards Mikayla who was watching her closely. She rolled her eyes when Katy met her gaze. Katy felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. She’d need to have a chat with Mikayla soon and tell her what had happened.  
 
    “Looking good, girl,” Trenton leered as she passed his table, but Katy had no time for him and ignored the comment. 
 
    Ahead, Yuki slipped into a seat beside Felix. Katy slowed, looking for other vacant chairs, of which there were precisely three. One was at the front of the class, the second was next to Trenton, and the third was just across from Yuki, beside a girl Katy didn’t know.  
 
    Looking back, Trenton saw her looking, winked at her, and patted the seat.  
 
    That made up her mind, and she sat down beside the girl. At least she was close to Yuki.  
 
    Katy looked across at the girl, wondering if she would say hi, but she just stared down at her notebook, looking scared that Katy might talk to her. Like all the girls, she had the same uniform on, but she’d added a hoodie and seemed to shrink into it somehow.  
 
    Deciding to be proactive, she spoke up. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Katy.” 
 
    The girl's eyes flicked towards her, but never quite looked at her before returning to her notebook.  
 
    “And you are?” Katy pressed, giving it one more chance.  
 
    The girl turned her head slightly this time and looked at her. She didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Dana,” the girl finally answered.  
 
    “Hi, Dana.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Dana answered, and returned her attention entirely to her notebook.  
 
    Screwing her face up in mild frustration, Katy looked over at Yuki, who shrugged, having seen the short exchange.  
 
    Grabbing her bag, Katy busied herself, pulling out a note pad and pen of her own as the Headmistress stepped forward from the group of teachers and raised her hands. “Quiet down, students,” she said, her voice carrying through the room easily. The noise died away quite quickly as people directed their attention towards the front, listening to Miss Hartman.  
 
    “Welcome to the Academy of Aetheric Arts. It’s a pleasure to have you all here with us today. You’re the second-ever year to start here, and we’re thrilled to have you with us. I know you have all been through some difficult moments over the last few months, and we’re extremely grateful for your patience and resilience. Especially, those of you who’ve been here a while waiting for the school year to begin and for restraining yourself with regards to your Magic. I know it’s not easy, given what you’ve already seen, but you have all done incredibly well. So, well done. 
 
    “Now, you’re all roughly on the same page with regards to your knowledge, but let's go over some basics. Firstly, yes, as you are well aware, Magic is real and you, as Novice Magus, are part of a privileged few in this world who can use it.  
 
    “As I think all of you are likely aware by now, the vast majority of humanity has no idea that Magic is real, and it must stay that way. If the teeming masses found out about us, it would inevitably lead to the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands of Magi, and just as many normal humans, or Riven as we call them.”  
 
    Katy spotted a few people jotting down some of the points that Miss Hartman was going through, but Katy hadn’t really heard much that she didn’t already know, and so refrained from note-taking.  
 
    “The Magi are, for the most part, divided into two main groups. The Arcadians and the Nomads. The Arcadians are more numerous and are led by the Magi Council. We believe that the Magi can live peacefully, in secret with the Riven. We respect life and act responsibly. By contrast, the Nomads believe in leading through strength. They think the Riven are weak, inconsequential, and think nothing of killing people to get their way. They believe that through pain and suffering, they are paving the way for their masters, the Archons, to rise up and take control of the Earth. 
 
    “As students of the Aetheric Academy, you are all effectively members of the Arcadian faction and I hope you will stay that way. There are other, smaller groups and independent Magi, but I won’t go into them here.” 
 
    Katy noticed a hand go up. Miss Hartman pointed to the student. “Yes?” 
 
    “So, if that’s true, why would anyone join up with the Nomads? It doesn’t sound fun.” 
 
    “For the babes,” Trenton joked.  
 
    “Thank you, Trenton, that’s enough of that,” Miss Hartman replied, and then addressed the first student. “Good question, thank you. It’s because they offer power. The Archons can impart greater Magical knowledge and boost the Magical power of their followers. That power is alluring, but the price is high. Plus, many Novice Magi aren’t given a choice. But that’s enough about the dark path. 
 
    “Let’s talk a little about Magic,” the Headmistress continued. “Magic is the ability to manipulate reality to your own desires. The possibilities of what you can do with Magic are practically endless and are limited only by your imagination and your mastery over the craft, which is where we come in. Learning Magic isn’t easy, and everyone advances at their own rate. Some have a natural aptitude for it, others find it more difficult. Whatever the case is for you, learning Magic is usually about learning to understand what it can do, and accepting that as part of reality. It’s about coming to a new understanding and realising the truth.” 
 
    “There is no spoon,” Felix muttered, perhaps a little too loudly.  
 
    A few people around the room laughed.  
 
    “You might well laugh,” Miss Hartman continued. “But Felix is actually right. The philosophy within the Matrix films is not too dissimilar to learning how to use Magic. But as I said, these concepts are tough to grasp. Your view of reality has been hammered into you since birth, and we’re now asking you to question everything you thought you knew, while all around you reality fights against it. That’s one of the reasons why we set up the school inside the Aetheric Realm. Magic is generally easier here, plus there’s reduced risk of you doing something that reveals us to the Rivens. Now, I have a question for you. Who here has seen glimpses of the glowing mist that hangs in the air all around us? Raise your hand if you have.” 
 
    Katy watched as almost the entire room stuck their hands in the air, including herself.  
 
    “Good. Now, who knows what the mist is?” 
 
    More than half the class lowered their hands, but Katy kept her hand raised. Miss Hartman pointed to Mikayla. “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s Essentia, Miss,” Mikayla answered, with a smug grin.  
 
    “Correct. And can anyone explain to me what Essentia is or does?” 
 
    The same hands went up, and she picked someone Katy didn’t know.  
 
    “Jasper,” Miss Hartman said.  
 
    “It’s Magical energy, Miss. It fuels Magic.” 
 
    “That’s right, well done. Yes, Essentia is an energy that the Magi use to impose their will on reality. It’s through the manipulation of Essentia that we are able to work Magic. Essentia is used as both a fuel and a component of Magic. We can store it inside our bodies, and throw it at our enemies to hurt them. Essentia is also an essential fuel for life.” 
 
    “Are the Archons some kind of monsters? I heard there were monsters,” a student asked after raising his hand. 
 
    “The Archons are ancient, powerful beings. They were created well before recorded human history, and there were seven or eight of them, depending on the story. The Archons were imprisoned within the Aetheric around ten thousand years ago. Does anyone know where they were held within the Aetheric?” 
 
    Katy had no idea and looked across the class. The room was silent and utterly enthralled by what Miss Hartman was telling them, but it seemed that no one knew the answer to her question.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell you. They were imprisoned very close to here. Next door, in fact. They were imprisoned within Tartarus until very recently when a Nomad freed them. Most of them aren’t on Earth anymore, and the few that are, remain hidden.” 
 
    It seemed to Katy that the entire class erupted into shocked, frenzied whispers as everyone around her reacted to this bit of news.  
 
    “That’s enough, calm down,” Miss Hartman said, raising her voice over the noise. “You’re all perfectly safe here. The Archons have never returned, and I would think that their aeons-old prison would be the last place they would want to return. But it should also go without saying, Tartarus is out of bounds to students.” 
 
    Katy nodded her agreement. She had no idea what the Archons were, but they sounded like bad news to her, and their former home was not somewhere she had any desire to visit. She glanced over at Felix and Yuki. They shared the shocked looks of many of the other students in the room. Felix, as it turned out, wasn’t far off being right when he said Tartarus was haunted. 
 
    “I’ll also just briefly talk about some of the forms of life you can find within the Aetheric, because just like the Material World, the Aetheric is also teeming with life. Collectively, we refer to the life within the Aetheric as Edelons, but we can also call them Spirits, if you prefer. In fact, you’ve already met two of them during your journey here.” 
 
    Katy suddenly remembered the cave and nodded, as others around her did the same.  
 
    “That’s right, the Elementals we have guarding the Lych Way, but that’s not all. Let me introduce, Miss Bramble Winterhill.”  
 
    Miss Hartman gestured towards a dark-haired woman who Katy had mistaken for a student or child because she was only around four foot tall. But now that she looked at her properly, she spotted the dragonfly wings that were folded up on her back and the elfin quality to her features that gave her an otherworldly appearance. 
 
    “Miss Winterhill is a Fae, and she’s been teaching here for the past year. She’ll be sharing her knowledge of the Aetheric with you during her lessons.” 
 
    Katy realized her mouth had fallen open and she quickly clamped it shut, before surreptitiously looking around the room, only to find that her classmates all wore similar looks of awe.  
 
    “Good morning, students,” Bramble said, stepping forward. “I’m very much looking forward to teaching you over the coming months.” Her voice had an alluring, lyrical quality to it that Katy immediately enjoyed.  
 
    “Thank you, Miss Winterhill. Now, I think I’ve been over some of the very basics,” Miss Hartman said. “But of course, you have a lot to learn, and the staff will be going into much more detail in your lessons as you learn how to use your Magic. But, in the meantime, does anyone have any questions?” 
 
    The rest of the class was taken up by a whole range of questions, many of which went over what Miss Hartman had spoken about as people asked for further information or clarification on specific points. 
 
    Eventually, the class ended with Miss Hunt setting some homework of reviewing their notes, with the promise of a test to come later in the week. Katy picked up her bag as the class started to file out. Dana didn’t say anything further to Katy and left the room without ever really looking at her. 
 
    Looking up, Katy spotted Mikayla leaving with her two friends, and Katy wondered if she might be able to catch up with her and apologise for last night. She stuffed her pens and notebook into her bag and swung it onto her shoulder, making for the door.  
 
    “You that hungry?” Yuki asked as Katy left her behind.  
 
    “Um, yeah, I just wanna ask someone something,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant about what she was doing when Miss Hartman called her name.  
 
    “Katy, can you wait for a moment?” 
 
    “Me? Oh, but I was…” 
 
    “We won’t be long,” the Headmistress added.  
 
    Katy felt deflated, but nodded and waited.  
 
    Yuki and Felix walked past her as the last of the students walked out.  
 
    “Do you want us to wait for you?” Yuki asked her.  
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’ll catch you up.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure,” Yuki replied and led Felix from the room. 
 
    A few moments later, Miss Hartman approached and stepped in close so she could talk quietly. “Thank you for waiting, Katy. I promise I won’t keep you long.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “I heard about Miss Hunt and Mr Spiros finding you with her missing bag last night.” The Headmistress let the unsaid question hang in the air and seemed to wait to see if Katy would volunteer anything.  
 
    Katy thought there would be a question put to her, but none seemed to be forthcoming.  
 
    “That’s right,” Katy said eventually.  
 
    “Is there anything you want to tell me?”  
 
    Katy blinked at the question. What was she insinuating? “Um, no. Not really.” 
 
    “You had nothing to do with its theft?” 
 
    “No!” Katy replied, feeling a persecuted. “I just found it in the hallway just before Miss Hunt and Mr Spiros turned up. I told them.” 
 
    “I know you did. So, did you see anything unusual?” 
 
    “Other than an abandoned bag with its contents all over the floor? No, nothing other than that.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, a book went missing from the bag, so if you happen to find it, or find out who has it, we would be very grateful.” 
 
    “Of course,” Katy replied. She wanted to help, she was no thief after all.  
 
    “Alright, thank you. On you go and don’t go telling everyone about this,” Miss Hartman said.  
 
    Katy rushed out and made for the dining hall. This wasn’t turning out to be the ideal introduction to her Magical training. 
 
   


  
 

 Ars Magica 
 
      
 
    Katy walked out of the base of the Ebon Tower, using her tongue to worry free bits of food from between her teeth. The food here was really good, and there was a pleasingly wide selection on offer for lunch, much like there had been at breakfast too.  
 
    She followed Yuki and Felix out into the central courtyard that the seven towers surrounded, walking away from some of the other students until Yuki turned.  
 
    “Alright, no one’s around now,” Yuki said.  
 
    Katy sighed. She knew what Yuki wanted to know. She’d asked the question when Katy had first made it into the dining hall, but Katy had made it clear that she didn’t want to talk about it, surrounded by the other students.  
 
    “Miss Hartman was just asking me about last night,” Katy began to explain. 
 
    “What about last night?” 
 
    “Look, I didn’t tell you this yesterday because, well… I was a little embarrassed. But while I was taking my walk last night, I found a bag on the floor in the corridor, with its contents all over the ground. Miss Hunt and Mr Spiros turned up and accused me of stealing it.” 
 
    “Stealing it?” 
 
    “It was Miss Hunt’s bag, and it had been stolen from her in the library. She said there was a book missing. When they found me holding the bag, they thought I’d taken it.” 
 
    “And did you?” Felix asked.  
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    “Of course, she didn’t, Felix, she was with me the entire time,” Yuki defended her. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright. But that’s a good point, you’re my alibi. I couldn’t have taken it because I was with you when it was taken.” 
 
    Yuki nodded with a smile.  
 
    “What book was taken?” Felix asked.  
 
    “No idea,” Katy replied. “I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Do you think it was a Magical one?” Felix speculated.  
 
    “Not everything is Magical, you know,” Yuki said.  
 
    “I know. But a Magical book would be valuable.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Yuki agreed. 
 
    “So, who’s stealing Magical books, or just random books?” 
 
    “No idea,” Yuki replied.  
 
    “Trenton maybe? He seems the type,” Katy suggested.  
 
    “Too obvious,” Yuki replied. “He’d go for something shiny.” 
 
    “So, why didn’t you want the other students to know?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Miss Hartman asked me not to spread it around,” Katy replied. “So, let’s just keep it between us three, okay?” 
 
    Both of them nodded.  
 
    The three of them drifted over to a nearby wall and sat on it, their conversation drifting to the orientation lesson they’d just had.  
 
    “You weren’t far off when you said it was haunted,” Katy commented.  
 
    Felix grunted. “And yet, still miles away from the actual truth.” 
 
    “You were close enough. It’s scary to think there were…things living there recently.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what the Archons are?” Yuki asked Felix.  
 
    “No, none. They sound messed up though, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” Katy agreed. “I don’t think I’ll be sneaking into Tartarus any time soon.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Yuki agreed.  
 
    “I mean, who’s going for a wander in the monster castle knowing what used to call it home?” Katy asked. “And who knows what’s still inside? There could be all kinds of traps or…things in there.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is that I heard that some students in the year above did sneak into Tartarus,” Felix explained. “We’ve not heard of anyone dying from it, so I presume they got out alive.” 
 
    “You presume?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Felix shrugged. “They’re just the rumours I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Okay, Sherlock.” 
 
    “That was a great show, wasn’t it?” Felix commented.  
 
    “Meh, it was alright,” Yuki replied, and they drifted into a conversation of the pros and cons of the Sherlock series, with things like the lead actor being hot, which was a pro for Yuki, and the plot being a high point for Felix.  
 
    Katy had never seen the show, so wasn’t sure what they were talking about. It wasn’t the first time that she’d been left out of a conversation between them because she had no idea what they were talking about.  
 
    As they continued their discussion on the finer points of geekery, Katy began to wonder again if these two really were the best choice of friends for her to have. She felt like she had so little in common with them. They just didn’t seem to be interested in the same things as she was, and her gaze scouted over the courtyard until it finally alighted on Mikayla and her friends.  
 
    They seemed like a better fit in terms of interests. So surely, they would be a better group for her to hang around with? They could discuss fashion, designer clothes, reality TV, celebrities. But she wondered if she might have messed up any chance of that happening after no-showing last night. She needed to catch up with Mikayla soon.  
 
    As lunch break ended, Katy walked with Yuki and Felix towards the next class, which was going to be with Miss Hunt and would be their first Magic Class.  
 
    Katy was interested and excited to find out how learning Magic would go, especially after Miss Hartman explained the basics of how Magic worked. But she was also distracted as her mind wandered to her friendship situation and Mikayla in general. She wished she didn’t have to deal with it so she could focus on the Magic, which was, after all, what she was here to do. 
 
    But, she guessed, life was never going to be that simple.  
 
    They walked back into the Crystal Tower, where they had been for their orientation, and made their way towards Miss Hunt’s classroom. As they approached, Katy wondered how she could fix the situation she found herself in, but didn’t come up with any new ideas.  
 
    “Nice of you to turn up yesterday.”  
 
    Katy looked up to see Mikayla, who had stepped up to her without Katy noticing.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s right, you didn’t, did you?” Mikayla continued. “You stood me up.” 
 
    “Err, that’s not… I mean, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Save it,” Mikayla barked. “That was a classy move, idiot. Enjoy your time with the geek squad.” Mikayla didn’t hang around to hear anything that Katy might say in reply. Instead, she turned with a flick of her hair and strode into the class, leaving Katy outside gaping at the space where Mikayla had been.  
 
    For a long moment, she considered turning around and walking away. The idea of spending time in the classroom with that girl offended her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Katy blinked and refocused on her roommate. “Um, yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “You went to meet Mikayla last night, didn’t you? But you didn’t get there.” 
 
    Katy smiled. “Yeah,” she admitted. “Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay. We’ll chat later if you like.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied and sighed. Yuki’s caring tone soothed her mind and slowed her racing thoughts.  
 
    “You’re not going to let her put you off your first Magic lesson, are you?” 
 
    Katy smiled and took another deep breath as she gathered her confidence. “No. No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Good, because I need my roommate in there with me,” Yuki replied, and pulled her by the hand towards the classroom door. Katy pointedly ignored Mikayla, and took her seat beside Dana at the desk next to Yuki and Felix.  
 
    Dana didn’t say anything to her and had her head buried in a notebook again. But Katy didn’t pay her much attention. Instead, she swapped a smile with Yuki and Felix, gathering strength from them and their friendship.  
 
    “Alright, settle down. Welcome, students, to your first Magic class. As you may be aware, if you were paying attention to Miss Hartman in this morning’s class, I’m going to teach you several things during my lessons. You’re going to get lessons on Magical History, where we look at the long and fascinating history of the Magi. Where we came from, what we have achieved, notable figures from the past, and the endless war between the Arcadians and the Nomads.  
 
    “The second thing I’m going to teach you is Magi Sociology. This is linked closely to our history but is very much its own thing as well. We’ll talk about Magi society, how we organise ourselves and how we interact.  
 
    “And finally, I’m also going to teach you one of the seven fields of Magic, which will be Core Magic. Now, can anyone tell me what Core Magic is all about?” 
 
    Around five hands were raised in the class. Miss Hunt picked one. “Titus, yes?” 
 
    “Core Magic is the field of Magic that manipulates Essentia. Essentia Magic, basically.” 
 
    “Correct. Yes. It’s probably the most fundamental of all the fields of Magic, as it underpins everything else you do with Magic. You need to be able to control Essentia if you are going to do any Magic at all, which is why we’re starting with it. Now, I remember from this morning that many of you have seen the glowing mist that surrounds us at all times, and you will all know from what we discussed that it is Essentia.  
 
    “We spoke a little about what Essentia is, but in truth, there’s much we don’t understand about it. What we do know, is that it is an unseen energy that is only detectable by the Magi and seems to be a fundamental exotic energy. What I mean by that is that it’s essential to this universe, and we need it to survive. It seems to power life itself and infuses everything. We know that an object must have Essentia within it to exist. If we remove Essentia from something, then it disintegrates into nothing.  
 
    “So let’s say I remove all the Essentia from Titus’ chair there. That chair would fade from reality and Titus would end up on the floor.” 
 
    Katy laughed, along with most of the class.  
 
    “Not only that, but it’s essential to life as well. Essentia flows through you and every living thing. Unlike an inanimate object, you don’t just have a finite amount of Essentia within you. Instead, the amount ebbs and flows, and is always in motion. We can manipulate that Essentia within someone to affect them. We can hurt them or empower them, heal them or even kill them. It’s harder to do with a living being, but it is possible once you’re skilled enough.  
 
    A hand went up.  
 
    “Yes, Jasper?” 
 
    “So, if we remove all of the Essentia from someone, do they fade from existence?” 
 
    Miss Hunt nodded. “Yes. So, don’t do it. The Magi Council does not like Magi going around killing people without just cause.” 
 
    The students murmured to each other in reaction to her pronouncement, but Miss Hunt soon had them listening to her again.  
 
