
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
   Peter and the Elven Songs Book 2 of The War of Contractia by T. J. Dixon (part of The Chronicles of Contractia)
 
   Author’s Foreword
 
   Please note that all people, places and events in this story are purely fictional.  Any resemblance to any real person, place or event (or anything else) is purely co-incidence.  This is the second book in The War of Contractia, which is the first series in The Chronicles of Contractia.
 
   This story is mostly told from the perspective of Peter as he begins Year 2 at the (magic) Academy of Contractia.  As the cast expands though, you will walk into the lives of some of his friends, both new and old.  His goals are ambitious and he cannot achieve them alone but, both for his own sake and for the sake of his friends, failure is not an option.  You will meet powerful and sometimes truly evil new enemies.  Should he be more concerned about an old foe though?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1 (Peter)
 
   It is the last day of the holiday and we decide to have a day off from training and work.  The new term will be hard work and we deserve a chance to just have fun for a day before we enter the new school year.  Rin and Elucia are spending the day together.  I feel like Rin isn’t as close to me since Elucia came back, but they had been apart for a long time so it is only natural to spend time together.  Yu Kii has something she wants to do with Jenny.  Jimmy is working so that just leaves me and Hermes.  I ask Hermes if there is anything she wants to do separately, because I don’t want to intrude on her time off if there is.  She wants to spend it together though, for which I am grateful.
 
   I fly with Hermes from the academy and find the same stream we flew along before.  Back then we were arguing with the teacher about treating Hermes like a person and not just a slave.  Lucy of course later resolved the issue but at the time Hermes and I were both feeling really bad about it.  I miss Lucy but I am confident we will get her back, and right now we are here to relax.  There is nothing quite the same as flying through the wind.
 
   After a while we set down beside the stream and enjoy the breakfast we brought with us.  Bottled fruit juice, cold meat and bread.  It is simple but we enjoy eating it with sound of the gentle stream and the breeze in the air.  It is a bit chilly but Hermes creates a small fire to keep us warm.  It is definitely no longer summer so I am glad I am not still sleeping in a tent anymore.
 
   After breakfast we just chat and relax for a while.  Hermes is her old talkative self that I had started to miss.  When we first met I found it irritating but now it helps to calm me.  I had wondered with everything that happened whether she had lost that part of herself.  I am glad that she hasn’t.  Although we spend a lot of time chatting we don’t really talk about anything important.  We want to have fun, not be depressed!
 
   It is almost lunch time before we know it.  I am considering whether to port back and grab something for both of us to eat, or for both of us to port to the Drake and eat there.  Just as I decide to port back and grab us something to eat I notice singing in the distance.  I listen to the wind with my senses and there is a small group of people mostly walking but there is also a cart being pulled by a ten legged creature.  They are almost to us, so curious I wait with Hermes to find out who they are.  Soon I can make out their words.
 
   “The fire burns, the water churns,
 
   The sire spurns whilst the mages learn,
 
   Contractia, soon shall burn!
 
   The dead shall rise and heavens fall,
 
   They dread the rise, of angels who, from heaven fell!
 
   The gods knew more, but they too fell!
 
   Contractia, no more shall tell,
 
   Our secrets or, which lives to sell!”
 
   It sounds like a war song.  I look at Hermes worriedly and ask, “Do you think they’re invaders?”
 
   “No.  It’s an old song from a play I saw when I was younger.  They’re probably just practising for the same play.”  Hermes says.
 
   “What was the play about?”
 
   “A war against the Fallen Angels.  I think it was our first war against them, but I didn’t get to see it properly so I’m not sure.”
 
   “Greetings, friends!”  One of the travellers calls out to us.  Now I can see them I can tell that they are certainly not mages or soldiers.  Their auras are strong but not with magic.  Their auras certainly seem well fitted to a band of travelling singers and actors.  Their clothes are fancy and brightly coloured.  Looking at them reminds me a bit of a rainbow.  
 
   “Good day!”  I call back.
 
   “Good day to you!”  She calls back to me.  Soon they have reached us and they come to a stop. Looking at Hermes she asks, “Are you a student at the academy?”
 
   “Yes, we both are.”  I answer.  The truth is that technically Hermes, being my slave, isn’t anymore but I don’t see any point getting into that here.
 
   “They let boys study at the academy now?”  She asks in surprise.
 
   “I’m the first boy at the academy, but there should be more tomorrow, when the new school year starts.”
 
   “Times sure are changing.  I guess the war must be going really badly if we are even training boys to use magic.”
 
   “Regardless of how the war is going there is nothing wrong with my studying at the academy.”  I say a little annoyed.
 
   “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean any offence.  We will be putting on showings of The First Angelic War just outside town for a week.  Please feel free to come along and we’ll give you a discount as an apology.  If you want to tell your friends about it, the more the merrier!  Well, we must be getting along.  I hope to see you at the show.”  We watch whilst they start trundling along and singing again.
 
   “I don’t feel like eating here anymore.”  I say and Hermes nods in agreement.  We port back to the Drake and both settle on a sweet and warming soup.  We have some Happy Juice and port back to our room.  We pass the rest of the day just chatting and relaxing.  Now it is so close we are both nervous about the new school year.  One thing we are sure of is that we don’t plan to watch the show.
 
   I shouldn’t be tired after having had such a restful day, but somehow I am.  I look up at the stars before falling asleep but they are still silent.  Will I ever hear them again?  I hope so.  There are lots of things I hope for but right now what I hope for most urgently is that tomorrow goes well.
 
   I wake as the sun rises and feel refreshed.  It is still a little early for class but I don’t see any point waiting here.  I wake Hermes and then port to class.  Naturally I am the only one here so far.  Hermes arrives a few minutes later but having talked so much yesterday we don’t really have anything to say.  After a while the rest of the class arrive.  Rin and Yu Kii are later than I expected but still on time.
 
   The teacher arrives and says, “Due to the war I have a few announcements.  Firstly you should not leave the academy after dark, and be sure to be back by sunset if you leave during the day.  This includes your days off.  We will of course also be joined by the Year 3 students, who start tomorrow so please do your best to make them welcome, but if you see any rule breaking be sure to report it.  Lastly, there is a play being performed in a tent just outside of the town gates.  It depicts the First Angelic War and since we are at war with them again it would be worth watching.  In fact it is required that every student sees the play.”
 
   I look at Hermes and it is clear neither of us is very happy about this.  Logically the teacher is right that we may learn something and we may even enjoy it.  Just thinking about those actors though starts to annoy me.  I put it aside though and focus on the lesson.  Unfortunately being the first day it is mostly going over the basics again in case anyone had forgotten.  Not that that is likely!
 
   We have lunch together with Rin and Yu Kii and hear about how they spent their day.  Like us Rin seems to have spent it mostly just talking and relaxing.  Yu Kii is a little secretive about what she was doing but it sounds like she had a good time too.  Not wanting to intrude I don’t press for details.
 
   The afternoon lesson is much more interesting and covers a new approach for combining elements quickly.  It isn’t as effective as the method I normally use but it is quicker.  It also makes me think about my normal method, and I have an idea how I may be able to make my own method quicker.  I will need to practise it during our training.
 
   As we finish our afternoon lesson Charlotte and Emma are waiting outside our classroom as we leave.  Elucia and Jenny will not be attending the training today, because I want to see how well our new members work with our old student members first.  We head off to our training but the arena is busy so we go to a clearing in the forest that we started using during the holidays.
 
   I am considering groupings when Emma asks me, “Have you considered making this a formal club?  You’d be able to attract new students much easier.  Most students interested in joining a club will choose one by the end of the first week.  All clubs are given a chance the first week to advertise once to each class in Year 3.  You may even get some new students in our year too if it proves popular with the Year 3 students.”
 
   “How do you make a formal club?”  I ask very interested.
 
   “The captain needs to sign a captain’s contract and the rest of the club members sign a member’s contract.  All contracts need to be witnessed by an academy teacher.  The captain’s contract is between the captain and the academy, and is written by the academy.  The member’s contract is between the captain and the member, and is written by the captain.  They don’t all have to be the same either.  You need a member contract with at least four students to form a club, and slaves don’t count.  Obviously you don’t count either.”
 
   “Would everyone be willing to make this a formal club?”  I ask hopefully.
 
   “Yes!”  Everyone answers enthusiastically.
 
   “We’ll do the training and write the contracts afterwards.  Rin, Hermes and Emma will work together.  Rin will lead.  Charlotte, Yu Kii and I will work together.  I will lead.  Good luck everyone!”
 
   “So what will we start with?”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “What was your element?”  I ask.
 
   “Water.”
 
   “Then let’s see what you can do.  We aren’t great with water magic, but I’m curious how your skills compare to Rin.”
 
   “Okay.  I’ll try not to disappoint you.”  Charlotte says with a smile and demonstrates her skills.  She seems to have much more control than Rin but not quite the same raw power or speed.  “So how did I do?”
 
   “Like all of us you have your strengths and weaknesses.  I’m curious though, are you able to hide your presence in water?”
 
   “Yes but only my own.  I’m not able to hide anyone else yet.”
 
   “I will definitely have you work with Rin next time.  You should both be able to teach each other a lot.  Next what is your weakest element?”
 
   “Definitely fire.”  Charlotte says wincing.
 
   “Luckily Hermes is quite good at fire.  When Jenny is here she will be able to help even more but for today Hermes should be able to help.  Start by showing us what you can do.”  It seems that Charlotte can summon a small flame quite easily but is unable to strengthen it at all.  Hermes seems to understand why she is having trouble so quickly shows her how to improve.  The improvement for now is slight but by practising more she will be able to make good progress.  Happy with how things are going here I check to see how everything is going with Rin’s group.
 
   “Like this?”  Emma asks Rin but Rin shakes her head.
 
   “Use a little less energy at first and then increase it quicker.”  Rin explains, and then looks at me.  “It’s going fine.  Emma is good at all the elements but we can teach her a fair amount of water and earth magic between us.  We can probably learn a lot about how to combine elements from Emma too.”
 
   “Sounds good.  I’m going to head back and write some contracts for the club.  I’ll get some help from Jenny.  I’ll be back here before the training finishes.”
 
   “You’d be better off asking my mother.  She has plenty of experience writing contracts.”  Rin says.
 
   “OK, thanks.  I’ll see if she has time.”  I say and port there.  Rin’s mother is pouring a red liquid carefully from one vial to another so I wait until she has finished, because I don’t want to startle her.  “Hi.”
 
   “Hello Peter.  What bring you here today?”
 
   “Do you have time to help me write up some contracts to form an official club at the academy?”
 
   “Sure.  I just need to finish this potion first, but that shouldn’t take long.”
 
   “I’ll wait over here then if that’s OK.”  I say sitting down at the table.
 
   “Of course.”  Rin’s mother says.  I watch as she crushes a leaf and pours a green liquid over it.  It slowly dissolves and then she pours the liquid into the same vial as the red liquid.  She then says a few words and taps the vial.  Then smiling she turns to me and asks, “So what is your club going to be called?”
 
   “Called?”
 
   “Yes you need a club name and it needs to appear in the contract.”
 
   “How about the Star Seekers?”
 
   “Are you trying to put people off joining?”
 
   “No.  How about the Dragon Slayers?”  I joke.
 
   “Only the suicidal will join.”
 
   “What makes a good club name then?”  I ask more seriously.
 
   “It needs to be something realistic that makes people see the benefit of joining and inspires those already in the club to work their hardest.  It doesn’t have to be the same as your company name.  Choose that when you form it.”
 
   “That’s hard.  What would you call it?”
 
   “Is your plan to get these recruits to join your company?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then how about… The Independents?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  It doesn’t feel right.”  I say shaking my head.
 
   “Or Future’s Forge?”
 
   “Future’s Forge?”  I ask confused.
 
   “Yes.  You will be forging the future both for yourselves and the rest of Contractia.  With the war many will be worried about the future, and at the academy many will be worried about their own future.  In your company at least they will have a better chance of surviving the war, and of making a name for themselves.  Independent companies often get more fame than regular companies.  That said, everyone will give it their own meaning and you aren’t promising anything you can’t deliver.”
 
   “I guess it works.  I don’t have anything better.  We’ll go with that.”
 
   “I have a copy of a contract that we can use as a base.  Wait there.”  Rin’s mother says and then fetches the contract, which she copies but replaces the names with mine, Rin’s and Future’s Forge.  At the end she writes a commitment to enter the independent company upon graduation.  Next is Yu Kii, then Emma and finally Charlotte.  I have the four contracts I need.  “Be sure to read the contract that the academy gives you.  You can challenge anything unreasonable.  I would suggest asking Silmarion for the contract.  She may be strict but she is also fair.”
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.  I’ll ask her in the morning.  I’ll get these signed tonight though.  Thank you for your help.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  Take good care of Rin.”
 
   “Of course.  We all look out for each other.”
 
   “That too.”  She says with a smile just as I port back to the training.  I’m not quite sure what she meant but I don’t worry about it.
 
   Rin’s group is taking a quick break so I ask, “Rin could you put these in your bag?”
 
   “Sure.  Future’s Forge?  Sounds like something my mother would come up with.”  Rin answers and puts the contracts in her bag.
 
   “Do you not like it?”
 
   “I do like it actually.  Not sure if everyone will, but as leader you get to choose the name so if you’re happy with it then that’s fine.”  Rin says.
 
   “I like it.”  Yu Kii says with a smile.
 
   “It’s just a name.  I don’t really care what we’re called if we get to train like this each day, and get to form a company when we graduate.”  Emma says with a shrug.
 
   “Thanks.”  I say and then head over to Hermes and Charlotte.  “Future’s Forge.  What do you think?”
 
   “It’s good.”  Hermes says enthusiastically.
 
   “As long as it doesn’t mean we need to become great fire mages.”  Charlotte says wincing slightly.
 
   “Don’t worry, it just means we need to work hard for our futures, and everyone else’s.  Of course we would anyway.”
 
   “Then it’s fine.”  Charlotte says.  “Are you going to be going round the Year 3 classes to advertise?”
 
   “I guess, but hopefully not alone.”
 
   “Only one student is allowed to do so, and it is normally the leader.  Some girls may be put off by the fact that you are a boy, and especially such a young one.  I suppose some might join just because of it if you were just a member, but not with you as leader.  If you were to demonstrate your magic and impress them it might help.  Or you could get Rin or someone to advertise for you.”
 
   “They’ll know the leader is a boy when they get the contract.  Better they find out from the start.  Either I impress them enough to join, or they don’t join.”
 
   “Then how about practising now to see if you can impress us?”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “I suppose.  Any suggestions?”  I ask.
 
   “You get a horde of goblins and kill them.”  Hermes jokes but then looks darkly at the ground.
 
   “Don’t tempt him!”  Rin says and I realise we are all gathered together.
 
   “Even I wouldn’t do that.”  I protest but look away from Rin’s withering glare.
 
   “The rules only state that you are limited to one student.  Slaves are allowed to accompany you.”  Rin says and looks at Hermes.  “How about you demonstrate a mock battle?”
 
   “That sounds good.”  I say and nod enthusiastically.
 
   “Go easy on me!”  Hermes says a little nervously.
 
   “It’s just a mock battle.  We don’t hurt each other.  To start how about you just attack me and I’ll defend?”
 
   “Okay.  Which element should I use?”
 
   “Start with earth and then use fire.  Everyone else get back please.  Hermes, you may begin.”
 
   “Okay.”  Hermes says and then focuses.  Her earth attack is quicker than I remember.  She is getting better but I dodge the flying shards of earth and stone by soaring upwards.
 
   “Stop both of you!  You’ll be in a classroom!”  Rin shouts up at me and I realise my mistake, and Hermes realises hers.
 
   “So I need to summon earth rather than wreck the classroom floor?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Yes!”  Rin says with a glare.
 
   “And I need to stay low rather than going through the class roof.  How about we practise back at the academy?  There must be a spare room we can use.”
 
   “There are a few practise rooms that don’t get locked.  One of them is probably free as it is the first day.  They tend to get busy just before tests.  They’re reserved for students in classes D to A, but there aren’t that many rooms and there are plenty of students in those classes.”  Emma says.
 
   “Let’s see if we can get a room then.”  I say.  “Could you port us there?”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma says.  We all hold onto Emma and a moment later we are outside a classroom.  It is taken by a small group of students we don’t know so we go to the next room.  To my surprise Silmarion is there with a student that I don’t know.  She looks up and waves us in.
 
   “She was just finishing so this room is free.  Treska, you made good progress but be sure to practise every day.”
 
   “Silmarion, do you have a minute?”  I ask.
 
   “Sure.”  Silmarion says turning to me and the girl called Treska ports away.  “Is it about Claire?”
 
   “No.  I would like to form a club and I need a teacher to write and sign a contract with me.”
 
   “You have the four member contracts?  Excluding slaves.”
 
   “Yes, Rin, can you get them out?”
 
   “Here they are.”  Rin says handing them to Silmarion who quickly reads them.  How she does so without eyes I don’t know but it is no different from when we were in her class.
 
   “Acceptable.”  Silmarion says and a piece of paper appears out of nowhere and hovers in the air in front of me.  Beside it is a magical pen.  “Sign this.”
 
   I take it and read it.  “How did you know the club name and everything, or even that I was going to form a club?”
 
   “It was in your contract.”
 
   “But when did you write this?”
 
   “After reading the contract.”
 
   “But you were standing here with us.”
 
   “There are many different types of magic.”
 
   “You used magic to write it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I learn that magic?”
 
   “Probably not, and certainly not without improving significantly first.  It is a difficult magic for a young one.  Perhaps with a few centuries experience you might be able to.”
 
   “Most people don’t live a few centuries.”  I remind her.
 
   “I would have thought you would all be aiming for immortality.  If you do form the company and serve Contractia well, it is very possible you could gain that status.  We are at war after all.”
 
   “I hadn’t considered the possibility.  Can a male become immortal?”
 
   “Of course.  Now sign the contract and hand it back to me.”
 
   I quickly read, sign and hand it back.
 
   “It is always wise to read the contract thoroughly before signing, but fortunately for you this contract had nothing hidden in it.  Have you decided how you will advertise to the new students?”
 
   “We were thinking a mock battle might be a good idea.”  I say but Silmarion frowns and shakes her head.
 
   “That’s too boring.  Now if it was a real battle against some monsters or criminals then it would be interesting.”
 
   “You supply the monsters and I’ll fight them.”  I say joking.
 
   “Very well but it will need to be in the arena at the entrance ceremony.”
 
   “You can really supply monsters?”  I ask incredulously.
 
   “Of course.  Whatever happens to be available will have to do but I can certainly get you something to fight.”
 
   “Now wait a moment.”  Rin says nervously.  “It had best not be something too dangerous.”
 
   “Don’t worry I’m not going to bring a dragon or a Death Bird, but if it is too tame then it would be boring.  Be at the arena at sunrise tomorrow.”  Silmarion says and ports away before Rin can complain again.
 
   “I’d best save my strength for tomorrow.  It might be dangerous so I’ll do it on my own.”
 
   “Surely that’s all the more reason for me to help!”  Hermes protests.
 
   “No, even if I can’t win on my own I can at least be sure to not get hurt.  Besides it will look better if I beat it on my own.  You should save your power though in case I change my mind when I find out what we’re up against.  Everyone else continue the training here.  Some indoor practise wouldn’t be a bad idea, and I don’t consider the arena to really be indoors.  Don’t use all your power though, and finish fairly early.  I’m sorry but I’m going to get some sleep to make sure I’m ready for tomorrow.  Hermes, you should too.”  I ignore their protests and port back with Hermes.
 
   “It is still fairly early.”  Hermes points out.
 
   “I know but we’ll recover energy quicker if we rest.”  I say and fall onto my bed then look out the window at the stars.  They’re silent of course.  I was sure that I would take ages to sleep but somehow just looking at the stars sends me to a peaceful sleep in moments.
 
   I wake just before the sun rises.  Thankfully Hermes thought to set a delayed spell which wakes us with a splash of water.  Normally the sunrise wakes me but we need to be at the arena by sunrise.  I quickly clean myself and my clothes without removing anything, and turn away so Hermes can get clean.  We port to the arena together.
 
   Silmarion, expressionless as always, is waiting.  “Go to the front row.  If you want to use Hermes be sure to either do so before entering the arena centre or to take her in with you.  The new students will arrive at sunrise so take your seats before then.”
 
   “What will we be fighting?”
 
   “You’ll find out when the battle starts.”
 
   “Oh, um, OK.”  I say and we walk to our seats.
 
   “Take me in with you.”  Hermes says firmly.
 
   “Sorry.  If I don’t know what I’m up against I’m going in alone.”
 
   “But you might get killed.”
 
   “I doubt it but I’d rather just risk my own life.”
 
   “Please!”
 
   “Sorry.  Now enough talking, because the other students will be here soon and I don’t want to give them a bad impression.”
 
   “Hmmf.”  Hermes protests but is then silent.  I feel the sunrise and the students start to enter the audience.  We are the only ones in the innermost circle but the next circle is soon full and the other inner circles are mostly full in just a couple of minutes.  It is only Year 3 students but I start to feel the pressure.  An old woman who I think is the head teacher if I remember correctly enters the centre of the arena.
 
   “Welcome to the Academy of Contractia.  This is the first year that every student may survive the year, but the old survival limit should not be ignored.  Those who fall below it in class H will be expelled and punished by the Queen.  Ten students suffered this punishment last year.  They will never see their families again.  Do not join them.
 
   “Amongst you there are three new boys.  Do not make them welcome.  We must obey the Queen and allow them to study here, but we do not want boys at this academy.  With those three there are now four at the academy, but I am hopeful that there will only be three left by the end of this ceremony.  Now before we proceed any further, we have a club demonstration by the first boy to study here.  He wants you to join his club so he can do terrible things to you.  Should he survive you have been warned.  Do not be fooled.  Boy, you can enter the arena stage.”
 
   I get up rather angry at her unfounded accusations and enter the arena stage.  Distracted I only realise that Hermes has entered with me when it is too late.  The barrier is already up.  I sense the enemy first and realise I would have been much better off on my own, but it is far too late for that.  Hermes doesn’t seem to have sensed the enemy yet and it is almost on top of us.  I don’t know what it is called but it seems to be pure fire and so hot it is impossible to see.  I rob the air from around it but to no effect.  I grab Hermes’ hand and fly us up, but it follows and is getting faster.
 
   I send water at it but as expected the water just evaporates.  I am busy dodging it in mid-air and not sure how best to attack.  Hermes finally seems to realise what we are up against and where it is.  She sends shards of the stage floor at it but as expected they just melt and don’t seem to harm the enemy.
 
   “The enemy isn’t fire.”  She tells me.
 
   “So what is it?”
 
   “I don’t know but I would have to guess pure magic.”
 
   “Pure magic…  That’s not easy to fight!”  I exclaim.  I test my senses again and realise that Hermes is right.  Damn!  “We need some way of draining its magic, and I don’t fancy kissing it!  Any ideas?”  I ask and then have to dodge particularly hard.
 
   “It must use a lot of energy to create that flame, so it must be replenishing its power somehow.  If we knew how perhaps we could stop it.”  Hermes says and I check my senses.  Sure enough it seems to be draining power from every living thing nearby, mostly the audience though.  It seems like the barrier around the arena is slowing the flow.
 
   “Try putting a reversed shield around it.”  I say.
 
   “Impossible!  It’s moving too quickly!”  Hermes protests.
 
   “Then how about you take over the flying magic?”  I suggest.
 
   “Impossible!  My flight magic isn’t good enough!”
 
   “Once I put a shield around it put one around my shield.”  I say and desperately target it with a reversed shield.  It misses.  Putting a shield around a moving target, whilst dodging that moving target with flight magic, is not easy.  The second one misses too.  The third shield I am sure has worked for a moment but realise I just missed.  My fourth shield however is on target, and I call out, “Now!”
 
   My shield drops as Hermes’ shield takes its place.  I sense she is struggling to contain the flames but the flow of magic has definitely been reduced to a slow trickle and is insufficient to maintain the flames at their previous level.  They drop first to blue and then to red but Hermes is quickly running out of power.  Mine is not going to hold for long because, much as I hate to admit it, my control of pure magical shielding is poor.  Normally I use a wind shield.  I drain all the air from within the shield to try to weaken the flames further and they quickly drop to a small flicker.  Then they are gone and all that is left is ash.
 
   There is silence for a moment and then to my delight the crowd roars in applause.  Silmarion is as expressionless as always but the head teacher doesn’t even try to hide her fury.  There is a loud clang followed by her shrill voice.  “Silence!  Do not encourage the boy!  Did you not listen to my words just now?!  Boy and slave, leave!  Now!”
 
   I smile, take Hermes’ hand and port back to our classroom.  Hopefully some of those students will be impressed enough to join us, despite the head’s clear opposition.  Many will of course not want to incur her wrath by joining us but hopefully that will not stop them all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 (Peter)
 
   “Was it OK to not give a speech?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “I hope so, but I doubt the head would have let me even if I had known what to say.”  I reply
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  Hermes agrees.
 
   “So you didn’t give a speech?”  Rin asks worriedly.  I turn only now realising that both Rin and Yu Kii are in the room.
 
   “I didn’t get the chance, but the students seemed to like our battle.”  I reply.
 
   “Well that’s good but how will they know you are recruiting?”  Rin asks clearly concerned.
 
   “The head told them.  Not exactly in a positive way, but they should at least know I am recruiting.”
 
   “So what did you fight?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I’m not sure but it seemed to be some sort of pure magical creature which could create powerful flames and feed off people’s magical energy.”
 
   “That sounds like a fire mana.  How did you beat it?”  Rin asks.
 
   “We put a reversed shield around it and stopped it from replenishing its power.”
 
   “It’s fortunate that you took Hermes into the arena with you.”  Rin says.
 
   “I went in without permission.”  Hermes says looking down nervously.
 
   “Well, thank you, it’s probably just as well that you did.”  I say.
 
   “Oh, no problem.”  Hermes says with a small smile.
 
   “It certainly is just as well Hermes did!”  Rin scolds.  “You really need to rely on us more.”
 
   “We work well as a team on our jobs and training.”  I protest.
 
   “You need to learn to rely on us the rest of the time too though.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “I’ll try.”  I say weakly.
 
   “Do more than just try!”
 
   “So when does everyone want to see this play we were told to see?”  I ask changing the subject quickly.  Rin obviously realises this but just sighs and shrugs.
 
   “Perhaps we should see it today before we get too busy.”  Hermes suggests.
 
   “I suppose we may as well get it over with.”  I say.
 
   “You don’t sound very enthusiastic.  Do you not like plays?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I’ve never seen a play before, but I don’t like the people putting on this show.”  I say and then explain how we met them.  Rin looks at me thoughtfully for a moment before shaking her head.
 
   “If you dislike everyone who looks down on you for being a guy you will dislike most people.  Better to change their opinions by proving them wrong.”  Rin tells me but I shrug.
 
   “How am I meant to do that with these guys?”  I ask.
 
   “By doing exactly what you are already aiming to do.  Form the company and make it a great success.  One day perhaps everyone, including these folks will have heard what you have achieved.”  Rin says, but that doesn’t help me right now.
 
   “Since we have to see this play anyway, it doesn’t really matter whether I want to or not.  Let’s do it today.”  I say and everyone agrees, but Rin still looks unhappy about it.
 
   Soon the whole class is here and the lesson begins.  It seems the whole day is dedicated to dimensional magic.  We cover some advanced theories and then have to put them into practise.  Thankfully we can work in groups so Rin is able to help us all understand the theory.  It is meant to allow us to port further using less energy, but none of us are able to master it.  Only one student in the room has done so by lunchtime, and much to her delight, she is allowed to skip the afternoon lesson.  We port to the lunch room but to my surprise we are surrounded by at least ten new students who all talk at once.
 
   “You were so cool!”
 
   “How did you know to do that?”
 
   “What’s your favourite colour?”
 
   “I want to be an air mage too!”
 
   “You flew so quickly, you could be a racer!”
 
   I’m a little stunned as I’m bombarded with it all but Rin seizes the moment.  “Everyone, there will be plenty of time for any questions you have if you join our club.”
 
   “I want to, I want to!”  A tall girl with long black hair and bright red eyes says, almost jumping up and down.  Everyone else nods eagerly.
 
   “I’ll need everyone’s name.”  Rin says and pulls out pen and paper from her left sleeve.  She quickly takes down everyone’s name and just like that I have eleven new contracts to write.  I just wish they counted towards the twenty people we need to form our company.  “We’ll have your joining contracts ready for you to sign by the end of lunch, so once you finish eating please meet us outside by the tall trees before your next lesson.”
 
   I start to panic but can’t say anything in front of the new students.  We grab our food and once we are seated I whisper to Rin.  “By the end of lunch?  How am I meant to do them all that quickly?!”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I copied it with magic so you just need to add their names and sign.  Oh, I made a couple of minor changes first, but nothing to worry about.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “You can do that?”  I ask in amazement.
 
   “Of course.  I’m surprised you didn’t do the same with ours if they’re all the same.”
 
   “You’ll have to teach me that magic.”
 
   “It’s beyond basic.  Even the new students could probably teach it to you.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”  I say and think of all that time wasted copying the contracts yesterday.
 
   “Anyway, the sooner we get them signed up the better.  They could easily change their minds, so as soon as you finish eating get signing these contracts.  I’ll fill in the names whilst I eat.”  Rin says and I wonder whether there is any magic involved as she quickly writes their names at the same time as eating her soup with her other hand.  What’s most impressive is that her handwriting is just as neat as usual, which is much neater than mine.  “All done.”
 
   “I’m a little envious.”  I say shaking my head.  I put down my hot curry roll to sign the contracts.  We quickly finish our meals and then port to the tree outside.  To my surprise the black haired girl is sitting there nibbling a small roll that I am sure didn’t come from the school.  It is actually a little cold to be sitting out here so it is otherwise deserted.  I guess Rin chose it because there’s less chance of someone trying to put off our new recruits.
 
   “Hello!”  She says and jumps up smiling widely but drops the roll in her haste.  She looks down sadly.  It is covered in mud as the ground is wet.  It must have rained during the night or this morning.  After a moment she looks up again and is about to speak when a small girl with black skin and hair walks out from behind the tree and speaks first.  The top of her head only just reaches my chest.  She is the one of the very few people I have seen at the academy with black skin.  I assume it must be really rare.
 
   “Yusa here is clumsier with magic than with what little food she has.  Hard as it may be to believe.  I don’t really care what trouble she causes your little play group, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.  I suppose she suits a boy who has trouble beating a mere fire mana.  You are both as pathetic as each other, and as all the other fools who want to join you.  Since there are no Year 1s, or other Year 2s, trying to form a company, I imagine mine will be the next to be formed.  With the support of Mayor Perry, I, unlike you, will have no trouble getting members in my own year.”  She says and ports away before I can say a word.
 
   Yusa is looking down at the ground nervously when I hand her the contract and a pen.  She blinks and then looks up before saying quietly.  “It’s still OK?”
 
   “Of course.”  I say with a smile.  “Nobody starts as an expert.  Even if you are bad at magic we can help.  I have no idea who that girl was but if she has Perry’s support then I already hate her.  Don’t let what she said bother you, and never trust her, or anyone on Perry’s side.”
 
   “You know Perry?”  She asks curiously.
 
   “Not very well, but more than I’d like.”  I say and grimace remembering her ruthlessly killing those innocent people the monster had captured.  “Anyway, if you still want to join then please sign the contract.”  She quickly does so and hands it back to me.  “Yusa, welcome to the team.”  I say smiling.
 
   “Thank you!”  She says looking down at me cheerfully.  Then a pair of girls port in.  They are both slightly shorter than me but only just.  They have short blonde hair, pale skin and blue eyes.  I can’t see a single difference until I look at their auras.  Obviously they are twins.
 
   “I’m Cherry Lightwood!”  The one on the right says brightly looking up at me with a smile.
 
   “I’m Sherry Lightwood!”  The one on the left says sounding and looking exactly the same.  Sherry however has a brighter, though less stable aura than Cherry.
 
   “Hi!  I’m Peter but we’ll do the introductions later.”  I say and quickly give them their contracts.  Yusa gives them the pen and they sign right away.  “Welcome to the team!”  No sooner have I said it than the other girls start appearing.  Soon they all have a signed contract, which Rin puts up her sleeve, and I have eleven more team members than I did at the start of the day.
 
   “We’ll start the training tomorrow.”  Rin says and I am glad she seems to be taking the lead for now.  “If you need or want to go to see the play, then please do so tonight to avoid clashing with training.  For now though let’s just get to know each other.  Everyone who just joined, please form a loose circle.”  Rin says and they do so.  Rin then enters the circle and walks around it giving everyone a number from one to six and a letter of A or B.  The first six are A’s and the last five are B’s.  “Everyone please find the other person with the same number as you.  Peter is 6B.  I’ll give you a minute to get to know each other and then I’ll tell you to swap.  At that point everyone who is an A will increase their number by one, except whoever is six becomes one.  Everyone understand?”  As everyone agrees I curse myself silently for not taking charge!
 
   “Hi I’m 6A.”  A nervous voice says as I am frowning at the ground in thought.  I look up and see a pale skinned girl slightly taller than me, with short green hair and purple eyes.  After a moment I remember her name.
 
   “Hi Midori.”  I say with a smile.  She seems pleased that I remembered her name.
 
   “I’m a wind user too.  I’d really love to learn to fly like you did.”
 
   “It will take time, but I’m sure you’ll be great at flight if you’re a wind user.”
 
   “They say girls with small chests are poor wind users though.”  She says sounding depressed.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I can’t bring as much air into my breasts, so I can’t use magic on as much air.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.  You only need to use the magic on a small amount of air inside you to control as much air as you need to.  With flight magic it barely enters my mouth before I expel it.  If you bring it right inside, you can’t react as quickly.”
 
   “So do you prefer small breasts or large?”  She asks sounding embarrassed, and blushing bright red.
 
   “I’m not sure I understand.  As a boy I could never have large breasts anyway.”
 
   “On a girl I meant!”  She says.
 
   “Umm.  I still don’t understand.  I don’t see why it would matter.”
 
   “So what sort of girl do you like?”
 
   “I like people who I can trust.”  I say after a moment but I don’t think it is what she wanted to hear.
 
   “Everyone change!”  Rin calls out.
 
   “I look forward to working with you.”  I say.
 
   “Me too!”  She says but it seems a little forced, as does her smile as she leaves to find her next partner.
 
   “Hi I’m Sherry!”  The next girl says cheerfully.  I look up and frown.
 
   “I thought you were Cherry.  Did I get your names mixed up?”  I ask confused and her mouth falls open for a moment.
 
   “No…  You can tell us apart?”  She asks disbelievingly.
 
   “Of course.  Your aura is very different.”
 
   “What do our auras look like?”
 
   “Yours is a pale but constant yellow.  Your sister’s is a brighter yellow but it fades and strengthens a lot.  Sometimes it is almost as pale as yours but not for very long.”
 
   “Is there any special meaning to it?”
 
   “There are lots of possible meanings.  If I had to guess though, I would say you are more in control of your magic or emotions, but that Sherry possibly has stronger magical power, or is more prone to strong emotions.  Of course that might be wrong.”
 
