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Prologue
Once upon a time, a handsome prince met a beautiful princess and they fell in love. Everyone in the land of Draconia rejoiced, the prince and princess were married, they had a daughter who was pretty and wise, and they all lived happily ever after.
Nice story, but it’s missing something… Ah yes, folk tales never get to the happy ending so quickly. There should be a wicked stepmother or an evil uncle, or the princess should be under a curse, or… Let’s try that again.
Once upon a time, a handsome prince met a handsome princess and they fell in love. However, this princess was no ordinary princess: she had a secret. When she told her prince her secret, he knew that they could never be together, but he also knew that he could not bear to be apart. The prince and princess ran away together and made a home in the deepest, darkest part of the wild forest where, the prince hoped, his family would never find them.
In time, the prince and princess had a daughter, because adequate contraception is hard to find in the middle of a wild forest. They loved her more than anything, but they knew that the prince’s family were closing in and they would have to go on the run again. With a babe in arms, that would be next to impossible and they might well lose their precious child in the process. So, the prince and princess made a hard decision: they gave up their daughter in the hope that someday they might return for her. And then the prince and princess vanished, never to be heard from again.
Unfortunately, happy endings tend to be in short supply in Draconia.
~~~
And their daughter? Well, that’s another story, isn’t it? So…
Once upon a time…
 



Part One: The Misfits
Concord City, Concordance, 27th Day of Highsummer, 999.
The huge statue of Celestina Nightsky, founder of the Celestina School of Magic, looked down upon the throng of new students searching out their place in the halls of residence as it had done for almost two hundred and thirty years. It was made life size, standing some fifteen feet tall at the shoulder, with its head raised high and its wings unfurled as though to encompass all below it within their reach. Celestina was a venerable dragon, a great magician, and a patron of scholarly pursuits. The dragons who came to study at her school had not attained true dragon forms – they were still far too young for that – but the statue reminded them of their potential.
Or at least that was what it was meant to do and to Krystal it seemed that the old lady was smiling down on her as she looked up at her image carved in stone. Which was a little ridiculous given that true dragons really had little in the way of facial expressions. They were incapable of articulate speech, never mind anything as mundane as a smile. Krystal still thought the statue had a benign look about it. Or maybe possessive. Maybe that expression said ‘these young women are mine.’ Whatever, looking up at the statue was not getting her to her room.
The school itself, the teaching part of it, was invisible behind the residency halls which formed a square of Gothic architecture around the lawns and plazas where the statue was the centrepiece. One of the four buildings was the one Krystal wanted, but all she had to go on was the introductory letter the school had sent, which said she was in room North 59. Well, each building was five storeys in height, so she figured she was on the top floor of… the northern one? Which way was north? Well, that was not going to be too difficult…
A basic spell, which anyone with half an ounce of training could work out how to do, would tell her which way north was. A simple enough matter of aligning oneself with the flow of magic through the world, which did take some effort, but nothing Krystal was not up to. Still, she took her time over it, assembling the symbology of the spell in her head, shaping the magic of the world around her with care and precision. She turned on the spot… To find herself looking past the statue to the building on the far side. ‘Huh. Makes sense she’d be facing south, I suppose. Should’ve thought of that.’
Pushing her glasses up her nose and picking up her bags, Krystal set off across the flagged path toward what she hoped was the north hall. Now that she looked a little more closely, it seemed like it was the oldest of the four. The white stone was more grey than white and streaks of black marred the walls. The gargoyles on the crenelated roof appeared somewhat the worse for wear. It was the north hall, because there was a little brass plate mounted beside the main doors which told her that this was ‘Nightsky, North Hall of Student Residence.’ She wondered whether the other halls had royal family names attached to them too, but finding out would have to wait: heavy bags did not make for good sightseeing.
They did not make for great stairclimbing either, and there seemed to be neither a mechanical nor a magical lifting mechanism. With a sigh, Krystal found the broad staircase up and began to ascend. The broad stairs gave way to narrower stairs on the floor above and things just got more difficult as she had to manoeuvre her way around other students, and a few parents, who were moving in at the same time. The hall had been open for three days for incoming students and Krystal realised that she should have pushed to get here sooner; everyone left it to the last moment, aside from those with the forethought to realise that everyone else would be leaving it until the last moment.
Struggling, and wishing she was fitter, Krystal made it to the top floor, which was a little clearer. The decoration was more obvious here, without dragon girls hiding it behind enthusiastic gestures and flying hair. Gothic, rather dark, and heavy on the mouldings. The wallpaper was a dark red and featured the Nightsky crest, an eight-pointed star above a square of four smaller stars, in gold. The official crest was silver stars on black, but Krystal presumed that some allowances were made for colour coordination. The woodwork was all in a dark oak and looked heavy. Every room had a door which looked like it could hold off an army, and each door had a number carved into it. Krystal found the one marked 59, the last on the north side of the corridor, and tried the handle. It was open, so she pushed through.
‘Oh! I think you may have the wrong room.’ The speaker was a blonde girl with pale-blue eyes sitting cross-legged on one of the two beds which occupied a large proportion of the room. She was pretty with quite a long, upturned nose and a slightly rounded, youthful face, and a trim figure clad in a floral summer dress which looked as though it had seen more than a few summers. Her hair was pulled back from her face and fixed by a band at the back of her head, but it fell down past her shoulders. Krystal blinked at her. ‘There’s no way they’d put an indigo in with a grey,’ the girl added.
Krystal smiled and put her bags down before closing the door behind her. ‘I’m not an indigo, and this is fifty-nine north, right?’
‘Yeah, but… Purple hair and eyes, and you’re not an indigo?’
‘I’m Krystal, and I’m not an indigo. Or anything. I don’t have my dracoform yet.’
‘You don’t? Isn’t that a bit–’
‘Dragons normally discover their dracoform between the ages of nine and twenty,’ Krystal said as though repeating a lecture she had heard many times. ‘Almost nineteen is late, but not entirely unusual. Plus, I’m an orphan so I don’t even have parents to use as a guide for what colour I’ll be.’
The girl on the bed opened her mouth, paused, and then uncurled herself, stepping down onto the carpet and holding out her hand. ‘Let’s start again. I’m Trudy Black. Pleased to meet you.’
Krystal grinned wide enough to show her fangs. ‘Krystal Ward,’ she said, taking Trudy’s hand. ‘My friends call me Krys and if we’re to share a room, I’m hoping we’ll be friends.’
Trudy had a firm grip for a slim girl a good inch shorter than Krystal. She held onto Krystal’s hand. ‘Let’s see… Do you snore?’
‘Uh, not that I’m aware of.’
‘Are you likely to steal my underwear if you run out?’
Krystal looked down Trudy’s body. ‘Well, looks like it’d more or less fit…’ Trudy’s eyes narrowed, but Krystal noticed there was also a slight blush on her cheeks. ‘If I do, you can borrow mine if you need to. Not that you’d want to.’
‘Huh?’
‘The sisters at the orphanage made sure I came to school with an appropriate amount, and type, of clothing. The Sisters of Perpetual Harmony are not renowned for their fashion sense. I have fourteen pairs of white, very functional panties and four bras you could probably use as armour cladding for a battleship.’
Trudy’s expression shifted to a smirk. ‘I think we’ll get along fine. Even if you do turn out to be an indigo, you don’t take yourself as seriously as most of them.’
Krystal gave a shrug. ‘I’m an orphan, just about the lowest of the low. Even greys are allowed to look down on me.’
Giving Krystal’s hand a final squeeze, Trudy released her grip. ‘Well, I’m a grey, and I don’t look down on anyone. Uh, I hope you don’t mind, but I picked my bed already and I’ve taken the top two drawers in the dresser. There’s room in the wardrobe too. It’s not like I brought a lot of stuff with me. My family isn’t exactly rich. I’m here on a scholarship.’
‘Really? Me too. I mean, I guess that should be obvious since I’m an orphan so– Wait, you’re a grey?’
‘Uh-huh,’ Trudy replied, settling back onto the bed.
‘But you’re studying magic?’
The smirk returned. ‘This place doesn’t teach carpentry.’
Krystal beamed. ‘That’s amazing! Greys hardly ever have any talent for magic. And if you got in here, you must be pretty talented.’
‘I’m not exactly amazing, I don’t think, but I’ve got enough talent to be accepted. You must too. Everyone here is better than your average magician. Anyway, that’s probably another reason we’re roomies. Two scholarship students. Probably why we’re up here in the top of the oldest hall.’
‘Oh, yeah.’ Krystal lifted her largest bag up onto what was now her bed and opened it up. ‘I guess you’re right. I’m not really used to being treated differently. Everyone at the orphanage was, well, an orphan and the sisters are all about humility. Of course, it wasn’t all perpetual harmony, but when it came down to it, we were all in the same boat.’ Pulling out a stack of clothes, she turned to the wooden dresser beside the door.
‘Well, this place is probably going to be a shock,’ Trudy said, ‘and you really weren’t kidding about the sensible panties. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything that… sturdy looking.’
Krystal looked down at the bundle in her arms and grimaced. Her cheeks turned hot. ‘Could’ve been worse. I could’ve been given a dozen chastity belts.’
~~~
The refectory at the school was open, but it was not really serving proper meals until Royalday and it was only Yellowday evening. Luckily, Trudy seemed to know the city pretty well and she knew of a place that served cheap food not far outside the walls.
Krystal had never seen a ‘patty house’ before and found the entire place fascinating. Trudy found it fascinating that Krystal had never been to one, but Trudy’s fascination was of a rather giggly sort. Krystal announced that, since Trudy had located the food, she would buy it, and Trudy was grinning like a maniac the entire time Krystal spent figuring out how to order from the servers, collect the food, and carry it back to the table they had selected. The last part was made a little more difficult by the crowd; the Patty Royal seemed to have attracted a fair number of students from the school, all after the same thing.
‘You seem to have a talent for carrying trays,’ Trudy said when Krystal arrived with the food. ‘Magic and waitressing. Quite a combination.’
Krystal grinned and dropped a curtsey before sitting down. ‘I’m trained in service. A lot of the orphans end up as servants, so the sisters give us appropriate training.’
‘Well, you’re good with a tray. I hope you like the food.’
‘Yeah…’ Krystal peered at the bun with its beefy contents. ‘They didn’t have any cutlery.’
Picking up her own patty, Trudy sank her teeth into it and started chewing. Krystal raised an eyebrow. Trudy swallowed. ‘You just eat it,’ Trudy explained. ‘It’s like… finger food.’
‘Okay.’ Krystal gave a shrug, picked up her patty, and sank her fangs into it. It was basically minced beef squashed together and stuffed into a bun after cooking, but it did taste… ‘That’s really pretty good.’
‘No need to sound so surprised. They don’t have these in Appleyard?’
‘Don’t think so. I didn’t get out of the orphanage much. I’m a bit of a bookwyrm. Okay, a lot of a bookwyrm. The sisters think we should have an education, so they make sure to teach us the basics of science, mathematics, and magic if we have the talent, but I’d study on my own whenever I got the chance. How about you?’
‘Not so much. I went to school, and when they noticed I could work magic, one of the teachers put in some extra time with me so I could try out for the Celestina School. I think I learned more about everything else from, well, the street. No one puts a whole lot of effort into teaching greys anything beyond the absolute basics. Most of us aren’t going to do anything with science or mathematics. Most of us couldn’t do anything with magic if we wanted to.’
Krystal chewed her mouthful of bread and mouth-watering beef, and looked thoughtful. ‘That’s just wrong. I’m an orphan and I got a pretty good education.’
Trudy shrugged. ‘Way the world works.’
‘Maybe it shouldn’t. I mean, a few hundred years ago, the idea of a school of magic for young, talented women was unheard of. Now we’re attending it.’
‘Uh-huh, we’re attending the only school of magic for women, and that’s right here on Concordance. You try starting one in one of the Nightsky cities and see how far you get.’
‘I guess Celestina Nightsky is a bit of a maverick.’
Trudy picked up her glass of cider and raised it. ‘Blessed may she be for kicking social norms in the gonads.’
Krystal giggled and raised her own glass, clinking it against Trudy’s. ‘I might not have put it that way, but I’ll drink to that.’
~~~
‘You seem to know the city pretty well,’ Krystal commented as they walked back toward the school.
‘Well, I was born and raised in Greystone Ward,’ Trudy replied.
‘And I don’t know the city very well. I read a couple of things about it. Uh, Greystone is the northern quarter, right?’
‘Uh-huh. You’ve got Palace Ward in the middle, where the Palace of Concordance is, obviously. Over on the other side of the city is Eastlook, where the rich folk live. We’re on the south-west corner, pretty much on the border of Westlook and Downtown. Westlook’s got the middle-class housing and the entertainment district. Downtown is mostly warehousing and the harbour. And up at the north is Greystone, where you have the slaughterhouses, tanneries, and the grey dragons.’
‘More unnecessary divisions.’
Trudy shrugged. ‘Maybe, but when it comes down to it, the indigos in Eastlook can afford to live somewhere that doesn’t smell of cattle and shit, and we can’t.’
‘Oh. I guess when you put it like that…’
‘It’s just how things are. I could live with them treating us more like equals, but at least they aren’t royals.’
Krystal gave Trudy a quick glance. ‘You don’t like royals?’
‘I… don’t like royals. No.’ The way Trudy said it tended to suggest she did not want to talk about it.
‘I don’t think there are any royals at the school,’ Krystal said, which was sort of a change of subject.
‘They usually get private tutors if they’re going to learn magic. We’ve got indigos, reds, blues, yellows, greens, and me, but no royals.’
‘Well, that’s o–’
‘Of course, there are royals in the city. Most of the older ones stick to the palace’s enclosure, but you get the younger ones out on the streets. If you see them, walk the other way.’
‘Uh, okay.’
Trudy gave Krystal a serious look. ‘I’m serious. Royals are privileged yobs. They’re dangerous. You see rainbow scales, you cross the street. They’ll take a girl like you and–’ She cut herself off and glowered at the paving stones at her feet. ‘Just avoid them, okay?’
‘I can’t see me having much call to go near them. Oh look, we’re back already.’
There was a pause and then Trudy managed a weak grin. ‘Sorry. I get a little intense about royals. When I get to know you better, I might tell you why. For now… I have no idea what to do with the rest of the evening.’
‘I’ve got a book to read. That’s if you don’t want to do anything else.’
‘A book. Your first night in the big city, your first Yellowday, and you want to read?’
‘I did say I was a bit of a bookwyrm…’
~~~
‘A bit of a bookwyrm?’
Krystal looked at the six books she had taken out of her smaller bag and then at Trudy. The latter was standing there with her hands on her hips, eyebrows raised. ‘It’s only six books. I have six books. The sisters would get me a book sometimes as a reward.’ She lifted a fairly thick, leather-bound volume. ‘I got this one, Mallory Nightsky’s Thoughts on the Nature of Magic, when I got my scholarship. I’m still working through it. It’s, uh, a little dense. I think it might take some second-year courses before I really understand it.’
‘I don’t own any books,’ Trudy said. ‘I don’t know anyone who owns any books. Not books with leather covers anyway. My mam has a few paperback novels. I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone with real books.’
‘Except me.’
‘Okay, now I know someone who owns books, but–’
‘And if you want to borrow any, that’d be fine. Just…’
‘Just what?’
‘Just, um, if you bend the spines, I’ll have to commit physical violence upon your person.’
‘Oh.’
Krystal gave Trudy an earnest look. ‘It’s not anything I can control. I see a mistreated book and I just… snap!’ Krystal tilted her head to one side, widened her eyes, and set her mouth into an insanely wide grin to emphasise the point.
‘Uh, right. What’s that one?’
‘That one’ was one of the slimmer books in Krystal’s collection and one of the most obviously read ones. Despite her comments on mishandling books, this one had worn corners on its cover and pages darkened by fingers. ‘That’s Elements of Magical Theory by Icarus Vollett. It’s one of the best books on basic magical theory ever written.’
‘That sounds like it’s more my speed. I’ve got talent, and a bit of skill, but I’m starting almost from scratch.’
‘Oh.’ Krystal picked up the book and handed it to Trudy. ‘Well, if you get stuck, you just have to ask. We’re roomies, so I figure we’re here to help each other. You can help me to avoid getting robbed in the street, and I’ll help you with magical theory.’
‘Deal,’ Trudy replied, grinning. ‘I think I’m getting the best of that. Teaching you about Concord City should be a lot easier than teaching me magic.’
‘Maybe,’ Krystal replied, returning the grin with a smirk. ‘On the other hand, I learned my teaching habits from nuns. I’m not afraid to use the cane if you’re not applying yourself to your lessons.’
For a brief instant, Trudy looked shocked, and then the grin returned. ‘Oh, yeah, my teachers could get liberal with a cane too. Ranulf Greytail used to throw blackboard erasers across the room if he thought you weren’t paying attention.’
Krystal grimaced. ‘Those always looked like they hurt.’
‘But I bet you never got one thrown at you.’
‘Of course not. Why would I ever not pay attention in class?’
‘I couldn’t imagine,’ Trudy replied with a wry grin. ‘Okay, a bit of study before I start studying couldn’t hurt.’
‘I’m pretty sure that sentence made very little sense.’
Trudy flicked her hair as she turned toward the bed. ‘It made perfect sense, in my head. Now, I expect complete silence. I don’t want you interrupting my reading.’
Krystal giggled. ‘Oh, sure. I’m going to interrupt your reading.’
Dropping onto her bed, Trudy opened her book and stared studiously at it. ‘Well, all that giggling is going to have to stop for starters.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Krystal settled onto her own bed and opened Thoughts on the Nature of Magic. ‘I’ll stop giggling, but you might want to hold the book the right way up.’
~~~
The door opened and Trudy came back in from her trip to the bathrooms down the hall, dropping her little toiletries bag onto the dresser. She pushed the door shut. ‘Now comes the embarrassing part…’
Krystal looked up at her and raised an eyebrow. ‘Embarrassing?’
‘Well, I don’t wear anything to bed. We never had money for clothes just to wear in bed.’
‘Oh. Well, I do have things to wear in bed, but, uh, well, that might be embarrassing too.’
Trudy’s eyebrows rose. ‘Oh?’
Reaching under her pillow, Krystal pulled a camisole top out and held it up for Trudy to see. It was made of a yellow fabric printed with blue, pink, and red clouds, and brighter-yellow stars with smiling faces. There was also a rather fetching blue lace trim around the bodice. ‘And there are matching shorts,’ Krystal said. ‘Sister Azure Skystream got them for me. She has a thing for clouds.’
‘She’s a blue?’
‘Uh-huh. Anyway, I used to sleep in a dormitory with eleven other girls, and we had nightdresses, sure, but I don’t think you’ve got anything I haven’t seen before.’
‘Used to?’ Trudy asked, mostly for something to say as she stepped over to her bed and began to pull her dress off over her head.
Krystal got up and began undoing the buttons on her shirt. ‘I got a room to myself when I got older. It was just an old office, but they gave it to me so I could study on my own.’
‘I shared with my sister until she left home a couple of years ago. We only had the one bed though. It’s not quite the same as here. I guess we’re both sort of used to sleeping in a room with other people.’ Trudy turned, finding Krystal slipping out of her jeans to reveal another pair of atrociously unfashionable panties and a bra which should have had rivets visible on it, but the girl inside the nun-supplied underwear was somehow not what you expected to see in bad clothes.
It was not that Krystal was especially attractive: she was by no means short and she had a trim figure with quite long legs, slim hips and waist, and a moderate bust. She was pretty, but not beautiful, though some of that came from pale skin with a substantial number of freckles, and the steel-framed glasses she always wore did not help. Her face was heart-shaped, slightly hollowed in the cheeks. Her nose was fairly small, but it had a distinctly perky quality to it. Her lips were quite full, following the heart-shaped theme. Her hair was purple, quite straight, and shoulder-length, and she tended to tuck it back behind her right ear. The hair colour was startling if you saw few indigo dragons, but her eyes were something else: slightly angled and set under arching brows, they were a vibrant purple colour. They gave her a look a little like a cat, if you could find cats with vibrantly purple irises. When Trudy had asked her one question during their reading session, Krystal had looked back with an intense expression on her face, staring across the room for a second, and Trudy had felt like those eyes could see right through her.
‘What?’ Krystal’s voice broke Trudy out of her contemplation.
‘Nothing,’ Trudy said. ‘Just… drifted off there.’
‘I was saying that neither of us has shared a room recently.’
‘Uh, no. I guess not. Don’t think it’ll be a problem. I mean, once the light’s out, I won’t be able to see your pyjamas, so that’s okay.’
‘Hey!’
Giggling, and naked, Trudy clambered under her sheets and settled down with her head on the pillows. ‘Are you sure Sister Azure Skystream doesn’t think you’re twelve?’
‘Yes. I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m nine. Should I get the light?’
‘Yeah, go for it. Might as well get an early night.’
The candlelight went out, plunging the room into darkness. Little light got in past the drapes, but Krystal had no trouble getting back from the dresser where the candle was to the bed. There was the sound of sheets rustling and then Krystal said, ‘Goodnight, Trudy.’
Trudy gave a quiet giggle. ‘Goodnight, Krys.’ And then there was silence.
Until, a couple of minutes later, Trudy asked, ‘Krys? You asleep?’
Krystal let out a little giggle before answering. ‘Not yet, no.’
‘Quiet, isn’t it?’
‘I guess. The orphanage was just about silent after bedtime.’
‘Oh. I guess I’m used to the noises on the street. It’s never this quiet in Greystone.’
‘I’m sure you’ll get used to it. Just let the silence sink into you. It’s calming.’
Trudy giggled. ‘“Let the silence sink in?” Very mystic.’
‘Don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it.’
There was another giggle. ‘Is that a hint I should shut up?’
‘Oh, I’d never tell you to shut up.’
‘Sure. Shutting up anyway.’ And silence fell again.
That lasted for all of three minutes before there was the sound of a door slamming into a wall followed by raucous singing. Krystal did not recognise the song, but the words seemed to consist almost entirely of the seven words one was never supposed to use in polite company.
‘So much for soaking in the silence,’ Trudy said.
‘Huh,’ Krystal replied. She slipped out of bed and crossed back to the door, opening it and leaning her head out. For a brief second, she spotted someone in the doorway across the hall: tanned skin on a heart-shaped face, bright-green eyes, framed by a halo of thick brown hair. Then the eyes widened and the face was gone. Krystal shook her head and stepped further out to look down the corridor.
The principal singer was, if her hair was anything to go by, a blue. She had a lot of powder-blue hair: it fell as wisps from her hairline to her breasts, but the majority was pulled back into a ponytail which fell down to her butt. She had the eyes to go with the hair: almost incandescently blue. Her face was pretty, somehow quite masculine even if it was obviously feminine; it was all angles with high cheekbones and a pointed chin, but there was enough softness about it to take the edge off. Her nose was thin and curved into a perky point at the tip, and her lips were not overly large, but they had a sensuous curve to them. Her body was almost more narrow than slim, the lean muscle on it showing thanks to her choice of clothes: a thin tank top and a pair of denim shorts. She was also in running shoes.
There was another blue, significantly shorter, less attractive, and with duller hair and eyes, under the first one’s arm. They looked very chummy and they were both shrieking out the lyrics to their song at the top of their lungs…
Until the taller girl spotted Krystal standing there in her little top and shorts. ‘Shhhhhh!’ the blue girl hissed, almost as loud as she had been singing. ‘I think people’re trying to sleep.’
The shorter blue giggled. ‘Sleep’s for the weak!’ She looked down the corridor at Krystal, however, and her grin got even broader. ‘She’s cute! Maybe she’d like to join us. We could do a slumber party!’
Krystal put every ounce of withering contempt she could into rolling her eyes, and then she stepped back into her room and closed the door. There was the sound of laughter from outside, but the singing did not start again.
‘The two blues from fifty-four?’ Trudy asked.
‘They were two blues,’ Krystal replied, sliding back into bed.
‘I met them this afternoon, before you got here. They seemed like party dragons.’
‘Well, sounds like they took the hint. Back to soaking in the silence.’
Trudy giggled. ‘Sounded like you could have had a nice night in their room.’
‘I,’ Krystal said as haughtily as she could manage while lying down, ‘am not that sort of dragon.’
Another giggle. ‘There go my fantasies.’ There was the sound of Trudy turning over in her bed. ‘Goodnight, Krys.’
Krystal stared across the space between them for a second, and finally decided Trudy’s comment had just been a joke. ‘Goodnight, Trudy,’ she said, and closed her eyes.
28th Day of Highsummer.
The refectory was serving breakfast. It was a large hall filled with long tables; a counter along one wall provided service with the kitchens visible behind it. Krystal and Trudy got themselves plates of sausages, bacon, eggs, and a couple of potato cakes, and sat down beside each other to eat. When someone sat down opposite them, they were both a little surprised.
‘Hey, uh, sorry about last night.’ It was the tall, blue dragon girl from the night before. ‘I mean, sorry if we woke you. It was my birthday yesterday and we’d been celebrating.’
Krystal considered for a fraction of a second: they were going to be neighbours with this girl. ‘You didn’t wake us. We hadn’t got to sleep. I’m Krystal. Happy birthday for yesterday.’
‘Thanks. I’m Charley,’ the blue said. ‘Well, it’s supposed to be Charlotte really. My mom always calls me Charlotte, but everyone else calls me Charley. I prefer Charley. Don’t call me Charlotte.’
‘Okay… I’m Krys then. I think you met Trudy already.’
‘Yeah. Yesterday. You’re roomies then? Uh, don’t mind Glinda too much. She’s not actually as crazy as she seems.’
Krystal raised an eyebrow. ‘Glinda?’
‘My roomie. Glinda Starshimmer. She’s from one of the richer families in Spinyard. I’ve known her for years. She just gets a bit excited about parties.’
‘Especially slumber parties?’
Charlotte grinned. ‘She was just kidding. I think she was just kidding. Pretty sure. You did look kind of cute in your little cloudy outfit.’
Krystal felt her cheeks heating. Trudy did not help by choosing that moment to speak. ‘She was given it by a nun.’
‘A nun?’ Charlotte’s eyes widened. ‘Little brief for– Uh, never mind.’ She picked up her knife and fork and began to stuff her face with food. Her plate had almost twice as much food on it as either Krystal’s or Trudy’s.
‘How do you keep that figure if you eat like that?’ Krystal asked.
‘This?’ Charlotte asked around a mouthful of sausage. She swallowed. ‘I’m stocking up. I’m going flying straight after and you know how you burn through fuel in dracoform.’
‘Not really.’
‘She doesn’t have her dracoform yet,’ Trudy supplied.
‘You don’t?!’ Charlotte asked incredulously.
‘It’s not actually late yet,’ Krystal grumbled. ‘I’ll get it when I get it.’
‘Sure you will,’ Charlotte replied, grinning. ‘I was just a bit surprised. And you’ve never flown! Ancestors, I’d hate that worse than anything.’
‘I take it you like flying then?’
‘Love it! Really. I live for flying. Fast flying. Someday, I’d like to be the fastest dragon on Draconia. It’s a life goal.’ Charlotte punctuated that statement with a forkful of potato cake.
‘Everyone has to have a hobby,’ Trudy said.
From the way Charlotte ate, anyone watching might have thought that her hobby was competition eating. She was finished with her huge plate of food by the time Krystal and Trudy had got through their smaller ones, and she took her tray to the racks at the side of the room with them and walked out of the refectory with them. She started her change as they were approaching the door. Sparkles of blue light began to dance around her body as she walked, her skin began to shimmer after a second or two, and by the time they were outside, the shift was complete. Now she had scaled skin, silvery with a sheen of blue to it that glistened in the sunlight. Her nails had elongated into blue-sheened claws, but otherwise she looked more or less exactly as she had before.
With a sigh of pleasure, Charlotte lifted into the air. ‘Okay, girls, I guess I’ll see you again later.’
‘Can’t avoid it if we’re on the same corridor,’ Trudy pointed out.
‘True. Especially since the windows don’t open wide enough to climb in. Later.’ And Charlotte bolted upwards, accelerating as she went until she was nothing but a blueish streak climbing into the sky.
‘She’s fast,’ Krystal commented.
‘Sure is,’ Trudy agreed. ‘Don’t think I’ve seen a faster blue. Not that I’ve known many blues.’
‘There were a couple in the orphanage. So, what do we do now?’
‘Uh, well, as the resident expert on Concord City, I guess it’s my duty to show you the highlights. You should, at the very least, know how to get around.’
‘Sounds like a plan. Lead on, expert guide.’
‘Maybe I should get a badge…’
~~~
‘Do you know who’s in fifty-eight?’ Krystal asked.
They were walking through the harbour area in Downtown because Trudy had said it was generally best to walk around Downtown in the morning before the fishing boats got in with their catch and the place began to really stink. Krystal was having some trouble believing the smell could get worse, but she had to take her guide’s word for it.
The architecture of the area was not exactly modern. From the books Krystal had flicked through, she remembered that the port was the oldest part of the city. There had been a fishing town here before there had been Concord City. The capital city of the island had actually been in the north a thousand years ago, when the Armonia family had ruled there. Their palace was nothing more than ruins lost in the forests now and Concord City was the home of government. But the harbour area was old, and it showed in architecture which had probably remained largely unchanged since the upgrades that went with the city’s construction.
Trudy looked around at Krystal, and away from a rather muscular, shirtless man who was carrying crates around the docks. ‘Fifty-eight? Across the hall from us?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I wasn’t even sure there was someone in there.’
‘There is. I saw her last night. Not too tall, green eyes, brown hair.’
Trudy shook her head. ‘Haven’t seen her. Maybe we should introduce ourselves.’ She pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘Brown hair and green eyes? She’s probably a green, if she’s got her dracoform.’
‘Which is likely,’ Krystal added. ‘I mean, not that I’m actually late or anything, but most dragons have their dracoform by eighteen, and she can’t be younger than that.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Trudy’s gaze shifted back to the big dockworker. He was a grey, like her, and in dracoform. His scales had a silvery sheen to them, his hair was silver-grey, and his eyes were a bright grey. Greys were the most physical of dragons, very powerful in their dracoform, and this one obviously put effort into piling on the muscle.
‘He’s big,’ Krystal commented, smirking a little.
‘Uh-huh, I just bet he is.’
‘I meant his muscles.’
Trudy flashed Krystal a grin. ‘Well, so did I, of course.’
‘Sure you did.’
‘I did, so there. Let’s go along to the trade docks. Maybe there are some of the big ships in. Those are kind of pretty.’
‘Okay,’ Krystal agreed, because she was just following Trudy anyway. ‘If you’re sure you can tear your eyes away from his, um, muscles.’
Trudy tore her eyes away from the grey’s muscles and started off down the dock. ‘I am surprised at you. A girl raised by nuns shouldn’t be thinking of things like that.’
‘What? Muscles? The nuns taught us biology. The basics. I must admit, their idea of sex education was “don’t do it,” but I do understand the mechanics.’
‘But you’ve never, um…’
‘I’ve never “um.” No. Never been that bothered about it. I spend a lot of time reading.’
‘All work and no play, Krys. A girl’s gotta have a hobby.’
Krystal shrugged. ‘My hobby is magic, which also happens to be my passion and my work. I’m lucky like that.’
Whatever Trudy might have said in reply was stalled by Charlotte dropping lightly onto the cobbles beside them. ‘Hey! What’re you two doing out here? Did you see that big grey back there? Looked like he could lift half a ship over his head. That kind of development takes dedication, even for a grey.’
‘We saw him,’ Krystal replied. ‘Trudy was admiring his muscles.’ She inserted just a tiny pause before the last word, and Trudy elbowed her in the side.
‘I’m taking Krys around the city to show her the main parts,’ Trudy said. ‘She’s from Appleyard and didn’t exactly get out much.’
‘Oh!’ Charlotte’s scales began to shimmer as she shifted back to normal form. ‘Mind if I tag along? I don’t really know the city that well either. From the ground anyway.’
‘I guess you can.’
‘I don’t mind,’ Krystal added. ‘Hey, you don’t know who the girl in fifty-eight is, do you? We think she’s a green.’
Charlotte frowned for a second. ‘Fifty-eight… Nope. Of course, if I hadn’t got you out of bed last night, I wouldn’t know who was in fifty-nine either. Haven’t met many of the people on our floor. Or any other floor. Ran into a squad of indigos from the ground floor last night, but… Well, they’re indigos, you know?’
‘Not really. I’ve never met any indigos aside from two of the sisters.’
‘Indigos don’t often end up in an orphanage,’ Trudy said. ‘Still think you’ll probably turn out to be one, Krys. Which would make you way unusual, because indigos usually have some family willing to take them in.’
‘I don’t think I’m an indigo. So, Charley, you’re from Spinyard?’
‘Oh yeah. Born and raised.’ Charlotte seemed oblivious to the forced subject change, but Trudy spared Krystal a glance: it was clearly a sore subject, however, and it was possibly best to avoid it.
‘That’s up in the Great Spine, right?’ Krystal asked.
‘Uh-huh. It’s been there since before the Majesty War. It kind of got a special dispensation so the Skylords could continue to run it, but it’s not like their other Skylord cities and we send a representative to the council here.’ She paused as her stomach rumbled. ‘Guess I’m ready for a morning snack.’
‘That’s what you get for spending most of your morning in dracoform,’ Trudy said. ‘Okay, forget the ships, we’ll head up toward the palace. There’s always people selling food outside the wall, and now you both know where the docks are.’
‘I could stand to eat something,’ Krystal said.
‘You might not be saying that after you’ve had something from a Concord City street vendor…’
~~~
‘Nothing wrong with that,’ Charlotte commented as she dropped the paper from her first sausage-in-a-bun into a street bin and prepared to start on her second.
‘I can tell you’re enjoying them,’ Krystal said, grinning.
‘We’ll see how you feel in an hour,’ Trudy suggested.
‘I can eat anything,’ Charlotte said around a mouthful of food.
‘If it stays in your mouth,’ Krystal said, but her eyes were on the tall, white, stone wall which was rising up before them.
By convention, Concord City itself had no city walls: it was the meeting place for all of Draconia and all could enter freely. Very symbolic. Perhaps one might also say there was symbolism in the fact that the Palace of the Council of Concordance, which sat in the centre of the city, had a thirty-foot crenelated wall around it. That wall had guard towers spaced along it, allowing the soldiers barracked within to defend the palace if needed, though the towers had only a token guard in them when the council was not sitting.
Symbolic of the division between the rich and powerful and the lowly population around them or not, the walls were impressive. Krystal’s guidebook had said that the walls were twelve feet thick and made of the white granite mined only in the Great Spine mountains. Even as tall as they were, the walls could not hide the spires of the palace behind them. The palace was made of the same stone but alchemically treated to make it gleam in the sunlight. They said that on a clear, sunny day, you could see the light shining off the palace in the mountains where the stone had been cut. Krystal rather doubted that.
‘Can we go in?’ Krystal asked.
‘Technically,’ Trudy replied. ‘The council’s not sitting, so the grounds are open to the public. You can even go on a tour of the palace if you go in at midday on Silverday, uh, which is today. But if you want to do the tour, you’re on your own.’
‘She’s not very fond of royals,’ Krystal said to Charlotte.
‘There’s that,’ Trudy said, ‘but I’ve also seen it three times. There’s only so many times you can look at white architecture before it gets boring. Once, actually. After the first time, it was just tedious.’
‘Not really interested anyway,’ Charlotte said. Then she dropped her second sausage paper into the bin. ‘I’ve seen it from the air. Can’t say I need to see it from the ground, or inside.’
‘I’m interested,’ Krystal said. ‘Well, sort of. It’s historic. But I can wait and do it on my own sometime. I’m going to be here for four years, maybe longer. I think I’ve got time.’
‘We’ll walk around to Westlook,’ Trudy stated. ‘That’s where all the shops, bars, and clubs are. Mostly they’re aimed at the tourists, but there are a few worth noticing.’
~~~
Most of the entertainment sector of Westlook did look as though the main aim was to attract visitors to the city in for a good time. Near the palace, that meant a lot of glitzy-looking bars and clubs, and a few large stores which primarily sold expensive clothes. As you got further out, the clothes got a bit cheaper, and so did the bars and clubs. Various tacky emporiums sold novelties and souvenirs a visitor might buy to take home with them, probably to give to friends and relatives who would then stuff them in a closet somewhere to never see the light of day again.
Trudy stopped at the end of a road which curved away from them toward the north and turned to face her two friends. ‘Okay, this is Silverlight Street and I’d normally say that you shouldn’t ever go near the place.’
‘Why?’ Krystal asked, looking down the street at what looked like bars and shops.
‘Because Silverlight Street is never a good place for a girl to walk down unless you work there,’ Charlotte said. ‘There’s a Silverlight Street in Spinyard.’
Krystal frowned. ‘I don’t… Oh!’ Looking more closely at some of the signs, she began to pick out words which suggested the function of the building more clearly than ‘bar’ or ‘shop.’
‘This is where the brothels and other forms of “adult” entertainment are,’ Trudy explained. ‘Don’t think there’s anything adult about it myself, but to each their own. Plenty of greys make a living here and they wouldn’t necessarily make a living anywhere else. However, this also happens to be where Cragscales’ place is.’
‘Cragscales?’
‘Uh-huh. Come on, you’ll love it.’
Wondering why she in particular was going to enjoy whatever shop Trudy was heading for, Krystal set off after her down Silverlight Street. There were clothing shops here, as well as the bars and clubs, but the mannequins in the windows tended to be wearing underwear or dresses which barely deserved the name. One shop they passed had no window display, but advertised itself as selling ‘mating aids,’ though Krystal’s understanding of the process suggested there was nothing much to aid: assuming dragons of the right age and temperament, mating was a largely inevitable process. She had this sudden image of some sort of shoe-horn-like device which might be useful if there was a large difference in size…
And forgot all about it when Trudy stopped in front of a shop which looked distinctly out of place. It had the same plastered-stone frontage as all the other buildings and was actually part of a terraced block of four shops which must have been built at the same time. However, this shop was painted black, rather than some garish colour, and the paint was peeling in places where everywhere else seemed to get a yearly refresher coat. There was no signage visible until Krystal looked more closely and spotted a small, brass plaque on the door. ‘Cragscales’ Magic Supplies,’ she read aloud.
‘All the serious magicians come here for whatever they need,’ Trudy said, stepping up to the door and pushing it open. There was the sound of a bell, though when Krystal looked up, she could see no sign of one. ‘Cragscales carries everything, and if he hasn’t got it, he can get it. And, most importantly for you, he has a fairly large supply of magic books up on the top floor.’
‘Top floor. Right.’ Krystal hurried inside and began searching for the stairs.
The building had five storeys and it seemed to be laid out with the more general materials at the bottom and the more advanced stuff further up. Wands, inks, parchments, and the more commonly found herbal and alchemical ingredients were on the ground floor. Staffs and the more dangerous materials were next. The staffs and wands were blanks, ready to be used in a ritual to attune them to the magician, but they came in all shapes and sizes: gnarled and natural-looking or carefully carved, inlaid, or plain. Some of the staffs even had powerstones mounted in them: enchanted crystals which could be used to store power for spells. On the next floor, the third, there were magic items of various sorts. Krystal could feel them all around her, sense the enchantment on them. She had no idea what most of them did, but assumed that most were simple utility items. Most, but probably not the ones secreted away in a locked cupboard behind enchanted glass.
Krystal found the stairs up to the fourth floor, which appeared to be as far as she could go up via any visible means. She let out a sigh as she caught sight of it. It was not all books. There were three cabinets mounted to the walls: one for staffs, one for wands, and a third for magic items of some sort. Krystal assumed that these were special examples of each kept out of the normal collections. The rest of the room was filled with a twisting, turning maze of bookshelves stocked with all kinds of magical instruction manuals, alchemical recipe books, herbal almanacs, and occult tomes. Near the stairs were basic volumes, the kind of thing you might find in any bookstore. As you worked your way through, things got more advanced and esoteric. Krystal wandered down an aisle and found herself looking at alchemy books which were way over her head, and she had to backtrack to pick up the general flow again.
She was beginning to find things that looked like they were old, thick, and probably full of knowledge which she would not yet understand when she heard the voice behind her.
‘Good day, young lady. Are you looking for anything in particular?’
Krystal turned to find a man standing in the aisle, at least a hand shorter than she was and stooped with it, hair of silver-grey and eyes that matched. His face was
sort of craggy and not a little stern, with a nose like a hatchet, high cheekbones, and a long chin. He was an old grey, but there was a lot of bright intelligence behind eyes which seemed to take Krystal in with one look, right down to the core.
‘I was just seeing what you had,’ Krystal replied. ‘I don’t think I’m really up to these ones yet, but maybe someday.’
‘You’re from the magic school?’ He did not seem to have a high opinion of the school, but Krystal decided that she should ignore that.
‘Yes. Well, just starting this year.’
‘The student texts are–’
‘I saw, but I’m past a lot of those… and you have Grantham Goldstem’s Animal Transformations! I’ve never seen a complete copy. And is that a first edition of Insights into Transdomain Gateway Theory?’
The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘How, might I ask, would you recognise it as a first edition?’
‘The later printings were bound in brown leather. Only the first run was bound in that dark blue. However did you get a first edition? I thought they were all owned by royal collectors.’
‘Most of them are. Come with me.’
Krystal had to press her back to the shelves as he made to go past her. He seemed entirely oblivious as his arm brushed her breasts in passing, which seemed to fit with his personality. Krystal fell in behind him as he wound his way through the stacks, deeper into the shop. She was beginning to suspect that this was the proprietor, Cragscales himself, but he had not introduced himself so she was left with an assumption.
At the end of the maze, they came to a locked cabinet with iron bars bolted over the heavy oak. This was definitely a secure cabinet of some sort, but the man took a bunch of keys from his pocket and used one to unlock it, and Krystal was hit with a sense of enchantment as the doors swung open. No, not enchantment, but certainly magic. The cabinet was not full, but it held books which, if Krystal were any judge, had an innate magic about them. Magical books were, frequently, not something you messed with. She took a step back, even as her eyes searched for titles on the spines.
The man’s lips turned up slightly at the corners. ‘Not so keen to see the insides of these ones, young lady?’ he asked.
‘Oh, I want to look. I really want to look. I just don’t think it would be a good idea. I only recognise one title, Demonic Interactions, the original by Nicholas Nightsky, and I wouldn’t touch a copy of that without protection spells.’
The man nodded and closed the doors of the cabinet, locking it and then checking that it was firmly sealed. ‘When you think you’re ready to look in some of them, come and see me. I’m Silas Cragscales.’
‘Krystal Ward. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Silas Cragscales.’
Cragscales raised a bushy eyebrow. ‘Ward? You’re an orphan?’ Krystal nodded a response. ‘Interesting. You’ll call me Cragscales. Everyone does. I’ve no living relatives to confuse the matter.’
‘Then I’m Krys. You have a very interesting shop here, Cragscales.’
‘He does, and it figures you’d find him before I found you.’ Trudy was walking down the aisle with Charlotte trailing behind.
Cragscales raised his eyebrow again. ‘You know this reprobate, Krys?’
‘Trudy’s my roommate,’ Krystal replied. ‘I didn’t know she actually knew you.’
‘She’s been pestering me about magic since before she got her dracoform. Had a liking for it before she knew she could do it. Doesn’t attend her studies as well as she might…’
‘Well,’ Trudy said, ‘now all I have to do is study, so that shouldn’t be a problem. Plus, Krys is like a magical prodigy or something and she’s right there in the room with me if I need help.’
‘Hmm,’ Cragscales hummed. He turned his gaze back to Krystal. ‘Just keep an eye on her. If she’s not working hard enough, I suggest a cane.’ Trudy’s eyes widened and she started to splutter. ‘Or perhaps a whip. You can get either in the shop across the street.’
Trudy began making strangling noises and Krystal sort of felt she should throw her roomie a line, but it was also sort of too good an opportunity to miss… ‘I’m not sure I could handle a whip. I could probably manage a cane, or a riding crop.’
‘Krys!’ Trudy squeaked. ‘You were raised by nuns!’
Krystal looked at her for a second or two, frowning. ‘Trudy, you’ve never actually met a nun, have you?’
~~~
Krystal followed Trudy down the corridor to their room, and then stopped as Trudy let herself in. There was the door across the way, number fifty-eight, and there was the mysterious girl behind it. Or, possibly behind it since Krystal could not see through the wood.
‘You coming?’ Trudy asked.
‘Yeah. Just…’ Stepping over to the door opposite theirs, Krystal knocked. A few seconds later, she knocked again. She was just about to give up when the door opened a crack. There was a green eye visible through the crack. When there was no sound of a voice from within, Krystal said, ‘Hi. I’m Krystal. This is Trudy. Uh, we’re across the hall…’
‘Uh, hello.’ The voice was small and rather timid, but it was just about audible. The door opened a little more and a nose appeared, quite long for the face it was on, but narrow and quite cute.
‘And you are?’ Trudy prompted after a second.
‘I’m, uh, J-Jesse. J-Jesse Oakleaf. D-did you want something?’
‘Just to say hello,’ Krystal replied. ‘We’re going to be neighbours and everything.’
Jesse was silent for a second, and then she pulled in a deep breath and opened the door wider. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, we’re going to be n-neighbours. M-maybe you’d like to come in?’