    “You can store Essentia within yourself, like a battery, for later use. You can create an Aegis—a Magical Shield—that you can use to protect yourself from Magic, and you can use it to attack too, conjuring Essentia Strikes that you can attack people with. It’s not the flashiest Magic—Mr Spencer gets the honour of teaching you that—but it’s probably the most essential field of Magic.” 
 
    Another hand went up.  
 
    “Yes, Lana?” 
 
    “What are the seven fields of Magic?” 
 
    “Aaah, good question. So the seven fields are Core Magic, Psi Magic, which is Mind Magic, basically. Element Magic, which deals with matter, such as solids, liquids, and gasses. Then there’s Pulse Magic, the flashiest of the group, which controls and conjures energies, such as Kinetic energy, fire, heat, magnetism, and so forth. Then there’s Flux Magic, which is all to do with movement, such as teleportation. Then we have Astral Magic, which deals with the Aetheric Realm. Spirit Magic, basically. And finally, we have Temporal Magic, better known as Time Magic, which deals with time travel, but also fate and probability. Does that help?” 
 
    The Student nodded her head as she finished jotting down notes on what Miss Hunt had said.  
 
    “Okay, so what if I said to you, that you have already been using Magic?” 
 
    “Do you mean during our Epiphanies?” someone asked.  
 
    “While that is true, you did unconsciously use Magic when you went through your Epiphany, that is not what I’m talking about, no.” 
 
    It took a moment, but then someone put their hand up. “The glowing mist?” 
 
    “Correct,” Miss Hunt replied. “The first level in all fields of Magic, the first rank, is Perception Magic. You learn to see the thing that you will control in higher ranks. So by seeing glimpses of Essentia, which is the glowing mist you have been seeing, you have actually been using Magic, albeit for most of you, unconsciously. Seeing Essentia and other things, such as sensing minds and life and such, is known as your Aetheric Sight. It’s an invaluable skill and will help you in all kinds of ways. So today, we’re going to practice using our Aetheric Sight to see Essentia. 
 
    “So, what I need you to do is to close your books and stop taking notes as you need to concentrate on this without too much distraction. Don’t worry if you don’t manage to see Essentia during class today. This is something I encourage you to practice on your own time, and it might be that you will need to be away from all distractions in order for this to work.  
 
    “So, start by taking in a deep breath. Nice and steady, breathe in through your nose, hold it, and then out through your mouth, and try to calm your mind. Then, as you do that, you need to start to think about Essentia. You need to believe it’s real and believe that you can see it. Remember, you’re a Magus now, and this is your birthright. You’re one of a chosen few who have this power.” 
 
    Katy listened as Miss Hunt continued to talk in soft, low tones. Her voice was soothing and helped Katy relax and after a few moments, the glowing mist started to gradually appear, with everyone in the room glowing slightly, although Miss Hunt glowed the most.  
 
    Katy smiled and gave herself a little fist pump of triumph, only for the mist to suddenly disappear.  
 
    Katy groaned at her sudden failure, knowing that her lapse of concentration had no doubt caused it to happen.  
 
    Taking a breath, Katy jumped right back into it.  
 
   


  
 

 The Aetheric 
 
      
 
    “So you went to see Mikayla?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Katy sat outside in the courtyard with Yuki and Felix, waiting for the final class of the day to begin.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Katy replied.  
 
    “That’s okay. Look, are you alright? I mean, with us?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re cool, don’t worry. I just, I don’t know what you’re talking about half the time. I’m not really into the same things you are. You know? No offence.” 
 
    “None taken,” Yuki replied.  
 
    “Are you thinking Mikayla is?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You’re into fashion and stuff, right?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Yeah. Fashion and music and stuff.” 
 
    Yuki smiled. “Maybe we can meet in the middle somewhere? We can share passions and try to find some middle ground. We are roommates, after all.” 
 
    Katy nodded. “That would be nice.” 
 
    Yuki hugged her. “It’s what friends do. Friends don’t tell you to take a running jump because you missed one meet up.” 
 
    Katy smiled. “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “So, did you see it?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Huh?” Katy grunted in confusion.  
 
    “Essentia. Did you see it? I got there once during the lesson, but only for a second,” Felix expanded.  
 
    “A couple of times,” Yuki answered with a smile.  
 
    “I saw it a handful of times,” Katy answered, pleased that these two were so quick to brush off her failed meeting with Mikayla.   
 
    “A handful? Wow. Well done.” Felix replied. “Looks like we have a natural on our hands.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Katy replied, flushing with embarrassment.  
 
    “Well, there’s a shared interest,” Yuki suggested. “You can help us with our Magic. Maybe if we know what you’re doing, we’ll get better at it too.” 
 
    “I guess… I don’t think I’m doing anything special, but I can try to help if you like.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Yuki replied with a smile.  
 
    “Honestly, given my performance today, any help would be awesome,” Felix added.  
 
    Katy laughed. “Okay. Sounds good.” She revelled in the feeling that their acceptance brought; she hadn’t been prepared for that. She’d thought these two would instantly reject her and wouldn’t want her to hang around with them anymore. Certainly, that’s what Carmel would have done back in college, and kind of did at the end. One of her friends from school reminded her of Yuki and Felix. Her name was Emily, and she’d been just as friendly and easy going. She’d left school and headed to university when Katy had moved on to college, and although they’d had a few phone calls, it had been a while since she’d seen her old best friend.  
 
    Emily would probably have tried to warn her off Carmel, if she’d been at college with her, or would likely say ‘I told you so’ about their little fight. Emily was both a lovely person, and wise beyond her years, and she felt fairly certain she knew what Emily would say about her current situation. She’d tell her to stick with these two and forget about Mikayla.  
 
    Probably.  
 
    Katy wasn’t convinced that Mikayla was a bad person, though. Very few people were. She was just a product of her upbringing, and just had a few preconceptions and biases that shaped her view of the world. Beneath that occasionally bitchy exterior, Katy felt sure there was a nice girl.  
 
    “And don’t worry about Mikayla,” Yuki said. “She might not be my favourite person in the world, but I don’t mind if you end up being friends with her. She runs hot and cold, so she might come around at some point.” 
 
    “Thank you for being so understanding.” 
 
    “No problem,” Yuki answered as the bell for the start of the next lesson sounded.  
 
    “Once more into the breach, dear friends,” Felix announced as he stood up and shouldered his bag. Katy and Yuki followed suit. Katy checked her timetable. “Aetheric Studies with Miss Winterhill and Miss Hidalgo. Should be interesting. I didn’t know we had a Fae in the school before this morning.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her around a little bit,” Felix said. “But yeah, it’s pretty cool.” 
 
    “It is,” Yuki agreed.  
 
    Katy walked with her two friends across the courtyard and into the base of the Guardian Tower. Once inside, they found the class and settled into their seats. Miss Winterhill was up front talking with another Magus that Katy hadn’t seen before.  
 
    She was human and wore a long, flowing skirt and a loose top, with long, dangling jewellery. She wore her long blonde hair loose and talked easily with Miss Winterhill. She was full of smiles. Katy liked her right away.  
 
    They brought the class to order easily enough, and Katy sat ready, wondering how this lesson would go.  
 
    “Thank you, students, and welcome. Let me introduce myself as this is likely the first time I’ve met many of you,” the blonde woman said. “I’m Miss Hidalgo, and I’ll be teaching you Astral Magic in the coming months.” 
 
    “We decided that your first class on the Aetheric should be a joint one between myself and Miss Hidalgo,” Miss Winterhill said. “While the geography and history of the Aetheric is very much a separate subject to Astral Magic, which is also something I cannot teach you, they do link to each other, and we thought it would be a good idea to give you the basics together.” 
 
    “So, the Aetheric and Material Realms make up two sides of the same coin. The Aetheric Realm is the Spiritual reflection of the Material Realm.” Miss Hidalgo said.  
 
    “The Realm itself is an alternate dimension within our universe and sits essentially in the same space as the Material Realm. So when you were back home, wherever that was on Earth, the Aetheric was all around you, surrounding you, but you just couldn’t see it. It’s separated from the Material Realm by a barrier we call Acheron, or the Null Realm.” 
 
    Miss Winterhill smiled. “It’s also worth noting that Acheron was also the site of the Demiurge’s barrier, that stopped the Magi from accessing the Aetheric Realm.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Miss Hidalgo agreed. “Crossing over to the Aetheric was impossible, no matter how hard you tried.” 
 
    Katy saw another hand go up. “But there’s no barrier now, right?” 
 
    “No,” Miss Hidalgo answered. “The barrier to the Aetheric was removed a couple of years ago through events that took place in Tartarus and which freed the Archons. Now, the thing to remember about the Aetheric is that it doesn’t follow the usual rules about space and time, and many places can be reached quite quickly if you know what you’re doing. 
 
    “So, when you first cross over into the Aetheric, you will arrive in the Near Aetheric. The Near Aetheric is like a mirror of Earth, but a spiritual mirror. So if you’re in London and you cross over, it will look like London, but it will be a distorted version that is very much influenced by the general spiritual energy that a given location has picked up. So, for instance, an alleyway that has a reputation as a place where people get mugged or killed or whatever will be a dark, horrific place in the Aetheric, and likely home to some nasty creatures.  
 
    “On the other hand, a well-loved park that people enjoy hanging out at, and children love playing in, will be a bright, vibrant place that’s warm and inviting and filled with love, literally.  
 
    “You can wander there for years, and if you don’t know what to do, or what to look for, you might never get any further than that. But, if you can find the mists, and ideally a Lych Way, then you might be able to travel into the Deep Aetheric, which is where we are now. The Deep Aetheric, in contrast to the Near Aetheric, is made up of many huge and separate Realms. These Realms often mirror or look similar to myths or legends or concepts that humanity has, although there are probably just as many that don’t. 
 
    “Another Realm I should mention that’s both a part of the Aetheric and also quite separate, is Sheol. This is the Realm of the Dead, where your spirit goes when you die. Which means yes, ghosts are real. The Magi call them Shades, and if you’re not ready to leave your life behind when you die and pass into the light, you stay within Sheol, a grim reflection of Earth where the dead reside. It is difficult to get into, and dangerous, as it’s not for the living. But strong Shades can sometimes affect or cross over into the Material Plane, or even the Aetheric, should their desire be strong enough. 
 
    “As for us, here in the Academy, we’re in a huge Realm that we call Limbo. It’s a mainly featureless wasteland that’s home to the occasional wandering Spirit or Shade. There’s not a lot of life here in Limbo, and that makes it the perfect place for this Academy, just like it was the perfect place for Tartarus. You can still see many artifacts from Tartarus in the display cases around the Academy. There’s one outside this room, in fact. So take a look next time you head outside.” 
 
    Beside Katy, Dana raised her hand. 
 
    “Yes, Dana?”  
 
    “Do you think Tartarus could be haunted?” Dana said.  
 
    “Haunted?” Miss Hidalgo asked. Around the room a series of whispers broke out. Katy glanced around at the class.  
 
    “Ugh,” Mikayla grunted in frustration before whispering. “Of course, not.” 
 
    Trenton made some “Oooooh,” sounds, pretending to be a ghost with his eyes wide. 
 
    “Settle please,” the teachers said, as Dana lowered her hand and seemed to shrink in on herself. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Miss Winterhill replied. “But it’s not out of the question. So, it’s certainly not a silly thing to ask.” 
 
    Dana nodded her acknowledgement of the teacher's reply but said nothing else.  
 
    “Okay, I think that covers some of the basics of what the Aetheric is. But honestly, we could spend hours on this, and you likely will. However, we want to get some Astral Magic training done before the end of class, so let’s see what we can do.”  
 
    Katy spotted a hand go up across the classroom. Miss Hidalgo pointed to the student. “Yes?” 
 
    “So, what can you do with Astral Magic, exactly?” It was Trenton again, and he didn’t sound too enthralled with the subject. 
 
    “Good question. You can do all sorts, including travelling to and from the Aetheric. You can summon Spirits and control them, navigate through the Aetheric and more. The limit is very much your imagination.” 
 
    Miss Hidalgo began to lead them through an exercise of centring themselves and using their Magic to see a little more of the world around them, with limited success. It was mainly about them trying to sense the Aetheric all around them, including Miss Winterhill. Katy managed to pick up on her a few times, but it was hard work, and she wasn’t sure how well she’d done.  
 
    And then, before she knew it, it was the end of the day, and the lesson came to an end.  
 
    “I thought that went quite quickly,” Yuki said as they walked out of class.  
 
    “Yeah,” Felix agreed. 
 
    “I guess,” Katy added, not feeling totally sure that she agreed with Yuki’s assessment. The day had felt needlessly stressful. But then she was also dealing with the fallout from the failed meeting with Mikayla and her reaction to it. After that, the day had gone well, and it felt like it had ended on a high note.  
 
    So that was something, she thought.  
 
    As they ventured into the corridor, they noticed a group crowded around a display case set in the middle of the wide hallway. Katy craned her neck to get a better look, and spotted several old artifacts on display, including gold jewellery, books, and scrolls.  
 
    Katy didn’t hang around though, and the three of them were soon heading back up towards their dorms. Day one had been filled with more drama than she’d wanted, but on the plus side, she was beginning to think she really did have a good group of friends in Yuki and Felix.  
 
    A little later they gathered in the common room on the girl's floor along with several other students.  
 
    “I think I found that a little easier,” Yuki said from where they sat in one of the seating areas, separated from the other groups in the room.  
 
    “Good, we’re making a little progress then,” Felix replied. 
 
    “What about you?” Yuki asked him. 
 
    “I could sense Miss Winterhill. You saw me. I pointed right at her even with my eyes closed.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” Yuki agreed. “Katy did better than you, though.” 
 
    Felix sighed. “Yeah, alright, rub it in why don’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me how,” Katy said, choosing to head off what she thought might be coming next.  
 
    “Maybe you’re a natural at it?” Yuki suggested.  
 
    “Me? How? I didn’t even know it existed until yesterday. How am I a natural at it? That makes no sense,” Katy protested.  
 
    “Or maybe that’s the reason why you’re good at it,” Yuki suggested. “You don’t come into this with any preconceptions or baggage. You just do what’s being asked of you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that makes any sense either,” Katy replied with a frown.  
 
    “No, she’s right,” Felix replied. “Think about it. We’ve seen magic being used on TV shows or in books, so maybe we think we know what needs to be done, subconsciously, and that’s interfering with what we need to do.” 
 
    “You’ve noticed that Mikayla is also finding it hard, right?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Katy nodded. “I guess.” But Yuki was right, and Katy had noticed that Makayla was having a similar success rate to Yuki. Something she clearly didn’t like.  
 
    “Looks like we need to unlearn what we’ve learnt,” Felix suggested with a smile.  
 
    Yuki replied with a laugh, but Katy wasn’t concentrating on them, but was looking over at Mikayla and her two friends who sat on a sofa not too far away. She still wanted to explain things to Mikayla and tell her the truth about what had happened the previous night. But she wasn’t sure that now was the right time.  
 
    She’d catch up with her at some point soon when the right moment presented itself. But for right now, she just wanted to hang out with Yuki and Felix rather than try to navigate through whatever possible friendship she might have with Mikayla in the future.  
 
   


  
 

 Titus 
 
      
 
    “My, I had some strange dreams last night,” Katy said as she and Yuki walked out of the base of their tower into the courtyard.  
 
    “Yeah, I think I did too. Can’t remember much about them, though,” Yuki replied as they strolled across the open space towards the Ebon Tower. Katy could already smell the breakfast that was being served inside, and couldn’t wait to get in there and eat something.  
 
    “Mine are a little hazy now,” Katy replied. “I remember something about being trapped in here and I couldn’t get out, but there was a monster outside, so I wasn’t sure if I wanted to escape. I don’t know, it was all very strange.” 
 
    “I think your brain is trying to tell you something,” Yuki suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe. I could try and get it analysed. My dream I mean, not my brain.” 
 
    Yuki laughed. “You might not like what you find.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
    They continued to wander over the courtyard and were able to look down the side of the tower towards the rear gate, where several students could be seen hanging out. Beyond the gate, the looming black form of Tartarus crouched beneath the mountains. 
 
    “Is he coming?” Katy asked, wondering where Felix had gotten to. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “He’ll be here,” Yuki replied. “There’s no way he’s missing breakfast.” 
 
    Katy nodded as she looked at the students near the gate. She could make out Titus, one of the guys in their class, with his mates. They seemed to be egging each other on and pointing towards Tartarus.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Katy wondered aloud.  
 
    “Stupid guy stuff, I bet.” 
 
    “Isn’t it always stupid guy stuff?” 
 
    Yuki smirked.  
 
    Katy spotted Mikayla close to Titus, and found her interest piqued. “I’m gonna get a better look.” 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll come with you,” Yuki replied and followed after her, walking around the tower, getting closer to the gate. As they approached, she began to make out their voices and listened in.  
 
    Titus and his mates were taking it in turns to dare each other to cross the bridge and walk into Tartarus.  
 
    “Go on, you big wimp. You’ll be fine,” Titus urged one of his friends, pushing him towards the gate.  
 
    “No, no way. You do it, if you’re so brave.” 
 
    “I never said I was brave,” Titus answered. “Handsome maybe. Dashing? Probably…” his mates jeered him, and he broke down laughing. He wasn’t being serious, luckily. That would have been arrogant. She had to admit, he was a good looking guy with his longish dark hair and chiselled cheekbones. There were girls who’d kill to have cheekbones like his. 
 
    As she watched, she noticed Mikayla making eyes at Titus. She was watching him, and any time he got near or looked her way, she leaned closer and smiled at him or pushed her chest out. Katy noticed she’d undone several of her top buttons and removed her tie.  
 
    “How rebellious,” she whispered sarcastically. Mikayla was being super obvious about her interest in Titus, and only Titus. Twice, she saw one of his friends wander over and try to strike up a conversation with Mikayla, only for her to turn them down with a cutting remark.  
 
    “That girl’s all class,” Yuki said, keeping her voice low. 
 
    “…yeah…” Katy answered as she tried to see if Titus was taking any notice of Mikayla’s antics. She’d seen him glance over, but he wasn’t taking too much interest in her.  
 
    It looked like Mikayla wasn’t going to score today. 
 
    “Will Felix find us around here?” Katy asked.  
 
    “I think so… Look.” 
 
    Katy turned and spotted him wandering towards them, but he was looking over at Titus and his friends.  
 
    “Watching the alpha males compete for dominance, are we?” he asked as he drew near.  
 
    “Something like that.” Yuki nodded.  
 
    “Well, it looks like the alpha female has made her choice,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Mikayla is not the alpha female,” Felix said, deadpan.  
 
    “No?” Katy asked. “So, who is?” 
 
    “Not us,” Yuki said without emotion.  
 
    “You got that right,” Katy agreed.  
 
    Felix settled in beside them and leant up against the wall of the tower. “So, what is this? Some kind of mating ritual?” 
 
    “If Mikayla has her way,” Yuki answered.  
 
    “Titus isn’t interested?”  
 
    “Not so far,” Katy replied.  
 
    “He’s more interested in trying to get his friends to venture over to Tartarus, but he’s not having much luck so far.” 
 
    “Of course, he isn’t. You’d have to be mad to cross that bridge. I mean, why do that? Is it some kind of initiation ceremony?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Yuki replied. “But you wouldn’t catch me going over there.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” Katy answered as she looked through the gate towards the bleak fortress. It was dark and moody, and full of menace, and yet she didn’t feel scared of it, not really. It was just abandoned. Maybe if she understood more about what the Archons were. 
 
    As the guys continued to bait each other into taking steps out onto the bridge, Katy let her eyes wander over the various groups of students. Some were watching the display by Titus and his friends, others were ignoring them and chatting amongst themselves.  
 
    Katy spotted Dana sat off to one side, scribbling in her notebook and occasionally looking up at Tartarus. Was she drawing it or something? 
 
    Maybe that was what the notepad was for. Maybe it was full of doodles or sketches. Elsewhere, Trenton stood with a couple of his friends, watching Titus. They seemed to be wearing perpetual frowns and certainly had that broody, rebellious look going for them. She could see them commenting on Titus amongst themselves, and it didn’t look complimentary.  
 
    The ruckus that Titus and his friends were creating died down as Titus suggested heading inside to get breakfast. Katy felt her stomach rumble and agreed with the suggestion.  
 