   “You’re not wrong.  I am more stable with magic, and Sherry does have stronger magic.  She’s also much more passionate about things than I am.  You’re like a mind reader.  I’d love to learn how to read minds.  Now that would be great magic!”
 
   “Great, but terrifying.  Anyway, reading minds is one thing I can’t do.”
 
   “Oh I know, but I wander whether there is some way I could learn to.”
 
   “If so Rin will probably know.  She knows most things.  I hope there isn’t though.  Imagine if someone evil, like Perry or Claire had that power…”  I say and as she looks blankly at me I realise she doesn’t know either of them.  “Oh, just some really evil people we have the misfortune of knowing.  Hopefully you’ll never see either of them.”
 
   “Do you have enemies that we need to be worried about?”  She asks and is clearly already worried.
 
   “Don’t worry we have a contract with Claire so she isn’t a problem, and Mayor Perry doesn’t see us as enemies, even if I see her as one.”
 
   “Mayor Perry!  You don’t want to mess with her.”
 
   “You know her?”
 
   “I don’t know her but I’ve heard about her.”
 
   “Swap again!”  Rin calls.
 
   “It was nice talking.”  Cherry says with a smile before finding her next partner.
 
   “Hi!”  A blue skinned girl with long wavy hair that reminds me of a rainbow, and bright red eyes calls out to me.  She is fairly tall and has quite large breasts.  I noticed Rin glaring at them earlier but I have no idea why.  Rin isn’t a wind mage so I don’t see any reason it should make a difference even if she believes that nonsense.
 
   “Hi Niji.”  I reply smiling.  I don’t imagine I’ll forget such a distinctive looking girl.
 
   “I really liked how you beat that flame monster earlier, but your flying was the best.  I really want to try racing you.  I don’t think I can win yet, but it would be great to try.”  She says in a nervous rush.  I remember my race at Lucy’s place but my sadness at thinking of Lucy must show.  “I’m sorry!  We don’t have to!”
 
   “Oh, sorry.  It just reminded me of a friend.   I don’t mind racing at some point but to be honest I have only raced once before, and don’t know how to set one up.”
 
   “Are you serious?  I was sure you were a professional racer.”
 
   “Sorry but I’m not a racer.  It seemed interesting but I had other things that were more urgent to learn.”  I say and remember Lucy trying to teach me to hide my presence.  I managed it in the end but it wasn’t easy.
 
   “Another sad memory?”
 
   “Oh, yes, sorry.  I’ll try to focus.  So you’re a wind user?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m pretty good too, but not as good as you.  Not yet and you look younger than me too.  How old are you?”
 
   “Probably 12 or 13.”  I say awkwardly.
 
   “You don’t know your age?”
 
   “I don’t remember anything really from before I was a slave.”  I say and she surprises me by laughing.
 
   “You were a slave?  I assumed you were a noble or even a royal to get in the academy before boys were allowed to study here.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you.”
 
   “No!  I’m actually a bit relieved.  It was a little intimidating.  I was a slave too, but my master lost all her money, so I was sold to Contractia to serve in the military.  I need to train first though, which is why I’m here.  Was it the same for you?”
 
   “No.  I fought in the arena just before the rebellion.  The new Queen freed me along with the other arena slaves.  I asked to be sent here because there is something I wanted to achieve.”
 
   “You wanted to form the company right?”
 
   “No.  That is just something I need to do to accomplish my goal.”
 
   “What is your goal?”
 
   “I have a few now actually.  The most important is to wake a friend of mine.”
 
   “To wake…”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “Is it dangerous being your friend?”
 
   “When you graduate it will be less so than being in a regular company.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true.  They say that non Contractian mages like me are being used as cannon fodder in some companies.  If you were a slave then I hope that we are all equal to you.”
 
   “I don’t plan to abandon anyone.  Everyone will come back alive if I have anything to do with it.”
 
   “Given who the enemy is, don’t you think that’s unrealistic?”
 
   “Everyone swap!”  Rin calls out.
 
   “Whoever the enemy is, if we try hard enough we will find a way to make sure nobody dies.”  I say, but it is true that I was already worried.  Just the Death Bird was a problem.  A Fallen Angel will be much worse.
 
   “I hope you’re right but I have a hard time believing it.”  Niji says before leaving to find her next partner.
 
   “Hi Peter!”
 
   “Hi Aventurine!”  I say and take another look.  Her red hair reminds me of the Queen, but Aventurine’s hair is down to her shoulder.   The Queen’s hair of course is much shorter.  Aventurine’s green eyes shine like emeralds and her skin is very pale white.  She looks fragile though and makes me think of a doll.  She is about my height but is very thin, especially her arms and legs.  I can’t help thinking that she is very, very cute.
 
   “I’m 12.  How old are you?”
 
   “12 or 13, I think.”
 
   “You don’t know your age…  Well I hear it is not unheard of among commoners.  I’m a noble from the Divine Flame house.  I was told to make a name for myself in the war, but I’m not really that good with magic.  I hope that working together with everyone I’ll be able to improve enough to survive the war, and make a name for myself.”
 
   “You will.  Everyone in our group has made great progress so far.”  I say.  Not entirely true.  Elucia is still just as much of a disaster waiting to happen but, with Elucia not being a student I am only slightly bending the truth.  Then I frown.  “I hope you’re not planning on taking risks to make a name for yourself though.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I don’t plan to.”
 
   “Your aura doesn’t strike me as being that of a flame user.  What is your element?”
 
   “My tutors all focused on fire magic because it runs in the family.  Can you really tell that it isn’t my element from my aura?”
 
   “It isn’t certain, just the impression I get.”
 
   “What magic do you think would suit me?”
 
   “It would be better to try all the elements and make that decision yourself.  I could guess, but I don’t want to make an assumption about something so important.”
 
   “All change!”  Rin calls out.  I’m sure that was shorter!  I look at Rin who for a moment appears to be glaring at Aventurine, but maybe it is just my imagination.
 
   “I look forward to working with you.”  I say with a smile.
 
   “Me too.”  She answers smiling back.
 
   “Hi Peter!”  A small girl with a tail and cat ears says cheerfully.  Her short hair is more like fur and like her skin it is a cross between blonde and ginger.  Some areas of both hair and skin are much more like blonde and others much closer to ginger.  She is only up to my shoulders.
 
   “Hi Nekorian.”  I answer.
 
   “You remembered my name!”  She says jumping into the air twice with a huge grin on her face.  “I’m so pleased.  I’m a wind user too so I look forward to learning lots from you.  By the way you can just call me Neko.  That’s what my friends call me.”
 
   “Sure, um, Neko, so how did you come to join the academy?”
 
   “I want to fly.  They say my people are more attuned to the earth, but not me.  I can blow a gale or lift a castle into the air, but I can’t lift myself up into the sky.  Can you help me fly?”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be flying in no time.  Perhaps by the end of tomorrow’s practise.”
 
   “Nya!  I’m so happy!”
 
   “Nya?”
 
   “Don’t you say nya when you’re happy?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’ll have you saying nya in no time!  Consider it my thanks!  There’s nothing as fun as nya’ing the warm summer sun or the winter fire.  Nya!”
 
   “Umm…  Ok.  So…”
 
   “All change!”
 
   “Already…”  Neko says looking sad.
 
   “There will be plenty of time to talk.  I look forward to working with you.”
 
   “Me too!”  Neko says and runs off cheerfully.  I think she may be a lot of work!
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Ah, Yusa.  Hello.”
 
   “…”
 
   “So what’s your element?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Well don’t worry, you’ll know soon enough.”
 
   “I hope so.”  She says a little gloomily.  “If I don’t do well enough, will you…”
 
   “You will do, and we aren’t going to kick anyone out just because they have a slow start.  Besides you have the contract, which binds us as much as you.”
 
   “There’s a clause that you can get rid of members though…”
 
   “Is there?  Rin must have added that.  Anyway like I said, we aren’t going to get rid of you.”
 
   “I hope not.  Didn’t you at least read the contract though, even if you didn’t write it?”
 
   “I trust Rin and I was in a bit of a rush.  So no, but I wrote the original contract that Rin changed a little.”
 
   “Are you going out with Rin?”
 
   “Going out?”
 
   “Dating.”
 
   “Dating?”
 
   “Is she your girlfriend, your lover?”
 
   “No.  She’ my friend and she is a girl but we’re not lovers, whatever that actually means.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “12 or 13, I think.”
 
   “I’m 16.  Why don’t you know your age?”
 
   “I was a slave and I have no memories from before that.”
 
   “That’s weird.  They don’t usually wipe a slave’s memories.  In fact I didn’t know you could wipe someone’s memories…  Unless you lost them naturally.  That sometimes happens.  I’ve never been a slave but my family aren’t rich.  I only got in this academy because I worked hard and earned enough to pay the entrance fee.  That’s why I’m a little older than most new students.”
 
   “Once you’ve learnt enough we can take you on our jobs.  You’ll be able to earn money a lot easier.  I figure it’s good to get everyone some real experience that way whilst we are still at the academy, and it is a good income.”
 
   “Now that would be good!  I could help my family too if I do that.”
 
   “For now though I don’t want you distracted by hunger.  I know what it can be like all too well.  Slaves aren’t exactly well fed.  So if you need help with food then say so.”
 
   “I don’t want to rely on charity.  I’ve worked hard to get where I am.”
 
   “It’s not charity.  You can pay me back when you are doing our jobs, but if you’re too distracted to focus then you’ll never be ready to do them.”
 
   “I can focus.  I’ll consider it if I really need to, but for now I’d rather rely on myself.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Time’s up!  Everyone gather around!”  Rin calls out.
 
   “I look forward to working with you.”  I say and Yusa looks surprised, but then nods with the hint of a smile.
 
   “Me too.”  Yusa says and then we go along with everyone else to Rin.  I let Rin handle this and she seems to be more than happy to do so.
 
   “Anyone who wants to go with us to the show tonight meet us here straight after your afternoon class.  We will meet here for training straight after the afternoon class tomorrow, so everyone make sure you are here for that.  We are still recruiting, so please encourage your friends and classmates to join us.  That’s all for now!”
 
   Some people port whilst others walk away.  It looks like more leave together than arrived together, so I guess Rin helped make some friends.  Hopefully we will all be friends soon.
 
   “That seemed to go well.”  I say to Rin cheerfully.
 
   “I hope so.  Regardless we have eleven new members.  I hoped we would get some members but I didn’t expect so many so quickly.  We still need more students from our own year though, and that isn’t going to be so easy.”
 
   “Where do you want to spend the rest of lunch?”  I ask.
 
   “Do you mind if we go down to the cave under the arena again?  It’s been a while since I’ve been down there and I’d like to see it again.”
 
   “Fine with me.  Anyone mind if we do that?”  I ask and nobody protests so we port down there.  “Just as beautiful as I remember.”
 
   “Beautiful?”  Charlotte asks in surprise.  “It looks really creepy.  Smells lovely, but it certainly isn’t what I’d call beautiful.”
 
   “The aura is.”  I say.
 
   “I wish I could see it.”  Rin says and starts to breathe deeply to make the most of the smell.  “I just have to close my eyes and imagine.  Can you describe it again?”
 
   “There is a mix of silver and blue flowing into each other from all the smaller plants, and the bigger plants form beautiful shapes.  It is like a tapestry that is constantly changing but always beautiful.  There’s something different this time though.  Unless I just didn’t notice it before.  There’s a small ball of silver that is constantly spinning and threads of silver are flowing out.  There’s no blue near it either.  It’s over there.”  I say pointing.
 
   “There aren’t any plants there.”  Rin says puzzled.
 
   “I thought I heard voices.”  A harsh sounding lady says as she appears in front of us.  I don’t think she ported, so most likely she hid her presence.  “You children aren’t allowed down here anymore.  I suppose your teacher failed to tell you, but this place is off limits.  So get out of here!”
 
   “Um, OK.  Back to the classroom everyone.”  I say and we all port away quickly.  To my surprise the classroom is almost full.  “Are we late?”
 
   “No.”  Rin answers.  “In fall and winter most people spend most of their breaks in the classroom because it’s warm in here.  In spring and summer of course it is warm outside too so the classroom is deserted.”
 
   We spend the rest of our lunch break in the classroom around Rin’s desk just talking.  It seems Rin rushed our quick talks earlier so the students could still get a chance to try to make friends from their own classes.  I hope it worked.
 
   The afternoon class continues where we left off but we are no more successful.  None of us are exactly experts on dimensional magic.  When I can combine it with my wind magic, such as porting lightning, I am good but more because of my ability with wind magic rather than my dimensional magic.  This is pure dimensional magic so I can’t compensate like that.
 
   We go straight to the tree and soon everyone is there.  I wasn’t sure how many of our group would want to go together, or even if Year 3 students needed to go.  It seems they do and they want to do so together.  Many of the new students don’t know yet how to port and we don’t want to waste power so we split into three groups so only three of us need to do the porting.  On the way there it is me, Charlotte and Hermes.  On the way back it will be Rin, Cherry and Sherry.  Of the new students they are the only ones who seem confident in porting so many people.
 
   We arrive at the town gates and see a huge tent.  It is much bigger than they could have carried in the wagon.  You could fit a small village in it and have room to spare.  Did they borrow it from the town or the academy?  They seem to be working with the academy so borrowing from the academy seems the most likely option.  We queue for ages but finally get to the front.
 
   “We’ll take that discount you offered us.”  I say to the boy selling the tickets.
 
   “Discount?”  He asks nervously.  “I don’t know anything about that.”
 
   “You came then.  It’s half price for him and his friends.”  The woman who I spoke to at that stream says, appearing out of nowhere.  I guess I must be distracted by the crowds to miss her earlier.  “How many tickets for you?”
 
   “Sixteen.”  I say and she chokes.  After a moment she recovers and looks at me a little differently.  I feel a little uneasy but I am not sure why.  She isn’t exactly threatening.  Far from it, she appears welcoming and friendly, but something doesn’t feel right.
 
   “Sixteen it is.”  She says and rushes off.  I lose her almost instantly.  I guess the crowd must be dulling my senses.
 
   “That will be 24 coins sir.”  The boy says and I take out enough black coins to pay.  I suppose I should ask everyone to contribute but it isn’t enough for me to worry about it.
 
   It is already crowded inside but we can see lots of seats together on the far side.  It is fairly dark despite the torches burning around the outside of the stage.  It is also really loud.  Not wanting to try porting in here with such a large group and many of us unable to port we have to push past everyone to get there.  After about ten minutes we reach the other side and there are still just enough seats together.  We are close to the back but I am sure it will be fine.
 
   We wait a while for the tent to fill up.  Eventually every seat is taken, and there are an awful lot of seats here.  I would guess no less than a few thousand.  Despite that they are turning people away.  I wonder whether there are people here that ported from other towns.  It certainly seems possible.
 
   The torches dim and everyone goes quiet.  It is almost silent in here now, and only five torches are still lit.  They are at the centre of the empty stage.  All of a sudden we hear drums beating at first slowly and then picking up pace until they are madly fast.  At the centre of the stage the floor disappears and we see maybe twenty or so muscular men and one tall but thin woman march up stairs carved into the ground.
 
   The men are wearing and beating drums tied to their waists.  The twenty or so drums are not enough for the sound which seems to come from all around us.  After a moment I realise something really odd though.  Other than their drum and a small loincloth, the men don’t appear to be wearing anything.  There are at least a few thousand people here.  Even for me the thought of being seen almost naked by so many people makes me shiver.
 
   For a moment I don’t think the woman is wearing anything at all, but then I realise her clothing is skin coloured and skin tight.  Her legs, arms, neck and head are still exposed but it covers everything else.  She has long flowing silver hair and smooth pale skin.  Suddenly the drums cease and silver wings sprout from the woman’s back.  She rises slowly in the air.  I sense wind magic but it is different somehow.  In fact I sensed magic from her even before the wings sprouted, but now it is much stronger.
 
   She begins to sing and her voice is like that of an angel.  It is calming and I start to feel sleepy.  Then her tone changes and I am invigorated.  A moment later I am in tears as her tone changes again.
 
   “Are you ok?”  Rin asks worriedly.  Hermes looks at me with concern from my other side.
 
   “Umm, yeah.”  I say with a sniff.  Her voice changes again and again I am invigorated and this time angry.  I am not so easily emotional so I close my eyes and breathe in the air around me to charge it with calming magic.  Then I realise it is already filled with magic.  Magic is flowing from the song and it has filled the tent already.  It doesn’t feel like an attack but I am concerned, and it is certainly affecting my emotions.  I clear the air around us and suddenly I am back to my normal self.  “I’m okay now, but the song is magical.”
 
   “Most plays use magic to help the audience get in the right mood.”  Rin says looking at me strangely.
 
   “Oh.  I didn’t know that.”
 
   “It shouldn’t affect you so badly though.”  Rin says frowning at me.
 
   “I must be sensitive to it.”  I say and shrug.  I reduce my magic to just clear the area around me because I don’t want to spoil the play for everyone else.  Then I focus on the song again.  Even without magic it is beautiful.  It seems to be about the early days of Contractia, and she seems to be playing a noble lady forced to leave her children’s side and fight against Contractia’s enemies.
 
   When the song finishes the men start beating their drums again and start to sing.  It is a harsh song filled with deep hatred.  There is fire in their eyes and all around them fires burst up into the air.  I cannot sense the mage who is controlling the fire but I am sure it is nobody on stage.  It seems to be a hatred directed at Contractia.  They seem to be playing Contractia’s enemies.  Suddenly the flames engulf them and they are gone.  I assume they ported but I cannot sense the magic.
 
   Above the stage three women with dark wings and a dark version of the clothing the woman in the centre is wearing, swoop down from the top of the tent.  They fly amongst the audience leaving a trail of freezing mist, and start to sing.  It is a song of death filled with the joy of killing.  I shiver as they fly past us.  It is just as much from the song as from the mist that drops down on us.  After a while I realise they are meant to be Fallen Angels.  They end their song landing around the silver winged woman who then begins her next song, which they join in.
 
   The women sing of and act out a magical fight with each other.  It is a fight of fire and wind versus the dark winged women’s ice and earth magic.  It seems to have the crowd spellbound and I must admit the song is good, and the magic works well with it.  It is obvious they aren’t really fighting though, not least because the “Fallen Angels” take it in turns to attack the woman in the centre.  Looking to each side I notice even Rin and Hermes seem to be spellbound.  I guess the magic in the air must be affecting them more now.
 
   Suddenly the other two dark winged women lunge at the silver winged one.  She however ports into the air.  All three jump into the air and it turns into an aerial battle.  It now looks like they are really fighting, and I have to admit I am impressed that they are able to not only fly and fight like that, but that they can do so safely often less than a foot above the audience.  They are no longer singing but there is lively music coming from all around.  I have no idea how it is doing so though, because I can’t sense anyone outside the tent and there is nobody in sight with an instrument.
 
   Suddenly one of the dark winged women drops onto the stage in flames.  A moment later there is just ash.  I don’t sense her port but there is no way they kill their actors, right?  Then the other two burst into flames and don’t even reach the ground before becoming ash.  This is fortunate, as their dust falls onto the audience below them.  I am now beyond simply impressed at their skills.  I am now truly in awe.
 
   The silver winged woman lands and around her men and women clad in silver appear.  I am shocked not to notice any of their ports.  There must be a hundred people on stage now.  Far more than were in the little band of travellers we saw the other day.  Perhaps they came from somewhere else, or perhaps they were there but hidden.  To be fooled by their magic so many times though… I really must improve my senses, or an enemy may do the same and I’ll really be in trouble.
 
   The next song is one of celebration.  It is a joyous song full of energy and accompanied by soft but quick and cheery music.  Then all of a sudden the entire tent is filled with smoke and there is a terrific bang.  The music instantly becomes a violent cacophony.  Drums beat quick and strong.  Metal clashes and explosions punctuate the music.  There are two songs being sung together by opposing sides. It is clear the one sung by women represents Contractia and the other sung by men represents the enemy, but it doesn’t feel like it is the Fallen Angels this time.
 
   As the smoke clears I see what looks like soldiers and mages fighting each other.  The floor is covered in ash.  Contractia are clearly the female soldiers and mages.  The men are clearly their enemies.  At first the men appear to be winning but soon the tide turns and as it does so the men’s song grows weaker and Contractia’s song grows stronger.  Suddenly most of the men disappear and just one soldier is left.  With a laugh the mages around him throw fireballs.  He dodges with remarkable speed, but it is clear the mages are just playing with him.
 
   “Bet he can’t dodge that one!”
 
   “It’s like he’s dancing!”  To my shock these laughing voices are not from the stage.  They are Rin and then Hermes.  The magic must be affecting them more than I realised.  I clear the air around them both as well.
 
   “I feel weird.”  Rin says in a parched voice.  Then Hermes goes green and looks like she is about to throw up.  I grab them both by the wrist and port outside before they cause a problem.
 
   “Sorry, but it seemed like you were being influenced way too much by that magic.  Ugh!”  I say as Hermes throws up on me.
 
   “Iumsuuurry.”  Hermes manages before throwing up a second time.  I dodge this time. 
 
   “The magic shouldn’t be affecting us like this.”  Rin says frowning.
 
   “Just an allurgit react’on.”  A toothless little boy says appearing out of nowhere.  I am sure he didn’t port.  “Rare tu get one sa bad bu’ i’ ‘appens.  Yu cleared ta magic tu quick.”
 
   “So it’s my fault.”  I say apologetically.
 
   “That doesn’t make sense.”  Rin says.  “Why would clearing the magic cause an allergic reaction in the first place?  Explain the theory.”
 
   “Jus’ a boy.  Not like I’d know ta theory.”  He says shrugging.  “Seen it ‘efore.  It ‘appens.”
 
   “I need to get cleaned, and so does Hermes.  I’m worried about the others, and about you going back in, Rin.”  I say.
 
   “Yu leave yu not go bac in.”  The boy says and crosses his arms.  I open my senses and realise that the tent has some sort of protection.  We can’t just port back in anyway.
 
   “I hope everyone else is OK.”  I say now really worried.
 
   “I’ll wait outside and meet them after the show.  It wouldn’t do to abandon our new group completely.  They’ll be fine though.”  Rin says but I can tell she is also worried.
 
   “Keep your guard up, and port back to us if you have any trouble.  And make sure not to let that magic in the air near you.”
 
   “OK.”  Rin says and I hope she isn’t just saying it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 (Peter)
 
   I look around our room and can’t help feeling watched, but I can’t see anything even with my senses.  I throw off my clothes and use magic to clean myself first.  Hermes is kneeling on the floor holding her head and her stomach, but she has thrown up five times already and I don’t think she can have anything left inside her.  I quickly put on my spare uniform and coat it with an air layer in case Hermes really does throw up again.
 
   “We’ve got to get you out of those clothes first.”  I say looking at the stains of sick all over them.  I start to pull up her shirt but Rin appears and I almost jump out of my skin.
 
   “I just realised Hermes is going to need a girl’s help.”  Rin says frowning at me.  “Get back to the tent so you can meet everyone later.”
 
   “A girl’s help?”  I ask confused.
 
   “Yes.  Now off with you!”  Rin says sounding really annoyed.
 
   “OK.”  I say confused and port away.  Back at the tent’s entrance I am met by a girl in dark plain clothes.
 
   “Sorry.  You’re too late.  There’s no admittance once the show starts, and we were sold out anyway.”
 
   “I know.  I’m just waiting for my friends.  I had to leave after the show started.”
 
   “Oh, I’m very sorry to hear that.  I can’t let you back in but please feel free to read the programme whilst you wait.”
 
   “Ah, thank you.”  I say and accept a long piece of paper.  It tells me a bit about the main actors and then lists the songs.  It seems that the main three actors, who play the Fallen Angels, are nobles from the capital of Contractia.  They went to the academy together along with the current head of the academy based in the capital.  There’s more than one academy?  I’ll have to talk to Rin about that.  I had thought this was the only magical academy.
 
   It just gives a title for the songs.  There’s no description but it only takes me a moment to place the songs I have heard, but looking to the end I notice the last song.  “Coronation Dance?”
 
   “That’s my favourite.”  The girl says smiling.  “The rise of our previous Queen was certainly dramatic.  At least in the stories.  It just makes her coronation lovely to behold.”
 
   “This play is about the previous Queen’s rise to power?”
 
   “Of course.  You didn’t know?”
 
   “No.  I’m surprised the current Queen allows it to be played.  To celebrate the Queen who she was responsible for killing seems…”
 
   “Apparently she said that she didn’t want to dictate what everyone can and can’t say, so she passed a law banning most censorship recently.  If anyone was to actually take action against her it would of course be very different.”  The girl says and shivers, but clearly not from the weather.
 
   “How long until it finishes do you think?”
 
   “It will be a while yet.  They’re only about halfway through at most.”
 
   “Who plays the silver woman?  She isn’t mentioned in this.”
 
   “She’s just a magical creation.  She’ll be disposed of after the final showing.  We create a new one for each town to save energy.  She requires a constant drain of energy to keep her alive.”
 
   “You mean she’ll be killed?”  I ask in disbelief.
 
   “If you consider her to be alive, then yes she’ll be killed.  She’s more like cattle than a person though.  You wouldn’t think twice about killing an animal to eat its meat, would you?”
 
   “She seems to have enough intelligence and emotion to sing really well.  I don’t see how you can compare her to cattle.”  I say deeply disturbed by the idea.
 
   “She can be trained like a dog, but she isn’t capable of independent thought.  That’s what they say anyway.  I don’t make the decisions.  I just sell the tickets and let people in and out.”
 
   “I’m not blaming you personally but…”  I say and shake my head.  The time passes slowly with an awkward kind of silence.  I hand back the programme and focus my senses trying to penetrate the magical shield and hear what is going on. I have no luck.  Time passes even slower as I get frustrated by my failed attempts.  Finally I succeed after what seems like forever.  I can hear applause.
 
   “They’re coming out in a moment.  Please stand to one side so people can get by.”  The girl says and I do so both relieved my wait is over and frustrated to have succeeded too late.  As people start to drift by I redirect my senses towards the crowd and try to sense my club members.  Of course they will be at the back so that is where I direct my senses.  I spot the Lightwood twins first because they have the most distinctive auras.  Something seems wrong with their auras though, and when I focus in more detail it isn’t just theirs.  Everyone seems to be slightly darker and less stable.  It is most noticeable with Cherry who was very stable before and is now almost as unstable as her sister.  Perhaps the magic they were exposed to affected their auras.  I am growing increasingly uneasy about this magic in the air.
 
   “Over here!”  I call out as Yu Kii comes into sight.
 
   “Don’t talk to me you piece of filth!”  She calls back and I wonder whether I have the wrong person.  There’s no way the Yu Kii I know would talk like that to her worst enemy, let alone to a friend.  But it is her and there is no doubt in my mind that the magic is affecting her.  The abuse the rest of the club shouts at me leaves no doubt in my mind.  Outside now the ones who can, simply port away, without thinking about the ones who can’t.
 
   Under the circumstances I am in no position to offer to port them, but I am worried they may not get back safely if I leave them.  I could forcibly port them but that would make quite the scene.  They grudging agree with each other to head back together, so I hide my presence and follow them.  It is a long walk and goes through the forest but once there they are alone.  I grab the girl at the rear and port her back before she can call out.  I repeat this process and even when they notice somebody is gone they don’t seem to care.  Soon they are all back at the academy.
 
   “Where have you been?!”  Rin whispers at me as I enter my room.  Hermes is in bed and asleep.  She looks a little better but Rin is clearly feeling dreadful.
 
   “Porting our club back.  That magic really affected them.  Even Yu Kii was shouting abuse at me when they came out.  The ones who could port just abandoned the ones who couldn’t.  I had to almost kidnap them to get them back safely.”
 
   “Yu Kii, the constantly bowing and always polite Yu Kii, shouted abuse at you?”  Rin asks in disbelief.
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “I can’t imagine it.”
 
   “You’d better go back and make sure she’s OK.  Then get some sleep.”  I say.  Rin nods worriedly and then ports.  I fall onto my bed and look up at the stars ready to fall asleep.  I think I hear something, but it is very quiet.  I listen for a while but don’t hear anything else.  Just my imagination I guess.
 
   The next morning Hermes wakes me.  I am relieved to see she seems fully recovered.  We port to the class a little earlier than normal and find Rin and Yu Kii there already.  Yu Kii throws herself on the ground at my feet.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”  She keeps repeating.
 
   “Relax and get up.  It wasn’t you, but the magic, that said those things.  Anyway it’s not like a few words are going to harm me.”  I say but it takes a few minutes of persuasion for her to get up.  I am just grateful that nobody else is here.  Thank you Hermes for getting me up early!  Of course I can’t say that with Yu Kii here.
 
   Soon the rest of the class starts to port in, and not long after that the class is full.  The lesson begins but goes slowly.  It is theory and I am distracted by last night.  Eventually it is lunch time and Yu Kii ports us straight to lunch.  We buy our lunch before it gets busy and take our time eating today.  We talk about the lesson but mostly about last night.  Then Yu Kii ports us back to class.  It is unusual for Yu Kii to offer to port us but I guess she must still feel guilty.  We spend the rest of lunch just talking.
 
   The afternoon lesson goes slowly.  It is more theory.  Finally though it is over.  Yu Kii again offers to port us but I ask Hermes to do so instead.  If I let Yu Kii continue to port us all the time it would be like accepting that she was to blame.  She wasn’t.  The magic was.
 
   We arrive at the tree and nobody is here.  We wait a while and nobody turns up.  I am now concerned and clearly I’m not the only one.  Finally Yusa arrives.  She throws herself on the ground at my feet just like Yu Kii did earlier.  I just about manage to catch her with a strong wind and throw her back up before she hits the ground.
 
   “It’s muddy.”  I say with a sigh.  “Anyway I don’t blame anyone for last night.  You were all under the effects of magic.”
 
   “But we were so horrible!  I’m really sorry!”  Yusa says looking and sounding really upset.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  For now I want you to find the others and get them to come here.  Nobody is in trouble or anything.”  I say.
 
   “But they will be if they don’t turn up.”  Rin says crossly.
 
   “Yes!  Right away!”  Yusa says and turns, and then runs away.  After a few minutes Neko and Aventurine both turn up together.  They are both looking down miserably.
 
   “It’s ok.”  I say.  Neko looks up hopefully, looking even smaller than normal.  I can’t help but pat her on the head.  She smiles timidly and Aventurine blushes.
 
   “Enough of that.”  Rin says crossly to me, and then glaring at Neko and Aventurine.  “Make sure you’re not late again.”
 
   “Yes!”  They both call out standing up straight and looking forwards.
 
   “I’m sorry I’m late!”  Calls out Niji and I turn to see her approaching at a run.  It takes a while but eventually we have everyone here.  I let Rin lead today again, but this time she is teaching ice and water magic.  Along with Emma, Hermes and Yu Kii I mostly watch and see who seems to have the talent.  It is fairly basic though so we also help out a little.  Charlotte helps out most though, because it is her element.
 
   By the end of the lesson it is clear that Yusa and Aventurine are both talented at water magic.  Niji on the other hand seems to be having trouble with even the simplest of water magic.  Everyone else seems to manage but not excel.  Even with just one session most of the group has improved.  Everyone seems to think that the training is over but I disappoint them.
 
   “Next we will cover earth magic.  We still have a while before it is dark, and we started late…  Yu Kii, this is your element.”  I say.
 
   “Okay.  I guess I knew this was coming…”  Yu Kii says and steps up to the tree where Rin taught them.  She begins with the basics, and in her typical fashion is ever so polite as she teaches everyone.  Soon almost everyone is OK with the basics.  Yusa is the only one who is struggling and this time Cherry and Sherry seem to be the most confident.  Not far behind them though is a girl I haven’t spoken to other than when doing the contracts.
 
   It takes a moment to recall but her name is Helski.  She is tall with very fair skin and white hair.  She has more muscle than the rest of the group and larger breasts than most too.  She seems very confident when she talks.  Yu Kii in fact seems a little intimidated by her, but that’s mostly because Yu Kii isn’t very confident when she talks to someone she doesn’t know.  Once they get to know each other I’m sure it isn’t going to be a problem.
 
   “That’s it for earth today.”  Yu Kii says and everyone glances my way nervously.  It is dark now so it is too late to continue without affecting everyone tomorrow.
 
   “We’ll do air and fire tomorrow, so nobody be late tomorrow please.”  I say.  Rin grins before adding her bit.
 
   “If you are late or absent you may be learning how to fall rather than how to fly!”
 
   “She’s just joking, but seriously we don’t have time to waste so please don’t be late.”  I say seeing some very scared expressions.
 
   “Yes I was just joking.  Probably…”  Rin says.  The next day nobody finds out whether or not she was joking, because everyone is on time.  I have Jenny teach everyone fire magic, so I take the group to one of our training spots from the holiday.  Everyone is impressed by her skill, and many are surprised that I have a nonstudent available to help.
 
   This time Aventurine has the most trouble and Sherry astonishes me with her talent for fire magic.  I was impressed when she used earth magic but that was nothing compared to fire magic.  She doesn’t have the same control as Jenny but she can match Jenny’s raw power by the end of just the first lesson.  Cherry on the other hand has excellent control but has far less power than most of the students.
 
   Now it is my turn.  Air magic.  I start off slow like I did with Rin and the others.  I have everyone bring air into themselves and expel it with magic.  I will save more complicated magic for another day.  It is soon clear that Cherry, Neko, Midori, Niji, Tomo, Mirai and Tabi have a good talent for air magic.    Of them all I would say Cherry and Tabi are the best so far but the others aren’t far behind.  Only Sherry seems to have no talent for air magic at all.  I end the lesson before it gets dark.
 
   I was planning from the start to split the group based on their elements but I now find that over half the group has the same element as me, which will make teaching them harder.  Perhaps they partly chose to join me because they share the same element or perhaps it is just chance.  After a moment I decide to stick to my original plan.
 
   “Year 3s will work in groups based on their element.  I will lead the air training, Rin water, Yu Kii earth and Jenny fire, just like our initial training sessions.  Half the training each day will be on your element and the other half on an alternating element.  We will continue Year 3 training the day after tomorrow, because we can’t afford to neglect Year 2 training.  Not a single one of us here can consider ourselves fully trained.  Year 2s will meet at the same place tomorrow.  Everyone will meet at the same place the day after tomorrow.”  I say and notice some sighs of relief from my fellow Year 2s.  As I expected, they must have been concerned that they might have to focus all their attention on the Year 3s.  The Year 3s seem happy enough to have a day off too.
 
   Soon I am back in my room and go straight to bed.  I look out the window at the stars but they are silent.  I turn my mind to the “magical creation” and her imminent fate.  I find myself unable to sleep and eventually decide I can’t just mind my own business.  I will talk to Rin in the morning.  Having made a decision I am soon asleep.
 
   The next morning I am up early and after waking Hermes I port straight to class.  I am surprised and glad to see Rin and Yu Kii already there.  I expected to have to wait for them.
 
   “Morning Peter.”  Rin says.
 