The room was, more or less, identical to the one Krystal and Trudy shared. More or less identical, because Jesse’s room had plants in it. Pots sat on the windowsill, a couple of large pots sat on the floor, even the second bed had two trays on it, each holding pots with trailing plants which were spreading over the bare mattress. There were also cushions on the floor near the bed Jesse was presumably using; without the second bed to sit on, the cushions and the desk chair were the only places to sit.
‘You really are a green then?’ Trudy asked. Aside from the general look of the girl, the plants were something of a giveaway: green dragons had an affinity for plant life.
Jesse turned to look at Trudy and nodded. ‘Y-yes. I’m a green, from Tangleroots.’
Krystal raised an eyebrow. ‘You live in Tangleroots? I thought people just went in there to cut wood and hunt.’
‘I lived in Tangleroots. N-now I’m here. My family helped keep the forest safe and sound. I… They sent me here t-to learn more m-magic because I’ve got m-more t-talent than the r-rest.’ Long sentences seemed to make Jesse withdraw more into her timidity. As she spoke, her shoulders curled in more and she lowered her gaze away from her guests.
‘So,’ Krystal said, keeping her voice light and bright, ‘you must’ve been born in Appleyard. That’s where I’m from. The orphanage attached to the nunnery?’
‘O-oh… Yes, I was born in Appleyard. I know the n-nunnery.’
‘Sorry,’ Trudy said, ‘but I’m feeling left out here. What’s “Tangleroots?”’
Krystal grinned, pleased to be able to play guide instead of guided. ‘Tangleroots is what they call the western side of the forests in the north of Concordance. The eastern side is forested and cultivated. Appleyard was named for the orchards around it, but it sits quite close to the edge of Tangleroots. It’s a lot denser in there, wild and untamed. It’s where the old palace of the Armonia family is.’
‘Ruins,’ Jesse piped up. ‘The castle’s mostly ruins now.’
‘You’ve seen them?!’
Jesse nodded. ‘We keep away, mostly. The stones there have a b-bad feeling about them. They say they’re haunted a-and there’s supposed to be a witch l-lives there. The p-plants there are… odd.’
‘I’d love to see them sometime. They’re historic.’
‘Krys likes books,’ Trudy said. ‘History books as well as magic ones, I’m guessing.’
‘I’ve read a few, yes,’ Krystal replied a little defensively. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, Jesse, you seem a little, uh, timid.’
Jesse bit her lips and folded in on herself again. ‘I’m a b-bit… I’m not used to…’
‘Strangers?’ Trudy suggested, and Jesse nodded. ‘Well, we aren’t strangers. We’re the girls across the hall.’
‘Uh, well–’
‘And there’s Charley, down the hall,’ Krystal added. ‘The tall blue.’
‘The loud, tall blue?’ Jesse asked.
Krystal grinned. ‘That would be her. She’s pretty nice when you get to know her. Really likes flying.’
‘I don’t really fly much. It’s nice that she has a p-passion. I’m pretty p-passionate about plants.’
‘I’d never have guessed,’ Trudy said, smirking.
‘They’re beautiful,’ Krystal said. ‘You don’t have a roommate?’
‘N-no. I got l-lucky. It g-gives me more r-room for my plants.’ Jesse paused, considering. ‘I’ll be taking some cuttings soon. I c-could give you some for your r-room…’
‘That would be great. Uh, if you have any problems with your studies, I might be able to help. Like Trudy said, I read a lot. I know a lot of magical theory.’
‘O-okay.’
‘And maybe we’ll see you at the Founder’s Day celebrations tomorrow,’ Trudy said.
‘Founder’s Day?’ Krystal and Jesse asked in unison.
1st Day of Autumngate.
The school’s Grand Hall did not see excessive use. It was used for graduation ceremonies, a couple of annual balls, random events designed to encourage the rich and even richer to make endowments in support of the school, and the Founder’s Day event which always happened the day before the official start of the autumn term.
Krystal entered with Trudy, Charlotte, Glinda, and a nervous Jesse, and she immediately felt underdressed. There were a number of people in the hall in what looked like evening dress, including some who had to be students, and there was Krystal in jeans and a T-shirt. Of course, her companions were not exactly dressed up: both Charlotte and Jesse were in shorts, since neither seemed to wear anything else, Trudy was in another summer dress which had seen better days, and even Glinda’s newer dress was nothing especially fashionable. Still, the expensive gowns some of the other women were wearing brought colour to Krystal’s cheeks. It would be better when term started and all the students would be dressed the same.
‘See that group?’ Charlotte said, nodding toward a group of six girls who all seemed to be in gowns worth more than Krystal’s entire wardrobe. ‘Those are the indigos from the ground floor.’
Krystal looked and memorised. These were likely people to avoid, if she could. The main issue was that they seemed rather interchangeable. There was some variation in hair colour: a dark blue, several blacks, a couple of purples. Otherwise they were attractive and well-dressed, and they carried themselves like they owned the room. Only one stood out at all, mostly because she was a little taller, but also because she seemed to be the leader. The others moved around her as though she was the centre of attention at all times. She was Krystal’s height, maybe a tiny bit shorter, with deeply tanned skin, high arched eyebrows, and straight purple hair parted on the right. Her body was fit and she had a quite substantial chest highlighted by her corseted gown which, keeping with current fashion, was a narrow sheath of purple fabric. It had to be terrible to walk in. Her nose was straight and slightly snubbed, and set over bee-stung lips painted deep red. Of course, she had purple eyes, quite dark, but vibrant. There was something mean in them, something about the disdain with which she regarded those around her. She was especially one to watch: Krystal had met a couple of people in the orphanage who looked like that and they had all been trouble.
‘Ladies, gentlemen, and students.’ The magically amplified voice came from the platform which took up one end of the hall. Everyone turned toward it and Krystal got her first sight of Dean Scintilla Rainshadow, the headmistress of the school. She was, by all accounts, a powerful magician: an indigo dragon over a hundred and fifty years of age, raven-haired, upright, tall and beautiful, and confident in her power. ‘Gentle dragons all,’ Rainshadow went on, ‘I welcome you to this celebration of our school’s foundation two hundred and thirty years ago, and of our founder, Celestina Nightsky, without whom we would have no school.’ If the founder was present, she made no effort to be seen, and Rainshadow went on as if this were expected. ‘Once again, we welcome our new students. One hundred and ninety-seven young women have come to us this year hoping to follow in the footsteps of the many who have gone before them, showing the world that women can be exemplary magicians, just as men can. This was the vision of Celestina Nightsky when she became the first dean of her school, and I am proud to follow that tradition.’
Rainshadow paused briefly, her eyes scanning over her audience. ‘We have dragons here from all walks of life. Almost all the colours are represented. There is food and drink, and the opportunity to meet and mingle. New students, take the opportunity to meet the people you’ll be seeing for the next four years. Everyone else, here is your chance to see who will be taking the world by the throat when they leave here. We will keep the speeches to a minimum. Now, join us all in celebrating this three hundred and twenty-sixth anniversary of the foundation of the Celestina School of Magic.’
‘Actually,’ Krystal said as the noise level rose around her little group, ‘the anniversary is tomorrow. The school was founded on the second day of Autumngate in six seventy-three.’
‘You would know that,’ Trudy said, grinning. ‘It’s always celebrated on the Royalday before term starts. I think we should grab something to eat before the harpies descend on the buffet.’
‘Don’t have to tell me twice,’ Charlotte said, and she began muscling her way through the crowd.
‘She was out flying all day?’ Krystal asked Glinda.
‘Charley would never set foot on the ground if she could sleep in the air,’ Glinda replied with a rather world-weary grin. ‘She’s crazy fast, great control, always working to improve both. I’ve no idea how she applied herself to get past the entrance exam for this place. No, I lie, I do know. The school has one of the best amateur aerobatics teams in Concordance and she’s wanted to join since she found out about them.’
‘And there I thought the point was to study magic.’
‘Oh are you in for a shock.’
Krystal frowned. ‘Huh?’
‘Well, maybe a third of the girls here come from families hoping to marry them well if they have a good education. And a third are here hoping to get a good education so that they can find themselves a rich husband. Those thirds overlap, but not completely. All those indigos Charley pointed out from our hall, they’ll be here to upgrade their marriage potential. I’d bet good money on it.’
‘And you?’
‘I’m here to study magic, maybe to get into the Weather Bureau in Spinyard, but my family’s paying for me to be here because they hope I’ll get a good husband out of it.’
‘Oh.’
Glinda shrugged. ‘That’s the way the world works. You’ve probably also got a chunk of students sent here because they have a lot of raw talent, but they’d really rather be doing something else. Like Charley. Charley’s a bit of an odd case though. When she gets behind on her studies, it’ll bug her because people back home in Spinyard are counting on her and she won’t want to let them down. It’s why I’m glad we got a room together, because when she gets miserable, I can cheer her up. Grab a plate. Time for food.’
They had arrived at the buffet and Krystal looked around for a plate to pile food onto. By the time she had one, she turned back toward Glinda to discover that another woman had inserted herself into the queue between them. This was an older dragon, probably an indigo. Her purple hair was fading a little, and her eyes were not as vibrant as a younger dragon’s would be. Her face was sagging a little around the eyes and cheeks, and her eyebrows were thicker than was fashionable but she was still an attractive woman in a slightly hard-edged way. She was wearing an expensive but out-of-date gown, sleeveless with a deep cleavage and a slit up the front of the left leg. There was a lot of pale skin on display.
The woman flashed a smile at Krystal. ‘Always best to grab the food early. The people here eat like true dragons.’
‘That’s more or less what my friend said. Though she spends a lot of time in dracoform, so she’s not exactly one to talk.’
‘Ha! At my age I rarely shift to anything. Must be nice to be young. You’re one of the new intake?’
‘Yes. I’m Krystal Ward.’ Krystal was starting to wonder who this woman was. She had taken her for some elderly benefactor, but she seemed more like a lecturer or some other member of staff. But Krystal had seen pictures of most of the senior lecturers and this woman had not been among them. Was she new to the school too?
‘Ward? Interesting. Of course, you’re here on a scholarship.’
‘Yes, I am.’
‘I find that scholarship students frequently apply themselves better than the rest. I’m sure you’ll do well here, Krystal Ward.’
‘Uh, thank you,’ Krystal said, and the woman gave Krystal another smile before turning and slipping into the crowd with her plate of food. ‘Odd,’ Krystal murmured to herself. Aside from anything else, the woman had never given her name, which was something of a breach of etiquette. Krystal figured she had just experienced ‘small talk;’ it was not something she had had much chance to engage in previously. Of course, she could manage proper manners thanks to her training at the orphanage, but servants did not engage in small talk with their employers.
Krystal finished adding food to her plate and made her way out through the throng to the others. The buffet consisted of finger foods of various sorts, which was useful since there was nowhere to put your plate down. Krystal’s friends were gathered in a defensive circle, which parted a little to allow her into it, as though they were guarding their precious hoard of comestibles.
‘The wrapped meatballs are really spicy,’ Trudy said as Krystal joined them.
‘Awesome,’ Charley said around a mouthful of food.
‘I’m not sure I like spicy,’ Jesse said.
‘Don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it,’ Trudy suggested, and stuffed another of the pastry-wrapped balls into her mouth.
Jesse did the same, though her mouth was a little smaller than Trudy’s so it was more of an exercise. She chewed for a second and her face went through various contortions as she battled with the food. By the time she swallowed it down, her eyes were watering. ‘Mm, nice,’ she said in a voice so full of a desire to please others that everyone giggled.
‘If you don’t like them, you don’t have to pretend you do for me,’ Trudy said. ‘Though you might want to try smaller mouthfuls. At home, we tend to eat fast because everyone else will start asking “do you want that” about anything left on your plate when they’ve finished theirs.’
Jesse wiped her eyes on the long sleeve of her purple sweatshirt, which had an owl appliquéd on the front of it. ‘I’m n-not really that used to eating w-with anyone else.’
‘You spend a lot of time alone in the forest?’ Glinda asked. ‘This place has to be a huge culture shock.’
‘I-it is a little overwhelming.’
‘You’ve got friends around you,’ Krystal said. ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’
Jesse’s eyes widened a little. ‘Fr–’ And at that moment someone bumped into her back, pushing her forward into the ring of girls. Krystal and Charlotte reached out together to steady her, and that was when they heard the voice.
‘Damn it! Look where you’re going. You almost spilled my drink.’ The speaker was the tall indigo from their hall. She had her gaggle of sycophants behind her and she was glowering at Jesse as though her eyes could pierce skin with a look.
‘I’m s-sorry,’ Jesse began.
‘Jesse was standing still,’ Krystal said, stepping forward to meet the indigo’s gaze as it turned to the new target. ‘You bumped into her. So if anyone should be apologising, it’s you.’ The indigo glared, but Krystal was used to bullies. Three-inch heels gave the indigo a height advantage, but not enough to make Krystal feel small.
‘Do you know who I am?’ the indigo hissed.
‘I don’t have the faintest idea,’ Krystal replied. ‘I’m Krystal Ward. We live in the same hall.’
Manners. You could tell when someone had had them drummed in, and the indigo had been beaten with the social graces as though with a stick. You could sort of tell that she did not want to, did not feel she should have to, introduce herself, but it would have been terribly impolite to not supply her name at that point. ‘Felicia Goldring.’
Krystal bowed her head. ‘Honoured. Now, Jesse will just be embarrassed by an apology, so I suggest we go on about our business as though nothing happened. We don’t wish to appear uncivil, do we?’
Felicia sniffed, but she turned without a word and led her posse away into the crowd.
‘You d-didn’t need to d-do that,’ Jesse stammered.
Krystal shrugged. ‘You weren’t going to stand up for yourself and it was her fault. If you let her get to you, she’ll walk all over you in those spiky heels of hers.’
‘Yeah,’ Trudy said, ‘but she’s a Goldring, and you’re an orphan who I thought was into books more than anything. Where did you learn to stand up to people like her?’
‘Bullies in a school are one thing,’ Krystal replied, stepping back into her place in the circle. ‘You can avoid them if you try and you can go home to get away from them. In an orphanage, you live with them. Either you learn to deal with them, or you end up miserable. I was not going to waste good reading time worrying over bullies, so I learned to stand up to them.’
‘I think I’m going to really like you,’ Charlotte said, grinning. Her plate was empty. ‘Do you think they’d mind if we went for seconds?’
Everyone, even Jesse, giggled. ‘We won’t tell if you don’t,’ Trudy said.
‘Right.’ And Charlotte set off again for the buffet table.
‘Celestina.’ The voice sounded like it belonged to Dean Rainshadow and Krystal looked around for her, wondering if the dean was really calling out to the school’s founder. ‘Celestina! I’ve seen you. You can’t get away now.’
‘Hello, Scintilla,’ another voice replied from somewhere in the crowd. It sounded oddly familiar.
‘Why don’t you ever tell me that you’re going to turn up to this event?’ Rainshadow asked. Krystal had narrowed her search to one clot of people, but she could see neither the dean nor who she was speaking to yet.
‘You know perfectly well why I don’t,’ the second voice replied, ‘and the next words out of your mouth are going to confirm it.’
‘What? “I have some people you really have to meet?”’
‘Yes, those words.’ The crowd parted and Krystal spotted the dean. The second speaker was not yet visible, however. ‘I just want to mingle with a few students and see what the new intake is like.’
‘Yes,’ Rainshadow said. It was difficult to tell over the general noise, but the dean sounded a little sad, a little weary. ‘I know you do, but you also know that this is important.’
‘All right. Lead on, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow.’ Rainshadow turned and started back the way she had come, and the second speaker, Celestina Nightsky, followed, becoming visible as she walked past the gap in the throng.
Krystal let out a little squeak and Jesse looked up at her, concern on her face. ‘Are you all right, Krys?’
‘Yes,’ Krystal replied. ‘It’s just… I met this old dragon at the buffet table.’
‘That one in the purple dress?’ Glinda asked. ‘I saw her talking to you.’
‘That one,’ Krystal replied, nodding. ‘She never said her name. I thought she might be a lecturer or something.’
‘So?’
‘So… So that was Celestina Nightsky. I talked to Celestina Nightsky! She said she thought I would do well!’
Trudy gave a shrug. ‘Yeah, well, you probably will. Anyone with half a brain can see that. Now, where can I dump this plate and where are the drinks? If there’s a royal in the room, I need alcohol.’
~~~
‘Um not used t’ wine,’ Trudy slurred, and then she started giggling again.
‘You said,’ Krystal told her.
‘Six times so far,’ Charlotte added.
Trudy was currently slung between Krystal and Charlotte. Trudy’s toes barely touched the carpet of the hall’s corridor, but she would probably have been floating anyway. ‘We drink light ale an’ cider at home,’ Trudy explained. ‘Nearly never had wine before. Not nearly never.’
‘You’ve said that before too,’ Krystal said. ‘It still doesn’t make grammatical sense.’
‘Well, I’m drunk. How come you’re not drunk?’
‘I only had two glasses.’
‘Wha’ for?! It’s a party. You’re suppose’ t’ drink the place dry.’
‘I don’t think it was that sort of party,’ Charlotte said as they arrived at Krystal and Trudy’s room. ‘You all right taking her from here?’
‘I can manage,’ Krystal replied. ‘Thanks for the help.’
‘Huh. Well, I figure us misfits have to stick together.’
‘Is she
going to be okay?’ Jesse asked from behind them. ‘She should drink a lot of water. She’s going to feel terrible in the morning.’
Krystal unlocked the door to her room and then shifted Trudy’s weight more onto her shoulders. ‘I’ll take care of her, Jesse.’ Krystal half-carried, half-pushed her roommate into the room, and then over to Trudy’s bed, and then lowered her into a sitting position. ‘Are you okay there for a few minutes while I get water for you?’
‘I’ll be fine,’ Trudy said. Her face was barely visible in the light coming in through the still-open door, but she looked flushed and not like someone who was going to be fine.
‘I’ll be right back,’ Krystal said. Then she grabbed all the glasses she could find in the room, three of them, and headed back out into the corridor.
The bathrooms were at the far end of the hallway, near the stairs, and it took a little concentration to carry three glasses of water. The truth was that Krystal had stopped drinking the rich, red wine being served at the celebration when she had begun feeling a little lightheaded. The dizziness was gone, but she was pretty sure she was still a little tipsy. Still, she managed to get the water to their room without spilling any. There was still no light in the room, so she did not notice that Trudy had managed to undress in the time she had been getting water.
‘Ancestors!’ Krystal exclaimed. ‘Trudy, the door’s wide open!’
Trudy remained where she was, laid out across her bed in a somewhat lewd posture. ‘So? We’re all girls in here.’
Shaking her head, Krystal moved over to the door, closed it, and then focused her will into magic. She was not drunk enough to fluff a simple light spell and she formed the symbols in her mind, lifting her hand as she did so, and a ball of glowing energy not much brighter than a candle flame appeared in her palm. She pushed it out into the air and it floated, just above head height, providing a bit more light to the room. ‘Now, you should get at least a glass of that water into you before you try to sleep.’
‘Yes, mother,’ Trudy said. She struggled upright and picked up one of the glasses, sipping at it as she watched Krystal begin to undress.
Krystal kicked off her shoes, put her glasses on the bedside table, pulled her T-shirt off over her head, and then she turned as she was unhooking her bra. Trudy was staring at her with half a glass of water in her hand. ‘What?’ Krystal asked, frowning at her tipsy roommate.
Trudy shook her head. ‘Nothing.’
Undoing the last hook on her bra strap, Krystal pulled the rather unattractive garment down her arms and tossed it onto the dresser. She heard the bed springs shift in front of her and looked back, and Trudy was on her feet, standing less than an arm’s length away. There was definitely a flush in her cheeks now. ‘Trudy? What are you–’
Looking a lot like she was moving before she could change her mind, Trudy closed the distance and reached for Krystal. One hand snaked around her hips: Krystal felt it close on her buttock through her jeans. Trudy’s other hand reached for Krystal’s right breast as Trudy’s head dipped in the same direction. Krystal bent backward, trying to escape, or thinking she was trying to escape, she was not entirely sure… But the action just pushed her breasts up toward Trudy’s mouth as the blonde girl captured a nipple between her lips.
Krystal gasped. ‘Trudy, I’m not sure…’ She trailed off as Trudy sucked the nub of flesh into her mouth. Krystal felt Trudy’s tongue flicking over the sensitive tip and groaned. ‘Trudy… Trudy, we shouldn’t…’ Trudy showed no signs of stopping what she was doing and Krystal realised with a sudden flash of clarity that she was too tipsy to fight harder. It felt so good. It was not like when Krystal had done things like this to herself: this was so much better. Little electric tingles were spreading from her nipple, out across her breast and then down, down where they caused another tingle to begin between her legs.
The ball of light Krystal had made flickered and went out, plunging them into near-darkness, and Trudy seemed to take that as a signal. She pushed, directing Krystal back toward the bed behind her, Krystal’s bed. Krystal’s legs hit the frame and she tumbled back, and the loss of Trudy’s lips tore a cry from Krystal’s throat. The loss was short-lived: Trudy was over her in the dark, leaning down to lick, languidly, across Krystal’s left breast while Trudy’s hands went to work on Krystal’s belt and jeans. Trudy had to give up on the tongue bath to finally pull Krystal’s jeans and panties off her hips and down her legs, and then Krystal was naked, lying across her own bed in the dark and not really knowing what would happen next, but hoping…
Trudy’s hands found Krystal’s knees, pushing them apart. Krystal could hear her own breathing, more like panting, anticipation quickening it. What would Trudy do now? How would it feel? The answer came as Trudy’s fingers found Krystal’s labia, parting them, found the sensitive bud within, teasing it with a thumb until Krystal’s back arched and she let out a frustrated groan. A finger slid into Krystal, testing the wetness it found there before a second finger joined it. Trudy seemed to know what she was doing: the pair of fingers pushed in and up, searching for their target, and the thumb strumming at Krystal’s clitoris quickened. The fingers inside Krystal found the place they were looking for and began to push and circle. Krystal’s fists gripped the bedspread as her body tightened under the onslaught of pleasure welling up through her. There was a moment where she hung on the edge of the precipice, looking out over the edge and wondering whether she should really allow herself to fall…
2nd Day of Autumngate.
Luckily, the first day of the year started late for the new intake. They had to pick up their lesson schedules and go through a day of induction before the classes started properly on the second day. It was lucky, because Krystal and Trudy were a little late getting up, and getting to breakfast, and getting to the main hall which had been cleared and converted into the sign-in room.
There were a lot of long tables and everyone had to head for the table matching the first letter of their family name. There they could pick up their class schedule after checking that they met the requirements for the courses and were actually assigned to the right ones.
And, for the first time, everyone was in school uniform. Krystal had expected this to bring everyone together since everyone would be wearing the same clothes. Somehow, things were not working out quite like that. Everyone was in the same outfit: a white blouse, blue-and-white plaid pleated skirt, white stockings, and white shoes with an instep strap and an inch or two of heel designed to keep you out of the mud in the rainy seasons. All good so far. But then the quality of the clothes tended to demonstrate how much money a student’s parents had, and the way they wore the uniform tended to show off their personalities. Even something as simple as the number of buttons done up on the blouse varied by girl. Krystal and Trudy had only the top two buttons undone. Charlotte’s shirt was open one button lower, while Felicia’s was almost open to her navel and, surprisingly, Jesse’s was done up the same as Felicia’s. Krystal was sure Felicia’s skirt was shorter than hers too, but maybe that was just something about leg length.
Krystal’s mild disquiet over the failure of the uniform to create equality was just sugar on top of her greater disquiet about what had happened the night before or, more specifically, the fact that Trudy had been rushing to get ready and they had had no chance to talk about it. It was not that Krystal was regretting it exactly. She had concerns she felt they should address. That was it, concerns, and they were going to get almost no time at all to discuss them at the rate things were going. Jesse, Charlotte, and Glinda had been with them since they had left their rooms, all through breakfast, all the way to the hall, and then they had all split up to go to their sign-in tables. But they had all met up again for the lunch break that came after sign-in.
‘So, what classes do you have first?’ Charlotte asked. ‘Me and Glinda have General Magical Theory Eleven.’
‘That’s one one,’ Krystal said, ‘not eleven. You do the one one course first, then one two, then one three, and so on. I’m in one three.’
‘Oh,’ Jesse said, brightening. ‘I’m in one three too.’
Charlotte smirked. ‘One three two? That must be a pretty advanced class.’
‘No, I’m also in–’ Jesse flashed Charlotte a frown. ‘That was a joke. I’m not good with jokes.’ She turned her attention back to Krystal. ‘We can go to classes together.’
‘Sure,’ Krystal said.
‘Well, I’m in one one,’ Trudy said. ‘I guess I’ll be with Charley and Glinda.’
‘Do you have an elective, Krys?’ Jesse asked.
Krystal nodded. ‘Meta-magic. I don’t know it as well as I’d like.’
Jesse sagged a little: it looked like she had been hoping hers was the same. ‘I’m in plant corpus. I-it’s what I really came here to learn.’
‘How come we didn’t get to pick electives?’ Glinda asked, frowning.
‘Because they want you focusing on basic magical theory before you specialise,’ Krystal replied. ‘You can’t go learning magical specialities if you don’t understand the underlying mechanics.’
‘I guess that makes sense. So, they won’t let us learn the corpuses we need for weather magic until…’
‘Probably the spring term.’
‘Oh. That sucks.’
Krystal shrugged. ‘It really is needed. Sorry.’
Glinda grinned. ‘It’s not your fault the world works the way it does.’
Krystal grinned back. ‘Sorry for being the bearer of bad news.’
‘Have you ever heard of this Theodore Marin?’ Jesse asked. ‘I was expecting a female lecturer, but that sounds like a man.’
‘If it’s a woman,’ Charlotte said, ‘her parents had a really weird sense of humour.’
‘Says the girl called Charley,’ Glinda said.
‘Ha ha, but my parents don’t call
me Charley.’
‘No matter how many times you ask them to.’
‘Too right.’
‘He’s new,’ Krystal said before the comedy act could continue. ‘Theodore Marin is new this year. The old lecturer was a woman, Alissa Coventon, but she died during the summer. A heart attack, I think.’
‘Oh,’ Charlotte said. ‘That’s a bit of a downer. Well, I hope this new guy is up to the challenge.’
‘I’m sure he will be. Dean Scintilla Rainshadow wouldn’t have taken him on otherwise.’
‘Probably. So, what’s next?’
Krystal took her notebook from her satchel and checked. ‘After lunch it’s… practical lab safety. All the things we’re not supposed to do when we’re doing practical lessons. Like I haven’t already heard it all before, but I suppose they have to go through it all again so they can definitely say everyone’s been taught the rules.’
‘I probably need to be taught the rules,’ Jesse said. ‘I just practise in the forest. If something went wrong while I was doing that, it was pretty much my problem. There was usually no one within a mile to worry about.’
‘And we’d just go out into the mountains,’ Glinda said.
‘Oh,’ Krystal said. ‘I guess there is a good reason to go over it all again, but I am going to be so bored.’
~~~
The lecture was boring. Krystal learned nothing she had not encountered before or was basic common sense. Oh, she could see why they stated the blindingly obvious for the benefit of all: she did not really want to be near anyone who thought that casting area-effect combat spells in a confined space was a good idea.
Then there had been the tour of the school, to be sure that everyone knew where all the lecture theatres, labs, and other facilities were. There were basically six large theatres, holding up to one hundred students, and a further ten smaller theatres for twenty-five students. Then there were three practical labs for spellcasting and a further one for alchemy. Charlotte perked up when they got to the sports facilities which featured a large, open field with a few outbuildings, and a three-storey-high hall for when the weather was too bad. Physical education was not mandatory at the school, but it was encouraged. Krystal was sure that Charlotte would need no encouragement, while Krystal herself would need a lot. There was also a small theatre meant for drama and music, a workshop for arts and crafts, and a few other rooms for extracurricular activities. Since Krystal’s idea of extracurricular was reading books that were not, directly, about magic, she was not too interested in most of it. There was a library and she was interested in that, but nothing much else.
And all the time she was going around the school, making a mental note of where everything was, she was still worrying over Trudy and the extracurricular activities they had got up to the night before. When the tour was done, Krystal thought they might get some free time to talk, but the older students had been organised to hold another sign-up session in the main hall, this time for the various clubs the students ran out of hours. Charlotte, obviously, wanted to check out the sports clubs. Trudy decided that it would be a good idea to see what was available, so Krystal followed along. Glinda went with Charlotte, of course, and Jesse figured she could look, even if she doubted there would be anything for her… Except that there was a gardening club and plants were about the only thing Jesse opened up about.
Krystal found a book-reading club which she thought she could join. They had special access to the library, which was a major selling point. She signed up for that and then followed Trudy as she hunted for something she was interested in. It seemed like the blonde was trying to avoid going back to their room, however, since nothing seemed to pique her interest in the slightest.
Finally, Krystal snapped. She moved in right beside Trudy as they walked between two rows of tables and leaned closer. ‘Are you trying to avoid talking to me?’ Krystal asked in a whisper.
‘About what?’ Trudy replied.
‘About last night.’ As if she did not know!
‘I didn’t think we needed to talk about it.’ Trudy stopped and Krystal almost bumped into her. Turning, Trudy gave Krystal a rather lascivious smile. ‘If you want to talk about it, we’ll talk. After dinner. We won’t be disturbed after dinner.’
Getting the feeling that this was a really bad idea, Krystal nodded. ‘Okay. After dinner.’
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Trudy locked the door behind her as Krystal sat down on her bed. Trudy had been dropping hints earlier about getting an early night before lessons in the morning; no one would be disturbing them, but the locked door was a further hint. And that was the only reason the door was locked…
‘So, what did you want to talk about?’ Trudy asked, walking over to sit on her own bed. She was all cool, calm, and confident. Nothing wrong here. Just a little friendly chat…
‘Well, what we did last night.’
‘What about it? We had some fun…’ Trudy’s face dropped and a hint of insecurity crept into her voice. ‘You did enjoy it, didn’t you?’
‘Yes!’ Krystal replied quickly. ‘It was– I’ve never felt like that before.’
‘Good. Good. So, we both had a good time and that’s what counts. No one got hurt, right?’
‘Yes. I mean, no. I mean, no one got hurt, but… Trudy, that was the first time I’ve ever done that. With someone else. That someone else has done that to me. I–’
‘Well, me too,’ Trudy interrupted.
Krystal stalled. ‘You too? I thought you’d… I was sure you’d–’
Trudy frowned. ‘What? You thought I was a grey-scaled minx who’d spread her legs for anyone?’
‘No! No, that’s not what I meant at all! I just… You started it, and you seemed to know what you were doing. Ancestors, you really seemed to know what you were doing.’
Giggling suddenly, Trudy bounced up off the bed and over to drop down beside Krystal. ‘All I did was what I’d have done to myself. The first time, anyway. A-and I didn’t think you would do anything, so I got drunk enough that I wouldn’t chicken out–’
‘That’s why you drank so much?’
‘I’m not usually that stupid, no. But I really wasn’t used to the wine so I nearly didn’t do anything because I thought I might mess it up, but then you took your bra off and… I just went for it.’
‘I thought you liked boys,’ Krystal said, trying to work things out in her head.
‘I like looking at boys. I’ve never let one… Boys are high-maintenance. You let one do that kind of thing to you, they start having expectations. And those expectations don’t have anything to do with what I want out of life. I’ve kissed a few, and I let one get me out of my bra, but that was as far as he got.’
‘Oh. Okay. Uh, okay. I mean, I’d never done any of that. To be honest, I didn’t know I wanted to until you had your lips around my nipple.’ That got a giggle out of Trudy. ‘The kissing was… I’m not sure I was doing it right, but it felt good.’
‘I’m not sure there’s a right way to do it. It’s not like a spell you have to learn precisely or it doesn’t work.’
‘No,’ Krystal replied. ‘I guess it’s not. But, um, well, maybe we could practise some more anyway. If you wanted to, of course…’
Reaching out, Trudy began to undo the buttons on Krystal’s blouse. ‘I thought you’d never ask. We did say we were going to bed early.’
Krystal giggled. ‘There is one thing.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yes. I’d never call you a minx.’
‘I should hope not.’
‘No. The sisters would never have used a word like that. You’re a shameless hussy.’
‘Oh, that’s so much better.’
Krystal reached out around Trudy’s arms and began undoing the buttons on her friend’s blouse. ‘It’s okay. I’m a shameless hussy too.’
3rd Day of Autumngate.
By nine in the morning, Krystal and Jesse had found themselves a pair of seats in lecture theatre one ready for their first class. It had taken some negotiation. Jesse wanted to sit right at the back, where no one would notice her and she could just quietly take notes and get on with learning. Krystal had wanted to be right at the front. They had, eventually, compromised by selecting seats on the left side of the theatre, on the opposite side to the doors, a little forward of halfway down the bank of benches.
Krystal spotted Felicia entering the theatre with a couple of her cronies. Clearly, the indigo had some talent, and she had been given some education to go with it. That was sort of to be expected. It was far more surprising that someone had managed to get Jesse into a classroom for long enough that she qualified for this class. The green dragon looked more and more uncomfortable the more people filed into the theatre. Luckily, Felicia decided to sit at the front, quite near the door, so that was one thing Jesse had avoided worrying over.
At nine sharp, the door to the theatre opened and the room fell silent as a man walked in. Krystal figured that this had to be Theodore Marin and he cut something of an odd figure. A handsome man, he apparently favoured an anachronistic look in this day and age: he was dressed in dark-blue robes with wide, embroidered sleeves, a red sash belt, and a cloak with red edges. He carried a staff with him, not an uncommon item for a practising magician, but not necessarily one you expected to see being carried into a lecture theatre.
Marin was tall; Krystal figured he was at least half an inch taller than she was. The robes made his body difficult to discern, but he seemed slim for his height, even if there was a suggestion of broad shoulders, and the way he carried himself suggested poise and fitness. And some arrogance: this was a man quite confident in himself and his capabilities. His hair was long and blue-black. It fell down to somewhere around his nipples in two straight bands coming out of a centre parting. It was just as long and straight at the back. At this distance, Krystal could not make out his eyes properly, but they were dark and, if he was an indigo, probably purple or a very dark blue. His face had a pronounced, strong brow and a straight nose, high cheekbones and narrow cheeks, and a wide mouth. He was handsome, but in a hard way. There was something about him Krystal found disquieting, but there was nothing there she could really put a finger on and her opinion seemed to be a minority one: the majority of the girls in the theatre were staring at their teacher with rapt attention.
The centre of attention turned and scanned the audience, his expression unreadable. ‘Good morning, young ladies,’ Marin said after a second. ‘I am Theodore Marin, your lecturer for this course which is General Magical Theory one three.’ He enunciated the two numbers very precisely and clearly. ‘This is a course for advanced, first-year study in magical theory. Anyone who has, by some mischance, found themselves in the wrong room’ – again the last two words were delivered in precise deadpan – ‘should withdraw now to save themselves embarrassment and me a considerable amount of paperwork.’
No one got up to hurry out and, after another second, Marin continued. ‘Very well. Since you are all relatively well-versed in the basics of magical theory, who can give me an example of a grade two sympathetic object on Vollett’s Sympathy Scale?’
Hands shot up and Marin pointed at someone in the front row. ‘A formal portrait of the subject,’ Felicia said.
‘Good. Another.’ Marin pointed to someone else.
‘A sample of the subject’s blood.’
‘Good,’ Marin said. ‘Someone else, how is the use of blood related to the Contagion Scale?’
‘Blood removed from the body is no different from any other material which has been part of the subject, but no longer is,’ someone supplied.
Jesse leaned closer to Krystal, her voice a barely audible whisper. ‘You know the answers to these, don’t you?’
‘Of course,’ Krystal replied.
‘Then why aren’t you putting your hand up?’
‘Because he hasn’t asked anything worth answering yet.’
The questions got more esoteric and fewer hands went up to answer them. Krystal heard Felicia answer another one: the indigo knew a bit about magic, that was certain. But then Marin’s voice rang out across the hall again. ‘Can anyone tell me the astrological correspondence most auspicious for the working of necromantic spells?’
Silence did not follow the question. Instead, there was muttering and Krystal knew why: necromancy was a forbidden art. But knowing the astrological correspondences was another matter. Most books on the working of magic did not mention when the necromantic arts were most powerful, but if you had read the right one… Krystal put her hand up.
‘You,’ Marin said, pointing across the room at her. Everyone turned to look and Krystal felt her cheeks heating.
‘Necromantic spells are easiest when cast under the sign of the Staff, between the eighteenth day of Midwinter and the fifteenth day of Snowfall,’ Krystal said.
‘And what other forms of magic are affected by that sign?’
‘Light and mind corpus spells. And any magic worked by indigo dragons.’
Marin nodded. ‘You’ve read Thoughts on the Nature of Magic?’
‘I… I’m trying to. It’s still a little advanced for me. The appendices are easy enough to look through though.’
Another nod. ‘Very few books contain that information. Good. We’ve established how much we already know. Now I shall proceed with teaching you the things you need to know, starting with the underlying theory of contagion.’
Marin picked up a stick of chalk and turned to the huge blackboard behind him, and Krystal settled down to take notes with a smile on her face. This was what she was here for.
~~~
Charlotte and Glinda had someone new in tow when they arrived at the refectory that evening. This was an attractive yet relatively nondescript girl with glossy, brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, a heart-shaped face with pouting lips, a perky nose, amber eyes, and a trim figure which possessed little in the way of breasts.
‘This,’ Charlotte said as the trio sat down with Krystal, Trudy, and Jesse, ‘is Xan. She’s in our class for magical theory, and she lives in fifty-one.’
The new girl flashed a smile. ‘Xanthe Wild,’ she said, ‘but people call me Xan.’
‘Krystal Ward,’ Krystal replied, ‘but friends call me Krys. This is Trudy Black, and the one hiding behind her fringe is Jesse Oakleaf.’
Xanthe raised an eyebrow. ‘Oakleaf? Isn’t there an Oakleaf family from Tangleroots?’
‘Th-that would be m-my family,’ Jesse replied. ‘I’ve heard of the Wilds too.’
‘Jesse is a little shy,’ Krystal supplied.
‘Yeah,’ Xanthe said, nodding. ‘I remember there’s one Oakleaf who spends most of her time in the forest. I spend most of my time in the forest too. I like my personal time.’
‘Krys is from Appleyard too,’ Jesse said.
‘I’m feeling left out,’ Trudy said. ‘I’m the only city girl at the table.’
Krystal reached out and stroked Trudy’s forearm gently. ‘Don’t worry, we won’t treat you any different for being weird.’
‘Thank you. I think. So, Xan, you’re a yellow?’
‘Uh-huh,’ Xan replied. ‘Here to study animal magic. Not that they’re letting me study any of the corpuses I need yet.’
‘Yeah. Krystal explained all about having a strong basis in general magical theory before we go on to specialisation. At least you know what you plan to specialise in. I haven’t a clue, so waiting to figure that out isn’t a bad thing.’
‘Now all we have to do is get through the first term without totally flunking,’ Charlotte said. ‘Oh, how’s Theodore Marin?’
Krystal gave a small grimace. ‘He’s… nice to look at and he seems to know the subject really well. I’m not sure how good a teacher he is though. Maybe it’s just first-lesson jitters, but he didn’t really seem to, well, want to be there.’
‘Doesn’t sound great.’
‘No. To be honest, I don’t think I’ll have a problem. It’s almost like he’s pacing the lessons at my level, but some of the others might find it a lot harder.’
‘Like me,’ Jesse said. ‘I’m a l-lot better when it comes to plant magic. The general stuff is harder a-and Theodore Marin is definitely not setting the bar low on his lectures.’
‘If you need some help…’ Krystal said, shrugging a little.
‘Th-thanks, Krys,’ Jesse said, smiling. ‘I might just take you up on that.’
6th Day of Autumngate.
The knock on the door came about twenty minutes after Krystal and Trudy had got back to their room after dinner. They looked at each other, and then Trudy took her hand out of Krystal’s blouse and started for the door. Krystal hurriedly did her blouse back up. The two girls were still very much in the early stages of their relationship: more or less everything was physical and they could not keep their hands off each other. Everything was a novel experience and they had planned to try out several new ideas that evening, since it was Yellowday and there were no classes until Indigoday. They were also trying to avoid anyone else finding out what they were up to, so Krystal grabbed her copy of Thoughts on the Nature of Magic before Trudy opened the door.
‘Hey, Trudy,’ Charlotte said, sounding a little wary. ‘Uh, we’re not disturbing you, are we?’ That probably meant she had Glinda with her.
‘No,’ Trudy replied. ‘We were just… Well, Krystal’s reading, as usual.’
‘I do not read all the time,’ Krystal called out.
‘Just most of the time. Did you want something, Charley?’
‘Yeah,’ Charlotte replied. ‘Well, we were wondering whether you’d looked at that exercise Sareena Slate set for us?’
‘Uh, no. I was going to leave it for Royalday, but… Is it hard?’
‘Leaving your homework until the last minute is never a good idea,’ Krystal said, taking on a bit of a lecturing tone. ‘You didn’t tell me you’d been set anything. I’d have made you at least look it over tonight.’
Trudy turned and gave Krystal a mean glare: they both knew that they had been planning on something entirely different. ‘Have you looked at whatever Theodore Marin set for you?’
‘He told us to read chapter twelve of Elements of Magical Theory. I read and digested that two years ago. I might take a quick look at it at some point to make sure I’m remembering it right… But I am.’
‘No one likes a smart tail. Okay… Well, you two better come in and tell me what’s so hard about this exercise.’
~~~
An hour later, the trio were still working on their problem and Jesse had come over to go over the chapter they had been set to read. Krystal had given up on an evening of debauchery, though she was still hoping to be thoroughly debauched later.
‘You,’ Krystal said to Jesse, ‘just need some confidence. You’ve got all of this worked out, but you’re just not sure of yourself.’
‘Well,’ Jesse said, lowering her eyes, ‘yes. I th-thought that was obvious.’
‘Yeah, sorry. I guess it is, but you have got this.’
‘I wish we had this,’ Trudy said.
‘Told you it was a good idea to look at it early,’ Krystal said, smirking. ‘Imagine what you’d have been like on Royalday evening, panicking over getting it done for the morning.’
‘Yeah, yeah. I suppose you can do this in your sleep.’
‘Give it here,’ Krystal said, holding out her hand for Trudy’s notebook. Trudy handed it over and Krystal peered at the problem her friend had written out. There were some notes the three of them had put together under it which Krystal frowned at. Then she said, ‘Between midnight and three a.m. on the twentieth day of Highsummer.’
‘Okay,’ Charlotte said, ‘but how did you work that out?’
‘I’m not going to just do it all for you. You’ve got all the correspondences you need in your notes.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘You want to combine elements of which corpuses in your spell?’
‘Mind and movement,’ Glinda replied.
‘Which constellation governs mind and movement spells?’
‘The Dragon, but that’s any time between the nineteenth day of Highsummer and the seventeenth day of Autumngate.’
‘Yes, but you can increase the efficacy of one of the corpuses you’re using with another astrological factor, and that would be…’
There were three frowns until Jesse said, ‘The appearance in the sky of the Stellar Gate or the Traveller assists movement spells.’
‘And,’ Krystal went on, ‘the problem came with a three-night window, during which–’
‘The Traveller is only visible in the night sky between midnight and three a.m. on the sixteenth day of Highsummer,’ Trudy said.
‘The most auspicious time in that three-day window for the casting of a difficult spell of this type,’ Krystal said, smiling.
‘It only starts getting d-difficult when you have to w-work out why,’ Jesse said. ‘Th-though that’s really just down to s-sympathy.’
‘Yeah,’ Charlotte said, waving the statement away, ‘easy. I still haven’t really figured out the difference between sympathy and contagion.’
‘Most of the time, there really isn’t any,’ Krystal replied. ‘I mean, with something like the astrological correspondences, it must be sympathy because it’s pretty unlikely that a constellation has ever been in contact with anything down here.’
‘Unless you believe the story about the Dragon being the ultimate ancestor of the royal families,’ Glinda said. ‘Or that the Magister is an ancient magus exiled into the sky by the first Nightskys.’
‘The Magister is a planet. So, I’ll accept that a magus might have been exiled to it, but not that the entire planet is a magus.’ Krystal bit her lip for a second. ‘Of course, maybe the magus passed his association on to the planet… I guess that demonstrates how difficult it is to separate contagion and sympathy.’
‘It would be great if this was easier,’ Trudy grumbled. ‘Magic should be easier to learn.’
‘Well, it can be,’ Krystal said, ‘but you don’t want to go that way.’
‘Huh?’
‘There are demons and lost spirits that can make it far easier to learn magic. They can make a magus out of someone with no talent. They can act as a pathway to thaumolytic energy to make it easier to cast spells.’
‘But?’
‘But they twist your mind and spirit. The more you use them, the more influence they gain over you. It becomes harder and harder to shape the magic naturally, so you use the spirit more. It’s a cycle of corruption that almost always ends up with the magus being little more than a puppet for the spirit, and we are generally not talking about spirits who like cuddly animals and rainbows.’
‘Okay, so I’m better off with difficult theory problems then?’
‘Hard as it may be to believe, yes.’
‘Well,’ Charlotte said, ‘if we’re having problems next week, maybe you could have some sympathy for us, Krys.’