    “Looks like the show’s over,” Yuki said as the guys walked away from the gate.  
 
    “Good, I’m starving,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Hey! Katy, isn’t it?” 
 
    Katy looked around to find Titus stood right beside her, smiling at her. She blinked as it suddenly felt like she was falling into his deep dark eyes. She tried to speak but found her words caught at the back of her throat.  
 
    What the hell was going on? Why was she acting like some dizzy teenager just because an admittedly attractive guy was talking to her? Her heart thumped away inside her chest as if it wanted to burst forth and throw itself at him.  
 
    Jeez, what an image.  
 
    Her mind was a blur of random crazed thoughts that she struggled to get a hold of as he looked at her, smiling. He worked out. That much was clear, with his large shoulders and trim physique. He certainly was a specimen.  
 
    “I’m Titus,” he added to his greeting.  
 
    “Um yeah,” she stumbled, trying to arrange her words into some kind of coherent order. “I’m, yeah. Um, Katy. I’m Katy. I mean, hi, I’m…” 
 
    “…Katy?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Crap. I sound like a bloody idiot.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Katy.” 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    “How are you finding it here?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good,” she replied, trying to find her words. She wanted to engage him in conversation but struggled to think of something to say.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Yep… Oh, how about you?” 
 
    Titus smiled. “It’s been an education. I knew about Magic before coming here, though. My parents work for a Magi coven in the US.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. That’s amazing.” 
 
    “It has its benefits.” Katy caught movement behind him and spotted Mikayla walking steadily by, staring with cold eyes that shot daggers at her. Mikayla didn’t like Titus talking to her. She didn’t quite know what to do with that. He’d come up to her, after all. It wasn’t as if she went looking for him. However, she thought she did understand some of Mikayla’s attraction to Titus. She probably viewed him as a part of a higher social station because of his parents, and that was attractive.  
 
    Distracted, she forgot what Titus had said to her as she pulled her eyes away from Mikayla, and looked back at him. He’d glanced back too and spotted Mikayla, before returning his gaze to her.  
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” he suggested.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going to get something to eat. I’ll catch you later, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” she replied. Suddenly and desperately she did not want him to leave her. He smiled at her again and she felt like melting.  
 
    And then he was gone, walking away with his mates.  
 
    “Titus, you wimp. Too afraid to cross the bridge?” Trenton shouted at him. Titus answered with his middle finger but didn’t take much notice.  
 
    Katy smiled at his cool resolve. 
 
    “Earth to Katy,” Yuki cut in, stepping into her field of view.  
 
    She smiled, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. “Hi.” 
 
    “Oh my god. You’ve got it bad.” 
 
    “Got what?” Katy asked, still not fully concentrating on what Yuki was saying to her.  
 
    “You like him.” 
 
    Katy suddenly focused in on Yuki’s eyes and felt quite defensive. “No.” She felt fairly certain she was lying both to Yuki and herself.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I… Whatever, it doesn’t matter. He’s not interested in me.” Why would he be? She was nothing. She was a British girl from some god-forsaken estate in North London who had no idea that Magi even existed before the other day. Titus wouldn’t be interested in her. No way.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 
 
    “He seemed fairly interested from where I was standing,” Felix added from where he still leaned against the wall.  
 
    Katy scoffed at the idea. “Yeah, right. He was just being nice.” 
 
    “Sure he was,” Yuki answered, but she didn’t sound in the least bit convinced.  
 
    “Look, I’m hungry. Can we please go and get something to eat?” 
 
    “Good idea, let’s go where Titus went,” Felix said.  
 
    “I’m not… No, he’s not interested in me, alright?” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that,” Yuki replied with a grin, and set off towards the dining hall.  
 
    Katy frowned and looked over at Tartarus as they passed by where Dana was still sitting. Might he be interested? She guessed it was possible, although she was at a total loss as to why that would be the case. 
 
    “I practised using my Aetheric Sight last night,” Felix announced. “Saw Essentia a few times. I think I might be starting to get it.” 
 
    “Good for you, well done,” Yuki replied.  
 
    “Does it help now that you have the room to yourself?” Katy asked, keen to keep the subject away from herself and Titus.  
 
    “A bit, but it can be a little quiet in there sometimes,” Felix replied.  
 
    “Will you get a new roommate?” 
 
    “Dunno. Maybe.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Jacob, yet?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “No. He might not call me. We weren’t the best of friends.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Have either of you been able to see Essentia again?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Once or twice,” Yuki replied.  
 
    “Yeah, a few times,” Katy added.  
 
    “Can you do it at will? Whenever you like?” 
 
    “Not quite, and it can happen when I don’t mean to do it, too. Makes no sense.” 
 
    “Practice makes perfect,” Yuki said as they walked towards the smells of the buffet breakfast. As they headed inside and got their food, any thoughts of learning Magic faded as they tucked in. 
 
   


  
 

 Scrying 
 
      
 
    Katy walked carefully along the misty pathway, watching Yuki directly ahead of her, and keeping her right hand on Yuki’s shoulder. Behind her, Felix did the same, and so on. The teachers were probably being a little paranoid by having them hold onto each other, but they had also made it quite clear how dangerous a Lych Way, even one as well-travelled and guarded as this one, could be.  
 
    One false step, Miss Hidalgo had warned, and you could be lost in the Aetheric for years.  
 
    Katy hadn’t liked this part of her trip out here, and she still felt nervous now.  
 
    But that nervousness kept her focused and on the pathway.  
 
    “I think we’re nearly there,” Yuki said ahead of her.  
 
    “Good. I don’t like these things,” Katy said, feeling fairly sure she’d mentioned this already.  
 
    “I know what you mean. They make me nervous, too.” 
 
    “Are you certain about that?” Felix replied. “I wasn’t sure I caught it the first few times you mentioned it.” 
 
    “Quiet, smart arse,” Katy answered. As she did, the line ahead sped up somewhat, forcing Katy to pick up the pace. For a moment she was worried something had gone wrong, only for her to suddenly see the circular Portal that must mean they’d made it to the cave.  
 
    Several more steps and her guess revealed itself to be true, and she stepped off the Lych Way, into the cave, and moved away from the Portal to allow the rest of the class through.  
 
    The cave looked identical to how she remembered it. A wide, concave space with jutting stalagmites off to the sides. In the centre of the open space, sat a campfire, surrounded by luxury cushions. It looked quite lovely to her, but she doubted she’d get a chance to sit and enjoy it. Nearby, Miss Hidalgo was talking to the Magus that guarded the Portal in quiet, but friendly tones. Looking around, Katy spotted the two Elementals sat on either side of the Portal, giving the students room to move through the cave. She guessed they’d been instructed to stay there knowing that this field trip was happening.  
 
    Around her, the other students made sure not to venture too close to the Spirits.  
 
    “Students,” Miss Hidalgo began, calling the group to order. “Welcome to the Academy Gateway cave. You’re not in the Near Aetheric. Here, you’re much closer to Earth and the Material Realm. So, as we discussed before coming here, I need you all to spread out around the cave, in small groups, find somewhere you can stand or sit, and try to use your Aetheric Sight to look through the veil of Acheron, back into the Material World. Take your time, there’s no rush. Feel free to move around, but please don’t interrupt anyone who’s trying to concentrate, okay?” 
 
    The assembled students all confirmed they’d heard her and began to split up and spread out.  
 
    Katy moved with Yuki and Felix off to one side of the cave where they found a flat area where they could sit and work.  
 
    “This looks good,” Katy said as they settled on their spot.  
 
    “I’m sure this is going to go swimmingly,” Felix commented.  
 
    “You can do this,” Katy replied. “I’ve seen you do it before.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Felix answered.  
 
    “Alright, let’s concentrate,” Yuki said, and the three of them fell silent.  
 
    Katy closed her eyes for a moment and started to breathe steadily, in through her nose and out through her mouth, taking the time to clear her mind as much as possible before she started to focus on the Material Realm and pushing through the Null Realm to it.  
 
    She opened her eyes and stared at the rock, all the while trying to mentally force her mind through.  
 
    She sat there for several minutes before she finally saw something.  
 
    It seemed that her trip along the Lych Way had freaked her out more than she’d anticipated, and it had proven difficult to clear her head and focus in on what she needed to do. A couple of glances at her two friends confirmed that they were also having issues.  
 
    She did her best to discard those thoughts, though and refocused on the task at hand.  
 
    When it came, she wasn’t sure she was seeing the right thing and wondered if she hadn’t just imagined it. 
 
    She started to see a hazy, ghosting image of another room, overlaid on top of the cave that she was staring at. As the seconds passed, that image grew more distinct, and a short time later, she realised she actually recognised it. It was the facility in the Material Realm that this place was linked too. As her vision saw more of the room, she turned and looked around, suddenly spotting the Magus who manned the station, smiling and looking around. He spotted Katy, and grinned at her, giving her a thumbs up.  
 
    Katy smiled back, noticing all the monitor screens of the computers behind him carried the words, “Great to see you, Students.” 
 
    This had all been set up, and it made her smile. As she relaxed and smiled at the vision, it faded and she was left looking at the cave again.  
 
    “Damn it,” she whispered. “I had it and lost it.” 
 
    “You had it?” Felix asked.  
 
    “Show off,” Yuki added.  
 
    Katy laughed again. “Come on, you can do it. I know you can.” 
 
    “Has anyone succeeded yet?” Miss Hidalgo asked.  
 
    Katy raised her hand without checking to see if anyone else had managed it first, and found she was the only one to have done it. She nearly pulled her hand down, but the teacher spotted her.  
 
    “Katy, well done,” Miss Hidalgo said, making many in the class turn and look over at her. Katy looked away, lowering her hand, feeling very self-conscious.  
 
    “So come on, give us a hand here,” Felix asked. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Alright,” Katy answered and started to guide him through what she did to see through the Aetheric barrier. Yuki listened in too, and over the next ten minutes, she guided her two friends through a successful scrying of the Material Realm. By then, several more had successfully done it, and Miss Hidalgo was getting some of those who had managed it, to help those who hadn’t, leading to more people walking around the cave.  
 
    “You did it first, well done.” 
 
    Katy looked up to see Titus stood close by. “Yeah, I think it was a bit of a fluke.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Titus replied. “I’ve seen you work. You’re good at this. You seem to be something of a natural.” 
 
    Katy smiled. “Thank you.” It had been a few days now since Titus had first introduced himself to her at the Tartarus gate, and they’d spoken a few times now, something that Katy enjoyed, although both Yuki and Felix teased her about it. “But I’m not doing anything special.” 
 
    “I saw you directing Yuki and Felix, and as I was having a little trouble, I wondered if you might help me?” 
 
    “Oh, um,” Katy said, surprised. She glanced right at Yuki, whose face said everything. “I, er, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Of course, she will,” Yuki said, turning to him. She looked back at her and inclined her head. “Go on, he needs your help.” 
 
    She glanced at Felix who was grinning like the Cheshire Cat, but figured, why not? She got up as elegantly as she could, not easy in a thigh-length skirt on a rock floor, but she got there and brushed the dust off her bum before stepping over to him.  
 
    “So, where do you want to go?” 
 
    “Over here?” he suggested, and she followed him a few steps away from her friends, feeling her heart hammering in her chest again. Why did this suddenly feel like she was going on a date with him?  
 
    “Going to find somewhere cosy, are we?” Trenton asked as they passed him.  
 
    “Suck it, Trenton,” Titus replied, with barely a glance.  
 
    “I thought you were going to ask her to do that,” he replied as they stepped away from him.  
 
    “Ignore him.”  
 
    I will, don’t worry,” Katy answered. Trenton was always mouthing off, it was nothing new.  
 
    “Shall we sit?” he asked.  
 
    “Might be better,” Katy agreed. “Easier to concentrate.” 
 
    “Good point,” he answered.  
 
    She followed him down, ending up sitting on her side, her legs curled up beside her.  
 
    “So, what’s the first step?” 
 
    “Okay, close your eyes and take some deep breaths. Slowly pull your breath in through your nose, and out through your mouth, holding it after you inhale.” 
 
    She guided him slowly through her technique, telling him what to do and when to do it, and found the whole experience to be quite meditative. She felt calm and relaxed around him as she guided his Magic, and sure enough, he eventually found that he was able to peer through the veil to the Material World.  
 
    “I did it,” he said quietly, staring off across the cave to where she’d seen the Magus and the computer monitors. “He’s waving at me.” 
 
    “Wave back,” she suggested, and he did. 
 
    “Wow, that was awesome. You really are good at this.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. I’ve got a long way to go before I can just do it on a whim.” 
 
    “Don’t run before you can walk,” he replied, sagely.  
 
    “You’re offering me advice?” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Is that allowed?” 
 
    “I guess I’ll allow it.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty.” 
 
    Katy laughed and looked across the room to see Mikayla staring at them, her face like thunder. She looked away when Katy spotted her, but the girl didn’t look happy with her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “I don’t think Mikayla likes me hanging out with you.” 
 
    “You noticed, did you?” he answered.  
 
    “She’s not exactly hiding it.” 
 
    “No. No, she’s not. Just ignore her. She’ll come around before long.” 
 
    “Come around?” Katy asked.  
 
    “I can hang out with whoever I like. I mean, if you like hanging out with me?” 
 
    His voice had lowered as he’d spoken, and he finished the sentence looking into her eyes. If she’d been standing up, she thought she might have fallen over as her legs felt like they had turned to jelly. Was she mad, or was that comment filled with meaning? What was he suggesting? Was there more here than just friendship? Or was she reading too much into something entirely innocent? 
 
    “Well, yes. I do,” she replied and smiled, feeling all too aware of the heat rising in her cheeks and across her chest. Was it hot in here? It felt hot. 
 
    “Good. I like being here with you, too.” 
 
    She blinked. What was he saying to her? His words felt laced with meaning, but she just couldn’t be sure she wasn’t imaging all this. She wasn’t sure what to do or say next, and part of her wanted to lean in towards him to see if he’d reciprocate by leaning into her.  
 
    Was that being a little too forward? If he pulled away from her, she wasn’t sure she could live that down, not so early on in the first year. But her mind was racing with some very nice thoughts and images, which were very pleasant to entertain.  
 
    She bit her lip and looked up at him as he smiled at her.  
 
    “Right class, come here, everyone. Let’s talk about what we’ve seen here today.  
 
    Miss Hidalgo’s voice snapped her out of her reverie, and she was suddenly very aware that she was sitting in very close proximity to other students who’d see anything they did.  
 
    What had she been thinking? This was not the place to steal a kiss or anything else from someone. She got up and brushed herself off.  
 
    “I’m gonna go hang with the guys. Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Any time,” she answered with a smile and stepped back over to Yuki and Felix.  
 
    “Did it go well?” Yuki whispered to her.  
 
    Katy smiled. “I think so…” 
 
   


  
 

 Close Encounters 
 
      
 
    “Okay, your turn,” Titus said and turned his wristwatch to face him. “Tell me what time it is, down to the second.” 
 
    Katy smiled and thought back to Mr Pachis’ recent lessons as he’d taught them the basics of Temporal Magic, which began with sensing the flow of time, and knowing what time it was down to the second, or even fraction of a second.  
 
    As with all Magic, it came down to concentrating and focusing on what she wanted to do. So, Katy closed her eyes and cleared her mind, trying to bring her mental awareness to the flow of time. Over the next half a minute, she started to get a good feel for the flow of time around her and she smiled.  
 
    “What time zone?” Katy asked.  
 
    She could feel Titus smile, even though she couldn’t see him with her eyes closed. “Clever. Let’s make it easy on you…” 
 
    “Don’t on my account,” she cut in. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not, don’t worry, but it’s less confusing if we just stick to GMT, I guess. It’s what the Academy uses, after all.” 
 
    “Alright, it’s nine thirty-six and twenty-four seconds. Twenty-six, seven, eight, nine…” 
 
    “Alright, you got it, well done.” 
 
    Katy opened her eyes and beamed at Titus. “I think I’m starting to get the hang of this.” 
 
    “I’d say so. That was good, and quick.” 
 
    “Thank you. Okay, your turn. Um…” she looked around for inspiration for how she could test him, before settling on her bag, and lifting it. She peered inside to check what was in there, and then looked up at him. “Alright. Tell me, are there any liquids in this bag, and if so, what are they?” 
 
    Titus took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Alright. Okay, let’s see,” he said, closing his eyes. He took several breaths as he cleared his mind and tried to focus. She sat there quietly and waited for him to do his thing. As she watched, she let her mind go blank, before focusing on the Essentia. As she did, the glowing mist of Magical energy blossomed into view all around them. In front of her, Titus glowed, and the Essentia around him gently fluoresced as it rushed into him as he used his Magic. She loved watching the ebb and flow of Essentia as others used their Magic. It was beautiful to watch, but she also felt she could gain some insight into Magic itself if she knew how different uses affected the exotic energy.  
 
    The Essentia around Titus’ head flared, flickering slightly as he struggled with his focus.  
 
    She’d noticed that when the teachers or other more skilled Magi used their Magic, the flare of Essentia was steady and didn’t flicker. The way the Essentia around Titus was reacting was a clear giveaway that he was still learning, and wasn’t confident in his skills yet.  
 
    Whenever she did Magic, she tried to visualise that flare and tried to make it a slow and steady glow rather than the candle-like flicker that she could see as Titus did his thing.  
 
    As she watched, the glow got steadier, and she could see him begin to smile.  
 
    “Yes, there’s liquid in your bag.” 
 
    “Good. What liquid is it?” 
 
    The skin around Titus’ eye wrinkled as he concentrated, and the Essentia around him flared again, burning bright in her Aetheric Sight.  
 
    “Two types. One’s water, the other, I’m not sure. It’s a concoction of some kind. What is that? There’s not much of it.” 
 
    Katy smiled and reached into her bag. She pulled out the small bottle of perfume and held it up for him to see.  
 
    “Oh, of course. I should have guessed.” 
 
    “No, that was a hard one. You weren’t to know what it was. Well done though, you got them both.” 
 
    Titus relaxed, and the flare in the Essentia around him died. Katy let her view of Essentia fade as she sat back in her seat.  
 
    “Thanks. That wasn’t easy.” 
 
    “I think it’s nearly curfew,” Katy said, noticing the common room was starting to empty. Behind Titus, she noticed Trenton miming kissing someone, before pointing at her and winking as he walked out. Katy ignored him and returned her attention to Titus.   
 
    “Yeah, it’s getting there. I should probably head back to my room.” 
 
    “Me too,” Katy replied and stood up.  
 
    “It was good to hang out with you tonight. We should do this again, sometime.” 
 
    “Yeah, this was fun,” she agreed as they picked up their stuff.  
 
    “You sure Yuki and Felix don’t mind you being here with me?” 
 
    “Nah. They’re cool with it.” 
 
    “Good,” Titus smiled.  
 
    Katy wasn’t sure if Mikayla was cool with it, though. She’d had nothing but dirty looks from her for days now. Looks that could kill. She was not happy that Katy was being friendly with Titus. But, Katy didn’t feel like she was doing anything wrong, and while she liked Yuki and Felix a lot, she often felt left out when their conversations turned to whatever it was they were interested in.  
 
    Titus was more on her level, she thought, and the fact that he appreciated her, and was easy on the eyes helped too.  
 
    She still wasn’t sure what this was with him. Right now, it was nothing more than a friendship, but there’d been signs that he might be interested in more.  
 
    Time would tell, she guessed. 
 
    “So, it’s Psi Magic with Mr Spiros again tomorrow,” Titus said as they walked out of the boys' common room, towards his dorm.  
 
    “Yep. Also more Core Magic with Miss Hunt, Element Magic with Mr Spiros again, and Pulse with Mr Spencer.” 
 
    “A busy day,” Titus replied. “It’s fun though, right? Learning this.” 
 
    Katy nodded. It was. The lessons didn’t really feel like schoolwork. Most of it was practical work, and it was something she was keen to learn and get better at.  
 
    “So, I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Katy answered with a smile.  
 
    “I guess not,” he replied and opened his door. He winked at her before entering his room and letting the door close behind him. Katy stepped away with a smile, feeling perhaps the happiest she’d felt since getting here. Titus was a nice guy, and he might just be interested in her. Maybe. He’d not made a move on her yet, but then, she guessed she could be the modern woman she knew she was and make the move for him.  
 