   “Good morning.”  Yu Kii says smiling brightly.  Perhaps a little too brightly given how early it is.
 
   “Good morning, Rin, Yu Kii.”  I say before looking at Rin and taking a deep breath.
 
   “What?”  Rin asks nervously.
 
   “Do you know anything about magical creations?”  I ask.
 
   “You’re not joking?”  Rin asks looking at me dubiously.
 
   “Why would I be?”  I ask confused.
 
   “You know my mother is an alchemist, and to some extent so am I.”
 
   “You create people through alchemy?”  I ask with a gasp.
 
   “People…  That sort of magical creation…  Yes you can, but that is a different sort of alchemy to the one we practise.”
 
   “Do you know how to keep someone alive who was created that way?”
 
   “In theory you form a bond with them the same way you take energy.  By kissing.  Then you have to maintain a constant flow of energy.  It takes a lot of energy though, and creating someone is really difficult.  I doubt a single person at this academy could do it.”
 
   “The singer with the silver wings in that play was a magical creation.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.  There’s no way that’s possible.”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “A mage good enough to do that would be on the front lines or teaching.  They wouldn’t be playing around with something like this.  Perhaps they thought that saying that would help sell tickets.  Maybe that was why it was so full.”  Rin says and I am relieved, but not completely.  I’ll check on them on the last night.  It would be a chance to practise my new skill at hiding myself.  I don’t imagine it could be that serious if I am found.  Worst case I could contact the Queen.  Rin looks at me oddly and asks.  “What?”
 
   “Oh, sorry Rin.  Just lost in thought.  Thank you.  I feel better for knowing that they were just lying.”  I say and then Hermes ports in and I go back to my seat.  The day passes quickly and before I know it we are training again.  I practise hiding my presence and nobody is able to detect me.  Of course without a wind user to test me I can’t be sure, but it is good enough for now.  Hermes improves her fire techniques with Jenny’s help.  Rin and Charlotte work together on water magic and seem happy with their progress.  Emma and Yu Kii work together on earth today.  I’ll have to get them both some help on dimensional magic as they are both weak there but for now Emma really benefits from Yu Kii’s help on earth.  Yu Kii also seems to benefit from a different take on her element by a talented young mage with better overall understanding of magic.
 
   The next day flies by too and then it is my first time with just my group of wind users.  I start with what everyone seems to want to learn first, flight.  Cherry is the only one who knows how to fly already but soon everyone is able to at least get off the ground.  Tabi is soon flying energetically and chasing Cherry around the sky.  I suspect it isn’t going to be long before everyone is flying confidently.
 
   My next group is Yusa and Aventurine who Rin was training.  I have the others split up as there are so many in my group.  With Yusa and Aventurine I go back to basics, but this time I am able to focus on just them so they make a bit more progress.  I should be able to get Aventurine flying after a few more sessions but for now they have a better control of wind than they did before.  It will be a while before Yusa is flying though.  Next time I’ll try to make Aventurine a little more efficient, but will need to work more on the basics with Yusa.
 
   The next day is the last day of the week before our day off.  Lessons go quickly again and so does our training with the Year 3s.  My group are all flying at least reasonably well and Helski doesn’t make bad progress either although it will be at least a couple more lessons before she is ready for flight.
 
   We hold Year 2 training on our day off but I take it fairly easy and call it quits early.  Of course I then port to the tent outside the city.  I timed it of course to get there just as the play ends.  I hide my presence and keep to the sky as I watch the audience leaving.  I then fly inside making my best attempt to hide my presence.
 
   I look down and see the actors gather in a circle around a large black man, and the woman with silver wings.  Her wings darken as I watch and her aura is fading.  The man’s aura however is strengthening as hers fades.  It is a terrifying, dark and truly evil aura that makes me feel queasy.
 
   “Please…”  She whispers with the last of her strength and I can only hear because I am focusing my senses.  His laughter though can be heard by everyone.  It is a wicked laughter that not only fills me with disgust but makes me shiver in fear.  Then he looks up right at me.  Did I lose my focus in that moment?
 
   “Here to save her?”  He whispers but unlike her weak whisper it is more commanding and terrible than shouting.  “Or to fight us?”
 
   Every man and woman is looking in my general direction but I think he is the only one who can see me.  I sense the lightning and dodge.  My presence no longer hidden the air is filled with fire and lightning, but I dodge every attack.  I have no time to think but my choice is simple. Fight or flight?  Well in my case it is fighting flight!  Continuing to dodge I weave my way towards the man and the winged woman.
 
   Deadly metal sand fills the air above their heads and I am forced to the ground.  Now I am amongst them their attacks are much more cautious, for fear of hitting each other.  I strike wildly with lighting and air cuts.  Some defend easily but those that don’t are forced to move aside and so I am able to advance but it is slow and indirect, and worst I am no longer able to dodge every attack.
 
   Shielding and attacking is using my strength.  At this rate I will run out of power before I reach my target.  So I recklessly charge a woman and to her shock my lips land on hers.  She is unable to resist as I steal her power.  I only take her power for a moment and port in front of another woman a moment later and take some of her power.  I don’t try my luck by repeating the tactic again, but my power is now back to almost normal.  I combine porting and flying now and manage to avoid each attack.  Although I save power not having to shield, porting uses more power than flight magic alone.
 
   Suddenly I enter an empty ring around the man and winged woman.  There is something in the air, but I push it away with a strong wind.  Too late I realise my mistake as flames fill the ring and press towards me despite a desperate wind shield.  I visualise the area the man is standing in and port directly in front of him.  I almost vomit as I smell the stench of death in his aura but instead manage to strike him with lightning.  I port it inside of him, or rather I try but the port fails and the lightning is easily thrown back by his shield.  Seeing the woman I port again but again my port fails and I am left standing in front of him.  He laughs and casually reaches towards my throat with his right hand.  I dodge with flight magic but he ports between me and the woman each time I try to reach her.
 
   Suddenly I hear a voice in my head.  It is Rin.  “Peter, I’d like to talk to you about tomorrow.  Is now a good time?”
 
   “No!”  I silently answer as I almost fail to dodge his first recent strike.  It is a foul poisonous gas that keeps trying to follow me.
 
   “What’s wrong?”  Rin asks worried.
 
   “Not now!”  I call out silently, and desperately fly up into the sand, which tears through my wind shield and then my flesh like a hot knife through butter.  I ignore the pain and try again to port.  This time it works and I am in front of the woman with a hand on her arm.  Then I have a hand on the back of my neck and of course I am unable to port.  I use almost every ounce of my power to surge into the air, and then the last drop to port back to the academy outside Rin’s door.  The hand is still on my neck but I call out to everyone I am connected to by the Queen’s gift.  “Rin’s room, outside, enemy!”
 
   “Inside the academy!  It will be fun hunting today!”  The man says with a laugh.
 
   As Rin’s door is thrown open ice magic and earth magic strike at the man but he laughs it off and throws me at the wall.  My arms become an intense agony and I hear a disturbing snap, but they break the impact and the rest of my body is just a normal sort of pain.  Flames fill the hall as Jenny and Hermes arrive but he just laughs and points at Hermes who suddenly starts to spasm.  Then at least five rows of mages arrive, and at their front is the Queen.  The fire is no longer a laughing matter with the Queen’s power thrown into it, but I sense him port away.
 
   A healing potion is thrown down my throat and a salve applied to my arms.  I am still in pain but it is much more manageable.  Looking up I am relieved to see Hermes is OK now.
 
   “What is going on here?”  A teacher I don’t recognise asks before she sees the Queen.  “Your majesty, what are you doing here?!”
 
   “Am I not allowed to be here?”  The Queen asks raising her eye brows.
 
   “Of course you are!”  The teacher says hastily.  The head teacher is here, and so are a few other teachers.
 
   The Queen looks annoyed but sounds calm as she says, “I will talk to the witnesses.  Everyone other than the boy and his friends will leave.  I will meet you all back at the palace, so that includes you.”  The last part of course is to her guards.  Her guards and the teachers are gone but the head teacher hesitates.
 
   “May I be of assistance your majesty?”
 
   “Yes, you can leave us alone.”  The Queen snaps and the head teacher ports away quickly.  “Now, into the room.  What was the criminal David Ishki doing here, and what was your business with him?”
 
   “That was David Ishki?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “Yes…  You have obviously heard of him before.”  The Queen says and I silently curse revealing too much in my surprise.  “What business do you have with him?”
 
   “We were hoping to take his bounty, but this time I was just trying to save her…”  I say pointing at the winged woman.  She is completely dark now.  Her wings and skin are the same colour as David.  “I suppose it is too late now…”
 
   The Queen looks at her and frowns.  “Who was she?”
 
   “A magical creation.”  I answer.  “He created her I think, but when the play was over for the last time, he stopped feeding her his power.  His power increased massively when he stopped feeding her.”
 
   “You can create a person with magic?”  The Queen asks in surprise.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says.  “The skill is really rare though.  I’ve never heard of anyone who could do such a thing other than in legend.  It may still be possible to save her but it sounds like it would use a lot of magic.”
 
   “Are you saying it would need to be me?”  The Queen asks cautiously.
 
   “What about Elucia?”  I ask.
 
   “It might be worth a try, but she isn’t going to be happy about it.”  Rin says.
 
   “I thought she was meant to be really bad at magic?”  The Queen says questioningly.
 
   “Yes, but we think she may have a lot of power, just not able to use it.”
 
   “Wouldn’t she need to use it now though?”  The Queen asks dubiously.
 
   “She just needs to kiss her.”  Rin explains.  “Do you mind if I get her?”
 
   “Go ahead.”  The Queen says and Rin is gone for a few moments.  Then she is back with Elucia.
 
   “I have to kiss her?”  Elucia says sounding disgusted.
 
   “I’m not forcing you.”  Rin says.
 
   “But I am.”  The Queen says and Elucia’s eyes go wide as she sees the Queen.
 
   “Yes your majesty.”  Elucia says but still sounds really uncomfortable.  She kneels by the woman and kisses her on the lips.  Nothing happens.  Elucia looks to the Queen but it is clear she is to continue.  Before she does though, colour starts to flow back into the woman, and after a minute she is white skinned and white winged again.
 
   “It worked.”  The Queen says happily, but then she looks the woman in the eye and says.  “Get up.”  The woman looks to Elucia who nods and then obeys the Queen.  “Tell me about your creator.”
 
   “My master is here.”  She says and points at Elucia.
 
   “Before her.”
 
   “I know nothing before her.”
 
   “Did she lose her memory?”  The Queen asks Rin.
 
   “Probably…  I don’t know enough about this type of magical creation, but one thing I am sure of is that she will be loyal to her current master.  Elucia, you ask her.”
 
   “Oh, ok.  Do you remember anything before I ki… kissed you.”
 
   “No.  Is there something to remember?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I am sorry master.”  She says sounding really sad.  Her voice seems different from before.
 
   “Don’t worry.  It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Could she be a different person now?  Rather than just losing her memory.”  I ask.
 
   “Maybe.  I don’t know.”  Rin says.
 
   “You said this relates to a play.  Tell me more.”  The Queen says to me.
 
   “The big play outside town in a huge tent.  That man, David Ishki, he seemed to be their leader and she was an actor.  The other actors all seemed to be mages.  They were like his personal army.”
 
   “If David Ishki has an army it is going to be even harder to kill him.  If I had been quicker maybe I’d have gotten him today.  Why would he waste time on a play?”
 
   “Money?”  I ask.
 
   “Maybe, but he has plenty already.  I am sure there are quicker ways to get money too.”  The Queen says dubiously.
 
   “They used a magic in the air that seemed much stronger than I would expect from a simple play.  It affected everyone who saw the play.”
 
   “Affected?  In what way?”
 
   “It totally changed their personality, during and for a while after the play.  It made them distrusting and offensive.”  I say and see Yu Kii wince.  “Of course it wasn’t their fault.”
 
   “Of course.”  The Queen says sounding worried.  “If that magic was used on an army it might destroy their ability to work together.”
 
   “It wouldn’t surprise me if it could turn an army against us.”  Rin says.
 
   “Now that would be a problem.  Perhaps they are still trying to perfect this magic.  That would explain why they are doing the play.  We cannot allow them to succeed.  This is the second time David Ishki has escaped me.  There cannot be a third time.”
 
   “If we meet him again we will let you know.  He is clearly too dangerous for us to deal with alone.”  I say.
 
   “I am very surprised you tried, or were planning to.”  The Queen says frowning at me.  I shrug and avoid Rin’s glare.  “Make sure to tell me if you find anything out about his location or plans.  Since you can contact me easily there is no excuse not to.”
 
   “I thought that was only for emergencies.”  I say.
 
   “That would be an emergency.”  The Queen says.  “Well I must get back to the palace.  Goodbye and good luck.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 (Multiple)
 
   (Yusa)
 
   It is my day off from the academy tomorrow, which means I will of course be working.  I head to my home in town, which takes most of the night.  I get a couple of hours sleep, but am up by dawn.  I hope I am able to port soon, because it will save me so much time.  I quickly wash and then put on my new uniform.  The short skirt is fine when I am serving customers but leaves me really exposed in the kitchen where I have to bend over.  The sleeveless shirt only just covers my breasts though, and certainly doesn’t cover my belly or much of my back.  I much prefer the old uniform that covered me up properly.  Unfortunately the new owner decided on a new uniform for both men and women who serve customers.  I arrive at the Drake just as the sun rises.
 
   “Good morning boss!”  I say with a tired smile.
 
   “Morning Yusa.  You look tired.  Did you not sleep?”  She asks.
 
   “I had to walk home from the academy so there wasn’t much time for sleep.”
 
   “Well, I hope you are fit for work.”  She says frowning.
 
   “Of course I am.”
 
   “Well get to it!”
 
   “Right away!”  I say and head straight to the kitchen.  It is too early for customers but I will be busy baking bread for now.  It is also too early for the head cook, so I don’t have to worry about her wandering hands yet, or about her children.  Of course I can’t complain, because I would be instantly fired like the boy before me.  I can’t wait to start doing bounty jobs though, so I can quit here.
 
   It is hard work baking enough in time for the breakfast rush, but I enjoy it.  Thanks to the magical oven it is much quicker than it would otherwise be.  I look at the rows and rows of rolls I have made.  I am satisfied this will do.  Then the head cook arrives with her daughter and son.  They are all very plump to put it politely.  They of course don’t need to wear the new uniform, because they will never see the customers.  Just as well since the sight of them in this uniform would be very off putting.
 
   “Morning Yucky.”  The head cook says and as normal I resist the urge to correct her.
 
   “Morning Yucky.”  Her children repeat and then laugh.  They may be less subtle but it is their mother who really annoys me.
 
   “Good morning.”  I say and bow to everyone as expected.
 
   “We’d better taste these to make sure they’re not yucky like they’re maker.”  The head cook says and hands out a couple of rolls to her daughter, and then to her son, before taking one for herself.  After they are all finished she grudgingly says.  “Well I guess they’ll do.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I say bowing again.
 
   “Now the real work begins.  Ned, get that meat frying!  Nell, get that veg ready!  Yucky, get the plates out.”  The head cook says and of course she doesn’t so much as lift a finger as we get to work.  At least her children aren’t so lazy.  I say she doesn’t lift a finger, but it would be more accurate to say she doesn’t lift a finger for work.  She constantly harasses me with her wandering hands.  The first time I felt like crying, and I did when I got home.  I can’t say I could ever get used to it, and I feel dirty when I get home even after I’ve washed three times, but right now I just feel angry and disgusted.  I still sometimes cry at home though. Perhaps I should have accepted Peter’s offer but I’ve come this far on my own.
 
   The time passes painfully slowly thanks to the constant harassment, but finally all the plates are out and ready.  I can see that all the meat is ready and being kept hot and fresh in the void chamber.  The vegetables are still in the oven but they look like it is almost time for them come out.
 
   “We have our first customer!”  The boss calls in so I go out to meet them.  To my horror it is the Year 2s from my club, and the fire woman.  Jenny I think she was called.  I silently curse.  Other than Peter I think they are all here.
 
   “Yusa!”  Rin exclaims as she sees me, and I wince.
 
   “Good morning everyone.”  I say bowing and I am glad they are at least all girls.  Hopefully none of them are interested in girls in the same way the head cook is.
 
   “I didn’t know you worked here.  That uniform is a little daring.”  Rin says.
 
   “Yes…  I didn’t choose it.  The new owner did.”
 
   “The Drake has a new owner?”  Jenny asks sounding concerned.  I imagine she is worried that the prices will go up or the quality down.
 
   “Yes.  I’ll get in trouble if I stand here too long though, so do you know what you want?”
 
   They each tell me what they want and I go back to the kitchen.  The food is quickly served and I take the full plates out two at a time.  I am sure when I am gone they’ll be laughing at me, but at least they don’t laugh whilst I am there.  I can only hope they don’t talk to anyone else at the academy about it.  They finish quickly and I am clearing their table just as the next group arrive.  It is busy today but I am glad, because it keeps me out of the kitchen a lot more than when it is quiet.
 
   After the breakfast rush the early drinkers arrive and I don’t even need to go in the kitchen for a while.  Just before the lunch rush my other colleagues arrive.  Today it is a young girl called Kati, a boy called Sam who is about my age and a young man called Jimmy.  I have worked with Kati and Sam before and both are a little slow but reliable.  This is my first time meeting Jimmy.  He seems friendly enough but I hope he will do his job properly.
 
   You can tell when it is midday because people start porting in and a minute later they start pouring through the door.  I take the drink orders and the others deal with the food orders, so I don’t have to enter the kitchen again yet.  Unfortunately some of the customers are also free with their hands but at least I can push them away without fear, at least when my hands are empty.  When they aren’t I can threaten to pour drinks over them so they quickly stop giving me trouble.
 
   “Hey, Yusa!”  I hear and to my horror it is a classmate, and not one I get along with.  I knew I’d meet someone from the academy eventually but to meet a classmate as well today…
 
   “What can I get you?”
 
   “How about a pint of beer to pour over you?”  She says with an evil smile.
 
   “I can’t serve you beer.  You need to be a little more grown up for that.”
 
   “Then the stickiest drink you have.”
 
   “Just so you know, if you do pour it over me you will be thrown out and banned for life.”
 
   “Yeah, right…  I don’t see a noble getting banned for a harmless little joke like that.  Besides, I told you in advance, so surely, you could just use magic to put up a wind barrier.  Now hurry up and get me my drink, you big troll!”
 
   “Of course.”  I say politely biting my tongue and head back to the bar, before she can make more of a fuss.  If I turn it into a big deal it is me who will be in trouble.  Unfortunately wind magic is not my element so a wind barrier is impossible.  I choose honey juice.  It is sticky like she asked for but comes out easily.  I can’t believe I have to do this.
 
   “Allow me.”  Jimmy says and I look at him in surprise.  “I’m going that way anyway.”  He says and he has a free hand so I give it to him.
 
   “Thanks.”  I say after a moment of confusion.  I hope he doesn’t get it over him.  She has no reason to dislike him, but she might do it to make him hate me.  Maybe I should have taken it myself.  Why did he even offer?
 
   “I didn’t want some man to serve me!”  She screams and the drink goes over him.  Except it doesn’t.  Sure she throws it at him, but instead it gets thrown back into the glass by wind magic.  I’m not good at wind magic but I can at least tell that was what he used.
 
   “I’m very sorry, but that is no excuse for throwing drinks.  If you cause any further trouble I will have to ask you to leave.  Do you have a food order?”  He says and every eye in the Drake is on them.
 
   “No!  I will not be eating in this dismal place!  I am leaving without your asking.”
 
   “You are forgetting something.”
 
   “No I am not.”  She says fiercely.
 
   “The bill.”
 
   “You can keep your drink!”
 
   “Once poured it must be drunk right away.  You ordered it, so you have to pay for it.”
 
   “I will not be paying for your filthy drink!  My mother will hear about this!”
 
   “The whole town will hear about this, so I have no doubt that she will.  First though you will pay for your drink.”  He says calmly.  I look to our boss but she doesn’t seem to have a problem with his attitude.  In fact she is smiling.  I guess he isn’t going to be fired for this.
 
   “You can’t expect a noble to pay a filthy pig like you for something so trivial.”
 
   “Actually I can and I do.”
 
   “I am leaving!”  She says and tries to get up but finds herself held down by magical straps.  How did he create those?!
 
   “Yes, you are leaving, once you have paid.”  He says and I think she must have tried to port because her face falls with shock.
 
   “I forgot my purse.”  She says quietly but everyone is listening so we can all hear her anyway.
 
   “Then you will work for your drink.  Kitchen or serving?”
 
   “Kitchen.”  She says shamefully.  She must think it is the easy option but she will soon find out the truth.  He leads her to the kitchen and everyone’s gaze follows them.
 
   “Show’s over everyone!  It just goes to show, there’s no such thing as a free drink.  Get back to drinking and eating!  And working…”  The boss says the last bit to me.  Kati and Sam got back to work before they could get scolded.  On Jimmy’s way back the boss whispers something to him.  His eyes go round as if in shock.  I want to know what she said, but she made sure that only he could hear.  Perhaps she was congratulating him.  There’s no way he’s in trouble.
 
   The lunch crowd passes and it calms for a while.  Thanks to that arrogant girl though, I don’t have to go back to the kitchen.  When I have a spare moment I quietly ask Jimmy, “What did the boss whisper to you?”
 
   “Oh, nothing important.”  He says, but he looks worried.  Just as I am about to pry further he rushes off to clean a table.  It looks clean to me already though.  He is obviously trying to avoid talking about it any further.  We all have things we’d rather not talk about so I decide to leave it there.  Perhaps the boss didn’t like it after all.  I hope he isn’t in trouble.  It may not have been intentional but he saved me a lot of trouble.
 
   I am worried but I am mostly tired and relieved not to be in the kitchen.  I wonder how many weeks until I am ready to go on the bounty hunts with the team.  My water magic has improved.  I doubt I’d be much use yet to the team, but perhaps I could do an easy bounty hunt on my own by next week.  I hope so because then I’ll never have to put up with the damned cook again.  I wonder how that girl is fairing…  She’s pretty, curse her, but surely that means the cook will give her trouble.  I hope so.
 
   “Jimmy!”  I look up to her call and see Jenny again.
 
   “Jenny!”  He calls back with a carefree smile.  It is the first time I have seen him relaxed since the boss whispered to him earlier.  “Are you finished already?”
 
   “No.  Peter finished for the day, but the rest of us will continue after a break.  Over here a minute Yusa!”  She calls to me and I blush as she catches me watching.
 
   “Sorry.”  I say wincing.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  Now Jimmy, Yusa here is in Peter’s club, so make sure to look out for her.  Not that…  What am I missing?”
 
   “You’re in Peter’s club…  Perhaps you could kindly forget that incident earlier?”
 
   “What incident?”  Jenny asks crossly.
 
   “I had to use magic earlier.”  Jimmy says with a groan.  “I didn’t know anyone in the club was here.”
 
   “Are you not meant to know magic?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “Something like that.”  He says.
 
   “I’m teaching him magic.”  Jenny says.  “Peter wouldn’t mind, but I don’t want my brother to do dangerous work.”
 
   “I’ve already said I don’t mind.”  Jimmy says but is quickly interrupted.
 
   “That was the condition of my teaching you magic though.”  Jenny says reproachfully.
 
   “I know, but it wasn’t intentional.”  Jimmy says and looks to me.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to tell.  Besides you helped me out.   That was my classmate.”
 
   “I thought it was something like that.  Not many people ask you to fetch the drink they plan to throw over you, and actually tell you beforehand.”
 
   “You heard!  But you were nowhere near us.”
 
   “I keep my ears open for anything that may be useful.  Wind magic helps me do it.  Or it did.”
 
   “Did?”  Jenny asks sharply.
 
   “Sorry, but I got fired.”
 
   “You…!”
 
   “Because you helped me?”  I ask guiltily.
 
   “No.  I made a noble pay by working.  I can’t stand lazy nobles who think free drinks, among other things, are their Queen given right.  It seems that her mother is a good customer though, and I should have let her pay her daughter’s debt.”
 
   “So you got yourself fired because of your stupid pride!”  Jenny whispers angrily.
 
   “I know what you mean though…”  I say.  “It’s probably why I can’t get on with my classmates.”
 
   “Don’t you dare encourage my idiot brother!”  She whispers at me and I shrink back under her glare.
 
   “Don’t worry.  My sister would never hurt a friend.”  Jimmy says seeing my reaction.
 
   “A friend…”  I repeat.
 
   “Of course.  If you were an enemy she would have burnt you on the spot.  Just joking!”  He quickly adds seeing Jenny’s fiery glare.  Then she turns to me with a smile.
 
   “I hope to be friends with everyone in the club.  I don’t think there’s a single bad person in it.  Even if you are having trouble making friends in your class, I think you should be able to make plenty of friends in the club.  Most of them aren’t nobles, but even the one or two that are, aren’t the bad sort.  Our former master was the bad sort, so we know just how bad they can be.”
 
   “You used to be slaves?”
 
   “Yes.  Peter bought and freed us from our master.  Now we work for him because we want to.”  Jenny says.
 
    “I was listening for info for Peter though, and the money was to support Jenny whilst she supports Peter.”  Jimmy tells me.
 
   “So what will you do now?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ll find another job.  Maybe one with a better uniform.”  He says and looks disgustedly at his uniform, if you can call it that.  Little more than pants.
 
   “That better not be why you got fired…”  Jenny says.  “Though I must admit I’d rather you didn’t have to wear that.”
 
   “It wasn’t, but I’m not going to be sorry to be rid of it.”
 
   “Enough time wasting, or you’ll be fired too!”  The owner shouts at me.  “And if you want today’s pay, you’d better get back to work too, boy.”  There isn’t anything to do so I don’t know why she gives us such a hard time, but I quickly start cleaning tables.  They look clean already but at least it makes me look busy.  I take a quick glance and Jenny is gone now.
 
   It is a while before we get any more customers but as the day loses its brightness the first of the evening crowd arrive.  Soon about one in ten tables are full and I am busy serving drinks.  This is probably my best time of the day because I’m not bored but not rushed off my feet either.  The customers tend to be more polite at this time of day too because they don’t have to wait as long to be served, and any stray hands are much more noticeable.
 
   I am serving a beer to an elderly man when the whole place goes silent.  It wasn’t loud before but there was plenty of friendly banter.  I look up and see a man enter with a girl clinging to each arm.  They are wearing less between them than I am wearing, and no older than I am.  They are really quite beautiful, and there is no way they are with him because of his looks.  He is really ugly with warts all over his face and neck.  His skin is peeling and there is something green and stringy hanging from his mouth.  I hesitate a moment in revulsion, but unfortunately I am the nearest to him and have no choice but to serve him.
 
   I go over to the table he has chosen and a bit further away than from most customers I ask, “What can I get for you?”
 
   “You can get your top off for starters.”  He says leering at me, but despite his words, his voice sounds rather melodic and I feel funny.
 
   “I’m sorry?”  I ask swaying slightly.
 
   “Take your top off.”  He repeats sounding much more forceful and for some reason I start to obey.  Then a gentle breeze blows over me and I realise what I am doing.  I back away fearfully.
 
   “I’ve got this customer.”  Jimmy says and I quickly retreat and find another customer to serve.  There is no doubt that man used magic on me.  Perhaps on the girls at his side too.  I wonder whether Jimmy tried to clear their heads too with that breeze.  I am glad he saved me again though!
 
   “I wonder how much he’s paying them.”  A young woman says to me shaking her head, before ordering, “A glass of your best red.”  I quickly fetch her wine without commenting on her first remark.
 
   It is getting busier but I can tell the man is still there because nobody wants to sit anywhere near him.  It could be bad later when it is really busy.  We could lose customers.  Clearly boss has realised the same thing because she goes up to him and every eye in the room is suddenly on them.
 
   “More beer!”  He says but she shakes her head.  “More beer I said!”
 
   “You’ve had your last drink here.  You will bring my place into disrepute if you stay any longer with your whores.  Leave and don’t come back.”
 
   “I can go where I like, and I can do what I want with my slaves.  Now, more beer!”
 
   “Leave, or I will call the town guard.”
 
   “No.”  He says defiantly.
 
   “I will be back with the guards.  If you are still here you will have to face the consequences.”
 
   “Ha!”  He says and jumps up.  Then he throws flames wildly all over the place.  Thankfully there are a few mages, and they manage to hold back the flames.  Then Peter ports in.  Moments later most of our club’s older members arrive along with two people I don’t recognise.  One is short and red haired whilst the other has short blond hair but appears about my age.  How they knew to come or whether it is coincidence I have no idea but the man tries to port away when he sees so many mages.  His port fails.
 
   “You are under arrest by royal decree.  Any further struggles will not be tolerated.”  The short red haired girl says sounding more annoyed than angry.  He looks her in the face and his knees give way.
 
   “Your majesty.  I was just defending myself from…”
 
   “Do not lie.”  The red haired girl says coldly and I realise that she must be the Queen.  The Queen…!?  I am not the only one who realises and suddenly  customers and staff alike throw themselves on the ground and I am about to follow their example when she says.  “There is no need.  I am leaving with this criminal.  Continue as you were.”  She doesn’t even go any closer before porting away with the blond one I don’t recognise, as well as with the man and the girls by his side.  The girls looked strangely vacant.
 
   As people get up the place has a stunned atmosphere.  Lots are whispering but nobody is talking normally.  Peter ports away with the rest of the group.  They arrived at the same time, but perhaps it was by coincidence.  I don’t really believe that, but I have no other explanation.  After another moment I get back to work before I am told off again.  The boss sat down in shock to catch her breath, but I don’t want to tempt fate.
 
   Soon the whole place is full with far more people standing than sitting.  It is much busier than normal.  Although it is a day off from our studies, most adults are not lucky enough to get the day off, and most students can’t afford to come.  The noble students, who can afford to come, don’t want to be seen here with commoners.  I am working until late and I am already really starting to feel the effects of too little sleep.  I can feel the boss’s watchful eye.  I get the impression she is waiting for me to make a mistake, which makes me nervous.
 
   It is now dark and the moon is up.  It is even busier now, and not another person will fit in here.  Thankfully it should start to get less busy soon because most people need to work tomorrow.  I hope I can concentrate tomorrow.  I need to walk back after work so it will be another night without proper sleep.
 
   It quickly empties out after a while.  Finally boss says in her usual abrupt manner to the few remaining customers, “We close in two minutes.  Finish your drink and get out of here.”
 
   As the last customer leaves I breathe a sigh of relief.  I made it without making any mistakes.
 
   “Yusa, your fired.”  The boss says and it takes a moment to realise what she has said.
 
   “But why?!”  I protest.
 
   “You attract trouble, and you were obviously tired today.  You may not have screwed anything up today but it is only a matter of time.  Here’s your pay for today, now get out of here.”  She says handing me my five black.
 
   “But I…”  I start but she doesn’t let me finish.
 
   “Go!  Before I get angry!”  She snaps and then hands Jimmy his pay.  “You too.”
 
   I run outside and it is a blur.  After a moment I realise I am in tears.  I feel a hand on my shoulder and realise it is Jimmy.  I look up confused.
 
   “It will be OK.”  He says softly.  Then the others start to pass.  Kati looks apologetic and Sam just confused.  Then my noble classmate, who caused so much trouble earlier, passes me.  She glares at me and Jimmy, but she does so through tears of her own.  Then the cook passes with her children and they openly laugh at us.  I don’t really hear what they say because my emotions are so strong, but it is obviously nothing pleasant.  Of course the boss who lives here doesn’t need to leave so that is everyone.
 
   “But I didn’t do anything wrong…”  I say crying madly now.
 
   “You are part of Peter’s club right?”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Why don’t you join his bounty hunts and escort duties?”
 
   “I’m not good enough.  You had to protect me twice today.  I don’t know enough magic yet.”
 
   “It shouldn’t take long to get good enough though.”
 
   “I need to pay for accommodation until then though.  I was only just able to afford a room in the old dorms with this job, and even that ate into my savings.  If I don’t work my savings will run out, and then I can’t stay at the academy.  I live too far away to walk every day and I can’t port yet either.”
 
   “What about asking for help?”
 
   “Peter offered to help me before, but, I think he meant with food.  Who knows how long it will be before I can work on the bounty jobs?  I’ll need to find another job, but I bet the boss will tell everyone not to hire me.”
 
   “Where do you live?”
 
   “Near the town wall on the east side.”
 
   “Visualise it.”  He says and as I do he ports me there.  “I can’t pay your rent but Jenny and I can help you with porting to and from the academy.  I can’t enter the academy grounds of course.  To be honest you should be focusing on the work at the academy rather than getting another job, even if that means having to accept help.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be a pain for you and Jenny to have to port me each day?”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be a pain to have to walk to and from the academy each day?”
 
   “More than a pain, it would be impossible.”
 
   “So will you accept our help?”
 
   “Don’t you need to talk to Jenny first?”
 
   “No, I already know what she’d say.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I say and bow deeply to express my gratitude.  He has a slight blush as I stand.  “I’ll cancel my room tomorrow and rely on your and Jenny’s help with porting.  I want to be independent as soon as possible though, so is there any chance of helping me learn to port?”
 
   “Sure.  I’m not the best but as long as it is just basic porting and nothing fancy I should be able to help.  It will need to fit around my job, when I get another one, as well as your lessons and training.  Jenny is better but I think she’ll be too busy to help with that.”
 
   “Thank you!”  I say.  To be honest I’d rather have Jimmy help me even if he isn’t as good as Jenny.  He’s been really nice to me, and I feel like I could definitely get along with him.
 
   “Get changed and get anything you need for tonight.  Don’t forget you’ll need to walk the last part because I can’t enter the grounds.  I’ll port you there once you’re ready.  Don’t take too long though, because Jenny will be worried if I’m not back soon.  Talk to Jenny tomorrow about porting home and either she’ll do it or she’ll tell you where to go.”
 
   “I’ll be quick!”  I promise.
 
   (?????)
 
   It is pitch black and cold as ice in here.  The stone floor is colder still.  Dungeon cells just aren’t made for comfort!  It shouldn’t be long before my boss is here to get me out though.  It would be warmer if they’d left me my slave girls, but at least I don’t need to worry about them betraying me.  I destroyed their minds and turned them into obedient pieces of meat for my personal pleasure.  There is simply nothing more fun than destroying a proud young noble girl.
 
   “You got caught.”  My boss says.
 
   “Yes, sorry, won’t happen again.”  I say relieved to hear his voice.
 
   “True.”  He says and there is something in his voice that makes me shiver even more than the cold.  Then there is a light and every part of my body is screaming in agony, other than my mouth, which just makes silent protests.  I see a bloody mess where my arms and legs used to be, but then my eyes are gone too.  Soon I will be dead, and at least then the pain will stop.  Whilst I can still hear he laughs, “Goodbye.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 (Peter)
 
   It is nearly the end of the second week, and some of the new students are already good enough to take on a bounty hunt.  We have eaten lunch and the four of us are sitting round Rin’s desk discussing who to take on the bounty hunt and what sort of bounty to go for.
 
   “Definitely the Lightwood twins.”  Rin says and we all nod.  “Not Aventurine or Yusa.  They still have a fair way to go before they’re ready.”
 