Krystal grimaced. ‘Just for that, you can do your homework yourselves.’
‘Don’t worry, girls,’ Trudy said, smiling a little deviously. ‘I’ll have talked her around before next Yellowday.’
‘Sure you will,’ Charlotte replied. ‘Just don’t give us any details of how.’
7th Day of Autumngate.
‘Do you think, um, that they all know what we’re doing?’
Trudy contemplated Krystal’s question for a few seconds, though she did not stop what her hand was doing between Krystal’s legs and Krystal had almost forgotten she had said anything by the time the answer finally came. ‘No. Not all of them. Pretty sure Charley does, which means Glinda probably does. Not sure about Jesse. She’s not an easy one to read, but she seemed to get that comment Charley made last night. I think she even smirked a little.’
‘So, n-not all of them, j-just all the ones we know.’
‘What does it matter?’
There was a pause while Krystal clutched at Trudy’s arm and the bedsheets, her back arching off the bed. And then the pause continued as Krystal gulped in air and waited for the stars to stop dancing in front of her eyes, which she thought was odd given that it was daylight. ‘I suppose it shouldn’t,’ she said. ‘I guess I’m just… embarrassed.’
‘Why?’
‘Because… Well, I’m not embarrassed about doing this with you. I’m not embarrassed about doing it at all. I guess… It’s private.’
Trudy licked her fingers, wearing a thoughtful expression as she did so. ‘Well, I think that our friends don’t really care. I’m pretty sure Charley and Glinda are doing something similar. Or they have anyway.’
‘You think?’
‘I think. Now, what do you want to do with today? You’ve no work to get done.’
‘Oh yes, I do. Laundry. I have laundry to do or I’ll be borrowing your underwear.’
Trudy smirked. ‘Well, considering, I think I’m inclined to let you more than I was. Anyway, you could always go without.’ She gave Krystal her best smouldering look and lowered the tone of her voice. ‘I wouldn’t tell.’
Krystal shook her head. ‘If we actually had classes together, that might be fun. As it is, I’m doing laundry.’ She pushed one of her hands under the sheets. ‘Of course, we don’t have to get up right now…’
Trudy let out a squeak. ‘Not right n-now. No.’
~~~
According to Charlotte, Silverday night was not one to be spent cooped up in your room. A young dragon should be out on the town on Silverday night, especially if that dragon was a student. It was time for a girls’ night out and she had roped Trudy in as local guide to suggest somewhere to go, and that had pulled Krystal in. Somehow, Charlotte had persuaded both Xanthe and Jesse to come along, though neither seemed very excited about it.
Krystal suspected that at least part of the reason Charlotte wanted to go out was that Glinda had a date and Charlotte had no desire to spend the night on her own. Glinda was playing the whole date thing pretty close to her chest: she was not mentioning who her date was or how she had met him. It was a him, but aside from that, she was saying nothing. She walked to the school gates with the rest of the group, flashed them all a grin, and then walked off at a brisk pace.
‘He’s probably married,’ Trudy said as they set off toward the entertainment district.
‘Glinda’s not that stupid,’ Charlotte replied.
Trudy gave a shrug. ‘It’s not exactly unheard of in Concord City. She’s far too young to get pregnant. Some older dragon with an unhappy marriage, or just a taste for younger dragons, decides he wants something on the side. A few expensive gifts might come her way and she’s not really got anything to lose…’
‘Where would she even meet someone like that?’
‘She was at the Founder’s Day party, wasn’t she?’
‘Oh, yeah.’
That ended that line of conversation and they chatted about school work, teachers, and some of the shops and bars they were passing until they arrived at the club Trudy had suggested. It was called Naga’s and there were several silhouettes of the snake-tailed beings decorating the outer walls. All the silhouettes suggested female nagas, though Krystal knew something of them and they did come in two genders. The pictures also suggested dancing, somewhat erotic dancing at that.
‘Don’t worry,’ Trudy said as she started for the door, ‘it’s not as sleazy as it looks. The cover charge isn’t too high, and the drinks are neither watered down nor over-expensive. If we’re lucky, we might even get in for free.’
‘Why?’ Krystal asked.
Trudy smirked. ‘Take your glasses off.’
‘What? Why?’
‘Just do it. And think sexy thoughts. Five hot girls in a group ought to attract the seeding discount.’
‘Seeding discount?’ Krystal took off her glasses, as requested, hooking them into her shirt. Then she moved in to take Trudy’s arm as the world turned into a blur.
‘Yeah. I’ll explain once we’re inside.’
Krystal had to admit that ‘five hot girls’ was not an entirely inaccurate description. Charlotte looked amazing most of the time. Tonight she was in a cropped T-shirt and a short, pleated skirt, and showing a lot of flesh between her bare midriff and her long legs. Trudy had selected her best summer dress: a short, rose-coloured garment made of very light fabric which became almost transparent when backlit. She had a pair of strappy, red heels which seemed to be kept for best too. Neither Xanthe nor Jesse had exactly dressed up for the occasion, but they were both attractive young women, and they were both in denim shorts showing plenty of leg. Xanthe had added some heeled court shoes which looked like they had never been worn before and a string-strapped, short top. Jesse was in running shoes, like Charlotte, but it was unlikely that anyone would be paying a lot of attention to her feet: she had put on a loose, green tank top which technically covered her up very well, except that the arm holes dipped almost to the bottom of her ribcage, resulting in the garment being a lot more revealing than it first appeared. Krystal felt entirely underdressed in comparison: she was wearing a pair of ankle boots, her best black jeans, and one of her school shirts knotted under her breasts.
Half-blind, Krystal did not see the man on the door waving them in without paying, but Trudy giggled as she carried on into the club. ‘That worked,’ Trudy said. ‘You can put your glasses on now.’
Krystal’s vision returned and she looked around at the interior of Naga’s. She had already decided that Trudy’s explanation of the ‘seeding discount’ was going to have to be given at reasonable volume since the music was loud. It was some sort of synthesis of northern vocal harmony and southern jungle music, and it was actually not too bad; the southern beat structure gave you something to dance to while the harmonised voices gave a melody you could listen to. There was no band: it was either someone using air magic to generate the sound or a recording on disc, probably the latter, though there might have been an enchantment to provide the amplification.
The decoration was baroque and naga-themed. Columns supported a central, domed area which was the dance floor. Each column was a woman with her legs replaced by a snake’s tail, and each column was painted in gold and red. The walls were panelled with paintings of naked, dancing nagas, and these ones were in colour. Very bright colours, in fact. Around the dance area there were tables and, on one side of the room, a long bar which the girls worked their way over to.
‘We’ll head over to the back when we’ve got drinks,’ Trudy half-shouted over the music. She indicated a more dimly lit section of the room beyond the dance floor. ‘It’s a little quieter over there.’ Quieter seemed like a good idea: Jesse was looking nervous.
The drinks were, indeed, not too expensive. That was good since Krystal was on a fairly strict budget. Her grant allowed a little extra money for ‘living expenses,’ but nights out like this were probably going to be thin on the ground and she suspected that Trudy and Charlotte were in the same boat.
‘So,’ Krystal asked as soon as they had found a table they could all sit around, ‘what’s this “seeding discount?”’
‘They attract more men, who spend more money, if they have more attractive women in the club,’ Trudy replied. ‘So, they “seed” the room by letting some of those attractive women in for free. It’s known that a couple of the clubs do it, and the more you dress like you’re looking for a partner for the night, the more likely it is you’ll get in free.’
Krystal raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s why you persuaded me to dress like this?’
‘It’s a good excuse,’ Trudy replied with a smirk.
‘We’re eye-treats?’ Charlotte asked, though she did not seem to be too bothered by the concept.
‘Basically,’ Trudy agreed. ‘Especially you.’
‘I’m not–’
‘Don’t fish for compliments. Everyone here is, at the very least, seriously cute.’
‘I don’t think freckles and glasses are really up to modern ideals of beauty,’ Krystal said and then held up her hands. ‘But I’m not going to argue and I wasn’t looking for praise of my looks. Just an objective observation. So, what do we do now we’re out? I’ve never really been on a “girls’ night” before. Do we… talk about boys?’
‘Ugh, no,’ Charlotte replied with a grimace. ‘We may make passing comment on really good-looking ones, but in general we should avoid them.’
‘I certainly will,’ Jesse said.
‘You’d avoid people in general if you could.’
‘Meh, people are overrated,’ Xanthe said. ‘I mean, look at them, milling about like… like… I can’t actually think of an animal I’d insult by using them in that sentence. All of the people here are trying to be individuals by copying what everyone else is doing. They make ants look original.’
Charlotte frowned and then shrugged. ‘Okay, yes, it’s a valid point. You see, Krys, you shouldn’t worry about conventional ideals of beauty. Xan says they’re overrated.’
Krystal grinned. ‘Oh, well if Xan says so…’
‘I think you’re gorgeous,’ Trudy said, grinning at Krystal.
‘You’re biased,’ Charlotte replied.
‘She is?’ Jesse asked. ‘Why? Just because they share a room?’

Krystal’s cheeks went scarlet and she willed Charlotte not to say anything. Apparently, her willpower was not up to the task.
‘No, Jesse,’ Charlotte said, a big smirk developing, ‘it’s because they’re–’
‘Such good friends,’ Trudy broke in.
‘Oh,’ Jesse said, nodding. ‘That explains it then. Friends, yes. Nothing to do with all the sex at all.’
Krystal let out a whimper and tried to slide under the table.
‘Jesse!’ Trudy squeaked. ‘I don’t know. There I was thinking you were such a nice girl.’
‘Always beware the nice ones,’ Charlotte said, nodding sagely.
~~~
On the third round of drinks, the topic shifted to boys, but not in a good way. Four of that gender had taken a table fairly close to the one the girls were on. It was a colourful collection: the apparent leader had deep-red hair, and his friends were dark-blue, green, and blonde. That suggested a red, a blue, a green, and a yellow. The blue-haired one could have been an indigo, but an indigo would probably not have deferred to a red. The fact that the red was in charge was pretty standard in such a group: reds were the warriors of the dragon world, and this one was a big man, heavily muscled on a heavy frame.
The four boys kept their conversation low, but they kept looking over at the girls and there were periodic bursts of laughter. It was not hard to imagine what they were talking about.
‘Ancestors, look at them,’ Xanthe said. ‘This is what I meant about being the same while trying to be different. I bet the red thinks a leather jacket is so cool. And that yellow is only wearing one too because his buddy has one. Almost makes me ashamed of my colour.’
‘The blue isn’t making me feel like a proud member of dragon society,’ Charlotte said. ‘The green is absolutely mesmerised by Jesse though.’
‘He is?’ Jesse asked. Her expression of mild confusion, combined with her reddening cheeks, suggested that she had genuinely not noticed the attention she was getting from the boy with green hair.
‘He is,’ Charlotte told her. ‘That leaves the red gunning for you, Krys. He probably thinks you’re an indigo. Reds are always trying to hit a target they don’t have the skill for.’
‘He might be after Trudy,’ Krystal countered.
‘Go after a grey when he thinks there’s an indigo on offer?’ Trudy said. ‘No chance.’
‘There isn’t an indigo on offer. I mean, if I actually was an indigo, I wouldn’t be on offer.’
‘Tell that to your cleavage,’ Charlotte suggested. ‘I think they’ll develop the courage to actually come in– Oh, I underestimated them. Here we go.’ She leaned back in her seat with a sigh and waited.
It was the red, backed up by the yellow, who walked, no, swaggered over to the girls’ table. He was grinning in the same way every cocky male had sauntered up to a female he expected to be easy since creatures on Draconia had developed legs. ‘Ladies,’ he said, broadening his smile, ‘we were wondering whether we could buy you a drink.’
‘Got drinks, thanks,’ Charlotte replied.
‘Maybe a dance then. We–’
‘If we wanted to dance, we’d be dancing.’
‘Hey, why the hostility?’ It was said in a jovial manner, but there was a hint of annoyance developing in the red’s voice: he did not, it seemed, take rejection well. ‘I saw a group of girls and we’re a group of men… Seems like the perfect match.’
‘Except there are four of you,’ Krystal said, ‘and five of us, so someone’s going to get left out in your perfect match.’
The red seemed pleased that Krystal had joined the conversation. He leered at her. ‘Sweetness, I’m a red. I can handle any two of you, no problem.’
He did not look pleased when the girls, even Jesse, burst into laughter. ‘Oh, Red,’ Charlotte said, ‘you couldn’t handle one of us, even if your buddies all held your… hand while you did it.’
Anger flashed in the red’s eyes, but his friend muttered something behind him and, whatever had been said, it caused the red to back off. He did mutter ‘Damned feather-munchers’ loud enough to be quite audible as he left, but he left and, a minute or two later, the boys left their table and moved elsewhere.
‘Feather-munchers?’ Krystal asked.
‘You really need to get out more,’ Charlotte commented. ‘Were you raised in a nunnery or something?’
‘Well, yeah, sort of.’
Charlotte giggled. ‘I know. And maybe you didn’t know this, because you don’t have your dracoform yet. Most girls in dracoform have a little patch of feathery scales above their… Um, down there, you know? So, well, feather-munchers are girls who…’
‘Munch feathers,’ Trudy finished. ‘You started really confidently there, but you kind of chickened out at the end.’
~~~
Only Charlotte and Trudy had put make-up on to go out. Krystal did not even own any, a fact which had surprised Trudy more than it should have. Trudy was checking her lipstick in the mirror of the club’s restroom while Jesse finished up in one of the cubicles. Jesse had needed to go, but she was too timid to leave the group entirely, so Trudy had gone along to freshen up. She was fairly sure they would head back to the school soon anyway, but she had every intention of taking Krystal straight to bed when they got in, so freshening up a little seemed like a wise idea.
The cubicle door opened and Jesse emerged, heading for a sink to wash her hands. ‘Thanks for coming with me, Trudy,’ she said, smiling at Trudy’s reflection.
‘What are friends for?’ Trudy replied. ‘You really haven’t spent much time around other people, have you? I mean, we’re in a club, they have security. Nothing to worry about here.’
‘I know. Intellectually, I know. I just feel safer when I’ve got plants and wilderness around me.’
Trudy giggled. ‘You mean, in the exact position most dragons would find the scariest?’
‘Well, maybe. I suppose I’m not like most dragons.’
‘None of us are, really. I’m a grey that works magic. Charley is at a magic school, but she’s more concerned with flying than weather magic. Xan is a loner. She may not be as timid as you, but she’d rather be on her own really. Krystal’s… Well, she’s powerful and she might be an indigo when she finally comes into her dracoform, but she’s a bookwyrm and an orphan. We don’t really fit in. And you’ll get used to this place. The city’s not that different to a jungle.’
Jesse gave Trudy a look. ‘I know people talk about urban jungles and stuff, but really, jungles have trees, and vines, and bushes. And lots of them, not just a few parks. And the wildlife consists of more than rats.’
‘I think there are more than rats in the city. You should ask Xan. I bet she knows. Let’s get back to them.’
‘Okay, but I’m pretty sure it’s just rats.’
Grinning and shaking her head, Trudy opened the restroom door and stepped outside. She had a brief impression of redness and she heard a squeal of protest from Jesse, but by then she was being pushed, hard, down the corridor, away from the public rooms and toward the back of the club. She stumbled on her heels and fell, and someone grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet, almost throwing her down the corridor where she fell again. This time, Jesse almost fell on top of her. Trudy managed to turn and look back, and there she saw the four boys from the club marching purposefully after them. The red was in the lead, wearing a broad, cocksure grin.
‘Run,’ Trudy said, pulling herself to her feet and grabbing at Jesse’s arm. Running on her heeled sandals was probably a bad idea, but stopping to remove them was not an option. As fast as they could manage, the two girls rushed down the corridor, turned a corner, and found themselves up against a locked door. That had been just what the boys were planning. Trudy turned and balled her fists.
‘Oh, you really think you can fight us, little girl?’ the red asked.
‘I can make you wish you hadn’t started this,’ Trudy replied. ‘And we can both scream.’
‘Just try it. The music’ll drown out any sound you make. Now, I can open that door there and you can come with us, all quiet like, or we can soften you up a little and take you anyway. What’s it to be?’
Trudy squinted at the red dragon and his cronies. There was a light behind them and they were more or less just shadows, menacing shadows. Too many of them. If Jesse was willing to fight… But no, there was the red and his four friends and that was too many for two girls to take on without things ending up just the way the red had– Trudy frowned. His four friends?
‘Why don’t you boys pick on someone your own size?’ The voice was obviously female and it sort of sounded like Krystal’s smooth soprano-toned one, but it was a register lower and it had a soft purr in it that Trudy had never heard from her friend. It came from the shadow at the back of the group of boys and, now that Trudy really looked, this was a tall woman, at least six feet in height, with a substantial bust. As the figure moved back a little, the overhead light showed long hair, blue with patches of red and purple in it, and the glint of rainbow scales on the woman’s arms. Whoever she was, she was a royal!
The red turned, looking back. ‘I don’t know who you are, lady, but if you don’t want to end up the same way they’re going to, you better get out of–’
‘She’s a royal, Trent!’ one of the others hissed. ‘You don’t want to piss her off.’
‘Too late,’ the woman said, and she raised her hand. ‘Blaze forth the light of a thousand stars!’ And light blazed forth, maybe not as of a thousand stars, but the sudden flash in the darkened space had the effect such things usually did. Trudy let out a shriek as her vision went from more or less useless to totally dark. ‘You two, move!’ the royal shouted.
Jesse grabbed Trudy and pushed. Apparently, Jesse had managed to avoid being blinded by the glare, but she was stumbling, not her usual graceful self. Another hand grabbed Trudy’s arm and pushed her on down the corridor and Jesse heard a door open and close a second later, and then her vision was clearing and they were out on the main floor of the club. She could see, but she was still shaking.
‘I can see,’ Trudy said. ‘We get to the others and get out of here.’
‘Yes,’ Jesse managed, her voice tight.
But when they got to the table, only Charlotte and Xanthe were there. ‘Where’s Krys?’ Trudy asked. ‘We need to go. Now. We need to go now. Where’s Krys?’
‘Here,’ Krystal said, coming up from behind them. ‘Where were you? I went to the restrooms too, but neither of you were in there.’
‘Those boys. They came after us. They had us trapped in the back and then–’
Krystal was suddenly right beside Trudy, lifting her face and checking her for any signs of injury. ‘Ancestors! Are you okay? Did they hurt you?’
‘No, a woman was there. She stopped them.’
‘A woman?’ Charlotte asked.
‘A royal,’ Jesse said. ‘I c-couldn’t see her p-properly. She was t-taller than you, and she had l-long hair and rainbow scales.’
‘Never mind that,’ Trudy snapped. ‘We need to go. We need to get back to the school before those boys get their courage back.’ And she started for the exit, Krystal right at her heels.
~~~
‘Shouldn’t we have reported them to the city guardians?’ Krystal asked. She said it in as soft a voice as she could manage because both Trudy and Jesse were still in a somewhat fragile state. Jesse was just sitting on the floor of Krystal and Trudy’s room with her arms wrapped around her knees. Trudy was fuming.
‘The word of a grey and a green who’s scared out of her wits against four boys?’ Trudy said. ‘Not a chance the guards would do anything.’
‘She’s probably right,’ Charlotte said, sounding resigned. ‘Four against two and, I’m sorry to say it, but they’d be less inclined to take a city grey’s word than they would mine, for example. Especially since one of the boys was a red.’
‘What difference does that make?’ Krystal asked.
‘Most of the guards are reds.’
Krystal glowered at the floor. ‘It’s… wrong.’
‘Maybe, but if that royal hadn’t stepped in… What was a royal doing at that place anyway?’
‘Huh,’ Trudy grunted. ‘Slumming with the peasants. I’ve no idea why she did that, but she had some motive other than helping us.’
Charlotte opened her mouth to say something, but Krystal cut her off with a shake of the head: it was not worth arguing with Trudy about royals. ‘Maybe we should all get some sleep. Are you going to be okay, Jesse?’
Jesse looked up: apparently she had not descended entirely into catatonia. ‘As long as I don’t have to go outside again.’
‘I’ll stay with you tonight, Jesse,’ Xanthe said. ‘We can talk a bit. Whatever you like.’
Jesse seemed about to reject that, but paused and then nodded. ‘Trudy said you might be able to tell me whether there are any animals in the city aside from rats.’
Xanthe grinned. ‘There are. We can talk about them if you want.’
‘I’d like that.’ Jesse uncurled herself and got to her feet.
‘I guess I should go too,’ Charlotte said. ‘Maybe Glinda’s back from her date.’
‘Maybe,’ Krystal said. She walked the others to the door and then turned back into the room to find Trudy pacing in what space there was between the beds.
‘Why would a royal help us like that?’ Trudy grumbled. ‘What was her motive?’
Krystal sighed and stepped over to sit on her bed. ‘You sound like you’re more annoyed at being rescued by a royal than you are at being attacked by four thugs.’
‘I can understand the four morons. I don’t understand that royal. I don’t like being indebted to a royal I don’t even know!’
‘Trudy… Look, I don’t know why you hate royals, but have you ever considered the possibility that some of them might not be as bad as others? I know they’re mostly pretty selfish, but not all of them are and–’
‘Don’t kid yourself, Krys,’ Trudy snapped. ‘The ones who act like they give even the smallest thought to any of the lower dragons, they’re the ones you have to be most careful of. There’s not one royal without some ulterior motive for anything they do. And now I seem to owe a favour to one.’
Krystal sagged a little. ‘Well, you don’t know who she was, and I doubt she knows who you are either, so you’re not in debt. You can’t be
in debt to someone you don’t even know.’
‘Oh, she’ll find a way to–’
‘Could we just… stop talking about her now. I owe her a debt and I’m kind of sick of you going on about her.’
Trudy stopped her pacing and glared at Krystal. ‘You? You owe her a debt?’
‘Yes. I do. Me. Because she stopped you being dragged off and… And they might have killed you, Trudy! I–’ Krystal cut herself off and composed herself before continuing. ‘I just got you trained as a roommate and it would’ve been a terrible inconvenience to have to start again with someone new.’
A range of emotions flashed across Trudy’s face: anger, outrage, confusion, and then the tightly pressed lips of someone trying not to laugh. ‘No one likes a smart tail,’ she said.
Krystal looked up at her, face serious. ‘I was terrified, Trudy. When I think what could’ve happened to you, my stomach ties up in knots. When you said what happened, about all I could think about this mysterious royal was that I was grateful to her. I guess you don’t have to be, and you can go on thinking that she had some weird motive for doing it, but I like to think that you can’t just push people into neat little pigeonholes and say they all behave the same. I like to think there are good dragons, and bad ones, of every colour. And I’d like to think you came across a good royal tonight.’
Another emotional dance crossed Trudy’s face, but she said, ‘Okay. Okay, I’ll keep my speculations to myself. You’re too cute to disillusion.’
‘Thank you. I think. To be honest, I wanted to come back here and try that feather-munching thing, but now I just want to cuddle.’
‘Feather… I don’t have any feathers unless I change.’
‘Uh-huh. I’ve never seen your dracoform and I wanted to. Tonight, so I can munch it. I want to see you in silver.’
Trudy gave a self-deprecating little grin. ‘Grey. I’m a grey, Krys.’
Krystal shook her head. ‘Silver. Long ago, greys were known as silver dragons. That’s why we have Silverday and not Greyday. And I bet your scales shine just as brightly as any indigo, or royal for that matter.’
‘Now you’re being silly,’ Trudy said, but her skin was starting to sparkle with tiny, silvery lights. ‘I don’t like royals at all, but even I have to admit that their scales look fantastic. This woman… I saw the light move over her skin and it was like there was a rainbow moving over her scales. Royals look way better than the lesser dragons. It’s just a shame that they– Uh, it’s just a shame that my experience of them is that they have far less attractive souls.’
Krystal stood up and stepped closer to the transformed Trudy. Trudy’s legs were a little longer in this form: she had put on maybe half an inch, but the most obvious changes were her skin and eyes. Her eyes shone silver in the light from the candles, and the same candlelight danced from the silver scales which covered Trudy from head to toe, making her look paler than usual. Her lips were now a faded purple under her lipstick and her fingernails were silver claws.
‘You look fantastic,’ Krystal said.
‘I bet you’ll look better when you can change,’ Trudy replied.
Krystal slid her hand under Trudy’s dress and Trudy let out a little gasp. ‘No,’ Krystal said. ‘I won’t look better. Just different. Oh, I found feathers.’
11th Day of Autumngate.
Jesse was sticking as close to Krystal as she could whenever they went to classes. The incident at the club had put the timid green back several steps, but she was coping. Maybe she was coping better than Trudy, who was still muttering dark things about mysterious royals every so often.
Every Blueday afternoon was the big lab session. The whole afternoon they would be in one of the student laboratories working on practical magical problems. Today they were making charms designed to provide protection against attacks on the mind. Theodore Marin had provided the parameters of the spell, but not the spell itself, and they had the resources of the laboratory to use to make the charms. All they had to do was formulate the spell and endow it into a suitable object.
‘Does this look right?’ Jesse asked, bringing over her notebook for Krystal to look at.
Krystal read the notes Jesse had made and then examined the series of glyphs she had marked down as the final spell. She grinned and showed Jesse her own workings. ‘If you’re wrong, so am I.’
‘Let me be the judge of that.’ Both girls turned to find Marin standing behind them. Jesse shrank a little, but Marin ignored her and stepped forward to examine the two notebooks. After a few seconds, he nodded. ‘Very good. Proceed to the next stage. Of course, the formulation of the spell is simple enough. The execution will be another matter.’
‘It is going to t-take a lot of p-power to make this work,’ Jesse said when Marin had walked off toward another pair of unsuspecting students.
‘I’m glad we’re doing it in here,’ Krystal said, nodding. ‘Three hundred years of students working magic in here has made it a lot easier to access the astral plane and shape magic through it.’
Jesse gave a timid grin. ‘As a result of sympathetic resonance. B-but it’s easier. I wouldn’t say it was a l-lot easier.’
Krystal frowned at her notebook. Then she picked up her pen and began to jot down figures, and then she frowned at the numbers. ‘Would you check my maths?’ she said after a few seconds. So, Jesse began to work through the same figures in her own notebook, checking them against Krystal’s as she went.
‘There does not appear to be a lot of charm-making going on here,’ Marin’s voice said, once again from behind them.
‘No, Theodore Marin,’ Krystal said, waving at Jesse to keep her working. ‘I went through the figures for the amount of energy we’d need to shape, and, well, I estimate the chances of getting it all together without injury are virtually nil.’
‘K-Krys?’ Jesse almost whispered. ‘The only th-thing I’d s-say is that I d-don’t believe I can m-match your p-practical skill. I’d f-fail, worse.’
‘I see,’ Marin said coldly. ‘You’re both unwilling to complete the practical?’
Krystal set her jaw and pulled herself up straight. ‘We are. I… We believe it would be too dangerous for a student magus.’
‘I wonder how many of your fellow students will come to the same conclusion before they hurt themselves?’
Letting out the breath she had not realised she was holding, Krystal said, ‘You gave us this to see whether we’d try?’ Marin nodded. ‘I wish to point out, then, that I might have attempted it if Jesse Oakleaf hadn’t expressed concern about the difficulty.’
Marin’s gaze shifted to the brown-haired girl who was doing her absolute best to vanish into a singularity in front of him. ‘Jesse Oakleaf, you most certainly need to gain some self-confidence, but you should attempt to retain your cautious attitude to magic. Overconfident magi are frequently the ones who end their careers in short-lived, but very considerable, pain while maiming those unfortunate enough to be near them. I suggest the two of you make use of your remaining lab time by formulating a charm you do believe you can safely make and continuing from there. Please try to make it a little challenging.’
‘Of course, Theodore Marin,’ Krystal replied, letting herself grin a little. ‘Uh, but what about the others?’
‘Some will come to the same conclusion as you. Some will make the attempt. Don’t worry about them too much, however. Most will pass out before they manage to really hurt themselves, and Martine Bluedrake and I have medical charms at the ready.’ Marin turned and walked off, his hands clasped behind his back under his cloak.
‘Kind of a hard lesson,’ Krystal said to Jesse. ‘On the other hand, we passed and you got noticed by the lecturer.’
‘I d-don’t think I w-want to be n-noticed by him,’ Jesse replied.
‘Too late now. And thanks.’
Jesse blinked in surprise. ‘What for?’
‘If you hadn’t pulled me up, I might have gone ahead with it. And I might have been able to get far enough to do myself some serious injury when I lost control of it.’
‘Oh, well, you’re welcome.’
Krystal flashed her friend a grin. ‘Now, what can we come up with that’s a bit challenging but won’t kill us?’
~~~
Something drew Krystal’s attention to the spot, several tables away, where Felicia and one of her friends were working. The indigo had more than just her lab partner with her. A cluster of girls were standing around, muttering and acting like something exciting was going on.
‘Ancestors! I think she’s actually going to try it,’ Krystal said, frowning.
‘Who’s going to try what?’ Jesse asked.
‘Felicia. She’s going to try to cast the charm.’
‘O-oh. W-well…’ Jesse frowned as Krystal started off around the tables toward the knot of girls. Following was not something Jesse wanted to do, but she did not really want to stay where she was alone either. She ran a few paces to catch up.
‘Felicia Goldring,’ Krystal said from the back of the throng and, amazingly, a gap opened so that Felicia could turn and look over her shoulder to see who was calling her name.
‘Oh, it’s you,’ Felicia said. ‘Krystal Ward, was it? What do you want? I’m busy.’
‘You’re going to try to cast the charm? The one Theodore Marin set for us?’
‘Of course.’
‘You can’t. It’s too much energy to draw together and shape. None of us are skilled enough to–’
‘You may not be willing to complete the task as set, but I am both willing and able. Now, quiet all of you. I need to concentrate.’ Felicia turned back to the prepared clay tablet she had on her bench and raised her hands, the fingers splayed and curled as though trying to hold onto the energy she was to summon. It was an entirely overdramatic gesture designed to impress rather than do anything useful.
Krystal pushed forward into the gaggle of fawning girls, receiving several sharp looks as she did so. She ignored them and waited.
For a brief period, a second or two, everything seemed to be going fine. Felicia was murmuring some sort of mantra which someone had to have taught her as she focused on the symbology of the spell and committed herself to the casting. Krystal knew the signs, however: it took a second to fully commit to the spell, and then the only thing that would save you was blind luck or unconsciousness. The mantra stuttered and a shudder went through Felicia’s body, and Krystal looked back over her shoulder to where Jesse was standing. The green dragon took the hint and turned away, heading for the spot at one end of the room where Martine Bluedrake, the lab supervisor, was watching her charges. Felicia tried to push on with her chant, but her body was having none of it. Her eyes rolled back and her legs went from under her. She did not fall, because Krystal was standing right there, ready to catch her.
‘Clear the way,’ Bluedrake’s firm voice called out as Krystal was settling onto her knees on the floor, still cradling the fallen indigo. Bluedrake was, unsurprisingly, a blue dragon, but a rather heavily built one, more muscular than the trim forms many blues favoured. Her hair was pale blue, a little like Charlotte’s, but Bluedrake cut hers into a tight, unfashionable bob. ‘What’ve we got?’ the supervisor asked, pulling a collection of clay-tablet charms from a bag secured at her hip.
‘She can’t have got a huge backlash,’ Krystal said. ‘She wasn’t working for long enough. I think she just exhausted herself.’
‘There’s always one,’ Bluedrake muttered, invoking one of her charms. The sigil cut into the tablet shone briefly as Bluedrake scanned her eyes over Felicia’s body. There was blood running from Felicia’s nose; Krystal was entirely unsure why the diagnostic charm was needed. A second charm was produced and invoked, producing a warm glow across Felicia’s skin. Then Bluedrake nodded. ‘She just needs rest. Someone should take her back to her hall of residence.’
Krystal grimaced. ‘Jesse and I have finished, and Felicia lives in the same hall as us.’
Bluedrake straightened herself up and looked around, apparently for Marin because she stopped looking when she found him. ‘Acceptable, Theodore Marin?’ she asked.
‘Of course,’ Marin replied. ‘I’ll speak to Felicia Goldring tomorrow, when she’s recovered.’
~~~
With Krystal doing most of the carrying, and Jesse opening doors, carrying all the bags, and taking some of the weight at other times, they managed to get Felicia’s deadweight out of the lab and the building. They were just considering the best way to get her across the campus to the halls when Trudy, Charlotte, and Xanthe emerged from behind them.
‘What are you two doing with her?’ Trudy asked. ‘And why is she hanging there like a dishrag?’
‘She tried to do what was asked of her in the practical lab,’ Krystal replied. ‘We were finished, so we’re the lucky folks who get to take her back to her room.’
‘Very compassionate of you.’ Trudy walked around to look at the limp indigo hanging from Krystal’s shoulder. ‘She’s really out, isn’t she?’
‘She’s lucky she didn’t hurt herself badly.’
‘Well, I can tell you’ve never had to lift anything heavy,’ Trudy said, her skin sparkling silver as she shifted form.
‘I can take her,’ Charlotte suggested.
‘Once I’m in scales,’ Trudy replied, ‘all of you helping would just be in my way. I’m not exactly the strongest of greys, but I’m still a grey.’ Fully transformed, she took Felicia from Krystal and then, without any apparent effort, hefted the indigo up onto her shoulder to hang indecorously down her back. Trudy did clamp an arm down over Felicia’s skirt, which more or less protected her charge’s dignity as well as holding her in place.
‘If she wakes up before we get back,’ Krystal said, ‘she is going to hate you with a vengeance.’
‘All the more reason to get her back before she does.’ Trudy set off at a walk, if a fairly brisk one, toward the gateway that would take them through the lecture theatre block to the halls.
‘You really okay like that?’ Charlotte asked.
‘I don’t think I could run very fast carrying her, but I’m fine.’
‘You really are stronger than you should be. Uh, if you know what I mean.’
Trudy grinned. ‘Greys have to be useful for something, right? For a given build, a grey is stronger than any of the other colours. In dracoform, we’re even stronger. Most reds don’t like to admit it, but we’re stronger. They’re faster, but we’re stronger.’
‘And they have better publicity,’ Charlotte added.
‘Huh, yeah.’
‘Where’s Glinda?’ Krystal asked.
Charlotte grimaced. ‘Needed to stay behind and check something with one of the lecturers. She said. She’s got another date tonight. I’m starting to think it’s someone on the staff here.’
‘Dean Scintilla Rainshadow would not like that.’
‘Nope. Probably why she’s keeping it so quiet.’
They were no more than ten yards from the hall’s front door when a groan from behind Trudy indicated that Felicia was coming to. Trudy stopped on the spot and lowered the indigo to a standing position, supported by Charlotte and Krystal. Just in time too as Felicia’s eyes flickered open a second later.
‘What… Where am I? Why am I looking at you?’ Felicia said, managing to put as much contempt into a pronoun as it was possible to do.
‘You’re just outside Nightsky Hall,’ Krystal said before Trudy could respond. ‘You collapsed from overexertion because you insisted on trying to do the monumentally improbable. And you can thank Trudy Black very much for her assistance in getting you back here before you go lie down and rest for at least another hour.’
Felicia turned her head to glare at Krystal and then shook herself free of her support. She stumbled, but she held herself up. ‘I could have done it. I should have been able to do it. Why would they give us a problem to do which was impossible to complete?’
‘You were supposed to figure out it couldn’t be done, or learn that some things are beyond you the hard way. I might have tried it myself if Jesse Oakleaf hadn’t suggested it might be too hard.’
Felicia’s eyes flicked over Jesse, who shrank a little under the glare, and then Felicia noticed her bag in Jesse’s hands. ‘My bag! What are you doing with–’ She was reaching out to snatch the leather satchel when Charlotte stepped between them.
Charlotte was wearing an expression of calm hiding barely restrained rage. You could see the anger leaking out through her eyes. ‘Now, listen, Felicia whatever-your-name-is. Krys is all about diplomacy and manners, and if you don’t get some of those manners right now,
I am going to put you back to sleep with my fist.’
The indigo’s teeth ground for a second. She was tired and probably aching from what she had put her body through. There were none of her squad of cheerleaders around and she was outnumbered, and that was bound to make her nervous. She pulled herself together through willpower and breeding. ‘Thank you for your assistance in returning me to hall,’ she said. ‘Might I have my bag so that I may return to my room to rest?’
Jesse sort of leaned around the wall of Charlotte with Felicia’s bag. ‘H-here it is.’
To her credit, Felicia took the bag gently and then turned, heading for the door of the hall with the gait of someone who could barely spare the energy to put one foot in front of the other.
‘I can’t help but think we’re going to suffer for that,’ Trudy said. ‘Her father’s some big noise at the palace, head of magical security, I think. She’s used to being near the top of the pile wherever she is.’
‘Unfortunately for her,’ Krystal replied, ‘here she’s just one more student. I don’t think Theodore Marin cares one jot who her father is. But she did have one thing right: it was a stupid stunt to pull on a bunch of new students. Martine Bluedrake seemed to think it was nothing out of the ordinary, and I can see the point in doing it, sort of, but it was kind of stupid to actually let anyone try to work that spell.’
‘Pain is a great teacher,’ Charlotte said. ‘You make mistakes, you learn from them.’
‘Maybe. I wonder if Felicia is going to learn from her mistake.’
‘Which one? Overdoing it in lab, or pissing me off?’
Krystal grinned at the tall blue. ‘Either of them.’
‘She doesn’t strike me as the type to learn any lesson which is inconvenient for her,’ Trudy said. ‘Don’t count on her changing any because of today.’
13th Day of Autumngate.
‘You know you want to,’ Charlotte said, grinning at Krystal. ‘You just want to reach out and help us cloud heads sort out this problem.’
Krystal was unmoved. ‘Not until you’ve spent at least a couple of hours working on it yourselves. What’ve they got you working on?’
‘We have to work out the approximate energy needed for a spell Sareena Slate gave us,’ Trudy said.
‘Really? I didn’t worry about things like that so soon.’ Krystal shrugged. ‘As evidenced by Felicia Goldring’s example on Blueday, knowing how much power you’re going to need to control is not a bad thing. If you try to overdo it, your body tries its hardest to handle the stress, and if you’re lucky, the worst you get is exhaustion.’
‘And we have three complex rituals to formulate,’ Jesse said. ‘I-if you think it’s too c-crowded in here, I could work on them i-in my room and c-come back…’
‘Work where you’re comfortable,’ Krystal replied.
Jesse gave one of her timid grins. ‘I actually like working here. Even if you could use more plants.’
‘I just wish this place allowed pets,’ Xanthe said. She was there this week while Glinda was out on another date.
‘You have pets?’ Jesse asked.
‘Uh-huh, and it was a real wrench having to leave them all behind to come here. I only wanted to bring a couple.’
Krystal looked over at the yellow dragon, narrowing her eyes. ‘Like what?’
‘Well, there’s my rabbit, Jenkins, and my bluebird, Celest, and my cat, Georgina Fangkiller Swiftdeath…’
Charlotte looked up at that. ‘You have a cat and you called her Georgina Fangkiller Swiftdeath?’
‘Of course not. She named herself Fangkiller Swiftdeath, but we call her Georgina for short. And then there’s my wolf, Bloodfang Slaughterbeast. Uh, we named him that, but it’s ironic.’
‘I think I might know why they wouldn’t let you bring your animals,’ Krystal said, grinning. ‘Clearly that bluebird would’ve really messed the place up.’
‘I hear rabbits can be utter terrors,’ Trudy added.
‘Actually,’ Jesse said, ‘if you’ve ever come across the wolves you find in Tangleroots, you’d realise Bloodfang Slaughterbeast would need his own room.’
‘Big?’ Trudy asked.
‘Very big.’
‘Oh, Fang’s a sweetie,’ Xanthe countered. ‘He sleeps on my feet in winter and keeps me warm.’
‘That’s what boyfriends are for,’ Charlotte said. ‘Head in the game, girls, we’ve got numbers to crunch.’
‘Oh, that reminds me,’ Jesse said, getting up. ‘I got snacks. I’ll go get them.’
‘We get snacks?’ Charlotte asked. ‘We are definitely going to have to make this a regular thing.’
14th Day of Autumngate.
‘If I’m remembering it right,’ Krystal said as she climbed up the last couple of steps into the literary section of Cragscales’ shop, ‘you should find a copy of Advanced Theory for the Practical Magus right around here.’
‘Oh,’ Jesse replied, peering around at the various cabinets and shelves. ‘That’s good.’
‘But you’ll definitely want to look at the section on plant-related magic, which is a little further in.’
‘Oh…’
‘Some of the books looked a little advanced, but there’s never anything wrong with stretching yourself.’
Jesse sighed. ‘N-no. You’re right. Can you show me where they are in a minute or two?’ She started toward the bookshelves near the stairs, peering at the spines.
‘Sure. I remember where they are.’
‘A remarkable feat for someone who has seen these shelves once, Krystal Ward.’ Krystal turned to find Cragscales walking up the stairs. He used the handrail to help him climb, she noticed, and she wondered just how old the grey was.
‘I can usually remember things I want to remember,’ Krystal replied. ‘I usually want to remember where I’ve seen a book.’
‘A useful talent.’
‘Yes, it is. Might I introduce my friend? Cragscales, this is Jesse Oakleaf. She’s one of my friends from halls and my lab partner, and… Well, she’s a little shy.’
The grizzled grey peered at Jesse for a second. Jesse was trying to shrink into as small a space as possible. ‘One of the Tangleroot Oakleafs?’ Jesse responded with a nod. ‘I knew your grandmother, Josephine, when she studied at the school.’
That seemed to bring Jesse out of her shell a little. ‘Oh, G-Grandmother Josephine w-was the d-dragon who persuaded me t-to come here.’
A thin smile broke out on the old dragon’s face. ‘She was a wild one back then and I was a lot younger, of course. I’d had the shop a bit more than two centuries. The first year of the school, if I’m remembering it right.’ Krystal’s eyes widened a little: that timing suggested Cragscales was a very venerable dragon. He had to be over six hundred.
‘Grandmother Josephine is still a w-wild one,’ Jesse said, adding one of her patented timid grins.
‘Give her my regards when you next see her. I’ll leave you to Krystal’s guidance since she seems to know her way around.’ Nodding to the two girls, he began to thread his way off into the stacks.
‘He’s nice,’ Krystal said. ‘I think he encouraged Trudy to go to the school.’
‘I suppose if he knew Grandmother Josephine… Let’s get these books sorted out.’ Jesse turned back to the shelves.
‘Books? I thought you just needed the theory text.’
‘Yes, but if you’re going to show me plant books, I’ll end up walking out with more. I might not like books as much as you do, Krys, but plant magic is what I l-live for.’
~~~
Charlotte poked her head out of her room as soon as Krystal opened the door at the end of the corridor. There was an expectant look on the blue’s face which fell away almost instantly.
‘She’s still not back?’ Krystal asked.
Charlotte shook her head. ‘And I shouldn’t be that worried really. I mean, she’s an adult, right? If she wants to spend the night with her boyfriend, that’s not a problem, right? If she wants to spend the next day with her boyfriend too, well–’
‘Who are you trying to convince?’
‘She just didn’t say she was going to be away for so long.’
‘I’m s-sure she’s okay,’ Jesse said. Her arms were full of books, a couple of them quite large.
‘Yeah,’ Charlotte said. ‘Yeah, I’m sure she will be. Did you get enough books, Jesse?’
‘I j-just bought a few plant magic books. Really, Krys, Cragscales should be paying you commission.’
‘Huh,’ Krystal replied, ‘maybe I’ll talk to him about it. At some point, I might have to get a job to supplement my book-buying budget. The guild included some book money in the grant, but every time I walk into that shop, my fingers itch.’
‘I bet Trudy could suggest something,’ Jesse said.
‘Something for what?’ Trudy asked, emerging from her room.
‘A job Krystal could do for book money.’
Trudy wandered down toward the group gathered around Charlotte’s door, frowning. ‘Well, there’s waitressing, but you’ll get more of that in spring and summer when the tourists start coming in. I’ll have a think about it. You’d need something that was basically Silverdays-only and there’s not so much call for that in Concord City.’
Krystal shrugged. ‘Oh well, there go my plans to become rich working one day a week.’
‘Well, by the time you get out of school, you’ll probably know enough magic to become rich without working at all. You’ll just have to wait four years to buy your books.’
‘Can’t,’ Krystal said. ‘They call to me. I can hear them from here. “Krystal… Krystal… Come and buy me, Krystal.”’
‘Huh,’ Charlotte said, ‘some dragons can talk to animals, some can talk to plants, but Krys is the first one I’ve ever heard of who can hear books talking to her.’
‘It’s a talent,’ Krystal said, smiling brightly. ‘I’m not going to knock it.’
15th Day of Autumngate.
‘She’s still not back,’ Charlotte said.
‘It’s lunchtime,’ Trudy replied. ‘She could be back any time.’
‘I know. I know that, but… This just isn’t like Glinda. She’s the responsible one. It’s me that’s the screw-up.’
‘You’re really worried?’ Krystal asked.
‘Worried enough that I’m asking if you can do a seeker spell to find her.’
Krystal frowned. ‘Have you got something I can use? Hair, maybe?’