    She wandered through the third floor of the Crystal Tower, making her way towards the stairs, and checked the time. It was late, and the corridors were basically empty as the last of the students returned to their dorm rooms.  
 
    She was one tower over from where she needed to be and had to go down to cross over to her tower, before going back up. She moved quickly, walking, but moving with purpose as she skipped down the stairs to the upper classroom level, and made for the corridor that linked the towers. She crossed it, checking the time on her phone as she went. It was just ticking over to ten now. She needed to get to her room.  
 
    Moving into her tower, the corridors here were already darkened, and as she rounded another corner, making for the stairwell, she heard voices and slowed. She didn’t want to be caught out after lights out.  
 
    She stopped and listened. They were ahead of her. She’d need to go another way. She looked around as the voices got closer.  
 
    “You need to be careful,” a male voice said. Was that Mr Spiros? It sounded like him. “What you’re doing, the parents wouldn’t like it.” 
 
    “The parents don’t know, and won’t find out.” That was Miss Hartman, the Headmistress. What were they talking about? 
 
    “Well, I’m not convinced. What does the Council think?” Mr Spiros asked.  
 
    “Hmm. It was a mixed response.” 
 
    “I thought it might be. I bet Trevelyan wasn’t too happy about it.” 
 
    “No, not really. I think he agrees with you,” Miss Hartman replied. “I just think, if we’re going to get to the bottom of this, we’re going to have to take a few calculated risks.” 
 
    “That’s your Arcanum training talking.” 
 
    “Well, they do agree with me on this course of action.” 
 
    “I bet they do. Well, I just want to be on record that I don’t. You’re using the kids as bait, and I don’t like it. It’s risky.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s preying on the students, so that’s how we stop it.” 
 
    They were close, Katy knew. Very close. If she didn’t move, they’d see her and know she’d been listening in. She didn’t know what they were talking about, but it sounded important.  
 
    She knew she could get around them if she took the corridor to her left. It was dark up there, but she could make out enough of where she was going, and hustled up the hallway as quickly and quietly as she could, glancing back to make sure she wasn’t seen.  
 
    As she moved, something cracked underfoot. The noise startled her, and she nearly fell. She yelped as more cracks sounded under her shoes. She clamped a hand over her mouth as she steadied herself and looked down.  
 
    Broken glass was all over the floor, and she was stood right in the middle of it. As her weight shifted, she broke more of the shards. They popped and snapped beneath her hard soles, and she felt grateful she had her shoes on, otherwise, her feet would be cut to ribbons.  
 
    Movement caught her attention. She looked up to see a figure in the shadows run up the corridor and then turn the corner, disappearing.  
 
    What the hell? What was going on? 
 
    Katy looked down again. She wanted to move, but any further movement would only make even more noise, so she stayed still, and hoped that the Head and Deputy Head hadn’t heard her.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Mr Spiros called out.  
 
    Katy sighed as the tension flowed out of her body and she turned to face the two teachers. “It’s Katy Stone, Mr Spiros. I was just heading back to my dorm.” 
 
    “It’s gone ten at night,” he said.  
 
    “Only just,” Miss Hartman challenged him.  
 
    “Perhaps,” he said as the two shadowy figures approached.  
 
    “Careful,” Katy warned. “There’s glass all over the floor here. I just stepped in it. Someone’s broken something.” 
 
    “Oh?” Miss Hartman replied. Katy felt a rush of energy close by as one of the two teachers used their Magic. The lights flickered into life, and the scene came into view.  
 
    Katy was stood beside one of the display cabinets that were scattered around the school, except the glass on this one had been smashed, and some of its contents had been thrown to the floor.  
 
    “What is this?” Mr Spiros asked.  
 
    “Someone broke the glass,” Katy said. She silently cursed herself for stating the obvious and sounding like a moron, but the deed was done.  
 
    “I can see that, Miss Stone,” Mr Spiros said.  
 
    Katy cringed under his withering gaze. “I mean, I didn’t do this,” she clarified.  
 
    “Did you not?” he asked.  
 
    “Once again, Miss Stone, you find yourself in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Miss Hartman said. “You’re making a habit out of this.” 
 
    “I know, I didn’t mean to. I saw someone. Someone ran off when I walked around here.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was dark and I was flustered from stepping on the glass, but I saw them run that way.” 
 
    Both teachers looked up the hallway.  
 
    “Towards the stairwell,” Mr Spiros asked.  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you, Miss Stone.” 
 
    Katy looked back over at the cabinet. “Is something missing?”  
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll find out, though,” Miss Hartman replied. “You can go now. Head straight back to your dorm. We’ll find you if we need to talk to you.” 
 
    Katy took a final look at the broken glass and debris from the vandalism, and nodded, before turning away and heading back to her room, wondering what the hell she’d just been involved in.  
 
   


  
 

 Ripples 
 
      
 
    “Mr Spiros accused the Head of using us, the students, as bait,” Katy said, whispering to Yuki and Felix who sat to her left. They were the only ones at the table, so she didn’t mind talking to them about it over breakfast.  
 
    “Bait? Bait for what?” Felix asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Katy replied as she stabbed the bacon on her plate. “But the Head said something about that’s how they stop whatever is preying on the students.” 
 
    “Are you sure you heard them right?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “One hundred percent. I know what I heard.” 
 
    “Preying on us? What do they mean?” Yuki mused.  
 
    “No one has died here,” Felix said. “We’d notice, surely.” 
 
    “Maybe whatever it is, isn’t killing us. Maybe it’s doing something else?” 
 
    Yuki’s eye went wide suddenly. “Like, sending them mad? Like Jacob?” 
 
    “Really?” Felix asked, sounding unconvinced.  
 
    “Why not? He wasn’t so strange when he first got here, was he? It was only later when he started talking to himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “But what could do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Felix admitted. “Why do that, though? What did it achieve by making him go crazy?” 
 
    “Maybe Jacob was fighting it, not doing whatever it was it wanted him to do?” 
 
    “I don’t think we can read too much into this,” Katy said. 
 
    “True. We don’t have nearly enough information. Okay, so you said there was a broken display case. What was inside it?” 
 
    “It was the one outside the Aetheric Studies room, the one with the books and other bits inside it.” 
 
    “I wonder if anything was missing?” Felix wondered.  
 
    “Probably,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Probably what?” 
 
    Katy turned around in surprise and looked up at Mikayla who was stood beside her.  
 
    “Aaah, hi,” Katy said in shock.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Mikayla asked. She didn’t wait to be invited and sat beside Katy with her breakfast of yoghurt and granola with a fruit juice drink. 
 
    “Um, no. I guess that’s okay…” Katy glanced over at Yuki and Felix. They were staring at Mikayla with their mouths hanging open.  
 
    “Thank you,” Mikayla said with a smile. “So, I just wanted to come over and, well…apologise really. I know I’ve been a bit of a bitch, but it’s been a stressful few months, what with all the Magic stuff going on. My Epiphany and leaving my family and stuff. It’s been hard, you know?” 
 
    Katy took a deep breath and calmed her nerves. As surprising as this was, she could sympathise with the predicament that Mikayla found herself in. Leaving home and coming here had been tough on Katy too, and her temper had, on occasion, become a little frayed.  
 
    “Yeah, I can understand that. It’s been difficult for me too. I had no idea that Magic was real until the day I left my home and arrived here. I’ve never lived away from home.” 
 
    “Me neither. It’s tough, and I know I’ve said a few things that I probably didn’t mean.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I think we’re all guilty of that,” Katy replied and glanced back at Felix, who’d said a few nasty things about Mikayla over the last few days.  
 
    Felix looked guilty and focused on his plate.  
 
    “So, apology accepted?” Mikayla asked.  
 
    Katy smiled. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Excellent. So, what were you talking about?” 
 
    “Well…” Yuki went to say something.  
 
    “Nothing much, really,” Katy cut in. “Just talking about the lessons and Magic. You know, the usual things.” She wasn’t sure why she didn’t tell Mikayla about last night, but there was something deep inside her that couldn’t let it go. She wanted to keep that to herself for the time being.  
 
    She wanted to believe that Mikayla had truly turned a corner, but there was a nagging doubt deep within her that warned her to be careful.  
 
    “So, it’s Miss Hunt again first up,” Mikayla said. “More Core Magic.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Katy replied.  
 
    “How are you finding it? Magic, I mean. Are you getting the hang of it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so…” Katy replied.  
 
    “Don’t be so modest, Katy,” Felix cut in. “She’s the best out of us three. A bit of a natural at it, really.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Katy protested. “It’s tough sometimes, but I get there.” 
 
    “Maybe I need to take a lesson from you.” 
 
    Katy laughed. “Why does everyone think I have the secret to it all? I’m just doing what the teacher tells me to do. I’m not doing anything special.” 
 
    “She’s been showing us how she does it,” Yuki said.  
 
    “Maybe I need to sit with you in class?” Mikayla suggested.  
 
    “Um, well, maybe,” Katy replied, unsure if that’s what she wanted.  
 
    “It’s not a problem. I’ll get Kasey to sit in your usual spot.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Dana will like that,” Yuki muttered.  
 
    “That’s settled then,” Mikayla said with a smile, ignoring Yuki.  
 
    “Maybe check with Dana first?” Felix added.  
 
    “She doesn’t need to do that,” Mikayla replied, dismissing his comment. “So, where are you from in the UK? London is it?” 
 
    Katy felt a little bewildered by the speed of the conversation but guessed she could sit with Mikayla for a lesson or two. The class seats did occasionally get mixed up anyway for group projects, so this wasn’t a huge change. Still, she agreed with Yuki and Felix that Dana would not be happy sharing a table with one of Mikayla’s friends.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m from London,” Katy answered.  
 
    “I’ve never visited. Always wanted to though. Maybe after we’ve been through the Academy, you could show me around?” 
 
    “Aaah, yeah, I could…?” She wasn’t sure what to make of Mikayla’s new friendly attitude and wasn’t keen on getting locked into any plans that she wasn’t totally happy with. But what else could she say? 
 
    “Excellent. I’d love that,” Mikayla said and tucked into her granola. “What do you think of the food?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good,” Katy replied, catching sight of Titus a short distance away. Trenton walked up to him and pointed at her and Mikayla. Titus turned and locked eyes with Katy, and then saw Mikayla and pulled a face. Trenton laughed. 
 
    Checking Mikayla wasn’t looking, she looked back at Titus and shrugged.  
 
    Titus rolled his eyes and went to sit with his friends. Katy watched him go and felt a pang of regret. It felt like she’d missed out on an opportunity to sit beside him.  
 
    She’d have a chance to do that later on, she hoped. But right now, she knew the best thing was to build up a friendship with Mikayla. After all, she didn’t want to have enemies.  
 
    With a sigh, Katy turned back to her breakfast and continued to eat, enjoying the taste of the warm bacon rashers. She felt very unhealthy eating a cooked breakfast while sitting beside Mikayla with her yoghurt and granola. But she decided she didn’t care too much.  
 
    They ate up, and it was soon time to head to their first lesson. Mikayla stuck by her side and walked with her in front of Yuki and Felix, engaging her in conversation. She’d moved on to talking about some of the shoes she had with her and Katy felt jealous of her collection. She’d not brought a vast selection of her wardrobe and was keen to bring some more of it out here as soon as she got the chance, although she had no idea when that might be.  
 
    “You’ll have to come and see them,” Mikayla said.  
 
    “Yeah, that would be good. Oh, sorry I didn’t make it to yours that first time you invited me over. I got caught by the teachers who sent me back to my dorm. I wanted to tell you but never found the right moment.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I wondered why you didn’t turn up.” 
 
    “It wasn’t for lack of trying,” Katy said. “Sorry, I should have told you sooner.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Mikayla said as they turned into the classroom that was already half-full. Dana sat in her usual seat, and Katy noticed one of Mikayla’s friends, Kasey, was already in Katy’s usual seat, leaving the place next to Mikayla free. 
 
    Katy followed Mikayla over to the desk, looking at Yuki and Felix as she went. They shrugged. Katy nodded, feeling like the choice had been taken away from her but as she sat, she decided she would make the best of it and try to have a good lesson.  
 
    As she lowered herself into the seat, she looked up to see Titus two desks ahead of her. They locked eyes, and Katy made her eyes bug out, like a deer in headlights.  
 
    Titus smirked and looked away before settling into his seat.  
 
    “Alright class, take your seats. Let’s talk a little about what we did yesterday,” Miss Hunt said, and proceeded to go over what they’d been talking about the day before, and ask questions of the class.  
 
    “Okay,” she said finally. “So today, we’re going to try and learn a new trick with Core Magic. You see, Core Magic is a little different to other fields in that you get to do more active Magic earlier, and what I’m going to teach you today is something we call a Ripple. Now, it’s quite simple. You’re basically sending out a small, light shockwave through the local Essentia, like a ripple in the water when you drop a stone into it. It can be detected by other Magi but can be a good way to send out a distress signal or other kind of alert. So, I’m going to start by demonstrating what a Ripple is, and we’re going to see if you can detect it. And then from there, you’re going to try and do one yourself. Okay?” 
 
   


  
 

 Lunch Queue 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Mikayla said as they walked across the courtyard towards the Ebon Tower and their lunch. “I’m sure I’ve done better today with all this than I have before.” 
 
    Katy smiled. She was glad to help, and it was nice to feel appreciated, but she’d now spent all morning with Mikayla. She didn’t mind. Not really. In fact, she was thrilled that Mikayla was being so friendly. The only issue was that Titus hadn’t said a word to her all morning. 
 
    Yuki and Felix were close by, but she’d noticed that Mikayla’s attitude towards them was not quite as friendly as it was to her. She’d been dismissive of their comments and sometimes just outright ignored them.  
 
    She didn’t like that, but she wasn’t sure if she was overreacting.  
 
    So, she kept her mouth shut. Yuki would understand. 
 
    Their second lesson that morning had been another in Psi Magic with Mr Spiros, and he’d been teaching them to see and recognise Telepathic speech between Magi and had spoken a little about Mental Links.  
 
    Katy loved the sound of the Links. Being able to talk privately with someone, mind to mind would be amazing. She wished she could do it now so she could have a conversation with Yuki, Felix, or even Titus while she hung out with Mikayla.  
 
    In both lessons, Mikayla hadn’t found the Magic as easy to perform as Katy did and this led to her guiding Mikayla through several exercises to try and help her.  
 
    Katy had noticed that Mikayla was easily distracted, and often found her not listening to what the teacher was telling them. She’d be playing with her pen, daydreaming, or scribbling notes or doodles in her book.  
 
    Katy felt sure that was the reason for her less-than-stellar performance, and while Katy tried to keep Mikayla focused, there was only so much she could do without damaging her own education.  
 
    In the end, she’d stopped trying to bring Mikayla’s attention to the subject at hand, and just focused on it herself, only to relay it back to Mikayla in bite-size pieces over the rest of the lesson. She didn’t mind, she kind of liked teaching and helping others. 
 
    “Glad to help,” Katy said as they walked into the dining hall and took their place in the queue for the buffet. The huge dining hall was twice as long as it was wide, with plenty of space for them all to sit. In fact, the students only really took up half of the chairs, leaving plenty of empty tables which would no doubt be filled with new students as the following years joined the school.  
 
    Down the centre of the room, a long table stood covered with plates of hot and cold food of all kinds. There was a lot to choose from, and as portions were taken, it would Magically replenish itself.  
 
    “What are you having?” Katy asked, curious as to what Mikayla would choose.  
 
    “I’ll grab a salad, maybe yoghurt or something,” she replied as she picked up a tray from where they were stacked at the end of the table.  
 
    Katy did the same and grabbed a dinner plate. She moved up the side of the buffet table and decided to have a hot meal, placing some chicken, salad, and potatoes on her plate. As they moved, Katy noticed a large bowl of steaming rice pudding further up, which several students were ladling into bowls.  
 
    Katy loved rice pudding and joined the small queue for it.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Mikayla asked, who’d already picked up all her food.  
 
    “Yeah,” Katy replied. “I’m just waiting my turn.” 
 
    Mikayla looked over, saw what she was waiting for, and pulled a face. “Oh, yuk. You don’t like rice pudding do you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m guessing you don’t?” 
 
    “God no, it’s gross. Yuck. I’ll wait for you at the end,” she said as people tried to push past her to get to other areas of the table.  
 
    “Sure thing,” Katy replied with a smile and watched Mikayla walk up the table and stand out of the way of the other students.  
 
    “You’re free! Run, run for the hills.” 
 
    Katy turned to see Titus stood behind her, smiling. She laughed. “She’s not that bad.” 
 
    “She’s a force of nature, that girl,” he answered her.  
 
    “You’re not kidding. She’s not left me alone for a moment since breakfast. She even waited right outside my cubicle when I went to the bathroom this morning.” The memories of that particular moment burned bright in her mind as she’d felt embarrassed just to take a pee with her listening on the other side of the door.  
 
    Titus laughed. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s being friendly now. I’d rather be friends with her than not, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Have you heard about the next lesson?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s Element Magic with Mr Spiros again.” 
 
    “Actually, no, it isn’t,” he replied.  
 
    “Oh, has there been a change?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just heard. We have a guest Magus visiting to give us a talk on Tartarus and the Restoration.” 
 
    “Oh, cool. That’ll be good. Who’s the guest?” 
 
    “No idea. I guess we’ll find out. I can’t wait to hear more about Tartarus.” 
 
    Katy raised an eyebrow at him and thought back to when she’d seen him daring some of his friends to cross the bridge to the fortress.  
 
    “You like the place?” 
 
    “Tartarus? Yeah, it’s awesome, isn’t it? I’d love to go over there and have a look around.” 
 
    Katy’s eyebrow raised ever higher. “Oh really? And how would you manage that? It’s off-limits.” 
 
    “A girl in the year above did it.” 
 
    “Oh? When?” 
 
    “Last year. She sneaked down beside the bridge and over the stream. Then she got in through a crack in the wall to the right of the main door. She said it was amazing in there. Didn’t see anything scary, just empty corridors and rooms. She’s asked for an official visit several times, but she’s not had any luck so far.” 
 
    “You sound a bit in awe of her, Titus,” she commented, noticing the far-away look he got in his eyes when he spoke about this girl’s exploits.  
 
    He smiled. “Just jealous, I guess. She’s awesome, though. I’m not sure I’d have the guts to go in there alone, but I’d love to see inside it sometime.” 
 
    “What? You’d be brave enough to go in. Big strapping guy like you.” 
 
    He laughed. “Thank you for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “It’s just an empty building,” she continued.  
 
    “I know,” he replied. “Maybe one day.” 
 
    Katy reached her goal and pointed to the steaming pot of pudding. “Are you having any?” 
 
    “Nah,” he answered. “Not really my thing.” He glanced past her.  
 
    Katy looked to her right and spotted Mikayla stood close by. She smiled at the blonde.  
 
    “Catch you later,” he said and walked off. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said after him as she grabbed a bowl.  
 
    Katy jumped as a figure stepped in front of her, blocking her view. She stepped back, nearly knocking into the student behind her and sending their food flying. It was Trenton, he grabbed a bowl and ladled himself out a generous portion of rice pudding with a hungry look in his eyes.  
 
    Katy apologised to the student behind her and turned back to Trenton.  
 
    “Careful, you big oaf, I nearly had someone’s dinner all down my back.” 
 
    “What? Oh, hi Katy. You like rice puddin’?”  
 
    Katy blinked. “Um, yeah.” 
 
    “It’s lovely, isn’t it? Here,” and he filled her bowl as well. “Enjoy,” he said with a smile and wink before he disappeared off again. Katy watched him go, a little bewildered, before placing her bowl on her tray and walking over to where Mikayla waited. 
 
    “Having a nice chat?” she asked.  
 
    “Er, yeah, I guess so.” She felt nervous talking to Mikayla about Titus, given her apparent interest in him, and his lack of mutual interest.  
 
    “That’s cool. I don’t mind, by the way. Like I said before, I’ve had a tough few weeks, so…” 
 
    Katy nodded. “Okay,” she answered, her fears easing a bit.  
 
    “So, what did he have to say?”  
 
    Katy mulled over the idea of telling her what Titus had said, and apart from his earlier comments about Mikayla, she saw no reason not to tell her.  
 