   “Helski would be good.”  Yu Kii says.  I haven’t seen her work but everyone else nods so I see no reason to object.
 
   “Tabi would be good, but it isn’t long before most of my group are ready.”  I say.
 
   “Then we’ll have loads of wind users, and not enough of anything else.”  Rin says and I shrug in agreement.
 
   “Hello.”  I hear Yusa’s voice and turn to see her.
 
   “Hello.  Can we help you?”  I answer in surprise.
 
   “Would you mind talking outside?”  She asks shyly.  Most of the class are staring and some commenting on the presence of a Year 3 student.  I know they will be listening even if we go outside, so I take her hand and port to my room.
 
   “Sorry, but it’s more private.  Outdoors would work too, but it’s warmer here.”  I say.
 
   “Thank you.  Here is fine.”  Yusa says.
 
   “So how can I help?”  I ask.
 
   “Will you be doing any bounty jobs tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes, and I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’re ready for it.”
 
   “How long do you think it will be before I am ready?”
 
   “I think Rin would be better able to answer that.  It sounds like you are making progress but that you’re still a fair way from where you need to be.”
 
   “Is there anything else I can do?”
 
   “To help the club or to earn money?”
 
   “Ideally both at the same time.”
 
   I call to Rin using the Queen’s gift.  Rin ports here a moment later.  I ask Rin.  “Yusa wants to help the club and earn money.  Is there anything she could do for your mother?”
 
   Rin looks at Yusa a moment.  “Are you willing to do something boring that doesn’t use magic?”
 
   “Yes.”  Yusa answers instantly.
 
   “Are you willing to work really hard at it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And still give your lessons and training your best?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I need to collect herbs and such for my mother to use in alchemy, but I don’t really have time anymore.  If I spend the time showing you how to do it and then you quit though, I’ll be really angry.  You’ll need to keep it up even when you are ready for bounty hunting, perhaps alternating between bounty hunting and collecting for my mother.  It isn’t going to pay much either.  Perhaps ten black for a full day’s work.”
 
   “Ten black…  That would be plenty for just one day’s work.”
 
   “Peter, is it OK if I skip the bounty job tomorrow to show Yusa what to do?”  Rin asks.
 
   “That’s fine.”  I say.  Then I turn back to Yusa.  “Are you able to port?”
 
   “Not yet.”  Yusa says.
 
   “We really must get everyone porting.”  Rin says.  “I’d have thought you’d have spent some time on that by now, after the incident with David’s play.”
 
   “Who’s David?”  Yusa asks curiously.
 
   “David…”  Rin starts to say but I cut her off.
 
   “No Rin.”  I say quickly.
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.”  Rin says realising she was about to give away a royal secret.
 
   “Sorry but we can’t talk about that.  Please forget you heard anything, and under no circumstances are you to tell anyone about this.”
 
   “Is it to do with the Queen?”  Yusa asks.
 
   “Why would you think that?”  I ask after a moment’s hesitation.
 
   “You ported into the Drake at the same time as the Queen.”  Yusa says and I silently curse.
 
   “That was just coincidence.”  Rin says.  I can tell from Yusa’s aura that she doesn’t believe it though.  Not being good liars I doubt we’ll be able to convince her.
 
   “You may not believe us, but you are not to talk to anyone about any of this.  No more questions either.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”  Yusa says.  “And I believe you.”
 
   “I can tell when people lie.”  I say with a sigh and she winces.  “Where do you want me to port you?”
 
   “I’m happy to walk.”  She says.
 
   “No.”  Rin says.  “It would be better if you ported.  If you’re seen leaving Peter’s room it could cause problems.”
 
   “Outside my classroom then.  3H.”
 
   “That brings back memories.”  Rin says and I nod with a smile.
 
   “Memories?”  Yusa asks confused.
 
   “We both started in 3H.”  I explain.
 
   “Don’t joke.”  She says but then sees our expressions.  “You’re serious?”
 
   “Yes.”  I say.
 
   “What do I need to do to get from 3H to where you are?”
 
   “The training sessions should help, but we couldn’t have done it alone.  Is anyone else in the club in 3H?”
 
   “Helski, but we don’t get along.”  Yusa says.
 
   “Why don’t you get along?”  I ask.
 
   “I think she’s arrogant, and she thinks I’m an idiot.”
 
   “What about getting your friends to join the club?”
 
   “…”
 
   “They don’t want to?”
 
   “I don’t exactly have any friends in my class.  I get on OK with Aventurine in training, despite her being a noble, but she’s in 3F, and already in the club.”
 
   “Does Helski have any friends in your class?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”  Yusa says sounding quite happy.  “Everyone else thinks she’s arrogant too.”
 
   “We should be getting back to class.”  Rin says and I nod in agreement.  Rin ports first and I take Yusa’s hand again and port her outside 3H.
 
   “Bye, see you at training.”  I say and port back to class.
 
   “Did you have fun with that Year 3?”  A girl asks me.
 
   “Fun?”  I ask confused.  I don’t recall her name even though she sits next desk along from Rin and Yu Kii.
 
   “Ignore Gillia.”  Rin says.  “She’s just a trouble maker.”
 
   “Ok.”  I say still confused but sit back down by Rin’s desk.  I can hear Gillia laughing but I take Rin’s advice and try to ignore Gillia.
 
   “We need to focus on teamwork soon.”  Rin says.
 
   “I know, but first we need to get everyone at least good enough that they aren’t going to get kicked out of the academy.”  I say.  “They’re getting better at their own element but they need to at least get the basics right for all of the elements.”
 
   “Perhaps before you take them on the bounty hunt tomorrow you should make sure they can work together though.”  Rin says.
 
   “That makes sense.  Who did we say to take?”
 
   “Helski, Tabi and the Lightwood twins.”  Yu Kii reminds me.
 
   “Maybe we should reconsider Helski.”  I say remembering what Yusa said.
 
   “I think she’s ready.”  Yu Kii says confused.
 
   “I think you should give her a chance.”  Rin says.
 
   “I think we should wait until the second time.  I’m also concerned that we aren’t going to have a water user.  I think we need Charlotte or Emma.”  I say.
 
   “They may not be as enthusiastic as the Year 3s, because it may look like we’re testing them even though they’re in a higher class than us.  They also probably don’t need the money, but I can see why you’d want them.”  Rin says.
 
   “Perhaps we should do the job with just Year 2s tomorrow.  We could treat it as teamwork training.  Then next week you’ll be on the team again, so we can do it with the Year 3s.”
 
   “You’re not going to be with us tomorrow?”  Yu Kii asks Rin surprised.
 
   “No, I have something else to do.”  Rin says.
 
   “To do with that Year 3?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Yes, Yusa is going to be helping me out, so I need to show her what to do.”
 
   “Oh, ok.  So we’re going to do a job with Emma and Charlotte?”
 
   “Yes.  Next week we should hold an extra training session for Helski, Tabi and the Lightwood twins to see if they can work together.  How long until Aventurine or Yusa are ready?”  I ask Rin.
 
   “They’re both good at the basics.  They were from the start, but they’re having trouble getting the complicated bits.  If you just want very simple water magic they could already help, but they lack precision and speed, especially at a distance.”
 
   “So how long do you think before they master that?”
 
   “I don’t know, but not anytime soon the way things are at the moment.  Yusa has made better progress than Aventurine, but only slightly.”
 
   “Might it help to have Charlotte work with them as well?”
 
   “No, that would just confuse them.”  Rin says sounding a little annoyed.
 
   “Have any of the other’s shown promise at water magic?”
 
   “Both the Lightwood twins, but not as much as they did at their own elements.  Other than Niji none of them are bad at it but none have the same control that Aventurine and Yusa have.  Those two may be a bit slower, and lack precision, but they succeed every time.  Most of the others only succeed about every other time.”
 
   “Back to your seats everyone!”  The teacher calls out ending our discussion.  The afternoon lesson goes slowly, mostly because I am distracted.  Finally it ends and it is time for our training.
 
   “Find out what classes your groups are in.” I tell Rin, Hermes and Yu Kii before we port to the training ground.  I wish we could use the arena but it seems to be too well used in the colder months, so we have to do our training outside in the cold.
 
   Before we start our training I ask everyone in my group what class they are in and make a note of it.   Some seem nervous or embarrassed but I need to know.  Everyone can fly now so the training is about using magic whilst flying, which is a bit trickier since they not only need to maintain their flight magic, but concentrate on another spell at the same time.  Cherry has no trouble, and Tabi is able to do so now as well but the others are having a harder time.
 
   So as not to waste their time I have Cherry and Tabi practise some more difficult wind magic whilst flying.  They are both now struggling but I am confident they’ll overcome it quickly.  I have Emma help them whilst I focus on the others.  To my surprise Midori makes great progress and halfway through the lesson I have her join Cherry and Tabi.  It is the first time she has really stood out but her progress today has been remarkable.
 
   Most of my group are making progress but Neko seems to be really struggling.  She can do some really great magic on the ground and she can now fly, but combining the two seems a much greater challenge.  Each time she tries to cast a simple spell she just drops out of the air like a rock.  Thankfully she is only hovering above the ground so she isn’t hurt, but I just don’t understand what is going wrong.
 
   “Stop.”  I say as she starts to rise again.  Her face falls as she lowers herself back down.
 
   “I’m sorry!  I really am trying my best!”
 
   “Show me again your flight magic, but without trying anything else.”  I say and she does so.  “Fly as fast as you can.”
 
   “Ok.”  Neko says and flies fairly fast, but not as fast as I expected.  I jump into the air and follow her.  After a while I realise the problem.
 
   “That’s enough.”  I call out and we both land.  “You’re breathing too quickly.  You need to slow down your breathing when you fly.  It will improve your flight magic, but it will also make it easier to use another spell at the same time.”
 
   “Breathe slower?”  She says confused.  “I thought the more air the better for wind magic.”
 
   “No.  There are occasions when more air can help, but for most wind magic less air is better.  You get much more control.”  I explain.
 
   “That’s different to what the teacher said, but I’ll try it.”  Neko says and this time she just about manages to cast a spell before falling to the ground.  “I did it, sort of.”
 
   “Continue to practise, but it may be worth practising just flying again first.”  I say and then move on to help Niji who seems to be having some trouble.  By the time we switch groups Neko is flying around using basic spells without any trouble.
 
   “Hello Peter.”  Sherry says.  She is still really struggling with wind magic but it is not for lack of effort.  Even though she really struggles it is fun working with her.  She can make a joke out of anything, but she is never mean to anyone.  At the end of the lesson she has finally managed to get off the ground, but it will be a while before she is flying properly.
 
   “Year 3s will meet again the day after tomorrow, but all Year 2s please remain here.”  I say.  After a minute all the Year 3s are gone and the Year 2s are gathered around.  “Everyone here, with the exception of Rin, will be going on a bounty hunt tomorrow.  We’ll meet at the Drake at… Is there something wrong Jenny?”  I ask sensing her aura change.
 
   “Could we meet somewhere else?”  Jenny asks and there is raw fury in her aura, though she remains completely composed.
 
   “Ok.  You can tell me why later but we’ll meet in my room.  This is more about teamwork than about the bounty itself, but we will split any reward equally.  Any questions?”
 
   “What will we be hunting?”  Charlotte asks nervously.
 
   “I don’t know yet, but we will make sure it is something we can handle.”
 
   “Don’t worry.”  Emma says with a friendly smile.  “We’re not going to let you get hurt.”
 
   “It’s not like I’m afraid.”  Charlotte says embarrassed, though from her aura I can tell she is.  Of course she is the only member that hasn’t done a bounty hunt before.
 
   “Most people would be on their first hunt.”  I say.  “But there really is nothing to worry about.”
 
   “I said I’m not afraid!”  Charlotte says sounding annoyed now.
 
   “Anyway, be outside my room by dawn everyone.  Just knock when you are there.”
 
   “Why so early?”  Emma asks surprised.  “The town hall doesn’t open that early.”
 
   “I’m going to get the job tonight so we don’t need to wait for it to open.  I want to start early so we don’t have to rush the job.”
 
   “Tired people make mistakes.”  Emma says concerned.
 
   “Do you have anything else you need to do today?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then have an early night.”
 
   “With all the training and everything I’m sure everyone is going to be tired getting up so early.  We didn’t have a day off last week either.”  Emma says.  Rin, Hermes and Yu Kii don’t look to agree but Charlotte seems concerned.
 
   “Fine, an hour after dawn, but just this once.  We have an ambitious goal and we can’t afford to waste time like this.”  I say.  She still doesn’t look happy but seems unwilling to protest further.
 
   My next stop is of course the town hall.  Jenny accompanies me because I still need an adult to get the job.  I bring Rin along as well but tell everyone else to go to bed.
 
   “She didn’t say it out of laziness.”  Rin says sensing my frustration.
 
   “I know, but…”  I say shaking my head.
 
   “What about this one?”  Jenny asks and I look at the notice she pointed out.
 
   “What are oglops?”  I ask.
 
   “They are small four legged creatures with lots of blood sucking tentacles.  They’re really quick so it is hard to hit them with spells, but not very tough so it usually only takes one hit.”  Jenny says.
 
   “They don’t normally live anywhere near here though.  Where is this job?”  Rin asks suspiciously.
 
   “It isn’t far from here.  A farm called Izumi.”  Jenny says.
 
   “That really isn’t far from here.”  Rin says in shock.  “I’m amazed they got that close to town.”
 
   “If it is at a farm does it say what happened to the farmers and their families?”  I ask.
 
   “They were all killed, except a small girl who is close to death.”  Jenny says sadly.
 
   “We’re taking that job.”  I say resolved to avenge them.
 
   “It should be impossible for them to have gotten there.  Unthinking monsters like that would never have gotten this close to town.  Not without help.  Someone is behind this.”  Rin says frowning.  “It could even be a trap.”
 
   “If someone is behind this, then I hope they are there still.  I want to get vengeance for the people they had killed.”  I say angrily.
 
   “You don’t even know the people who were killed.  Besides you have two new team members who may, or may not, work well as a team.  This was meant to be training.  I think you should forget this job.”  Rin says and I frown whilst I consider her advice.
 
   “Sorry but I’m going to take the job.”
 
   “Then I’m coming with you.”  Rin says firmly.
 
   “You need to show Yusa what to do.”
 
   “It can wait.”
 
   “No.  If I need you I’ll let you know, but until then you will work with Yusa tomorrow.”
 
   “Why did she have to choose now to want a job?”  Rin asks though it is clear she is not expecting an answer.  Jenny however provides one.
 
   “She was fired from the Drake, but it wasn’t her fault.  Jimmy was too.”
 
   “So that’s why you didn’t want to meet at the Drake?”  I ask and she nods.
 
   “Sorry.  I know its selfish but to fire them both for no good reason…  It just makes me really angry.”  Jenny says.
 
   “I don’t blame you.  I’d feel the same way.”  I say.
 
   “Until Jimmy finds another job I’m going to need to keep some of my share.” Jenny says apologetically.
 
   “I still think you ought to keep it all, and not just until then.”  I say.
 
   “Well, maybe for now.”  Jenny says.  “It might be a while before he gets a new job, because that liar at the Drake is spreading her lies all around town, about both of them.”
 
   “Maybe we should warn Yusa.”  I say concerned.
 
   “She already knows.”  Jenny says.
 
   “Oh, you told her already.  Good thinking.  What am I missing?”  I ask noticing slight deception in her aura.
 
   “I really wish you couldn’t read auras quite so well.  It’s nothing important.”  Jenny says.
 
   “Ok.  I won’t pry.”  I say, still curious, but accepting that she doesn’t want to talk about it.
 
   “Thank you.”  Jenny says gratefully.
 
   “Let’s take the job and get an early night ourselves.  That includes you Rin, because if we do need you, I don’t want you to be exhausted.”  I say.
 
   The next morning Emma is the first to knock on my door.
 
   “Good morning.”  Emma says cheerfully.
 
   “Good morning.” I answer and stop myself from asking whether she is too tired.
 
   “Is anyone else here yet?”  Emma asks.
 
   “Just me and Hermes.”  I reply.
 
   “Hi Emma.”  Hermes says as Emma enters.
 
   “Hi Hermes.”  Emma says and before I can close the door Charlotte is there.
 
   “Good morning Charlotte.”  I say.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  Charlotte says nervously.
 
   “Come in and sit down.”  I tell her.
 
   “Thank you.”  Charlotte says.  She enters and looks for a seat.
 
   “On the bed.  There’s room for everyone.”  I say.  Both Emma and Charlotte choose to sit on Hermes’ bed.  Then Yu Kii and Jenny arrive and we are all here.  I have them sit next to me.
 
   I then explain.  “Before we leave I’m going to quickly go over the job.  The mission is to kill some oglops.  They are fast, so hard to hit, but should only require one hit to kill.  They have blood sucking tentacles so are quite dangerous if you let them get too close.  I don’t think they should be an issue for us, but I want everyone to keep their guard up.  They don’t normally come so close to town, so it is possible there could be someone behind this, and they may have set up a trap.  If need be I will give the order and we will port away.  If I give that order I expect everyone to obey straight away.  Understood?”  Everyone now looks nervous but they nod.  “Any questions?  No.  Ok, Jenny will port us, so everyone hold on.”
 
   We are on top of a small hill and the farm is in the distance.  I ask Yu Kii.  “Can you sense the enemy?”
 
   “Yes.  There are… twenty two of them.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “Anything else?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can anybody else sense anything?”  I ask and everybody shakes their heads.  I concentrate my senses for a few more moments but sense nothing unusual.  “Where’s the nearest one?”
 
   “Over there.”  Yu Kii says pointing at the hedge on the edge of the field.  I peer towards it and see the blood glistening end of a tentacle.
 
   “Jenny, do you see it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When I say now we both attack it.  If we both miss, Emma and Hermes follow up with flame and lightning attacks too.  We’ll alternate until we get it.  If it gets too close Charlotte, create an ice wall around us.  If that fails Yu Kii create a stone wall.  If all else fails I’ll lift us into the air and we’ll attack from above.  Do you understand, and are you ready?”  I see everyone nod.  “Now.”  I say and attack with lightning as Jenny creates a ball of flames.  We both hit.
 
   “It’s dead.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “That was easy.  Have the others reacted?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “They really do seem to be mindless.  Where’s the next one?”
 
   “What do we need as evidence?”  Emma asks.
 
   “The core.  It shouldn’t be destroyed easily.”
 
   “That’s ok then.”  Emma says sounding relieved.
 
   “There are three over there.”  Yu Ki says pointing near to the farmhouse.  I can’t see anything.
 
   “Can anyone see them?”  I ask, but everyone shakes their head.  “We’ll need to get closer.  Yu Kii, warn us if any approach.”
 
   “I see it.”  Emma says when we are much closer.  We stop and after a moment I see it too.  I only see one though.
 
   “The other two are under the ground nearby.”  Yu Kii says just as I am about to ask.
 
   “Hmm.  If they come up then we’ll be fine, but if they attack from below it will be a problem.  Yu Kii, let us know if they come at us from below.  If they do I’ll need to lift us into the air.  Otherwise though, same tactic as before, but if you need to create a wall do so below the ground as well.  Now.”  I say and attack with lightning.  Again both mine and Jenny’s attacks hit, but this time the other two oglops need to be dealt with.  Fortunately they just come up and race towards us.  Emma and Hermes target the same one but both miss.  Jenny and I attack the other one and Jenny’s attack hits.  Then we all focus on the last one.  Emma’s attack hits it first.
 
   “The rest are inside the house.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Should we collect the cores next?”  Emma asks.
 
   “No.  We’ll deal with them all first.”  I say then look at the house.  It is a fairly big house but not massive.  The enemy are going to come at us from every direction if we enter.  I suppose we could burn it to the ground, but I’d rather not if we don’t have to.  “Any ideas how we can lure them outside?  Preferably without destroying the house.”
 
   “I could simulate blood with water magic.  It might trick them.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “You can simulate blood.”  I say surprised.
 
   “I can give water the same smell.  It wouldn’t fool a person, but they don’t have eyes so if it smells the same it might work.”
 
   “I like it, but let’s do this one from the air.  If they all come out at once and we’re on the ground it could be bad.  Emma, can you use the flight magic?”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma says and lifts us up.
 
   “Nearer the entrance, but not too close.”  I say and she flies us to a reasonable distance.
 
   “That will do.  Charlotte, your turn now.”  I say and watch as a pool forms near the door.  Moments later the first one comes out and I blast it with lightning.  The next one just jumps over the corpse and lands in the pool before standing there confused.  It goes up in flames.  Then the rest pour out of the building and we quickly wipe them out.
 
   “That’s all of them.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Let’s get the cores then.”  I say and Emma lowers us to the ground.  The cores are red crystals and soon we have all of them.  “There’s only twenty one.”
 
   “Did we destroy one?”  Emma asks, but Yu Kii shakes her head.
 
   “I would have noticed.  One must have gotten away.  I’ll look for it again, just give me a moment.”  Yu Kii says and closes her eyes whilst she looks with her earth sense.  I open my air senses and gasp.  I clear the air and strike with lightning but it gets thrown back at me.  Fortunately I deflect it, but, nobody else seems able to see them.
 
   “Port away!”  I call out but nobody is able to.  They throw flames at us but I rob the air from the flames.  I strike with wind cuts and they are forced to shield this time.  There are three of them and now they are visible.  Charlotte summons water around them but it is turned to steam.  I call quickly to Rin and then try to steal their air.  They are ready though and cancel my magic with their shield.  Distracted though they fail to notice Yu Kii’s attack until too late.  Encased in stone from foot to neck they attempt to port but this time I prevent their port.  I then fly at them and rob them of magic.  They don’t struggle because they are terrified Yu Kii is going to squash them.
 
   “Looks like things are under control.”  Rin says seeing the prisoners.
 
   “When did you get here?”  Charlotte asks in surprise.
 
   “Just now.  You don’t need me though, do you?”
 
   “No, sorry to bother you.”  I say.
 
   “You have magic to contact each other?”  Charlotte says in surprise.
 
   “Sort of.”  I say.
 
   “Please teach it to me!”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “Sorry but it isn’t really something to be taught.”
 
   “I think we could create something similar for the rest of the club members.”  Rin says.  “Nothing as fancy but for basic communication it should work.”
 
   “It’s an item?”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says.
 
   “A secret item.”  I remind her, and tell Charlotte.
 
   “Sorry.”  Rin says.  “But you kind of gave it away yourself too.”
 
   “Did you find the last oglop?”  I ask Yu Kii.
 
   “They killed it.”  Yu Kii says and hands me the core.
 
   “Let’s port back to the town hall with our prisoners and the cores.”
 
   “We didn’t do anything wrong.  We were just after the bounty.”  One of the women says.
 
   “Then why did you fill the air with poison?”  I ask.
 
   “What are you talking about?  We’re fire mages, with a little air magic.  Poison would be water magic though, and none of us are water mages.”
 
   “Why would I believe you?”  I ask.  Her aura indicates she is telling the truth but perhaps she is fooling me.
 
   “We’ll submit our minds to allow you to find out the truth.”  She says.  I frown and look at Rin for a second opinion.
 
   “I’ll do it.”  Rin says and places her head against the woman.  “She’s telling the truth.  She was also affected by the poison but only slightly.”
 
   “Check the other two then.”  I say.  She checks both of them.
 
   “Both are telling the truth and slightly poisoned.  There shouldn’t be any affect within a day or two though.”  Rin says.
 
   “Then who filled the air with poison?”  I ask as much to myself as them.
 
   “Any chance of releasing us?”  The first woman asks.
 
   “Why did you hide by the way?”  I ask.
 
   “We always do when on a hunt.”  She says as if it is only natural.
 
   “Where are you headed next?”  I ask.
 
   “Back to town, though it’s a fair walk without magic.”  She says sounding depressed.
 
   “Fine.”  I say and send all of them back to town with a single port.  Of course I don’t go myself.
 
   “There was someone there.”  Charlotte says pointing at the top window of the house.  “Gone now though.  Literally just ported.”
 
   “How can you tell?”  I ask.
 
   “I can sense the left overs of their magic, which they must have been hiding.  Do you want to investigate further?”
 
   “No.  We’ve done our job.  Let’s not tempt fate by hanging around.  Everyone hold onto me for a port.”  I say and then port everyone back to town.
 
   “I’d best get back.”  Rin says and ports away.  Both Emma and Charlotte look curious but don’t ask anything.  Soon we have handed in the cores and got a bit of money.  Not the best paying bounty ever, especially split so many ways but it is still reasonable pay for the work we did.
 
   “Why don’t we get another job?”  Charlotte asks enthusiastically after I hand out the bounty.  I don’t think she really needs the money, so I guess she is more interested in the job itself.
 
   “We have time.”  Emma says.  So we pick up another job.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6 (Multiple)
 
   (Tabi)
 
   “The Year 3s on tomorrows bounty hunt are Cherry, Sherry, Helski, Midori and Tabi.”  Peter says.  As I hear my name called out I smile in relief.  When I heard Midori called out I was sure I wasn’t going to be called.  I was ahead of her last week but she seems to have caught up with me, and in Peter’s eyes perhaps overtaken me.  Of course Cherry is without a doubt ahead of us both.  “Cherry and Sherry will work with Rin, Yu Kii and Emma.  Helski, Midori and Tabi will work with me, Charlotte and Jenny.  Hermes will work with Tomo and Mirai tomorrow on dimensional magic.”  The last part catches almost everyone by surprise.  That’s the one area our training hasn’t really focused on.  Why just Tomo and Mirai though?  “If you are on the bounty hunt, meet at my or Rin’s room just after dawn.  If you keep everyone waiting we will not be happy.  Tomo meet Hermes at the arena an hour after dawn.  Mirai meet Hermes an hour after midday.  Again do not be late.”
 
   “Could I join the dimensional training?”  Niji asks.
 
   “Sorry, but we’re only doing it with two people tomorrow.  You’ll be doing it soon though.”  Peter says.
 
   “Oh, ok.”  Niji says disappointed.  Clearly she is not the only one who considered asking that.
 
   “Everyone be here for training after lessons the day after tomorrow.”  Peter tells us.
 
   “Lucky.”  I say to Mirai.
 
   “You get to do the bounty hunt though.”  Mirai reminds me.  Niji gives us both a jealous glare.
 
   “You’d better not slow us down.”  Helski says.  Since she’s not in the same class or group I haven’t really spoken to her before.  She looks at me a moment.  “Are you Midori or Tabi?”
 
   “Tabi…”  I say and just can’t think of anything to say.  I’m amazed she has the nerve to say that when she didn’t even know my name.
 
   “Well, see you.”  She says and ports away.
 
   “Typical.  She can port already.  That must make her feel really smug.”  I say and start to head back with Mirai to our room.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll mess up and look stupid.”  Mirai says.
 
   “If she messes up it could be dangerous.  Besides I’m more worried about messing up myself.”
 
   “You worry too much.”
 
   “Isn’t that Midori and Tomo up ahead?”
 
   “Yes, they must have headed back straight away.”
 
   “Hey!”  I call out.  They stop and wait for us.
 
   “Slow coaches.”  Tomo says and sticks her tongue out at me for a moment.  She’s just joking though.   “Well done on getting on the hunt.  I wish I could, but the training should be good.”
 
   “It should be fun working together on something real.”  Midori says.  “And we get the best group.  Even though we are wind users, we hardly ever to get to work with Peter.”
 
   “Emma’s good too.”  I say.
 
   “I know, but I joined because of Peter, not because of Emma.”  Midori says.
 
   “He was quite impressive in the arena.”  I admit.
 
   “That too.”  She says.  I don’t follow but I decide not to ask.
 
   “I hope we can all do the hunt together soon.”  I say.
 
   “Me too.”  Tomo says.
 
   “Me three.”  Mirai says grinning.
 
   “It would be good, but I doubt we’ll get to have four wind users in the same group.”  Midori says spoiling the mood.  “Well, at least we get to see each other in class.”
 
   “It’s a pity we didn’t know each other when we chose seats.”  I say.  Midori and Tomo sit together but Mirai sits at the front and I sit at the back.  Mirai gets on with the girl she sits next to, but I hardly ever talk to Lara who I sit next to.  Lara just likes to work on her own, so it’s not like she hates me or anything, but when I don’t understand something and ask a question, she really gets annoyed.  She’ll answer it, but you can tell she thinks I shouldn’t need to ask.  If she needs to ask something though, she’ll never ask me.  She’ll ask the teacher if she has to ask anyone.  I guess that makes some sense since the teacher obviously knows more than us, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask me first.
 
   “Tabi…”  I look up as Midori is saying something to me.
 
   “Sorry what was that?”  I ask.
 
   “Day dreaming like always!”  Mirai says with a laugh.
 
   “I was saying do you want to meet up before we meet Peter.”  Midori says.
 
   “It’s early enough already!  Who arranges this sort of thing for dawn!?”  I protest.
 
   “OK.  I’ll see you at Peter’s tomorrow.  I wonder whether we get to see his room.  That would be great.”
 
   “It’s no different to anyone else’s I’m sure.”  I say.  “Wait, where is his room?”
 
   “That’s why I suggested meeting me first.”
 
   “You know where his room is?”
 
   “Of course.  I’m interested in him.  I know where his room is, where he goes after class…”
 
   “Training.”  I say with a laugh, since we all do too.
 
   “What he eats for lunch, what…”
 
   “Now you’re scaring me.  Are you a stalker or something?”  I say jokingly.  She knows I’m joking too, but she still goes through the motions of looking wounded.
 
   “No, I’m just a girl in love.”
 
   “Well don’t let the Year 2s hear you say that, or there could be trouble.”  I warn her serious now.
 
   “Well I have to let one Year 2 know at some point.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”  I say.
 
   “Oh don’t be silly.  Anyway, see you just before dawn.  Don’t be late or I’ll leave without you.”
 
   “Great friend you are!”
 
   “I am aren’t I?”  She says ignoring my sarcasm with a smile, and then rushes off with a, “See you!”
 
   “I’d better not be late then.”  I say.
 
   “Don’t be silly, she isn’t going to leave without you.”  Tomo says.  “It didn’t sound like Peter would be pleased if you were late though.”
 
   “I’ll be on time.”  I say.
 
   “Well see you!”  She says and rushes after her roommate.
 
   “Let’s party since we get a nice long lay in tomorrow.”  Mirai says, but she can’t stop herself laughing a little.
 
   “You’re the only one who gets a lay in tomorrow!”  I protest.
 
   “Just kidding.”  Mirai says and then we are back at our room.  We end up having a very early night since I need to get up so early.  Mirai is actually very kind despite her earlier joke and doesn’t disturb me at all even though she doesn’t need to be up until late tomorrow.  I return the favour by not disturbing her in the morning.
 
   “You’re late.”  Midori says as I arrive blurry eyed and still half asleep.
 
   “Can’t be.”  I say.
 
   “We’d better run.”  Midori says and I curse as I have to follow her at a run.  “Better yet let’s fly!”
 
   “Damn you Midori!”  I call after her as I jump into the air and pursue.  We get there before dawn.
 
   “Do you think its ok to knock this early?”  Midori asks.
 
   “You’re the one who insisted on flying here!”  I protest.
 
   “Maybe we should wait.”  Midori says nervously but I am not waiting outside so I knock.  After a moment the door opens.
 
   “Hello.  Come in.”  Peter says and we enter.  Hermes is lying on one bed, but dressed.  Peter frowns.  “Have you been using magic already?”
 
   “Sorry!  But, how did you know?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “You aura changes dependant on how much magic you have left.  You should avoid using magic before a job though, unless there is a good reason.”  He says.  I consider telling him Midori was in a rush to get here but keep that a secret.  “I’ll explain the job once Helski and Charlotte are here.  We’ll meet Jenny in town.”
 
   It is still not quite dawn when Helski knocks on the door, but Charlotte arrives at dawn.  Surprised she says, “I’m sure you said just after dawn.”
 
   “I did but it seems everyone was a bit too eager to wait.”  Peter says.  Midori winces slightly and Peter clearly notices, because he looks at her and says with a smile.  “Better too eager, than not eager enough.  Now for today’s first job we will be hunting a giant bear that has made a home in the nearby forest.  It has killed people travelling through the forest.  The reward is fairly low but it should be an easy kill.  If we do it quickly enough we’ll do a second job.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound too bad.”  Helski says with a laugh.  “I bet we’ll be on the second one before midday.”
 
   “That would be good.”  Peter says.  “However there is one thing you should know.  We are only here in case things get out of control.  This job will be completed by the Year 3s as a test to see if you are ready for this, and can work as a team.  An earth user should be able to locate the bear easily enough, and combined with two wind users it should be an easy kill, but only if you work together.”
 
   “Should be easy as long as those wind users know what they’re doing.”  Helski says.  I don’t respond but she is really starting to annoy me.
 
   “So who will be in charge?”  Peter asks.
 
   “I will of course.”  Helski says without pausing for even a moment.  “Without me those two can’t even find the bear.”
 
   “So when you face an air based enemy you think it is best for a wind user to be in charge?”  Peter asks.
 
   “That depends on the wind user, but I suppose.”  Helski says.
 
   “Very well, you will be in charge, but a leader has to take responsibility if things go wrong.”  Peter says.  “If you fail this test you will be the one who has to wait for a second chance.”
 
   “Even if it isn’t my fault?”  Helski asks unhappily.
 
   “As leader it will be your fault even if someone else messes up, because you will have let them do so.”  Peter says.
 
   “Ok, but you two better follow my orders.”  Helski says nervously.
 
   “It is generally better to address your teammates by name, and with respect.  If you aren’t treated with respect you are less likely to treat someone else with respect.  If you aren’t respected, how can you expect your orders to be obeyed?”  Peter says.
 
   “You don’t like me, do you?”  Helski asks Peter directly.
 
   “I don’t know you well enough yet to either like, or dislike, you.  I don’t like the way you have acted so far today, but I’m not going to judge you so quickly.”  Peter says honestly, and equally direct.  I find myself liking him a bit more now.  Not as madly as Midori, but he is definitely someone I feel I can trust.  “Once you are ready I’ll port us to town.”
 
   “I’m ready.”  Helski says immediately without even looking at us.
 
   “And your team?”  Peter asks Helski.
 
   “Are you…  Midori and… what was it?”  Looking first at me and then at Midori.
 
   “My name’s Tabi.”  I say frustrated.  “You got it right yesterday.”
 
   “So you’re Midori?”
 
   “Yes.”  Midori says with a sigh.
 
   “Are you both ready?”
 
   “Yes.”  We both say after exchanging amused looks at each other.
 
   “Very well, hold onto me.”  Peter says and we all do so.  He ports us to the town gates closest to the forest.
 
   “Good morning.”  Jenny says to us with a smile.
 
   “Good morning.”  Peter says, followed by Charlotte.
 
   “Good morning.”  I say, and then Midori and then Helski greet Jenny too.
 
   “Helski is in charge.  We’re just here to tag along.  You can start whenever you are ready.”  Peter says.
 
   “Aren’t you going to port us closer?”  Helski says.
 
   “You only have to walk a short distance from the gates, so no.”  Peter says clearly annoyed.
 