‘Uh-huh. Her hairbrush is in our room and, I checked, there are hairs in the bristles. I don’t borrow her brush. Ever. She’s got a thing about that.’
Looking a little reluctant, Krystal nodded. ‘Okay, I’ll do it after lunch. But I’ll need to be alone. It’s harder when there are other people nearby.’
Jesse gave Krystal a quizzical look, but Charlotte said, ‘Okay, if that’s what you need. Trudy can sit in my room for a little while, right? It shouldn’t take long?’
‘A few minutes.’
‘If you need some privacy to do it, sure,’ Trudy said.
‘It’s not absolutely necessary. It’s just that I’m way better with light and meta-magic. I’ll be working off basic theory and the fewer additional elements I have to worry about, the better.’
‘Okay,’ Charlotte said. The blue girl seemed brighter now that they were going to do something rather than just waiting for Glinda to return. ‘I’ll get you the brush and you can do your thing.’
Krystal nodded. ‘I just hope the map in my guidebook is good enough to locate the street she’s on.’
~~~
If Eastlook was supposed to be the area the rich folk of Concord City lived in, the neighbourhood Krystal’s spell led them to had apparently missed the memo. It seemed that the entire area had been split into walled enclaves, despite the citywide ban on city walls, and here the wall contained buildings which had been abandoned by almost all its inhabitants.
‘I think I remember hearing about this,’ Trudy said, frowning as she tried to remember details. ‘I was nine or ten. There was a man accused of necromancy, a magus. Turned out he was a necromancer. When the guards came to look into it, he turned a small army of zombies loose on them. A lot of people died, including the necromancer. The entire enclave was abandoned after that.’
‘Then what’s Glinda doing here?’ Charlotte asked.
‘No idea.’
‘But the spell says she’s here,’ Krystal said. ‘Right ahead of us, about two hundred yards.’
Two hundred yards straight ahead actually required that they take a detour around a row of buildings and cross a small, overgrown square which had, probably, once been quite pretty. There had been statuary there, though most of the stone figures were overturned and several had been shattered. Thick tussocks of blue-green grass grew up from between the flagstones and creeping plants had grown out from the nearby gardens to form a mat of leaves and vines.
Jesse moved in close to Krystal and Charlotte, looking around at the plants warily. ‘I don’t like this place,’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
‘I’d have thought all these plants would have made you feel at home,’ Charlotte said.
‘It’s the plants I don’t like. They don’t feel natural. Or they feel sick. They don’t feel right.’
‘There’s something else,’ Xanthe said from where she was bringing up the rear with Trudy. ‘There are plenty of trees around here.’
‘Plenty of sick trees,’ Jesse muttered.
‘So?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Not a single bird in them,’ Xanthe replied. ‘No birdsong. No alarm calls.’
‘Spooky,’ Krystal said flatly. ‘However, that necromancer was almost a decade ago and I don’t think the city would let this place fester as a nesting ground for the undead. I’m pretty sure we’re safe. Of course, we still don’t know why Glinda is here, but she’s…’ She frowned, looking around. Then she pointed at one of the houses. ‘She’s in there.’
‘Well,’ Charlotte said, looking at the building, ‘getting in shouldn’t be a problem.’ The building had no intact windows and the front door was off its hinges. ‘When you said she was in Eastlook, I figured Trudy was right about the married dragon, but now…’
‘Maybe we should go back and get the city guardians,’ Jesse suggested. It was weird, but for such a timid-seeming girl, her stutter was not apparent in the face of potential danger.
‘I need to find Glinda,’ Charlotte said, and she set off into the house, pushing the broken door aside as she went.
‘Right,’ Trudy said, and she set off as well, her skin sparkling as she went.
Jesse and Xanthe walked past Krystal, and their skin was sparkling too. Shifting to dracoform did not offer everyone benefits like the extra strength Trudy would gain, but their scales were tougher than normal skin, providing a little protection, and they would have claws. With a sigh, Krystal followed, wishing that she could shift too.
‘Any idea which way?’ Charlotte asked as Krystal walked into what had once been a front hall. There were holes in the plaster, most of the ceiling had collapsed, and several of the floorboards were ripped up.
Krystal focused on her spell. ‘She’s… up. She’s on one of the upper floors. Are you sure the stairs are going to be safe?’
‘We can just– Oh, you can’t fly.’
‘I’ll just have to take it carefully. And someone who can fly can take the lead. If one of you puts your foot through the floor, at least I’ll know where not to step.’
Charlotte took the lead. It was possible that Trudy was heavier in dracoform, but Charlotte was the better flyer. Charlotte’s back was stiff and, if you looked closely, the blue was trembling. Krystal brought up the rear and she had a good idea why Charlotte was so wound up: somewhere above them was Glinda, in a disused, half-ruined house, and the chances of her being alive seemed a little slim.
The stairs up to the next floor, the second of four, were not hard to find. Not after Trudy produced a magical candleflame in her hand to light the way. The entrance hall led to an inner passage and the stairs were at the far end. They seemed to be pretty sound. There were even remnants of a dark-red carpet with gold flowers woven in clinging to the steps. The weather had got into the front of the house, but this hallway had no windows and the doors were intact. Everyone climbed in silence, listening for any sign of life, but also unwilling to talk in the heavy, almost oppressive, atmosphere. There was something creepy about the old house, besides the fact that they were climbing through it in the near-dark.
‘Further up,’ Krystal said when they reached the next floor. ‘Probably the next floor.’
They had to walk to the other side of the house to climb again, and then they were in another hallway where the decoration had survived far better. It was lined with doors, and behind one of them was Glinda.
‘Can you smell that?’ Trudy asked. Another thing about dracoform was that it gave you a better sense of smell, but even Krystal could smell something unpleasant in the air.
‘Something’s died,’ Xanthe said.
‘Where is she?’ Charlotte asked through gritted teeth.
‘Toward the far end,’ Krystal replied, and Charlotte set off toward the end of the corridor.
Charlotte was reaching for the doorknob of the last room when Krystal said, ‘Wait.’
‘What?’ Charlotte snapped, looking back.
‘She’s… She’s moved.’ Krystal turned around. ‘She’s behind–’
The door they had just passed burst open and Glinda emerged from it. Or what was left of her did. Naked, the damage to her body was obvious. There was a scar across her chest and a wide band of bruised tissue around her neck. Discoloured skin showed across her lower stomach and under her left breast. Her breasts were sagging, but then so was her skin, and her hair had turned grey. Most telling, however, were her eyes, which were a blank grey colour with a dull light showing in her pupils. She let out a groan and her voice rattled in her throat when she spoke. ‘Kill dragons… Kill all the dragons.’
‘Move!’ Charlotte snapped. She slammed the door in front of her open, grabbed Krystal, and pushed her through it. Trudy was already stepping in the way of the zombie that had been their friend and Glinda threw a fist at Trudy which missed. Trudy’s return blow did not miss, but it seemed to make no difference. Glinda’s second strike hit, but Trudy’s scales took the force out of it and Trudy hit back once before Charlotte grabbed her and yanked her back into the room, slamming the door in the zombie’s face.
‘Get that door,’ Charlotte said, pointing at an interior door which was hanging open and had to be how Glinda had managed to walk between the rooms.
Trudy rushed over to it and slammed it shut, leaning on it. ‘Someone raised her as a zombie?’
‘Looks like it,’ Charlotte replied. Her words were punctuated by Glinda slamming into the door Charlotte was holding closed. Xanthe and Jesse rushed over to add their weight. ‘The bastard she was dating, I assume.’
‘Yes, but why? What’s the point in turning her into… into that?’
‘I have no idea. I’m more worried about how we’re going to get out of here. The window’s out because Krystal can’t fly. Do you think we can put that thing down if we work together?’
‘I’ve got no idea. I’ve never fought a zombie before. I know they’re strong and they don’t feel pain. If she gets her fangs into us, she could do some real damage. I don’t know–’
‘Get out of my way.’ The voice was low, both in volume and pitch, but it was Krystal’s voice and the others turned to look at her, except that it was not exactly Krystal that they found themselves looking at. She had come out dressed for the late summer in Concordance in a T-shirt and jeans. The shirt was now stretched far more tightly over her chest than it had been and the jeans were short on her longer legs. Her hair now cascaded down to the upper slopes of her breasts in waves of blue and red and purple. She had her right arm raised, a ball of flickering orange light held in her palm, and the light danced on the iridescent, rainbow-hued scales covering her forearm.
‘K-Krystal?’ Trudy stammered.
Krystal spared her friend one quick glance, dreading what she would see there. Her lips tightened and she looked back at Charlotte, Jesse, and Xanthe. ‘Get out of my way,’ she repeated. The three girls pulled away from the door and a second later, Glinda slammed into it once more, bursting through into the room. She let out a hiss as she saw Krystal, took a single step forward, and then Krystal hit her in the chest with the ball of light. Fire blossomed over Glinda’s decaying skin, but she seemed oblivious to it. She took another step forward and then fell, collapsing onto the carpet while the flames consumed her torso. One hand reached out, but it stopped a long way from Krystal’s shoes, and then there was nothing but the stench of burning flesh.
Krystal stumbled backward, leaning against a wall. Pulling together the shape of the spell so fast had cost her. She was tired, aching a little, but she knew that there was almost certainly worse to come. Her hair fell across her face, masking it, but her skin was already shimmering as she shifted back to her normal form.
‘You’re a r-royal?’ Jesse’s voice, her stammer returning.
‘I’m an orphan,’ Krystal said. ‘There’s nothing royal about me.’
‘But–’
‘You’re a royal,’ Trudy said, her voice hard, and Krystal flinched. ‘I’ll go out and get the guards. They’ll need to know there’s a necromancer in the city.’
Krystal’s hair was back to its normal length now and she saw the stiff posture in Trudy’s back as she stalked out of the room. Krystal had saved her friends, and lost one in the process. ‘I need to get outside too,’ Krystal said, her voice soft and weary. ‘That… hurt and the stench is making me feel sick.’
‘Yeah,’ Charlotte said. ‘I… I don’t want to be in here either.’ She spared the corpse on the floor one last glance, and then she followed Trudy out into the corridor.
~~~
Charlotte was holding herself together by sheer willpower. Krystal could see it and she wanted to do something to help, but she was busy answering questions.
The guardians had turned up in large numbers. First had come a couple of red dragons in the red tabards over leather armour which marked them as belonging to a foot patrol, but ten blue-clad dragons had flown in soon after, followed by even more red-clad soldiers who brought magi with them. Most of the guards were busy searching the other houses in the area to see whether any other undead were lurking, but there were still plenty of them standing guard over the girls.
Krystal had explained that they were from the school and had come in search of a missing friend, and a messenger had flown to the school immediately to bring back the headmistress. When Dean Scintilla Rainshadow had arrived, the questioning had started in earnest. She did not appear pleased.
‘What,’ Rainshadow said to Krystal, ‘would you have done if you’d come across the necromancer?’ For whatever reason, Krystal seemed to be facing the brunt of Rainshadow’s quiet wrath.
‘To be honest, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Krystal replied, ‘we came looking for a lost friend. We didn’t know we would find a zombie, so what to do about a necromancer was not something I, or any of us, had considered.’ No one had mentioned Krystal’s dracoform. Even Trudy, who was staying away from Krystal and flashing angry looks her way, was staying silent about that.
‘You should have gone to get the city guardians as soon as you realised where she was.’
‘She was my best friend,’ Charlotte broke in, her voice hoarse from suppressed emotion. ‘Since we were children. If she was in trouble, I was not going to wait until soldiers decided it was worth their time to investigate.’
Rainshadow gave a grunt, whether of acknowledgement or disapproval was not entirely clear, but she changed the subject quickly. ‘You used a fireball on the creature? Where did you learn that?’
‘The magus who came to the orphanage gave me the basic spell pattern,’ Krystal replied. ‘I probably could’ve worked it out myself. He said that a young lady needed to be able to defend herself and showed me a few spells for doing so. The fireball was supposed to be a last resort, but I thought, under the circumstances…’
‘Under the circumstances, a suitable weapon. You appear to know much about the undead.’
‘I grew up with nuns. I wouldn’t say I know “much,” but I suppose I know more than most. Mostly why they’re an abomination against the ancestors and some ways to destroy them. Fire is always a good choice. I might have attempted a dissolution, but that would be practising necromancy.’
A flicker of something like amusement passed briefly across Rainshadow’s lips. ‘Fire is, as you say, a suitable weapon in most cases.’ The dean turned to look at a red with more badges and insignia on his armour than the others. ‘Captain, have you further need of my students? Charlotte Cloudborn is in particular distress and the others have been through an ordeal. I should prefer that they return to their hall as soon as is practicable.’
‘We know where they’ll be if we’ve further need of information,’ the captain replied.
‘Good. Girls, please return to the school. You’ll all be excused lessons for this next week. Take the time to recover. You may not all feel it now, but you will need that time.’
~~~
Krystal was becoming intimately familiar with the wall above Trudy’s bed. She was sitting on her own bed, and that wall was in her line of sight, and doing anything else seemed wrong somehow. Even her books were not drawing her away from the contemplation of the cracks in the paintwork.
Trudy was in Charlotte’s room, comforting Charlotte. Jesse and Xanthe were there too, but when Krystal had seemed like she would also stay, Trudy had glared at her. Charlotte did not need the added angst. Krystal had left to contemplate the wall. That had been about an hour ago and Krystal was still staring at the wall, and there was no sign of Trudy.
When the door opened, Krystal almost jumped. Trudy stepped inside, frowned at Krystal, and then headed for the wardrobe. Grabbing a cloth bag, she began to put clothes in it. ‘I’m moving into Charlotte’s room for a while. She’s not taking this well.’
‘Oh,’ Krystal said. ‘No, I’d imagine she–’
‘You lied to me, Krystal Ward.’
‘I–’
‘How long have you known you were a royal?’
Krystal frowned. ‘I was twelve, but I’m not–’
Trudy rammed clothes into her bag. ‘I saw your scales.’
‘I’m an orphan, Trudy. I’m someone’s mistake. They threw me–’
‘You lied!’ Throwing her bag over her shoulder, Trudy marched toward the door. ‘I’ll see you… around, I’m sure.’
‘Yes,’ Krystal said, flinching as the door slammed shut, ‘I’m sure you will.’
16th Day of Autumngate.
The admin block for the school was on the north side of the main square and there was usually little reason for students to enter it. At the back of it was the tower which held, at the top, the apartments Celestina Nightsky spent much of her time in, but below them was the apartment and office of the dean. Charlotte and Krystal had been called to the dean’s office.
The office was the lowest of the dean’s floors, still two storeys above the admin block and eight below the top of the tower. It filled most of the level, the remainder being the stairs up and down, and the windows behind Rainshadow’s desk gave an excellent view out over the school. Krystal imagined the woman standing there, watching for students doing something against the rules, but right now she was sitting behind her large dark-oak desk in a huge wooden chair which did not look especially comfortable. She was dressed in a black blouse and, probably, slacks: it was the outfit she was seen in most often, when she was not at some school event.
‘Come in, ladies,’ Rainshadow said, waving them to take the seats arranged in front of her desk. Krystal sat down and, if her chair was anything to go by, Rainshadow’s was probably uncomfortable. ‘First, I’ve received no formal word from the city guardians, but I assume that means they have not uncovered the necromancer responsible for… for Glinda Starshimmer’s death. I’m sorry.’
‘Thank you, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Charlotte said, ‘but you’ve nothing to be sorry for.’ Krystal had seen little of any of the other girls that morning since she had stuck to her room the entire time, but Charlotte had seemed more angry than anything when they had walked over from the hall. Not angry at Krystal, it seemed, but angry at what had happened.
Rainshadow bowed her head in acknowledgement. ‘It’s kind of you to say so, Charlotte Cloudborn, but I have a duty of responsibility to my students which, sadly, I have failed to execute in the case of Glinda Starshimmer. The death of a young dragon with such potential is always a sad event. Under the circumstances, that death is even sadder. However, on to the reason I asked you both here. The city guardians have released Glinda Starshimmer’s body and her family have asked that you, Charlotte Cloudborn, accompany it back to Spinyard for proper rites.’
‘Of course,’ Charlotte replied. ‘I would be proud to. She was my oldest friend and I have a duty to her.’
‘Good. Arrangements have been made for the ten a.m. train tomorrow. The school is handling the expenses. It’s the least we can do.’
Charlotte nodded, but Krystal was puzzled. ‘If I might ask, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow, why am I here?’
‘The Starshimmers received the entire report on what happened, Krystal Ward. They have made a request that you accompany their daughter’s body as well. They would like you to attend the cremation.’
‘Oh! I– Obviously, I’d be honoured.’
Rainshadow gave a nod. ‘I was told your manners were excellent and expected that you would agree. A ticket has been purchased for you too. You can both collect the necessary documents from my secretary. And… Please remember, and if you would pass this on to your friends I would be grateful, if any of you need to talk about what happened, I can make time to see any of you. Celestina Nightsky has been told what happened and wishes me to pass on her… horror that such an end should come to one of our students. She is taking a personal interest in the investigation. The person responsible for Glinda Starshimmer’s death will be found and prosecuted to the full extent of the law.’
‘Thank you, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Charlotte said. ‘I’ll pass that on to Glinda’s family when I see them.’
‘Thank you. You’re both dismissed.’
‘Are you… okay with me coming with you?’ Krystal asked as the two girls descended the stairs.
‘Of course I am,’ Charlotte replied without a pause. ‘Look, I know Trudy’s grinding her teeth about this whole… secret thing, and I don’t understand why you’re keeping it secret, but you put Glinda to rest and that’s all that matters to me. That and seeing the bastard who did this to her burn.’
‘Thanks, Charley.’ Krystal gave her friend a timid smile. ‘That means a lot. I just hope Glinda’s family feel the same.’
‘They do. Why do you think they’ve invited you to the cremation? They want to thank the person who put their daughter out of her misery. Everyone knows a dragon can’t be properly laid to rest with their body walking around. You found Glinda, and you gave her a true death. Her ancestors will welcome her now and that’s all that matters.’
‘Yes,’ Krystal said, ‘that’s all that matters.’ But assisting Glinda on her way to her ancestors had cost Krystal so much. She had to believe it was worth it. She had to, but it was a hard thing to believe.
Hillgate, Concordance, 17th Day of Autumngate.
The town of Hillgate lay on the very edge of the Great Spine, a mountain range which sat, somewhat incongruously, on the western side of Concordance as though it was clinging to the island and worried it might fall off. Draconian mountain ranges tended to be worn down, weathered by millennia of wind and rain, but they were still an effective barrier to railway lines: the locomotives simply could not handle the slopes. So Hillgate had grown up at the end of the westbound railway line as a staging point between Spinyard, the city in the mountains, and the rest of the island.
Hillgate was, despite its somewhat industrial beginnings, an attractive little town with clean, well-kept buildings and cobbled streets. The marshalling yard for the trains and the airstrips used by the airships were kept out of sight of the town itself thanks to the hilly topology. The passenger station was a grandiose affair featuring a large waiting room and a sign over the door leading out into the town which proclaimed, ‘Welcome to Hillgate, Gateway to the Great Spine.’
The six-hour train journey had left Krystal with little energy for sightseeing, however, and she was thankful that Charlotte knew where she was going. They arranged for the casket containing Glinda’s remains to be moved to one of the airstrips for transport up into the mountains in the morning and then Charlotte led the way to the town’s main square and the inn where the two girls would be spending the night.
‘Did it take you two days to get to Concord City when you came to school?’ Krystal asked as they walked into the Great Spine Inn.
‘The scheduling’s different on the way back,’ Charlotte replied. ‘The train leaves at five in the evening. We won’t get to Concord City until about eleven, but it means it’s easy enough to do the whole trip in one day. They won’t run airships into the mountains this late, so we have to stay in Hillgate until morning. That’s pretty much why this place exists.’
The school had arranged for a room for them at the inn. It had a double bed, because that was what the inn had available on short notice, but neither girl was particularly worried about that eventuality: Charlotte had already seen Krystal’s pyjamas, so that was the worst of it over with. Also, because it had been a last-minute booking and all that was available, the room was quite large and it had a balcony with a good view of the mountains. They had arrived at four p.m. with a couple of hours before sunset, and Krystal walked out onto the balcony to look up at the green-and-purple peaks.
‘Do you know what the Weather Bureau has scheduled for the next few days?’ Krystal asked when Charlotte walked out to stand beside her.
‘Uh, clear skies. Temperatures should start falling over the next week, but not excessively. The view will be better when the sun gets lower. The light coming over the peaks turns them all sorts of colours around dusk.’
‘No snow up there at this time of year?’
Charlotte shook her head. ‘What snow there is comes earlier and stays later than it does down here, but none of the Great Spine mountains are high enough to have snow all year. You have to get into the High Plateau and the Silverlands for that. Even the Grey Hills are green in summer.’
Krystal gave her friend a smile. ‘Have you ever been up onto Frostfall?’
‘Oh, no, but they teach us a bit of geography from all the regions with Skylord cities in them. I can even tell you a bit about the Sand Wall, over on the eastern edge of Greenland.’
‘The Skylords get around. Cities on both continents and Concordance.’
‘Their weakness and their strength. They have strongholds all over, but always kind of beholden to their neighbouring lands. Spinyard couldn’t really survive without trade. We can just about manage to produce enough meat, but crops are just inviable. At least enough crops to feed a city of dragons. And the layout of the city means a lot of dragons spend a lot more time than usual in dracoform.’
Krystal frowned. ‘Is that going to be a problem for me? I could change, but… I’d still rather not show off if I can avoid it.’
‘You’re going to have to explain that to me at some point, but no, there are lifts and stairs. It’s just easier to fly.’
‘Okay. And I’ll explain, as best I can, to everyone, when we get back to school. That’s assuming Trudy will listen.’
Charlotte turned from the view, leaning against the balcony’s rail. ‘She wouldn’t say why she hates royals so much, but… Well, I think she was more annoyed that you hadn’t told her than that you were a royal. I think she’ll listen. I don’t know what she’ll do when she’s heard what you have to say, but I think she’ll listen.’
‘I hope so. I really do.’
~~~
The menu at the inn seemed to consist almost entirely of sausages. There were a number of different kinds of sausage, made with the best meat from a number of animals, and offal from various animals, but there were a lot of sausages and they were mostly served with a minimal variety of vegetables.
‘Does Hillgate have some sort of sausage fixation?’ Krystal asked, eyeing the menu.
Charlotte actually managed a giggle. ‘Things do get pretty macho up in the mountains, yes.’
‘That is not at all what I meant, but it’s nice to hear you laugh.’
‘We’re laying Glinda to rest tomorrow. That’ll be sad, but she’ll be with her ancestors in Necrodracona. This isn’t what I wanted for my best friend, but she’ll soon be in a better place.’
Krystal was not entirely sure that the dragon underworld really counted as a better place, but if it comforted Charlotte, then Krystal was not going to say anything. ‘You don’t sound as angry as you did.’
‘I’m still angry, but… What can I do about it? I’m a magic student. Not even a good magic student. Glinda was the good student; I just want to fly. Against a necromancer, what am I going to do?’
‘Well…’ Krystal pursed her lips, considering whether saying more was a good idea. ‘Necromancers aren’t any different from other magi. All they’ve done is studied, and practised, something illegal. What they can do is horrible, abominable, an insult to the ancestors… Except that the spells to destroy undead are also necromancy. We let draconist priests study necromantic spells because they’re supposed to follow the precepts of draconism and that means they would never create undead. We deny the same corpus to magi because they don’t have the same morality. Except that six out of the ten most powerful necromancers in the history books were fallen draconists, and a lot of magi practise draconism and would never make a zombie. It’s a stupid double standard. You know, the ritual they’ll use tomorrow to lay Glinda to rest is, technically, necromantic.’
‘I thought it was all spirit corpus,’ Charlotte said, frowning. ‘Commanding the spirit of the deceased to move on.’
Krystal shook her head. ‘Raised by nuns, remember? You need to ease the passage to Necrodracona, push the spirit to take the bridge, and ensure that the body can’t be raised. That last part is necromancy, but the priests generally don’t like anyone knowing it is.’
‘But they burn the body at the end of the ritual.’
‘And there are necromantic spells that could still bring something back from the ashes. Actually, you don’t want to know what those spells bring back.’
‘Oh,’ Charlotte said. ‘I think I’ll take your word for that.’
‘Very wise. Now, what sort of sausage would you recommend?’ Krystal looked earnestly across the table and knew, just from the expressions creeping across Charlotte’s face, that the answer was not going to be serious.
‘Well, the waiter looks nice…’
~~~
Krystal lay in the darkness, listening to Charlotte shifting about under the blankets. The day had been warm, but with the coming of night, the temperature had dropped so that blankets were a useful addition to the bedclothes. Highgate was not much higher than Concord City, but the extra altitude was, apparently, enough for something of a change in climate at this time of year.
‘Can’t sleep?’ Krystal asked eventually.
‘No,’ Charlotte replied wearily. ‘Nights are the worst. I’ve nothing to do but think about Glinda. I feel like she’s standing over me.’
‘Maybe she is, but I’m sure she’s happy now. Tomorrow she’ll be laid to rest, thanks to you insisting on going out to find her.’
‘Huh. I hadn’t thought of it like that. Thanks to all of us, then. We all went looking for her. And you destroyed that horror she’d been turned into.’
‘Yes. Yes, I did.’
There was silence for a second and then, ‘Krys, uh, would you mind if I kind of cuddled up to you?’
‘If it makes you feel more comfortable.’
There was the rustling of sheets and then Charlotte’s arm curled around Krystal’s waist. Charlotte’s breasts were smaller than Trudy’s, and her body was longer. It did not feel at all the same, but somehow having the athletic blue pressed against her back made Krystal feel happier too.
‘It does,’ Charlotte said. ‘Make me feel more comfortable. Thanks.’
‘It makes me feel a little better too. Night, Charley.’
‘Night, Krys.’
And then there was silence.
Concord City, Concordance.
Trudy lay in the silence, staring into the darkness of her room. Her room, and Krystal’s room. Krystal was not there, of course, for which Trudy was thankful. Except that there was no one to whisper to in the dark when she could not sleep.
Turning over, Trudy pushed the thought aside, annoyed. Krystal had lied. She had said that she had no dracoform, and she had turned out to be a royal. A royal! Trudy had good reason to hate royals. Royals were rich, entitled thugs, and one of them… But none of that really described Krystal, did it? Krystal had grown up in an orphanage and she really did have no more money than the grant she had received from the Guild of Magic Users.
But Krystal had lied about knowing what her dracoform was. Trudy turned over again, punching her pillow a couple of times before laying her head on it. Krystal had known she was a royal since she was twelve and she had kept it a secret…
Trudy frowned. What colour had Krystal’s eyes been? All that hair had made it hard to tell and Trudy had been too busy seeing rainbow scales to notice the eyes. Not all royals were exactly royals. The lesser royals were children born to one royal and one dragon of another colour, and they were considered the lowest of the low. Even greys looked down on lesser royals. If Krystal had discovered she was a lesser royal, maybe then she would want to keep it secret for as long as possible. Orphans were down at the bottom of the pile with lesser royals, but orphans had a chance of moving up. If Krystal was a lesser royal, she was stuck in the shit and likely to live a short, unpleasant life. The lucky lesser royals, the ones born to a royal mother, were hidden away by the royal families to breed from since outside blood helped avoid inbreeding, but that was clearly not the case with Krystal.
But that was no excuse. The pillow got another battering and Trudy slammed her head into it, hoping this time it would be comfortable. Krystal should have said something sooner, explained herself. Especially after they had started sleeping together. She should have… Except that Trudy had told Krystal on day one that she hated royals. And then Trudy had given Krystal no opportunity to explain after it had all come out. Maybe Krystal had not been keeping it secret because she was a lesser royal, but she had to have a reason, and Trudy had given her no chance to explain.
‘Ancestors damn it,’ Trudy grumbled as she sat up in bed, frowning into the darkness. There was enough light to see Krystal’s bed across the room, even if just as a dark shape. Slipping out from under her sheets, Trudy trotted across to the other bed and slid into it. The pillow still had Krystal’s scent on it, a faintly musky smell combined with the floral shampoo she used. That scent mingled with another, even muskier one as Trudy pulled the sheets up to cover her: they had not changed the sheets since the last time they had made love. The commingled smells made Trudy squirm a little, but she still drifted off into the sleep she had found so difficult to achieve in her own bed.
Great Spine Mountains, Concordance, 18th Day of Autumngate.
Krystal was fascinated. The view from the window of the airship they were taking up into the mountains was like nothing she had ever seen before. There were the mountains, sure, but there was also the view from a few hundred feet up above the ground. When she had learned of her dracoform she had, of course, tried flying, but she had always stuck to low altitudes to avoid being seen and, in truth, she had barely spent more than a couple of hours with her feet off the ground in her entire life. This was magic!
Charlotte was, understandably, less excited by the experience: she spent much of her time in the air and she had travelled across these mountains by airship before. Still, she peered out of the window with Krystal and pointed out the landmarks. The flight took two hours from boarding to landing, so there was little else to do but play tour guide.
‘That peak there,’ Charlotte said, ‘the tallest one, that’s Twilight’s Peak. They say that it’s so tall that there’s always some part of it in shadow.’
Krystal giggled. ‘It doesn’t really look that tall.’
‘It rains a lot up here. It shrank.’
‘Uh-huh. Sure.’
‘Anyway, it’s nicer in the winter. When there’s snow on it, it really sparkles.’
‘Nice. I’ll have to make sure to come back during Snowfall.’
Charlotte laughed. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. They basically shut down the air traffic through the mountains all through Snowfall. Even the Weather Bureau can’t keep things from being unsafe. You can see Twilight’s Peak from the city. You’d have to overwinter there and I don’t think you really want to do that.’
‘I might. If Trudy won’t listen to me, I might.’
‘She’ll listen. Now, the one there with the flat sort of top, that’s Fire Fountain Ridge.’
‘But… It’s not on fire, or a ridge.’
‘Yeah, well, that’s because–’
Krystal narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you just making these up as you go along?’
‘No, of course not. Fire Fountain Ridge was a volcano, but it stopped… volcanoing.’
‘That’s not a word, and it’s still not a ridge.’
‘Hey, I didn’t name the things.’
‘Unless you’re just making the names up,’ Krystal said, smirking.
‘I’m not! Now, those two rounded ones right down there are called Onayra Nightsky’s Butt because–’
‘You so made that up!’
‘Yeah, okay, that one I did…’
Spinyard, Concordance.
There were two couples and a young man waiting for the arrival of the airship when it landed. Krystal recognised none of them, of course, but Charlotte seemed to, though her reaction was a little odd: she fixed a smile on her face which had so much sadness behind it that it looked strained. The reason became obvious as they crossed from the landing area to the concourse where the five people were waiting.
‘The shorter couple are Glinda’s parents,’ Charlotte said, keeping her voice down. ‘Gloria Starshimmer and Mordrake Stormwind. The other couple are my parents, Andrea Cloudborn and Jacob Windspring, and the big lug with them is my brother, Alexander. He’s a bit older than me. Sixty-three, he is, and he works on the airships. He’s a pilot.’
‘You have a cool older brother?’ Krystal asked, smiling. She could feel the edges of her own smile cracking almost as much as Charlotte’s was. She was about to meet Glinda’s parents.
‘I guess Alex is kind of cool. Okay, deep breaths. I’ll handle the introductions.’
The introductions had to wait while Charlotte was hugged by her parents and brother. Krystal stood awkwardly aside while that happened: she had never really had anyone to come home to like that and did not really know what the proper protocol was. Why had the nuns not covered family reunions in her servant classes?
‘Okay,’ Charlotte finally said. ‘Everyone, I’ve already told Krys who you are, so I just need to introduce my friend Krystal Ward. Uh, she was with me and my other friends at the school when we went looking for Glinda, and she was the one who…’ And then she choked, her throat closing up before she could finish.
‘I was the one who was able to cast the spell that stopped the zombie,’ Krystal said. ‘I’m just happy I was able to perform that service for your daughter’s spirit.’
Charlotte cleared her throat. ‘Sorry, I thought I’d pulled myself together enough to get through that. Krys is an orphan, so she was raised by the nuns in Appleyard. She knows more about the undead and necromancy than most of us. She knew what to do.’
Gloria Starshimmer stepped forward and took Krystal’s hand. ‘And we’re both grateful for it, Krystal Ward. It had to be a very hard thing to do.’
Krystal pulled herself up straight. ‘No, Gloria Starshimmer, it wasn’t hard. I didn’t know Glinda for very long, but she was my friend and it had to be done so that she could rest.’ It was a lie: destroying the zombie Glinda had become had been a hard choice, but not because it was Glinda. Krystal had known what revealing her dracoform would mean, and that had been hard.
‘Doing what is right,’ Mordrake Stormwind said, ‘is something many a dragon has found difficult to do, young lady. We will always be grateful.’ He paused for a second and then gave a bleak smile. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse us, we must take receipt of our daughter’s remains. We’ll see you all at the ritual.’
~~~
No time was being wasted; Glinda’s body had been without the proper rites for long enough as it was, so there was some haste to get everything expedited now. Krystal and Charlotte had arrived on time at eleven a.m., and the ceremony to ease Glinda’s passage into the afterlife began, promptly, at two p.m.
Krystal had attended a couple of funerary rituals before: some of the nuns had been very old. And because Krystal’s interest in magic, and her talent for it, had been well known to the sisters, one of the visiting priests who had come to conduct one such ceremony had been persuaded to explain the more practical aspects. The gathering of mourners was the primary point of the funeral: the spell which the priest was there to cast was not an easy one for someone who was not a magus and they often needed all the help they could get. Priests, generally, did not have the same talent for magic that magi did. No one knew exactly how either ability worked, but it was a longer, harder process for a priest to shape a spell. Luckily, they had the advantage of a gathering of willing assistants, in this case the mourners. The combined will of the congregation worked to help the priest in his ritual, so long as the priest was able to direct them properly. Religious rituals were usually conducted in a place which, much like the laboratories at the school, had been used for similar magic for generations. All the stages of the funeral rite were meant to bring the mourners to the emotional peak needed for them to contribute to the priest’s magic and, from the number of people gathered for Glinda’s funeral, the priest would not have much difficulty with his ritual today.
‘The family is pretty high up in the Spinyard social set,’ Charlotte had explained as the two girls joined the mourners. ‘Mordrake Stormwind is high up the ranks of the Weather Bureau in Spinyard and Gloria Starshimmer is the kind of woman who gets invited to all the right parties. They’re still nice folks. Never said anything when their daughter wanted to hang out with someone way down the ranks. They even get on well with my parents.’
In fact, seats for the two girls as well as Charlotte’s family had been reserved in the front row of the large room being used for the service. Charlotte’s mother was seated beside Glinda’s, and the bereaved dragon seemed to be leaning quite heavily on Andrea Cloudborn to get through it all.
The priest, clad in the traditional sky-blue robes of a draconist officiary, gave a speech about the ancestors and the loss of a young life with so much potential. Then one of the ranking officers of the Weather Bureau took the podium to give a speech about a young life with so much potential. And then one of Glinda’s teachers got up to make a speech about the loss of a young, bright girl with so much potential. It was getting a little repetitive until Gloria Starshimmer, supported by both her husband and Andrea Cloudborn, spoke of the loss of a daughter who, though they might have another child, could never be replaced. And Krystal had found that her cheeks were wet and, looking around, she knew that everyone was ready for what came next.
Returning to the stage, the priest started the ritual which had been used since there had been draconists in the world. ‘We, who knew our sister Glinda Starshimmer in life, gather here together to speed her passage unto the next life. Though she will soon walk with her ancestors, she will be with us forever in our hearts…’
Every time Krystal heard the words, she wondered who would come to her cremation. And when she passed across the bridge to Necrodracona, who would she find waiting for her on the other side? If you had no idea who your ancestors were, did they still greet you as the priests said? Of the children at the orphanage, Krystal had been one of only four who had no family heritage at all. Most had lost their parents to disease or accident, so they had roots, just roots which had been cut off too soon. Krystal and the three others like her had no heritage at all, but the others had dreamed of someday uncovering rich relatives or noble families; Krystal had entertained such notions before her dracoform came, but after that she had known what she was, and she knew that no royal family, or any other, would come to take her into their hearts. Her ancestors, she felt sure, had no interest in their cast-off relative.
‘And so,’ the priest said, coming to the final stage of the casting, ‘let us lift our hearts in the knowledge that Glinda Starshimmer, so bright in life, will soon shine like a star among all those who love her. Ancestors, bless her.’
‘Ancestors, bless her,’ Krystal repeated, along with the rest of the congregation. There was the slight sensation of tearing somewhere in her chest which she recognised as the release of energy into the spell. Everyone else would be feeling it too, though she doubted they all realised what it was. Gloria Starshimmer, likely already weakened by loss of sleep, almost fainted, but Andrea Cloudborn seemed to have been expecting that and held her up in her seat.
‘Ancestors, bless her,’ the priest said again, completing the ritual and the spell. And that left only one thing to do: the priest pressed a button under the podium and Glinda’s body, wrapped in a sky-blue cloth, began to slide through a hatch at the back of the room and into the darkness of the incinerator. In the old days, the body would have been taken to a pyre at that point, but modern gas burners did a far better job and it was easier for the ashes to be collected afterward.
‘Now we just have to get through the wake,’ Charlotte said.
‘It shouldn’t be too bad,’ Krystal replied. Just as she had been to a few funeral rites, she had been to a few wakes, though they had been at a nunnery and she could imagine a private one might be different.
‘For you, probably not. For me… Just stick close, would you? I’m going to need someone to talk to beside old weather dragons.’
~~~
The wake was different from the ones Krystal had been to before. At the orphanage, there had been a weird combination of formality and intimacy about the death of one of the people there. Everyone knew everyone else, and everyone knew the deceased. There were certain formalities to the proceedings which had to be observed, but everyone was there to celebrate the life and mourn the death of someone they had known well and maybe loved.
Just from listening to the conversations at Glinda’s wake, it was clear that a lot of the people there had known the ‘girl with such potential’ they had talked about earlier, but not Glinda Starshimmer, the teenage student who had been Charlotte’s friend and then Krystal’s.
There was a lot more food and drink on offer too. The nuns had cooked snacks and put out light beer for a wake. Here there were tables laden with food ranging from whole chickens down to finger food. There was wine here, red and white, but nothing lighter. Krystal took a glass of white wine to be sociable. Charlotte, not at all one to drink to excess since she considered alcohol to be very bad for the athletic body, picked up a glass of red wine, sank it in short order and picked up a second before Krystal had taken a second sip from her own glass.
Krystal initially thought that Charlotte was drinking to get over Glinda’s death, but it soon became apparent that, while grief might have had something to do with it, the drinking was to get her past the stream of people from the Weather Bureau who all wanted to know how Charlotte’s studies were going. The term had started two weeks earlier and they all seemed to expect to hear that Charlotte was already casting weather spells. Krystal lasted through two conversations which seemed to end in people appearing slightly disappointed before she jumped in.
‘Of course, the curriculum doesn’t cover anything as complex as a weather spell at such an early stage,’ she said to someone who had been introduced as Sandoval Snowglider, a senior magus at the Weather Bureau. ‘Perhaps your own education was different, but the Celestina School of Magic ensures that all its students have a firm basis to specialise from. Charlotte has been studying the basic principles of magic, as do all first-year students.’
Snowglider frowned a little and Krystal reassessed the man. He was a high-ranking officer in the bureau, yes, but he was not from the higher social ranks and had, quite possibly, recognised a very subtle reprimand which someone of more breeding might have decided they were simply not hearing. He developed a quirky grin. ‘My schooling in magic was over a century ago, Krystal Ward, and I’m betting you know full well that it was no different. Not in the essentials anyway. You can’t work a corpus well without understanding the principles behind it.’
‘That’s what Krys said,’ Charlotte said with a sigh. ‘I really would like to be making more headway in the corpuses I need for weather magic, but that’s for next term.’
‘You need to stick with it.’ Snowglider’s face fell a little. ‘Have you got someone to keep you on track now that Glinda Starshimmer’s not going to be there?’
‘I’ve got–’ Charlotte glanced at Krystal, smiled briefly, and then went on. ‘I have friends who’ll keep me going. Krys is really amazing at magical theory…’
‘Oh, I’m not–’ Krystal began.
‘Krystal is really amazing at magical theory and I’ve met some other girls who are in the same boat as me. We’ll get through it all together.’
‘Good,’ Snowglider said. ‘We could use some more women in the bureau.’
‘Is the Weather Bureau really mostly men?’ Krystal asked when Snowglider had moved on.
‘Oh, it’s a bigger sausage fest than the menu at that inn in Hillgate,’ Charlotte replied. ‘They’ve got some plan to get more women in, but so far that’s just resulted in the secretarial staff changing from fifty-fifty to about seventy-five percent female. I mean, Spinyard used to have no female magi in the bureau and now there are four, I think, but it’s far from equal.’ Charlotte shrugged. ‘It’s not like the bureau is unusual. Try getting a job in the military if you’re a woman, or something in the professional aerobatics circuit.’
‘I thought there was a women’s league for aerobatics?’
‘There is, but the prize money for competitions is barely a quarter of what the men get. It’s crazy, if you ask me. We live in a society which traces lineage down the female line, but we won’t acknowledge the capabilities of women.’
It was Krystal’s turn to shrug. ‘You’re preaching to the similarly confused. I don’t get it either.’
‘Well, I– Oh, here comes another one. Please be ready with those comments about basic magical theory again.’
‘You know me, Charley. I’m always ready to talk about magical theory.’
Concord City, Concordance.
Jesse opened her door a crack and peered out. ‘Oh, hey, Trudy. Did you want something?’
Trudy cracked a brittle smile. ‘Just someone to talk to.’
Opening the door, Jesse retreated into her room. ‘Okay. Come in. Just be careful where you’re stepping.’
Stepping through the door, Trudy found herself surrounded by plants on trays and bags of what looked like soil. There were empty plant pots, and a couple of full ones with leaves pegged out in them as though they were being tortured. ‘What on Draconia are you doing? I thought you liked plants.’
Jesse giggled. ‘I do. I’m taking cuttings. In a few weeks I’ll be able to give everyone some plants for their rooms. Normally I’d leave it until spring, but since these will be indoors anyway, they should be fine.’
Finding a corner of Jesse’s bed which was unencumbered by plant life, Trudy sat down. ‘Uh, I’m not very good with plants. We don’t really have them in Greystone. Well, there are a couple of parks, but those are overgrown, and there’s the grass that grows between the cobbles.’
‘I’ve taken only the easiest plants to take care of. All you’ll have to do is follow the watering rules I give you and make sure they get enough sunlight. I’ll come and repot them when they need it, and we’ll discuss food when that becomes a problem, which won’t be for months. Everyone should have a plant or two. They give a room energy, and the ancestors know you and Krystal need that.’
‘Yeah… It’s kind of that I wanted to talk about.’
‘Oh?’
‘Well, Krystal’s a royal…’
‘Yes.’
‘I don’t like royals.’
‘Yes.’ Jesse was busy with her plants and seemed not to be really paying attention. Or maybe she just could not understand what the problem was.
‘Well, what do you think I should do?’
Jesse looked up. ‘You’re asking the girl who can’t get the nerve up to talk to anyone she hasn’t known for weeks for relationship advice?’
‘Uh, well…’
‘Though I don’t really see what the problem is.’ Jesse turned back to her cuttings. ‘Krys hasn’t changed since you first met her. She’s always been a royal, hasn’t she? She simply didn’t want anyone to know, and she still doesn’t, so I’d imagine doing it in front of us was quite hard for her. She won’t be changing into rainbow scales all the time because you know. I’d really like to know why she’s keeping it a secret. She looked beautiful.’ Jesse’s hands paused and she peered timidly up at Trudy. ‘I-if you d-don’t want her any more, c-could you put in a w-word for m-me?’
‘Jesse!’ Trudy squeaked.
‘Oh. I’m sorry. I sh-shouldn’t have said–’
‘I just didn’t know you did that kind of thing.’
Jesse shrugged. ‘No one ever asks. I don’t think anyone’s interested in me, really. I’m sure Krys wouldn’t be interested.’
Trudy frowned at her. ‘I think we should deal with your self-esteem issues another day. So, you’re saying that I’m overreacting, and Krys had her reasons, and she’s still the same girl so why am I so angry about it?’
‘Um, pretty much. I talked to Xan about it and neither of us can understand the problem. Plants and animals are a lot easier to figure out. Dragons are just plain contrary at times.’
‘Huh, yeah, that’s true. Thanks, Jesse. That helped.’
‘I’m glad. When you find out what’s going on with Krys, make sure we all get told, will you? I hate mysteries.’
Trudy nodded. ‘When Krys and Charley get back from Spinyard, I’ll get right on that.’
Spinyard, Concordance.
Spinyard was a vertical sort of city. It was built around a mountain, starting about halfway up the slopes with fortifications and then climbing upward to the observatory at the top. Spinyard Observatory had one of the largest astronomical telescopes in Draconia and Krystal would have liked to have seen that, but a visit would have to wait for another time. The observatory was run jointly by the Weather Bureau and the Guild of Diviners, and Krystal had considered joining that guild before she had really developed a taste for magic, largely because the diviners studied astronomy.