    “We were talking about Tartarus,” she explained as they sat at a nearby table. Katy noticed they weren’t anywhere near Yuki and Felix, and looked around for a moment. She spotted them off talking between themselves and shrugged before sitting down.  
 
    “Tartarus,” Mikayla asked, ignoring her momentary hesitation.  
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, we have a guest speaker for our next lesson, rather than Element Magic with Mr Spiros.” 
 
    “Oh. Cool.” 
 
    “That’s what I said. So we got to talking about it and how he’s fascinated by the place.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Mikayla answered. “He’s always talking about it and likes hanging out near the gate to it. Did he mention the girl in the year above?” 
 
    “The one who snuck inside?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Mikayla confirmed.  
 
    “Yeah, he did. He seems a little in awe of her.” 
 
    “He sure does…” Mikayla looked at her as if she was about to say something and then shook her head, dismissing it.  
 
    “What?” Katy asked.  
 
    “No, it’s nothing. I was going to suggest something, but no. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “You can’t say that and not tell me,” Katy asked.  
 
    “Alright, but it’s a mad idea.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    Mikayla nodded. “I was going to suggest that you should go over there, sneak inside, and bring something back for him. A souvenir. Something to prove you’d been over there. He’d be amazed.” 
 
    For a moment, Katy wasn’t sure how to react. She laughed and smiled. “You’re right, that’s crazy.” 
 
    “Told you,” Mikayla agreed.  
 
    “No, I can’t do that,” Katy said, but her mind was still playing with the idea.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I mean, he’d love it, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “He would.” 
 
    “And that other girl, did she bring anything back?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    So he’d be even more impressed, she thought, as she turned the idea over in her mind.  
 
    “He’d be in awe of you.” 
 
   


  
 

 The Redhead 
 
      
 
    Katy followed Mikayla back into the class at the base of Crystal Tower and spotted the guest right away. She was hard to miss. The woman looked like she was in her late twenties, was no taller than Katy, shorter if anything, and had long, deep red hair that cascaded over her shoulders. She stood at the head of the class, talking with Miss Hunt and smiling. She looked totally at ease.  
 
    Katy watched her for a moment and then followed Mikayla to her desk. As she moved, she noticed several of the guys taking more than a cursory interest in the redhead.  
 
    “Whoa, now that’s a woman,” Trenton said as he passed by Katy, his eyes on the redhead. Katy looked askance at him and his comment. Trenton met her eyes and smiled before lifting his hands up, as if holding a pair of huge imaginary boobs, and nodding to the guest.  
 
    Katy rolled her eyes and looked away. She was a good looking woman, for sure, if a little scruffy in her ripped jeans and camisole top. But what was it with men and boobs? She wasn’t sure she’d ever understand.  
 
    As she moved to the desk where Mikayla sat, she looked up at Yuki and Felix. Yuki stared back, looking a little unhappy, and raised an eyebrow at her.  
 
    Katy shrugged as if to say she didn’t have much choice, only for Yuki to roll her eyes and shake her head. Katy felt bad. She was annoying her friends, but she didn’t want to get on the wrong side of Mikayla either, who had a much shorter fuse than Yuki did.  
 
    She resolved to talk to Yuki later when they got back in their room and hope they could work it out.  
 
    Katy settled into her chair and pulled out her topic book. She wrote ‘Tartarus and the Restoration’ on the top line and then looked up, waiting for the lecture to begin.  
 
    “Alright. Thank you, class, for coming. I know this is a change to your scheduled lesson, but I hope you won’t mind. We’re lucky to have a guest with us here today who’s going to talk to us about a couple of things that might interest you. Namely Tartarus, that ugly building next door, and the Restoration. So, let me introduce to you, Amanda-Jane Page.” 
 
    The redhead smiled and nodded to the class.  
 
    “Sounds like a redneck or trailer trash,” Mikayla whispered beside her.  
 
    Katy glanced at her but didn’t answer. The double-barrelled name did sound a little like that. Either that or pretentious, but she didn’t get either vibe from the woman who stood beside Miss Hunt.  
 
    “Amanda is an Arch Master Magus who’s been at the heart of some of the most recent events in Magi society and was there when the Nomad broke into Tartarus and freed the Archons. She’s well versed in those events, so we’re very honoured to have her here today. Okay, so, over to you,” Miss Hunt said.  
 
    “Thank you,” Amanda replied. “Good afternoon, class. I’m pleased to be here. Firstly, before I get started, if you do have any questions at any time during my talk, please raise your hand and I will do my best to answer you. Okay?” 
 
    There was a murmured confirmation from the students.  
 
    “Alright, so, who can tell me what you know about Tartarus?” 
 
    Several hands were gingerly raised, and Miss Hunt picked one out. “Josie.” 
 
    “It was the former home of the Archons.” 
 
    “Correct,” Amanda answered. “Although, it was less of a home and more of a prison. But you’re right. It’s where the Archons had been trapped by powerful Magic. And as, um, Louisa…” 
 
    “Miss Hunt,” she replied, correcting Amanda. 
 
    “Miss Hunt, of course,” Amanda replied. “As Miss Hunt mentioned, it was where a Nomad called Yasmin freed them. Have you learned anything about Yasmin yet?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Miss Hunt replied, as many in the class agreed. 
 
    “Okay,” Amanda said. “Yasmin was a Nomad and a Powerful one at that. She led a coven called the Black Knights and was responsible for the deaths of countless Arcadian Magi. She was not a nice person. I clashed against her many times over the years. Yasmin was interested in one thing, and one thing only. Power. She wanted to become the most powerful Nomad the world had ever seen, and for a short time, she succeeded.  
 
    “Yasmin managed to do this through the use of Enchanted items.” 
 
    Katy saw a hand pop up.  
 
    “Yes?” Amanda asked. “Tell me your name and then ask your question.” 
 
    “Hi, it’s Trenton,” the oaf replied, puffing out his chest. “So, you can make Magical items?” 
 
    “I take it you’ve not covered that yet?” Amanda asked.  
 
    Miss Hunt shook her head. “No, not yet. But yes, you can use your Magic to imbue items with Magical effects, once you’re powerful enough. But that won’t be for a long time, and long after you’ve left the Academy.” 
 
    “Something to look forward to,” Amanda quipped. “So, while there are lots of Magical items, some are more useful or more powerful than others, and some of them are legendary. Yasmin was interested in three, in particular. A book called the Libre Nox Noctis, the Lazarus Scroll, and a green Orb that didn’t really have a name, but was probably the most powerful of the three.” 
 
    Katy raised her hand as a question formed in her mind. Miss Hunt pointed to her. “Go on, Katy.” 
 
    “How did she get them?” she asked. 
 
    Amanda smiled at her, but it was a smile that was filled with consternation. “By attacking and killing lots of people.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Katy answered.  
 
    “The items all allowed her to do certain things. The Orb boosted her Magical ability to levels equal to or above the Archons. The Book allowed her to cross into the Aetheric, something that was impossible at the time, and finally the Scroll… Well, the Scroll had many effects, not least of which was its ability to raise someone from the dead. Hence, its name. But it could also allow the user to absorb the power of another Magus or creature. 
 
    “Once Yasmin had all three of those items, she crossed over to the Aetheric, came here to Tartarus, and used the Scroll to kill and steal the power from one of the Archons, boosting her abilities even further.”  
 
    Katy saw Titus’ hand go up, and Miss Hunt pointed to him. “I’m Titus. How do you know this?” 
 
    Amanda smiled at him. “Thank you, Titus. I know this because I was the one who chased Yasmin here. I tried to stop her from getting all of the items and then I chased her into the Aetheric to try and stop her from using them. I didn’t know what she was going to do at the time, but I knew it wasn’t anything good. I witnessed Yasmin confront the Archons and kill one of them right in front of me.” 
 
    “Wow,” Titus replied.  
 
    “Yeah, it was a fairly crazy moment. As an aside, I was with two others when I came here. A woman called Crystal, whom this tower is named after, and who sadly died in the line of duty recently, and a Fae called Bramble Winterhill, who’s one of your teachers.” 
 
    Katy heard hushed whispers spread through the room as the students expressed their surprise to one another.  
 
    “Miss Winterhill?” Mikayla hissed beside her. “Really?” 
 
    Katy nodded. She wasn’t the most obvious choice for an adventurer, but she guessed appearances could be deceiving. Katy looked over at Yuki and Felix, both of whom looked equally as shocked.  
 
    “Oh, have I just outed one of the staff?” Amanda commented, looking over at Miss Hunt. 
 
    Miss Hunt shrugged, and Katy felt a small flicker of energy fizzle around her. She’d just used her Magic. Was that a Mental Link? She was probably warning Miss Winterhill about what Amanda had just done. 
 
    “Okay, well, never mind. The point is, that by killing one of the Archons it broke the Magic that held the Archons in bondage”—Mikayla smirked beside Katy—“and freed them. It also opened up the Aetheric and allowed the Magi access to it for the first time in thousands of years. Not only that, but the rate at which people like yourselves go through their Epiphanies increased. There were more young Novice Magi appearing, more than could be taken on by older Magi, which led to the formation of this first Aetheric Academy.” 
 
    Another hand went up. “So, would some of us not have become Magi if Yasmin hadn’t killed that Archon?” 
 
    Amanda frowned. “That’s difficult to say for certain, but I think it’s likely, yes. Some of you owe your Epiphanies to the effects of the Restoration.” 
 
    In front of her, Titus raised his hand again. Amanda nodded to him.  
 
    “What’s it like in there? In Tartarus, I mean?” 
 
    Katy smiled. He really was interested in it, wasn’t he? 
 
    “Well, it’s empty now. So, as far as I know, it’s just lots of dark, disused corridors and rooms.” 
 
   


  
 

 Double Dare 
 
      
 
    The end of the class with Amanda was a chaotic mess. She’d offered to stay and talk, answering questions that anyone might have, and easily over half the class seemed keen to hang around and chat.  
 
    Katy noticed Yuki and Felix wander up, with Felix looking particularly keen to hear what Amanda had to say. Katy packed up her books and watched the crowd grow.  
 
    “I’m not hanging around,” Mikayla said. “Come on, let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    Katy looked up, unsure of how to answer. Part of her wanted to stay and listen to more of their guest's stories, but on the other hand, she also wanted to spend a little more time with Mikayla and solidify her friendship.  
 
    “Um…” Katy mumbled, unsure.  
 
    “Your friends are hanging around, they’ll be able to tell you if Amanda says anything interesting. Come on, let’s go hang out. It’ll be quiet outside.” 
 
    Mikayla was right about that. As she watched, a couple more teachers walked into the room, followed by several students from the year above.  
 
    “Besides, you’re never going to get close.” 
 
    Katy nodded, shouldered her bag, and turned to Mikayla with a sigh. “Alright, let’s go.” 
 
    They wandered outside and around the base of the tower.  
 
    “What did you think of her, then?” Mikayla asked as they walked.  
 
    “Impressive,” Katy replied. “She’s seen some crazy things, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You believe it all?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Katy asked, surprised.  
 
    “Yeah…although, I do wonder if there might be a little embellishment in there.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. Whatever. As you say, she’s seen all sorts, that much is for sure. What do you think of what she was saying about this place.” Mikayla waved towards Tartarus as it came into view.  
 
    “Sounds like she thinks it’s just empty. Abandoned.” 
 
    “I think she’s right. I mean, I guess that’s enough of a reason to keep people out. They don’t want anyone hurting themselves, but I don’t think it’s as scary a place as some people make out.” 
 
    “So, you think it’s safe?” Katy asked as she peered through the gate, looking for the hole in the wall that Titus had mentioned. She thought she could just make it out.  
 
    “I think so. Yeah.” 
 
    “Why don’t you head on over then?” someone said. 
 
    Katy turned to see Mikayla’s two friends, Kasey and Nina, approaching them. It was Nina who’d spoken. 
 
    Mikayla laughed. “Yeah, maybe not today.” 
 
    “No? Why not? Scared, are we?” 
 
    “No,” Mikayla protested. “Are you?” 
 
    “Pfft, as if.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you wander on over there?” Mikayla teased.  
 
    “I’m not going in there in my freshly washed uniform. Another day maybe.” 
 
    “Might not get another chance,” Mikayla suggested. “Everyone’s inside, talking to the redhead.” 
 
    She was right, Katy thought. This was the perfect opportunity to sneak over and take a peek inside. They might not get another chance to do this. Not soon, anyway. 
 
    “I could use the same argument on you,” Nina replied.  
 
    “What about you, Kasey? Do you fancy heading over there and finding a souvenir to bring back?” 
 
    “What? Nah girl, it’s not my thing. If anyone should be heading over there, it’s Nina, our resident kick-ass babe.” 
 
    Katy had heard enough bickering and had made up her mind. “I’ll go.” 
 
    All three girls turned and stared at her. “You?” Mikayla asked.  
 
    “Yeah, me. Why not? I’ll go over there and bring something back.” 
 
    The three of them looked at one another, and then back at her. “Go on then,” Nina urged.  
 
    “Off you go, then, Lara Croft,” Kasey said.  
 
    “Be careful,” Mikayla added, a hint of concern lacing her words.  
 
    Katy smiled. “Don’t worry, it’ll be easy,” she said as she pulled her hair back into a ponytail with a tie before tightening the straps on her bag. Satisfied, she walked over to the fence beside the gatepost and started to climb. She used the gaps between the large bricks as footholds as she held onto the railings. Reaching the top, she hauled herself over. As she started to drop on the other side, she realised too late that one of the spikes had caught on her skirt. As she dropped, she heard fabric rip.  
 
    She landed, with her skirt now sporting a tear from the hem to the waistband over her left thigh.  
 
    She looked at it with a sigh. “Crap.” Explaining that to the staff would be fun. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Mikayla called to her. “It can be fixed, or replaced.”  
 
    Katy looked up in dismay and sighed. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Is she going to give up?” she heard Kasey whisper to Nina. Katy frowned, annoyed that they’d think she’d give up over a small setback like this. There was no way she’d let this stop her from completing her task.  
 
    “Right, I’m going,” Katy said. She didn’t want to look like a wimp and chicken out because of a ripped skirt.  
 
    Mikayla nodded.  
 
    Turning, Katy looked at the bridge, and then down the dip into the almost totally dry river bed that it crossed. She could make out a track that meandered down beside the bridge, and then up the other side. It would be harder going, but she’d be less visible than if she took the bridge. She debated the two options for a couple of seconds, before setting off down the embankment path. She walked at a brisk pace, using the rocks to steady herself as stones cascaded down around her feet. She didn’t find it difficult and soon reached the lowest part of the cutting. Above her, to her left, the arches of the bridge between the Academy and Tartarus loomed. She hoped there wouldn’t be anything scary living under the bridge, and pressed on. After a few more metres, weaving between boulders, she found the stream. It was dirty, brackish, and trickled along, going under the bridge and out of sight, bending left.  
 
    She didn’t trust herself to try and jump it. She felt sure she’d end up on her ass, so she chose to try and hop from stone to stone. It was only maybe two metres wide, after all.  
 
    Placing her foot on the first large stone, she picked out the route she wanted to take, and with a deep breath, went for it. She got most of the way over when her foot slipped off a rock and splashed in the stream. She made a final hop, and reached the other side, with one soaking foot and sock.  
 
    Katy grunted in frustration as she looked down at her dirty right foot. It squelched in her shoe as she wriggled her toes.  
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. She set off up the slope, making her way towards Tartarus. The outer walls of the fortress rose above her, dark and brooding against the cloud-filled sky. She looked away from the forbidden castle, concentrating on making her way up towards the end of the bridge. As she got closer, she heard the distant whoops of Mikayla and her friends. She turned and could see them at the gate, waving to her.  
 
    She waved back, unable to make out what they were saying, and looked up at the walls again. Sure enough, right before her, a huge crack split the outer wall. Only darkness was visible within, and for the first time since making the trip over here, she felt a cold trickle of sweat roll down her spine.  
 
    The building was deadly quiet. It was as if the entire Realm had just stopped and held its breath, waiting to see if she’d be brave enough to enter.  
 
    Katy sucked in a long, deep breath. “It’s just abandoned,” she said to herself. “It’s empty. There’s nothing in there.” She wasn’t sure how convinced she was, but after a moment, her nerves calmed and she pressed on, walking up to the crack and slipping in through the gap.  
 
   


  
 

 Tartarus 
 
      
 
    Katy pushed through the crack in the wall, squeezing through a couple of tight sections until she finally made it to the far side. She looked back, surprised at how wide the wall actually was. It was easily over two metres thick.  
 
    What could have been strong enough to make such a crack? 
 
    Looking around, she found herself at the edge of a wide room that looked like it might be some kind of entrance area or lobby. To her left, the huge main doors stood locked. Ahead, the shadowy room was silent and still. Rocks, dirt, and other debris lay scattered over the stone floor.  
 
    Beyond, corridors led off into the darkness and stairwells curved up to unseen balconies and upper floors.  
 
    Although it was dark, light did filter in through dirty, broken windows and holes in the roof, giving her just enough light to see by.  
 
    She had no idea which way to go and wanted a better souvenir than just some random rock that she could have picked up anywhere.  
 
    She wanted something unique, something that could only have come from here.  
 
    Watching her footing, she started to move, only to stop when she spotted footprints in the dirt and dust on the floor. They led both in and out of the building through the crack, meaning that Mikayla and Titus were right. Others had been in and out of here.  
 
    More than one by the looks of it.  
 
    For a moment, she paused and listened hard. Was anyone in here with her right now? She hoped not. She didn’t want that kind of scare.  
 
    As her confidence returned, she set off, moving out into the room, her footsteps on the stone echoing as she went. 
 
    She decided to walk straight ahead rather than move left or right. She didn’t fancy getting lost in the myriad of corridors that no doubt wound their way through the entire building.  
 
    Flanked on either side by rising stairways, a wide corridor led deeper into the building, leading away from the entrance. The meagre light picked out some of the intricate carvings on the walls and pillars of dark stone, but it was tough to make out precisely what the pattern was.  
 
    She passed arched doorways and peered inside, finding desolate rooms with little of interest in them and chose to continue, moving out into another large octagonal room. More corridors led off into the darkness, and a balcony ringed the room above her.  
 
    Everything was made from a black, gleaming stone that seemed to suck all the light from the space. Through the archway to her right, another large room was visible. The debris on the floor was different there, and the patterns on the walls were more regular. At odds with the sinewy, organic decoration everywhere else.  
 
    Curious, she made for the room, stepping quietly. She reached the threshold and peered in. The room beyond was massive, and she could now make out what the pattern was.  
 
    Except, it wasn’t a pattern, these were shelves with endless books upon them.  
 
    It was a library. 
 
    At some point there’d been a fire. Whole sections of the shelves were black and crumbling to the floor, where half-burnt books lay gathering dust.  
 
    She heard what sounded like something move.  
 
    Just a short sharp sound, before silence reigned once more.  
 
    Was she imagining things? Was it some small animal, like a bird, that had made its home here? 
 
    She wasn’t sure, but she remained absolutely still for what felt like an age until she felt confident that it was nothing, and decided to continue.  
 
    Moving into the room, she approached a half-burned shelf and admired the books upon it. She could make out titles on some of them but had no idea what they said. The language was like nothing she’d seen before. Reaching up, she tried touching one of the books to pull it out, only for the book to crumble between her fingers.  
 
    She made a small yelp as the disintegration cascaded through the other books, and a mass of ash poured from the shelves and engulfed her. Katy stepped away, her eyes closed, spitting and gagging on the dry, disgusting dust, only to catch her heel on something and trip. Landing on the floor with a bump, she grunted in pain. She rolled to her side to take her weight off her butt, which stung from the drop. Lying there, she groaned for a moment as the sting subsided and she caught her breath. As the pain lessened, she wiped her eyes as best she could and pushed herself up. Beside her, a book lay on the floor, almost untouched by the fire that had ripped through here.  
 
    Curious to see if this one was as fragile as the ones on the shelves, she reached for it. It didn’t disintegrate as she picked it up, but she couldn’t make out what it was about from the cover and gently opened it. Inside, the paper hadn’t fared as well. It was ripped and stained. She fingered one of the leaves to test it, but it didn’t fall apart. The pages were covered with text and intricate illustrations that made little sense to her.  
 