   “Ok, we’ll walk then.  Let’s go everyone.”  Helski says and leads the way.  I exchange glances with Midori every now and again but Helski rarely looks back as she leads us towards and then into the forest.  Once inside she kneels and closes her eyes.  “This way.  It isn’t far, so be ready.”
 
   “Lightning?”  I whisper to Midori, who nods.
 
   “Here it is.”  Helski says and I look up to see the back of a huge bear.  “Attack!”
 
   I am stunned and my attack is delayed a moment.  Helski however does not wait and sends shards of stone flying at it.  Then Midori’s lightning strikes, followed by my own.  The bear is angry but unhurt.  It turns and hurtles towards us.  Helski throws up a stone wall but it breaks through in an instant.  I strike with lightning again and so does Midori, but it just shrugs off our attacks.  I scream as almost on us it reaches out towards me.  Then a huge wall of flames springs up and it stops in an instant.
 
   “It generally helps to analyse an enemy’s weaknesses before attacking when you have the opportunity.”  Peter says.  “Bears can climb, but they can’t usually fly.  Did you not consider the advantage of two wind users?  Also as an earth user you should know that its fur can withstand lightning and physical attacks.  It however does not have fur in its mouth.  A well placed lightning bolt would finish it in an instant.  Like this.”  Lightning strikes it in the mouth and sure enough it falls instantly.  The flames disappear too.  “Midori will be the leader for the second job.  You did well to find it so quickly, but...”
 
   “Thank you!”  Midori says, jumping up from where she had fallen.  “I won’t let you down!”
 
   “I think they may need to sit down and catch their breath.”  Jenny says, and places a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “We’ll hand in this guy, whilst you catch your breath.”  Peter says and grabs hold of the bear before porting with it.  In a moment he and Jenny have ported away.  It’s just us Year 3s and Charlotte.  I haven’t really worked with Charlotte so I’m a little nervous.  She in fact also seems a little nervous as we all look towards her.
 
   “Don’t worry.  We all make mistakes.”  She says trying to sound casual but sounding a little unnatural.
 
   “He’s not going to let me go on another hunt after this.”  Helski says in a teary voice, and I actually feel a little sorry for her.
 
   “You might not be leader again, but I’m sure you’ll still go on hunts.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “I’m sorry!”  Helski says to me and Midori.
 
   “Er, its ok.”  I say taken aback by her change in attitude.
 
   “Yeah, don’t worry about it.”  Midori says equally embarrassed.  If she’d been like this from the start I’m sure that we would have gotten along much better.
 
   “I thought if I showed weakness I wouldn’t be respected, but nobody is going to respect me now.”  She says sounding really miserable, and I can see tears welling up in her eyes.
 
   “It doesn’t work like that.”  Charlotte says.  “If you respect me, I generally respect you.  Just like Peter said.”
 
   “But if I mess up, you’re not going to respect me.”  Helski says dejectedly.
 
   “Everyone messes up from time to time.”  Charlotte says.  “It’s nothing to get overly worried about.”
 
   “But Peter was really angry.”
 
   “I didn’t think so.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “He wasn’t.”  Midori says.  “When he’s really angry he goes really quiet and his eyes kind of glaze over a little.  Oh and he…  What?”
 
   “I didn’t know you knew each other so well.”  Charlotte says impressed.
 
   “Oh, he probably doesn’t really know anything about me but, since I love him, obviously I know lots about him.”  Midori says and I bury my head in my hands.  Charlotte blushes and Helski’s mouth just hangs open for a few moments.
 
   “Is something wrong?”  Peter asks as he ports back with Jenny.
 
   “No.”  Charlotte says still blushing.
 
   “No.”  Helski says as he looks at her.  I just shake my head, as does Midori.
 
   “The town hall isn’t open yet, but the guard agreed to look after the corpse until we come back later.  You did a great job tracking that bear so quickly.  I was sure it would be open by the time we had that job done.  The second job is also in this forest.  There is a cave, near a small stream, filled with spiders.  Some of the spiders are bigger than a human, but the truly dangerous ones are tiny red things.  The small ones are immune to fire, but vulnerable to lightning.  The large ones are immune to lightning as well as fire, but can be killed by physical attacks, such as earth magic or wind slices.  Such attacks against the small ones are unlikely to work.”
 
   “So we need to find the cave first, right?”  Midori asks.
 
   “That’s right.”  Peter confirms.
 
   “Do you need any more information to find it?”  Midori asks Helski.
 
   “No, that should be enough.  A stream isn’t just water, but a change in the earth so I should be able to find a cave near a stream easily enough.  Just give me a minute.”
 
   “Ok.”  Midori says.  Helski kneels and closes her eyes.  After a minute she gets up and points.
 
   “This way.  Perhaps a couple of hours walk.”  Helski says.  A couple of hours…  That’s further than I expected.
 
   “We can port you nearer for this one.  A couple of hours walk that way you say?”  Peter says and Helski nods.  “Everyone grab hold of me.”  We do so and get lifted up into the sky.  Above the trees Peter ports us all and then lowers us down.  “You’d better check the location again.”
 
   Helski kneels again and closes her eyes again.  After a moment she gets up and pointing says, “Maybe a ten minute walk that way.”
 
   “Ten minutes sounds much better.  We’ll watch from a distance unless we feel you need help.” Peter says, and I definitely agree that it sounds better, although one minute would be even better.
 
   “Keep your senses open.  We don’t want to be caught off guard.”  Midori says.  “We should stay close too.  Tabi, you go on Helski’s left and I’ll go on the right.  We’ll be slightly behind you.  You lead on.”  In formation we walk a little slower than normal so it is a bit more than ten minutes but Midori’s caution pays off.
 
   “Small ones!  Right on top of us!”  Helski says and not seeing them I strike wildly with lightning.  Then I see them as they try to get away from the lightning.  After a moment I realise the floor is covered with them.  How I missed them I don’t know, but I couldn’t see even a trace of them before.  I pour lightning onto the floor.  Suddenly I am floating.  It seems Midori is lifting us up.
 
   “Don’t stop!”  Midori calls and I resume my attack.  Then we move suddenly to the right and after a moment I see a huge spider that just missed us.  I strike it with a wind slice, but it just shrugs it off.  “Let Helski take care of the big one!”
 
   “Ok.”  I say and continue to pour lightning at the mass of small spiders that are weaving webs and racing up them towards us.  Then more lightning fills the area and I realise Peter is joining our attack.  Then the spiders are flooded, and the lightning is spread to them all through the water.
 
   “More than I expected.”  Peter says apologetically, before slicing a huge spider in half with wind.  Realising how many are above us I attack another one with a wind slice but it just shakes it off.  After five attacks it loses a leg, but it still has seven left, and I haven’t even scratched the main body.  Helski however is easily crushing and shredding spiders with each attack.  Midori is concentrating on dodging whenever they get too close.
 
   Suddenly the trees go up in flames and the spiders drop to the ground.  They are unharmed but it is now much harder for them to attack us.  This part of the forest will take hundreds of years to heal, but I’d rather that than get killed!  After a while the remaining spiders retreat.  The water is now gone and the lightning dissipated so we land.
 
   “You should be able to handle the last ones, but we’ll stay close in case you get into trouble again.”  Peter says.
 
   “There’s something else in that cave too.”  Helski says as we approach the cave.
 
   “What?”  Peter asks.
 
   “I’m not sure, but I don’t think it’s natural.”
 
   “This is turning out to be very different from what the town hall advertised.  Let me check how the others are doing.  Don’t continue yet.”  Peter says and then sits down on what is left of a burnt tree stump.  Does he have some kind of mind to mind magic?  Now that would be good to learn.  After a minute he stands again.  “The others are doing fine, but they haven’t finished yet.  Yu Kii will join us in a moment.  Hermes will take over from her with the other group.  Once Yu Kii is here, we’ll proceed, but carefully.  Yu Kii will lead.”
 
   “Hello.”  Yu Kii says appearing behind me.  I jump but am grateful she is here.  I guess the dimensional lesson back at the academy will have to take a break if Hermes is covering for Yu Kii.
 
   “Hi.”  Peter says, but continues before we can greet her.  “It seems there is something other than spiders in there.  Can you sense what it is?”
 
   “Why’s it wet?”  Yu Kii asks kneeling on the ground like Helski did.
 
   “Lightning loves water.”  Peter says with a smile.  “Good thinking Charlotte.”
 
   “I was just trying to drown them.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “That doesn’t work on this type.  They love water.  That’s why they chose this cave.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Never mind, it worked out well.”  Peter says and then gives Yu Kii time to concentrate.
 
   “I don’t sense anything other than spiders.”  Yu Kii says frowning.  After a moment Helski nods.
 
   “It seems to be gone.  There was definitely something before.”  Helski says.
 
   “It may be hiding now.”  Peter says sounding worried.  “Yu Kii, lead the way and keep your senses open.  Helski, keeps yours open too.”
 
   So we advance into the cave with Peter and Yu Kii in the front, and then Jenny and Charlotte, followed by Helski.  Midori is in the rear with me.  Jenny creates a powerful light so it is like being outdoors in the midday sun.  Except that the walls look really creepy.  Suddenly a spider drops in front of Peter.  It is split in half though, so he obviously noticed it before it attacked.  As we advance more spiders get sliced in half and I relax a little.  This is easy if Peter is going to take care of everything.
 
   We reach a cavern, with a huge pool in the centre.  Water is flowing into it from a waterfall at one edge of the cavern. At the other edge is a second waterfall where the water leaves the cavern.  The pool is filled with spider webs that reach from the ceiling above the pool, right down to the bottom of the pool.  There aren’t many spiders, but there are huge fish bones stuck in the web.  The fish must each have been as big as at least twenty people.  The few spiders here are much bigger than the previous ones we encountered.
 
   “That’s what I sensed!  There must have been one still alive.”  Helski says, pointing at the fish bones.  The spiders are in no rush to attack us.  As Peter slices the first spider in half though, the rest attack.  They are all dead in moments.
 
   “Sorry.”  Peter says.  “This job wasn’t a good choice.  It didn’t sound anything like this though.  Are there any more Yu Kii?”
 
   “No.”  Yu Kii answers.
 
   “Charlotte, do you sense anything else in the water?”  Peter asks, and we approach the water with Charlotte in the lead beside Peter.
 
   “No, there’s nothing alive.” Charlotte says.
 
   “There’s something strange in the air.”  Peter says frowning.  “I don’t like this…  Charlotte, take the Year 3s back to town.  We’ll meet you there soon.”
 
   “Hold onto me.”  Charlotte says and we do.  Then looking really confused she says.  “I can’t port.  Something is stopping me.”
 
   “Yu Kii and Jenny lead.  I’ll bring up the rear with Charlotte.  Helski in front of me.  Midori and Tabi, in front of Helski.  We’re leaving here, now.”  Peter says with a sense of urgency but not panic.
 
   “I’m impressed.”  A male voice appears out of nowhere.
 
   “Wait everyone.  Who are you?”  Peter says and his eyes are fixed on a point in the air.
 
   “I’m here for a bounty.”  The voice says.
 
   “We already killed the spiders.  Are you…”  Peter starts but the answer is laughter.
 
   “I’m not interested in spiders.  I’m much more interested in the bounty on your head.”  It takes me a moment to realise what he said.
 
   “So why reveal yourself?”  Peter asks calmly.
 
   “You seem like fun.  It would be a shame to waste the fun with a quick death.  No, you get to know what is coming.  When I’m finished with you though, there are lots of boring girls to kill.  Maybe I should kill them first, and save the best for last.”
 
   “Who put the bounty on me?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Like I’d tell you!”
 
   “Was it David?”
 
   “Ha!  No.”
 
   “So it was David.”  Peter says.  “Do you know where he is?”
 
   “I just told you it wasn’t David!  Who is this David anyway?”
 
   Suddenly flames fill the cavern.  After a moment I realise they are Jenny’s flames not the man’s.  She must have lost patience.  Then I hear a crash behind me and the whole cavern shakes.  The entrance is sealed off.  There is no doubt from her expression it was Yu Kii’s magic.  Despite the flames I feel a cold wind coming from the pool, and realise it is now ice.  Charlotte is frowning but I am convinced she froze it.
 
   “You’re mad!  So fun!”  The man cries out joyfully and the air shakes.  I see the flames part as wind slices through them at Peter, but he sends his own wind slices back.  The sound as they crash together is louder than the cave in and, though the floor doesn’t shake, I am blown off my feet and back a few steps.  Those wind slices are nothing like what he used on the spiders.  Peter strikes with lightning next and it is blinding but so is the man’s retaliation.  Lightning hitting lightning like this, strike after strike, is simply unbelievable.
 
   “If you want to surrender now is the time.”  Peter says calmly but the man just laughs.
 
   “Surrender!  But I’m having way too much fun!  My last victim didn’t even put up a fight.  She made lots of noise as I tore out her heart, and got her filthy blood everywhere, but she was boring.”  As they talk they continue their bombardment of lightning and wind slices.
 
   “Midori or Tabi come here.”  Peter says.
 
   “What…”  I say in almost a whisper.  My power in this fight would be useless.  Midori however walks towards Peter, but I can see her trembling.
 
   “If they interfere I’ll kill them.”  The man says now sounding bored.
 
   “You’ll kill them anyway if you win, but that’s not going to happen.”  Peter says sounding calm but determined.
 
   “Girls really shouldn’t interfere with a fight between men… or boys.”
 
   “Midori, kiss me.”  Peter says and I go bright red.  So does Midori, but she also has a smile on her face as she does so.  “Thank you, now get back.”  Peter says pulling away.
 
   “You took her power… boring.”  The man says.  “My turn.”  I jump back as wind rushes towards me, but it is way too quick.  Just before it reaches me though I hear a scream and blood goes everywhere.  Then I realise that there are rock spears in front of me, and on one of them is a manlike shape covered in blood but otherwise invisible.  A rock spear has gone straight through his chest.
 
   “Charlotte, melt the ice, quickly!”  Peter calls out urgently.  The flames are gone and the water is back to water.  Suddenly Rin appears in the water, but jumps out and races towards us.  Ignoring us Rin throws something over the man.  He is now visible and frozen.
 
   “It isn’t going to last long.”  Rin says.  “We need to get him to the Queen quickly.”  The Queen!  Just what is going on?
 
   “Charlotte, Jenny, get the Year 3s in the water and port them back to town, no the academy.  Quickly!  Yu Kii and Rin get this guy into the water.  We need to port him before it wears off.”  Peter says and I follow Charlotte into the water.  It is freezing!  Once it is up to my neck Charlotte ports me.  Dripping and frozen I stand.  Looking around I realise we are in the academy.  Standing there is Tomo.
 
   “What’s going on?”  Tomo asks bewildered and worried.
 
   (Peter)
 
   “A thousand gold.”  He says with an evil grin.  He is now visible, and unable to use magic.  How the Queen’s guards do it I have no idea but it is very useful.  If it was me I’d be terrified, but he seems unfazed.  “Just pocket money really.”
 
   “Wasn’t the dragon only ten thousand?”  I ask.
 
   “That’s a local bounty.”  He says with a laugh.  “Like anyone is going to fight a dragon for a mere ten thousand gold…”
 
   “So was pocket money worth getting caught for?”  I ask.
 
   “Like it matters.”  He says with a laugh.  “I get to see the castle, and then I get to go free afterwards.”
 
   “That is not happening.” The Queen says.
 
   “Oh, going to kill me then, little girl?”
 
   “You’ll remain a prisoner for now.  Who knows what useful information my people will be able to extract from you.  Call me a little girl again though, and I’ll have the fingers on your left hand removed.”
 
   “So where were you supposed to hand me in to David Ishki then?”  I ask.
 
   “I wasn’t.  The job was just to kill you.  He’d find me to reward me.”
 
   “How would he even know I was dead?”  I ask unbelieving.  I make sure to watch his aura, though, just in case.
 
   “He knows everything.  He knows what you had for breakfast a month ago.  He knows what you’re thinking of having tomorrow, the moment you think of it. He knows who you care about, and how to hurt you the most.  Knowing the moment you die is easy.  Of course he also knows everything we are saying now.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”  I say, but his aura suggests he is being honest.
 
   “He invented the magic himself.  He calls it GCHU.  General Corpus Heiro Utopia, if I remember the name correctly.  I have no idea how he does it, but he does.  It even scares me a little.”  He says and for the first time he does actually seem to be a little scared.
 
   “There’s no way we’d believe this nonsense.” The Queen says.
 
   “He seems to believe it.”  I tell her with the chain round my ankle so he can’t hear.  Her eyes widen and he obviously picks up that something happened, even though he doesn’t know what.  Then his eyes glaze over.  “But why would you tell us this, if he knows you are doing so?”
 
   “Send Peter to the Aurian Mines, alone.  Do so, and I return Yusa alive.  I start sending her pieces at dawn.”  He says in a completely different voice.  After a moment I recognise it as David’s voice.  He sounds bored.
 
   “Who’s Yusa?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “Yusa?”  He asks in his own voice, sounding very confused.  “No idea.”
 
   “I’m going to have to go.”  I say frowning.
 
   “Do you know who she is?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I say.  “Where are the Aurian Mines?”
 
   “I’ve seen them on maps before, but the whole area around them is marked as a magic death zone.”
 
   “What’s a magic death zone?”  I ask.
 
   “Without constant shielding, you would be instantly dead.”
 
   “No sane person would go there.”  The man says and he really seems terrified of it.  He didn’t strike me as very sane, but if this is enough to scare him it must be really bad.
 
   “Who is Yusa?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “A member of my club.”  I say.
 
   “It doesn’t sound like he chose the best person.”  The Queen says.
 
   “I can’t abandon my friends.  I will save her.”  I say.
 
   “You’ll die if you go there.”  The man says.  “I wouldn’t want to miss the chance to kill you.  If you’re going to die anyway, you could just let me kill you.  It wouldn’t be as painful, and I’d enjoy it.”
 
   “Take him away, and find out anything you can from him.  Use mind magic.”  The Queen says to her guards.  Once he is gone she looks me in the eye.  “If you go there without my power you will die.”
 
   “If I take your power you’ll be defenceless, and if I take you he’ll kill Yusa.  I could take power from lots of people and still get there in time.”  I say.
 
   “Then I will summon every slave and servant in the castle.  You can take their power, but don’t kill them.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill them.”
 
   “Are you seriously ok with kissing so many people though?”
 
   “I think I can take their power without kissing them.  It is a bit slower but if I’m not fighting, then it should work.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a method.”  The Queen says but shrugs.  “Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by anything you are able to do now.”
 
   True to her word the Queen really does have every servant and slave summoned and by the time I have finished taking power from them I have more power than ever before.  If I had any doubt before I have no doubt now that I can take and keep power from as many people as I need to.  I hope David doesn’t consider this to be sufficient reason to kill Yusa out of hand, but if I don’t have the power to save her I have no doubt she will die.
 
   One of the Queen’s guards ports me to the entrance of the Aurian Mines.  I can feel a constant attack on my shield, but I have enough strength to ignore it.  It feels like dimensional magic.  The wind is a cruel one, filled with sand and the land is a wasteland.  The sun is strong but as I enter the mines it is of course dark.  I close my eyes and use my wind sense to guide me.  With my power so strong it is far more detailed than normal and I have no trouble walking in the pitch dark.
 
   “Welcome home, brother.”  I hear David’s voice, but I can’t sense him.  Brother?  I did lose my memories so I can’t be sure he is lying, but I have no reason to believe him.  “Have you forgotten me so quickly?  This is no time to be sleeping.  Wake up!  …  Boy, how did you seal my brother?”
 
   “I thought you were meant to know everything.”  I say.  It sounds like he means the thing that took me over after the Death Bird attacked me.  If that is his brother then he may be even worse than I thought.
 
   “Never mind…  Killing the boy should release him.”  David says seemingly talking to himself.  The air slice he sends at me tears through the tunnel wall behind me.  There is now daylight coming in through it, so I am glad I dodged.  There simply isn’t room to keep dodging though.
 
   Guessing his location from the attack, I strike with lightning.  Of course he shields it easily enough, but now I am sure of his location, so my next attack is a wind slice.  As our slices hit each other the sound is deafening.  I create a large lightning strike and try to port it to him, but the port fails.  He clearly blocked it.
 
   “Missed.”  He says laughing.  Then he strikes with lightning of his own, but I deflect his attack.  I had hoped to reflect it back at him, but it is too powerful.  His next attack is raw magic, similar to his attack in the academy, but this time I am able to shield.  I strike with a wind slice again, but again the roar is deafening as his clashes with mine.  I wish we were fighting outside where I could use flight magic to dodge his attacks, instead of pitting raw power against raw power.  My attacks are fairly limited, but I am confident of my flight magic.
 
   “You know, I never actually took the girl.  Of course it is far too late to get away now.  Oh, and that chain round your ankle isn’t going to work here.”  He says and his next attack is far more powerful than his previous attacks.  It is fire this time too, which doesn’t help.  Ignoring my wind slice it beats against my shield.  I may not be able to port away but since he so kindly opened up an escape route and then told me I could use it, it would be rude not to do so.  I race out of it in an instant and escape the flames, but not before they have drained a lot of my power.  Normally they would have instantly killed me, but with all this extra power I am ok.
 
   I may not be able to port but he is and does.  I dodge his next attack though and then focus on blocking his ports as well as dodging.  Attack after attack misses and chunks of the land are carved away each time he attacks from above.  He seems to be growing frustrated and his attacks are now more frequent but less powerful.  Suddenly he breaks through my port barrier and he is in front of me.  His hand on my throat he smiles knowing there is no way of dodging.  Instead of shielding I strike him with every ounce of magic in me.  His head explodes under the force of my attack.  No longer able to shield, I call out to the Queen in the hope that she can now hear me.  Sure enough she is there a moment later and then we are back at the castle.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 (Multiple)
 
   (Aventurine)
 
   “The Year 3s on tomorrows bounty hunt are Cherry, Sherry, Helski, Midori and Tabi.”  Peter says.  I am not surprised that my name is not called but I can’t help feeling disappointed.  “Cherry and Sherry will work with Rin, Yu Kii and Emma.  Helski, Midori and Tabi will work with me, Charlotte and Jenny.  Hermes will work with Tomo and Mirai tomorrow on dimensional magic.”  The last part catches me by surprise.  That’s the one area our training hasn’t really focused on.  Why just Tomo and Mirai though?  “If you are on the bounty hunt meet at my or Rin’s room, just after dawn.  If you keep everyone waiting we will not be happy.  Tomo meet Hermes at the arena an hour after dawn.  Mirai meet Hermes an hour after midday.  Again do not be late.”
 
   “Could I join the dimensional training?”  Niji asks, and I am about to ask too but Peter shakes his head.
 
   “Sorry, but we’re only doing it with two people tomorrow.  You’ll be doing it soon though.”  Peter says.
 
   “Oh, ok.”  Niji says sounding as disappointed as I am.
 
   “I wanted to too.”  Neko whispers to me.
 
   “Me too.”  I whisper back.  We head to our room together.  I am glad to have a roommate like Neko who I get on really well with.  We don’t have the same element so we aren’t together in training but we sit next to each other in class and do almost everything else together.  It actually helps to have different elements because we can help each other out a lot more than if we had the same element.
 
   “So what are we going to do tomorrow?”  Neko asks.
 
   “Sorry!”  I knew this was coming but I just didn’t get a chance until now to mention it.  “I need to see my family tomorrow.”
 
   “Nyyya…”  She says and I know she is just as disappointed as I had feared.  A quick ‘nya’ means she’s really happy and a slow ‘nyyya’ means she is sad.  “Well never mind.  What if you had been called up though?”
 
   “They wouldn’t have minded if it was something like that.  They want me to prove myself after all.”  I reply.
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.  Let’s do something fun next time if we aren’t called up.”
 
   “I hope we are on the same team if we are.”  I say.  “That would be something fun to do together.”
 
   “Killing monsters isn’t what I’d call fun.  Sure I want to join the hunt, but it’s more to prove that I’m good enough.  I’d like to do it with you though, because hunting is best done with friends.”  Neko says.
 
   “So what will you do tomorrow?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m not sure.  Maybe practise, or maybe go exploring.  I haven’t explored the forest yet.”
 
   “That’s meant to be dangerous.”  I say worried.
 
   “Don’t worry.  If I meet a monster I can always fly away.”  Neko says unconcerned.  She has always been much more adventurous than me, but I do worry for her.  Her magic isn’t much better than mine.  We are not at risk of demotion to 3G anymore though.  3F may not be a great class rank, but we are a safe distance from expulsion, and with effort we hope to get promoted a rank or two.  We carry on chatting on our way back, and then once we are back, but I have to be up early so we don’t stay up too late.
 
   The morning sun rises and I blink uncomfortably.  I couldn’t get much sleep because I was nervous about seeing my family for the first time since I started at the academy.   I have to let them know that my element isn’t the fire that they all excel at.  Water is in fact as far from fire as I could be.  I am hopeful they will accept this once I can prove I am good enough but for now they aren’t going to like it.
 
   I get washed and dressed quickly but silently so as not to wake Neko.  Then I leave the room and make my way to the front entrance.  From there I make my way to the academy gates and find my sister waiting for me.  I was sure that I wasn’t late!
 
   “I’m sorry I’m late!”  I apologise.
 
   “You’re not late.  I’m early.”  Trinity says.  “I was just too eager to see how my cute little sister is doing.”
 
   “I’m ok.  How are you and mother?”
 
   “We’re fine.  So have you found your flame?”
 
   “Actually, fire isn’t my element.”
 
   “…”
 
   “Well say something!”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So what is your element?  Wind?  Earth?”
 
   “Water.”
 
   “Impossible.  There’s never been a water mage in our family.  The last daughter who wasn’t a fire mage was a wind mage over a hundred years ago.”
 
   “I know, but it’s true.”
 
   “So let’s see this water magic of yours.  If you tell mother you’re a water mage she’ll expect to see a demonstration.  You know that.”
 
   “I know, but could I show you both at the same time?  I’m still not that good yet, but I am improving.”
 
   “Fine, but if you’re lying about this don’t expect to get off lightly.”
 
   “There’s something else too.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “I joined a club.  They helped me find my element, and I train with them lots.”
 
   “That’s great!  What club?”
 
   “They call it Future’s Forge.”
 
   “You idiot!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Mother has been fuming about that club.  She thinks any girl who decides to follow a boy ought to have her brain looked at, and possibly dissected.”
 
   “You don’t think I should tell her?”
 
   “Definitely not.  Especially if you’re going to tell her you’re a water mage.  She’ll find out sooner or later though, so you’d better be able to prove that you made the right decision by becoming a damn good water mage.”
 
   “I will do.”
 
   “Any other surprises?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m going to port us home, hold on.”  Trinity says and I hold onto her wrist.  Like mine it feels delicate.  Then we are home.
 
   “Welcome home!”  Mother says and hugs me.  “So how have you been finding life at the academy?”
 
   “Its hard work, but I’m enjoying it.”  I answer honestly.
 
   “About time you worked hard at something, but I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”
 
   “I always worked hard.”  I protest.
 
   “So have you found your flame?”
 
   “About that…”
 
   “You haven’t yet.  Well it is still early.”
 
   “I have found my element though.”  I say.
 
   “Found it?  Surely you didn’t need to look hard to find that?”  Mother says with a laugh.
 
   “My element is… water.”  I say and she tenses up.
 
   “Don’t joke.”  Mother says sounding very angry and the hug no longer feels welcoming but threatening.
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “I hope you intend to prove this.”
 
   “Of course.”  I say firmly.  Releasing me she glares at me.
 
   “Don’t keep me waiting.”  She says coldly.  Closing my eyes I create water in front of me.  I keep it flowing through the air but never touching the ground.
 
   “Even I can do that much.”  Mother says coldly.  “Water is very well suited to shielding against fire.  How about you shield against my attack?”
 
   “How many water mages are capable of standing up to the Divine Flame’s best attacks?”  I ask letting the water drop in my panic.
 
   “At least you haven’t lost all sense.  However I never said it would be my best attack.  I will count to three and then attack.  Defend yourself.  One… Two…”  Mother says and I know it is hopeless, but I summon my best water shield and pray.  “Three…”  She finishes and then the attack is every bit as strong as expected.  My water shield evaporates almost instantly, but I replenish it before the flames reach me.  Again it is gone, but again I replenish it.  Then the flames are on me but they only singe my clothes before going out.
 
   “I’m sorry!”  I apologise and throw myself on the floor awaiting my punishment.
 
   “Not bad…”  Mother says thoughtfully.  “I guess you may be right.  Of course you have a long way to go still, but it is only the start of your time at the academy.”
 
   “Thank you, thank you!”  I say still not getting up.
 
   “I would like to meet the teacher who helped you find your element.”
 
   “My… teacher…”  I say bewildered.
 
   “Yes, your teacher.  Surely you don’t think I’m stupid enough to think you did this without the help of your teacher.  Did you use the family name to convince her to spend extra time with you?”
 
   “No.  I had help, but it wasn’t my teacher.  Of course my teacher helps teach us all, but…”
 
   “Oh, who helped you then?”
 
   “My friends.”  I say getting up.
 
   “In the same year?  If so they must be in a higher class than you.”
 
   “They’re Year 2s.”
 
   “Did you promise them anything in return?”  Mother asks sharply.
 
   “I didn’t use our family name.”  I say.
 
   “That wasn’t the question!”
 
   “I didn’t promise anything important.”  I say.
 
   “What did you promise?”
 
   “To join the army.  To train with them.  To do bounty hunts with them.”
 
   “Are your friends in a club?”
 
   “…  I don’t know.”
 
   “Do not lie to me!  What club are you in?”  Mother asks, and I can tell she is furious because she is talking very quietly.
 
   “You never said not to join any clubs!”  I protest.
 
   “It’s that boy’s club, isn’t it!?”  Mother whispers with flames not just in her eyes but all around her.
 
   “Yes.”  I admit, because there is no point lying now.
 
   “I’m taking you out of the academy.”  Mother whispers and suddenly I am in the dark.  She ported me to the dungeon, and I have no way of porting or contacting anyone.  I am on the verge of tears but I force them back.  I’d finally found friends, my element and hope.  Why couldn’t she just be happy for me?
 
   “Sorry milady.”  A young woman says entering my cell.  “Your mother has ordered you chained up for now.  Her words, not my words, her words, were ‘Let her hang there until she sees how stupid she has been.’  Her words!  Not my words!  I’m sorry milady but I have to obey.”
 
   “Don’t worry.”  I say but now I really am crying.  “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Thank you milady!  And sorry milady!”  She says one last time before putting my wrists in the chains hanging from the ceiling.  Once both my wrists are firmly held by the chains she leaves the cell.  Then I hear the wheel turn as I am hoisted up.  Hanging by my wrists I just cry.
 
   (Neko)
 
   Aventurine is really careful to be quiet, but my hearing is too good to stay asleep as she gets up and ready.  When I hear the door shut I know she is gone and today is going to be a little lonely.  No, it is going to be more than a little lonely.  Aventurine feels like the sister I never had.  We’re that close.
 
   I will explore the forest today but it just isn’t going to be the same.  I will have to come back with Aventurine.  Maybe next week…  I don’t really believe either of us will be ready for the hunt by next week, but maybe we will have our dimensional training.  If not I’ll get her to come with me to the forest and see all the sights I find today.
 
   I lie there for a while but as the sun rises a little higher I decide to get up.  I quickly wash and get dressed.  Unlike Aventurine I am rather loud but there is nobody to hear me.  Then I stroll out of our room, and out of the academy.  The forest is inviting so I head straight there.
 
   I don’t like the idea of hunting for fun, but I am hungry so I quickly find a juicy squirrel.  I devour it raw.  Meat is best eaten raw, but they just don’t seem to understand that at the academy.  I wipe the blood from my face and find a stream.  Unlike Aventurine I am not very good at water magic.  I can do it but the water I summon is nowhere near as nice as this.  It also doesn’t have fish.  Raw fish is even nicer than raw meat.  Now I am full and refreshed.
 
   I follow the stream for a while but decide to leave it when I smell something delicious.  Something really sweet.  After a while I reach the source.  A fruit tree with a round red fruit about the size of a small pebble.  It tastes as nice as it smells.  I eat lots even though I’m not hungry.  I then pick some and put them in my pockets.  Aventurine will definitely want to come here to get more once she tastes it.
 
   I walk a bit longer, and then climb a tall tree.  I could just fly to the top, but this is much more fun.  Once up here though I jump out of the tree and float a bit higher.  Flying is fun too, so I fly over the tree tops for a while enjoying the breeze on my face.  Then I land and explore on foot again.
 
   Hungry again I can’t find a stream nearby, so I find some more squirrels.  Contented by my feast I find a clearing nearby and lie down in the sun.
 
   It starts to get dark so I decide to head back.  I walk at first, but it is getting really dark so I fly up above the trees.  I fly straight towards the academy and after a while I clear the forest.  I am about to land at the front entrance when I decide to try flying in through the window.  Our room’s window is locked so I pick a nearby window that leads into the corridor.  I go smack headfirst into the wall just above the open window and my head hurts like it got hit by a castle wall.  Wait… it did get hit by a castle wall, or good as.
 
   Nursing my head I lower myself slightly and go slowly through the window.  I then walk slowly to our room still nursing my head.  Aventurine isn’t back yet.  I go straight to bed, but the pain makes it hard to sleep. It eventually fades though, and I get to sleep.
 
   I wake to the morning sun and to my shock Aventurine is not in her bed.  Did she go to class first?  I get myself ready and then go to class myself.  After yesterday I don’t try flying through the corridors to get there faster, though I am still tempted.  Aventurine is not in the classroom.  It is still early so maybe she decided to sleep back home and come here in the morning.  That must be it.  Eventually my classmates arrive but there is still no sign of Aventurine.
 
   “Nekorian, where is Aventurine?”  The teacher asks as she prepares to start the lesson.
 
   “I don’t know, nyyyyya.”  I reply gloomily.
 
   “I hope she is just late.  Really and truly she should be expelled if she doesn’t attend the lesson, but the punishment for lateness is less severe.”  The teacher says.  “She was starting to make real progress so it would be a shame to expel her.”
 
   “Please don’t expel her, nyyynyyya!”  I protest.
 
   “Enough with the annoying sounds you make.”
 
   “Annoying sounds, nyan?”  I ask confused.
 
   “Whatever, just shut up.”  The teacher says.  “We will begin with…”
 
   So the lesson begins and I am really worried.  It is lunchtime and there is still no sign of Aventurine.  I race back to our room, flying through the corridors in a panic.  Thankfully I avoid hitting any walls and reach our room, but it is empty.  I then race to the lunchroom.  No Aventurine.  I am close to tears now.
 
   “Hey Neko.”
 
   “Cherry, Sherry.”  I say but my voice breaks as I speak.
 
   “What’s wrong?”  One of them says.  I can’t tell them apart, so I’m not sure which.
 
   “Ahh, ah, Ave, Aventurine…”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “Nu, Nu, Not, su, suure…  Gu, gone. Ex, ex, ex…”  But I can’t continue.  Tears start to flow from my eyes and there are lots of people watching now.
 