Your position in the society of Spinyard could, to a good first approximation, be determined by how high up the mountain you were. The city rose in tiers, and the higher tiers had fewer houses on them, all larger than the ones below. Glinda’s family home was fairly high up, a sprawling place where it had been easy to host a wake for perhaps a hundred people. Glinda had certainly had a good send off. To get to Charlotte’s house, they took one of the funicular carriages down several hundred feet to just below the midway point, and then walked around to the small, stone building built into the side of the mountain.
‘I’m afraid we don’t have a spare room for you,’ Andrea Cloudborn said as she ushered Krystal into the house. Krystal had already figured that out: she had changed into her school uniform for the ceremony, as had Charlotte, in Charlotte’s bedroom. ‘You will be all right sharing with Charlotte, won’t you?’ Andrea always used her daughter’s ‘proper’ name, which seemed to be something Charlotte put up with as children often put up with their parents’ idiosyncrasies.
‘I’ll be fine, Andrea Cloudborn,’ Krystal replied with a smile. ‘We shared a bed in the inn in Hillgate. Charley doesn’t snore.’
‘Call me Andrea, please.’
‘Then I’m Krys.’
Behind them, Alexander was nudging his sister and smirking for some reason. Krystal heard Charlotte say something like ‘sixty-three you may be, but you’re still thirteen.’
‘Don’t fight, children,’ Andrea admonished. ‘I’ll get some dinner cooking. Charlotte, take Krys up to your room and get her settled.’
‘Sure, Mom,’ Charlotte said, heading for the stairs.
The house was not large. There was a family room, kitchen, and bathroom on the ground floor, and three bedrooms on the top floor. Charlotte’s room was at the back and only got light in through a window in the roof. Krystal suspected that the window had been used as a door on more than one occasion.
‘I’m not sure I have anything to settle,’ Krystal said, sitting down at the small dressing table.
Charlotte flopped onto the bed. ‘No, but it gets me out of helping with the food, so I’m not going to complain.’
‘What was your brother ribbing you about?’
‘Alex? Nothing. Nothing at all.’ Except that Charlotte’s cheeks had gone an unsubtle shade of red.
‘Nothing?’
‘Absolutely nothing. Nothing at all. No thing. Nothing. What. So. Ever.’
‘Okay, sore subject. I’ll let it drop.’
Charlotte nodded. ‘Good.’
‘So, Charley, why are you blushing?’
Charlotte just growled.
~~~
Alexander still seemed to be getting at Charlotte about something through the evening. Krystal never heard him actually say anything, but she heard her name mentioned a couple of times and Alexander was grinning a lot whenever it happened. Krystal was at least vaguely sure what the joking was all about, but Charlotte just seemed to be annoyed.
Charlotte’s parents were more interested in how their daughter’s studies were going. They seemed rather pleased that Charlotte had made friends who were helping her get through the courses.
‘She’s talented and quite diligent,’ Andrea said, ‘but she does tend to get carried away with her flying.’
‘We’d noticed,’ Krystal said, grinning at Charlotte, ‘but we’ll keep her working. She hasn’t even tried out for the aerobatics team yet.’
‘There, um, haven’t actually been any try-outs yet,’ Charlotte said. ‘But I’m not going to let my flying get in the way of studying. I mean, so far we’ve been able to figure out all the problems they’ve given us on Yellowday night. We all get together and work through what we have to do. That leaves plenty of time for flying over the weekend.’
‘What do you do to relax, Krys?’ Jacob asked.
‘Oh, I’m lucky. I like reading. I can study while relaxing. Though I have to admit that the book I’m trying to work through is a little hard to relax with.’
‘It’s some ancient tome of magical theory,’ Charlotte said. ‘I’m glad she’s reading it because she gets all sorts of useful stuff out of it. I’m hoping she’ll give us a summary when she finishes it.’
‘That should be when I’m a hundred and three. Thoughts on Magical Theory is one of those books you come back to when you get an epiphany or something. Mallory Nightsky was a genius, but his writing style is… difficult.’
‘Right over our heads,’ Alexander said. ‘I still don’t get how Charley came out with as much talent as she has. The rest of us are pretty pedestrian as far as magic goes.’
‘That’s funny, coming from a blue dragon.’
‘I have my moments. Charley’s our fastest flyer too.’
‘But you’re a pilot. That sounds exciting.’
Both Alexander and his father laughed. ‘Nothing too exciting about piloting airships,’ Alexander said, ‘but it’s good work, indoors, with a bit of prestige.’
‘And speaking of airships,’ Charlotte said, ‘we should probably get some sleep. We’re leaving in the morning and we’ll want a good breakfast in us before we head off.’
Krystal nodded. ‘Okay. Goodnight, everyone. I’ll see you in the morning.’
‘Goodnight, Krys,’ Alexander said. ‘And goodnight, Charley.’ He grinned when he spoke to his sister and there was humour in his tone. Charlotte just flashed him a look and headed for the bathroom.
~~~
Krystal had vaguely wondered why Charlotte had made a bit of a rush for the bathroom. It would have been more polite to let the guest in the house go first, but Charlotte had never had Krystal’s education in good manners. The ulterior motive became apparent when Krystal slipped into Charlotte’s room, however: Charlotte was lying on the bed, posing, in some sort of black bedwear.
‘What do you think?’ Charlotte asked.
Krystal paused, pursing her lips. The outfit was a one-piece suit, sort of V-shaped and very lacy. It had string straps and a deeply cut cleavage, barely covering Charlotte’s nipples, and there was a tiny, essentially transparent skirt around her hips over the top of a fairly slim, lacy triangle over her crotch. ‘That’s… lovely. Why are you wearing it?’
Charlotte sagged a little. ‘Because… Because Glinda bought it for me as a midwinter present. She said every girl needed something to wear to seduce a man in. A-and because Alex has been muttering things about what we’d be doing in bed. He was joking, but I guess he got to me.’
Krystal began unbuttoning her blouse, grinning. ‘We can cuddle, but that’s all you’re getting. If I’m going to make up with Trudy, I don’t think having sex with another girl is going to help.’
‘Yeah, you’re right…’
‘But pack that when we go. If I can’t make up with Trudy, I might need consoling, and if I do make up with Trudy, I’m sure someone else would appreciate it.’
‘Yeah, sure. I didn’t take it with me last time because I wasn’t really intending to need it.’
‘Never can tell when lust might strike,’ Krystal replied. ‘Believe me, lust was a hot topic at the orphanage. We were always being told about the horrors of lust. Especially after Sister Jackelyn Greendale got pregnant.’
Charlotte was climbing under the covers. ‘One of the nuns got pregnant?’
‘Yes. Well, Sister Jackelyn Greendale was very pretty, and she left the nunnery without much warning, and then we got a lot of lectures about lust. We kind of put two and two together and the answer was a good approximation to four.’ Dressed in her pyjamas, a different set in white with red lace and printed with cherries, Krystal climbed into bed and turned on her side so that Charlotte could cuddle up to her. One of Charlotte’s hands cupped Krystal’s left breast, but Krystal ignored it.
‘Krystal?’ Charlotte asked after a few seconds.
‘Yes, Charley?’
‘Um, do you think I look good in this thing?’
Krystal giggled. ‘I’m really not the person to ask. My fashion sense comes from nuns. You look like a woman intent upon sin. Does that help?’
‘Yes. I guess it does. Glinda was the only other person who’s seen me in it, and now she’s…’
Krystal turned in Charlotte’s arms and returned the hug. Charlotte just pressed her face into Krystal’s shoulder and began to cry. The last girl to cry on Krystal’s shoulder had been one of the other orphans who had been passed over for adoption. The other girl had been thirteen and Krystal had been eleven, but Krystal had always been a little older than her years and everyone knew it. If you could not take your troubles to the sisters, Krystal had been the one to go to, the stable girl, the one who was always there when you needed her, and the one who could handle anything. Lifting a hand, Krystal began to stroke Charlotte’s long hair. Krystal had become used to it, even though no one ever gave a thought that she was always passed over when families came looking to adopt.
‘There you go,’ Krystal crooned. ‘Just let it all out. You’ll feel better for it.’
Concord City, Concordance, 19th Day of Autumngate.
Krystal and Charlotte trudged into the corridor and walked down as far as Charlotte’s door. Charlotte opened it and found it dark inside.
‘I guess Trudy thought she should move back into your room since I wasn’t here,’ Charlotte said. ‘Do you, um, want me to come with you?’
Krystal shook her head. ‘If this goes badly, I might need a place to stay tonight.’
‘Always welcome.’ Charlotte pushed into her room and put down her bag. ‘I’ll… I’ll wait to put on that teddy until you turn up. Don’t want to jinx it.’
‘Thanks. If I’m not back in thirty minutes, you can probably assume I won’t be coming.’
‘Huh. If you’re not back in thirty minutes, I’m going to assume Trudy is handling the coming part.’
Krystal grinned and set off down the corridor, but her smile slipped away as soon as her back was to Charlotte. She walked down the corridor in silence and tried the door. It was not locked and there was a candle burning inside. As Krystal edged around the door, dreading what she would find, Trudy looked up from the book she was reading.
‘Oh good,’ Trudy said. ‘Do you realise how bored I have to get to read a book without having to read it?’ Krystal raised an eyebrow. ‘And how do you do that anyway? If I try to lift one eyebrow, they both go up. Is that some kind of weird, royal thing?’
‘Shh!’ Krystal hissed while walking into the room and closing the door.
‘Why? No one’s going to hear that doesn’t already know.’
‘Still…’
‘Oh, get in here and sit down. You’re going to tell me why you’re keeping it secret, and I’m going to listen this time, and then, um, we’ll see where we go from there.’
‘Okay…’ Krystal walked over to her bed and set her bag down on it. She frowned. ‘Have you been sleeping in my bed?’
‘We’ll get to that later,’ Trudy said quickly. ‘Sit. Talk. Explain.’
Krystal sat down with a sigh. ‘One evening in Highsummer, I was trying to do something magical that was a little too difficult for me and… Well, suddenly I had rainbow scales and long hair. I, uh, didn’t have much of a bust then and I was shorter, so the other differences didn’t show up until later. I didn’t know much about dracoforms, but I knew that rainbow scales were royal and I was an orphan. So, someone must’ve decided I wasn’t good enough or something. I told no one and did some reading.’
‘Really, how surprising.’
‘Sarcasm is not called for. Either I was a lesser royal, which was worse than being an orphan, or I was a true royal. If I was a true royal, well, can you imagine the reasons a royal would end up in an orphanage?’
‘Because your parents are dead,’ Trudy replied flatly.
‘And none of my other relatives wanted to take me in?’
Trudy opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again, frowning. It was true that royal births tended to be trumpeted far and wide. When accidents happened and a young royal was orphaned, there was always someone ready to take on a new child. There were a few rumours that some adoptions had been arranged prior to the untimely demise of the parents, and Trudy was quite willing to believe those rumours. ‘It’s unusual, I’ll grant you,’ she said. ‘So, you kept it a secret all this time? Someone has to know. How many people know?’
‘You, Charley, Xan, and Jesse.’
‘No one else has found out?’ Krystal shook her head. ‘Wow. You, um, really must’ve thought it was important to change when you did.’
‘I’m not that good at fire magic. I can do it, but I’m better at all magic when I’m in scales. I wasn’t sure I could get it together to throw the fireball without changing and I couldn’t… Well, I wasn’t going to let you all get eaten by a zombie.’
‘So, you showed us all something you’d kept hidden from every other dragon you’d ever met.’
‘Um, yes.’
‘And then I got angry about it.’
‘Well, yes, but you said you didn’t like royals. I could understand why–’
‘A royal killed my brother,’ Trudy blurted out. Krystal’s eyes widened, but she really could not think of what to say to that so she stayed silent. ‘My eldest brother,’ Trudy went on. ‘My parents saddled him with George as a name. I think it was my mother’s grandfather’s name or something. He was the oldest and the strongest. He was stronger than my dad. Anyway, one night he didn’t come home after a night out. We found one of his friends who told us he’d got into a fight with a royal and some others. They were picking on some girl, trying to get her to go with them. The royal stuck a knife in George and left him to bleed.’
‘But… What about the city guardians?’
‘A grey knifed by a royal? They weren’t going to do anything about that, even if they could’ve found anyone willing to testify. I was five, almost six, and I thought the sun rose because my brother George willed it… and they killed him.’
‘Um… Trudy… Well, I don’t want to start this argument all over again, but that’s just one royal. I’m not saying most of them aren’t entitled and selfish, because most of them are. But not all of them. And–’
‘Not you. You haven’t actually done anything to harm me, uh, apart from not telling me about your scales, and you had a pretty good reason for that.’
‘And Celestina Nightsky hasn’t exactly done anything to hurt you either. She seemed really nice when I met her.’
‘Well, I haven’t met her.’ Trudy frowned. ‘I’m not going to get over the way I feel about royals overnight, Krys, but you’re not like other royals and… And I missed you. Which is why I was sleeping in your bed. It still smells of you.’
Krystal bit her lips, but the giggle came out anyway. ‘That’s really sappy, Trudy.’
‘Shut up and take your clothes off.’ When Krystal raised an eyebrow, Trudy added, ‘Then you’re going to get into scales for me. I want to munch rainbow feathers.’
Krystal got to her feet and pulled off the T-shirt she was wearing. ‘Are you sure about this? I mean, you just decided you could handle me being a royal and now you want to–’
‘That’s precisely why you’re doing it. If I can’t cope with it, we’re going to find out now so you can change back and we won’t have to worry about it again. And if I can cope, I’m getting into scales too.’
‘Why?’
Trudy grinned, just a little maliciously. ‘Because we have to have make-up sex, and if we’re both in scales, we can get really wild about it.’
20th Day of Autumngate.
Krystal opened her eyes to find Trudy’s grey ones looking back at her. They were pretty close, given that they were in the same single bed. Krystal gave a sleepy grin. ‘You’re looking at me,’ she said.
‘I like looking at you,’ Trudy replied. ‘You’re a royal, by the way.’
‘I thought we’d established that.’
‘No, I mean that you’re not a lesser royal. You’ve got rainbow eyes when you’re in scales.’ They had both turned back to their normal form now; in Krystal’s case, that had happened when she had more or less collapsed into unconsciousness. ‘You’ve never looked?’
‘Mirrors were not encouraged in the orphanage. Mirrors are a sign of vanity.’
‘Well, you should take a look. You’ve got beautiful eyes. They’re like…’
‘A rainbow?’
‘Well, yes, but no. The colours shift with the light. It’s…’
‘Iridescent,’ Krystal said. ‘A bit like the shell on some insects.’
‘Comparing them to an insect does not make them sound as pretty as they are, but that word sounds good.’
‘Iridescent. Rainbow coloured, lustrous, colourful. There, you’ve learned a new word. The physics behind the way it works is really interesting too, but I won’t demystify it for you.’
‘Good,’ Trudy said. ‘Breakfast? Don’t know about you, but I’m famished.’
Krystal’s stomach chose that moment to make itself known with a deep rumbling sound. She blushed. ‘I could eat.’
~~~
Krystal looked at the sheet of paper Trudy had given her and raised an eyebrow. ‘“Lectures this week should be covered by chapters sixteen and seventeen of Elements of Magical Theory, and by chapter two of Thoughts on the Nature of Magic which I am aware that Krystal Ward has available,”’ she read. ‘Theodore Marin wants us to read a few chapters and that should cover it?’
‘If that’s what the paper says,’ Trudy replied. ‘We’ve got chapter five to read and a problem to solve from Sareena Slate.’ Charlotte and Xanthe were gathered around her on the floor, peering at their books.
Jesse, sitting on Krystal’s bed with Krystal, opened her copy of Elements of Magical Theory and located the two chapters. ‘This doesn’t look too hard,’ she said.
‘It’s not,’ Krystal replied and reached for her copy of Thoughts on the Nature of Magic. ‘This, on the other hand… Oh, no, this shouldn’t be too bad. We’ll go through it together.’ Jesse grinned thankfully at that suggestion.
‘Just so long as we can ask questions about our work while you’re reading your books,’ Charlotte said. ‘We don’t have Sareena Slate to ask if we don’t understand something.’
‘Fair enough,’ Krystal replied. ‘But try before you ask. I promised your parents there’d be no slacking, remember?’
‘I remember.’ Charlotte grinned and looked around at the girls assembled in Krystal and Trudy’s room. ‘Who needs extracurricular activities when we’ve got our own little club right here?’
‘I’m not sure this counts as a club,’ Xanthe responded.
‘Not like the gardening club,’ Jesse agreed. ‘We get to go take a look at the school gardens next week. We even have our own beds to tend.’
‘And I don’t think this can be extracurricular,’ Trudy added, ‘when we get together to work on our homework.’
‘Still a club,’ Charlotte said. ‘The misfits club. None of us really fit into the other cliques. And we all went through something with Glinda that none of the others will really understand.’
‘Well,’ Krystal said, ‘I’m certainly a misfit, I’ll give you that.’
‘A royal misfit,’ Trudy agreed.
‘Yeah, so, I hereby call this meeting of the misfits to order. Get your noses in books, ladies, or we’ll still be working through it all on Royalday.’
‘Oh, she’s so regal,’ Charlotte said, grinning.
‘No,’ Trudy replied, ‘she’s just Krys. Just like she always has been. She just has pretty scales sometimes is all.’
 



Part Two: Mean Girls
Concord City, Concordance, 23rd Day of Autumngate, 999.
Krystal had noticed a few odd looks aimed in her direction during the morning lectures, but it was not until lunchtime that she found out what was going on. Trudy, Charlotte, and Xanthe hurried in to meet Krystal and Jesse, and they had some weird, but bad, news.
‘There’s a rumour going around that you’re a necromancer,’ Charlotte said as soon as she was sitting down.
‘Me?’ Krystal queried.
‘You,’ Trudy said. ‘As far as we can tell, it started last week, but none of us were in classes. I still think we can guess who started it.’ Her gaze lifted to the gang of indigos across the refectory.
‘Huh, maybe. Is there any evidence behind this rumour, or are they just shouting loudly and hoping people believe it?’
‘Apparently, you answered a necromancy question in a lecture.’
‘Well, th-that’s true,’ Jesse said. ‘You did, sort of.’
‘The answer came from a book on general magical theory,’ Krystal replied. ‘And Theodore Marin pointed that out in the lecture.’
‘And you were there when we found… the zombie,’ Charlotte said. ‘They’re saying she got turned as part of some necromantic ritual.’
‘Which makes us your accomplices,’ Trudy added.
‘That has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,’ Krystal said. ‘If it had been me, us, doing it, we’d be hung and burned by now. The guardians had forensic magi crawling all over that building. They would have found indications that Glinda was killed there, changed there, and they would have at least questioned us about it. Whoever did that to her, they did it somewhere else and then took her to that house.’
‘Which happens to be the house the necromancer lived in,’ Xanthe said. ‘At least, according to the rumours it was.’
Krystal bit her lip. ‘Nothing much we can do about it for now. We’ve no proof it came from Felicia and her cronies. So long as the staff don’t believe it, all we lose is some social connections we didn’t have anyway.’
Trudy nodded. ‘It’ll probably blow over soon enough when they find someone new to be mean to.’
24th Day of Autumngate.
‘I don’t know how they can sit there, eating among decent people.’
Krystal looked up from her evening meal and turned to look for the owner of the voice. She found the group of indigos sitting behind her, but the voice had not been Felicia’s, because Felicia spoke next.
‘I’m not sure why they’re allowed to. I’m sure the authorities will be looking into the matter soon enough. My father wouldn’t hear of me being in a hall with someone dealing in dark magic.’
There was a smug quality to Felicia’s tone which just rubbed Krystal up the wrong way. Pushing her chair back, she made to rise and Trudy reached out to stop her. ‘Just ignore them,’ Trudy hissed.
Krystal considered that for a second, then she pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘No,’ she said, and stepped across to stand right behind Felicia. ‘Felicia Goldring, I was wondering whether you could point out the decent people here for me? Decent people don’t spread unfounded rumours. Perhaps you know who hasn’t been.’
Across the table, one of the other girls raised her head and glowered at Krystal. ‘Don’t speak to us, dirt hugger.’ This was the one who had spoken first. She was a sort of lesser version of Felicia. She had the same sort of angular features, but they were a little softer. She had the same shade of purple hair, but hers had more volume and less length. From the looks of it, she was a good inch and a half shorter than Felicia too, and her eyes were more blue than purple, though there were purple flecks in them.
Krystal ignored the insult: she had, of course, just insulted them, though she had been more subtle about it. Dirt hugger was a pejorative term for a dragon without a dracoform and Krystal had heard it many times before. The fact that her dracoform would probably make the entire gang shrink back in horror for insulting a royal made things easier to bear too. ‘I’ll speak to whoever I wish within the bounds of public manners. You’re all just students like me.’
Felicia turned in her seat. ‘We are nothing like you, Krystal Ward. You are an orphan, an outcast. No one wants you, not even your parents. Everyone knows what you did. Everyone.’
Krystal smiled, putting as much malice into it as she could muster. It was easier considering the comment about her parents. ‘Everyone? Everyone except for Dean Scintilla Rainshadow. And the city guardians. They were there to investigate what happened, and they found no reason to detain us.’ Felicia opened her mouth to speak, but Krystal kept going. ‘But I must commend your bravery, Felicia Goldring, I really must.’
That stalled whatever Felicia had been about to say. ‘Bravery?’ she asked instead.
‘Well, yes. As you pointed out, we’re in the same hall. If you really think I’ve been working necromancy, you must be very brave to confront me like this. If I was going to confront a necromancer and they knew where I slept, I think I’d be investing in all sorts of charms and spells to protect myself.’ Krystal widened her grin and her eyes until she looked just a little insane. ‘Just a thought,’ she added, before turning and going back to her table.
‘You are madder than a bag of tanglecats,’ Xanthe said, keeping her voice low.
‘Thank you,’ Krystal replied, going back to her food.
‘What’s a tanglecat?’ Trudy asked.
‘They c-come from Tangleroots,’ Jesse explained. ‘They’re c-cats, but they’re clever and nasty. So, actually, j-just like normal c-cats, but cleverer and n-nastier.’
‘One of the apex predators in the forest,’ Xanthe said. ‘Not much bigger than a domestic cat, so there are a couple of much bigger predators among the trees. None of them will willingly tussle with a tanglecat. They’re solitary, aside from mating season, so if you put a few in a bag…’
‘They get mad,’ Trudy said. ‘Got it.’ She turned her attention back to Krystal. ‘Xan’s right, you are.’
Krystal just smiled. ‘You hear them talking now?’
‘Well, no.’
‘If we’re really lucky, they’ll all spend their allowances on anti-necromancy charms too. However, I’ll get an appointment to see Scintilla Rainshadow tomorrow. Maybe this has gone a little far. Who was that other girl? I think I’ve seen her in lectures, but I’ve never learned her name.’
‘She’s Charity Darkmoon,’ Charlotte supplied.
‘Charity? Well, that’s got to be one of the most inappropriate names for its owner I’ve heard in a while.’
25th Day of Autumngate.
Krystal entered the dean’s office as quietly as she could, took a few steps into the room, and then waited while Rainshadow glowered at some papers on her desk.
‘Whatever you do, Krystal Ward,’ Rainshadow said after a few seconds, not looking up immediately, ‘try to avoid administration.’
‘That’s good advice, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Krystal replied, ‘but doesn’t every career end up in administration eventually?’
Rainshadow looked up finally. ‘There you have me. What can I do for you today?’ She pointed at a chair and Krystal sat down, keeping her back straight and her head high.
‘There have been some… unpleasant rumours circulating concerning the zombie incident.’
‘So I’ve heard. You do understand that no one seriously believes you were involved in what happened to Glinda Starshimmer, don’t you?’
‘Yes, of course. I’d be in a cell at best if anyone thought I was responsible. I just wanted to be sure there was no problem. I’ve no proof of who started the rumours, but I’ve heard things and I was concerned about pressure from some of the parents of other students.’
The dean’s face darkened. ‘There have been a few pointed queries from certain families. They were answered with the simple truth. That the Celestina School of Magic does not countenance necromancy within its walls and so none of our students practise it.’
Krystal nodded. ‘The Goldring and Darkmoon families, by any chance?’
Rainshadow raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course, as a matter of policy, the school would never reveal the source of private correspondence from the families of students.’
‘Oh, of course.’
‘Those are, in a sense, the same family, however. Felicia Goldring’s father is Anders Darkmoon. Charity Darkmoon’s father, Dorian Dusklight, is Anders Darkmoon’s assistant. They supervise and ensure the magical security of the palace. As such, they are important men and could, perhaps, bring pressure to bear on the school. However, Celestina Nightsky takes such attempts to influence the school badly, and she has influence of her own. The foolish chatter of their daughters you may worry over should you be inclined, but not the foolish chatter of the parents.’
‘Thank you, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Krystal said, smiling. ‘I’m not inclined to worry. I don’t really fit into the social cliques in the school anyway. I have my friends and they all know the truth. That’s what counts.’
‘That’s a very good attitude. I hope you keep it as you get older.’
‘I shall endeavour to,’ Krystal replied, and then she got to her feet. ‘Thank you for your time, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow.’
‘My door is always open, Krystal Ward,’ the dean replied, ‘but don’t forget to close it on the way out.’
~~~
It was dark outside, but the sports hall was brightly lit. Large, modern electric lights illuminated the hall’s high ceilings and the dragons, mostly blues, flying as fast as they could through the obstacle course which had been set up for them. There were hoops and bars suspended from the ceiling, the bars marked to show whether the flyers should pass above or below. Some of the hoops were swinging now, but that was because not everyone was as good a flyer as, for example, Charlotte.
The tall blue was sweating a little as she threaded her way through the tight turns of the course, but she was confident and she knew she was good. Of the girls she had seen so far, she was quite sure she was the best. She knew she was actually better at straight racing where her power could be used to its fullest, but she was good at aerobatics. She had been the best in her class at school and she was pretty sure she was up in the top scorers here.
She dived through the last hoop and glanced back at the trio of judges. They were leaning together, looking at a stopwatch and chattering. Charlotte was not sure what her time had been, but she was pretty sure it had been good.
So why was Xanthe, sitting on the floor behind the judges, looking so worried?
~~~
‘I like Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Krystal said. She was in bed, in the dark, her arms wrapped around Trudy’s naked body. More and more now, they occupied the same bed at night and Krystal’s embarrassing pyjamas remained under her pillow. ‘She has a sense of humour and, well, she seems to like me. Us, actually. I think she likes us misfits.’
‘She seemed nice enough when I was talking to her after… Well, you know. She was calm, and I was practically snorting smoke over you. I think she thought I was angry about what happened to Glinda.’
‘Well, she told me that she couldn’t tell me that Felicia’s and Charity’s fathers had both written to her about the “necromantic practitioner” in the school. Since she couldn’t tell me about it, she also didn’t tell me that she’d told them where they could stuff their “concerns.” Oh, and she suggested I should avoid a career with administration in it, though I think that was because she hates that part of her job.’
Trudy giggled. ‘She told you that she couldn’t tell you, huh?’
‘Yes, so I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. No one said anything to me.’
‘It sounds like you should both be in politics.’
Krystal cringed. ‘No chance. That’s worse than administration. I’d become a housemaid before I became a politician.’
Another giggle. ‘You’ve the manners and the training. I love the way you always call the dean by her full title, even when you’re in bed with me.’
‘She’s not actually my friend, and she’s fully worthy of my respect. I’ve no intention of becoming some rich dragon’s housemaid, however. I’ve no idea what I want to do after school, but not that.’
‘Shame,’ Trudy said. ‘I wouldn’t mind a royal housemaid. You could plump my pillows and warm my bed, and I’d be sure you gave me the proper service due my station. Every night.’
Krystal could see Trudy’s lips curling in the dim light from the window, even though the grey was trying to keep her voice even. ‘Every night?’ Krystal said, adding a hint of outrage to her voice.
‘And three times a day on the weekends.’
Krystal, normally a well-spoken girl, slipped easily into an accent Trudy knew mostly from Greystone and the docks. ‘Oh, woe is me, for Mistress Trudy Black be such an ’arsh taskmistress an’ does nought but t’ keep me lips pressed to ’er nethers.’
‘How did you come by that accent?’ Trudy said, giggling. ‘You stop that. I like you being all posh.’
‘One or two of the nuns hailed from the docks here,’ Krystal said in her normal voice and then switched back to her street brogue. ‘An’ the beatin’s! When I don’t speak proper, Mistress Trudy Black be quick with the switch. I’ve gone t’ bed with me arse as red as a strawberry, so I ’ave.’
‘Ha! And I just bet a little minx like you enjoys the spanking.’
‘Oh, I would if she used ’er ’and,’ Krystal said with a purr in her voice. She had been spanked exactly once in her life, when she was five, and had learned from the experience that she never wished to have it happen again, but she was getting into the role now.
‘Ancestors take you, Krys! We need to get to sleep and now I want to do something else entirely.’
‘Oh, Mistress Trudy Black, I’ll be good. Don’t be getting’ out the switch for me.’
Trudy let out a frustrated groan. ‘You really are a minx. Stop doing that.’
Krystal lowered her eyes and said in a sulky voice, ‘As you wish, Mistress Trudy Black.’
There was another groan. ‘Ancestors save me,’ Trudy said. ‘I swear if you’ve not got your head between my thighs in thirty seconds, I will spank you.’
‘O’ course, Mistress Trudy Black,’ Krystal said with a flash of white teeth in the near-dark, and then she vanished under the sheets.
26th Day of Autumngate.
‘When did you learn to act anyway?’ Trudy asked at breakfast. ‘You’re not telling me the nuns taught acting, are you?’
‘Sister Constance Silvercloud was an actress on the stage before she became a nun,’ Krystal replied, ‘and the orphanage would put on plays every midwinter and midsummer. Sister Constance Silvercloud said I had natural talent, but I think I mostly got better at it because… Well, it made it easier to lie about… me.’
‘Ah. That figures.’
‘When was Krys acting?’ Jesse asked.
Trudy started blushing. So did Krystal. ‘Uh, she was doing an, uh, imitation,’ Trudy said. ‘Last night. She sounded just like someone brought up in Downtown.’
‘I don’t know whatcha mean,’ Krystal said. ‘I talk like a proper lady so I does. I pronounces all me hayches an’ I know long words like eddycation.’
Jesse giggled. Trudy raised her eyebrows. ‘Laying it on a little thick there.’
Krystal looked meekly down at her food. ‘Sorry, Mistress Trudy Black.’ Trudy went crimson and Krystal switched back to her normal voice. ‘I’m surprised Charley isn’t here. She’s normally here before us so she can get through one of her big breakfasts.’
‘You don’t know how her try-out went yesterday, do you, Jesse?’ Trudy asked.
Jesse shook her head. ‘I was in bed early. And it sounds like you two were as well.’ Trudy’s cheeks were reaching incandescent levels.
‘Here she comes,’ Krystal said. ‘With Xan. Which is interesting in itself, but neither of them look too happy.’
Trudy was just happy that her sex life was off the table. ‘Something up, Charley?’ she asked as soon as the tall blue was close enough.
‘No,’ Charlotte said. ‘Exactly the opposite. I won’t be up at all.’
‘The, uh, try-outs didn’t go so good?’
‘No, the try-outs went fine, right up until the moment they told me I wasn’t on the team.’
‘But–’
‘She was the fastest in the obstacle course,’ Xanthe said. ‘By four seconds with no faults. But the judges were more concerned with letting a necromancer’s assistant get on the team.’
‘Oh,’ Krystal said. ‘I’m sorry, Charley.’
‘It’s not your fault,’ Charlotte said with some venom in her voice. ‘We all know whose fault it is. The only reason they think I’m your accomplice is that you were good enough at magic to find… find out what happened to Glinda, and I was there when we did. No, this is Felicia’s fault.’ Her gaze shifted across the refectory to where the squad of indigos were sitting. ‘I am beginning to have some very dark thoughts about that girl.’
‘Wishing her ill isn’t going to fix this, Charley. If you want the draconist view, it’ll not harm her, but it’ll taint your soul. If you want the practical view, it won’t harm her, but you’ll lose sleep over it.’
‘I’ve already lost sleep.’
‘She has,’ Xan said. ‘I can attest. I lost sleep too, keeping an eye on her.’
‘She’ll pay,’ Krystal said, her eyes narrowing. ‘I’m not sure how, yet, but somehow she’s going to pay.’
1st Day of Harvest.
The first day of the month of Harvest, or the next weekend after it, was a traditional time for gardeners to tidy up their patches. This year, the first day of Harvest was actually a Silverday and there would be people out all over the city, all over Draconia even, peering at flowerbeds and lawns and wishing they had put in more work over the summer. Perhaps knowing that this would be the case, the Weather Bureau had done their best to avoid rain: the sky was a clear blue with barely a cloud in it and, while the temperatures were dropping now, it was warm enough for a dragon to be out in shorts.
Jesse made her way out through the back door of Nightsky Hall, smiled up at the sky, and then headed off across the cobbles to the gate into the gardens. Nightsky backed onto a sort of private lane with apartment buildings on it. This was where some of the staff lived and students could take rooms after the first year. The area also gave access, through a gate, to the school’s gardens which were looked after by the groundskeeper and the gardening club, and this was the day the club members would get their allotted areas for the year.
The groundskeeper for the school was a tall, muscled, green dragon named Thaddeus Harlow. Jesse had seen him a couple of times around the school, but had never got the nerve up to actually speak to him. Now she was going to have to, because he was standing near the gate beside a statue of Celestina Nightsky, whether in normal or dracoform it was impossible to tell. The clipboard he was holding suggested that he was waiting for students to ask him for their plots.
Taking a deep breath, Jesse stepped forward. ‘Hello, Thaddeus Harlow. I am J-Jesse Oakleaf and I am here t-to help w-with the gardens.’ Hardly a stammer, sort of, kind of. Jesse was rather pleased with herself.
In preparation for a day of digging, weeding, and generally tending to plants, Jesse had dressed in her oldest shorts and T-shirt, a shirt which had a low neckline and more than a couple of holes in it but it still served its purpose. Harlow had to drag his eyes away from Jesse’s chest before he could answer her, but she did not seem to have noticed where his gaze had been, thankfully… ‘Uh, Oakleaf… Jesse Oakleaf.’ Harlow leafed through the sheets of paper he had on his board, searching.
‘Th-that’s right, Thaddeus Harlow,’ Jesse replied, smiling. With dragons she did not know, especially fairly attractive male dragons, Jesse’s smiles tended to be timid.
Harlow’s eyes flicked up and he saw the timid little smile, and he hoped to all the ancestors that this girl was not coming on to him. He had faced more than a few students who had targeted him for some sort of infatuation, and he had always kept his professionalism. This one though… His eyes flicked back to his paperwork.
‘Is there a p-problem?’ Jesse asked.
‘You’re not on the list,’ Harlow said after several seconds. ‘No, I’ve been through the whole thing three times and I can’t find you– Hold on, what’s this?’ He pulled a smaller paper out from the back of the larger sheets and peered at the handwritten note on it. He frowned. ‘That’s odd. There’s a note here asking that you contact the gardening club president about your membership. It’s not my job to hand out notes to students.’ He handed the note to Jesse anyway and his frown deepened. ‘Sounds to me, Jesse Oakleaf, as though someone’s playing politics with you. Have you annoyed some rich idiot’s daughter recently?’
Jesse peered at the note for a second. ‘N-not exactly. I am s-sorry to have w-wasted your t-time, Thaddeus Harlow. A-and for h-having you involved in this.’ She started to turn to leave, but he stopped her.
‘Hey, Jesse Oakleaf, you’ve nothing to apologise to me about. I’m sorry there’s not much I can do about it if the club committee are being stick-ups.’
Jesse turned her head and gave him another timid little smile over her shoulder. ‘Thank you, Thaddeus Harlow,’ she said, and then she set off back to her room.
Behind her, Harlow checked his list and wondered how long it would be before he could go to his own apartment and tip a jug of iced water over his head.
~~~
‘I’m sorry, Jesse,’ Krystal said.
‘Just as Charley said,’ Jesse replied, ‘this is not your fault. I just w-wanted someone to tell me it’s n-not mine and it’ll all w-work out okay. If I was back home, I’d run into the forest and let the trees console me, but…’
‘Well, I can certainly tell you it’s not your fault. I can’t say it’ll all be all right, because I’m no diviner, but–’
‘It’ll all work out in the end,’ Trudy said flatly. ‘I think my policy of not joining anything is working out for me.’
‘She has a point,’ Krystal said. She retrieved a note from her bedside table and handed it to Jesse. ‘You and Charley aren’t the only ones.’
Jesse read the note. ‘At least the book club told you straight out why they were kicking you out,’ she said.
‘In a note,’ Trudy said. ‘They didn’t have the guts to do it face-to-face.’
‘Well, I’m an evil necromancer, aren’t I?’ Krystal said with a shrug.
‘No! No, you’re not! This is all stupid.’
‘Agreed, but there’s still not much we can do about it.’ Krystal took the note back from Jesse and returned it to her bedside table. ‘Let’s all go out this afternoon. We could go to Cragscales’ and rummage through books.’
‘That sounds exciting,’ Trudy grumped. ‘Though I wouldn’t mind seeing the old man.’
‘I can look at more plant books,’ Jesse said. ‘That might cheer me up a little.’
‘It’s settled then,’ Krystal said. ‘We’ll have an afternoon at Cragscales’ place among the tomes.’
~~~
‘Necromancy?’ Cragscales said, his tone amused more than anything else, and certainly not horrified. Trudy had unburdened herself to the old dragon because she was quite sure neither Krystal nor Jesse was going to mention it. ‘Those two are saying you’re doing necromancy? That’s rich, coming from them.’
‘Huh?’ Trudy said.
‘Two daughters of Darkmoons haven’t much to say about necromancers, Trudy,’ Cragscales replied. ‘Oh, I suppose that’d be long before your time.’
‘Come on, old man. Spill the gossip before I get Jesse to be winsome at you.’
Jesse blushed as the old grey laughed. ‘Can’t be having that,’ he said. ‘It’d be… the winter of seven sixty-three. I’d have been about five hundred and sixty then… Yes. All through the midwinter festival there were things walking the streets. Zombies, dust demons… Nasty stuff. They finally tracked it all down to the necromancer causing it, and his name was Lorenzo Darkmoon.’
‘Seriously?’ Trudy asked, her eyebrows rising.
‘Oh, he wasn’t working alone, but they couldn’t get the names of his conspirators out of him. His sister, Brigetta, was another matter. In exchange for being kept from the rope herself, she gave up every last one of them. Turned out it was some sort of conspiracy to destroy the royal families, though I’ve no idea how zombies in the streets does that. Lorenzo Darkmoon was hung and his body thrown onto a fire, and the ashes were cast into the sea. And the family paid to have his spirit banned from entry into Necrodracona. They still had to live under the shadow of having a necromancer in the family, and everyone knew that Brigetta Darkmoon only escaped because she gave up the rest of the group.’
‘I’m surprised they let her get away with it, even after that,’ Krystal said, frowning. ‘Dust demons?’ Cragscales nodded. ‘That is very nasty necromancy. And not easy. He must have been quite powerful.’
‘That I couldn’t say. Rumour at the time was that he had powerful backing and a true grimoire to help him with the spells. They never caught his teacher, but he’s long dead by now and so is Lorenzo Darkmoon. The family still exists, however, and those two girls come down the line from Brigetta.’
‘Well, it’s ammunition if we really need it,’ Trudy said.
‘Yes,’ Krystal agreed, ‘but I’m not sure what we’d gain by throwing around accusations about what Felicia’s father’s family did a couple of centuries ago. I don’t really think fighting fire with fire works.’
‘It does when it’s a forest fire,’ Jesse replied, ‘but you have to know exactly what you’re doing. Otherwise, all you get is ashes.’
3rd Day of Harvest.
‘Anyone else think Felicia was looking a bit… off today?’ Krystal asked. It was not study club day, but everyone had ended up in Krystal and Trudy’s room anyway.
‘There’s always something off with Felicia,’ Charlotte replied.
‘I think you may have a bit of a grudge clouding your judgement.’
‘I will admit to that, but don’t you?’
Krystal shrugged. ‘Yes, but it’s more because she’s messed with you and Jesse. It’s often easier to take something bad happening to yourself than it is when it happens to your friends.’ She glanced at Charlotte. ‘For me anyway.’
‘That’s because you’re sweet and innocent and raised by nuns,’ Trudy said.
‘Why that be so nice of you t’ say, Mistress Trudy Black,’ Krystal said in her docks accent. Trudy growled at her.
‘Say what now?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Long story,’ Krystal replied, switching back to her normal accent. ‘The point was that I thought Felicia looked distracted. And she seemed to be arguing with Charity about something.’
‘Dissent among the ranks? I can’t think of a better person for it to happen to.’
5th Day of Harvest.
‘Now I know something’s up,’ Krystal said over dinner. ‘Felicia’s been missing all day.’
‘Since yesterday afternoon,’ Charlotte said, nodding.
‘She was pulled out of lectures at about three,’ Jesse said.
Krystal frowned. ‘She was. And, thinking about it, she never came back, but I just figured she’d been held up until the end of the day, but she hasn’t been about all day today either. You don’t think one of her parents has died?’
Charlotte deflated a little at that. ‘That would take some of the shine off the moment.’
‘It’s not that,’ Trudy said. ‘If the head of magical security at the palace was dead, or a prominent Goldring for that matter, everyone would know about it. It’s not that.’
‘Then what?’ Krystal asked.
‘No idea, but Charity’s been busy. I’m not positive, but I think she’s mounting a coup.’
‘I don’t think Felicia ran some kind of dictatorship.’ Krystal raised an eyebrow at the look Trudy gave her. ‘I mean, they’re just a group of friends who look to Felicia for what to do and what to say, and what to, um, wear, and– Okay, so Charity’s deposing Felicia. Somehow I think Felicia won’t be pleased about that when she does get back.’
‘Oh, agreed,’ Trudy said, smirking. ‘I just hope it rains so they end up fighting outside Nightsky Hall in the mud. Maybe I could bribe someone in the Weather Bureau.’
‘Wouldn’t work,’ Jesse said. ‘The grass outside the halls is far too well tended for some rain and two fighting girls to tear it up. You’d just about have to dig a pit for them to fight in.’ She looked around at Trudy. ‘Don’t you dare.’
‘Don’t worry, Jesse. Digging a hole for them is a little more work than I had in mind.’ Trudy looked across at the indigos. ‘Besides, I think they’re digging a plenty big hole themselves.’
6th Day of Harvest.
Theodore Marin entered the lecture theatre and looked around at the assembled students, as he did at the start of every lecture. His gaze paused when it came to one girl sitting alone and wearing dark glasses. Then he passed on to the front of the theatre.
‘Let’s settle down, ladies,’ Marin said. ‘We have a lot to get through this morning.’
Krystal ignored the comment, even if she did prepare her notepad and pen. Marin always had a lot to get through in the mornings. And in the afternoons. He always told them that as well. Krystal had noticed the girl in the dark glasses too, and she was wondering what it meant, because the girl in the dark glasses was Felicia.
‘Something’s definitely wrong with her,’ Krystal said under her breath. Marin did not take well to people talking in his lectures.
‘She looks upset,’ Jesse replied.
‘Yes, she does, but what about?’
‘I’m sure we’ll find out, but right now we need to shut up before Theodore Marin is sarcastic at us.’
Krystal turned her attention to the man at the front of the theatre, but she was still wondering what could have separated Felicia from her gang of cohorts and reduced her to wearing sunglasses indoors.
~~~
Charlotte knocked once on the door of the dean’s office and then pushed it open. Dean Scintilla Rainshadow looked up from her paperwork and gave Charlotte a weary-looking smile.
‘Come in, Charlotte Cloudborn,’ Rainshadow said. ‘Take a seat.’
Charlotte entered and started for one of the chairs. ‘Is there something wrong, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow? Are my parents–’
‘Nothing is wrong,’ the dean said quickly. ‘How are you feeling? After recent events… Well, there is something I must ask of you and I hope that you’ve recovered from the cremation and such.’
‘I felt better after the ritual. Knowing I helped make that possible helped. My friends have helped. Uh, something happened recently which didn’t exactly help, but it did take my mind off Glinda a little.’
Rainshadow grimaced. ‘The aerobatics team?’ Charlotte nodded, a little surprised that the dean knew about it. ‘That is going to make this harder…’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘I have received a request from another student to move rooms. The only free rooms we have are on your floor and I would rather not place someone with Jesse Oakleaf or Xanthe Wild.’
Charlotte could see where this was going, but she mustered a smile. ‘Jesse’s plants have taken over the second bed in her room.’
‘And given what happened with the gardening club, I would prefer not to deprive her. Xanthe Wild has a need for time on her own. I think we all do, but hers was noted in the reports we received from her school. And that leaves your room. I would have preferred to have given you space, but…’
‘If this other girl is in need, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow, I’m sure I can handle a new roommate. Some company might help me get back on my feet.’
‘Somehow, I do not think that will be the case. I wish to make it clear, Charlotte Cloudborn, that I am not doing this lightly and I am ready to make alternate arrangements if this turns out badly. The… reasons for the move will likely become apparent to all quite soon. They are yet to be fully resolved and it’s not impossible that your new roommate may have to leave the school before this is done.’ Rainshadow sighed. ‘We’ll just have to see how this all plays out.’