    Perfect, she thought, closing the book. She’d just started to get her feet under her when movement caught her eye.  
 
    She looked up. Out, beyond the library, in the hall she’d come from, a figure stood facing her. Watching her.  
 
    Katy blinked, wondering if she was seeing things, but the figure didn’t disappear. In the darkness, she couldn’t make out anything about them. Katy glanced to her right and took note of the other exits.  
 
    Looking back, she remained crouched, but got her feet under her and waited.  
 
    Who was it? What did they want? 
 
    The figure suddenly strode towards her.  
 
    Katy’s confidence evaporated. She jumped to her feet and charged right towards the other exits from the room. Her heart pounded in her chest as she sprinted, picking a door at random. She barrelled through it, ran up the corridor and through another small room. Without much thought, she chose one of the two doors the room presented and powered up another hallway. Reaching a cross junction, she veered right, and then left at the next turn, before running up another hallway.  
 
    She exited out into the biggest room she’d been in so far.  
 
    It was a gigantic rectangular space, with a seven-pointed star design inlaid into the floor. It was deathly quiet in here, and there was something about the room that gave Katy a sinking feeling.  
 
    Like she wasn’t supposed to be in here.  
 
    Turning, she looked back down the corridor she’d come through, but saw nothing.  
 
    As her breathing slowed, she turned and surveyed the room again. Ahead, towards the middle of the room, a curious pile of rags lay on the floor. Approaching it, she suddenly made out a desiccated foot sticking out of the fabric.  
 
    Katy stopped and covered her mouth. “Oh god.” 
 
    Cursing herself for making a noise, she looked around again, but couldn’t see or hear anything. Keeping her mouth clamped shut, she approached the rags, and made out a hand, and then a face. A sunken, skeletal face covered in wrinkled, leathery skin, its eyes long gone as it screamed in silent agony. 
 
    “Oh, that’s gross,” she whispered to herself.   
 
    She looked up to see a huge domed ceiling with shattered glass. To her left, part of the upper balcony had been pulverized. There were cracks up the walls and across the floor as if a shockwave had ripped through the building.  
 
    She remembered Amanda’s description of Yasmin killing one of the Archons, and how she’d watched it from a nearby balcony.  
 
    Had that happened right here? Was this corpse one of the Archons? 
 
    She backed away from the dead body. She wanted out. But someone was in here with her, and she had no idea who it was.  
 
    Beneath the ruined balcony, a hallway beckoned. She couldn’t be sure, but it felt to her that this was most likely the way out. Walking across the hall, she reached the pile of rubble and climbed over it, scraping her legs on the stone enough to start her knee bleeding.  
 
    Katy moved up the corridor, being cautious, trying to move quietly. She peered around corners and listened out for any noise that might tell her where the other person was. Reaching another room with pillars around the edge holding up a balcony above, she stepped out and moved around the sides of the room, keeping to the shadows.  
 
    Suddenly, she heard hushed voices ahead and stopped. She couldn’t make much out other than at least two people whispering to each other.  
 
    Katy hid behind a column and waited. Sure enough, she heard footsteps as whoever they were walked into the room.  
 
    “Where is she?” a male voice whispered.  
 
    “I don’t know,” a female voice replied, tension filling her voice. “We need to find her and get out of here. If the teachers find out…” 
 
    Teachers? Katy leaned out, realising the voices sounded familiar.  
 
    Yuki and Felix were crossing the room, anxiously looking around.  
 
    “Guys,” Katy called out and stepped out from behind the pillar.  
 
    “Katy! There you are. What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “Me? What are you doing in here?”  
 
    “Looking for you!” Yuki replied. “Christ Katy, what happened to you? You look like crap.” 
 
    Katy grimaced as she looked down at herself. There was no denying it. She looked a state. Covered in ash, with a ripped skirt, bloodied knees, and her shirt pulled askew. Yeah, not her best look.  
 
    “Yeah, I know.” A sense of urgency washed over her as she remembered the figure she’d seen. She stepped closer. “We have to get out of here. Someone’s in here with us. I’ve been running from them.” 
 
    “Did someone attacked you?” 
 
    “No. Nothing like that. I’ll tell you all about it later, let’s just get out of here.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s back this way,” Felix replied. “I’m sure I can remember the way out.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m a little turned around,” Katy admitted as she followed them back out of the room and down another corridor. Felix seemed to know where he was going, so Katy busied herself with keeping watch to either side and behind them, hoping they wouldn’t run into the mysterious figure again.  
 
    “Why the hell did you come in here?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Mikayla and her friends were daring each other, and… I volunteered,” Katy admitted. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    She wasn’t sure she wanted to answer that. “It’s stupid.” 
 
    “So what? We’re in here with you now.” 
 
    Katy sighed. “I did it for Titus. He’s fascinated by this place, so, I thought I’d impress him by coming in here and grabbing a souvenir.” She glanced at the book in her hand. She was surprised she’d managed to keep hold of it. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure about Titus, but I don’t think Mikayla’s that impressed.” 
 
    “Eh? What do you mean?” Katy asked.  
 
    “When we came around the corner, to the gate, she was walking off, laughing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Felix confirmed as he continued to lead them out. “Mikayla bragged to us about tricking you into going into Tartarus. Then I spotted you go into the crack in the wall, so...” 
 
    “You came in after me,” Katy finished. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied, frowning as she wondered what on earth Mikayla was up to. 
 
    After several more hallways and rooms, Katy suddenly recognised the octagonal room she’d been in, and the Library just off of it.  
 
    “I know where we are,” Katy announced,  
 
    “Me too,” Felix replied.  
 
    “Katy?” Yuki asked 
 
    “What?” She looked up to see Yuki pointing down the hallway they’d come through. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    The shadows shifted and then she saw it. The figure. Following them.  
 
    “Go! Run!” Katy yelped and sprinted for the exit. She took the lead and dived into the crack in the wall, pushing through as quickly as she could. She finally jumped out the other side, back into the grey, muted light of the landscape around the school.  
 
    “Here she is,” someone called.  
 
    “What?” Katy looked up to see several students close by. Something thick and wet landed on her head and shoulders with a splat. It was cold and… actually quite tasty.  
 
    “Ugh,” some called out as others laughed.  
 
    She wiped the mess from her eyes and looked around. Mikayla, Kasey and just above her, on a rock, holding a bowl, was Nina. They were all laughing at her.  
 
    Nearby, Katy spotted Titus and his mates coming off the bridge. They all stopped and broke down, laughing and pointing at her. Titus didn’t laugh, but he didn’t say anything either. He just stood there and watched with a guilty expression on his face. 
 
    Katy looked down at her hands. It was rice pudding. She was covered in rice pudding.  
 
    Katy watched in dismay as his mates pulled Titus away, their arms around him as they laughed and commented. He didn’t resist.  
 
    Closer to her, Mikayla backed off as well with her two friends. She shrugged as she looked at her with a smug smile. “What? I thought you liked rice pudding?” 
 
    Kasey and Nina laughed even harder as they walked off.  
 
    Katy didn’t quite know what to say. She watched as the two groups retreated, back over the bridge towards the school, leaving them behind. Her mind struggled to get a handle on what had just happened. This was crazy, childhood antics. And Titus. Why didn’t he say something? Why didn’t he do something? A mix of emotions washed over her. Part of her wanted to rip Mikayla’s eyes out, while another part of her wanted answers from Titus.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “I… No, not really,” she answered, unsure what to do as tears stung her eyes. They welled up and then fell over her cheeks as she clenched her fists in anger. She wanted to run away and hide. 
 
    “Screw ’em,” Felix said. “Who needs ’em. They’re idiots, the lot of them.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you inside,” Yuki urged, and pulled off her coat, placing at around Katy’s shoulders as she guided her towards the bridge.  
 
   


  
 

 Aftermath 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the shower, Katy dried her hair, glad to finally be rid of that horrible cold rice pudding that had begun to clot in her hair as she’d walked back to her dorm. They’d taken a slightly roundabout route to get back, doing their best to stay away from as many fellow students as possible. But it was inevitable that some would see her.  
 
    Those that did, stared at her or talked in hushed tones, serving to humiliate her further. Somehow they managed to avoid both Mikayla and Titus and their associated friends, before finally making it back to her room.  
 
    She’d wasted no time in getting into the shower and getting cleaned up while Yuki and Felix waited. After pulling on her pyjamas and robe, she stepped out, still drying her hair with a towel.  
 
    “Feeling better?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Katy answered. Physically, she felt much better now that she was clean and out of her dirty clothes, but emotionally, things were still a mess.  
 
    She sat down on her bed and sighed, dropping the towel. “Thank you for coming to find me. I’m not sure I could have found my way back out by myself. At least, not quite so quickly.” 
 
    Yuki smiled. “Any time. That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    “Heh. Yeah, I guess so. Look, I’m sorry guys.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “What for?” Felix asked. 
 
    “For hanging out with Mikayla. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Felix answered.  
 
    “Look, I know you were just trying to be friends with everyone,” Yuki answered. “That’s admirable, frankly. I’m not sure I could do that with the likes of her.” 
 
    “What she did to you today,” Felix added. “That was cold.” 
 
    “Do you think this was her plan all along?” 
 
    “Maybe not this exactly, but I think she wanted to humiliate you somehow. Push Titus away from you and make herself look strong in the process, sure.” 
 
    Katy sighed again. “But why didn’t he say anything? Why didn’t Titus object to what she was doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Yuki replied.  
 
    “He was with his mates,” Felix said by way of explanation. “I think that’s the reason. As shitty a reason as it is.” 
 
    “I think he’ll regret it,” Yuki added. “I think he’ll come to his senses and try to apologise to you.” 
 
    “He’d better,” Katy spat.  
 
    “Are you going to confront him?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “I don’t know… Maybe.” 
 
    “I’d be careful if I were you,” Yuki asked. “Don’t make a scene. That would be exactly what Mikayla wants.” 
 
    Katy nodded. Yuki was right, she needed to think about this for a while. She needed to let the dust settle before she did anything. She didn’t want to make any rash decisions.  
 
    “Thank you so much, guys. I really don’t know what to say to you. You’ve had my back through this the entire time. I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “Geeks unite,” Felix called.  
 
    Katy laughed. “I guess that makes me a geek then.” 
 
    “Geek is the new black, didn’t anyone tell you?” Yuki added.  
 
    “I never got the memo.” 
 
    “Come to us, join the dark side,” Felix said in a gravelly voice. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s another reference I don’t get.” 
 
    “We are going to have to do some serious education here,” Felix replied, looking at Yuki. 
 
    She nodded in reply.  
 
    Katy nodded too and looked over at the book on her bedside table. She’d clung onto it from the moment she’d picked it up in the library, and it still sported a couple of spots of rice pudding that had splattered onto it. She picked it up and wiped the mess off with her finger, and then wiped her finger with a tissue.  
 
    “You got that from Tartarus?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Katy nodded. “I wanted a souvenir. Something to give Titus.” 
 
    “Are you still going to give it to him?”  
 
    “No. At least, not yet.” 
 
    “Good,” Felix said.  
 
    “Do you know what it’s about?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “No idea. I can’t read anything inside it.” 
 
    “Can I have a look?” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Katy offered. “Be careful, though, it’s very delicate.” 
 
    Yuki nodded, and took it gingerly, opening the cover slowly before starting to leaf through the pages.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a bit odd,” Yuki said.  
 
    “Very strange. I’ve no idea what it’s about,” Felix added, as he peered over Yuki’s shoulder. “These diagrams are, well, they look like something you’d see in a magic book on a TV show.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Yuki agreed.  
 
    “Volume one of the Necronomicon, maybe?” Felix suggested with a wry grin. 
 
    “The what?” Katy asked, choosing not to attempt the word and embarrass herself further.  
 
    “The Necronomicon. It’s a fictional book from the works of H. P. Lovecraft,” Felix explained. “It’s legendary and some people think it’s real.” 
 
    “Really? And what does that book do?” 
 
    “Summons the great old ones, I think. It contains forbidden knowledge that sends the reader mad.” 
 
    “Oh, how lovely,” Katy replied and looked at the book. “Maybe we shouldn’t be trying to read this one then?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Yuki answered, and closed the book before returning it to the shelf.  
 
    “So who was that in Tartarus, then?” Katy asked. “Did either of you get a look at them?” Both of her friends shook their heads.  
 
    “No idea,” Yuki said. 
 
    “I didn’t really see them,” Felix answered.  
 
    “Do you think they’re in school? Another student maybe? Or a teacher?” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Yuki replied. “We’re meant to be the only people around here.” 
 
    “Unless someone is living there.” 
 
    “With all the weird stuff we’ve seen, who knows? Maybe,” Felix answered.  
 
    KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK. 
 
    Startled, Katy looked up at the door and pulled her robe closed at her neck. She glanced at Yuki and Felix.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” Yuki said, and got up. She opened the door and peered out. “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Is she in?” 
 
    Katy recognised the voice and grimaced. It was Titus.  
 
    “She is, but I don’t think she wants to see you.” 
 
    “I just need a moment… I just want to apologise.” 
 
    “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” Yuki said.  
 
    “Yeah, I know. I was an idiot.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Yuki replied, defiant. 
 
    “Alright, don’t rub it in.” 
 
    “And why not? After what Katy has just been through, a few harsh words are hardly comparable.” 
 
    Katy loved that Yuki was sticking up for her, but she knew she’d have to see Titus tomorrow, and maybe having a quick chat here on her doorstep, would be better than tomorrow elsewhere in the Academy. She got up.  
 
    “Okay, good point,” Titus answered as Katy placed her hand on Yuki’s shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Katy said. 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    Katy nodded. “It’s fine. I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    Yuki gave her a troubled look but stepped out of the way. “Alright, then.” 
 
    Katy stepped up to the door and looked out at Titus. “What do you want to say?” Her tone was clipped and level, as she forced her voice to remain as neutral as possible.  
 
    “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. I should have said something back there… But…” 
 
    “But what?” Katy asked, genuinely curious about how he’d try to explain his actions.  
 
    He took a deep breath and sighed. “But nothing. There’s no excuse. That was a dick move. I should have said something. I should have stopped them.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have.” 
 
    “I’d only just got there when you came out, I didn’t know what they were planning.” 
 
    “And yet you didn’t say a word to Mikayla, or to me, and you walked away.” 
 
    “I know. I was wrong.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “Look, if there’s some way I can—” 
 
    “Not today! Bye, Titus.” Katy slammed the door shut and put her back to it. She sighed and felt the tears well up. Yuki grabbed her and pulled her in for a hug. Katy let her do it, and let out a sob, before sniffing and pulling herself together.  
 
    “I’m okay,” Katy said and separated from Yuki. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Any time,” Yuki answered.  
 
    “It’s nearing dinner time,” Felix said.  
 
    “I’m not going down,” Katy replied. There was no way she was leaving her room for the rest of the day.  
 
    “I’ll stay with you,” Yuki added.  
 
    “I’ll bring you both some food. We’ll eat up here,” Felix said, and got up.  
 
    “Thank you, Felix,” Katy replied and grabbed his hand. “I mean it.”  
 
    “No problem,” he replied, and left the room with a smile.  
 
   


  
 

  Once More into the Breach… 
 
      
 
    “Okay, thank you, class. That’s all for today's lesson. You can go to lunch now,” Mr Spiros said as he moved to his desk.  
 
    Katy closed her book and started to pack up her stuff.  
 
    She was back in her usual seat, beside the grumpy Dana, who’d barely said two words to her through both morning lessons. She’d not even expressed her opinion on what she thought about what had happened yesterday, unlike some of the other students.  
 
    “You know, I fancy rice pudding,” one of her classmates said as they walked past her table. Others nearby heard the comment and laughed.  
 
    “Me too,” another joined in. “It’s almost as if I can smell it.” They sniffed loudly. 
 
    There was more laughing as the jokers moved for the exit with the rest of the class.  
 
    Katy slowed her packing and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. There had been a constant stream of comments from the other students since the moment she’d left her room. It had been particularly bad during breakfast, but Yuki and Felix had sat with her, on either side of her, and given as good as they’d got.  
 
    Honestly, they’d been her rock all morning, standing with her and even hurling abuse back when needed, although Katy tried to refrain from it as much as possible.  
 
    Mikayla, meanwhile, hadn’t said anything at all to her. She’d watched and smirked. Whispering to her friends and giggling amongst themselves.  
 
    With everyone else, it was much easier to keep her cool. They were just joining in the fun, not that Katy really saw the fun side of it. But with Mikayla, every time Katy looked at her, she wanted to wipe that stupid grin off her face. She’d nearly stormed over to her several times already, but each time she’d pushed those emotions back down, knowing it was what Mikayla wanted. She wanted to cause a scene. She wanted Katy to lose her cool, and maybe get in trouble with the staff.  
 
    Katy knew this and didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, but it was becoming harder and harder to remain calm.  
 
    Stuffing the last of her books into her bag, Katy looked up to see Titus stand up from his desk. He glanced over at her and offered her a smile. Katy wasn’t sure what to do about him either. Should she forgive him, and give him a second chance, or not? Even if she did, she wasn’t inclined to make it easy for him or to forgive him too soon.  
 
    No, he could stew in his regret for a little while longer yet.  
 
    She didn’t smile back, she just looked away and stood up with Yuki and Felix. Titus turned and walked out of the class with his friends, and Katy saw Mikayla and her mates have a good private little giggle as they watched that little interaction from the sidelines.  
 
    Katy’s heart raced as she gripped the strap of her bag a little harder, fighting the urge to hurt Mikayla.  
 
    Part of her worried about what would happen if she confronted Mikayla. Would it be like it had been with Carmel back at college? Would her Magic suddenly lash out and hurt Mikayla? Felix had assured her that such a thing wouldn’t happen again. That the sudden blast of energy only happened when you went through your Epiphany as if it had been stored up, waiting for release.  
 
    Katy wasn’t one hundred percent sure that would be the case, though, and it was one more thing that served to pull her back from the brink each time she looked at Mikayla.  
 
    “Lunchtime,” Felix said to her and Yuki.  
 
    “Wonderful,” Katy said.  
 
    “You’ll be fine. Just stick with us, alright?” 
 
    Katy nodded, but she’d been dreading this moment all morning. Breakfast had been bad enough, but now lunch was here, and it was likely that they would be serving rice pudding again. She could see where this might be going and sucked in a steadying breath.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get this over with, shall we?” Katy said and made for the exit. 
 
    As they crossed the classroom, Trenton approached. “Hey, I heard you went into Tartarus yesterday.” 
 
    On edge, Katy side-eyed him. “Yeah, what of it?” 
 
    “That’s badass, girl. Respect,” he replied and gave her a playful punch on the arm before turning and walking off.  
 
    “Thanks,” she replied meekly. He didn’t hear her.  
 
    “What’s it come to when the class idiot is the only one not being cruel?” Felix muttered. “Come on.” 
 
    They walked out through the tower and over the courtyard. Katy felt like she was on high alert, listening to everyone around her for any hint that they might be talking about her.  
 
    She picked out at least one person asking if there might be rice pudding in the buffet, a little too loudly for it to be a coincidence.  
 
    “Just ignore it,” Yuki said, no doubt having heard the same thing.  
 
    “I am,” Katy answered as they entered the base of the Ebon Tower, and made for the dining hall. There was the usual crowd just inside the doors as they began to queue up for the buffet table.  
 
    “Your favourite part of the day, isn’t it?” someone said.  
 
    “Hmmm, rice pudding, do I wear it or eat it? Choices choices,” someone else said.  
 
    “What if it's not there Katy, then what? Should I ask for it?” 
 
    Katy did her best to ignore the comments as she settled into the line. 
 
    “Shut it, idiots,” Yuki said, calling them out.  
 
    “Ooooh,” a couple of the students replied. “Get her.” 
 
    “I bet she likes rice pudding, too.” 
 
    “Does your hair smell all milky?” 
 
    “It’s an unusual type of shampoo. Maybe you should sell it.” 
 
    The comments didn’t stop.  
 
    The lines moved on. Katy spotted Mikayla, and her two friends stood nearby, watching them. Mikayla smiled and laughed at something Nina said as she stared daggers at Katy.  
 
    Katy looked away but could feel their eyes on the back of her head. She gripped her bag tighter, as the comments kept coming.  
 