   “Let’s take this somewhere more private.”  One of them says and grabs my hand.  They port us and then we are in a bedroom.  Theirs I guess.  “Aventurine’s gone, and you don’t know where?”  She says and I nod.  “When did you last see her?”
 
   “Yesterday.  Morning.”  I say taking a deep breath between words.
 
   “You share a room don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  She, went, to, family. Not, back.”
 
   “What was her family?”
 
   “Divine. Flame.”
 
   “That’s a really famous family.  They’re not going to expel her for missing just one day.”
 
   “They’re not?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You know where… where it is?”
 
   “Yes, but it would be a problem if we turned up uninvited.  We would cause Aventurine a lot of trouble.  We should wait until tomorrow to do anything.  She’ll probably turn up as if nothing happened.  Noble families can be complicated.”
 
   “Just, wait, nyyya?”  I ask unbelieving.
 
   “I think it would be best.  You’d really be helping Aventurine by being patient.”
 
   “Helping Aventurine?  Ok.  I want to help Aventurine.  So I’ll wait until tomorrow, but if she isn’t here tomorrow?”
 
   “Talk to us tomorrow at lunch time again.  You can let us know she’s back, but if she isn’t then we can decide what to do next.”
 
   “Ok.”
 
   “Do you want to get lunch now?  Some food might calm you down a little.”
 
   “Can you port me to the forest edge?  I want to eat something tasty.”
 
   “Um, ok.”  She says looking doubtful.  She ports me there and waits whilst I find a sleepy bird.  It is tasty.  I then find a couple of squirrels.  I head back quickly so I don’t keep her waiting.
 
   “That’s better, nya.”  I say a bit more relaxed.
 
   “You have blood on your mouth.”  She says looking a little funny.  I lick my lips and then wipe my mouth.
 
   “Gone?”
 
   “Yes, gone.”  She says.  I go to touch her for the return port but she says, “Wait, I’ll do it.”  Then she holds my wrist weakly and ports us back to her room where her sister is waiting.
 
   “Better?”  Her sister asks.
 
   “Better.  Thank you.  I’m sorry, but I still can’t tell you apart, but thank you, thank you.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  Other than our family the only one who can tell us apart is Peter.”
 
   “And he’s just weird.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Peter is nice!”  I protest.
 
   “Nice, but weird.”
 
   “Yes, really nice, but really weird.”
 
   “He’s not weird.”
 
   “We’d better get something to eat.  Is there anywhere else we can port you first?”
 
   “No, thank you.  I’ll leave through the door.”  I say.  Outside I walk away but can’t help hearing one of them whisper.  They can’t have closed the door properly or the magic would prevent me hearing.
 
   “She had blood on her mouth.  She must have eaten some animal raw!”
 
   “Disgusting!”
 
   They helped me though, so I try to forget what they said.  They don’t mean any harm.  Most people here seem to be unaware how lovely raw meat tastes.  The afternoon lesson is slow and I keep hoping to see Aventurine stroll into the classroom like nothing happened.  Then I head to training and though I am not surprised I am still disappointed not to see Aventurine.
 
   The Year 2s seem a little different to normal.  With most of them I can’t quite place what is different, but Rin is clearly furious.  I feel sorry for Yusa who works with Aventurine and Rin.  Peter on the other hand seems distracted, though I suppose I am at least as distracted.
 
   “Where’s Aventurine?”  Peter asks everyone in the wind group sounding worried.  He then looks at Cherry and then at me.  “You’re in the same class aren’t you Neko?”
 
   “Yes.”  I say nervously.
 
   “Did Aventurine say anything about being late today?”
 
   “I haven’t seen Aventurine today.”  Before I can say anything else though tears well up in my eyes and it is all I can do not to burst into tears.  Then Rin is there having left Yusa on her own.
 
   “Neko…”  She starts to say but Peter interrupts.
 
   “Not now…”  He starts to say but she snaps at him.
 
   “Yes now!  That bloody Aventurine chooses today of…”
 
   “I said not now!”  Peter snaps back at her and she glares at him.  Then she stamps away clearly even more furious than before.
 
   “When I find her…”  I hear her whisper with glacial cold anger.
 
   “Cherry, Neko, come with me.  Emma, handle the training for now.”  Peter says calmly.  I can tell Emma is a little panicked.  She normally only works with a few of the better students.
 
   “Ok, everyone…”  She starts to say but I don’t listen to the rest because I am lost in thought.  We walk a little way.  Nobody else can see or hear us now.
 
   “Cherry, what do you know?”  Peter asks abruptly.
 
   “Well, I spoke to Neko earlier, and it seems Aventurine is with her family.  She was visiting for the day but she didn’t come back.  She’s a noble though so family matters can be a little… complicated.  I’m sure she is fine.”
 
   “When was she last seen?”  Peter asks sounding very concerned now.
 
   “Yesterday morning.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Has anybody tried to contact her?”  Peter asks.
 
   “It could make matters worse.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Where does Aventurine live?”  Peter asks.
 
   “It really isn’t a good idea for you to visit.”  Cherry says nervously.  “Most nobles would be very unhappy to have a visit from a boy to see their daughter.”
 
   “A visit from another noble wouldn’t be an issue though, right?”
 
   “Well, no, not if it was a noble girl.”
 
   “Or a noble woman?”
 
   “Or that, but who are you thinking of?”
 
   “I have a couple of ideas.  Do either of you know anything else of relevance?”  Peter says.  I shake my head and so does Cherry.
 
   “No.” Cherry says.
 
   “Then return to training both of you, and Neko, try not to worry.”  Peter says.
 
   “Thank you, nya.”  I say relieved that he is going to do something.  Then we do as we are asked.
 
   (Queen Emily)
 
   “Report.”  I command.  There was a time when I wouldn’t have commanded anyone.  My father would have, but even he was a minor noble in a minor country.  Then he ran away and left me in charge of defending our people.  So I turned to Gold.  Not that I chose him.  He chose me.  I just summoned a powerful demon.  One of the hundred he was fighting.  He came after it, and for a moment I was sure he was going to kill me too.  Instead he enslaved me, and ruled my people.  My people were safe so it was a sacrifice I was happy to make.  Then he fulfilled his ambition to gain vengeance against the Queen of Contractia, but at the cost of his life.  Unknown to me though, I was heir to his power, and as a result I became a very unlikely Queen.  Not through choice, or at least not my choice.
 
   Now I am Queen of the most powerful country of all.  Or at least it was supposed to be most powerful.  Unfortunately we seem to be losing more and more battles.  I can only hope this is going to be one of those rare victories.
 
   “Your majesty, I am sorry to report…”  Nothing good ever started with ‘Your majesty I am sorry to report’.  “…the enemy has eluded our forces in the Minerva region.  The city of Minerva is holding out, but the people are running out of food.  If we can’t destroy the enemy and reopen the gates within a week or two we will have no choice but to evacuate the city.  Many villages and towns in the region have been destroyed, but due to your timely orders the people of the region are all in the city.  This has however reduced the supplies that were intended to last in the event of a siege.  What are your orders?”
 
   “I will need to consider the options.”  I say.  Truthfully I am not a master of the art of war.  I would have preferred to avoid war, but the enemy leaves us no choice.  Ironically it was Contractia that declared war on the enemy, but it was before my time as Queen, though it seems Gold played a part.  I have to rely on my trusted advisers, and they are few.  Trusted ones that is.  Advisers are many, but most have aims of their own, that are rarely the same as mine or the Queendom of Contractia.  “I will summon you when I have made a decision.”
 
   “Yes, your majesty.”  She says and leaves.  The next woman approaches my throne.  As she passes the audience curtain though I realise it is not she but he.  In fact someone I had not expected to see for a while.  “You changed your mind?”
 
   “I am sorry your majesty, but I need your help.”  Peter says.
 
   “And I need yours.”  I reply annoyed.
 
   “How about a trade?  I solve one problem for you, and you solve one for me?”  He says.  I consider it for a moment.  Perhaps he could solve the Minerva problem for me.
 
   “What is your problem?”  I ask.
 
   “One of my club members is being detained by her mother.  She is at risk of expulsion, and perhaps much worse.  At the moment she is chained up and hasn’t eaten for days.”
 
   “Mothers do seem to have rather a lot of rights over their children in Contractia.  It may seem harsh, but I would face a rebellion if I tried to change that.”
 
   “For all of Contractia, yes, I suspect you may be right.  I am asking only to help with one person though, not to change the law.”
 
   “Who is this person?”
 
   “Aventurine Divine Flame.”
 
   “Of the Divine Flame nobility?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “They are a powerful family.  I might have serious problems if I interfere with their personal matters.”
 
   “Is there nothing you can do?”  He asks sounding desperate.
 
   “I suppose I could enrol her into the military immediately.  Is she a good mage?”
 
   “Umm…  She has potential.”  He says, and it sounds like he is just being polite to her.
 
   “So she isn’t a good mage yet.”
 
   “She certainly isn’t ready to fight in the war.”  Peter agrees.
 
   “Who is her mother?”
 
   “Ragia Divine Flame.”  He says and I sigh.
 
   “Head of the Divine Flames.  It really would be a problem to interfere with her.  If it had been a lowly branch member it might be less problematic.”
 
   “What was your problem?”  He asks.
 
   “I have a city that is running out of food, and an enemy that prevents me from opening a gate to it.”
 
   “That would be a problem…  How were you panning on my helping with it?”
 
   “I’m sure if you took power from my slaves and servants again you could defeat the enemy.”
 
   “On my own?”  He asks dismayed.
 
   “I could give you a small team, or you could choose your own.”
 
   “How about putting Ragia on the team?  If I prove myself perhaps she might change her mind.  If not we could discuss our options later.”  Peter suggests.
 
   “Put Ragia under your command?”  I ask in astonishment.  “She might not take too kindly to it, but… it might work.  Perhaps just so she doesn’t have to work for you again she might give in.  Is there anyone else you want on the team?”
 
   “What do you know about the enemy?”
 
   “They’re a people who serve the fallen angels.  They call themselves elves.  They use wind, water and earth magic mostly.  They are very hard to find, and even harder to beat.”
 
   “Fire should work well then…  How many elves are we facing?”
 
   “Possibly as many as three.”  I say.
 
   “I thought an entire city was under siege.”  Peter says confused.
 
   “Not under siege.  The surrounding towns and villages are being destroyed, but their people are safe in the city.  The elves however are stopping us from opening a gate to supply the city.”
 
   “They sound powerful.”
 
   “They are.  I might be able to defeat them myself, but if I go it could prompt the fallen angels to enter the war too.  If I go and fail it would be a disaster.”
 
   “Another flame user or two wouldn’t hurt.”
 
   “I could send Trinity Divine Flame as well.  She isn’t as powerful as her mother, but it would make sense to send both of them.  There are few fire mages who can compete with the Divine Flames, and I can’t spare too many fire mages.  Fire mages are some of the most valued in my army.  It would be good to get the younger sister fully trained too.  It would be a waste for her to get expelled.”
 
   “She isn’t a fire mage.  She’s a water mage, but I do agree it would be a waste.”  Peter says.  I am shocked to hear this, but relieved that Peter seems willing to take the job.  I also don’t believe that he is concerned about the waste.  He is thinking of a friend, and if I was in his position I would be too.  “I also want Yu Kii from my own team.  She isn’t that powerful, but her senses would be invaluable.”
 
   “Do you have a water mage in mind?”
 
   “Is there much water where we are going?”
 
   “No.  It is a very dry land.  Parts are desert.”
 
   “Then we should be ok without one.”
 
   “Is there anything else you will need?”
 
   “The items you gave me and my friends to communicate.  It would be very helpful to have something similar for the team so we can communicate more effectively.”
 
   “That should be possible.”
 
   “I’d also like some for my club members.”
 
   “That can be arranged, once you have completed the task.”  I say.  It is actually a pain to make them, but he is doing this even though I am not able to promise to help him with what he wants.  I really don’t get the impression that Peter is someone I can just order around.  I get the impression doing so would turn him against me, and he is the only person in Contractia who has been able to use power similar to my own.  A valuable ally, but a dangerous enemy.  I didn’t think like this before, but time running a powerful country has changed me.  Perhaps the power inside me has too.
 
   “So how soon do we leave?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Get as much power as you can today and then get some more tomorrow.  You can leave after that.  I will have Yu Kii and the Divine Flames join us.”
 
   I have the head of their academy bring Yu Kii, but I personally go to the Divine Flames with part of my personal guard.  To say they are surprised to see me is an understatement.
 
   “To what do we owe the pleasure of your majesty’s visit?”  Trinity Divine Flame asks as she greets me at the front gate.  She is trembling though, which is very unusual for a noble of one of Contractia’s most powerful families.
 
   “We will speak in private.  Your mother too.”
 
   “She is not…”  Trinity starts to say but I do not entertain her.
 
   “You are both summoned to the palace.  Be there in five minutes.  Do not be late.”  I say and my voice is as cold as ice.  It was hard to sound cold or commanding when I first became Queen.  Now it comes more naturally than speaking casually.  Unfortunately I have had much more practise at cold than at casual recently.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8 (Multiple)
 
   (Peter)
 
   I dread to think what Rin is going to say, or do, when I get back.  She was furious that I went after David on my own, but I am glad I did.  If I had anyone with me I am not sure I could have won.  I am also concerned about this brother of his.  Now though I need to focus on the task at hand.
 
   Yu Kii seems more nervous than I am.  Normally she would be one of the more powerful mages around me, but this time she is probably the weakest.  The Divine Flames are professional and renowned mages.  I am much more powerful than normal thanks to the power I have taken.  The enemy it seems are legendary but neither of us had heard of elves until recently, so they don’t have the same effect on us that they seem to on most people.  What Yu Kii is most nervous about though, is probably meeting the Divine Flames, and not the enemy.
 
   “They’ll be here any moment.”  Yu Kii says fidgeting with her fingers.
 
   “Stop fidgeting then.  You’re making me nervous.”  I say.
 
   “Sorry!”  Yu Kii says and puts her hands behind her back, but I can tell she is still fidgeting.  At least it is less obvious.
 
   A young woman and an older woman port in.  I can see the resemblance in the sister, and though it is less obvious in the mother I have no doubt who they are.  The young woman appears a little nervous but the older woman is outwardly calm.  Her aura however reveals that she is furious.  It isn’t going to be easy to win her respect, but hopefully I will manage it.
 
   “Ragia Divine Flame.”  She announces and bows politely.
 
   “Trinity Divine Flame.”  The younger woman announces and bows.
 
   “Yu Kii.”  Yu Kii announces bowing back.
 
   “Peter of the Wind.”  I announce and bow back as well.
 
   “It seems we will be working together.”  Ragia says smiling but her aura reveals her true feelings.
 
   “Indeed.  Are you aware of the details?”  I ask politely.
 
   “Yes.  It would seem we are to face the evil elves and free the fair city of Minerva.  It would also seem we will be under your command in this campaign.  It was a little unclear who else would be with us though.”
 
   “It’s just the four of us.  That should be plenty.”  I say.  Her mask drops for a fraction of a moment, but is back up again almost instantly.
 
   “I had heard that the royal army was forced to retreat.  It doesn’t sound like they will be easy foes.”  Ragia says.
 
   “If they were easy foes we would leave it to the royal army.  We were called here because they are not easy foes.”  I say.
 
   “I know that the Divine Flames have quite the reputation, but it is unusual to be sent against an enemy army with just four people.”  Ragia says.
 
   “The enemy probably only have a few elite people, so it makes sense to use a few elite people ourselves.  It is not truly an enemy army.  The Queen would deal with this herself of course, but we wouldn’t want the Fallen Angels to get involved personally, would we?”
 
   “No.”  Ragia says.  “From your introduction I assume you are a wind mage.  What about our fourth member?”
 
   “Yu Kii is an earth mage.  She is here purely to help us locate the enemy.  It is our job to capture the enemy.”
 
   “Capture?  I was under the impression we were to kill them.”  Ragia says not even trying to hide her disbelief at my words.
 
   “If it comes down to it we may have to, but only if we have no choice.  There is information we need from them.”
 
   “I see…  The Queen didn’t mention that.  We need only capture one of them then.”
 
   “We will capture as many as we are able to, but if we can only capture one, we will not have failed our mission.  As long as they have the information we need that is…”  I say.  The truth is I just need someone who can read elven writing, but I would rather not kill anyone I don’t have to.
 
   “I see…  Please forgive me if this seems rude, but is it true that you’re still at the academy?”
 
   “That is correct.”  I answer.
 
   “So, may I ask why you were chosen to lead such an important mission?”
 
   “I already explained why the Queen cannot lead this personally.”  I say and somehow keep a straight face.  I hope she can’t read auras like I can.
 
   “Yes, I understand that but…  There must be many other mages who have already graduated.”
 
   “How many of them can command the same power as the Queen?”  I ask, and her mask completely drops, but like her aura her expression is pure shock.
 
   “The same power as the Queen…”  Ragia says.  “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “It is a different element, but in terms of raw power I am quite serious.  Of course I have limitations the Queen doesn’t have.  My power isn’t going to replenish whilst we are on this mission so I can’t afford to waste it.”
 
   “Why isn’t it going to replenish?”  Ragia asks frowning.
 
   “You don’t need to know that.”  I answer.
 
   “You are certainly the mystery, but I will not shame my family name, and neither will my daughter.”  Ragia declares.
 
   “You are both ready?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  They both say.
 
   “The Queen will port us.  It takes a lot of power to do so and we do not wish to waste our power.”  I say.  “Everyone follow me.”
 
   We enter the Queen’s throne room, and as we approach the throne we are announced by the herald.  It is darker than last time and I almost have to squint to see.  I kneel just before we reach the throne, and the others follow my example.  The Queen places the mind magic chains around the necks of Ragia and Trinity.
 
   “Do not remove these until you are in my presence again.  Now, rise brave mages of Contractia.”  Queen Emily says sounding far more royal than the last time we spoke.  “Put your hand on mine.”  We place our hands on her small hands and Trinity is clearly awed to be doing so.  Ragia hides it well but from her aura she is also moved to be touching the Queen.  Yu Kii and I both know the Queen so it is little different from any other port for me, and Yu Kii seems only slightly awed.  I blink in the bright sun, which contrasts the darkness from a moment earlier.  I can hear music in the back of my head.  Like a song that has got stuck there.
 
   “Can you hear music?”  I ask.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Ragia asks and both Trinity and Yu Kii shake their heads.
 
   “Odd.  It reminds me a little of…  What was it?  Never mind, I’m sure it’s not important.”  I say mostly to myself.  “There should only be us and the elves outside the city.  Yu Kii, see whether you can sense anyone.”  Yu Kii kneels and closes her eyes.  She stays like that a while before shaking her head and opening her eyes.
 
   “Nobody close enough to sense.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “It was never going to be as easy as that.” Ragia says with a laugh.
 
   “True, but we have to start somewhere.”  I say.  “If I understand correctly you also have reasonable flight magic Trinity.  Is that correct?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m much better at fire magic.”
 
   “But not as good as Ragia?”
 
   “Well no...  Very few mages are as good as my mother at fire magic.  Perhaps even none, other than the Queen of course.”
 
   “Are you able to fly all of us?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Please do so.  We’ll need to try searching from lots of different areas.  We don’t believe they can be that far from the city so keep us fairly close to the city.”
 
   “Ok.”  She says reluctantly.  It seems odd being flown by someone else, and she must think it odd to be flying a wind mage.  I can’t afford to waste my magic on something so trivial though.  By nightfall we have circled the city and are no closer to finding the elves.
 
   “We’ll sleep here.”  I say.
 
   “Are you insane?!”  Ragia asks.  “The elves will kill us in our sleep.”
 
   “I hope they try, but I doubt they would be that easily tricked.”  I say.
 
   “Where’s the tent?”  Trinity asks.
 
   “We don’t have luxuries like that.  We sleep on the earth under the stars.  It is quite warm enough that it shouldn’t be a problem.”  I say.  Yu Kii nods and Ragia grimaces a moment before nodding.  Trinity however is dismayed.
 
   “You’ll get used to it!”  Ragia snaps at her daughter.  “Assuming we don’t get killed in our sleep.”
 
   We each find a spot to sleep close together but not too close.  I close my eyes and open my senses to their full.  Yu Kii knows to focus on sleep until I wake her.  My senses allow me to search a much wider area than normal thanks to the extra power, but it takes much longer to search such a large area.  It is morning and I still have no idea where the elves are.  The song in my head seems to be getting a little louder.  I can almost make out words, but not quite.
 
   I have Trinity fly us to the opposite side of the city.  We literally fly over the city.  She seems very unhappy, and I am sure she didn’t get much sleep but she will get used to it.  I take a gulp from the blue bottle the Queen gave me. It makes me more alert, and forces the tiredness away.  I consider giving Trinity some, but decide against it.  Who knows how long this mission will take and unlike me Trinity can at least get some sleep during it.
 
   “I can’t sense anything from here either.”  Yu Kii says after trying for a while.
 
   “We will wait here the rest of the day.  Get some rest Trinity.”  I say.
 
   “On the ground again?”  She asks.  “Why couldn’t we find an inn or something in the city if we are just resting?”
 
   “Shut up Trinity.  Peter, what exactly are we waiting for?”  Ragia asks coldly.
 
   “You will know when it is time.”  I say and lie down on the ground.  I open my senses to their fullest.
 
   “You’re just going to lie there when we have a mission?”  Ragia asks furiously.
 
   “Do not interrupt me.”  I reply calmly, but there is an edge in my voice.  I can tell she is still furious but I don’t let it distract me.  It is night and I still haven’t found the enemy, but the song in my head is starting to annoy me now.  I know I shouldn’t waste my power but I blow a quick breeze to try to clear my head.  For a moment the song stops, but then it starts up again.  I look up to the stars and they are different.  Then I notice that the song seems louder as I look up.  I look down and it quietens slightly.  I look up again and it is louder again.
 
   “Makes sense…”  I say.  “Is your power is at full, everyone?” 
 
   “Yes.”  Everyone says.
 
   “Have you found them?”  Yu Kii asks me.
 
   “No, but I have an idea.  Trinity fly us to the city.  We’ll drop off Yu Kii there, and then head straight up.”
 
   “Straight up?  I can only go so far up with flight magic.”  Trinity says sounding worried.
 
   “I’ll fly us once you get as high as you can.”  I say.
 
   “Oh, ok.”  Trinity says.  She gets us to the city where we drop Yu Kii off.  It is the first time we have seen the people close up and they seem worn down.  Exhausted and hungry, and lacking any sort of motivation.  She then takes us up.  “This is as far as I can get.”  Trinity says.  We aren’t very high, but the song is definitely louder now.  I can make out the words but I don’t understand them
 
   “Don’t worry.”  I say and take over the flight magic.  We soar up and the song gets louder, but then it gets quieter.  I stop and focus on my senses.  The song stops and I just dodge the first attack.  Ice magic…  Then the air is full of water drops and ice shards.  Perhaps a water mage would have been handy after all.  
 
   I am grateful for Ragia’s quick retaliation.  It misses but the enemy is forced to dodge and I have time to launch my own.  The force of my wind slice instantly shatters the enemy’s ice attack and shield with a deafening roar, but they port behind us.  Ragia’s second attack doesn’t miss but it is shielded by a second elf.  My flight magic is taking up more power than expected so I can’t afford to let this drag on.  Trinity attacks, but her aim is awful.  I don’t think she can sense the enemy.
 
   “Trinity, put up a port block on the whole area.  Don’t waste your power on blind attacks.”  I say before she can attack again.
 
   “Ok.”  She says sounding panicked.  I dodge the enemy’s attack.  Lightning this time, but followed by water and a second lightning attack.  The water might not have harmed us but if we had been covered in water we would have been killed by the lightning.  Ragia’s flames are again shielded, and this time my wind slice is dodged.  They clearly realise just how powerful my attacks are so don’t try to shield or counter it.
 
   I throw caution to the wind so to speak, and launch five wind slices at once and then four more, one after the other.  I can really feel the drain but it works.  A little too well.  Unable to port or dodge an elf gets hit and is instantly killed.  Panicking, the other one dives away from us.  I am about to follow when I notice a third elf.  They seem much weaker and are desperately trying to hide their presence.
 
   “Keep up the block, and shield but don’t attack.”  I say and soar straight up again, but only for an instant.  I grab hold of them and as their presence is revealed and I am able to see them I realise they seem to be a child.  I am not sure whether it is a boy or a girl.
 
   “Don’t kill me!”  They cry out and I recognise the voice.
 
   “You’re the singer?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “You heard it!”  He exclaims in that melodic voice.  I think he is male anyway.
 
   “You’re a boy right?”  I ask just to be sure.  
 
   “Of course!”  He protests sounding embarrassed, but then his eyes widen.  “Does that mean you’re going to kill me?”
 
   “No.  I’m a boy too aren’t I?”
 
   “You are?”  He asks in surprise.  “I thought all Contractian mages were female.”
 
   “Do I really look like a girl?”  I ask with a laugh.  I am still in my uniform.  Shorts and no top…
 
   “I don’t know what a human boy or girl looks like.”  He says.
 
   “I hate to interrupt, but this is no time for chatting.”  Ragia says angrily.
 
   “I suppose not.”  I say and grab a small red bottle.  “Drink this and I will spare your life.”
 
   He looks at it fearfully but hand shaking he takes it and gulps it down all at once.  I grab him with my own flight magic as his fails.  Then I dive down quickly.  I drop him off with Trinity where we left Yu Kii and then fly back up above the city with Ragia.  After searching I realise he is gone.  I sigh and say, “It seems the other one got away, but I think the dimensional block is lifted.”
 
   “Perhaps if you had spent less time deciding whether he was a boy or a girl, we could have caught the other one too.”  Ragia complains but then sighs.  “You weren’t exaggerating.  It would normally take an army to kill an elf, but you killed that elf with a single attack.”
 
   “Nine.”  I say.
 
   “Only so he couldn’t dodge.”
 
   “It was a man then?”  I ask.
 
   “I assume so, but man or woman, it was an enemy.  You did well.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I say though I am not happy about having killed a person even if he was an enemy.
 
   “Was the real reason you brought me so I could see just how powerful you were?”
 
   “Your power also helped.”  I say.  “I did want to prove that I am worthy to work with your daughter though.  Aventurine that is.”
 
   “She isn’t going to be much use if you have that kind of power.”  Ragia says frowning.
 
   “Not yet, but with time she will be.”
 
   “If I can’t compete with you it would be stupid to stop her working with you, but even though she is a noble, she has probably been expelled by now.”
 
   “She hasn’t.”  I say.
 
   “The Queen’s doing?”  Ragia asks cautiously.
 
   “Perhaps.”  I say not wanting to openly admit it.  It could cause the Queen trouble, so I make up an excuse for her doing so.  It is exaggerated but I say.  “She has a lot of potential.”
 
   “There’s no way that is the reason.”  Ragia laughs.
 
   “We may as well land now.  I assume Aventurine will be back at the academy tomorrow.”  I say lowering us slowly.
 
   “Are you abandoning the last elf?”
 
   “Most likely he or she is nowhere near here anymore.  Perhaps not even in this world.  If the gate is open we can resupply the city and the immediate danger will have passed.  We also have the prisoner.  So will Aventurine be at the academy tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes, if we head back then I will send her back to the academy.”
 
   “Is it true that you had her chained up?”  I ask, hoping I am not pushing my luck too far.
 
   “Only for the first night.  If she had given up on you I was going to send her to a different academy.  Since she didn’t, I decided she would have to give up magic instead.  She never seemed to have much potential.  I still doubt what you said about her potential, but it would be a pleasant surprise if it proved to be true.”
 
   “Please head back with Trinity.  They may need your help getting the gate working.”  I say as we land.
 
   “Very well.”  Ragia says.  “What about you?”
 
   “We will return later.”
 
   “And the prisoner?”
 
   “He will return with us.”  I say firmly.
 
   “Very well.”  Ragia says and ports away with Trinity.  There seems to be a crowd growing around us.  They seem a lot more motivated now, and they seem to be expressing their anger at us, and most of all at the elf.  Understandable I guess, but it is making me very uncomfortable.  The elf boy seems truly terrified.
 
   “Yu Kii, create a wall and a roof around us.  It just needs to give us a little privacy and protection.  You’ll need to take it down when we leave.”  I say.
 
   “Okay.”  Yu Kii says and instantly a clay wall rises around us and then extends itself into a roof as well.  There are a couple of small air holes in the roof that also let in enough light to see by.  The sun is strong.  If we stayed here long I am sure it would become unbearably hot in here.  I don’t plan to though.
 
   “Can you read this?”  I ask the elf boy and show him Claire’s contract.
 
   “Not the top bit.”  He says.  The top bit is Contractian and was there the whole time.  The bottom bit only appeared once David was dead.  Rin thought it looked like elven writing but didn’t know enough to actually read it.  It seems she was right.
 
   “What does the rest say?”  I ask and pay attention to his aura.
 
   “It says the girl may be woken by the Song of the Third Prince.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you know this Song of the Third Prince?”
 
   “I’ve never heard of a song called that.”  He says.
 
   “Have you ever heard of anyone called the Third Prince?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Well, not called the Third Prince, but there are four elven princes.”  The boy says.  I think he is grasping at straws, perhaps afraid he’ll be killed if he doesn’t come up with something.  He isn’t lying though, and I am grasping at straws too.
 
   “Perhaps the third born prince?”  Asks Yu Kii.
 
   “Maybe…  Do you know what the rest says?”  He asks.
 
   “Yes, but it doesn’t help.”  I tell him.
 
   “What are you going to do with me?”  He asks trembling.  I suspect he thinks he will be killed once he is of no more use.
 
   “What was your involvement in the war?”  I ask.
 
   “I sang the song to block unnatural magic.”  He says nervously.
 
   “Unnatural magic?  You mean dimensional magic?”  I ask.
 
   “I think that is what you call it.”
 
   “The other elves used dimensional magic when they ported.”
 
   “The Fallen Angels taught us that magic.  It is still unnatural though.”
 
   “Did you do anything else in the war?”
 
   “No.”  He says and again he is not lying.
 
   “Why were you involved in the war?”
 
   “Those were the orders of the Envoy.  If the Envoy orders something you have no choice but to obey.”
 
   “The Envoy?”
 
   “He speaks for the Fallen Angels, and rules us for them.  He has an elf body, but his mind and spirit are something else.  If you are chosen to be the next Envoy it is a death sentence.”
 
   “Are you willing to abandon the Fallen Angels?”
 
   “I never wanted to be with them in the first place.  I hate the Fallen Angels.  I don’t want to harm my people though.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m not asking that of you.”  I assure him.  “The deal I made with the Queen was that I could keep any prisoners as long as they sign a contract to be my slave.  Will you sign the contract?”
 
   “Yes.  I don’t have much choice.”  He says sounding depressed but more than a little relieved.  His aura matches his voice.  I take out the contract and hand it to him with a pen.  He kneels on the floor and signs it.  I can tell the contract is sealed.  “I can’t read it, but I assume it is what you said.”
 
   “It is.”  I assure him.  “I can’t read your writing, or any elven writing, so what is your name?”
 
   “Dairon.”  He says.
 
   (Aventurine)
 
   I am lying on my bed crying when the door opens.  I don’t look up.  It will be the servant bringing my meal, but I haven’t eaten anything since I was locked up.  I don’t plan to start now either.
 
   “Aventurine.”  It’s mother.  I don’t turn around though.  I don’t even acknowledge her.  “It seems you will be going back to the academy.”
 
   It takes a moment for it to sink in.  I am going back to the academy…  I sniff and sit up.  I turn to face mother.  I am unable to say anything.  Is this some sort of a deception?  It seems inconceivable that mother would back down over this.  Did refusing to eat help?
 
   “I have also chosen a suitable husband for you.”  Mother says and this time I gasp.
 
   “Do I not get a say in who I will marry?”  I reply angrily.
 
   “No…  Just be grateful that he has gone to a lot of effort to get you back into the academy.”  Mother says and I blink in confusion.  “The boy you will marry, when you are both older, is Peter of the Wind.”
 
   “What…?  Peter agreed to marry me?  And I thought you didn’t want me to have anything to do with him.”  I ask in pure astonishment.
 
   “He has not yet agreed, but it is your job to make sure he does.  He has proven himself to be a very worthy husband.”
 
   “How?”  I ask dumbfounded.
 
   “I’m under contract not to reveal that.”  Mother says.  This is just too surreal.  “Regardless, if you don’t acquire Peter’s hand in marriage then you will be disowned from the Divine Flame family and cast out onto the streets.”
 
   “What if he already has someone else?”  I ask my mind a surreal blur.
 
   “Then steal him from them.”
 
   “But you’ve always said we must take a pure husband.  If he’s already with…”
 
   “Whether he is pure or not, you must marry him.  I am not expecting you be the Higher Partner in this marriage.”  This just doesn’t sound like mother, and to be thrown on the streets if I can’t convince Peter…  I’m not sure whether to be happy that I am going back, or a nervous wreck because of this impossible seeming task.  Perhaps both?  Even if I complete it though, I will surely be the Lower Partner.  For a noble girl this is unthinkable unless marrying royalty.  Just who is Peter?


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 (Peter)
 
   I narrowly avoid Rin’s ice attack.  It is not powerful enough to seriously harm me but it would certainly hurt.  I expected she wouldn’t be happy, but I didn’t expect to be attacked.
 
   “Rin, let’s talk.”  I say nervously.
 
   “Like you talked to me before you left?  Like you talked to me before you had Yu Kii taken away by the head?  Like you talked to me before you didn’t come back for two days?  Like you talked to me through the Queen’s necklace?  I thought you were dead!  You idiot!”  She says and throws another ice attack at me.  I deflect it this time.
 
   “I’m not dead.”
 
   “I can see that!”
 
   “But I might be if you keep attacking me.”
 
   “You defeated elves, as Yu Kii tells me, so I am sure that a few ice shards wouldn’t hurt.  Perhaps I should use something more powerful.”
 
   “Please don’t!”  I protest.
 
   “So next time what are you going to do before you disappear?”
 
   “Um, talk to you?”
 
   “Damned right you will!”  Rin says and bursts into tears.  She sits on Hermes’ bed and I just don’t know what to do.  I’d rather she kept on throwing ice at me than this.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m really sorry.”  I say approaching her nervously.
 
   “You promise not to disappear without me again?”  Rin asks through her tears.
 
   “I promise.”  I say.  Rin slowly stops crying and then dries her tears.
 
   “I’m going.”  Rin says with a final sniff and ports away.  I sigh, and then open the door.
 
   “You can come back in.”  I tell Hermes and Dairon.  They were standing there in silence, as if afraid of each other.  They smile as I call them in but are careful not to touch each other as they enter.  Hermes enters first followed by Dairon.
 
   “So how did you pick up…?”  Hermes says and looks fearfully at Dairon, who in turn looks to the ground.
 