Charlotte frowned. The dean seemed to be trying quite hard not to say who the new roommate was and it was starting to worry Charlotte. ‘Uh, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow, who is this girl you want me to share my room with?’
The long breath Rainshadow pulled in before speaking was not encouraging. ‘Felicia Goldring,’ Rainshadow said.
~~~
‘The scandal broke the day before yesterday,’ Trudy said, ‘in the afternoon papers. They kept it off the front page, but it was a fairly meaty article from what I’ve heard, plastered all over the gossip pages. They even had a cropped picture and the article said that more, and far more incriminating, photographs had been doing the rounds. Someone decided to ruin them, all of them.’
The misfits were standing in the corridor outside Charlotte’s room, watching as a couple of school porters carried boxes in. The boxes belonged to Felicia, but there was no sign of the indigo yet.
‘How does her mother being photographed at some sort of orgy damage Felicia’s reputation?’ Krystal asked. ‘You said it wasn’t uncommon for high-status dragons to take lovers.’
‘It isn’t. And no one cares so long as everyone’s discreet about it. This… Well, this is about as indiscreet as you can get.’
Charlotte nodded. ‘Even in Spinyard, something like this would destroy someone’s career, or life. Lidia Goldring is never going to be able to show her face in public ever again.’
‘Anders Darkmoon resigned his position at the palace this morning,’ Trudy went on. ‘Dorian Dusklight has already been named as the new head of magical security.’
‘Felicia’s father moves down,’ Krystal said, ‘and Charity’s father moves up, and we get the same reflected with the daughters here.’
‘Basically, yes. I’ve no idea what’ll happen with her parents, but Felicia can forget a good marriage. No one in her own class is going to look twice at her and anyone further up the tree wouldn’t waste the energy to spit on her. Socially, she’s done for.’
~~~
Felicia walked up the stairs to the top step with her head down and the glasses she had been wearing all day perched on the end of her nose where she could look over them. The lighting in the stairwell was not that good and the darkened glass made it impossible to see, but she had to be ready to conceal her eyes at any moment.
Reaching the top, she pushed her glasses up her nose, straightened her back, and pulled in a deep breath…
‘Basically, yes. I’ve no idea what’ll happen with her parents, but Felicia can forget a good marriage. No one in her own class is going to look twice at her and anyone further up the tree wouldn’t waste the energy to spit on her. Socially, she’s done for.’
Felicia flinched at the succinct summary of her current position. She had not paid enough attention to the girls who hung around with Krystal Ward to know who had spoken. Not Krystal Ward, nor the cute little green who acted so sweet and innocent with that silly stammer…
‘I’m not going to lose sleep over Felicia Goldring’s fate in a century or so when she’s of marriageable age. And I wouldn’t waste the energy to spit on her either.’
That had sounded like the blue, the athletic one. And it was that one, Charlotte Cloudborn, that Felicia was supposed to be sharing a room with. Felicia’s shoulders slumped again, but she could hear boots heading toward the stairwell’s door: the porters were on their way back and she would not allow them to see her like this. She pulled herself upright again, lifted her head, and stepped out into the corridor. Her steps, as she walked toward the group of girls, had their usual strut. She was all confidence and superiority, though the effect was a little diminished by hiding her eyes behind sunglasses.
Charlotte stepped in front of her before Felicia could march into the room they were to share. Charlotte raised a hand and jabbed a finger into Felicia’s face. ‘Dean Scintilla Rainshadow put you in here because there’s basically nowhere else for you to go,’ Charlotte said. ‘After what you’ve done to half the people on this floor, to me personally, she basically apologised for having to move you in here. But let’s be clear about this, I don’t like you. I don’t want you here. No one wants you here.’
There was a tiny pause, nothing anyone would notice under normal circumstances, but the lack of an immediate comeback was noticeable when it was Felicia having to think before responding. ‘Thank you for the warm and well-mannered welcome, Charlotte Cloudborn. I have no desire to be here either, but this is where Dean Scintilla Rainshadow has decided to place me. I suggest we both make the best of the situation. Might I enter? I should like to begin unpacking.’
Charlotte eyed Felicia for a second and then stepped aside, and Felicia continued her entrance. The girl who had so succinctly set out Felicia’s problems had to have been the grey. Felicia racked her brain and came up with Trudy Black. Neither the cute green nor the yellow they hung with was evident. Krystal Ward had remained silent, Felicia noticed, but there had been a look on her face which was hard to define: something between annoyance and pity, perhaps a mix of the two. Annoyance was something Felicia could deal with, but pity… Stooping, she opened the first of her boxes: her clothes, roughly stuffed in and probably badly creased.
‘There’s space in the wardrobe,’ Charlotte called out from the corridor, ‘and the bottom two drawers in the dresser are empty. Though Glinda would hate the fact that you’re using her space.’
‘Charley,’ Krystal hissed, ‘go a little easy on her, will you?’
‘Why?’
‘She’s probably been through some really bad times the last couple of days. You know exactly what that’s like.’
Felicia hung up a couple of dresses which, given her change in circumstances, she would not be able to afford to buy now and tried to ignore the voices outside.
‘So? She’s responsible for piling trouble on top of heartache. She hasn’t had her dreams dashed after losing her best friend.’
‘Well, she kind of has,’ Trudy said, sounding a lot like the last thing she wanted to do was to defend Felicia. ‘If she had dreams, they’re gone, and she’s probably never going to be allowed to see her mother again after this. It’s not quite the same–’
‘It’s nothing like
the same!’ Charlotte snapped. ‘It’s–’ There was a slight pause, and when Charlotte continued, her tone was maudlin. ‘I suppose it’s a little the same. Still, her stupid rumours are why I have no chance with the aerobatics team. And being nice to her now isn’t going to change that, is it? Any influence she had is gone.’
Felicia flinched, happy to be out of sight. She hung up another couple of dresses and returned for more.
‘Agreed,’ Krystal said, ‘but you are going to be the better person.’
‘Why?’
‘Because no matter what Felicia has done, she can’t take the sky from you and you know you love that more than some stuffy sports hall filled with stuffy students. Because, at least for now, you’re going to have to live with her and being angry all the time will just harm you. But mostly, because you are a better person, Charley Cloudborn.’
Felicia managed to get another dress and a pair of jeans into the wardrobe, but when she returned to the box, her legs felt weak and she sat down on the edge of her new bed, hoping it would look like she was just sorting things.
‘I suppose wanting to maim her all the time would be tiring,’ Charlotte said. ‘And you’re right about the flying.’
‘And?’ Krystal asked.
‘And I’m not sure I’m a better person, but I suppose if you say I am, it would be rude to prove you wrong so fast.’
‘Very rude indeed. Now, go in there and say hello properly. Maybe she needs some help unpacking. She seemed to have most of a house with her.’
‘Huh.’ Charlotte walked into the room and looked around for Felicia. ‘Ancestors save me!’
‘What?’ Trudy and Krystal said in unison, hurrying in after Charlotte. They looked around to find Felicia doubled over on the bed, crying as silently as she could. Now that she had clearly been discovered, she wiped furiously at her eyes and tried to straighten her back and put her glasses back on as fast as possible, but she was not fast enough by a long way: Charlotte stepped forward and pulled the glasses away and Felicia looked up at them through bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes.
‘Don’t look at me!’ Felicia wailed. ‘I don’t need your p-pity!’
‘Sorry,’ Krystal said. ‘I’m an orphan raised by nuns so I’ve got a lot of pity to go around, and I don’t like you enough to pretend I don’t.’
‘Ancestor, yes,’ Trudy said. ‘I’m a grey and even I think you look like a pitiful wretch.’
Sniffing, Felicia pulled herself upright and totally failed to pull off a haughty look of disdain. ‘Thank you for such glowing compliments. I have never looked pitiful in my life.’
‘But you’re fine with “wretch?”’
Felicia’s shoulders sagged a little, but she retained some of her composure. ‘It’s an accurate description, isn’t it? You’ve a good idea of my situation, Trudy Black. I was a little surprised that a grey would know so much about high society, but I am, essentially, done for.’
‘Gossiping about what the upper crust get up to is about all us gutter trash have to do,’ Trudy replied, crossing her arms under her breasts and fixing Felicia with a cool look.
‘You are clearly not gutter trash, Trudy Black,’ Felicia replied without a pause. ‘Whether Krystal Ward’s manners are rubbing off on you, or you’re from the better classes of Greystone, I know not, but you are obviously a cut above the rest. And let us not forget that anyone who recognises me for who I am would likely view me as no better than you. Quite possibly, they would view me in a far worse light.’
‘If the reports I’ve heard are true, most of the upper classes would place Krys above you in social rankings.’
‘That’s…’ Felicia sagged more and another tear rolled down her cheek. ‘That’s quite correct, they would.’
‘I don’t get it,’ Krystal said. ‘I don’t want to be hurtful, but what could your mother have possibly done to cause all this?’
Felicia looked up at her and then sighed. ‘I might as well get this all out in the open. Rather that than you hear it in pieces. I’m sure it will sound worse that way.’ She looked down again and paused, apparently to consider where to start. ‘My father has had his dalliances over the years. We all knew. Me, my mother, and the staff. No one outside the family, however, and if my mother ever took a lover, she was even more discreet about it than Papa. I haven’t spoken to her; she won’t let anyone see her except her maid. That’s probably just as well since the rest of the staff are… Well, three have resigned already and a lot of the others will go before this is done. According to her maid, Mama met some man at a charity event and just couldn’t resist him. It’s not like her. She loves Papa, but this man seems to have…’
‘Maybe she was just fed up with the stuff your father was getting up to,’ Trudy suggested.
Giving a shrug, Felicia went on. ‘He took her to some private club.’ She waved a dismissive hand. ‘You hear about such things. Not every dragon in the upper circles of society is as well-mannered in private as they are in public. Some seek diversions of a… more lewd nature than might be found in polite society.’
‘She was in an orgy.’
‘The first time she went, it was a masked orgy,’ Felicia replied. ‘The second time, she was unmasked and there were only men in the room with her, all of them masked. Her maid does not believe she knew anyone was taking photographs, but someone was. None of the men are identifiable, but Mama is quite clearly pictured in some… extremely compromising positions.’ Her voice developed a hard edge. ‘Charity was kind enough to show me a couple of the photographs which had, somehow, come into her possession. They were quite damning.’
There was silence for a second. ‘Being bullied sucks, doesn’t it?’ Charlotte said, not quite ready to let Felicia off without a few wounds.
‘I am quite aware of how bullying affects the victims, Charlotte Cloudborn. Why do you think I go to such effort to ensure that I am the one person no one dares to bully?’
‘Until now,’ Trudy said.
Felicia crumbled forward, her face in her hands. ‘Until now.’
Krystal sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Charley, but I don’t think we can be mean to her. She’s in the same boat as us now. She’s a misfit, and us misfits have to stick together.’
‘We’ll see,’ Charlotte said. ‘We’ll see how she goes. And you can start by calling me Charley, Felicia Goldring. Only my mother calls me Charlotte.’
Felicia looked up and managed about half a smile. ‘It’s Flis. I’m not exactly sure we’re friends, but my friends call me Flis.’
7th Day of Harvest.
Felicia was still wearing her dark glasses when they got to lectures the following morning. This was to hide her puffy eyes; Charlotte had complained about the sobbing noises from Felicia’s side of the room keeping her awake, though Charlotte did admit that Felicia had been trying to be quiet about it.
Theodore Marin’s gaze crossed the room once again and Krystal saw a raised eyebrow when he discovered that Felicia was now sitting beside Krystal and Jesse. Charity and the others had also noticed the new seating arrangement, and Krystal was expecting something to come of that before the day was out.
‘Let’s settle down, ladies,’ Marin said as he crossed to the lectern. ‘We have a lot to get through this morning.’
‘He always says that,’ Felicia said softly.
‘He’s always right,’ Krystal replied.
‘True. I must admit, these classes have been harder than I expected.’
‘Don’t worry. You’re a misfit now.’
Felicia gave Krystal a quizzical look, but Marin was opening up by drawing some sort of complex symbology on the board and she had no time to ask anything else.
~~~
‘You see, girls? You can always be sure that the scum of society will gather together if you give it a little time.’
The voice was Charity’s and Felicia cringed at the sound of it. Krystal, however, turned from her lunch and glared at Charity. Charity just grinned maliciously back.
‘Watch out, girls. The necromancer might curse us with–’
‘You’d know more about that sort of thing than I would, Charity Darkmoon,’ Krystal said.
Charity’s smile faltered. ‘What?’
‘Carrying around a name like that? They say the fruit never falls far from the tree and the Darkmoons are only known for two things.’ Krystal flashed a small smile. ‘Disloyalty to their friends and necromancy.’
Pulling herself up straight, Charity snapped, ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ She marched off away from the group, however, followed by her train of toadies.
Krystal watched them for a second and then turned back to her meal, pausing only to bump fists with Trudy, who was grinning like a madwoman.
‘You, uh, know my father’s a Darkmoon, right?’ Felicia asked.
‘Yes,’ Krystal replied, ‘and I’d no more believe he was a necromancer than I believe Charity is. Whatever anyone says, I don’t believe the sins of the parents should fall upon the shoulders of their children. However, I’m perfectly willing to use her family history if it gets her off our backs. And, to be honest, your father tried to cause trouble here for me over that stupid necromancy allegation so I’m not really inclined to tread softly around him about it. Or around you, for that matter. You made that bed and you’re going to have to lie in it.’
‘Um, I suppose that’s fair. You made some cryptic remark earlier about not worrying about the classes being hard?’
‘Oh yes,’ Jesse said. ‘Yellowday is st-study day.’
‘We get together in our room,’ Trudy said. ‘Mine and Krys’s, that is. Us less well-educated types go through our homework problem so we can ask questions of Krys and Jesse, and Krys helps Jesse understand whatever she’s having trouble with.’
‘Who helps Krys?’ Felicia asked.
‘Jesse,’ Krystal replied. ‘If I’m having problems with something, we bounce it off each other until we think we have it. Now we can do the same with you. Three heads will be better than two.’
‘N-not that Krys usually needs any other heads,’ Jesse said, smiling softly. ‘She’s very good.’
‘I’d got that,’ Felicia replied. ‘I mean, even when you were on my list of people I’d never talk to given another choice, I’d have admitted that you seemed to have a gift for magic.’ Krystal just shrugged. ‘I mean, no one else knew that correspondence thing, right back at the start of term.’
‘And I kind of wish I hadn’t,’ Krystal said. ‘Still, knowing and studying necromancy, or information about necromancy, isn’t illegal. If you do anything with the knowledge… Then they hang you until you strangle to death and they burn the corpse without proper rites. I don’t suppose you considered that when you were spreading those rumours?’
‘No,’ Felicia admitted, ‘but I knew you weren’t really a necromancer. Ancestors! They’d have had you on a gibbet that very day if there was evidence of necromancy. And it takes years to learn to create zombies. It’s not like you can just pick up a book and know what to do, is it?’
Krystal looked at her. ‘Well…’
‘It isn’t, is it?’
‘Kind of depends upon the book.’
~~~
‘So, this is the mysterious Thoughts on the Nature of Magic?’ Felicia said, leafing carefully through the old, leather-bound volume.
‘Yes,’ Krystal said, ‘and you’ll find some necromancy in there, but it’s mostly general theory stuff. Mallory Nightsky was not noted for his use of necromantic magic, though he lived a long time ago and they may have been less inclined to worry over some things than we are now. The correspondence I mentioned is in the appendix at the back on astronomical correspondences. It’s treated no differently to any of the other ones.’
‘I suppose it isn’t. Not really.’
‘I’d have thought you’d have seen that book before,’ Trudy said from where she was sitting with Charlotte and Xanthe on the floor. ‘Didn’t Theodore Marin set some study from it the week before last? He told Krys and Jesse to read one of the chapters.’
Felicia frowned. ‘He didn’t tell us to. Maybe what he was lecturing on that week was covered by that chapter. Which was it?’
‘Chapter two,’ Krystal supplied, and Felicia found the right page and started reading.
‘Oh, ancestors! Yes, I remember this. I barely grasped half of what he was saying.’
Krystal grinned. ‘Sounds like a good place to start then. We’ll go over that with you and then we can move on to this week’s incomprehensible lectures. To be honest, I don’t think he’s the best lecturer in the world.’
‘I know I’ve had far better tutors, but I suppose it’s not the same as working one-to-one. One must make allowances for that.’
‘No, it’s not, and yes, we must. I still think someone else would explain things better. Let’s see what you didn’t get about thaumolytic energy interactions.’
8th Day of Harvest.
There was a knock on the door of Krystal and Trudy’s room, and then it opened before they could say anything and Charlotte stuck her head in. ‘Good, you’re both decent. We’re going out. Tonight. To a club or a bar… or an ancestor’s cursed strip club! We’re going out. I cannot stand another few hours of Flis lying on her bed, moping. And I’m not going to get started on the crying, and the sobbing, and–’
‘You said you weren’t going to start on that,’ Krystal pointed out.
Charlotte frowned at her. ‘We are going out. I’ve even got Xan and Jesse to come.’
‘I guess we could go out,’ Trudy said. ‘Just so long as we don’t have to get dressed up. Mostly because I don’t really have anything to wear.’
‘I don’t think we need to–’
‘Oh no, I can’t go out with them dressed like that,’ Felicia said, appearing beside Charlotte. As far as Krystal could tell, she had not actually seen them before saying that, but… ‘Come with me, you two. I think my clothes should fit you well enough. I’m quite sure I have something suitable.’
‘But–’ Krystal began.
‘Come!’
‘I think we’d better go,’ Trudy said.
‘I guess we should,’ Krystal agreed.
~~~
Jesse and Xanthe had escaped playing dress-up because Felicia was far taller than both of them, and Charlotte had managed to avoid it because she had glared at Felicia until she stopped suggesting options. Unfortunately for Krystal and Trudy, while neither of them had Felicia’s bust, they were about the same height and build. Trudy discovered that she even had a slightly bigger ribcage so her chest filled out the dresses better than might have been expected.
So, the girls had set off into the city with Trudy wearing a pink dress which did not quite go with her red high-heeled sandals, but did look good on her, and Krystal in a tank dress made of what Felicia had described as a gold fabric, but Krystal thought was beige and brown. In her normal form, Krystal’s breasts were not as large as in her dracoform and a good cup size smaller than Felicia’s, quite firm and rounded but still smaller, which meant that she was constantly worried the low neckline would slip further and reveal her nipples and the neckline was too low to get away with a bra. Then again, maybe the thing was designed to look the same on Felicia since the indigo’s own choice of dress was a black leather minidress with a collar, but with a large opening at the front to show off her cleavage. She also had matching thigh-high boots and an apparent desire to spend a lot of time as close to Jesse as decorum allowed.
The timid green had found a two-layered, poncho-style top to wear with a dark-grey cloth under white lace. It hung from her pointed breasts and gave that tantalising idea that it might just slip or lift in the breeze to reveal more. She was also in shorts that had that ‘designer scuffed’ feel to them and running shoes. Quite visible, just above her right hip, was one of her tattoos: some sort of fantastic bird done in a slightly magical ink which gave the image a metallic, shimmering appearance. Felicia seemed rather entranced, and Jesse appeared to be entirely oblivious to that.
Felicia suggested several clubs which Trudy rejected because ‘the cover charge is too high,’ though she told Krystal that Felicia was probably not taking her new reputation into account: if Felicia was recognised, none of the clubs she suggested would let them in. They eventually went with something far more lowbrow not far from Silverlight Street; none of them were going to go back to Naga’s. The new place was called Twilight Glitter and it was decorated in an eclectic combination of bright lights and chrome, and dark cloth and shadows. The dance floor was bright enough that you almost needed sunglasses, but the booths and tables around it were quite dimly lit, affording the patrons a degree of anonymity, which was probably a good thing given Felicia’s current problems.
Having got the first round of drinks in, Felicia positioned herself between Jesse and Krystal. Krystal was, probably, the one girl out of the group who seemed willing to give Felicia the benefit of the doubt, so the choice there was obvious. Jesse, however, seemed to be getting a lot of attention from the indigo, which the green was not entirely comfortable with, but she seemed to be coping.
‘You think Flis has a bit of a thing for Jesse?’ Krystal asked Trudy. She kept her voice low, under the music, and leaned in close to Trudy’s ear, which no one seemed to think was odd at all.
‘Maybe,’ Trudy replied. ‘But Jesse’s as oblivious as usual.’
‘Huh?’
‘You haven’t noticed? Jesse wears clothes that show a lot of skin quite often. She never wears a bra under her school shirt. She also never seems to notice when anyone notices her. I think she’s so used to plants, she just can’t see dragons. Or see what dragons think of her anyway.’
Twilight Glitter had another unique feature, at least for a relatively lowbrow establishment: every hour or so, the dance floor would clear and a pair of professional dancers would enter in outfits so coated in glitter it was sometimes difficult to see what was happening. It was, Krystal noticed, a clever ploy since the bar did a lot of business during the exhibition dances.
And after two exhibitions, Felicia was on her sixth glass of wine and was noticeably tipsy. No one was stopping her at this point for the simple reason that the girl had been moping around the hall all week, aside from the day she had spent discovering that her family was falling apart. Okay, so she might regret everything in the morning, but for now she seemed to be fairly happy.
‘You know,’ Felicia said cheerfully, ‘I really have no idea why you’re all so nice to me.’ The indigo was far too well brought up to slur her speech when she was merely tipsy.
‘We’re morons,’ Charlotte replied.
Felicia seemed to be oblivious to whatever that implied. ‘You’re clearly not. You wouldn’t be in the Celestina School of Magic if you were anything less than competent. Krys is really smart and she tried to help me even when I was treating her badly.’
‘I never did understand why you tried to do that spell Theodore Marin set for us,’ Krystal replied. ‘I’m fairly sure you’re smart enough to realise you’re not that good.’
‘Yes, but I’m also stubborn. Papa didn’t want me joining the school, but I persuaded him. I shouted and screamed, charmed and cajoled, threatened and blustered, and he gave in eventually.’ Felicia’s smile faltered for a second and she took a gulp of her wine. ‘I always get what I want and if someone says I can’t do something I think I should be able to do, well, I go ahead and do it anyway.’
‘Even if doing so could kill you?’
‘Like I said, I’m stubborn.’ Felicia gave a shrug. ‘It’s a character flaw. We’ve all got them. Except possibly for Jesse.’
‘I have character flaws,’ Jesse replied, looking around with widened eyes. ‘I’m n-not good with strangers. N-not good at all.’
‘That,’ Felicia replied with a slightly drunken grin, ‘is just endearing.’
‘That,’ Trudy whispered into Krystal’s ear, ‘is just nauseating.’
Krystal turned her head to whisper back. ‘You had to get drunk before you decided to see what my nipples tasted like.’
‘I was not as cute about it.’
‘I wonder whether Flis is going to get what she wants tonight?’
‘Only time will tell…’
9th Day of Harvest.
Breakfast was served later on a Royalday than the rest of the week, which was a good thing for Felicia and Jesse, who hurried into the refectory fifteen minutes before it closed and then joined the others who were mostly watching Charlotte stuff food into her face in preparation for a lengthy flight session.
There were some giggles as Felicia sat down with a groan. She was back in her dark glasses. 
‘Suffering a little, Flis?’ Trudy asked.
‘That’s right,’ Felicia replied rather equitably, ‘mock the afflicted. So, I drank a little too much last night…’
‘A little?’
‘A little more than a little. I regret nothing!’ Felicia picked up one of the slices of dry toast she had got from the counter, looking at it as though it might bite.
‘Nothing at all?’ Xanthe asked.
‘Nothing. And as soon as I can persuade myself to eat something, I’m sure I’ll be right as rain.’
‘Uh-huh. Get much exercise last night?’
There were more giggles and Felicia’s cheeks went from slightly paler than usual to a rosy red. ‘That’s something else I don’t regret.’
‘Neither do I,’ Charlotte commented around a mouthful of food. ‘I slept like a baby without you there.’
‘I really enjoyed myself last night,’ Jesse said. ‘All of last night, not just the part when I had Flis’s fingers–’
‘I don’t think we need to go into too much detail, darling,’ Felicia said quickly. ‘I’m sure no one wants to– Who am I trying to fool? Of course you want the details, but you’re not getting any.’
‘I was just amazed that Jesse actually noticed you were interested,’ Krystal said.
That comment got Jesse to blush. ‘Oh, I know. I can be really oblivious about that kind of thing, but even I get the idea when someone puts their hand under my shirt in the hallway.’
‘She had to get that obvious before you noticed?’
‘Well, I sort of thought she liked me before that, but… Yes, she had to get that obvious.’ Jesse grinned one of her timid grins which, to Krystal, were starting to look less and less innocent. ‘I’m shy. I can’t help it.’
~~~
The sound of running feet in the hallway followed by urgent knocking drew Krystal to her door, and she opened it to find Felicia standing outside Jesse’s room. The indigo looked nervous: she was hopping from foot to foot and twisting a piece of paper in her hands. When she turned around, there were dark streaks down her cheeks where her mascara had run.
‘Flis, what’s wrong?’ Krystal asked.
Trudy appeared at Krystal’s shoulder to find out what was going on. ‘Jesse went out to Threefold Park with Xan,’ she said.
‘O-oh,’ Felicia said. ‘I… That is… Charley’s still out flying and then I got this note…’
‘Come in,’ Krystal said. ‘You can at least sit down and wait for Jesse to come back.’
Nodding, Felicia walked in and took a seat on Krystal’s bed, hunched over with her hands still pulling at the note which had to be on good-quality paper because it was still intact. ‘My parents are divorcing,’ she blurted as soon as the door was closed. ‘Papa made the announcement at midday. It’s all in the note.’ She waved the piece of paper vaguely and then went back to tugging and twisting it.
‘Your parents are divorcing,’ Trudy said, ‘and you get to hear about it in a note?!’
Felicia just nodded. There were tears starting again, quiet ones adding more dark streaks to her cheeks.
‘What else does the note say?’ Krystal asked.
‘Uh, Mama will go to Appleyard as soon as the divorce is final. That’ll be next Royalday.’
‘Appleyard? She’s going to join–’
‘She intends to join the Sisters of Perpetual Harmony, yes.’
Krystal pursed her lips and settled onto the bed beside Felicia. ‘Well, there are far worse places to be under the circumstances. The nuns are, mostly, nice people and they don’t care why you want to join so long as you genuinely want to.’
‘Mama has never been a strict draconist, but she believes strongly in the ancestors.’
‘That helps. She won’t be able to just join. There’s a three-month period of adjustment and reflection. Prospective acolytes live among the sisters, gradually taking on more of the life. They can decide it’s not for them any time up to the Ceremony of the Cloth.’
‘You seem to know a lot about this,’ Trudy commented.
‘Entering the sisterhood was always an option, and you know I like to do my research.’
‘Somehow, I can’t see you as a nun.’
Krystal gave a shrug. ‘I could at one point. After– Well, I was about thirteen and looking at my options. Whatever my dracoform turned out to be, the sisterhood would not judge, you see? Then my talent for magic was noticed and the possibility of a scholarship came up…’
‘Yeah, I get it.’ Trudy did get it: Krystal had considered becoming a nun because it would have kept her out of sight where no one would see her scaled shape.
‘I don’t know how you could consider it,’ Felicia said. ‘I just can’t get over never seeing Mama again. Papa hasn’t decided what he’s going to do yet either. I may have to move away. I’d lose my place in the school. My life is over!’
Krystal let out a short laugh. ‘What makes you think you’ll never see your mother again? The Sisters of Perpetual Harmony aren’t a cloistered order. They run an orphanage and a hospital. When you join, you leave the family you were born to in order to become a sister, but they don’t ask that you just forget your loved ones. In times of need, sisters are even permitted to visit relatives, especially when there’s some chance that such a visit might save a life. If your mother has the talent for it, she could become quite the healer, you know?’
Felicia managed a weak grin. ‘I think Mama’s talents lie more in organisation. She’s always been good at organising parties and events.’
‘There’s always room for someone to help keep things running. It’s not the end of the world, Flis.’
Felicia gave a small grimace. ‘It will be if I have to leave here.’
10th Day of Harvest.
‘Was Theodore Marin trying to turn our brains inside out?’ Felicia asked over lunch.
‘That session was a little dense,’ Krystal agreed, ‘but that’s the basis behind a lot of movement spells relating to other planes and it leads on to a better understanding of the flow of magical energy from the contingent astral plane.’
‘Smart girl said what?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Oh, well, I got that there was some connection with thaumolytics,’ Felicia said, ‘but all that multidimensional mathematics was incredibly hard.’
‘For me too,’ Jesse said. Today, in the lecture, Felicia had been flanked by Jesse and Krystal, which Krystal had found interesting and a little amusing.
Krystal grinned. ‘I can go through it with both of you. It’s not that hard if you’ve done some applied mathematics… Which neither of you have, obviously.’
There were some quick glances around the group. ‘You’re the only one that got taught general maths, Krys,’ Trudy said.
‘You’re the only one who did chemistry and physics too,’ Jesse added. ‘And I did botany and Xan did some zoology, but you studied general biology.’
‘I can cook!’ Trudy said brightly.
‘So can I,’ Krystal replied.
‘Maybe one of you could teach me,’ Felicia said. ‘I’m probably going to have to cook for myself soon.’
‘Oh yes, you really should learn some sort of service profession,’ Charity said from behind Felicia. ‘Though what family of any breeding would allow you under their roof now is anyone’s guess.’
Felicia cringed. Maybe the old Felicia would have had a ready comeback for the comment, but right now she was an easy target, her confidence shot. But she was a misfit now…
Krystal pushed her chair back. ‘Leave her alone, Charity Darkmoon, you worthless coward,’ she said as she turned to face the indigo.
Charlotte’s voice came from the back. ‘Moron says what?’
‘What?’ Charity said, and Krystal had to force herself to keep her face straight as the other girls, except for Felicia, burst into laughter.
‘You heard me,’ Krystal said, ‘or are we going to add “deaf as a post” to cowardly. Going after wounded prey is just about acceptable in wolves, but… You know, that’s a very good analogy.’ Her gaze swept over Charity and the girls behind her. ‘A pack of feral wolves.’
Charity’s face twisted into an angry glower. ‘Stay out of this, orphan. You don’t want to get in my way.’
‘Or what? You’ve already painted me as a necromancer. What’s next? Pretty much nowhere you can go that’s worse than that. Huh, I bet there are times when you’ve wished you were an orphan. Carrying around a name like Darkmoon can’t be easy. Of course, I doubt you inherited a talent for magic down that line, so I guess it’s just a knack for knowing when to throw your friends under a speeding train, like you did with Felicia. I wonder when it’ll be time for the rest of your friends to be used and cast aside?’
Charity’s eyes narrowed, but there behind her, her cronies were glancing at each other and it seemed that Charity had a reasonable sense of when to back off and rally the troops. ‘This isn’t over, dirt hugger,’ she hissed.
‘It is if you’ve got the sense you were born with,’ Krystal replied, but Charity was already strutting away, yanking on the invisible chains which attached her to the girls in her posse.
‘Beautiful,’ Charlotte said, wiping mock tears from her eyes. ‘That was beautiful. I really wish I had a camera.’
‘I still don’t really get why you keep standing up to her for me,’ Felicia said. ‘I was just as mean to you as she is. You weren’t so nice to me then.’
‘That was then,’ Krystal said. ‘You were a legitimate target. Things have changed and I don’t believe in holding grudges. All that does is waste good reading time.’
‘Actually, Flis,’ Jesse said, ‘I don’t think you were as mean as Charity is.’
Felicia smiled. ‘It’s sweet of you to say so, darling, but I’m sure I was.’ Her smile faltered a little and her brow furrowed. ‘Though, now you mention it, Charity always has had quite a callous streak. She is trouble, Krys. You should take a little care around her.’
‘I will,’ Krystal replied. ‘If I’m lucky, however, she’s going to have to find something else to throw at me before she can mount another attack, and I’ve no family, no background, nothing much she can use as leverage. Being on the bottom of the ladder isn’t always a disadvantage.’
11th Day of Harvest.
When lunch was done with, Krystal was a little surprised to find Felicia rushing to catch up with her, after giving Jesse a quick kiss. Felicia and Jesse had a slightly strange relationship in that they displayed public affection more than Krystal and Trudy did, but they seemed to spend less time together out of classes. Of course, Krystal and Trudy did not share any classes while Jesse was with Felicia much of the day, but Trudy was now in Krystal’s bed every night and the same was not true of Felicia and Jesse.
‘It’s speciality classes now,’ Krystal commented. ‘Aren’t you due in the mind corpus lectures?’
‘I transferred,’ Felicia replied. ‘They said it was okay this early in the year and I could probably catch up. Uh, I was hoping you might help a little there. And I already know some mind corpus, but I’ve never studied practical meta-magic, and that’s useful for all sorts of charms, and counterspells, and a lot of higher-level magic, right?’
‘Yes,’ Krystal replied. ‘I’m mostly studying it because I find magic interesting, but the practical uses are enormous. The class is a little basic for me, to be honest, but I can help you get caught up, sure.’
‘Thanks.’
There was silence for a second or two as they walked the rest of the way to the lecture theatre. ‘Flis?’ Krystal said as they selected their seats.
‘Uh-huh?’
‘I think we’re friends now, right?’
Felicia glanced at Krystal with a quizzical look on her face. ‘I… Well, it’s not something I would’ve imagined me saying at the start of term, but yes. At least I hope we are.’
‘Good. So, you should understand that I’m saying this as a friend. If you hurt Jesse somehow, I will make all your scales turn grey and your hair fall out.’
Pausing in the middle of sitting down, Felicia blinked a couple of times, wrapping her head around the statement. ‘Uh, oh, well…’ She finished sitting down. ‘I suppose that seems fair, but I wouldn’t worry about it. If anything, I’m a little besotted and Jesse is just enjoying the sex. It’ll be her who breaks my heart.’
Krystal grinned. ‘Only by accident. I don’t think that girl could harm a flea if it was biting her behind.’
‘Quite so, darling, but a little word to the wise: always be wary of the quiet ones. She’s not so shy when we’re alone in her room.’ Felicia dropped her voice to a conspiratorial near-whisper. ‘Why, on Royalday, after she’d calmed me down about that note, she–’
Thankfully, at that moment, the lecturer walked in. Krystal was not sure what Jesse had done to Felicia on Royalday, but whatever it was, Krystal was sure it was too much information.
13th Day of Harvest.
‘I’m going to tell Flis tomorrow night, at the study meeting,’ Krystal said.
Trudy’s voice was somewhat muffled since she was lying face down on the pillow, trying to recover from what Krystal had just finished doing to her. ‘Tell her what?’
‘What my dracoform is. Well, show her, probably. I don’t suppose she’d just take my word for it. I wouldn’t.’
Turning partially on her side, Trudy looked up at Krystal. ‘I think you would, expecting to see proof later maybe, but you would. But do you think she can be trusted with that?’
‘Well, yes.’
‘But you wouldn’t have said something now unless you wanted my opinion, right?’
‘Also, yes.’
Trudy leaned forward and kissed the end of Krystal’s nose. ‘You are beautiful, you know? Confusing and a bit contradictory, and I don’t know how you’ve grown up quite so innocent and world-wise.’
‘Blame the nuns.’
‘I do. Okay…’ Trudy sighed and looked up toward the ceiling, and then back to Krystal. ‘It’s maybe a big secret and you’re putting it in the hands of someone you barely know. And her father is a Darkmoon, so I think you should consider what you’ve said about Charity Darkmoon and loyalty.’
‘Yes,’ Krystal said, ‘but I don’t actually believe that Charity is going to sell out her friends because she’s a Darkmoon. I think she’s going to do it because she’s got the basic compassion of a hair louse. I think Flis is… different. I think she bullied people because it was the way she knew how to behave. I think she’s discovered she can have friends who don’t want something from her and she likes that.’
‘Still a pretty big thing to hand her based on the belief that she’s too excited about friendship to sell you out to the royals.’
‘Maybe,’ Krystal said, ‘but there’s one other thing which might hold her back. She’s fallen for Jesse’s timid charms and I think she knows Jesse would tell her to get lost if she sold me out.’
Trudy’s eyebrows went up. ‘Flis is in love with Jesse?’
‘She says she’s “a little besotted.” I got the feeling it was more than that. She’s not so sure that Jesse feels the same way.’
‘Huh. That doesn’t sound like it’ll end well. But, if you’re confident you can keep Flis under control, so to speak, then break out the scales tomorrow. I’m not going to complain too much. I think you look amazing. Just remember, I’m your girlfriend and I don’t share.’
Krystal gave her a pout. ‘Aww. Jesse and Charley showed an interest when you were angry with me. I’m sure we could get an orgy going if–’
Somehow, with a speed which thoroughly surprised Krystal, Trudy hooked a pair of fingers inside Krystal and pressed them up against the spot which was guaranteed to shut her up. ‘Mine,’ Trudy said. Her fingers began to circle and pump.
‘Not… actually… arguing,’ Krystal got out before Trudy’s mouth covered hers and speaking became entirely impossible.
14th Day of Harvest.
‘Ancestors! My brain hurts,’ Felicia said, falling back onto Krystal’s bed and covering her eyes with her arm.
‘And we have to do this stuff next term?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Only if we pass the end-of-term exam,’ Trudy replied. ‘Maybe we’ll all fail and be spared the horror.’
‘You won’t fail,’ Krystal said. ‘You’re all doing pretty well as far as I can tell.’
‘I don’t feel like I am,’ Felicia said.
‘You’re just feeling like everything’s against you.’
‘It is!’
There was a round of giggles and then Krystal said, ‘I think we should take a short break while Flis’s brain reboots… Unless I blow it entirely in the next few seconds.’
Felicia lifted her arm and looked up at Krystal. ‘Huh?’
‘There’s something… Well, the others all know and you’re a misfit now. I said I wouldn’t lie to friends.’
‘You’re making considerably less sense than usual, darling.’
‘Probably. Okay, this is a secret. You know when someone says that something’s a secret and they really mean it would be really embarrassing if anyone found out so they don’t want you to blab it all over the place.’
Felicia nodded. ‘It’s generally valuable blackmail material.’
‘Yes, well this is nothing like that.’
‘Oh.’
Getting to her feet, Krystal stepped into some clear space. ‘I’m not sure what would happen if anyone else found out about this, but it would probably be bad.’
‘Are you sure you want to tell her?’ Charlotte asked, frowning.
‘I said no lying to friends.’ Krystal unbuttoned a couple of buttons on her blouse.
‘Ancestors!’ Felicia squeaked, sitting up straight. ‘You’re really a boy?!’
‘Uh, no,’ Krystal replied as lights began to flicker around her. Only Trudy had actually seen her change before: when she had taken on the zombie, she had been behind them all as they held the doors shut. Now they watched as the lights danced over her skin, shifting in colour as they did so. White at first, they flashed through reds, yellows, blues, greens… Beneath them, Krystal’s skin shifted, scales forming across its surface, her legs lengthened, and her breasts swelled. She shook her head as her hair lengthened and changed colour, becoming a rainbow-shaded cloud that fell to the upper slopes of her breasts. As the lights faded, she looked down at Felicia with iridescent eyes. ‘I do have a dracoform,’ she said, her voice an octave lower than normal.
Felicia’s jaw worked up and down a few times, but no sounds came out.
‘I think you broke her,’ Charlotte said.
‘If you break her,’ Jesse said, ‘you have to pay for her.’
‘You’re a royal,’ Felicia said.
‘Neither broken nor blind,’ Trudy said, smirking.
‘I’m… sort of a royal,’ Krystal said. ‘I mean, I’m an orphan, so–’
Felicia’s face straightened and switched to a frown in rapid order. ‘You have to keep this secret.’
‘Well, I wasn’t exactly planning to–’
‘No, you don’t understand, Krys. It seems that none of you do or you’d have told her not to tell me. You must keep this secret. Your parents must have had a good reason for giving you up at birth. No royal is hidden away in a common orphanage, even if their parents are dead. There is always someone to take them in.’
‘I said that,’ Trudy said.
‘But perhaps you didn’t understand what it implies. Someone must have really not wanted your parents to be together, Krys. Your parents must have thought it would be safer to place you at the orphanage in Appleyard than take you with them. None of the royal families must find out about you. Nothing good could come of it.’
‘Oh,’ Krystal said flatly.
Trudy patted her calf. ‘You knew you had to keep this under wraps. Now you know the stakes.’
‘I guess. I guess I was hoping I could come out with this eventually, but I’m going to have to keep hiding it as long as possible.’
‘And,’ Felicia said, ‘it might be wise to try to identify who your parents are, or were. If we can uncover the families they came from, perhaps we can find out who they were and what danger you’re in.’
Krystal nodded, and the rainbow lights began to flicker around her again as she shifted back. ‘In which case, I’m glad you all know. I have no idea where to start looking for my family, but at least I have friends to help.’
‘And I don’t know what I can do to assist you,’ Felicia said. ‘Most of my connections are gone with my mother’s indiscretion. But I’ll help in any way I can.’ She glanced at the books littered around the room and sagged. ‘Especially if you can help me get through the end-of-term exams.’
 



Part Three: Exam Hell
Concord City, Concordance, 22nd Day of Harvest, 999.
Krystal walked confidently through the stacks on the top floor of Cragscales’, headed for one of the branches off the main route. Behind her, Trudy and Jesse followed along quietly, while Felicia could not believe that Krystal knew where she was going.
‘You’re quite sure we’re not going to get lost in here,’ Felicia asked, again.
‘Quite sure,’ Krystal replied, again, and dodged left through a fairly narrow gap between two blocks of shelves.
‘I didn’t bring food,’ Felicia said as she followed. ‘If we get lost in here, I’m eating you first.’
‘Promises, promises. We’re not going to get lost. I know exactly where we’re going. In fact, we’re here.’ Krystal pointed at a shelf of books all devoted to mathematics. ‘Now we just have to find something suitable for you and Jesse.’
Felicia glanced around at the dead end they were in, a fairly narrow corridor between shelving units with just about enough space for the four girls. ‘I’m sure this place can’t have all these stacks in it. It doesn’t look that big from the outside.’
‘Of course. All this knowledge in one place bends space. Every major collection of books in the world is larger on the inside than it is on the outside.’
Felicia’s eyes narrowed. ‘You just made that up.’
‘Yes,’ Krystal replied, grinning, ‘but for a second you believed it.’
‘I did not. All right, maybe just for a second. I totally fail to understand how this section can be fitted in between the other sections.’
‘Magic!’
‘Oh, ha ha.’
‘What about Basic Mathematics for Magi?’ Jesse suggested, attempting to get them back on topic.
‘Too basic,’ Krystal replied. ‘Applied Mathematics for the Magical Mind might be okay.’ She plucked a copy of the book from a shelf and held it out to Felicia. ‘See what you make of that.’
‘And keep in mind that you’re scouting for us slower students,’ Trudy said.
‘I don’t think you’ll have as much trouble,’ Krystal said. ‘They’ll likely teach you various things you need to know as you go through the more basic magical theory. Flis and Jesse are having trouble because they learned the basic stuff in a different way.’
‘Then why isn’t Theodore Marin ensuring that we can
handle the maths?’ Felicia asked, still flicking through the book.
‘Um, because he’s not that
great a teacher?’
‘I’m glad you said that, darling. I thought it was just me.’
‘Nope. Jesse, grab a copy of Numbers for the Magically Inclined. As I remember, that starts off easy and ends up with the kind of thing you really need.’
Jesse located the book and pulled it off the shelf, and Trudy leaned forward to look at it over her shoulder. Krystal looked over the rest of the collection, but the books were all either too simple or far too advanced for what they needed. She turned and looked over the books behind her: divination textbooks dealing with astrology, cartomancy, extispicy, geomancy, sortilege, and other means of determining events in the past, present, and future. She pulled out an astrology book and leafed through it; she knew enough astronomy that she might be able to actually perform the necessary rituals, but the book was not cheap and Krystal was working to a tight budget.
‘This one,’ Jesse said, holding up Numbers for the Magically Inclined. ‘They’ve got several copies, so we can get two and next term we can share.’
‘Great,’ Krystal said, putting the astrology book back on the shelf where it had come from. Then she took Applied Mathematics for the Magical Mind from Felicia and placed it back in its proper place.
‘Jesse’s right,’ Trudy said, ‘Cragscales should be paying you commission.’
‘I believe,’ the old dragon said just as Trudy emerged from the gap in the shelves, ‘that I’d rather pay her a wage.’
Trudy let out a squeak and jumped a good eight inches off the floor, turning to glare at Cragscales, who just looked back at her with his usual taciturn expression. ‘I really wish you wouldn’t do that, you old sneak,’ Trudy said.
Cragscales shrugged. ‘No one ever shoplifts from here. Now, what do you say, Krystal Ward? Would you like a job? Silverdays only with proportionate pay.’
Krystal had not yet made it out of the side aisle. She peered around the shelves at the old grey dragon, one eyebrow raised. ‘Well, I was thinking of getting something to earn book money. Shouldn’t I… have an interview or something?’
Cragscales raised one of his own eyebrows. ‘Where are the books on advanced animal corpus?’
‘Theory or spells? Because theory is a row down and the spell books are another two rows.’