    “Maybe try toffee sauce next? Might be better than rice pudding.” 
 
    Katy heard Mikayla giggle.  
 
    She gritted her teeth in anger as Mikayla laughed again.  
 
    Something inside her suddenly flipped. Katy turned on her heel and stormed across the hall.  
 
    “No. No Katy, don’t,” Yuki said.  
 
    “Oh my god,” someone else muttered.  
 
    “She’s gonna do it,” added another.  
 
    Mikayla looked up with a smug expression. “What’s wrong? Can’t take the heat? Then get out the oven, but leave the pudding in there, some others might—” 
 
    Katy threw her fist into Mikayla’s face, hitting her on the cheek. Mikayla flailed and fell back. Katy yelped and grabbed her fist as pain exploded through her knuckles and fingers. Then, Mikayla was up and throwing herself at Katy. They tumbled and dropped to the floor as Katy felt her hair get pulled, and then something hit her in the gut. She shoved Mikayla away, and pain burst on her head as Mikayla ripped some hair out.  
 
    Katy kicked wildly, wanting to break a rib or something with her shoes.  
 
    Gravity failed suddenly, and Katy felt herself rise two foot off the floor. Mikayla was also hovering, a couple of metres away. Katy scrambled and tried to find purchase on something. Anything. She just wanted to get over there and smash Mikayla’s head into the floor. She yelled as a voice sounded nearby. 
 
    “Now, now girls. That’s enough of that.” It was Mr Spencer, the Flux and Pulse Magic teacher, who walked up. “That’s it. The show’s over. Everyone back in line, please. Go on. All of you. Now.” 
 
    Slowly, the crowd dispersed and moved back to the queue as Katy hung in space, feeling her rage subside and drain out of her. She kept one eye on Mikayla, who nursed a bruise that was slowly growing on her cheek. Katy was pleased that she’d marked her.  
 
    She looked around and spotted Yuki and Felix close by. They were reluctant to move away, despite Mr Spencer’s insistence. Not too far from them, Trenton stood and jeered.  
 
    “No fair. Come on, let them fight it out,” Trenton called out, pointing his fingers at them, his long coat flaring as he moved. Katy spotted something glint in the folds of his jacket and saw a golden trinket that she instantly recognised from the display cabinet that had been smashed.  
 
    Katy was shocked.  
 
    Was he the thief? It seemed to fit. What was he after? Gold? But why? What did he have to gain by stealing something like that? A Magus could have as much gold as they liked once they were of a certain level.  
 
    Trenton knew that. Unless maybe the item was Enchanted? 
 
    What was going on? 
 
   


  
 

 Repercussions 
 
      
 
    Katy slumped back into the chair and sighed. What a stupid, idiotic thing to do. Why on earth did she attack Mikayla? She was twenty years old, for Christ's sake! Wasn’t she a little old to be starting fights? 
 
    Hell, wasn’t Mikayla a little old to be throwing food at people to humiliate them? This was childish, school kid stuff! She was better than this. She knew she was.  
 
    And yet, here she was, sat outside the Headmistress’s office, waiting for her turn to be punished.  
 
    She sat in a small room just off the stairwell, beside the door that Mikayla had been led through just moments before. They’d been marched up here in short order by the staff, and it wasn’t long before Mikayla had been taken inside.  
 
    What was going to happen? Would they be suspended? Given detention? Is that how it worked here? 
 
    She had no idea.  
 
    Mikayla had actually been surprisingly conniving, to give her some credit. She’d befriended her in quite a convincing way, all in an effort to find a way to embarrass her. And it had worked. Incredibly well. Beneath Mikayla’s unpleasant exterior, there was a quite intelligent woman there, someone who could manipulate people and get her way. If she just applied her intelligence in the right way, Mikayla could become a formidable Magus.  
 
    Katy grunted. She doubted that would happen any time soon, though. Leopards never changed their spots, after all.  
 
    Leaning her head back against the wall, she remembered the glimpse she’d gotten of the golden trinket beneath Trenton’s coat. A trinket that she felt reasonably sure she’d seen in the cabinet before it had been broken into.  
 
    Was Trenton the figure she’d seen running off when she’d stepped on the broken glass the other night? Had he been the one to steal Louisa’s bag and take the book? 
 
    To take an even bigger leap, was he the figure that Katy had seen inside Tartarus? 
 
    Now that, she really wasn’t sure of. The rest was more plausible, but she couldn’t see how Trenton had made the crossing and scared her in the halls of Tartarus.  
 
    And why would he be there, anyway? There wasn’t much of obvious value in that abandoned building. Nothing that would catch his eye, like the golden ornaments and statuettes that were littered around the school in display cases.  
 
     She wasn’t sure she had much in the way of incriminating evidence on him, but maybe it would be worth telling the Head about him. Give her something else to focus on. Maybe the Head would go easy on her if she passed her what little information she had.  
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she sat there until the door finally opened and the Head guided Mikayla out and instructed her to sit down and wait.  
 
    “Follow me, Katherine,” Miss Hartman said, and walked back into the office. Katy glanced at Mikayla, but she wasn’t looking. She just stared at the floor.  
 
    Getting up, Katy walked in behind the Head and found herself in a wide office that took up most of this upper floor of the Ebon Tower. The room was mostly circular, with a couple of different levels. There were tables and display cases, covered with all kinds of items. She could feel the weight of the Magic that this room contained, and used her Aetheric Sight to look at it. Sure enough, many of the items in here glowed with excess Essentia, marking them as Magical. Katy walked up the steps towards the desk and cast her eyes over the paintings on the walls. They were a mix of regal-looking portraits and scenes depicting, what she could only guess, were moments in Magi history.  
 
    Beyond the Head’s desk, a pair of double doors led out onto a balcony that overlooked the courtyard.  
 
    “Sit,” Miss Hartman said and took her place on the opposite side of the table. “So, you attacked Mikayla.” She sounded both disappointed and exasperated. 
 
    Katy nodded. There was little point in denying it.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She’d humiliated me in front of the whole school, and unfortunately, I just lost it.” Lying wouldn’t achieve anything, and she wanted to be honest with the Head anyway.  
 
    “This rice pudding incident I’ve been hearing about?” the Headmistress asked.  
 
    Katy nodded. “Everyone’s been laughing at me, saying things about me. They’ve been doing it all day, but it was Mikayla and her friends who’d caused it, so when I saw them looking at me and laughing, I just saw red.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly the behaviour I expect from you. From any student. Especially not from someone your age.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not really sure what came over me.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” the Head said. “You, all of you, have been through a lot. You’ve learnt that the world isn’t what you thought it was. You’ve been ripped from your family and dumped here, with no way of contacting them, and now you’re expected to learn in this pressure cooker environment. I suppose some frayed tempers should be expected.” 
 
    Katy nodded. It felt like the Head understood what they were going through.  
 
    “I thought so,” Miss Hartman continued. “Well, it really isn’t good enough. But I think you know that. I think you know you’ve done wrong. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I think you also know that I simply can’t let this go unpunished, either. Right? I can’t have standards slip.” 
 
    “I understand,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Good. Alright, you both lose your morning and afternoon breaks. You’ll spend those outside the staff room below, working. I’m also going to put you both on cleaning duty, so you can scrub a couple of bathrooms for us. And finally, the curfew for both of you is now seven pm for the rest of the week.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” 
 
    “Good, now, wait there,” she said, rising from her seat, before walking out. Moments later, she came back into the room and asked Katy to join her. She stood closer to the main door with Mikayla. “You two are going to shake hands and apologise to each other.” 
 
    Katy sighed, and Mikayla groaned.  
 
    “Or, your punishment can be two weeks rather than one. Your choice.” 
 
    Katy walked directly up to Mikayla and offered her hand. She did not want to spend two weeks cleaning the toilets.  
 
    Mikayla took it.  
 
    “Sorry,” Katy said, and found she actually meant it.  
 
    “Sorry,” Mikayla repeated, but it didn’t sound so convincing. Still, she accepted it.  
 
    “Good, now, off you go,” the Head said, and opened the door. Mikayla strode directly out, quickly disappearing from view. Meanwhile, Katy found her attention caught by a nearby display table and the items upon it. One of which was an old-looking book. Beside it, the note read:  
 
    The Libre Nox Noctis. 
 
    “Miss,” Katy began. “This is the book that…” She tried to find the words.  
 
    “That Yasmin used to enter the Aetheric, to find Tartarus. We found it in there.” 
 
    “In Tartarus?” 
 
    “That’s right. We’ve found all sorts of interesting things in there. Turns out the Archons weren’t lazy during their captivity.” 
 
    “Oh,” Katy replied, filled with curiosity. She wanted to ask more questions, but it was clear that Miss Hartman wanted her out.  
 
    “Go on then, off you go. You’d better get to class. We delivered your bags to your dorm, by the way, so you’ll need to head over there and pick them up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Katy replied and then she set off down the stairwell and across the bridges that connected the towers’ upper floors. Reaching the Guardian Tower, she made for her room. She hardly saw anyone, as they were all still in class and still had much of the afternoon to go.  
 
    On reaching her room, she found the door stood slightly ajar and stopped dead. Something wasn’t right. They never left the door open. From the look of the doorframe it hadn’t been forced, which was something at least. She wondered if the member of staff who’d delivered her bag had left it like this. She doubted a teacher would do that, though. Looking around, she hovered on the threshold and listened. She didn’t hear anything. The hallway was quiet.  
 
    Reaching out, Katy gently pushed the door open.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    The door creaked wide, and as light spilled into the room, Katy gasped. It had been trashed. She stepped inside to find all her drawers open, her bedclothes thrown around, her stuff all over the floor. Had she been robbed? Her bag was on her bed, and that too had been ransacked. Her things tipped up and scattered all over her bed.  
 
    Katy stood in shock for a moment, unsure of what to do.  
 
    Should she report it? But she wasn’t sure that was the best idea. 
 
    Several moments later, Katy grabbed her bag and stuffed what she thought she’d need into it before turning away from the mess. Then she stopped and looked under the bed where she’d hidden the book she’d taken from Tartarus.  
 
    Sure enough, it was gone.  
 
    “Damn it,” she hissed and headed for class. 
 
   


  
 

 Back to Class 
 
      
 
    Striding up the corridor towards her class, Katy spotted Mikayla step out into the corridor ahead. She didn’t seem to have spotted Katy behind her.  
 
    They were only a few short metres from the classroom door, but on seeing Mikayla after having just left her trashed room, Katy felt her anger rise once more. Was it Mikayla who’d broken in? Or more likely, one of her mates who were angry that Katy had gotten Mikayla into trouble? 
 
    She had to say something. She couldn’t leave it.  
 
    “Nice one, real classy,” Katy called out.  
 
    Mikayla looked back. “What?” 
 
    “Getting your mates to do your dirty work for you now, is that it?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Katy squeezed her mouth shut as they neared the classroom door. Had she got it wrong? Was this not Mikayla’s doing? Maybe it was something her friends did without her knowing.  
 
    Frowning, Katy waved her hand before her. “Forget it.” 
 
    Mikayla shrugged as she turned and stepped into the room. Katy followed. Miss Hunt looked up from what she was doing. The smile that had been on her face fell. 
 
    “Go on, find your seats,” she instructed. Katy reasoned that Miss Hunt knew why they were late. No one said anything as they walked to their respective seats.  
 
    Katy dropped into her place beside Dana and looked over at Yuki and Felix. Yuki mouthed the words “Are you okay?” at her.  
 
    Katy nodded and pulled out her textbooks. She looked over at Dana, who had been looking at her. Dana looked away and buried herself in her notebook again. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    Much to her relief, Katy was able to forget about the brawl and the dressing down she’d received from the Head, and focus on her Magic. No one said anything to her. There were no smart comments. No whispers around the class. It felt good.  
 
    “To finish off,” Miss Hunt said as the end of the lesson drew near, “I want to briefly discuss a subject that our guest, Miss Page mentioned the other day. Enchanted items. This is very much a Core Magic based effect, so it makes sense that it comes from me, although you often do need to weave in some of the other Magical disciplines depending on what you want to achieve.  
 
    “So, as we briefly touched on during the talk, yes, Magical items are possible. You can only create them when you reach the rank of Sage, however, so not for a while yet, and even then, the truly Magical and powerful items can only be created by a Master. 
 
    “As for what you can make, it’s only really limited by your imagination. You can make spell books, flaming swords, teleportation devices, Portals, amulets of protection. The possibilities are endless. These items can also sometimes be used by the Riven, making them quite dangerous things in the wrong hands. This is why the Arcanum does its best to control them and stop the black market trade of them.” 
 
    The door to the classroom opened, and Miss Hartman waved her out.  
 
    “Okay class, please pull out your textbooks and read for a moment. I’ll only be right out here, so I’ll be able to hear you,” Miss Hunt said before stepping out and closing the door behind her.  
 
    Everyone made a show of pulling out their books, but the whispered discussions began almost right away.  
 
    “Hey,” Yuki hissed from the next desk. “How was it? What did she give you?” 
 
    “Detention, some cleaning work, and an earlier curfew for a week. It wasn’t too bad, really,” Katy whispered back. “She made us apologise to each other, too.” 
 
    “Did she know about the pudding?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Katy nodded. “She did. Mikayla got the same punishment as I did.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, at least.” 
 
    “Yeah. So, um. I went back to our room on the way back here, and I think someone broke into it. They trashed the place.” 
 
    “What? Our room?” 
 
    “Yeah. They threw stuff everywhere. Well, mainly my stuff really, your side was barely touched. But, yeah, it’s a mess. The book was gone.” 
 
    “Crap,” Yuki said.” 
 
    “Have you reported it?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Not yet, no. I thought it might be Mikayla, you know? Getting revenge? But I don’t think she did it. Do you think her friends might have done it?” 
 
    “What do you mean? In revenge for your attack?” Yuki asked. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “They knew about the book,” Katy stated. 
 
    “They did,” Yuki agreed. “They saw you bring it out.” 
 
    “You know who else knew about the book?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Who?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Titus?” Katy ventured.  
 
    Felix shook his head. “No, the figure. The person we saw in Tartarus.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Katy answered, realising that whoever that had been might have been upset that she took it from the building. “One other thing, though,” Katy added. “I saw Trenton back in the dining hall when he was shouting after the fight. I saw one of the golden statues from the smashed cabinet under his coat.” 
 
    “You saw it?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Felix added. 
 
    “Positive,” Katy replied. “I know what I saw. He had something from that cabinet under his coat.” 
 
    “So he’s the thief!” 
 
    “Might be,” Katy speculated. “Do you think he was the person in Tartarus?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Yuki asked. “How did he get there? He would have had to run from class to get there before you.” 
 
    “Some people did leave before me, but I can’t remember who.” 
 
    “We’re assuming it’s a student,” Felix replied. “It might not be. It might be a member of staff or just some random dude who’s living in there.” 
 
    “I think that’s unlikely,” Katy said.  
 
    “Yeah, true,” Felix agreed. “They’d have noticed by now, surely.” 
 
    “Probably. I’ll tell you what I did notice, though, in Miss Hartman’s office.” 
 
    “What?” Felix asked, sounding keen 
 
    “The Libre Nox Noctis. The book that Amanda said Yasmin used to cross into the Aetheric.” 
 
    “That’s here?” Felix sounded surprised.  
 
    “Yeah. It's on the side in her office, just lying there. She’s got loads of stuff in there. All kinds of strange items.” 
 
    “Cool,” Felix answered.  
 
    Yuki frowned, and then looked back at Katy. “You don’t think it might have something to do with the staff, do you?” 
 
    “Why?” Katy asked.  
 
    “You said you overheard Mr Spiros accuse Miss Hartman of using the students as bait. You don’t think she’s got something to do with this, do you?” 
 
    “But how? In what way?” Katy asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, who is she baiting and why? Also, what does stealing books have to do with Miss Hartman, and wouldn’t she just use the key rather than break-in?” 
 
    “Unless she wanted it to look like someone else,” Felix ventured.  
 
    “But I saw someone run away from the cabinet when I stepped on the glass, moments before Miss Hartman and Mr Spiros walked around the corner.” 
 
    “Was that Trenton just being opportunistic?” Yuki wondered out loud. 
 
    “Being a kleptomaniac, is more like it,” Felix answered.  
 
    “So maybe it was a teacher in Tartarus?” Katy said.  
 
    “Maybe,” Felix said.  
 
    The bell rang, signalling the end of the lesson. Chairs were pushed back, making honking rubbing noises while everyone around them stood up and jostled to get out the room.  
 
    Dana knocked into her as she rushed to join the masses, knocking several books over as she scrambled to put her stuff away. 
 
    Katy and her friends also stood up, stuffing their books into the bags before shouldering them and making for the exit.  
 
    “So, what do we do?” Katy asked Yuki and Felix 
 
    “About what? The room? The books? Trenton?” 
 
    Katy spotted Trenton a little way ahead as they made their way to the door. “Let’s go say hi to Trenton. I’m sure he was hiding something under his coat.” 
 
    “Something?” Felix asked. “I thought you said you were sure of what it was?” 
 
    “I was. I mean, I am. Okay, I guess I could be wrong, but I don’t think I am.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Felix answered.  
 
    “After that, we tell the Head what you saw,” Yuki suggested.  
 
    “Deal,” Katy answered.  
 
    “Alright, this way then,” Katy said, leading them up the corridor, after Trenton who was making for the courtyard. 
 
   


  
 

 Discovery 
 
      
 
    Katy half-jogged up the hallway, ducking between the other students while following Trenton out into the courtyard.  
 
    “Hey, Trenton,” Katy called out, catching his attention. The young blond man stopped and turned to look at her. His scruffy hair catching in the wind. Ahead, a little way off, some of Trenton’s mates slowed and stopped too, curious to see what this was all about.  
 
    A lump of fear grew in her throat at the thought of accusing Trenton of anything, but she needed to know. She was sure of what she’d seen under his coat.  
 
    But while it was one thing to think about confronting someone, especially someone with his reputation, it was quite another to actually do it.  
 
    Her heart hammered in her chest. Energy flooded her system as her adrenal glands went into overtime. She could run a 100-metre dash in seconds right now.  
 
    Trenton looked at her, and then at Yuki and Felix beside her. “What’s up, puddin’?” 
 
    Katy smiled. “Nice one. Clever.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You took something from that smashed cabinet, didn’t you?” she accused him.  
 
    “What the hell you talkin’ about?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. I saw you that night beside that smashed display case. You took something from it, didn’t you?” She was surprised she could get her words out. She felt sick with worry and fear, but she pushed it down and watched as Trenton considered her words.  
 
    “No, you didn’t. You didn’t see shit. Whatever you saw, it certainly wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Felix asked. Trenton’s gaze flicked over to him.  
 
    Katy didn’t like the look he gave Felix, but she agreed with her friend. Those sounded like the words of a guilty man. If she had to guess, she’d put money on that figure she saw that night in the hallway being Trenton.  
 
    “I think it was you,” Katy said, keen to divert his attention away from Felix.  
 
    “You can think whatever you like, missy. Don’t mean shit. You can’t prove I was there, even if it was me.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “I could go and speak to Miss Hartman, see what she thinks of it?” Katy added. 
 
    “Thinks of what?” 
 
    “Of the gold statue that I saw under your coat earlier today. I saw it there. The one from the smashed display case. So I know it was you.” 
 
    “You can say that as much as you like, but I know you’ve got nothing.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Katy said, taking a step back. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Trenton made a rude gesture as he walked off and made for his mates. Katy watched him go. He even looked guilty in the way he walked.  
 
    “He did it,” Katy said.  
 
    “Did what?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “I think you’re right, by the way, I think he did take something, but did he smash the glass? Did he take Miss Hunt’s bag? Did he break into our room?” 
 
    “Yeah, alright. We don’t know that yet. But he’s far from innocent.” 
 
    “I agree,” Yuki said.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go tell Miss Hartman,” Felix suggested. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Katy replied, and led the way back into the Ebon Tower and up the stairs to Miss Hartman’s office. They reached the door to the Head’s office moments later and Katy felt like she’d only just left, but she also knew that this was the right thing to do.  
 
    Knocking on the door, Katy stood back and waited.  
 
    “Yes? Come in.” 
 
    Katy stepped inside, followed by Yuki and Felix. Both of her friends looked around the room in wonder. Miss Hartman sat behind her desk and looked up at them.  
 