   “Close the door.”  I say and they both start to, but Dairon stops and Hermes closes it.  “Dairon was the enemy.  I was ordered by the Queen to capture or kill the elves that were preventing Contractia from supplying a city called Minerva.  I killed one of Dairon’s comrades, one escaped and I captured Dairon.  As you know I’d rather not kill people if I don’t need to.  He also helped me read the clue that Claire left us.  It seems that Lucy needs to hear a song called ‘Song of the Third Prince’, or perhaps a song sung by a ‘third’ prince.  Yu Kii thinks it means the third born prince of the elves.”
 
   “Perhaps it doesn’t relate to the elves at all.  Just because the clue was in elven writing doesn’t mean the song is elven.”   Hermes says.
 
   “I know, but we have to start somewhere.”
 
   “There might be something in The Great Library.”  Hermes suggests.
 
   “We should see whether Dairon can read that book we got there.”  I say.  “Where is it at the moment?”
 
   “I doubt it is elven.  Rin would have said when she looked at it.  Rin has it anyway.”
 
   “Not right now then.”  I say with a wince.
 
   “She must be a powerful mage.”  Dairon says fearfully.  “I never knew that there were so many mages with such great power in Contractia.”
 
   “She’s not a bad mage, but she doesn’t have the same raw power that I used in Minerva.”  I say.  “She’s my friend though, so I could hardly use that power against her, even if I still had it.”
 
   “Even if you still had it?”  Dairon asks confused.
 
   “I took power from hundreds of people…”  I start to say but Hermes gasps.
 
   “Hundreds of people?  You kissed, hundreds of…?”  Hermes asks in shock.
 
   “No.  I didn’t kiss them.  I wasn’t in battle so I used a different method to take their power.”
 
   “Is this the unnatural power that they speak of?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “I don’t really know how you’d describe it.  Would you call it dimensional magic, Hermes?”
 
   “I’ve never really thought about it.  I wouldn’t go around calling dimensional magic unnatural though.  People will take offence.”  Hermes says, and then takes a quick step away from Dairon as if afraid he will do something.
 
   “You two really need to learn to get along.  There’s really no need to be afraid.  Dairon isn’t about to do anything to you Hermes, and Hermes isn’t going to do anything to you Dairon.”  I say.
 
   “Have you thought about beds?”  Hermes asks nervously.
 
   “They’re quite big so we could just put them together and…  You don’t like the idea?”
 
   “No.”  Hermes says shaking her head wildly.  “Please no.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll sleep on the floor and you can both use the beds.”  I say but they both shake their heads this time.
 
   “Impossible.”  Dairon says.
 
   “There’s no way that the master is going to sleep on the floor while the slaves have the beds.”  Hermes says.
 
   “I already told you not to think of…”  I start to say.
 
   “…myself as a slave.  But that doesn’t change the fact that I am.”  Hermes says.  “Even if I wasn’t, there’s no way I’d let you sleep on the floor whilst we had the beds.”
 
   “So what do you suggest?”  I ask.
 
   “I suppose you’re going to say no if I suggest Dairon sleeps on the floor?”  Hermes says.
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Then how about I do?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “No.”  I say instantly.
 
   “There’s room at my old house for another person.  How about we send him there?  Jenny could port him here whenever you want.”  Hermes suggests.
 
   “I suppose that would work.”  I say thoughtfully.  “I want to use Dairon’s expertise at our training sessions, but that would be when Jenny comes here anyway, so she could port him.”
 
   “I can’t use magic anymore though.”  Dairon says.
 
   “You can still help others use magic correctly.”  I say.
 
   “Your methods are very different from mine though.”  Dairon says nervously.
 
   “That’s all the more reason to have you help us.  I’ll start by having you help me, and then we’ll see about helping the others.  Tomorrow I’ll have Emma continue to do the wind training, and I’ll train with you.”
 
   “It was meant to be Year 2 training tomorrow.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Oh, ok.  I’m sure you can manage without me for another day.”  I say.
 
   “Do you want Rin to really kill you?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Fine…  Not tomorrow, but I’m looking forward to training with you.”  I say to Dairon.
 
   “I doubt there’s anything I can teach someone as powerful as you, but I’ll do my best.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Well, let’s not waste time.  It is already fairly late, and we don’t want to disturb Jenny and Jimmy after they’ve gone to bed.”  I say and hold out my hand to Dairon.  He cautiously reaches out and holds my hand.  I port us outside Hermes’ old home.  I knock on the door.
 
   “Coming!”  I hear Jimmy’s voice.  He opens the door, and then his mouth falls wide open.  “Peter.”
 
   “Is something wrong?”  I ask concerned.  His aura seems to be even more shocked than his appearance shows, which is saying something.
 
   “No.”  He lies and I frown.  He realises that I’ve caught on and winces.  “Come in.  Let’s not talk on the doorstep.”
 
   “Ok.”  I say, and enter with Dairon right behind me.  Jimmy notices Dairon’s ears and delicate appearance immediately.
 
   “Is he an elf?”  Jimmy asks with a gasp.
 
   “Yes.”  I say with a nod.  Then I ask.  “Now, what’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s not exactly wrong, but I’m not alone.”
 
   “Jenny?”
 
   “No, we have an extra person staying here at the moment.  We should have asked you, but…  It was a bit awkward.”
 
   “Oh…  Is there still room for an extra person?”  I ask worried.
 
   “The elf?”  Jimmy asks nervously.
 
   “Yes, Dairon.”  I say.
 
   “Hmm, well we can’t exactly refuse you when this house is yours anyway.  There is room but we’ll need to get an extra bed.  It would also mean using that room.  The one where…  Well, where it happened.  We’ve been avoiding using it.”
 
   “You mean where Hermes…?  Where she was tortured?”  I bring myself to say it for Dairon’s sake.  He deserves to know what happened there if he may need to use that room.
 
   “Yes.”  He says and we both look for a moment at Dairon.
 
   “Elves are very sensitive about the soul of a place.  Could I use this room instead?”  He says nervously.
 
   “I’ll need to talk to Jenny and Yusa about the details.”  Jimmy says and then realises what he said.
 
   “So Yusa is your guest?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “Yes.”  Jimmy says hanging his head.
 
   “There’s nothing to be worried about.”  I say.
 
   “I was meant to keep it a secret.”  Jimmy says.
 
   “Sorry, but we’re not going to tell anyone.”  I say.
 
   “It was mostly you that I was meant to keep it a secret from.”
 
   “Why?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “I guess it was in case you might think less of her because she was relying on our help.”
 
   “Why would I think that?”  I ask completely confused.
 
   “I didn’t say you would.”
 
   “Is Yusa in?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Jimmy says.
 
   “Could you get her?  I want to introduce Dairon.”
 
   “Ok.”  Jimmy says with a sigh, and heads up the stairs.  He returns a minute later with an embarrassed looking Yusa.
 
   “Hello.”  She says quietly.
 
   “Hi Yusa.”  I say.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was staying here.”  Yusa says looking down at the ground.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  This is Dairon.  He’s going to be staying with you for now.   As you may have noticed, he’s an elf.”  I say.
 
   “Yes.”  Yusa says nervously.
 
   “There’s no need to be scared of each other.  Dairon was the enemy, but he has signed a contract and is now my slave.  He also can’t use magic anymore.  I still expect you to treat him with respect though, just like you’d treat anyone else.  If you treat each other with respect, I am sure you will get along fine.  The rest of the club will in time learn of Dairon, but you are not to reveal his existence to anyone.  The same will go for the rest of the club when they learn of him.”
 
   “May I ask, how you…?”  Yusa starts to ask but I interrupt.
 
   “No you may not, or rather, I am not allowed to answer you.”  I reply before she can finish.
 
   “Sorry!”  Yusa apologises.
 
    “Don’t worry about it Yusa.  Dairon, this is Yusa, one of my club members.  Jimmy here is a friend, as is Jenny who I am sure you’ll meet soon enough.”
 
   “Will you be staying for dinner?”  Jimmy asks me.
 
   “Sorry, I can’t stay, but I’ll visit again to make sure everything is working out OK.  Yusa I’ll see you in training.  Everyone please try to get along.”  I say and can tell from his desperate look that Dairon is really not happy that I am leaving already.  I can’t stay forever though.  “Goodbye everyone.”
 
   “Goodbye.”  Jimmy says first, and then Yusa, and finally Dairon.  I then port back to my room.
 
   “How did it go?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “I hope they don’t have too much trouble.  Did you know Yusa was staying with Jimmy and Jenny?”
 
   “No.”  Hermes says surprised.
 
   “Well don’t tell anyone, because they’re trying to keep it secret.  I didn’t even know they knew each other, but I guess Yusa knew Jenny.  I guess she must have asked Jenny to let her stay there, or Jenny offered.”
 
   “Yusa has been talking to Jenny after training a bit.  I guess that must be it.”  Hermes says.  “But is there room there for four people in that old house?”
 
   “They think they’ll be able to manage, and there’s more room than there is here.”  I say.
 
   “True.  I’m just glad you didn’t send me back there.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Like I’d do that.”  I say with a laugh.
 
   “I’m a bit annoyed they just let someone stay there without telling you though.”  Hermes says and I can tell she really is.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I let them use it, so I can’t really complain if they have guests.  It’s not like they’ve destroyed the place.”
 
   “Guests are one thing, but guests are just for a day or two.  It sounds like Yusa is living there.”
 
   “Well she is, but it’s not like I’m inconvenienced.  They’re the ones who have four people living there now.  I just hope that Dairon gets on ok with them.  What bothers me the most though, is that I had to kill again.  It was to save a city, so I shouldn’t feel guilty, but I do.  I sought out that guy and then killed him, or her.  I should have toned down my attack, but I was using too much power, so if I had let it drag on I’d have been the one to die, and I wouldn’t have been the only one.  That doesn’t make me feel any less guilty though.  Why couldn’t the Queen have commanded me to kill a monster or something?”
 
   “I thought you weren’t meant to tell anyone the details.”  Hermes says shocked.
 
   “I can only tell one person.”  I say.  “You can’t tell anyone else either, so don’t tell Rin, or anyone else. Not even that I’ve told you anything.”
 
   “I’m surprised you chose me and not Rin.”
 
   “Rin attacked me, and…  Well anyway, I couldn’t tell Rin.”
 
   “I don’t blame her for attacking you!  You just left without telling any of us.”
 
   “Sorry, I just felt there wasn’t time.”
 
   “You could have used the Queen’s necklace.”
 
   “I planned to when I got there, but it didn’t seem to work from Minerva.”  I say.  The truth is that I forgot to try.  I was too caught up in the job.
 
   “Really?”  Hermes asks and I can tell she doesn’t believe me.
 
   “Well, I may have forgotten but…”
 
   “That sounds like you.”  Hermes says with a sigh.  “You’re going to kill Rin with worry one of these days, and me too!”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Just please tell us next time, and take us with you if you are able to.”  Hermes pleads.
 
   “I’ll at least tell you.”  I say.  “I hope we are all at the stage where we can do all of these sorts of things together by the time we graduate. For this though I needed to take the Divine Flames and Yu Kii.”
 
   “The Divine Flames?  Aventurine and her family?”  Hermes asks surprised.
 
   “Her mother and sister.  Aventurine should be back at the academy tomorrow though, if her mother keeps her word.”  I tell Hermes.
 
   “Most nobles do unless they have a good reason not to.  They consider it to be dishonourable to break their word.  Of course the ones who are already disgraced have no reason to keep their word, but the Divine Flames are a renowned family.  I would be amazed if she broke her word.”  Hermes says.
 
   “I hope you don’t have reason to be amazed then.  Now I’m really tired, so I hate to say it but I really want to get some sleep.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m tired too.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Oh, and make sure not to tell anyone, not even Rin, what we discussed here today.”
 
   “Your secrets are safe with me.  Goodnight Peter.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Thank you.  Goodnight Hermes.”  I reply, knowing that I can trust Hermes without checking her aura.
 
   In bed I look up to the stars before trying to sleep.  They don’t seem to notice me, but to my shock I can hear their arguing voices.  It has been so long, and suddenly I can hear them again?  Then they are silent.  I am sure they noticed me.  It is not a comfortable silence.  I try to sleep but it is hard.
 
   “Hermes?  Are you awake?”  I ask still unable to sleep.
 
   “Yes.”  She laughs back at me tiredly.
 
   “What do you hear when you look up at the stars?”  I ask quietly.
 
   “Hear?”  Hermes asks confused.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Nothing...  Why?”  Hermes asks slightly more awake now.
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “Can you hear them again?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “I did, for a moment.  Then they went silent again.”
 
   “What did they say?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “They were arguing.  Then they seemed to notice me and they went silent.”
 
   “What were they arguing about?”  Hermes asks and I think for a moment.
 
   “It’s odd, but I don’t remember.”
 
   “Are you sure they were arguing?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Yes.  I’m sorry to disturb you.  Goodnight, again.”
 
   “Goodnight again.”
 
   As the sun rises I feel awful.  I didn’t get much sleep, and what sleep I did get didn’t really help.  I take a gulp from the blue bottle.  Thankfully the Queen didn’t ask for it back.  I put the bottle away before waking Hermes.
 
   “Morning…”  She says sleepily.
 
   “I’m going to head to class first.  See you there soon.”
 
   “Can I skip class?”  Hermes asks looking really worse for wear.  Since she isn’t technically a student she could, but I don’t want her to fall behind.
 
   “Are you just tired?”
 
   “I really didn’t sleep last night.  I didn’t sleep well while you were gone either.”
 
   “Take a sip of this.”  I say taking out the bottle.  She looks at it dubiously but then does so.
 
   “What is it?  I don’t feel tired at all!”  Hermes exclaims.
 
   “A gift from the Queen.  Well, more a tool for the mission, but she didn’t ask for it back.  Anyway I expect to see you in class soon.”
 
   “Ok, I’ll be there in a moment.”  Hermes says and I port to class.  Rin and Yu Kii are both there.  They actually both look refreshed.
 
   “Good morning Rin.  Good morning Yu Kii.”  I say sounding normal, but inside I am really nervous.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  Rin says grudgingly, but to my relief she doesn’t attack me.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  Yu Kii says slightly nervously.
 
   “Did you cover anything important whilst I was away?”  I ask.
 
   “The wind magic wouldn’t be new to you, but we did cover some important theories.  Hermes took some notes for you, and I did for Yu Kii.  You’d better make sure to catch up.”  Rin says sounding a bit annoyed, but not seeming angry anymore.
 
   “Thank you.  I’ll have to thank Hermes, and take a look at those notes later.”
 
   “You’d better not be thinking of skipping training.  You can use your breaks to catch up.”  Rin says clearly suspicious.
 
   “I’ll find time on our day off.”  I say feeling a little tired despite the drink.  I’ll have to see whether Rin’s mother can make more, but now doesn’t seem like a good time to ask.
 
   “Are we not doing another job on the day off?”  Rin asks.
 
   “We will do, but that shouldn’t take all day.  I also want to continue the dimensional training.”
 
   “Since you left without telling us I’ve had everyone take the dimensional training, although some already knew it, so they were quick.  I was surprised how quickly Yusa picked it up.  I was sure she didn’t know how to port, but she did it first time, just like you did when I showed you.  The others took a while to learn.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’m surprised.  Yusa hasn’t picked up the elemental magic very quickly.  Perhaps dimensional magic is her specialty.”  I say thoughtfully.  “Did anyone have any major problems?”
 
   “No.  They were all a bit slow, but they probably picked it up quicker than I did last year.”  Rin says.
 
   “So we don’t need to do dimensional training.  That’s good.”  I say with a smile.
 
   “We should try to do some training on dimensional magic as part of our regular training, like we cover it in class regularly.  Being able to port is good, but there’s more to it than that.”  Rin says sounding annoyed again.
 
   “Ok.  We’ll do that then.  Perhaps every other week, and we should have someone work with Yusa on dimensional magic a bit more often.  If it is her specialty it would be a shame to waste it.”
 
   “I’d rather we worked on dimensional magic once a week, rather than every other week.”  Rin says sounding annoyed still.  Not wanting to annoy her right now I guess I’ll have to go along with it.
 
   “Ok, once a week.”  I say, and Rin actually looks surprised that I agreed so easily.
 
   “Good.”  Rin says a little unsure.
 
   “Good morning everyone.”  Hermes says cheerfully.
 
   “Good morning.”  Yu Kii and Rin both say.
 
   “Hi Hermes.”  I say.  “You have some theory notes for me I hear.  We have a little time before the lesson starts so let’s go over them now.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll port back and get them.”  Hermes says and ports away.  A few moments later she is back with them.  We sit down and look them over.  From what Rin said I assumed it would be loads of work, but I am almost finished by the time the lesson starts.  I wonder whether Yu Kii has already finished it under Rin’s supervision.
 
   “Welcome back Peter, and Yu Kii.”  The teacher says and I blink in shock at her friendly attitude.  “I hear you were doing important work, but I hope you are ready to study with us lowly commoners now your work is complete.”  Yes…  I knew the teacher being friendly was too good to be true.  Most of the class is laughing at this.  Hermes is clearly outraged but keeps quiet as I put a hand on her wrist.  Rin sits behind me so I can’t see her reaction, or Yu Kii’s.  I am sure they are not happy about it.  “It seems that you are back just in time for the Royal Competition.  I trust that your friends have informed you of it, or perhaps you noticed it when you arrived back at the academy.  The rules are, after all, written on the front gate.  We need all competitors to announce their participation by the end of today’s afternoon lesson.”
 
   “We were going to talk about it at lunch time.”  Hermes whispers apologetically.
 
   “Don’t worry.”  I whisper back, annoyed at the teacher and not at Hermes.  “And definitely talk at lunch.”  Of course lunch can’t come soon enough.  Nowhere near soon enough.  Finally it is lunchtime.  We quickly port to the lunchroom and grab our food.
 
   “So what is this competition?”  I ask and take a spoonful of my soup.  Rin is busy eating so Hermes explains to me, and to Yu Kii.
 
   “It’s a quick way to advance to the higher classes, but it is really dangerous.  Year 1s aren’t allowed to participate, but Year 2 and Year 3 are.  Only Year 2s are allowed to be captains, and they have to be at least 2D.  You’re allowed only members who are either in Year 3 or are in a lower or equal class to you.  You can have as many members as you want but they can’t all fight at once.  Including the captain you can have up to ten members fighting together at the same time for 2D captains, five for 2C, two for 2B and only yourself for 2A.  If you beat all teams in a class you’re promoted to the next class, and everyone who has fought since your last promotion gets promoted one class, unless they were in a higher class than you.  So beat 2D and you’ll be in 2C.  You have to fight each other’s teams and people are expected to die in this.
 
   “You win by taking a jewel from the opposing captain.  The losing captain becomes the slave of the winning captain.  All losing team members can be used by the winner once they have moved onto fighting the next class.  So if you’re fighting 2C you can use beaten 2D team members even if they don’t want to.  If they are on the losing team twice though, they also become slaves of the winning captain.  You can only use your own magic and have to wear the school uniform.  You’re not allowed to take anything else with you.”  Hermes says and then bites into her sandwich.
 
   “If I become captain will you all fight alongside me?”  I ask.
 
   “Sure.”  Yu Kii says instantly and Hermes nods whilst munching.  I look to Rin.
 
   “Don’t you think it is a bit dangerous?  You can’t pull out until you have beaten an entire class, so if you fight 2A you have to beat all the 2A students who decide to participate.  If you lose you become a slave.”  Rin says sounding and looking really worried.
 
   “We need to get to 2A.  This is perfect, and I am sure together we can beat anyone at this academy.”  I say confidently.  “Besides, you still want to beat Sor, don’t you Rin?”
 
   “Beating her like this isn’t going to prove anything, because it isn’t a fair fight.  We’ll be allowed ten people and she has to fight alone.”  Rin says.
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  I say with a sigh.  “But if we can get up to 2A like this we should be able to recruit a lot more people into the club, and in our year, not just Year 3s.  We don’t even need to beat 2A to get promoted to 2A.”
 
   “You’d only be two against one.”  Hermes says.  “Once you fight 2A you’ll be limited to two people.  You’re lucky though, because really and truly it should be one on one, since you’re actually in 2A at that point.  I guess there’d be no point having different sized teams if they did it that way though.”
 
   “So your team gets smaller each time you get promoted.”  I say thoughtfully.  “I assumed you kept the whole team.”
 
   “You keep the whole team, but you can only use part of it in any battle.”
 
   “That makes this even more dangerous.”  Rin protests.
 
   “I’m doing this regardless, but I’d really appreciate your help.”  I say.
 
   “Of course we’ll help you, but I really wish you’d reconsider.”  Rin says with a sigh.
 
   “If it gets too dangerous we can always stop when we’re promoted to 2A or even 2B.  We can probably get promoted the normal way if it is just one promotion.”  I say.
 
   “You promise?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How about a contract?”  Rin says.
 
   “We don’t need a contract!”  I protest.
 
   “I bet you’ll go onto 2A even if it is too dangerous.”  Rin says sighing again.
 
   “I just promised I wouldn’t.”  I say angrily.
 
   “You also promised not to get killed.”
 
   “I kept that promise!”
 
   “Through sheer luck!  You seem determined to get yourself killed.  You fought David Ishki alone, and you wouldn’t even tell me where you disappeared off to last time!”
 
   “You fought David Ishki?”  A surprised looking Year 1 says, stopping on her way past us.
 
   “We’re not meant to be talking about that Rin.”  I say annoyed.  “Just forget you heard anything please.”
 
   “He killed my sister.  She was in the army.  I’m surprised you’re still alive, but there’s no way I’m forgetting you said that.  If it was just a joke I’ll never forgive you.” She says at Rin who looks embarrassed.  People are starting to look our way.
 
   “Let’s not talk here.”  I say.  “If you really aren’t going to let this go, at least let us talk about it in private.”
 
   “Ok.”  She says glancing around and seeing how much attention we have.  She then grabs my hand and ports us.  I hope my soup stays warm, but more importantly I hope I can convince her not to start talking about this to everyone.  It looks like this is her room, but it is a bit more luxurious than mine, and only has one bed, so it doesn’t look like she has a roommate.  I think for a moment.
 
   “I’ll tell you the truth under contract, but only if you make a contract not to tell anyone else.”  I say after careful consideration.  Thankfully the Queen only made me promise and not sign a contract to keep this secret.
 
   “Fine.”  She says and grabs a pen and paper.  The Year 1 uniform is very different to the girl’s uniform for our year.  The green leafy patterned short skirt and red flame sleeveless top are actually very nice, and though they leave her more exposed than the girls in my year, it is still less so than my uniform.  She has pale skin and short white hair.  She’s really thin and has the same delicate look that Aventurine does.  Her eyes are blue, but with a hint of red in the centre.  Is she a noble?
 
   “Is this ok?”  She asks.  I look at the contract she has written out.  I consider for a moment, and shake my head.  Even without Rin here I can tell that this isn’t good enough.
 
   “There needs to be a penalty for breaking the contract, or we may as well not have one.”  I say.
 
   “We can have a penalty, but as a noble I assure you I would never break my word.”  She says.  “How about death?”
 
   “How about if either of us breaks the contract we have to become the other person’s slave?”  I suggest.  I don’t want her to die if she accidentally reveals this, but it needs to be serious.
 
   “Fine.”  She says without a second thought.  She writes it and shows me.
 
   “That works.”  I say and sign it.  I’m going to have to be careful not to miss anything, because if I do I may fall foul of this contract.  She then signs it too.  I can feel the magic take effect.  “So, the truth is that I killed David Ishki, alone.  He said he was holding my club member hostage, and that if I didn’t go to him alone he would start sending parts of her the next day.  I think it was at dawn he was going to.  As it happened he was lying.  He didn’t have her.  Oh, he used another person to give me the message, but he spoke through them using magic, rather than using a messenger.  Did you want any more details?”
 
   “How did you kill him?”  She asks, knowing from the contract that I’m not lying, but at the same time finding it hard to believe me.
 
   “I used a wind slice.  He had grabbed hold of me and was about to kill me, so he couldn’t dodge.  If I had been a moment later I would be the one who had died.  I used all of my power in that slice and so it overwhelmed his shield and his head exploded under the force.  It wasn’t just my normal power though.  I had taken power from every slave and servant in the Queen’s palace before I fought him.”  Silently I curse at revealing that last part, but not wanting to become a slave again I have no choice.  “Is that enough detail?”
 
   “How did you take more power than your normal limit?”  She asks incredulously.
 
   “I don’t know, but I just can.”  I say.
 
   “It wasn’t just this once then?”
 
   “No.  I’ve taken power from them again since, as well as from the Queen in the past.”
 
   “How do you know the Queen?”
 
   “I first met her when I was a slave in the arena.  I led a slave revolt and she had just taken the throne.  She freed us all and agreed to let me study here at my request.  Since then I’ve met her again a number of times including in the Labyrinth of Lost Lambs, in town, at the academy and at the palace.  It would be treason to ask too much though.”  I say hoping she will stop questioning me.
 
   “As a noble I would never commit treason.”  She says and shakes her head.  “Just who are you though?”
 
   “Peter of the Wind.”
 
   “If it is not treason to answer, who were your parents?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was a slave and I don’t have all my memories.”
 
   “Well, thank you, for killing David, and for telling me all of this.  I’m not going to cause you any trouble.  You’ve avenged my sister.  It doesn’t bring her back, but at least that evil man can’t kill anyone else.  Is there any way I can help you in return?”
 
   “Well obviously keeping your part of the contract is important.  If you really want to help though, you could always join or help out my club.”
 
   “I’m a Year 1 so I’ll graduate before you, but if that isn’t a problem I’m happy to do either.  I’m Lilian Firewater by the way.”
 
   “An interesting family name.  I have to ask what your element is, and is your family name related to your family’s elements?”
 
   “I specialise in earth magic actually, but my great, great, great grandmother Lilia, who won the name Firewater, specialises in using both fire and water at the same time in perfect harmony.  The Rainbow Twins in your year remind me of her, though they aren’t as good.  She gained immortality for service to Contractia, but the rest of us are still mortal.”
 
   “Well, Lilian, I look forward to working with you.  I am sure there is much that my club can learn from you.  Those in Year 2 and 3 will be forming an independent company, so the more we can learn the better our chances of surviving this war.”
 
   “I’m impressed.  I’m actually excluded from military service because of Lilia’s contribution and the death of my sister, but I would certainly consider joining your company, depending what it is like at the time.”
 
   “It would be good to have you.”  I say enthusiastically.
 
   “At the very least I will help you as much as I can.”
 
   “Could you join today’s training?”  I ask.
 
   “Sure.”  She says.  We go over the details and then I head back.  My soup is stone cold, but I have a new club member.  We don’t discuss it whilst we eat though, because as Rin just demonstrated it isn’t a very private place to talk.  We port to my room once we are finished and I tell everyone how it went.
 
   Before the afternoon lesson starts I submit my name as a captain, and to my surprise so do two other class members.  It seems there will be three teams in our class alone.  The afternoon lesson is slow but then we meet for training.  Emma and Charlotte are both very welcoming to Lilian and glad I am back.  Yu Kii and Lilian get on really well straight away and it is clear that Lilian is a natural at teaching.  We all agree that Lilian will take over the earth training from now on.  Yu Kii is relieved, because she didn’t really enjoy teaching it to Helski.  They got on fine, but she just wasn’t comfortable acting as a teacher.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 (Aventurine)
 
   When I returned nobody was happier than Neko, and nobody other than Neko knows what happened.  Except perhaps Peter, but I am sure he does not know mother’s orders.  I’ve been thinking about it and talking to Neko.  She likes Peter a lot, but she selflessly agreed to help me, and put her own feeling aside.  Neko is the best friend I have ever had, and ever will have.  Even if there had been any doubt in my mind before, it would have been banished now.  Even if I succeed though, there is no doubt in my mind that I would be the Lower Partner.  A role reserved for men, and only very rarely given to women.
 
   Now I stand in the training ground with Neko, waiting for everyone else to arrive.  My heart beats faster than normal.  I concentrate on my breathing like Peter advises us in our lessons on wind magic.  I calm myself for now.
 
   “Hello Aventurine.”  It is Peter and he is behind me.  I gasp and turn quickly.  “Is something wrong?”
 
   “No.  Um, thank you for your help with, well, my situation.”  I answer nervously.
 
   “Oh, no problem.  It’s good to see you back here.”  He says.  “Hello Neko.”
 
   “Hello Peter.”  She says but sounds overly formal.  Peter obviously realises too, but doesn’t comment.
 
   “Hello Aventurine.”  I turn and see Yusa.
 
   “Hello Yusa.”
 
   “It’s good to see you again.  We were all worried when you disappeared.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to make you worry.”  I say.
 
   “Hello Aventurine.”  This time it is Rin, Yu Kii and Hermes.
 
   “Hello.”  I reply and soon I have greeted everyone other than the new girl.  To my surprise we now have a Year 1 student here too.
 
   “Hello everyone.  I’m Lilian Firewater from 1B.  I’ve agreed to work with you all as a new club member.  I’m going to be teaching earth magic in place of Yu Kii until I graduate.  I hope we all get along.”  She says and everyone is whispering to each other.  The question on everyone’s minds is why did she agree to help us?  As a Year 1 she isn’t going to be able to join the company and it seems unlikely she’ll learn much from Year 2 and Year 3 students, especially since she is in 1B.  If it was 1H sure, but not 1B.  As far as I know only Emma is in B class and nobody is in A class.
 
   “Everyone, quiet.”  Peter says.  “We will not be explaining why every new member decides to join the club.  Simply be grateful that you have a new and very talented earth mage to learn from for the next year.”
 
   “It’s ok.”  Lilian says with a smile.  “I don’t have to join the military, but I plan to join the company a year after I graduate if you are all serious about this and make it happen.”
 
   “Now Helski and Yu Kii will work with Lilian.  Everyone else in the same groups as usual.  Everyone, take one of these and put it on.  Keep it on at all times, because it allows us to let you know when we need you.  Once you’ve taken one get to training.”  Peter says holding out silver chains.  We each take one and then join our groups.
 
   “Both of you need to work harder if you want to catch up with everyone.”  Rin says to us.
 
   “I am working hard!”  Yusa complains.
 
   “This is the only element where we don’t have anyone ready for a bounty hunt.”  Rin says sounding annoyed.  “And Aventurine, you need to catch up with the days you lost this week.”
 
   “It’s not their fault.”  Charlotte intervenes.
 
   “Did I ask for your opinion?”  Rin snaps.
 
   “Sorry.”  Charlotte apologises.  As usual nobody is willing to stand up to Rin.  Even Peter seems to defer to Rin most of the time.
 
   “So I’ll work with Aventurine today and Charlotte, you’ll work with Yusa.  We’ll have a competition at the end of this.  Whoever wins will go on tomorrow’s bounty hunt whether they are ready or not, and whoever loses will have to spend all tomorrow training outside at a stream I found.  They have to do it in just their underwear, and no fire magic allowed.  It’s cold out at the moment, don’t you think?”  Rin says and I open my mouth in shock.  Even when I was chained up it wasn’t as cold as it would be doing that, and if anyone came along…
 
   “Don’t you think…?”  Charlotte starts to say but with one glance from Rin she is silent.
 
   “Take Yusa and get started.”  Rin says and they walk away to train together.  They both look very uncomfortable.  “You may think I’m being cruel but this is for your own good.”
 
   “I didn’t say anything.”  I protest.
 
   “You didn’t have to.  Now start by summoning some water to work with.”  Rin says and we start our training.  I focus completely on the training, because I have no desire to find out the hard way that Rin is serious.  If I win I’ll feel sorry for Yusa, but not enough to lose this without giving it my best.
 
   “Time to change elements!”  Peter calls out.
 
   “Before we do that I’d like everyone to watch something.” Rin calls out and I realise to my horror that everyone is going to watch us.  “Aventurine and Yusa will be having a competition.  There is both a reward and a punishment, so they will both be very serious about this.”  Everyone gathers around us and I can feel their stares.  “The competition is simple.  I will summon a pool of water and you must fight for control.  Whoever manages to throw it on the other wins.  Only water magic may be used.  You may begin.”
 
   I quickly take control of the water and start to throw it towards Yusa, but then she wrestles control from me and it is flying back at me.  I fight desperately and have it under control just before it reaches me.  I throw it straight back at Yusa.  It goes to and fro a few times until, to my horror, I am covered in water.  Jenny quickly warms me through and I am dry again but now I have to face the punishment, and I’ll be much worse off than this tomorrow.
 
   “Rin, Charlotte, Yusa and Aventurine stay behind after training.”  Peter says to us and then frowns.  “Everyone move onto your next training.  Now!”
 
   I practise fire magic under Jenny.  She’s a good teacher but I am a poor student at fire magic.  The warmth of her flames help in this cold weather but I don’t really make any progress.  I am sure she must be frustrated at me but she hides it well.  Finally the training is over and I wait behind like I was asked to.
 
   “Hermes, go back ahead of me.”  Peter says and Hermes is the last to port away.  It is just the five of us now and I am really nervous.  “Rin, what exactly did you promise them?”
 
   “The winner gets to go on the bounty hunt.”
 
   “That wasn’t your decision to make.  Not without talking to us first anyway.  What about the loser?”
 
   “Aventurine will be doing some intense training.”
 
   “What, specifically?”  Peter asks frowning.
 
   “She’ll practise water magic in a stream in the forest all of tomorrow.”
 
   “In this weather?”
 
   “It should help her improve.”
 
   “And you’re going to be there with her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Charlotte then?”
 
   “No.  She’ll be alone.  It should help her focus.”
 
   “This is ridiculous.  You’ll be responsible for one of the hunts tomorrow Rin.  You can take Yusa, two other Year 2s and two Year 3s.  I’ll have Hermes lead the other hunt.  She gets Jenny and Lilian, plus three of the Year 3s that you don’t take.  Discuss this with Hermes.”
 
   “What about you?”  Rin asks glaring back at Peter angrily.
 
   “If you really need me you know how to call me.  I’ll be disappointed if you do so for anything trivial though.  Other than Aventurine, everyone leave.”
 
   “But…”  Rin starts to say angrily but Peter glares back furiously.
 
   “Now…”  He says quietly.
 
   “Fine.”  Rin says and ports away.  Charlotte ports away next and then Yusa does so too.  With just me and Peter here I am beyond nervous now.  In fact I am literally trembling.
 
   “Don’t worry Aventurine.  You haven’t done anything wrong.”  Peter says and puts a hand on my shoulder.  I look into his eyes and feel reassured, but nervous for a different reason.  It is the first time I have ever really been alone with Peter.
 
   “I don’t have to…”  I start to say, and then for some reason my eyes feel wet.
 
   “You don’t have to do the training Rin suggested, but maybe it would be worth training tomorrow anyway.”  Peter says and I nod but I’m not sure what he is saying.  “Meet me here tomorrow just after dawn, and come alone.”
 
   “Wind training?”  I ask surprised.  It was never my strength.
 
   “No.  Water training.”  Peter says and I am really confused now.  “There’s nothing to worry about, so there’s no need to be so nervous.”
 
   “I’m not nervous.”  I lie.  He pats me on the head and shakes his own.  My breath is taken away but I feel warm inside despite the cold air.
 
   “There’s no need to pretend, and I can tell when you lie.”  He says gently.  “Anyway, you should get an early night because although the training isn’t as extreme as what Rin suggested, it is still going to be hard work.  Goodnight, Aventurine.”
 