‘Spells.’
‘Three rows further in, third stack on the left as you walk toward the back.’
‘Interview concluded,’ Cragscales said. ‘What I need is someone who can stay up here all day and direct people to the right places.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘We only found one group of students the season after they went looking for herbology texts. Three of them went in and we only found one mummified corpse and some gnawed bones.’
Felicia’s eyes widened, and then narrowed. ‘You just made that up.’
Cragscales smiled. ‘You be here at nine thirty next Silverday, Krys, and I’ll get all the paperwork sorted out before we open.’ Then he turned and walked off into the stacks.
‘He did make that up, didn’t he?’ Felicia said.
‘Oh, yes,’ Krystal replied.
‘I’m sure he did,’ Trudy added.
‘Almost certainly.’
‘Well, probably.’
‘Just don’t go into the side aisles without a guide.’
2nd Day of Autumn.
It was truly autumn on the first day of Krystal’s new job. The days were starting to lengthen into winter, and the few trees which decorated the streets between the school and Westlook were showing leaves of red and brown where they had been green. The early morning air had a cooler edge too, though Concordance never suffered the extremes of winter climate that the far north had. Krystal had read that, near the north pole, the weak winter sun never set and the ground was permanently frozen, but on Concordance’s lowlands there was rarely any snow even in the peak of the winter months.
The closed sign was showing on the front door of Cragscales’ shop, but when Krystal tried it, the door opened and she walked in. ‘Cragscales?’ she called out when she could see no sign of anyone at the front of the shop.
The old dragon appeared as though by magic, though Krystal was fairly certain he had stepped out from behind a display of charms. She caught movement in the corner of her eye and turned to see him standing there. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘you’re here. I have a contract for you to read and sign. I think we can dispense with the usual tour and you won’t be working the tills, so there’s no need for instruction on that yet.’
‘Okay,’ Krystal said, nodding. ‘Uh, do I look okay? I wasn’t sure what was suitable attire for–’
‘As long as you’re presentable, no one’s going to worry over what you wear.’ He flicked a glance over her anyway. ‘And you are presentable. The glasses will go down well. Glasses make you look studious.’
‘Glasses stop me squinting and walking into things.’
‘That too.’ Cragscales stepped behind the till and reached under it to retrieve a sheet of paper and a pen. He handed the paper to Krystal. ‘Everything’s on there. It’s fairly standard, but you should read it through.’
Krystal read through the legalese. She had never actually had a paying job before, but it did all seem fairly standard. ‘Six dollars and five bits an hour? Is that, well, normal?’
‘I pay about average for new staff,’ Cragscales replied. ‘You’re on seven and a half hours a week and, lucky you, the state only taxes you fifteen percent on wages earned over two thousand Nightsky dollars. You’ll be walking home at the end of the month with one hundred and eighty-six dollars, six bits, and a cent. Don’t spend it all before you’ve earned it.’
Krystal let out a giggle. ‘I’ll probably have worked out how to spend it before I’ve earned it.’ Taking the pen, Krystal signed and dated the contract and handed it back to her new employer.
‘Congratulations,’ Cragscales said deadpan, ‘you have just entered the exciting world of work. Now go up to the top floor and prowl the stacks like you’re looking for deer you can pounce on.’
‘You get a lot of deer up there?’
He shrugged. ‘When customers are up there expecting me to appear to help them, they usually look like frightened deer.’
~~~
As far as Krystal could tell, the day was going fairly well. She had found fourteen people wandering through the stacks like lost souls, or possibly skittish deer, and had known where whatever they wanted could be found without any problems. She had been asked directly by three more people for something they could not find, and only one had required her to seek help.
‘Thordrin Scarlin’s Grimoire of Combat Magic?’ Cragscales had said when Krystal had found him to ask about the book. ‘Someone wants that?’
‘Yes,’ Krystal replied. ‘He’s one of the magical security people at the palace. Dorian Dusklight requested the book, apparently.’
‘I see. Show me this dragon, I’ll deal with it. The Grimoire of Combat Magic is in the special collection and I handle sales from there personally. Uh, are you available to stay half an hour after regular hours?’
‘Sure. I’ve nothing special on tonight.’
‘Excellent. We’ll go through the books in the cupboard.’
Krystal’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’
‘Really. That way, if someone asks for something that’s in there, you’ll know to just come straight to me.’
And that was how Krystal found herself standing in front of the locked, reinforced cupboard at the end of the maze of stacks after everyone else had gone home. She was trying, very hard, not to bounce, even though she was also nervous about actually coming into contact with some of the books.
Cragscales unlocked the doors and swung them open. ‘I’ll show you how to handle them, not that you’ll need to very often. Today, you’ll go through each one so you know the titles and authors. You can remember them if you see them?’
‘I can usually remember things when I put my mind to it.’
‘Good. A lot of these don’t have titles anywhere on the cover, so you’ll need to open them. Don’t go past the title page.’
‘Are they all that dangerous?’
‘Well, no. Some of them are just old and a little fragile.’ Reaching down to one of the lower shelves, Cragscales took out a pair of white gloves with carefully embroidered symbols stitched into the backs and palms. ‘These are enchanted, in case that wasn’t obvious. Isolation charms which protect the book from you, and you from the book.’ He held them out for Krystal to put on.
‘Okay. There’s no activating cantrip or anything?’
Cragscales shook his head. ‘The magic is on the gloves themselves. They’re… magical insulation.’ He stepped back and waved to the shelves and, with a little trepidation, Krystal took down the first book from the top shelf.
‘Edwin Darroway’s Compendium of Other Realities? I didn’t think there were any copies of this outside of private libraries.’
Cragscales’ lips curled. ‘You should probably just move on without the questions. Questions like that anyway. That’s going to come up a lot and you’ll be here all night if you keep having to ask how come I have a copy.’
Krystal blushed and put the book back on the shelf before reaching for the next. ‘Solus Sunstar’s Plants of the Southern Hemisphere. Wow, that’s– Uh, I’ll just keep going.’
~~~
‘He has a copy of Marianne Nightsky’s Defensive Magic!’ Krystal enthused.
Trudy was less enthusiastic: Krystal had been gushing about Cragscales’ special collection for the last thirty minutes, and she had been buzzing about it without going into details all through dinner, which she had been late for. ‘Wonderful,’ Trudy said.
‘It is! It’s the definitive work on–’
‘Defensive magic?’
‘Yes! It has one of the most powerful exorcism spells ever set down on paper in it. You need a group of people to perform it and it’s dangerous, but it can counter almost any form of possession.’
‘Cool.’
Krystal paused. ‘I am getting the feeling that you’re not as excited as I am.’
Trudy gave her friend a grin. ‘I could never be as excited about books as you are, Krys.’
‘You… have a valid point. One more, because it was a weird one and I asked about it and Cragscales told me about it. He has a copy of Theory and Practice of Advanced Necromancy by Shastin Nightsky.’
‘Those Nightskys get around. I mean, I know they are the most prominent magi in Draconia, but…’
Krystal gave a shrug. ‘The Nightskys and the Armonias were responsible for laying down a lot of the known laws of magic, formulating the theories we still base our magic on, and for writing most of it down. Of course, most of the books with Armonia names on the cover have been lost, but the Nightsky name does appear on a lot of very important magical literature, yes. Shastin Nightsky is a name I hadn’t heard of, however.’
‘Me neither.’
‘Not surprising. He was born before the Majesty War and became an exceptional magus, but his studies took him to dark places.’
‘Well, “advanced necromancy” would suggest a dark place, yes.’
Krystal grinned. ‘Yes. He was charged with practising necromancy, not just studying it, but he escaped and vowed that he would get his revenge on his persecutors. There have been rumours of him being behind all sorts of necromantic incidents and other magical events. He would have to be over a thousand years old now, which is pretty unlikely, but his name still comes up as the mind behind magical atrocities. They say he wants to destroy the power of the royal families.’
‘That sounds like something I could get behind.’
‘Perhaps, but Shastin Nightsky wants to replace their power with his own. He wants to rule Draconia, and somehow I don’t think having a powerful necromancer as your ruler would suit you.’
Trudy contemplated that for a second. ‘On balance, probably not. So, on the whole, your first day at work went okay?’
Krystal grinned back at her. ‘On the whole, it went great. And it’ll be even better at the end of the month, when I get paid.’
‘Yeah, money may not buy you happiness, but it can make you a lot happier than poverty.’
13th Day of Autumn.
There was a giggle from across the lab and Krystal looked over to where Charity was busy at her bench. ‘See?’ Charity said. ‘There’s nothing to it.’
Krystal frowned. ‘She’s done it already?’
‘What?’ Felicia asked. She was preparing to do much the same thing that Charity had just done: dispel a light spell.
‘Charity’s already done it.’
Felicia and Jesse looked across at the indigos gathered around Charity just as Charity cast another light spell. ‘She’s going again?’ Felicia said, frowning.
‘Let there be light,’ Charity said, then she waved her hand and the hovering ball of light evaporated. ‘Let there be darkness.’
‘Huh,’ Felicia grunted and turned her attention once again to the light hovering in front of her. Krystal was better at light magic than either Felicia or Jesse, so Krystal had created the light, quite easily, but her friends were going to have to dispel it themselves. Sweat broke out on Felicia’s brow and she took it slowly and carefully, but a few minutes later the light evaporated into nothing. ‘This will probably be a lot easier when I’ve done the meta-magic course.’
‘Probably,’ Krystal said. She focused on the pattern of symbols she needed for the light spell and willed them into reality, shaping the energy flow from the astral plane. It took her a few seconds to pop another ball of light into existence. ‘Your turn, Jesse. Charity isn’t doing the meta-magic course and she doesn’t have any other experience with it, does she?’
‘No,’ Felicia replied. ‘She’s no more accomplished with light either. Both of us studied the mind corpus before we came here.’
‘Odd.’ Krystal turned her attention back to Jesse as the green worked her way carefully through the casting of the spell to break Krystal’s spell.
After several minutes, the light died and Jesse let out a gasp. ‘Give me a nice plant-growth spell or something any day. I can even transmute lead into gold with less effort.’
Krystal recreated her light. ‘I don’t find it that hard, but I can’t just handwave it the way Charity’s doing over there.’
‘She’s annoyed at how slow the others are being,’ Felicia said. ‘You’re right, it is odd.’ The light went out and Felicia’s eyebrows rose. ‘You’re not that much slower than she was, and you’ve made three lights as well as dispelling one.’
‘As you both pointed out, it’s easier when you’re working with practical magic you’ve specifically studied, and I studied both the light and magic corpuses.’ She grinned. ‘Well, technically I just used light magic a lot. When you like reading after dark, it’s a lot easier on the orphanage budget if you can make light out of nothing. I’m just lucky we’re working with both my specialities.’
‘And so are we,’ Jesse agreed. ‘We would be really hurting if we had to cast both spells.’
‘So, the question is: do we go ask for additional work, since this was supposed to take way longer?’
‘No,’ Felicia said. ‘I think the question I’m more interested in is how Charity got that good, that fast. I would dearly love to know the answer to that one.’
23rd Day of Autumn.
A week and a half later there was still no answer to the question of Charity’s sudden competence, but Krystal had other things on her mind. Primarily, the thing she was focusing on right at that moment was the envelope Cragscales was handing her and its contents.
‘Eighteen lunars,’ Cragscales said as he handed it over, ‘six dollars, six bits, and a cent. Technically it’s a little early, but you’re not working on the last of the month.’
‘Thank you,’ Krystal said, beaming.
‘You’ve worked for it. I’ve had no complaints.’
‘Thank you anyway. It never hurts to be polite.’
The old dragon smiled. ‘I could wish more people lived by that. I’d suggest that one of your first purchases should be a money pouch, and be careful on your way back to the school. There are those about who might mug you for a tenth of that.’
‘Trudy’s meeting me to walk back and she knows what to watch for.’
‘She’s a good girl. Is she keeping to her studies?’
‘Yes. We’ve got six weeks before the end-of-term exams. I’m quite sure she’ll pass them without trouble, so long as she keeps her head.’
Cragscales gave a nod. ‘Good. She’s a level-headed girl. I don’t think she’ll have much to worry over.’
‘I hope so. I’m counting on her to keep me from losing it. I, uh, tend to get a little tense when I have to take tests.’
‘Tense, huh?’
Krystal gave a grimace of a smile. ‘I usually end up climbing the walls.’
‘Then it’s lucky you’ve Trudy there to make sure you relax.’
‘Yeah,’ Krystal said, wondering whether everyone knew they were sleeping together. Of course, maybe the old grey had not meant that at all. Except he was wearing a bit of a smirk…
12th Day of Wintergate.
There continued to be no sign of what had caused Charity’s sudden rise in capability, but she had got no better over the last month and the question of how she had done it had been pushed to the back of everyone’s mind. That was until she arrived late to the morning lecture after the weekend.
Theodore Marin glared at her as she tried her best to sneak into the lecture theatre five minutes after he had started, but he made no other comment. It was the first time she had been late, but Krystal had expected him to say something.
‘She looks like she hasn’t slept all weekend,’ Felicia commented under her breath. It was true: Charity looked tired, flustered. ‘Thinking about it, I haven’t seen her all weekend.’
‘New boyfriend?’ Jesse suggested.
‘He would have to be something special for Charity to let him do that to her. She’s barely awake.’
‘Hush,’ Krystal said softly, ‘or Theodore Marin is going to glare at us.’
But Marin seemed to be in a good mood since he continued his lecture, going deeper into the mechanics of contagion, without making any comment. The dark and handsome lecturer actually seemed to be in fine spirits that morning, but then everyone was looking forward to the evening…
~~~
‘How old is she anyway?’ Trudy asked as the misfits worked their way through the birthday dinner which had been laid on in the refectory.
‘One doesn’t enquire of a lady’s age, darling,’ Felicia said.
‘But today is Celestina Nightsky’s five hundred and eightieth birthday,’ Krystal said, ‘and from what I’ve seen, she’s looking good for her age.’
‘You’ve seen her close enough to know?’
‘Krystal talked to her,’ Trudy replied. ‘She was at the founding event at the start of the year, back when you were a rich bitch.’ She flashed Felicia a grin, but Felicia still grimaced.
‘Back when I was rude to Jesse.’
‘That’d be the night.’
‘And I am still paying for that. Last night she got some rope and–’
‘I met her at the buffet table,’ Krystal broke in before Felicia could say more. Interestingly, Jesse was not looking embarrassed, but she was looking down at her food with a smirk on her face. ‘Celestina Nightsky, that is. I didn’t know it was actually her until later, but she spoke to me, as Trudy said. And she didn’t look a day over four hundred.’ Which was not entirely true, but it was the lady’s birthday.
‘Better than Charity then. She looked like she had at least eight centuries under her belt this morning.’
‘Maybe not quite, but she did look tired.’
‘And she’s not here now,’ Xanthe added. ‘Her squad of lap dragons is over by the main door looking like they don’t know what to do with themselves.’
‘She looked tired,’ Jesse said. ‘Maybe she’s trying to catch up on some sleep.’
‘Maybe,’ Krystal said. ‘She looked exhausted rather than tired. If you’re right about a new boyfriend, the guy has to have a lot of stamina.’
‘Unless there was more than one of them,’ Charlotte suggested cheerfully. Her brow furrowed and she glanced at Felicia. ‘Uh, sorry, Flis, maybe that was–’
Felicia waved the apology away. ‘Mama is in Appleyard intent upon taking the cloth for her transgressions and, if I’m honest, despite the change in circumstances her actions have resulted in for me, I can’t entirely blame her. Papa has not exactly been the most considerate husband, and if Mama finally snapped and decided to get some of her own… I just find it difficult to believe she would, despite the evidence.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, I wasn’t the one photographed in various indecorous positions with multiple masked men, so I’m not worried over the comment.’
‘Still not a great topic for a birthday party,’ Charlotte said. ‘I wonder if they made Celestina Nightsky a cake. I wonder if we’re going to get any of it.’
‘Good old Charley,’ Trudy said. ‘Always ready with a food comment.’
‘True, I am, but food is always a good topic. At least it is when you spend as much time in the air as I do.’
Everyone laughed. Xanthe spoke up, however. ‘Charley, no one spends as much time in the air as you do.’
‘Oh, there has to be someone who does. Somewhere…’
~~~
The meal was done with, but somehow it was an evening for sitting around the refectory, chatting, and drinking the glasses of wine which had been put out. Well, it was the founder’s birthday, and the dean was there with her students, and there was no Charity around.
‘You know,’ Charlotte said, ‘I could get used to this. Maybe we could arrange it so that Charity is asleep every evening.’
‘Something alchemical would probably be easiest,’ Krystal mused, ‘but then you’d have to sneak it into her drinks or something. Anyway, it’s really unethical.’
‘That would depend upon your ethical framework,’ Felicia countered. ‘On a “most good for the most people” basis, I believe you could make a valid case for doping her with a sleep potion.’
‘Okay. Maybe. But I would point out that we don’t get wine with dinner every night, so it might not have as profound an effect as you think.’
‘My learned colleague makes a good point,’ Trudy said. ‘The booze does help.’
‘Booze always does.’ The voice came from behind Krystal, and she turned before her brain had registered the fact that she knew who was speaking.
Krystal’s eyes widened. ‘Celestina Nightsky! Oh, uh, happy birthday.’ The great and grand founder of the school was wearing a leather jacket over a T-shirt and dark jeans, which seemed both wrong and right for her.
Celestina grinned. ‘At my age, I usually prefer to forget them. But I felt like seeing how you’re all doing this year and’ – she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial level – ‘I don’t think Scintilla has noticed I’m here yet.’
‘She will, you know. I think she has some sort of special sense.’
‘I’m sure it’s a charm.’ Celestina’s face shifted, the grin fading. ‘You young dragons were the ones who had to deal with… the necromancy incident.’
‘I wasn’t there, Celestina Nightsky,’ Felicia said. ‘I, uh, became a misfit after.’
Celestina’s gaze shifted to Felicia. ‘You’ve had your own shock to deal with, Felicia Goldring. You’re all coping after what’s happened to you?’
‘We’ve got friends to help,’ Charlotte said.
‘F-friends help a l-lot,’ Jesse agreed.
‘Yes, they can,’ Celestina said. ‘I’m glad to hear that events have not kept you from achieving your potential. Now, according to my astrology reading this morning, I must keep moving or Scintilla will corner me. Enjoy the rest of your evening, ladies.’ And she moved quickly off toward another group.
‘Celestina Nightsky stopped to talk to us!’ Felicia squeaked.
‘You’ll get over it,’ Charlotte predicted. ‘Maybe Jesse will too.’
‘I am not that bad,’ Jesse said, blushing.
‘You know,’ Felicia went on, ‘I think she seemed to be paying particular attention to you, Krys.’
Krystal waved the comment aside. ‘Oh, she talked to me at the founding thing. I was just a convenient dragon to make the introduction.’
‘Except that she seemed to know who we all were,’ Xanthe said.
‘Well, yes. There’s “the zombie incident” and Flis’s mother. She’d know about both.’
‘Unfortunately,’ Felicia grumbled.
‘So, all I’m saying is there’s nothing odd about her knowing who we are.’
‘Oh, I don’t mind, especially since she didn’t turn her nose up at the sight of me.’
Krystal grinned. ‘I don’t think Celestina Nightsky is the kind of dragon who cares much about social ranking, and certainly not about a reputation handed down from your parents. We’re students in her school and she’s concerned about us. That’s all.’
19th Day of Wintergate.
Charity was on time for the lecture, but she looked, if anything, even more tired than she had the week before.
‘What is she getting up to?’ Felicia asked, frowning.
‘No idea,’ Krystal replied, ‘but if she doesn’t get her act together, she’s going to be in trouble. We’ve got three weeks until the exams.’
‘Oh, don’t remind me, darling. I’m normally the kind to take tests in my stride, but this year… Let’s just say I’m not feeling as sure of myself.’
‘You’ll be fine,’ Jesse said. ‘I’ll make sure you’re all relaxed before each one.’
Felicia smiled. ‘So long as I’m not as relaxed as Charity seems to be, that should be fine.’
4th Day of Midwinter.
Krystal put a small stack of books down on the counter beside the till and gave Cragscales her best smile. He was checking the cash take for the day and would now have to add in Krystal’s purchases, but she did not think he would mind too much. She now had two pay packets unspent and had been unable to resist picking up a few choice textbooks, especially since today was a special day.
Cragscales looked over the collection Krystal had presented him and then reached under the counter to pull out another book. This one was clearly older and, unlike the books Krystal had selected, had been printed by hand. It was bound in leather while Krystal’s were paperbacks. ‘No charge for that one,’ Cragscales said. ‘It’s not wrapped, but it’s a birthday present.’
Krystal blinked. ‘How did you know?’
‘Trudy may have mentioned it last week. Says you’re going out on the town tonight.’
‘Uh-huh. Flis says she has a restaurant lined up and then we’ll go to a club. Trudy picked the club, so I’ve no idea what I’m in for there.’
‘Nothing you’ll not cope with. Trudy also said, sometime or other, that you knew some astronomy.’
Krystal nodded. ‘Nothing really complex, but I know stars and planets, and some of how it all works.’
‘Then you should be able to use the book. Quite a good one on astrology. Divination’s a useful talent to educate yourself on, but remember to always be wary of what you see when you look.’
‘Well, I can’t really take a reading for me. I only know the date I was born on because it was written on the note the nuns found with me, along with a name. Just a first name, no family. I don’t know exactly when I was born or where, and with just a date I doubt I could get any idea of my future at all.’
‘You can do forecasts for others though. Just be careful about how you interpret what you see.’
Krystal gave the old dragon a smile. ‘I will, promise.’
~~~
Krystal had insisted that she wanted no one giving her presents for her birthday. Her main reason for doing so was that she knew Trudy could not afford to go around handing out gifts to all and sundry, and Charlotte was in a similar boat. It seemed very reasonable and everyone agreed, but then Felicia bought Krystal something anyway.
Apparently, the indigo had conspired with Trudy, because the sandals Felicia had bought fit Krystal perfectly and Trudy was the only way Felicia could have got the size right. The shoes were a beige colour which might have been called ‘skin tone’ if Krystal’s skin had been less white, and they had a three-inch heel. Krystal had never owned a pair of heeled shoes in her life, but she had been taught to walk in them since ‘some employers might require a servant to wear heels on formal occasions.’ The sisters had also said that ‘any employer who required a servant to wear heels at all times was likely a pervert and certainly a sadist, and should be avoided.’ Krystal had decided wearing the things was a form of masochism, but she had to admit that the sandals were not uncomfortable and they did go well with her dress.
Felicia had also insisted that Krystal and Trudy keep the dresses they had ‘borrowed’ for the last night out. They were, she said, from last season. Krystal had suggested that it was too much and Felicia should not be doing this for her and the reply had been telling.
‘Let me do this, Krys,’ Felicia had said. ‘I may not be able to pretend nothing’s happened for very long, but I can still afford to buy a pair of shoes to complete your outfit and feel like I’m doing my duty. So, let me do this.’
So, Krystal had accepted Felicia’s gift and the gang had gone out on the town with Krystal focused mostly on not falling over. At least that took her mind off the possibility of her neckline becoming her waistline if she jumped or something. But then there were other things to take her mind off that anyway: Charlotte, Xanthe, and Jesse actually owned dresses! Xanthe had a rather nice little black dress, and Jesse was actually in a corset, bra, and skirt ensemble which worked as a dress. Charlotte’s was blue with white bands around the skirt and quite a low neckline falling from a high collar. They all owned heeled shoes too, and Charlotte and Jesse looked about as comfortable in them as Krystal felt. Felicia was back in her leather dress, so, all in all, they looked like six proper young dragons going out to a dinner party. Sort of. Considering that most of them were more comfortable in T-shirts and jeans or shorts, they were more or less living up to Felicia’s view of how they should look.
That was probably fairly good since the restaurant Felicia took them to looked kind of posh. There was a maître d’ at the door who escorted them to a table for six near the back. Krystal was not surprised that they were hidden away where most of the other patrons could ignore them, but she was a little surprised that Felicia showed no signs of being unhappy about it.
Surprised until a somewhat plump, older dragon in an apron emerged from the back of the restaurant. She was probably a grey from her blonde hair tied firmly into a bun and covered in a paper hat, and from her pale-blue eyes. She smiled at Felicia with an odd kind of sadness in her expression and Felicia returned the same sort of smile.
‘Everyone,’ Felicia said, ‘this is Julietta Sandmane, the owner of the Silversand restaurant and also the chef.’
‘Cook, Flis,’ Sandmane replied with a half-grin. ‘I’m no chef, as you well know.’ She had the kind of carefully cultured accent that only came from having all trace of your own speech patterns educated out of existence.
‘Well, she’s a very good cook and she was the best nanny any girl could wish for.’ Felicia lowered her voice a little and added, ‘And that’s why she was willing to take my reservation.’
‘At the moment, that might be true,’ Sandmane said, ‘but things will settle down when the gossip pages have something new to titillate their audience. Don’t you worry about things like that. I’m just sorry I had to put you out of the way like this. Six such well-turned-out young ladies in my restaurant would attract more customers.’
‘I’m not sorry,’ Krystal said, smiling. ‘I think it’s cosy and gives us some privacy.’
‘That’s Krystal Ward, Julietta,’ Felicia said, ‘our birthday girl.’
‘Oh, well if the birthday girl is happy, so am I,’ Sandmane said, returning the smile. ‘Any friend who’s sticking by Flis is a friend of mine. Now, enjoy your meals. I’m not saying I’m the best cook in the city–’
‘But she is,’ Felicia interrupted. ‘We’ll be eating well tonight.’
~~~
‘I think I’m in love,’ Charlotte said, leaning back in her seat with the look of someone who was wishing her waistband was not quite so tight.
‘Sorry,’ Felicia said, ‘Julietta is happily married.’
‘Do you think she would adopt a wild blue dragon lost in the big city?’
‘I’d imagine your parents might have something to say about that,’ Krystal replied, ‘but Julietta Sandmane has certainly lived up to your hype, Flis.’
‘Yes,’ Xanthe said, ‘she certainly did, and I hope we don’t have to move on somewhere too soon, because I can’t move.’
‘I’m going to shift into scales when we get out of here,’ Charlotte said. ‘That’ll burn a few calories. But sitting here and finishing the wine seems like a good idea too.’
‘Where are we going after this?’ Krystal asked, looking to Trudy.
‘Depends when we leave. It’s still fairly early.’ Trudy pursed her lips. ‘There are a couple of places I could think of, but some of them don’t open until quite late. We’ll see. I could do with waiting before I move too.’
‘That’s settled then,’ Felicia said. ‘I’ll get another bottle of wine in.’
5th Day of Midwinter.
Everyone was a little tipsy by the time they left the restaurant and the club they went to was a bit of a blur for Krystal. There was loud music and more alcohol, and she remembered slow-dancing with Trudy at one point; with those heels, anything faster was entirely out of the question, but she remembered the dance and Trudy’s lips pressing against hers before they went back to their table.
It was no longer Krystal’s birthday by the time they got back to Nightsky Hall, giggling at something that might have been funny five minutes earlier but which most of them had forgotten by that point. There was a lot of slightly drunken shushing as they got in through the front door and somehow made it up the stairs. Exactly where Charlotte and Xanthe went, Krystal was unsure, but she knew that Jesse dragged Felicia into her room with her, and that was just before Trudy closed the door on their room and came to a stop, leaning against it.
‘Are you sober enough to shift into scales?’ Trudy asked.
In answer, sparkles of light began to shimmer around Krystal and Trudy began her own change. A few seconds later, Krystal’s skirt was a little shorter and her breasts were pressing tightly against her bodice, and Trudy was in silvery scales and walking toward her. Krystal had been getting drowsy, but the light in Trudy’s silver eyes was enough to spark fresh energy.
‘You really do fill that dress out better in that shape,’ Trudy said. ‘I wish you could be open about what you are. You look… magnificent.’
‘I’m not–’
‘Yeah, you are. I’ve been wanting to get down and worship at your feet since we danced in the club, but now… There’s something about you in this shape. The voice, the body.’ Trudy leaned in, drawing in air through her nose and closing her eyes. ‘The way you smell is different. They say royals are more alluring, but you’re that and extra.’
‘You’re sure this isn’t just the alcohol talking?’
Stepping in so that their bodies pressed together, Trudy pushed up a little on her toes to reach Krystal’s mouth with her own. Trudy’s tongue pushed roughly between Krystal’s lips. In scales, the grey’s grip was impossible to break, even if Krystal had wanted to, and they were both gasping for breath when Trudy let go.
‘I’m absolutely certain it’s not the alcohol,’ Trudy whispered. She slipped down Krystal’s body. ‘Now I’m going to prove it.’ Krystal felt her dress being pushed up around her waist. ‘Oh look, I found feathers.’
6th Day of Midwinter.
Krystal watched as Charity and her cheer squad entered the lecture theatre with some interest. This morning, Charity seemed a lot more awake than she had, but her friends were not quite as bright as usual.
‘What is up with them?’ Felicia mused.
‘Perhaps Charity has been sharing her boyfriend,’ Jesse suggested. ‘They all look a little the worse for, um, wear.’
‘Late night revision, maybe?’ Krystal added, thinking that might be more reasonable. ‘It’s only a week to the exams.’
‘Charity, revising now? I don’t think so,’ Felicia countered. ‘Have you started?’
‘Not really. I’ve been flicking through my notes, but not doing anything serious.’
‘Charity will not be studying until the very last minute. Considering her recent confidence, she may not study at all.’
‘Considering her recent competence, she may not need to.’ The theatre doors opened and Theodore Marin walked in, scanning the seats as he did so. ‘Heads down, ladies,’ Krystal said. ‘I suspect he’s going to put even more into this week’s lectures than usual.’
‘Ancestors save us,’ Felicia said sourly.
9th Day of Midwinter.
Krystal was a little late getting to the refectory in the evening, so she came in on the middle of a conversation which sounded sort of important.
‘It’s a hoax,’ Felicia said. ‘Undead at midwinter? It’s not even a good hoax.’
‘I don’t know,’ Charlotte said. ‘After what happened to Glinda…’
‘Forgive me, Charley, but that was weeks ago with no sign of that necromancer since.’
‘She could’ve been a trial run,’ Trudy said. ‘The necromancer could’ve been perfecting his magic.’
‘It just seems–’
‘Uh, what’s going on?’ Krystal interrupted as she put her food down. ‘What undead at midwinter?’
‘Someone sent a letter to the palace saying that the city would be attacked by zombies and other undead,’ Trudy explained. ‘They say it’ll happen at the midwinter festival.’
‘Uh, oh. Are they making any demands?’
‘None that were announced.’
Krystal frowned and forked some vegetables into her mouth, chewing as she considered the matter.
‘Someone just wants to put a scare into the community,’ Felicia said. ‘It may even be a practical joke. The midwinter festival is supposed to be full of ghosts and spectres anyway.’
‘It’s a good time for raising undead,’ Krystal said, ‘but actually putting together an undead force large enough to be worrying is… logistically problematic.’
‘Smart girl said what?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Where do you get the bodies? Most dragons receive the proper rites when they die, so you’d need to get a lot of corpses who haven’t from somewhere. If there were that many missing bodies, someone would have noticed. And raising a lot of them means a big ritual with lots of people aiding the magus. It’s just not that easy and it would be very hard to keep secret.’
‘Well, Jesse and me will be out of the city then anyway,’ Xanthe said. ‘We’ll be heading back to Appleyard at the end of next week.’
‘I’ll be here,’ Charlotte said. ‘I could get to Spinyard before they close down air traffic, but I wouldn’t be able to get back before the start of term, so I’m staying here.’
‘Likewise,’ Krystal said. ‘Except that I’ve really nowhere else to go, so I’m staying here.’
‘I, um, I’ll be going out of town for a short while,’ Felicia said, ‘but I’ll be back in the city for the festival. Mama… Mama is taking the cloth on the nineteenth. She wrote to me to ask if I would attend the ceremony and I want to, so…’
‘You could take the train with us,’ Jesse said. ‘If you want, I’m sure my family would put you up for a couple of nights…’
Felicia beamed. ‘I would like that, Jesse. Thank you.’
‘I’ll send them a telegram tomorrow.’
‘But I don’t think you’ll be coming back to a midwinter zombie invasion,’ Krystal said. ‘I just don’t think it’s really viable to do it.’
‘Oh, famous last words,’ Trudy said. ‘That is really asking to get your brains bashed in by a zombie.’
~~~
‘When were you born?’ Krystal asked.
Trudy looked up from her book and frowned. ‘Sixteenth day of Planting, nine eighty-one. Still a while to my birthday, so–’
‘What time?’
‘The time? Uh, three fifty-two, in the morning. Mam always complains that it was like I didn’t want to come out.’
‘And you were born at home?’
Trudy’s frown deepened. ‘That’s right. What on Draconia are you doing?’
Krystal raised the book she was working from, the one Cragscales had given her for her birthday. ‘I’m going to do some practical magic, which is good revision, and try out the astrological divination in this book, which is interesting.’
‘And you’re doing it on me?’
‘Yes, because astrology needs the date, time, and location of birth for your subject. Most dragons know those, because they’re on their birth certificate precisely so that they can use astrology. I only know the date, and that’s assuming that what was written on the note I came with was telling the truth. It’s not enough. I could try it on me, but the chances of success are slim.’
‘Oh,’ Trudy said. ‘You know, a lot of royals don’t have the place and time of birth written down. It stops people divining their future.’
‘Oh. I didn’t know that, no.’
‘Huh, something I know and you don’t.’
Krystal flashed Trudy a smile. ‘There are lots of things you know that I don’t. So, now I have to do some calculations to determine the relative positions of key astronomical objects between your birth and now, and that gets me the complete pattern for the spell, and then I work the spell, and then, if it’s all right, I may be able to see something about your future.’
‘And if it shows you me being beaten to death by a zombie? I mean, do you really want to know that’s my fate?’
There was a pause while Krystal apparently focused on scribbling down notes. ‘That’s why I’m doing this.’ Krystal’s voice was matter-of-fact, but there was an edge of strain in it. ‘Divination only shows you a probable future. If we know there is trouble ahead, we’ll be able to avoid it.’
‘We might be able to avoid it. Anyway, don’t you think they’ve got the Guild of Diviners working on doing the same thing?’
‘Probably,’ Krystal said, ‘but they won’t be trying to keep you safe. Now, hush, I’m working.’
Trudy went back to her reading while Krystal continued to flick through tables and equations in her book as she worked through getting the exact pattern she needed for the spell. It was, she had to admit, complicated and it was straining her knowledge of astronomy. If she was going to make a habit of performing astrological divinations, she was really going to have to take an astronomy class or maybe get a good book on the subject. It took her about ten minutes to formulate the full pattern. She looked down at the symbols, checking over them once more, and then set herself to the task of working magic. Reaching into the astral plane was easy, and she shaped the spell around her without a problem, but when she released it upon herself she thought, for a second, that she had failed. Then…
She was standing in the school’s Grand Hall, decorated for some celebration. She turned and saw a banner.
She was standing in the Grand Hall and it was decorated for the Winter Ball, but–
The banner was torn down, the room in chaos. There was screaming, running. Students beat at the doors, trying to escape from–
Krystal let out a sob as she looked down and found Trudy lying at her feet. There was little doubt that she was dead, but as Krystal watched, the body twitched, shuddered, rolled onto its back. Its eyes opened and Krystal saw the glow behind them–
‘Krys?’ Trudy’s voice dragged Krystal back to reality. ‘Krys, are you okay? What did you see?’
Krystal looked up and saw Trudy, alive and well, across the room. For a little too much time, she was unsure what to say, so she said, ‘Nothing. Uh, I must’ve got the spell wrong.’
‘Really? Because you kind of zoned out there, and I thought I heard you sob, or grunt, or something.’
‘Okay, so I saw something, but it was just… It was too foggy to make anything useful out. I’ll… sleep on it. Maybe it’ll clear up.’
Trudy raised her eyebrows. ‘I don’t think divination is supposed to work that way.’
‘Maybe not, but it’s the first time I’ve ever done it.’
‘And I never have. I just… Well, let me know if you’ve worked it out tomorrow, I guess. If I’m going to be eaten by zombies soon, I’d like to know about it. For starters, I won’t worry so much about the exams.’
‘Huh.’ Krystal shook her head and gave Trudy what she hoped was a hard look. ‘You won’t be, so do revision.’
‘Now who’s being the harsh taskmistress? I don’t know, Mistress Krystal Ward never lets me get away with anything, even if I’m going to be eaten by zombies.’
‘You didn’t do the accent.’
‘I’m not as good at it as you.’
‘That is no excuse. You have to do the accent. Anyway, if you’re good and you do your revision, you might get eaten by Mistress Krystal Ward later.’
‘Now that is an incentive.’
10th Day of Midwinter.
Theodore Marin closed the book he had been using for reference and looked up at the array of young dragons who were now looking somewhere between the remnants of a battered army and a large team of long-distance runners after a race. ‘That concludes your lectures in magical theory for this term. As you are all no doubt aware, next week you will be sitting exams to determine whether anything I have been teaching you has actually sunk in.’
He paused, his gaze travelling along the rows of seats. Some met his stare by looking down or away, others did not. Krystal noticed that Charity remained confident, even if not all of her friends did.
‘From what I have seen so far,’ Marin went on, ‘none of you should have difficulties with the questions I have written for the tests. I cannot speak for your elective disciplines. Keep your heads. Do not panic, and I should see all of you next term to continue our journey into magical theory. Dismissed.’ And, picking up his books, the lecturer marched off toward the door before any of the girls had really registered that they could leave.
‘That was almost encouraging, from him,’ Felicia said.
‘Uh-huh,’ Krystal replied. ‘Now all I have to do is take his advice. I really hate tests.’
‘You’ll do fine,’ Jesse said. ‘I just hope I’m up t-to it.’
‘You are. And look at it this way, you don’t have to talk to anyone else when you’re doing the exams. It’s just you and the paper.’
‘Yes… But you know those sheets of paper can be so intimidating…’
~~~
‘It would be so much easier if we just knew what they were going to ask us about,’ Trudy complained.
‘Well, yes,’ Krystal replied, ‘but that’s kind of the point. You’re supposed to know all of it.’
‘No one knows all of it.’
‘Except for Krys,’ Charlotte put in.
‘Except for Krys,’ Trudy agreed.
‘I don’t feel like I know any of it,’ Krystal replied.
‘Except that you do. And you know you do. You just feel like you don’t.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘But nothing!’ Trudy snapped. ‘Am I going to have to spend all weekend stroking your ego so you believe you can do this?’
‘Well, no…’
‘Good.’
‘Because she really wants to spend the weekend stroking other bits of you,’ Charlotte said, smirking.
‘Too right I do! Wait. What? No, that’s not what–’
‘Oh, you want Krys to do all the stroking. Got it.’ Charlotte winced as Trudy punched her in the shoulder. ‘Ouch, don’t do that. You’re stronger than you look.’
‘Then quit with the smart remarks,’ Trudy said. ‘You should be using your smarts for revision.’
‘Shall I get the cane out, Mistress Trudy Black,’ Krystal said, assuming her docks accent. ‘That’ll get ’er workin’ soon enough.’
‘And you can quit that too,’ Trudy replied, pointing a warning finger at Krystal. ‘I don’t know. How’s a girl to concentrate with all this distraction?’
‘Ear plugs,’ Xanthe said. ‘Ear plugs are the only way to go. And maybe a blindfold.’
‘Doesn’t that make it hard to revise?’
‘Of course not. You just write your revision material on the inside of some bandages…’
12th Day of Midwinter.
‘This is silly,’ Krystal said as Trudy tied bandages in place over her eyes.
‘I got the idea from Xanthe. It’s a great idea.’
‘But I can’t see anything,
never mind what’s written on the cloth.’
‘Ah, but you see it’s a bit like learning in your sleep. The information just kind of permeates through your eyelids.’ Trudy secured the cloth in place and moved around in front of Krystal.
‘That has to be the stupidest thing I have ever heard.’
‘Then you haven’t heard enough stupid things. It’s all based on solid scientific theory. You learn while not realising you’re learning.’
‘Uh-huh. So tell me one thing.’
‘Sure, what?’
‘Why are you unbuttoning my blouse?’
Trudy’s fingers continued working down the row of buttons. ‘Hush. Let the knowledge soak in.’ Pulling Krystal’s shirt open, Trudy reached around her to undo her bra.
‘Trudy…’ The only reply came in the form of Krystal’s breasts being released from their captivity. ‘I really need to study.’ Without warning, Trudy was sucking one of Krystal’s nipples into her mouth and Krystal let out a gasp.
‘No,’ Trudy said after a second or two, ‘what you really need is to relax.’ She ran her fingers down Krystal’s sides, provoking another gasp. ‘I think we both do, and we’re going to.’ There was a sharp intake of breath followed by an exhalation which was more of a moan as Trudy squeezed a hardening nipple between her fingers. ‘We’re going to relax until we can’t take it any more.’
‘But–’ Krystal began. She cut off sharply as Trudy pinched her other nipple.
‘No buts! I’ve got more of this bandage cloth and I will tie you to the bed if I have to.’
Krystal gave a soft whimper. ‘Okay,’ she said softly, ‘I give in. B-but maybe you could tie me down anyway…’
13th Day of Midwinter.
‘At the risk of sending everyone into a fit of depression,’ Felicia said as brightly as she could muster, ‘how did your tests go?’ They were talking over the evening meal, and just the way Felicia asked the question suggested that she was not too confident.
‘Oh,’ Krystal said, ‘I think I probably got through it okay. I, uh, I’m sure I messed up one of the questions on thaumolytic flow, but, well, I probably did okay.’
‘I thought I did okay,’ Jesse said.
‘That about covers it here, yeah,’ Charlotte agreed. ‘I think I answered it all okay, but that probably means I didn’t.’
‘Probably,’ Xanthe agreed.
‘I’m sure I fluffed at least half of it,’ Felicia said morosely.
‘You’ve more theory papers tomorrow to make it up on,’ Krystal said. ‘Assuming you need to make anything up.’
‘And they’ll take into account what happened with your mother,’ Trudy added. ‘We’ll all get a bit of an easy ride after what’s happened this term.’
‘Do you think you’ll need one?’ Krystal asked her, narrowing her eyes.
‘Uh, no. I think I did okay. I’m sure I messed up one answer. Thinking back on it, I’m sure I added the wrong value for the energy requirement of a body healing spell, but I’m also pretty sure I got that question on correspondences spot on.’
‘I should think so too, considering that correspondences were the first thing I helped you with.’
Trudy shrugged. ‘I misread the table they gave us for the energy figure. A mistake, I think. I knew how to work it all out, so maybe I get points for the method.’
‘You should,’ Felicia said. ‘In fact, that should be most of the marks. You’ll do fine, darling. I just wish I could say the same for me.’
15th Day of Midwinter.
Felicia was still not looking happy with the last of the exams out of the way. She picked at her food and did not smile even when Jesse cosied up to her on the way back to their rooms.
‘What do we do now anyway?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Wait for the results on Yellowday,’ Krystal said.
Felicia groaned. ‘Yes, I have to wait until midday on Yellowday to discover my fate.’
‘You’re going to be fine,’ Jesse said.
‘It’s sweet of you to say so, darling, but I’m sure I did terribly badly. It makes little difference if Papa intends to leave the city, which I fear he does, but I’d have liked to take a good reference away from here.’
‘No,’ Jesse said firmly.
‘No?’
‘No. I don’t want you to have to leave, for whatever reason.’
Felicia smiled warmly at her friend. ‘I’m afraid–’
‘No. I will not have it and it will not happen. And you will believe that, Felicia Goldring. Is that understood?’
‘Oh, well, if you put it like that th–’
‘Is that understood?’ Jesse repeated, more firmly this time.
‘I will be back here next term. It’s not allowed to happen any other way,’ Felicia said.
‘Good.’
‘And that’s you told,’ Charlotte said, smirking. They were at her door by then and, when Jesse turned her green eyes on the tall blue dragon, Charlotte let out a squeak and ducked inside.
‘I should think so too,’ Jesse said, and she nodded before proceeding down the corridor.
17th Day of Midwinter.
The results were posted on a board which had been erected in the main hall especially for the occasion. It allowed the space for almost two hundred students to gather in one place, read what they needed to read, and then either celebrate or commiserate with their friends.
The misfits went down together. Jesse supported Felicia right up until the point where she walked into the hall and saw the crowd. At that point, Jesse began to curl up and the two of them had to help each other get to the board. Trudy’s job was a little harder since Krystal was as nervous as she could get and excited to find out how she had done. Nerves won in the end.
‘I can’t look,’ Krystal said, turning her back to the board. ‘You look. If it’s bad… Well, then I’ll go and start packing.’
‘Right,’ Trudy said, shaking her head before she pushed through the crowd gathered in front of the long lists of names.
The display was divided by subject. Trudy located the magical theory list and scanned down it to her own name, which was near the top since it was in alphabetical order. There was no actual score, but the word ‘Pass’ was next to her name. Smiling, she skipped down to the bottom of the list to locate Ward, Krystal…
‘Well?’ Krystal asked when Trudy emerged from the throng wearing a sombre expression. ‘Is it bad? How bad is it? I failed, didn’t I?’
‘It’s bad,’ Trudy said, nodding slowly.