    “Kathrine. Back so soon? And with your friends this time. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We think we know who broke into the cabinet and stole the items from it.” 
 
    “Oh? Is that so?” 
 
     “I’m fairly certain it was Trenton Drake,” Katy said. 
 
    “Trenton? Really? And what makes you think that?” 
 
    “I saw him carrying something. Something gold under his coat that looked like it was from that display case. In fact, I’m sure it was from that display case.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” 
 
    “As certain as I can be.” 
 
    “And what made you come here and tell me?” Miss Hartman asked.  
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” Katy replied.  
 
    “That it is.” The Head nodded once. “Alright. Thank you. Leave it with me, please. Your school day is ended, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Katy replied.  
 
    “Then head back to your rooms, and stay out of trouble. And thank you.” 
 
    Katy nodded and stepped back. She turned, and Yuki pointed to the Libre Nox Noctis on the nearby table with a knowing look on her face.  
 
    Katy nodded back and smiled. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    As they retreated, Miss Hartman stood up and watched them head through the door. As Katy stepped through, she looked back at the Headmistress, only for her to disappear into thin air with a snap.  
 
    “Cool,” Katy muttered under her breath and shut the door behind her.  
 
    “What’s cool?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Miss Hartman. She just Ported.” 
 
    “Oh, awesome. I can’t wait until we can do that.” 
 
    “Me neither. That will be so incredible.” 
 
    They walked down the stairwell and Yuki nearly bumped into Dana, coming the other way. Dana stepped aside and let them pass.  
 
    “She’s not up there,” Katy said.  
 
    “Oh… Um, I’ll wait then,” Dana replied and started up the stairs. 
 
    Katy walked with Yuki and Felix across the courtyard towards their tower. She didn’t see Trenton anywhere, despite keeping an eye out for him, but there were plenty of places he could be hanging out with his friends that they couldn’t see from here. 
 
    “I suppose we should go clean up the mess in our room, then,” Yuki suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, good idea,” Katy agreed.  
 
    “Want some help with that?” Felix asked.  
 
    “As long as you don’t go rummaging through our underwear drawers,” Katy replied with a sarcastic smile.  
 
    Felix went bright red. “Um, no. I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Katy laughed. “It’s alright, I’m only joking.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Felix answered self-consciously. It only made Katy laugh, though.  
 
    They soon got back and started work on putting the room back to the way it was. Very little was broken, and anything that was could easily be replaced. And as it turned out, the only thing that was missing was the book from Tartarus. Nothing else was taken, which only cemented her assumptions about what the thief was looking for.  
 
    “So it’s definitely gone then,” Felix said, sat on a nearby chair.  
 
    “One hundred percent. I don’t see it anywhere,” Katy replied as she sat down, feeling tired from the long day.  
 
    “I hate that someone’s been in here rummaging through our stuff,” Yuki said.  
 
    Katy nodded.  
 
    “Well, your stuff mainly, but you know what I mean,” Yuki clarified.  
 
    “I do. And yeah, I agree, it doesn’t feel good.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “How did they get in?” Katy asked.  
 
    “It’s not hard to get through a deadbolt,” Felix replied. “There are videos online that’ll show you how to do it.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Katy remarked thoroughly unimpressed and grabbed her bag. “So, what work do we have to do tonight?” She opened it up and rummaged inside, looking for her homework, and frowned when she spotted a book that she didn’t recognise. “Huh?” 
 
    Pulling it out, she held it up. “Is this either of yours?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not mine,” Felix replied, as they both looked at the dog-eared notebook.  
 
    Bemused, Katy turned it over in her hands, but couldn’t see a name on it, so she opened it up, hoping there might be a name on the inside.  
 
    She glanced over the first page, and then flicked a few pages in. A gaping hole inside her stomach grew as she looked at the scribbles, notes, and sketches scrawled over the inside of the book. She read a few as she went, her horror growing with each new page. 
 
    The voices. The voices. Make them stop.  
 
    What does she want? 
 
    Stop talking to me. 
 
    Tartarus. I have to go to Tartarus.  
 
    My head feels like it might explode.  
 
    Arrrgh. The headaches. When will they stop?  
 
    I wish someone would help me.  
 
    Please. Someone. Make it stop.  
 
    She needs books. Powerful books. They’re in here somewhere.  
 
    Magical books. Enchanted books.  
 
    I stole one today. What has happened to me? What have I become? 
 
    I’m a vandal. A common thug. 
 
    There were blood splatters on the page.  
 
    Glass. I hate glass. 
 
    I have to move quicker. She needs these books. Now!  
 
    Why were they in Tartarus? What were they doing there? What if she recognised me? She sits right next to me.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Katy gasped. “It’s Dana. She’s been stealing the books.” 
 
    “What?” Yuki asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look at this,” Katy said, and showed the book to Yuki and Felix, flicking through the pages, displaying the ravings of a mad person for them to see with their own eyes.  
 
    “Look, it says here, ‘she sits right next to me,’” Katy explained. “And I recognise this book. It’s the one she’s always scribbling in, but hides it away from me.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Yuki agreed.  
 
    “I know I’m right,” Katy answered.  
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “The final entry,” Felix said. “Look!” 
 
    The Libre. The book she wants. It's in the Head’s office, Katy saw it. I’ll take it to her, I’ll take it to the Red Witch. 
 
    “She’s going for the Libre,” Katy said. 
 
    “We passed her on the way out. She’ll probably already have it by now.”  
 
    “It’s worth a look, you never know,” Katy said. “We might get lucky.” 
 
   


  
 

 The Red Witch 
 
      
 
    Katy charged from the room and sprinted up the corridor to the stairwell with Yuki and Felix hot on her heels. She took the steps two or three at a time as she raced down into the courtyard before charging towards the Ebon Tower.  
 
    “The Head’s office, right? You’re sure?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Yes, come on,” Katy said, and burst through the main door, running past a couple of students as she made for the stairs. She apologised to a couple of second years she got too close to, before leaping into the stairwell and running up the steps.  
 
    She pumped her legs as fast as she could, her muscles burning as she climbed up to Miss Hartman’s office. Reaching the upper floor, she slowed as she stepped into the outer chamber with the chairs beside the door to the office itself.  
 
    She gulped down air and did her best to catch her breath as she looked at the door ahead with mounting horror.  
 
    It was open.  
 
    “Damn it,” Katy hissed, striding forward, poking her head into the room. “Miss? Miss Hartman? Are you in here?” 
 
    There was no reply, so she stepped inside, noting that there were several books scattered across the floor. They’d been unceremoniously thrown around as Dana had no doubt rushed through, looking for her prize.  
 
    Sure enough, on the table where she’d last seen the Libre, there was a space where it had once been.  
 
    “Crap, we’re too late,” Katy announced.  
 
    “Tartarus, then. That must be where she’s going,” Felix said.  
 
    Katy nodded. “You’re right, let’s go.” 
 
    They ran from the office and clattered into the stairwell as fast as their feet could carry them. Partway down, Felix stopped at a window that looked out of the back of the tower. “Look. There she is.” 
 
    Katy craned her neck to get a better look, and sure enough, she could see Dana sprinting across the bridge towards Tartarus. 
 
    “Go, go, go,” Katy barked, urging her friends down the steps. They soon made it to the ground floor, and ran through the tower again, back out into the courtyard and around the tower's base to the back, and the gate to Tartarus. They sprinted past several groups of students, including Trenton’s friends, but Trenton himself was notably absent. Had Miss Hartman pulled him to a nearby office to ask him some pointed questions maybe? 
 
    He may well have taken something from the cabinet, but Katy was certain that it was actually Dana who’d smashed the glass. Trenton had just been presented with an opportunity that he couldn’t resist.  
 
    Sprinting past a small group of students stood near the gate, they saw that the gate had been left ajar with a set of keys left hanging in the lock.  
 
    “Where did she get those?” Felix called out, pointing to them. 
 
    “The Head’s office?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Maybe.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” One of the students called out as they raced by.  
 
    “Get a teacher, get them to follow us in,” Katy called out, unwilling to stop and explain all the details. They needed to get to Dana before she did something stupid… But what was she going to do? What was she up to? 
 
    The three of them sprinted across the long bridge, but Dana was nowhere to be seen. She must be inside already.  
 
    “What is she doing?” Yuki called out to them both. 
 
    “Going to see this Red Witch, whoever that is.” 
 
    “Whoever it is, it doesn’t sound good,” Katy said.  
 
    Moments later they reached the end of the bridge and ducked right, making for the crack. Katy got there just behind Felix and slipped in through the gap right after him.  
 
    Stepping out into the entrance area of the fortress, she walked up beside Felix. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied, looking around for some clue. 
 
    “Should we wait for a teacher?” Yuki asked.  
 
    Katy frowned. “Hold on, you’ve given me an idea.” 
 
    “Oh? What?” 
 
    Katy closed her eyes and concentrated on her Magic. She took a moment to centre herself, and then reached out mentally, trying to connect herself to the Essentia all around her. As she felt that connection grow, she envisioned dropping a metaphorical stone into the veil of Essentia. 
 
    Ripples in the local Essentia expanded out and headed towards the Academy.  
 
    “Good idea,” Yuki said, having noticed the effect.  
 
    “I hope that someone notices that,” Felix said.  
 
    Katy nodded. “Me too,” she answered, and looked around. With her Aetheric Sight active, she suddenly noticed a trail of disturbed Essentia stretching off into the fortress, taking the main central corridor.  
 
    “Look, there. Do you see it? The Essentia. Someone’s been through here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Yuki cried, clearly pleased with herself.  
 
    “That must be her,” Felix said.  
 
    “Come on,” Katy urged and followed the trail with Yuki and Felix behind her.  
 
    “How did she leave this trail?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “I’d be willing to bet she didn’t,” Felix answered.  
 
    Katy looked back. “The book.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “If it’s as powerful as Amanda made out, then that’s what caused this trail.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Katy agreed and continued on, moving along the corridors and through rooms that she recognised all too well, until they reached a hallway with a pile of rubble at the end, and beyond it, the huge central room where Katy had seen the corpse of the Archon.  
 
    As they drew near, Katy spotted Dana in the middle of the room, in front of an indistinct, misty red figure that seemed to float in the air.  
 
    “What is that?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “The Red Witch?” Felix suggested.  
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s not good. Come on,” Katy said and clambered over the rubble as the mist-like figure reached out towards Dana. Its entire body looked like it was made from red ink droplets suspended in water, but there was a clear face and body within that hazy outline. If Katy wasn’t mistaken, it was female, but it was difficult to make much else out about the apparition.  
 
    “Is it a ghost?” Yuki asked.  
 
    “Beats me,” Katy answered as she landed on the floor after dropping over the rocks. “Dana. Dana, wait.” 
 
    Dana looked back at them. Tears were streaming down her face as she raised her hand, lifting the Libre and holding it out towards the spectre.  
 
    “No, Dana.” 
 
    “I can’t… I have to do this,” Dana replied.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” Katy called. “You don’t have to. You can come back with us. It’s okay.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. She’s in my head. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    The Red Witch reached out and took hold of the book. Essentia burst from it in a wave as the Red Witch took it and held it aloft.  
 
    ~You’ve done well,~ said a sibilant voice that wormed its way into Katy’s head.  
 
    “Aaargh,” Katy grunted, shaking her head, trying to banish that voice from her mind. She looked up at Yuki and Felix. “We have to get her.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Yuki also nodded her agreement.  
 
    “Come on, then,” Katy said and ran, charging Dana. As they approached, the crimson Shade backed up, clutching the book to its breast, as it hissed at them. Katy noticed that the book was also losing its solidity and was becoming ghost-like. They’d probably lost the book, but they could at least try to get Dana out of there.  
 
    Katy ran up to her and grabbed her, followed by Yuki and Felix. 
 
    “Come on,” Katy urged her. “We have to get you out of here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dana said. “I couldn’t resist her. I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    “It’s alright, forget about it.” Katy pulled her back, away from the Shade. “This way. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Dana moved at a sluggish pace, as if she was reluctant to go with them. Katy looked up. She was still looking at the floating red figure.  
 
    “No, don’t look at her,” Katy said, grabbing her jaw. She steadily turned Dana’s face away from the Red Witch, until her eyes finally flicked over to her. There was abject terror in those eyes. They looked at Katy and silently pleaded with her for help as fresh tears spilled over her cheeks.  
 
    “Forgive me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Katy said as they moved back and away, towards the rubble and the door.  
 
    ~No,~ the melodious voice of the Shade said directly into their heads. ~You can’t leave. Dana is mine.~ 
 
    Katy looked back to see the Red Witch descending and coming closer, only for rocks and stones to rise from the floor all around her.  
 
    Katy had a strong sinking feeling as she looked at the rising bits of debris, a feeling that was proven true a moment later when the first of them shot across the room at them. It missed, but not by much.  
 
    “Watch out,” Katy called and that first projectile was followed by several more. One of them caught Katy on the thigh, making her yelp.  
 
    Yuki and Felix were soon hit by more of the missiles, as they picked up speed and ran for the exit.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Felix said. “Come on.” 
 
    As they sprinted for the far door, several figures suddenly appeared ahead of them as more rocks slammed into Katy’s back and legs, making her shout out in pain. Katy looked up to see Miss Hartman, alongside Miss Hunt and Mr Spiros, stood side by side.  
 
    Behind them, the Red Witch hissed, triumphantly. “You’re too late.” She laughed.  
 
    Katy could see the ripples in Essentia as powerful Magics were sent lancing out towards the Shade. The rocks had stopped, so they slowed and looked back just in time to see the Red Witch burst with Astral Magic and slip through the veil back into Sheol, the Realm of the Dead, taking the Libre with her.  
 
    Having reached the rubble, they set Dana down on the floor beside a large rock, where she curled up and sobbed uncontrollably. Katy sat beside her and hugged her tight as the three teachers communicated silently over their Mental Link.  
 
    Katy wished she knew what that was all about.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Katy said, doing her best to comfort Dana who was distraught. After a moment, the three teachers approached, and Miss Hartman crouched down before them.  
 
    “Are you all okay? Is anyone hurt?” 
 
    “Only a bit,” Katy replied, pointing to the small cuts and bruises that had been caused by the rocks the Shade had thrown at them. Yuki and Felix showed her their injuries, and as they did, Miss Hartman’s Magic reached out and healed them, sealing up their cuts and making their bumps and bruises fade.  
 
    “Thank you,” Katy said.  
 
    “Right, let’s get you all out of here, and then I want to know everything that happened. Ready to be Ported?” 
 
   


  
 

 Aftermath 
 
      
 
    “…and that’s when you appeared,” Katy said, finishing her description of everything that had happened, as far as she was aware.  
 
    They were sat on a collection of comfortable sofas in the Head’s office. Hot cocoa sat on the table before them as the three teachers listened to their tale. Miss Hartman sat opposite them, listening intently. Miss Hunt sat beside Dana, her arm around the young woman’s shoulders.  
 
    Dana had finally stopped sobbing and just stared at a point in the middle of the coffee table, without really looking at anything.  
 
    Behind the sofa that Miss Hartman sat on, Mr Spiros paced back and forth. He looked troubled as he listened intently to what Katy said.  
 
    Katy looked to Yuki and Felix on either side of her. “I think that’s everything, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. You got everything,” Felix confirmed.  
 
    “I see,” Miss Hartman replied. “Okay. Thank you for being honest with me. I appreciate it. It’s important that you didn’t leave anything out.” 
 
    She hadn’t, in fact, she likely told Miss Hartman more than she needed to know, but she felt it was the right thing to do, given the circumstances.  
 
    “I know,” Katy replied.  
 
    “You’ve been through a lot. All of you have, but you clearly wanted to do the right thing, and you put yourselves and your own lives on the line for a fellow student. That is an incredible thing. I hope Dana understands what you did for her.” 
 
    “It felt like the right thing to do,” Katy said, flushing and feeling a little hot under the collar.  
 
    “It was a reckless thing to do,” Mr Spiros said.  
 
    “Indeed,” Miss Hartman agreed. “It was, but it was also likely the right thing, and a selfless thing. We owe you a debt of gratitude.” 
 
    “But, she got the book,” Katy said. “We didn’t stop her.” 
 
    “True, she did get the book, but I’m not sure how much use it will be to her.” 
 
    “Who was she?” Felix asked.  
 
    “That is a good question, Mr Solberg,” Miss Hartman said, looking over at Miss Hunt. 
 
    Miss Hunt nodded. “We’re not sure who it was, but we have several ideas. What we do know, is that it was a Shade. The spirit of a dead Magus, probably a Nomad, who was somehow able to push through from Sheol into the Aetheric and contact students.” 
 
    “Students? You mean there was more than one?” Katy asked. 
 
    “There have been several, we think. Jacob, your friend, was one of them. But there were a few before him. All were clearly disturbed by the Red Witch’s presence, and her calls for help. Dana here, was of a stronger mind and still able to function, meaning she could follow through on the Witch’s orders.” 
 
    Katy looked over at Dana, who hadn’t reacted to being spoken about. “Will she be okay?” 
 
    “We think so,” Miss Hunt said. “We’ll keep an eye on her and teach her some techniques for protecting herself. I think she’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Are you going to send her away?” Felix asked. “Like Jacob?” 
 
    “We don’t want to,” Miss Hartman replied. “I’d really rather keep her here where we can keep an eye on her. Also, we know what the issue was now, so we can watch for it more readily in case she comes back or tries again.” 
 
    “You think she will?” Katy asked.  
 
    “We don’t know what she was after. It might have been the Libre, it might have been something else, and if not, then she might well be back again to finish what she started.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Yuki replied.  
 
    “Did you speak to Trenton?” Katy asked, curious to know what had happened to him. 
 
    “I did. He did steal something from the cabinet after Dana smashed it and took the book that was in there. It’s not very surprising, though. Trenton comes from a rough background, so we’ll have to make sure we watch him in the future.” 
 
    Katy nodded.  
 
    “How are you?” Miss Hartman asked. “Are you okay? You’ve been through a lot the past couple of weeks.” 
 
    Katy smiled and laughed. “Yeah… I know. But you know what, I’m fine. When I first came here, I didn’t know if I wanted to spend another few years in school. I was right at the end of my college courses, and the thought of spending two or three more years in education filled me with dread.” 
 
    “Not anymore?” Miss Hartman asked.  
 
    “No. Not at all. Even with all the rubbish I’ve had to put up with. I’m actually looking forward to the future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Magi Academy. 
 
    Do you want to read a FREE bonus Chapter??? 
 
    Do you want to read about Katy meeting with Titus and Trenton after getting back to the Academy??? 
 
    You can get the chapter by signing up to my mailing list, here: 
 
    https://dl.bookfunnel.com/xxm5fhetrq 
 
      
 
    Reviews really help me as an Author, so if you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review. Click below: 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?&asin=B086125HP3  
 
      
 
    And finally, book 2 is available here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B089LKHGN4 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    Author Note 
 
      
 
    Hi there.  
 
    Thank you for reading this book.  
 
    Writing an Academy book was something of a risk, I suppose, mainly because the genre is dominated by female authors and readers, and I wasn’t sure if a male author would be able to dip his toe into this market. 
 
    But a Magi Saga-based Academy tale seemed to fit with what I wanted to do in the great story of the Magi Saga world at this point, so it felt like the right thing to write.  
 
    Having spent a lot of time writing about some of the more powerful members of Magi society recently, doing something that followed a much less powerful Magus was a fun change of pace, and I enjoyed the experience.  
 
    I’d very much like to continue this tale, and write more in this series, so I hope it does well.  
 
      
 
    As I mentioned above, this story covers just one small area of the Magi Saga world, which is a vast playground of Magic and adventure just waiting to be discovered, so if this is your first Magi Saga book, then I would urge you to take a look at my book list below, or the book I linked to on the previous page, and see if you can’t find even more Magi Saga tales that you like.  
 
      
 
    Thanks again for your time and investment in this book, I really appreciate it.  
 
    I hope to entertain you further in my other books.  
 
      
 
    Also, if you want to interact with me and other fans of the Magi Saga world, you can join my Facebook group.  
 
    www.facebook.com/groups/MagiSagaFans  
 
      
 
    Buh-bye! 
 
    Andrew 
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