‘Oh… I should just go pack n–’
‘You came top of the class in both magical theory and meta-magic.’
Krystal’s jaw dropped open. ‘What?!’
‘I mean, it’s terrible. How can you possibly improve on that? You’ll be haunted by this for the rest of your time at school! People will look up to you and ask your advice. You might even be, gasp, popular!’
‘Trudy,’ Krystal wailed. Then she turned and pushed through the other girls to check that what Trudy was saying was actually true. While she was at it, she checked other names too. Everyone had passed, even Felicia. Charity had passed in second place to Krystal and had come top in the mind corpus exam.
‘Everyone’s through,’ Charlotte said, grinning like a maniac, when Krystal pushed her way back out of the scrum to find the others gathered together. ‘The adventures of the marvellous misfits continue next term!’
‘If I’m not in another city,’ Felicia grumbled.
‘W-what did I s-say about that?’ Jesse said.
The effect was a little weaker given the stammer, but Felicia pulled herself up a little straighter anyway. ‘I didn’t fail, so I’ll be back next year.’
‘Good. You g-got first in the c-class, Krys!’
‘Yeah,’ Krystal said, nodding. ‘Charity was second.’ Lifting her head, Krystal looked around the hall. ‘I’m surprised she’s not here. Anyone seen her.’
‘None of them are,’ Felicia replied. ‘I’m surprised. Charity should be here crowing over the results and probably claiming Krys cheated.’
‘Thinking about it, none of them were at dinner last night. I’m sure they’ll be here for the ball tonight.’ As Krystal said it, images flickered into her head: destroyed decorations and fallen bodies. One body in particular, rising unsteadily to its feet with glowing eyes. ‘Uh, who’s going?’
‘Oh, Jesse wouldn’t be comfortable there,’ Felicia said, ‘and I’m not really that excited about it.’
‘I’m not going,’ Xanthe said. ‘Not my kind of thing at all.’
‘Nor mine,’ Charlotte agreed.
‘Oh,’ Krystal said. ‘Well, if Trudy isn’t too keen, maybe we could all hang in our room tonight. A, uh, last misfits meeting before we break up.’
‘Let’s see…’ Trudy mused. ‘A night in uncomfortable shoes being looked down on by a lot of dragons in dresses I can’t afford, or a comfy night with my friends. It’s a tough one.’
‘I guess it’s party time in your room then,’ Charlotte said.
~~~
‘Now this is a party,’ Charlotte said. She was lounging on the floor, resting on a couple of pillows from Jesse’s room, and she had a glass of wine and a bag of pan-fried potato slices to eat. Xanthe had supplied the snacks this time and Felicia had managed to sneak the wine in.
‘I’m not sure it’s exactly a party, darling,’ Felicia replied, ‘but it is more fun than I’d expect to be having in the hall.’
‘It’s certainly more fun than I’d be having in the hall,’ Jesse agreed.
‘And me,’ Xanthe added. She gave a small shudder. ‘Eight hundred drunk magic students pretending to like each other. The founding thing was bad enough that I don’t feel like repeating it.’
‘We can’t avoid them forever, you know?’ Krystal said. ‘At the very least, we’ll have to attend the graduation ball.’
‘That’s three and a half years away, darling.’ Felicia reached out to pat Jesse’s arm. ‘By then, I might even have persuaded Jesse out of her shell.’
‘Maybe,’ Jesse said, not really sounding that convinced. ‘Anyway, I got a reply from home and they’d be happy to meet one of my friends from school. You can stay as long as you like. Uh, to be honest, I think they were just glad that I had a friend here.’
‘You have several. And I shall be sure to make that known.’ Felicia’s lips quirked. ‘You are friends with the brightest young talent in the school.’
‘She means you,’ Trudy said, poking Krystal in the ribs with a finger.
‘I got that,’ Krystal replied. ‘I’m not sure it’s accurate, but I got that. I got lucky. They asked questions I knew the answers to.’
‘Then why did we have to go through all that stuff about not being sure and you thought you’d done just about well enough to pass?’
‘Well, um, I didn’t know I knew the answers until I got the results.’
Trudy rolled her eyes. ‘I bet Scintilla Rainshadow is looking for you down in the hall. She probably wants to congratulate you.’
‘Well, she’ll just have to congratulate Charity instead.’
~~~
Scintilla Rainshadow moved through the crowd of girls thronging the hall with a frown hidden behind her smile. She had been expecting to get the top two or three students in each of the first-year classes in magical theory to come up on stage and be congratulated for their efforts, but she could find only the top scorers from the beginners’ class. Neither Krystal Ward nor Charity Darkmoon were there. For Krystal Ward, Rainshadow could believe she was missing, but Charity Darkmoon?
Spotting Theodore Marin walking casually among the girls, Rainshadow moved closer, her pulse quickening a little as she did so. ‘Theodore, have you seen Krystal Ward or Charity Darkmoon?’ She spoke softly and with more than a hint of familiarity, but in the noise of the room, no one else was going to notice.
Marin shook his head. ‘I have not. That Krystal Ward has not come to this… event is not a surprise, however.’
‘No. Agreed. But I expected to see Charity Darkmoon here. Probably crowing over her placement in the theory papers.’
Marin formed an indulgent smile. ‘Perhaps she has stayed away since she did not place highest, but I believe that she merely means to make an entrance.’ He paused and leaned closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘Would anyone notice if we were to adjourn to more comfortable surroundings for a while?’
Rainshadow looked quickly around, her cheeks colouring. ‘Give me thirty minutes more to be seen. Join me in my apartments.’
‘Of course,’ Marin said, his smile turning to something of a leer.
~~~
‘I’m not saying she cheated,’ Felicia said, ‘but Charity’s sudden comprehension of magical theory was extremely unexpected.’
‘Theory and practice,’ Krystal said.
‘Indeed, but the one follows the other, you’ll agree?’
‘More or less. You’re right, she did seem to gain an unusual insight into the subject overnight. But I’ve woken up after a good night’s sleep and found I understood something which vexed me the evening before.’
‘To the extent that you could suddenly work magic you found difficult the evening before?’
Krystal frowned. ‘Well, no.’
‘And there we have the conundrum.’
‘That’s a long word,’ Charlotte said.
‘It means–’
‘I know what it means. It means you haven’t had enough wine.’
Felicia moved her glass before Charlotte could add to it. ‘I don’t understand how one can simply know more than one did the day before, without apparent effort. And I’d love to know what she was up to that kept her awake most of several weekends. For that matter, where has she been this last couple of days? Tell me that.’
‘Krystal’s the one with the astrology book,’ Trudy said. ‘Maybe that could tell us what she was doing.’
‘Astrology works for divining the future,’ Krystal replied. ‘It’s worthless for past events. You’d need something like crystal gazing or pyromancy. Geomancy could tell you things about the past of a place. Uh, and there are ways to find out past events through necromancy, but that’s usually the distant past because it asks questions of a spirit passed over. Unless Charity’s been murdering people, we’d be unlikely to get much that way, even if it were legal.’
‘I don’t think she’d quite go that far,’ Felicia said. ‘Charity is many things, but a murderer is not among them.’
~~~
Charity Darkmoon strode into the Grand Hall with her five followers close behind her. Their entrance was noticed, and those who noticed moved aside to allow them entry. There was something not quite right about all six of them.
They all wore black and were in scales, and moved with unusual purpose for six women arriving late to a party; very late since it was eleven in the evening and the ball was due to end at midnight. But Charity drew the most attention. She was dressed in a long black skirt of silk, split down the left side to the hip, and over that was a leather corset with the bodice cut deeply down to the waist. It was a seductive sort of outfit, but not entirely appropriate for the gathering. Eyes surrounded by black make-up and lips painted scarlet did nothing to stop her from looking like some evil dragon queen bent upon conquest.
Then the six were lost in the crowd, fanning out through the hall, and no one thought much more about it.
~~~
Krystal lifted her head as the sensation of magic being worked nearby hit her. No, not nearby, but not far. A spell of some power for her to have felt it this far away.
‘Something wrong, Krys?’ Trudy asked.
‘You don’t feel that? Magic. Someone’s working a spell.’
Trudy grinned at her. ‘What do you mean, “feel it?” You can feel magic?’
Krystal blinked at her. ‘You can’t?’ She looked around at the others, but all she got in return were blank looks. ‘I figured since I could that everyone… Okay, never mind. I can feel magic sometimes. Most of the time. And someone’s working magic, powerful magic, uh, it’s…’ She pointed in the general direction of Trudy’s bed. ‘That way, and about… And somewhere around where the Grand Hall is. Definitely the admin building.’ Krystal felt her stomach turn over. Her skin felt cold, clammy.
‘Why would someone be working magic in there?’ Charlotte asked.
‘Something for the ball?’ Felicia suggested. ‘Lights and sound? An illusion?’
‘It didn’t feel like an illusion,’ Krystal replied.
‘It’s stopped?’
‘I… I’m not sure. It’s like… like when you get hit with a strong smell. After a while your nose decides it’s had enough of that and you can’t really tell it’s there. But I think it’s still working. I think it’s still being shaped.’
‘I say we go look,’ Charlotte said.
‘No!’ Krystal said quickly. Too quickly.
‘Why?’ Trudy asked, drawing the word out into something a little accusatory.
‘B-because I like it here. I don’t want to–’
‘No, you know something. There’s a reason you don’t want us to go over there. You were pretty quick to suggest we come back here instead of going to the ball too. You knew the dean would be looking for you.’
‘That’s a good reason not to go, if you ask me.’
‘But that’s not all of it. Come on, Krys, what have you not said?’
Krystal grimaced and she looked down at her lap. ‘The… The divination I did on you.’
‘The one you said just showed you blurs?’
‘I saw you, at the ball. You… You were…’
Trudy reached out and grabbed Krystal’s chin, lifting it. ‘What did you see?’
‘You died and rose as a zombie,’ Krystal said in a rush.
‘Oh.’
‘You think someone might be working necromancy over there?’ Felicia asked.
‘Do you think it could be the bastard who killed Glinda?’ Charlotte added, already standing.
‘I don’t know!’ Krystal yelled. ‘I do know that if we go over there, Trudy could die, and worse. And I only did the spell for her so the rest of us could end up the same way!’
‘Krys,’ Charlotte said, her voice hard, ‘if it’s the man who killed Glinda, I want him.’
‘Worse than that,’ Felicia said. ‘That warning letter sent to the palace, it was a lie. If it’s the same necromancer, he means to start the attack tonight. And he’s going to use the entire student body to start his army.’
‘Sh-shouldn’t we tell the city guardians?’ Jesse asked.
‘We need to know what’s going on first,’ Trudy said. ‘If we call them in saying some necromancer is going to turn everyone into a zombie, they’ll either laugh at us, or they’ll come out here and we’ll get expelled if we’re wrong.’ She frowned. ‘Expelled might be a best-case result.’
Krystal sighed. ‘I don’t suppose anything I say is going to dissuade Charley anyway. We’ll go. There are windows high up on the side of the hall. If we fly up, we can look in and probably not be seen.’
‘We can fly up?’ Charlotte queried, her brows rising.
‘If there’s someone working magic in there, I might be able to work out what they’re doing. No one will see me. I hope.’
~~~
Krystal floated at a rather leisurely pace up the side of the administration building to the windows at the top of the Grand Hall. She had almost no experience of flying, having tried it only a couple of times, mostly to see whether she could. This was actually the highest she had ever been, but the magic inherent in every dragon seemed to be holding her up without trouble and, while a little nervous, she continued until she caught up with the others.
‘They’re all just standing there,’ Charlotte said, frowning in through the glass. ‘It’s like they’re asleep on their feet.’ Charlotte had, of course, been first to the windows.
Inside, all the students and the staff who were present were standing there in rows, facing the stage. They neither moved nor gave any indication of speaking. There was music; the misfits could hear that through the glass, a vibrant dance track of some sort though no one inside was dancing.
‘Not asleep,’ Krystal replied. ‘Controlled. Look at the stage.’
On the stage, Charity and her friends were arranged in a line and they were moving. The words were inaudible, but Charity was speaking and gesturing with her right hand. Her left hand was held out with the palm upward, fingers cupped, and a green spire of something not quite like flame held in it. As they watched, tendrils of greenish light flickered out across the hall, touching each and every one of the silent watchers. Charity’s cheerleaders had never deserved the name more: they were dancing, in a manner of speaking. It was more like writhing on the spot and it seemed to have something to do with whatever ritual Charity was performing.
‘Charity’s the necromancer?’ Felicia asked, disbelief apparent in her voice.
‘I don’t think so,’ Krystal said. ‘I’m not entirely sure Charity’s down there right now. Look at her eyes.’
There was something odd about Charity. ‘Are her eyes glowing?’ Trudy asked. ‘It could just be the light, but–’
Felicia, however, knew her the best. ‘Whatever that is, it is not Charity. She’s… I’m not sure exactly what I’m seeing that’s wrong, but it’s wrong. She moves… in an un-Charity-like manner. And she would never be seen dead in such a tacky outfit.’
‘I don’t think she’s dead,’ Krystal said. ‘Yet.’
‘You’re having a thought?’ Trudy said. ‘This time, don’t keep it a secret.’
‘No, I… Sorry. Okay, what if what I saw in that vision wasn’t you rising as a zombie? I’ve been so fixed on necromancy and undead, but what if that wasn’t it at all. What if what I saw was a possession? A zombie is, in some ways, a corpse possessed by magic, which is why their eyes glow, but… That’s beside the point. I think Charity is possessed. It makes sense. The sudden talent and now this. She’s been using a demon or spirit to boost her skill and power, and now it’s taken over. She’s a puppet. From the looks of it, her gang are possessed too, and whatever spirit is controlling her means to do the same with all the others.’
‘Why?’ Xanthe asked. ‘What does that get her?’
‘My guess is that the spirit is a necromancer, blocked from Necrodracona. It’ll fill them all with something similar, or bring over demons to take them. We could have near enough eight hundred powerful, malign magi wandering the streets.’
‘So we get the guards now?’
‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I don’t think there’s much the guards can do. If they get here before she finishes the spell, they might be able to contain them. Maybe. This has to be stopped here or there will be nothing to do aside from slaughtering the hosts.’
‘But you know how to stop them, don’t you, darling?’ Felicia asked, though it sounded more like a statement than a question.
‘Yes. Probably. Charley, you’re the fastest. How quickly can you get to Cragscales’ shop?’
‘A minute or two if I hustle,’ Charlotte replied. ‘What’s that–’
‘I need you to go there and tell him that I need Marianne Nightsky’s Defensive Magic. It’s a book in his special collection. He won’t want to give it to you. Explain the situation. Tell him to summon the city guardians. You get that book back here and we’ll try to end this before it gets out of hand.’
‘Go to the roof,’ Trudy said. ‘He lives on the top floor and there’s a door on the roof.’
‘Right,’ Charlotte said, and then she bolted up into the sky, arcing off toward Westlook.
‘We’re going to do that exorcism thing you said was in the book?’ Trudy asked.
‘Yes,’ Krystal replied. ‘All of us. It’ll need all of us and we’ll have to go in there to do it.’
‘We’re going in there?’ Xanthe asked, getting a nod from Krystal. ‘Okay, I’ll be right back. I’ve something in my room which might just come in useful.’
~~~
Charlotte overshot Silverlight Street and had to circle back, slowing as she did so. She had always been the kind of girl who preferred to do rather than think heavily about it and now that she was actually getting to do something, she was excited.
Excitement was not going to help persuade Cragscales that she needed that book, however, so she did her best to calm herself as she dropped onto the flat section of roof which had obviously been put there to give a dragon a place to land. The door Trudy had mentioned was right there beside it and Charlotte walked over to it and knocked. When there was no immediate response, she knocked harder. She was about to really put her fist into it when the door opened.
‘Charlotte Cloudborn?’ Cragscales said, frowning. ‘What on Draconia are you doing on my roof at this time of night?’
‘Krys sent me. She needs one of your books. Defensive Magic? By Mary Nightsky, or something like that.’
The old dragon’s frown deepened. ‘Krys sent you for that book? Now?’
Charlotte nodded. ‘She said I’d have to explain why, but she really needs it. There’s something going on at the school.’
Stepping aside, Cragscales waved her in. ‘You will, most certainly, need to explain, young lady. Come in. You can talk while we go down to the cupboard.’
~~~
Krystal was back on the ground, with Trudy, when Xanthe returned from her room. Felicia and Jesse were keeping watch on the hall. Xanthe was walking along, swinging something absently in one hand and, as she got closer, the something resolved into a pair of heavy-looking balls tied together with a leather cord perhaps three feet in length.
‘A bolas?’ Krystal asked, raising an eyebrow.
‘I learned to use them for catching animals relatively unharmed,’ Xanthe said. ‘I’m not exactly an expert, but I figure Charity’s girls aren’t going to just let us mess with their spell. I might be able to bring one down before they get near us.’
‘Anything’s worth a shot. I figure this spell is going to take me… twenty or thirty seconds to shape and cast. I won’t know exactly until I’ve read it through. You’ll all have to keep them off me until I can complete it.’
‘You said it took more than one person to cast,’ Trudy said.
‘Yes. It’s a difficult spell and I’ll need everyone’s help, but we’ll get to that when Charley comes back.’
18th Day of Midwinter.
It was just after midnight when Charlotte dropped onto the grass outside the administration building holding a leather-bound book. ‘I got it,’ she said, ‘and Cragscales is going to the palace to tell them what’s happening.’
‘They won’t get here in time,’ Krystal said. ‘I estimate we’ve got about ten minutes before she completes her spell.’
Charlotte lifted the book but did not hand it over. ‘He says this will stop it, but…’
‘But?’
‘But he said the spell you need is necromantic.’
Krystal nodded. ‘All right, everyone listen because we don’t have much time and you all have to be with me on this. This book has a ritual in it which will free anyone in there that’s possessed and, hopefully, destroy whatever is possessing them. It’s big and it’s difficult, and I’ll need all of you to lend me your strength if I’m going to cast it. But it’s necromancy. The things in there will only respond to necromancy. We could all get into serious trouble for doing this.’
‘B-but if we don’t,’ Jesse said, ‘we have a school full of dangerous magi coming out of that hall in t-ten minutes.’
‘And about all the guards will be able to do is cut them down,’ Trudy added.
‘And I don’t know how this connects to Glinda,’ Charlotte said, ‘but it does and putting a spanner in this necromancer’s gears is kind of what I live for at the moment.’
Krystal looked around at Xanthe. ‘Oh, Narra’s golden lariat, girl! Of course I’m in.’
‘And so am I,’ Felicia said. ‘Frankly, my reputation can’t get worse for a little necromancy and… and those girls used to be my friends.’ She gave a small shrug. ‘And there’s the matter of getting out of this alive, which I feel shouldn’t be ignored. I’m sure we all have more chance of that if you get to work as soon as possible.’
‘So, get on with it,’ Trudy added.
‘Give me the book,’ Krystal said, and as soon as Charlotte did, she opened it and began reading through the spell she needed. ‘Yeah, ouch, this is going to draw some spectacular power over the planar boundary.’ She looked up. ‘It’s going to hurt. We’ll be lucky if we’re standing after it goes off.’
‘Good,’ Trudy said. ‘That way we won’t be conscious if it fails and we get murdered by schoolgirls.’
‘You are not that much of an optimist.’
‘Actually, I’m assuming it will work, so I’m more of an optimist than that.’
‘Huh, okay, let’s get moving. I don’t think anyone will notice us until we get into the middle and start the spell, but… Well, be ready. Just keep them back until it’s done.’
They moved at a walk, but a fast one, to the main doors of the building and down the short corridor to the doors of the Grand Hall. For a brief second, Krystal worried that the doors might be locked, but they opened when Charlotte pushed on them and there was no reaction from the gathering within as the six girls slipped inside and began to thread their way through the rows of soon-to-be victims. The only sound now was the crackle of magic: the music had stopped, but the streamers of green light lashed out more frequently and with greater energy, hissing through the air and leaving sparks in their wake. None of the streamers touched the newcomers, however; they just danced among the mesmerised girls and the various members of staff trapped with them. Krystal saw Martine Bluedrake, the lab supervisor, standing among the others, as entranced as everyone else, a look of blank incomprehension on her face as though she had seen what was happening to her and simply could not understand it. In truth, whatever magic the thing inside Charity was working, it was not something Krystal understood, despite all she had learned.
Pausing in the centre of the room, Krystal looked across toward the stage. Charity’s arms were raised now and the column of green energy in her left palm stood a good three feet high. The ritual was coming to a climax and Krystal was going to have to work fast. As the others fanned out around her, Krystal opened the book again and began to read, fixing the symbols of the spell into her mind with care and working to cement their meaning into reality as she did so. She was, perhaps, five seconds in when a shudder passed through the mesmerised host and a shockwave of green light blasted out from the stage. Apart from the six misfits and the six on the stage, everyone in the room collapsed onto the floor in an apparent dead faint.
‘Here we go,’ Charlotte muttered, but Krystal ignored her, continuing to read and shape her will.
Still there was no response from the stage as the six reeled in the aftermath of the spell they had worked. Charity was on her knees, breathing hard and, from the looks of it, barely able to keep herself from total collapse, but she raised her head finally and saw the group of six in the middle of the room. ‘Stop them! No one must get in the way of my revenge!’
Her gang of cheerleaders lurched forward, stumbling at first, but gathering themselves enough to charge forward. The first of them was dropped as Xanthe’s bolas flew out and wrapped around her legs. Despite the impact, the girl made not a sound as she tumbled forward, rolling with the fall, but she was out of the fight until she could untangle her legs. The others rushed in, but it was now four against five.
Neither Felicia nor Jesse were accomplished fighters, but they worked together, dragging one of the girls down and holding her while Charlotte and Xanthe demonstrated that they were quite good with their fists. Trudy was not that good, but she had learned what she knew on the street. She dodged a punch to the face, dropped, and rolled into her opponent, knocking the other girl down. Then, while her victim was still trying to figure out what had happened, Trudy leaped onto the girl’s back and sank fangs into flesh. There was a scream of pain and a lot of flailing, and Krystal did her absolute best to ignore all that was happening around her as her mind worked through the complex series of symbols in her book.
‘Ancestors!’ Felicia shrieked. ‘They’re getting up!’
Krystal ignored the warning, but she saw movement in the corners of her eyes and knew that, around her, dragons were beginning to rise, almost certainly possessed by spirits which would not want her to complete her spell.
Charity’s voice screamed out from the stage. ‘Now! Now you will see! Lorenzo Darkmoon will have his revenge. My will is supreme!’
There was movement all around her now. Trudy’s voice intruded into the buzzing space in Krystal’s mind which was now so full of magic. ‘Krys! Hurry! You have to–’
Trudy’s voice cut off suddenly and Krystal felt a hand, heavy and uncoordinated as its owner tried to gain control of its new form, land on her shoulder. But it was too late. Krystal raised her own hand in a fist which blazed with silver light shot through with bolts of red, blue, magenta… ‘My will is supreme!’ she screamed, and the world exploded around her.
~~~
There were voices. Two voices impinged slowly upon Krystal’s consciousness, pulling her up from a sleep so deep it felt almost like drowning.
‘I’m sure he said he was Lorenzo Darkmoon.’
‘It’s not impossible. That one knew much of the darkest arts when he was alive and may have picked up more since.’
‘And possessing his own kin had to be easier than someone else.’
‘Perhaps. I’ve never studied the mechanics of such things. However, I believe someone else is stirring…’
Krystal opened her eyes and found herself looking at Celestina Nightsky, who was sitting on the edge of her bed. ‘What?’ Krystal said, blinking. ‘How did–’
‘Oh, thank the ancestors!’ Trudy said, and Krystal turned her head to see her friend sitting up in her own bed, the sheets pulled up over her chest. ‘I was beginning to worry you’d never come round.’
Shuffling herself into a sitting position while attempting to keep her own breasts covered, Krystal grumbled. ‘I’m not as tough as you. It took more out of me.’
‘I’m sure it did,’ Celestina said, ‘but before you continue, let me tell you what happened last night.’ Krystal frowned, but the woman went on without a pause. ‘Fearing that the guardians would not arrive in time, the six of you rushed in after summoning help. You disrupted the ritual by knocking Charity Darkmoon and her friends unconscious before they could complete it. That is why you are all the heroes of the moment.’
‘But–’
‘But the actual story would bring far too many questions and some inquiries which you do not wish made. I took possession of the grimoire you used before the guards could find it, and I will ensure that it is returned to Silas. He’s aware of what has happened and is not expecting you in work today.’
Krystal nodded. ‘Thank you, Celestina Nightsky.’
‘I believe, young lady, that we’re past that level of formality. You’ve saved my school, you and your friends. I believe that, at least in private, you may call me Celestina.’
‘Thank you, Celestina. My friends call me Krys. Uh, what happened to Charity? I think Trudy was right: it was Lorenzo Darkmoon possessing her. I don’t think she can really be held responsible for what she did.’
Celestina’s smile had a slightly malicious edge to it. ‘Of course, she cannot be held responsible for ruining the ball. There will be no punishment handed out for that. Indeed, if the spell you performed worked as intended, those immediately responsible have been punished for their crimes, quite harshly at that. However, she shows all the signs of the distortion of spirit which results from taking the aid of her ancestor’s dark spirit. She will continue at the school and we will help her, but she will be banned from working any magic save for the ritual of cleansing to rebalance herself. It could be months before she enters a lab again and I do fear her work will suffer.’
‘That is such a shame,’ Trudy said. ‘Why, it’s terrible that such a promising girl should fall behind for so trivial a matter as, you know, trying to destroy the city.’
Celestina gave her a look. ‘Try to sound a little more sincere when you say that in the future.’
‘I’ll get Krystal to give me some acting lessons.’
‘Not a bad idea. In the meanwhile, your friends have missed the train up to Appleyard so I’ve laid on a coach which will be taking them north this afternoon. Charlotte Cloudborn is staying here in halls. I take it neither of you needs to be transported anywhere?’
‘I’ll be staying here too,’ Krystal said. ‘I think Trudy–’
‘I’ll be back in Greystone,’ Trudy said. ‘I’m going to see about inviting Krys to visit for Midwinter Night at least. I’d invite Charley too, but we don’t have the biggest of houses.’
‘I’m sure things will sort themselves out. It seems you have things planned quite well anyway.’ Celestina got to her feet. ‘I shall leave you to dress and get yourselves organised. The others are all awake. I should take things easy, both of you, for a day or two. We healed you of some of the damage that spell did to you, but it will be a few days before you’re fully fixed. Be warned.’
‘We’ll rest,’ Krystal said. Her muscles were aching just from sitting upright. ‘I assure you, we’ll rest.’
~~~
There was a lot of hugging going on. Felicia, it turned out, was a hugger, so it was probably a good thing that Xanthe was going on the coach with her since the yellow looked ready to slug Felicia if she tried it.
‘Now, I will be back on Indigoday, darlings,’ Felicia said as she finally released her rib-crushing hold on Krystal. ‘I’ll stop in at the hall to check up on things and tell you any news.’
‘Great. And you’ve got my letter for Sister Norretta Greyscale?’ Krystal asked.
‘Safe and sound.’
‘She’ll be officiating at the ceremony and she often speaks to any family of new novices who attend, so delivering it shouldn’t be a problem.’
Felicia smiled. ‘Darling, after all you’ve done for me these past months, it would never be a problem.’
‘Thanks.’ Krystal looked around at Jesse and Xanthe. ‘And you two have a good midwinter.’
‘We will,’ the two girls chorused.
‘You’ll check on my plants,’ Jesse added.
‘We’ll be checking all the plants,’ Charlotte said, grinning.
‘They won’t need much for the next month, but make sure they don’t dry out entirely.’
‘You already explained that. Twice.’
Jesse gave a timid grin. ‘I know, but…’
‘Yes,’ Krystal said, ‘we know. They’re your babies and you’ll do horrible things to us if we kill any of them. It’s okay. I’m the same with my books.’
‘She is,’ Trudy agreed. ‘Now, get going or it’ll be midnight before you get to Appleyard.’
‘You know,’ Krystal said as they watched the self-propelled carriage drive smoothly out of the school’s yard, ‘that thing has a very modern suspension system and a very good motion spell driving it. They’ll be there faster than the train.’
‘Yes, but it’ll be dark before they get there, and if Jesse had really got into making sure her plants were okay, they would still be waiting to leave at midnight.’
‘Huh, yeah, probably. Okay, so what do we do now? We’re supposed to be resting.’
Trudy grinned. ‘Celestina left a couple of bottles of wine in our room. They were spares from the ball we didn’t go to. She said no one would care much if I spent another couple of nights here since you’ll be in the room anyway. What do you say, Charley? Want to rest in our room for a couple of hours?’
Charlotte grinned. ‘You had me at “bottles of wine.”’
 



Epilogue: Midwinter Night
Concord City, Concordance, 28th Day of Midwinter, 999.
The midwinter festival ran from the last Royalday of the year to the first Royalday of the next and, historically, its purpose was to cheer everyone up before the weather got really bad. In olden days, when much of the ‘industry’ of Draconia had been agricultural, there was generally little to do through the core of winter. The month of Midwinter was spent battening things down for Snowfall, and Snowfall was spent in front of the fire as much as was possible, so everyone could afford to take a week to rest and eat, and gather up whatever happiness they could to keep them going through the coldest month.
In modern times, things were a little different. Once, even the servants of powerful dragons would get much of the festival free of duty, especially on Midwinter Night, the night when the year changed. Then even the highest-born dragons would find their own food in the kitchen and everyone held themselves to their fires until dawn. As the middle classes had risen in stature, so the old ways had broken down: many indigos, believing that being served by lesser dragons was part of being rich, demanded that their staff remain on duty through the festival, and factories no longer kept to the agricultural calendar. The existence of the Weather Bureau had changed the agricultural calendar anyway.
Perhaps oddly, Greystone district was something of a bastion of the old ways. The slaughterhouses and tanneries found they could close their doors for the week with little going through them, and the grey dragons who lived there prided themselves on the decorations they could afford to put up in and on their homes. As Krystal walked through the streets with Trudy, she saw wreaths of wintergreen with its bright purple berries prominently mounted on most of the doors. Candles burned in the windows or, in the better-off houses, magical lights showed even though it was not yet dark. This year, the Black family would have magical lights in the window for the first time: as a guest in the house, Krystal had deemed it a necessity that she provide such an addition to the decorations and she was quite well-versed in light corpus magic.
‘I was a bit sorry to be leaving Charley on her own,’ Trudy said as they walked down grey streets which were, in truth, cheered little by the seasonal colour.
‘I wouldn’t be,’ Krystal replied. ‘Flis is going to be there tonight and, as far as I could work out, all the way through to next term.’
‘Oh?’
‘Apparently, her father is going the whole hog on the divorce. He’s giving up all he owes to his marriage. The house is in both names, so that’s going up for sale, and Anders Darkmoon means to move to Umbral Crown to work for his son. Since Lidia Goldring is now a nun, she has renounced her worldly possessions too. Before she took the cloth, she arranged to have all her wealth put into a couple of trusts for her children. So, Flis is homeless, but she’s got the money to carry on at the school. Her father isn’t best pleased with her, apparently, but nothing he says will change her mind.’
‘She is stubborn.’
‘She is, and the result of that is that she’s basically moving into the school until she can get herself some sort of apartment to live in permanently. Dean Scintilla Rainshadow was inclined to make the change of arrangements easy, considering that Flis helped save the school and all.’
Trudy giggled. ‘I’d imagine that did predispose the school in general to help where they could. Hey, where was the dean when we were fighting possessed schoolgirls?’
‘Apparently, she developed a severe headache and had to leave the hall about half an hour before Charity and her gang arrived.’
‘Oh, really?’
‘Apparently. When she was telling Charlotte and me about it, she did look rather embarrassed. But I’d be embarrassed if something like that happened while I was lying in the dark complaining my head hurt.’
‘Huh, yeah.’ Trudy glanced up and pointed to a sign bolted to the wall of a house. ‘And here we are on Draymaster Street.’
Krystal lifted her head and sniffed as she took in the sign. Here the acrid tang of the tanneries and the ugly, coppery smell of the slaughterhouses was somewhat displaced by another scent which was just a little more pleasing. ‘There’s a brewery around here?’
Trudy grinned at her. ‘Far end of the street. The next street north is Brewmaster Street, but how–’
‘A dray is a wagon often used to carry barrels, and I can smell hops in the air. That’s how I knew.’
‘And there I was going to surprise you by telling you that the ale tonight was locally brewed.’
Krystal returned the grin. ‘If you tell me, I promise to act surprised.’
‘It won’t be the same now,’ Trudy said, pouting. ‘I’ll let someone else tell you and you can act surprised for them.’
Number sixteen Draymaster Street was another grey terraced house, three storeys high with a door painted black, upon which hung a festive wreath, just like on all the other doors on the street. There was a thick white candle burning in the window on the ground floor; the superstition was that the light chased away the shades which walked the streets on Midwinter Night. Krystal knew that it was just a superstition: if some ghost decided to walk into your house, no simple flame was going to keep it out. Then again, few of those ghosts were even capable of interfering with the living world, never mind inclined to do so. Still, the light gave comfort and the street looked brighter for it, and that was what counted.
Trudy let them in through the black door, and they stepped into a hallway with a door to the family room on the right, a door to the kitchen at the far end, and stairs to the upper floors on the left. The house was not especially big, but it was plenty big enough for the family who lived there now.
‘Mam, Dad, I’m back!’ Trudy called out and, a second or so later, the kitchen door opened and two dragons emerged from it.
Neither were old, though Krystal figured they both had to be close to four hundred to have the five children they had, or had had. Prudence Black was an attractive woman, blonde like her daughter and with the same sort of grey-blue eyes. She was shorter than her daughter by a good four inches, so Trudy’s height seemed to have come from her father, if very little else had. Maurice Sands was a handsome man, and easily six or seven inches taller than his wife, with sandy-blonde hair cut short and deep-blue eyes. He looked strong: he was wearing what was probably his smartest white shirt for the occasion of having a guest and the sleeves fitted very tightly over his biceps. If Trudy’s brother George had been stronger than Maurice, then George had been a big dragon.
‘Welcome to our home, Krystal Ward, on this eve of Midwinter Night,’ Prudence said, smiling in just the same way that Trudy did when she was really pleased.
‘Thank you, Prudence Black,’ Krystal replied, ‘but my name is Krys where you and your family are concerned.’
‘Then welcome, Krys,’ Maurice said. ‘You’ll call us Prudence and Maurice then. My wife hates it when someone shortens her name and there are no good ways to make mine less of a mouthful. You’ll take a mug of ale with us?’
Krystal grinned, maybe because Trudy was muttering things about breweries beside her. ‘I will, Maurice, but I said I’d light your window and I’d rather I had a clear head for working magic. I’ll get to that before I drink.’
Maurice gave a nod and then lifted his head, raising his voice to call out, ‘Mikey? Come and greet our guest. She’s going to light the window for us.’
Trudy opened the door to the living room as the sound of thunder rolled down the stairs. ‘Come on, you can get yourself ready while Mikey tries to break his neck on the stairs.’
The family room was warm and cosy, if not exactly large or well furnished. There was one armchair with a tall back which, Krystal was sure, was there for Maurice, and there were two mismatched sofas which were more like loveseats. The furniture was arranged around a fairly large fireplace with firerock burning in it. Traditionally, wood was burned on Midwinter Night, but that tradition had given way to practicality: the alchemically produced firerock burned cleaner and did not result in the loss of entire forests to fuel the city’s fires. The window at the front of the room was maybe a yard wide and two high, and Krystal was busy calculating the area she needed to cover when the thundering noise on the stairs resolved itself into a dragon.
Michael Black was young, fourteen years old, but Trudy had said he had come into his dracoform that year and he certainly looked like a young man edging into adulthood. He was a little shorter than Trudy, but he still had some growth in him so there was some chance he would end up taller than Krystal. His body was, similarly, trying to grow up: his arms and legs had muscle on them, but he tended to the gangly overall. His chest was filling out, but hardly as broad as his father’s. He had his father’s sandy-blonde hair which he wore long, down to his shoulders, but his eyes and features came more from his mother and so he looked like Trudy’s brother rather than Maurice’s son. He rushed into the room, came to a sudden stop, and tried his absolute best to look cool and calm about his abrupt entrance.
‘Hello,’ Krystal said, ‘I’m Krys, and you must be Michael. Trudy’s mentioned you a number of times.’
Michael’s cool evaporated no matter how hard he might try to hold onto it. ‘She did? Uh, I’m Mikey. Michael! I’m Michael. You’re going to work some magic, Krys?’
‘Mikey used to love it when I’d do spells,’ Trudy said. ‘Of course, I wasn’t nearly as good as you are and I’m his big sister, so the glamour has worn off.’
Michael did his utmost to regain his calm exterior. ‘It’s kind of interesting. You know? Interesting.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Trudy was smirking and Krystal decided it was time to put the young man out of his misery.
‘I’m going to put a moderately basic light spell on the window frame,’ Krystal said. ‘I learned to do light corpus magic so I could read when the lights were turned out in the orphanage, but I admit I’ve not tried something quite like this before.’ And then she hammed up her performance as though she were on a stage working for paying customers.
Raising her hands, Krystal began to inscribe complex patterns in the air before her. Nonsense syllables spilled from her lips. She took the casting slow and steady, forming the glyphs in her mind and shaping the magic with them, even as she gabbled on. The patterns she made with her fingers were based on the symbols for the spell, but she was betting that Trudy knew they were entirely unnecessary and just for show. With the pattern of the spell in place and the energy drawn into it, Krystal spread her fingers and leaned forward, pretending to push the magic out onto the window. White light shone from the wood of the frame for a second, but then it began to change. Pulses of reds, blues, greens, and all the other colours of the rainbow began to shimmer through the magical light, and they kept changing, slipping smoothly from shade to shade, as Krystal stepped back and smiled at the results of her work.
‘Oh, wow,’ Michael said, his eyes wide. ‘No one else on the street has lights that change like that.’
‘That, son, is because it would cost a small fortune to get a magus to come here and cast the spell,’ Maurice said.
Krystal looked around at him. ‘What a sham! It’s barely more difficult to add in the control needed to do it than to make a simple light.’
‘Says the girl who got top marks in both magical theory and her elective,’ Trudy said.
‘It’s true, and you know it, Trudy Black. Don’t make me get the book out to show you the thaumolytic factors.’
‘No! Anything but the thaumolytic factors tables!’ Trudy clenched her hands before her as though pleading, though her face was trying hard not to grin. ‘Beat me, flog me, but don’t make me look at–’
‘Celestina’s right,’ Krystal interrupted. ‘You do need acting lessons.’
‘You obviously don’t. What was all that gibberish you were spouting?’ Trudy looked around at her parents. ‘I know she can summon up a light in her head.’
‘Well, yes, but that’s boring. Now, ale was mentioned…’
~~~
By six thirty, it was dark outside and the drapes were drawn across the lights in the window. They ate around a table in the kitchen, chatting about random things such as how Trudy’s older siblings were doing and what Michael planned to do when he was of age. Michael stayed fairly silent through most of it, choosing to push as much of the tasty beef joint Prudence had cooked into his mouth as possible while stealing glances at Krystal whenever he got the chance.
With the meal over, dishes were piled in the sink to be washed once the celebration of the new year was done, and everyone retired to the living room with mugs of ale. Later there would be snacks, and Krystal had brought a bottle of wine along to be shared between them at some point. It was important to pace oneself through Midwinter Night, because the tradition was to stay awake all through the dark hours. Even if the superstition about lights in the windows did nothing, it was true that the bridge between Draconia and Necrodracona grew stronger at that time and spirits could pass over safely from the land of the dead, so long as they returned before dawn. Sometimes, those spirits could influence the dreams of the living, so the living did not sleep on Midwinter Night.
That meant a long day and those who could would often prepare themselves with a nap during the afternoon before. Krystal had more or less managed to get a little sleep, though Trudy’s arrival to collect her had turned the nap into something else, but she was fairly confident she would get through the night. In the northern hemisphere, which Concord City was, it was the shortest night of the year, though the city was not too far from the equator and the difference was only two hours from the opposite extreme in the summer. The sun would be up again at around five thirty, and then it would be deemed safe to go to bed. Until then, there was conversation, ale which was barely alcoholic, and snacks to keep everyone going.
Michael seemed to find Krystal fascinating. With little else she felt was suitable to wear, she had put on a clean uniform, which had turned out to be not an entirely smart move. The skirts were a little short, especially when perched on a loveseat beside Trudy, while Michael had elected to sit on the floor, his bottom on a cushion and his back against the other loveseat. It was that or sitting beside his mother, which was probably a painful option for a teenage boy. Still, Krystal was careful about how she moved.
Trudy had decided to wear the pink dress Felicia had given her, and she found her brother’s fixation terribly amusing as far as Krystal could tell. However, it did not stop her talking up Krystal’s virtues.
‘Oh, I lucked out getting Krys as a roommate,’ Trudy said. ‘I mean, even before the exams proved it, it was pretty obvious that she’s one of the smartest girls in the year, maybe the school. I wouldn’t be terribly surprised if she ends up teaching there.’
‘I don’t think,’ Krystal began and then stopped, pursing her lips. ‘Actually, that wouldn’t be a terrible idea, I guess. I’d need to learn to teach. I don’t want to end up like Theodore Marin. I mean, I’m sure I could be worse, but I’d prefer to be better.’
‘You’ve done perfectly well helping me. And Charley and Xan. And Flis and Jesse.’
‘Helping is not the same as teaching. Anyway, it’s a career option. I’m honestly not entirely sure what else I’ll do once I’m finished at the school.’
‘For someone as well-mannered as yourself,’ Prudence said, ‘there’s many an option. Tutoring the children of young dragons out in Eastlook, for example. You’ve got a good education too, so you’d make a fine governess.’
‘And she can do the accent,’ Trudy said. ‘Or, she can do dockside doxy, so I just bet she can do strict, high-born governess.’
‘Trudy! You shouldn’t be using such language about–’
‘Oh, don’t you be worryin’ ’bout stuff such as that, Mistress Prudence,’ Krystal interrupted in her docks accent. Then she pulled herself up straight, raised her chin, and switched into something Trudy had not actually heard before. ‘Trudy Black,’ she said in a terribly nasal, slightly whining voice, ‘I shall see you in detention where you shall write “I shall not abuse my governess” one hundred times, with perfect penmanship.’
Trudy gave an indecorous snort of laughter. ‘Sorry. See? She’s good at this accent stuff.’ Some of the amusement was stemming from the open-mouthed shock on Michael’s face, but Trudy was not going to mention that.
‘I had a good teacher,’ Krystal said, back to her normal voice. ‘And Sister Millicent Dusklight sounded just like that when she was annoyed. And she really would make you write lines and she’d make you do it again if you didn’t write them just right.’
‘But not you.’
‘Oh, she had me doing it once. “I shall not point out my teacher’s grammatical errors.” Just because you’re a nun, doesn’t mean you can’t be petty.’
~~~
The old clock on the mantelpiece, which had been a wedding gift to Prudence and Maurice, was ticking toward midnight when the subject came up which Krystal had been waiting for but hoping would be ignored.
‘So,’ Maurice said, ‘Trudy says that you had some idea this thing at the school ball was going to happen, Krys?’
Krystal grimaced and nodded. ‘I did an astrological divination for Trudy and I saw… something. I thought it was related to the threat that was sent to the palace, but it seems like that was just a distraction now. Anyway, I thought it was one thing, and it turned out to be something else.’
‘And you tried to keep Trudy away from the ball.’
‘Yes. Yes, I tried.’
‘Thank you. She can be…’
Krystal got back in before Maurice could work out exactly what Trudy could be. ‘I was wrong. Uh, not to stay away from the ball, exactly, because if we’d been in the crowd we would probably have ended up possessed by evil spirits or demons or something. But I didn’t want to go near the hall when I realised something was happening. The others persuaded me to go, and we saved everyone. And they were right. We realised what was happening, and we summoned the guardians, and we disrupted the ritual when it seemed like help wouldn’t arrive in time.’
‘Very heroic,’ Maurice said, not sounding terribly pleased.
‘It wasn’t.’ Krystal shook her head. ‘It was scary and hard, but… Well, thinking back on it, we were bound to win.’
‘Oh?’ Prudence said. ‘Six girls against a dangerous necromancer and his minions?’
‘That’s just it.’ Krystal laid a hand on Trudy’s arm and flashed her a smile. ‘If it was the spirit of Lorenzo Darkmoon, he was up there on that stage with some henchmen. Each of us went into that hall with five friends. That counts for a lot.’
‘Plus,’ Trudy said, ‘we won and the city wasn’t overrun by eight hundred demonic magi.’
Prudence glanced at the clock. ‘That’s actually a rather heart-warming note to bring in the new year with, even if we’d rather you didn’t get into that kind of situation in the future.’
They had poured the wine ready for the toast at midnight and Krystal reached down for her glass. ‘I think we can all drink to that, but perhaps we could come up with something better for the actual toast.’
The sound of bells came from outside as the clock’s hands met. It was midnight, the start of the new year.
‘In that case,’ Maurice said, ‘to friends and all that comes with them.’
Krystal and Trudy looked at each other, grinned, and raised their glasses. ‘To friends!’
###
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