   “Good, good night, Peter.”  I say nervously and port back to my room.  My feelings are a mess.  I find myself liking Peter more now, but at the same time I am a mess of nerves about tomorrow.  Without even saying anything to Neko who is looking at me questioningly I fall onto my bed.
 
   “Did it go badly?”  Neko asks worriedly.
 
   “No, but I do have training tomorrow.  I have to be there just after dawn.”  I say.
 
   “With Rin?”
 
   “Peter.”  I say.
 
   “Just Peter, nyan?”  Neko asks confused.  To be honest so am I.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wind training then.”
 
   “No.  Water training.”  I say and Neko must be as confused as I am.
 
   “It doesn’t make sense to me, but this is your chance.  Don’t waste it.  Steal his heart.  I know you can do it.”  Neko tells me firmly.
 
   “I think, maybe, just maybe, he might, have stolen mine.”  I admit blushing into the pillow.  Other than family I’ve never really loved anyone before, and family is different, so I’m not sure.  Maybe it isn’t love but I feel differently about him than I have about anyone else.  I don’t know what he went through to save me but it didn’t sound like it was trivial.  To impress mother, who has always felt disdain towards the weaker sex, he must have done something truly spectacular.  To impress her enough to force me into marriage, and as the Lower Partner, is just beyond belief.  Now he is treating me kindly and with everything that happened today I am wondering if marriage might not be so bad after all.
 
   “If you have to marry anyway, then that’s great, nya.”  Neko says.
 
   “But he doesn’t have to marry me.”  I say and sigh.  That is the real problem.  I have no idea what he feels about me.  Perhaps he is just being kind because of what happened recently, or because he felt Rin went too far.  I know Midori has made it no secret that she loves Peter, but the real competition is probably from Rin.  She isn’t open about it like Midori, but I have little doubt she has feelings for Peter.  Hermes lives in the same room as him too, and though I understand she is his slave, they don’t act like slave and master.  Perhaps he loves her, or she loves him.  They have more time together than I could possibly hope to, and what of the new girl?  It is really unusual for a Year 1 to join a club run by a Year 2, and she said she would join the company even though she doesn’t have to join the military.  Does she have feelings for him?
 
   “That’s why you need to show him tomorrow that you’re the only girl for him.”  Neko says putting her face close to my ear.  Still lying on my bed I turn to face her, with the right side of my head on the pillow now.
 
   “But how?”  I ask despairingly.
 
   “It’s just going to be the two of you, nya?”
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
   “Then show him your charm, as a woman.”  Neko says and I frown.
 
   “What do you mean?”  I ask concerned and confused.
 
   “If it is all day then make a picnic that you can share with him.  If he loves the food you make then he’ll love you.  If you were both of my kind I would suggest catching something fresh, but I think picnics are better among your kind.”
 
   “I’ve never made food before.”  I admit embarrassed.
 
   “Never made food before!”  Neko howls.
 
   “That’s a man’s job.”  I say repeating mother’s words.
 
   “Maybe that’s how it is here.”  Neko says forlornly.  “But I am sure if you were willing to he would love it.”
 
   “But I don’t even know how.  He said to get an early night too, since we’ll be training all day.  Even if I stay up all night I’m sure it would taste horrible.”
 
   “There’s just no time to teach you…  If we’d known sooner…”  Neko says sadly.  “Not food then.  Men like it when you look pretty.  You are pretty, but perhaps if you wore something different he might notice it more.  You’re a noble, so you must have some pretty clothes.”
 
   “A mage should always wear functional clothes, designed for protection and practical use.”  I again repeat mother’s words.
 
   “You have no pretty clothes then, nyyya?”  Neko asks sadly.
 
   “I thought the uniform was really decorative.  My normal clothes are much more practical than this.”  I say and Neko just looks at me sadly for a moment.
 
   “I’ll make you something, so don’t despair.”  Neko says but I shake my head.
 
   “I can’t have you do that.  I already feel guilty enough about having you give up on your own feelings.”
 
   “I’ll be really sad if Midori gets Peter.”  Neko says.  “You are my friend.  I said I’d support you.  Do you not believe me, nyyya?”
 
   “Of course I believe you, but to make clothes in a single night.  I don’t know much about it, but I’m sure it isn’t that easy, and what if I don’t like them after you go to all that trouble?  Peter might even be angry, since it is meant to be training, and he’ll expect me to be in something practical.”
 
   “Then promise me you’ll buy something for another time.  There’s no telling when you’ll get another chance, and you may not have any more time than you have now to prepare.”
 
   “Fine, I promise.”  I say.
 
   “Then put your small finger out.”  Neko says.  Confused I do so, and she places hers across mine.  “It’s my people’s way that you swear with your fingers like this.  If you break your word it is said you will be cursed.”
 
   “Fine, though my word as a noble should be enough already.”  I say and taking a deep breath I say.  “I swear that I will buy some pretty clothes on the next day off where we actually get a day off.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Neko says and licks my finger.  “Now lick mine.”  I look at her finger and can’t believe I am doing it, but lick it anyway.
 
   “Is that it?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, nya.”  Neko says.  “Even as you are there is no doubt that you are pretty.  Perhaps you could get your clothes wet to give you an excuse to take them off?”
 
   “Why would I do that!?”  I protest.
 
   “You’ll look even prettier if...”  Neko starts but here I draw the line.
 
   “I’m not some cheap whore, who’ll strip just to get him to look at me.  Never suggest this again.”  I say and Neko looks really offended, but so am I.
 
   “Fine, you can think something up yourself.”  Neko says and gets into her own bed.  She looks away from me.  I wonder for a moment if I went too far, but no, it was definitely Neko who went too far.  I turn away from her and try to sleep.  It isn’t easy though, and as the night goes on I keep on thinking about her angry face.  I keep on switching between anger and guilt, and back again to anger.
 
   Dawn arrives and I have hardly slept.  I am exhausted, and my face seems to be tearstained.  I wash my face first, and then finish getting ready.  Neko is still in bed and though I know she is awake from the way her fur on the back of her head keeps moving, she is pretending to be asleep.  Saddened I port to the training ground.  Peter is waiting there and I wonder if I am late for a moment, but it really is only just after dawn.
 
   “Good morning Aventurine.”  Peter says.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  I say and he looks concerned.
 
   “Did you not sleep well?”
 
   “Sorry, I got into a bit of an argument with Neko, my roommate, so I didn’t end up sleeping too well.”  I admit, knowing there is no point hiding it from Peter.  He’d know if I was hiding something.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, but I am sure you will make up with her.  Neko was clearly really concerned when you were gone, almost in tears in fact, so there is no doubt in my mind that you are both good friends.”  Peter says.  “I’m sorry to make you go through this training even though you are so tired, but I am sure it will be easier than what Rin had in mind.”
 
   “Yes, that would have been…  Not fun.  Don’t worry though, I’m sure I’ll be fine, and it is really nice to be able to train with you, though I didn’t know water was one of your specialties.”  I say.
 
   “It isn’t, but I have someone who will be able to help.  You can’t tell anyone about him though.”  Peter says.
 
   “Oh.”  I say and realise it isn’t just going to be Peter and me.  I wish he’d told me that yesterday, because I wouldn’t have gotten into the argument with Neko if we’d known that.
 
   “You seem disappointed.”  Peter says clearly misunderstanding, and seeming a little put out.  “I do know some water magic, but we can’t be specialists at everything.”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that!  I just thought it was going to just be the two of us, that we’d get to know each other better!”  I panic and only realise what I’ve said after saying it.  Idiot!
 
   “Get to know each other better…  I suppose we haven’t really done much training on team work.”  Peter says and I am grateful that he seems to be as big an idiot as me.  “I seem to be misunderstanding something.”  Peter says and I silently curse myself.  His ability to read auras really caught me out there.
 
   “Why don’t we get to the training?”  I say still panicked.
 
   “If there is something I am doing wrong I need to know, because otherwise I’ll keep on doing it.”  Peter says ignoring my attempt to change the subject.
 
   “I just meant get to know you personally, rather than for the club.”  I say and pray he’ll leave it there.  It is true, though not the whole truth.
 
   “There’s still something you’re not saying, but I’m not going to pry any further, because you’re clearly uncomfortable talking about this.  If you have anything you want to tell me, or talk about, I will always be happy to listen and help if I can.”  Peter says and holds out his hand.  “Now let’s port.”  Taking his hand I smile.  “That’s better.”  He says smiling back, and then ports us.
 
   We’re in a small clearing in the forest, and there is a small stream close by, but closer there is a pool of water in the centre of the clearing.  There is a small animal drinking, but it runs away the moment it senses us.
 
   “Hello.”  A gentle and melodic voice says and turning towards it I see a boy.  Then I notice his ears and I gasp in shock.
 
   “This is Dairon.”  Peter says calmly.
 
   “Are you an elf?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “Yes, but I’m Peter’s slave so you have no reason to fear me.  It’s not like elves kill for fun, but everyone here seems as afraid of us as we are of Contractia, and the Envoy.”  He says sounding sad.  Somehow I just can’t be afraid of him.  Perhaps elves aren’t as scary as they are made out to be, but…
 
   “How did you become Peter’s slave?”  I ask.
 
   “I was captured in battle.”  He says.  “The only mage I have seen with…”
 
   “That’s enough.”  Peter says quickly but calmly.
 
   “Sorry!”  I apologise.
 
   “Sorry master!”  Dairon says.
 
   “Don’t worry about it you two, but no more questions about this, and no more answers either.  Also I told you to call me Peter not master.”  Peter says the last part sounding annoyed.
 
   “I’m sorry master Peter!”  He says and Peter smiles wryly.
 
   “Just Peter, not master Peter.”
 
   “I’m sorry… Peter.”  He says but sounds uncomfortable.
 
   “Anyway Aventurine is a water mage, but she needs some help with her training, so I figured you could be of assistance.  Water magic was never my strength.”
 
   “I can’t use magic anymore, but hopefully if you try to use some magic I may be able to offer some advice.”  Dairon says.  Can’t use magic anymore?
 
   “Ok.”  I say and use magic on the pool.  Some of the water starts to rise, but only a small amount.
 
   “I see the problem.”  He says immediately.  Then he explains it and it takes a while to understand, but when I do my next attempt lifts the whole of the pool, and I am able to easily manipulate it.  By lunch time my magic has improved so much that I am sure even Rin will be impressed.
 
   “I don’t think we need to continue after lunch, but if you want we could have lunch together.  You don’t have to though.”  Peter says.
 
   “Sure.”  I say.
 
   “It’s a bit cold to eat here.  In the summer I would have suggested it, and after what happened in the Drake I’d rather not go there.  We could eat at the academy, but Dairon wouldn’t be able to go there with us.”
 
   “I prefer to eat nature’s bounty, and I can’t eat many of the foods that Contractians eat.  Why don’t the two of you eat together, while I find some food here?”  Dairon says.
 
   “That’s a good idea!”  I say enthusiastically, and then realise I probably sound bad for saying it, so I follow up by saying, “But are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”  Dairon says smiling as if amused.  I guess he realises that I am only being polite, and worse Peter looks at me a little annoyed.
 
   “We’ll eat at the academy then.”  Peter says.  “If anything happens though, let me know.”
 
   “Of course.”  He says, and then looks at me.  “But I’ll try not to interrupt you.”  I blush a little embarrassed.  Peter holds out his hand and I take it.  Peter ports us to the lunchroom.  It is almost empty despite being lunchtime, because most students leave the academy for their day off.
 
   “He did just spend all morning helping you, so you could have been a little more grateful.”  Peter says.  “Good work though.  I am sure Rin will be amazed at your progress.  You’ll have to keep your method secret for now though.  I still haven’t gotten around to letting Rin know about Dairon.”
 
   “I will do, and I’m sorry.”  I say apologetically.
 
   “He didn’t mind, so I’m not angry or anything, but…”
 
   “I know!  I’m sorry!”  I say bowing this time.
 
   “Anyway, what are you having for lunch?”
 
   “I’ll have my usual.”  I say and take my usual dish.  Peter blinks and laughs.
 
   “That’s your usual is it?”
 
   “Yes, is there something wrong?”
 
   “I have eaten from that section once, but it was to celebrate our promotion.  I guess nobles can afford to eat from there all the time.”  Peter says.
 
   “I can get you something from here too if you want.”  I offer.
 
   “No, I’ll stick to soup.”  Peter says.
 
   “The soup from this section is nice too.”
 
   “No, I’m fine with the standard soup.”  Peter says grabbing a dish of it.
 
   “Ok.”  I say and we pay before sitting down.  “I figured you must have been rich to afford to keep slaves.”
 
   “I am compared to when I first arrived here, but not compared to you.  I only have what I’ve earned from the bounty hunts and the escort jobs.”
 
   “Escort jobs?”  I ask unsure what he means.
 
   “I was hired to escort Rin as she gathered materials for her mother, although it ended up more as being hired to gather them with her.  Rin’s mother is an alchemist, and that is what Rin hopes to be one day.”  Peter explains.
 
   “Is that how you met Rin?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  We met in class.”  Peter says and I can see he is remembering it.  “Actually we first met outside.  I was in my tent and Elucia made it snow.  I looked outside and the three of them were there.  I can’t remember what Rin called me, but it wasn’t pleasant.  Then the next day we met in class and Elucia was about to be executed.  She was spared at the last moment when the Queen came in and announced the end of the survival threshold.  Elucia was expelled and I became friends with Rin.  We were actually forced to fight in a competition together.  It wasn’t that long ago, but it seems like a lifetime ago.  Of course now there’s the royal competition, but I entered that by choice.”
 
   “You entered the royal competition?!”  I exclaim in surprise.  Then I wonder why I’m surprised.
 
   “It is a quick way to get promoted, and I’m confident of beating most of the classes.  We’ll probably stop before we fight 2A though.”
 
   “You’re in 2D aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So you get ten members in your team.  Have you considered who you’ll use?”
 
   “Obviously Rin, Hermes and Yu Kii.  Possibly the Lightwood twins if they want to.  I can’t use Charlotte or Emma until we get promoted, and I obviously can’t use Lilian at all.  I’ll need to think seriously about whether to ask anyone else to help.”  Peter says carefully.
 
   “I’d be happy to help.”  I say enthusiastically.
 
   “You have made good progress, but for now I think you need to train a bit more before you do something like this.”  Peter says.
 
   “How about we continue the training after lunch?”  I suggest.
 
   “I was hoping to get Dairon to help me with wind magic.”  Peter says apologetically.
 
   “I’m sure I could practise some more without too much help.  I’m sure you could still do the wind training at the same time.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true.  I’m still not sure you’ll be ready for the competition though.”  Peter says.
 
   “Even if I’m not I’ll be closer.”  I say confidently.
 
   “Fine.”  Peter says.  “Are you sure you shouldn’t be focusing on making up with Neko though?”
 
   “I will do, but I think I should do this first.”  I say.
 
   “Ok, but don’t waste your food.”  Peter says and I realise I have hardly touched my food.  “You’ll need it to keep up your training.”
 
   “Sorry, I’ll eat now.”  I say and turn my attention to my food.  It is soon gone.
 
   “You have a little sauce here.”  Peter says pointing just above his lips.  I blush and wipe it off quickly.  “We shouldn’t go straight back to practise until we’ve let our food go down a bit.  Tell me a little about yourself if you don’t mind.”
 
   “About myself…”  I say caught off guard.  “I’m sure you know about the Divine Flame family.”
 
   “I didn’t before I met you, but your family do seem to be very famous.  Even the Queen had a great deal of respect for your family.”
 
   “The Queen?”  I ask in surprise.  “You mentioned about her before, but are you still in contact with the Queen?”
 
   “On second thoughts this isn’t the best place to talk.”  Peter says and grabs my hand.  He ports us and I realise this must be his room.  He sits on the bed and gestures for me to as well, so I do.  It feels strange sitting on his bed.  “It was only the other day that Rin was overheard saying something she shouldn’t have, and now I’m repeating her mistake.  I can’t really go into details about the Queen, but if you could forget about it, that would be great.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to tell anyone about it.”  I promise.
 
   “Not even Neko?”
 
   “Not even Neko.”  I promise, feeling guilty for her, but not wanting to cause Peter any trouble.
 
   “Well, to keep my own promise I also can’t tell you.”  Peter says apologetically.
 
   “I understand.  Keeping your word is important.”  I say.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “As you know my family are specialist flame mages.  Especially my mother.  I on the other hand have always been considered a failure in my family.  I hope my work with you and the club will finally impress my family.”
 
   “That much I guessed, but magic isn’t your whole life.”
 
   “Sometimes it feels like it is.”  I say remembering all those long hours being forced to try to master fire magic.  “I lost count of the times I got burnt trying to master the flames.”
 
   “A painful element to learn if you aren’t suited to it.”  Peter says wincing.  “When I first learnt fire magic, my father…  What was I saying?”
 
   “About your father.”  I prompt him.
 
   “No, I don’t know who my father is.  I have no memory of him.”
 
   “But you were just saying he taught you fire magic.”  I say frowning.
 
   “Did I?”  Peter asks confused.  “I’m sorry, but I’m not feeling too good.  I don’t think I’m going to be up to training after all.”  He stands up looking really dizzy and I quickly stand too.  It is good that I did because he starts to fall.  I quickly steady him with my hand and help him sit back down.
 
   “Are you ok?”  I ask really worried.
 
   “I’ll be ok.”  He says weakly.  “Could you let Dairon know I’m not going to be back there?  You should train some more with him though.”
 
   “Perhaps I should stay here with you until Hermes gets back.  I can let Dairon know we’re not going to be back.”  I say really concerned now.
 
   “No, you should practise.  I must just be tired.  I haven’t slept in days.  I should use more of that potion, it should help.”
 
   “What potion?”  I ask concerned.
 
   “The Queen gave it to me so I could do the mission without sleep.”  Peter says, but he sounds really out of it.  That the Queen gave it to him, and that he did a mission for her is shocking, but the biggest shock is what it must be.  There is only one potion he can be talking about.
 
   “How long have you been taking it?”  I ask desperately.
 
   “Start of the week.”  He says sounding a little slurred and moving his head randomly from side to side.
 
   “You should get some sleep, and promise me you’ll not take that potion again.  It isn’t meant to be used for that long.  The longer you use it the worse the effects when you stop.  If you use it for too long it can even kill you.”
 
   “Kill me?”  He says happily.  “That sounds nice.  Just like my mother did.”
 
   “Your mother did?”  I ask blankly and then realise he must be talking nonsense now.
 
   “Who?”  He asks blankly.
 
   “Look, you should lie down.”
 
   “The potion first.”  He says and takes out a bottle from his pocket.  He is about to drink it but I snatch it away from him.  He grabs hold of me and shouts, “Give it to me!”
 
   “It could kill you.”  I protest.
 
   “Give it to me!”
 
   “No!”  I shout back and no longer seeming dizzy he pushes me down forcefully and tries to grab it back.  Desperate I consider porting, but it would take him with me, and like this it would look really bad for both of us.  I consider my options quickly as he claws at my hands, and they start to bleed.  He isn’t physically strong but neither am I.  Thankfully he hasn’t used magic, and I can only pray he doesn’t.  I remember what I learnt earlier from Dairon, and summoning water I throw him off of me and port back to my room.
 
   I look around my room for somewhere to put the potion temporarily, but suddenly the door with its magical protection explodes, and so too does the outer stone wall with its even stronger magical protection.  It is good that I wasn’t standing in the way of Peter’s wind slice, because I would be dead.  I drop the potion and hear it crash.  I try to port away but my port is blocked.  Then Peter says one bitter word, and collapses onto the floor.  ‘Hades’ is what he said.  I have no idea what it means.
 
   I touch Peter’s hand and port him back to his room, praying he doesn’t wake up and go on the rampage again.  I lift him onto his bed with the help of my very poor wind magic.  Then I port to Dairon and port him back to Peter’s room without saying a word.
 
   “What happened to my master?!”  Dairon asks.
 
   “Quiet!  A potion he was using for too long.”  I whisper urgently.
 
   “Is that potion how he got his immense power?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “It just means he doesn’t need sleep.”  I say.  Immense power?  Like the power he used to destroy the door and wall in my room?
 
   “Perhaps I said too much.”  Dairon says realising his mistake.
 
   “Can you look after him?  I had to use water magic on him earlier, so he’s soaked but it would be better for another guy to look after him.”
 
   “At least you didn’t have to ask whether I was a boy.”  He chuckles but then frowns.  “Yes, I can look after him, but using water magic on him was very dangerous.  If he got serious you would have been killed.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”  I say thinking back to my room.  “He probably isn’t going to be himself until he has gotten plenty of sleep, so make sure he doesn’t wake.”
 
   “Ok, I’ll do my best.  You’d better go now.”
 
   “Ok.”  I say and port back to my wrecked room.  Neko is there now and looks frantic.
 
   “What happened?!”  Neko cries out.
 
   “Peter happened.”  I say with a shiver.
 
   “Peter did this?”  Neko asks incredulously.
 
   “Yes.  He was affected by a potion he’d been taking, but I didn’t know he had this sort of power.”  I say and quickly sit on my bed.
 
   “I thought there were meant to be protective spells on the door and wall.”  Neko says.
 
   “There were, but it went straight through the protections like they weren’t there.  If I’d been standing a little further that way I’d have been cut in half too.  No, much more than that.  There might not have been anything left of me.”  I say and suddenly Neko jumps on me and hugs me.
 
   “I’m sorry!  I’m sorry I was so angry!  To think that could have been the last time we spoke!”  Neko cries hugging me so tightly.
 
   “What happened here?”  A voice says and I look up.  It is a teacher.
 
   “I’m not sure.”  I lie.  I can’t tell her Peter did this.
 
   “This is way beyond what any student could have done.  What is this?”  She says crouching down and looking at the potion.  She sniffs it and frowns.
 
   “This is an illegal potion.  How did it get here?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just came back and found the room like this.”  I lie.
 
   “Yes, it wasn’t Peter.”  Neko says and I silently curse.
 
   “It wasn’t… Peter.”  The teacher asks immediately suspicious.  “I will check on Peter immediately.”
 
   “You can’t, he’s on a bounty hunt.”  I lie.
 
   “Do not lie to me!”  The teacher shouts at me, and I wince.
 
   “I’m not lying.  Everyone knows that he goes on the bounty hunts with some of the club.”  I say.
 
   “Perhaps, but I suspect if I go to his room I’ll find him there under the effects of this potion.”  The teacher says with a smirk.  “I’ll have to get the head’s permission to enter his room, but you are both coming with me.  I can’t have you warning him, and preventing his expulsion.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11 (Multiple)
 
   (Hermes)
 
   I wake up at dawn but we don’t meet up until later.  I wish I could have organised things at the training, but instead I had to go round all my team members’ rooms last night to let them know they were on the team.  Peter really wasn’t as organised as normal.  He was also back after I went to bed.  It was only just before I got to sleep, and he left before I woke up.  I guess he must have used that potion again.  I on the other hand feel really rough having gotten too little sleep.
 
   Jenny and Lilian are both waiting for me.  So are the Lightwood twins and Tabi.  I am grateful that Rin was kind enough to let me have the Lightwood twins.  She has Yusa, Midori and Helski, as well as Yu Kii and Emma.  I am confident we have good enough teams to complete even fairly challenging bounties, but I don’t want anything too difficult.  We have to go to the town hall because we didn’t get a chance to pick up the bounties yesterday.  Rin and I both head in with Jenny, because, as an adult, she needs to be the one to sign us up for them.
 
   We both take a couple of jobs.  My first one is to hunt a pack of wolves that have been terrorising the locals a fair way from here.  I have been there before though so we can just port there and the job should be easy enough.  After that we have a more challenging one but let’s focus on the first one first.  Without Peter I don’t want to handle this the same way as the last hunt.  I’d rather we all just worked together from the start.
 
   We arrive at the village where the wolves were last seen and are greeted by happy villagers.  The bounty is low and it is out of the way, so nobody has taken the job until now, despite the bounty being available for a while.  I have Lilian search out the wolves with her earth sense and sure enough she tracks them down right away.  Jenny and Sherry use flame magic and the wolves quickly die.  We take wolf heads back as proof and claim the bounty.
 
   For the next job we have to hunt down a rather elusive giant insect.  Peter’s senses here would be very helpful but Tabi surprises us by finding it before Cherry.  She is very pleased to do so too!  I guess she must be used to being outshone by Cherry.  I feel the same way about Jenny and Yu Kii who are both better than me at earth or fire.  I was happy I was chosen over them to lead this job, so I know exactly how Tabi must feel right now.  The kill itself is quick and we hand in the insect corpse and take a third bounty.  Perhaps the first two were too easy, or perhaps we just got lucky.  I decide to take a harder one this time.  If things get out of hand I’ll call Peter for help.
 
   “Our next job is a group of goblins.”  I explain to everyone, and there are some gasps.  Goblins are well known for their viciousness, and though some do not know magic, the ones that do are very dangerous.
 
   “How big a group?”  Tabi asks nervously.
 
   “We don’t know their exact numbers but we have a rough idea of where they are.”
 
   “Do we know if they can use magic?”  Lilian asks.
 
   “We don’t believe they can, but we don’t know for sure.”  I admit.
 
   “If things get out of hand do we retreat here?”  Lilian asks.
 
   “I’ll call in Peter if we need him, but if need be, then yes we retreat here.  I’ll give the order if it comes down to that but, until and unless I give it, we fight on.”  I say confidently.  Goblins are dangerous, but even if we get in trouble there is no way that Peter who killed an army of them single handed is going to lose to them if I do need to call him in.  “Everyone hold onto me.”
 
   We port into a clearing in a forest.  Not the nearby forest, but one much further away.  It used more power than I expected to get here.  Most of our team however are still at or close to full power so I am not worried.  “Lilian, see if you can sense them.”
 
   “Ok.”  Lilian says and closes her eyes.  “There are more than I expected.  Perhaps a hundred or more.  We should consider abandoning this job.”
 
   “Do they have magic?”
 
   “How am I meant to tell that?”  Lilian asks annoyed.
 
   “Then let’s at least give this job a try.”
 
   “We’re facing no less than an army here.  If they do know magic this is suicide.”  Lilian says angrily.
 
   “We can do it.”  I reply not wanting to back down now.
 
   “Contact Peter then.”  Lilian says.  I consider refusing, but perhaps she is right.
 
   “Ok, just give me a moment.”  I say and try to contact Peter.  I get no response.  I try again worried.  “He’s not answering me.  We should head back.”  I say and my emotions are clear.  “Everyone hold onto me.”
 
   When everyone has held onto me I try to port but something stops me.  Then I feel eyes on the back of my neck.  “Enemies!  They’re stopping the port!”
 
   Fire races towards us but Jenny’s own flames throws theirs back and the goblins are roasted alive.  I try to port again but I am still being stopped.  “We fight.”  I say fearfully.
 
   Ice shards rain down on us but Lilian creates a shield of earth above us.  I have no idea where the enemy is and my heart is full of fear.  I call again to Peter but there is no answer.  What is wrong with Peter?
 
   Lightning strikes at us, but it is absorbed by a metal rod that rises from the ground.  The rod must be Lilian’s magic.  Then the rod races towards the goblin who threw the lighting.  I can hear it scream.  Perhaps we can do this.  I open my senses to their full and sensing where some of the goblins are I throw flames at them, but mine are much weaker than Jenny’s flames.  To my frustration the attack is deflected by a magical shield.  Then Sherry’s flames join mine and the shield is broken.  The goblins burn to ash.
 
   “We can do this.”  I say relieved.  Then suddenly a huge rock is thrown our way.  It shatters the shield of earth that Lilian had up.  Cherry throws wind at it and it shatters before it hits us but it does still hit us.  Both Cherry and Sherry fall to the floor in pain, and Lilian is barely standing.  Jenny and Tabi were lucky and are not badly hurt.  I desperately call out one final time to Peter.
 
   “Who is this?”  An elderly female voice asks.
 
   “Hermes.”  I reply.
 
   “How did this boy get this item?  It bears the royal crest.  Is he a thief as well?”
 
   “From the Queen!  He is no thief.  Please summon the Queen with it!”
 
   “Ridiculous.  I will have you arrested as well, if you dare return to the academy.”  The voice says and then I notice a goblin right in front of me.  I throw flames at it, but without Sherry’s aid they are shielded.  I raise my arm to block the metal rod that it is holding.  The same one Lilian created.  I reinforce my arm with stone but the rod shatters the stone and my arm.  I scream and suddenly the goblin is ash.  Jenny’s flames are to thank, but the pain overwhelms me.
 
   (Jenny)
 
   It is chaos.  I wish I had argued against this more but it is too late to wish that now.  Hearing Hermes scream I burn the goblin that attacked her but there are too many enemies.  I am sure there must be far, far more than a hundred goblins.  A hundred is not truly an army but this is an army we are fighting, and every army has a leader.  If we can kill the leader then the enemy should be thrown into chaos, though that is exactly what we are in right now.  Perhaps whoever threw that rock is their leader.
 
   “Lilian, kill the one who threw the rock!  I’ll focus on defence.  Tabi on defence as well!”  I say.  Earth is after all her element.  She grunts, which I assume is agreement so I focus on a flame shield around us.  Tabi seeks out the enemies that approach the shield and intercepts the attacks, which are proving all too frequent.
 
   “Got him.”  Lilian says.  Having followed my logic though she says.  “Don’t think he was their leader though.”
 
   “Take out as many of them as you can.”  I say under the pressure of maintaining the flame shield.
 
   “This is hopeless.  We need to take out the dimensional magic so we can port out of here.”  Lilian says now sounding more herself.
 
   “Any idea where it is coming from?”  I ask desperately.
 
   “Not yet, but give me a minute and I will.”  She says.  A minute is probably the longest I can maintain this shield.
 
   “Ok, but I may have no power left to port by then.”
 
   “Tabi make sure you save power to fly or port us all out of here.”  Lilian says and then goes silent.  She is surely searching for the enemy.  I am almost out of power when I hear a giant crash.  “Now Tabi!”
 
   Suddenly we are all flying up and away from the enemy.  Moments later when we are all in contact Tabi ports us.  I can tell we haven’t gone far, and we are a mess, but we are alive.  I try to contact Peter but there is no answer.  Cursing I take out the healing potions that I had in case of emergencies, which this certainly is.  I first give some to Cherry, and then Sherry.  Then I give Hermes some, and finally Lilian.  I don’t waste any on me or Tabi who aren’t too badly hurt, because I have no idea whether we will need to use it again before we can get back.
 
   “Anyone got any power left?”  I ask.
 
   “A little but not enough for another fight or to port us far.”  Cherry says but Sherry shakes her head, and so do Tabi, Hermes and Lilian.
 
   “I’m about the same.  We need to find somewhere to hide.  Something must have happened to Peter, because he’s still not answering.”
 
   “It sounded like he may have been arrested.”  Hermes says.  There’s more than one gasp at that.
 
   “Now’s not the time.  We need to focus on finding somewhere safe.  A cave would be good.  Most goblins avoid caves, because where goblins come from more dangerous creatures live in caves.  Of course some goblins make them their homes, but it is our best bet, if we can’t port.”  I say before everyone gets too distracted.
 
   “Everyone follow me.”  Lilian says.  “There’s one this way.”  We follow and soon enough we reach it.  We go deep into it until we are far out of sight of the entrance.
 
   “We’ll rest here until we get enough power back to port.”  I say.
 
   “We may be arrested too if we go back.” Hermes says tearfully.
 
   “The Queen will clear things up if we are.”  I say before anyone can panic.
 
   “So you know about the Queen then.”  Lilian says, and obviously she isn’t talking in the general sense.
 
   “Just who are you all?”  Tabi asks in pure shock at everything that has happened and been said.
 
   “Future’s Forge.”  I answer confidently.  “We exist to serve the Queen, and Peter.  You need not be afraid.  When we get back everything will be sorted out.”
 
   (Rin)
 
   Our first job went really well.  Helski tracked down the bug straight away, and it died instantly from my attack.  The next job is taking too long.  I wish I’d chosen a different job, or not given both Cherry and Tabi to Hermes.  Cherry would have tracked this enemy down in an instant and, I have no doubt that Tabi would have found it by now.  I was under the impression that Midori had caught up with them, but it seems I was mistaken.  I don’t want to call Peter after what he said, but Midori has been looking for this bird all morning.  It is now lunch time.  Perhaps Hermes has finished her jobs now.
 
   “We’ll port back to the town, and see if Hermes’ group has finished.  Perhaps we can swap you and Cherry.”  I say to Midori.
 
   “I will find it soon, I’m sure.”
 
   “You’ve been saying that for hours now.”  I say and shake my head.  “You’ve had long enough.  If you were going to find it you…”
 
   “Found it!”  Midori says.  “We need to be quick, though or I’ll lose it.  It is really fast.  I’ll fly us there.”  Then she picks us up with flight magic and we are racing through the trees.  I am a little nervous, because I’m not confident she isn’t going to crash us into a tree, but having waited this long I don’t want to risk losing the bird.  “There!”
 
   The green bird really is fast.  I can see why Midori had trouble finding it.  My ice attack misses and so do Yu Kii’s rock shards.  Somehow Yusa hits it, but her attack is too weak, and is just shrugged off.  Helski shields us from its fire breath with her earth shield.  My next attack misses too but Yu Kii manages to hit it.  Hurt, it is slower now and other than Helski, who is shielding us, we all manage to get it with our next attack.  It is well and truly dead.
 
   “Good work Midori.  Sorry, I didn’t realise how fast that thing was.”
 
   “It’s ok.”  Midori says sounding and looking pleased.
 
   “Let’s take it back and see if Hermes is there yet.  If not we’ll need to wait for them, because we need Jenny to hand both the jobs in for us.”  I say.  I don’t feel like having to wait though, so I hope she is there.  “I suppose we can have lunch if she isn’t back yet.”
 
   “Sounds good.”  Midori says.  “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m hungry.”
 
   “Yusa, you can port us.”  I say.  Her magic is the weakest so I’d rather use hers to port than anyone else’s.
 
   “Ok.”  Yusa says.  She sounds happy to be of use.  We gather around Yusa, and she ports us.  Hermes’ group is not around.
 
   “I’ll check inside to see if they’ve done their jobs already.”  I say and leave the others outside.  I double check and both the jobs Hermes was doing are removed.
 
   “You were with Jenny earlier weren’t you?”  A worried looking woman says approaching me as I was starting to leave.
 
   “Yes, is there something wrong?”  I ask now worried myself.
 
   “She took a rather difficult job earlier.  I was wondering whether you had seen her since.”
 
   “What job did she take?”  I ask hoping she didn’t take anything too difficult.
 
   “Goblins.  I have the details over there.  Would you mind taking a look?”
 
   “Sure.”  I say now really worried.  I suppose I shouldn’t be though, because she’d have gotten help from Peter if things had gone badly.  He took out an army of goblins before on his own so there is no way he would have trouble.
 
   “There were reports of a small band of goblins, who may or may not know magic.  They were seen near Black Isle, a small island in the centre of the river that runs through the Black Forest.  We lost contact with Black Isle shortly after they took the job though.  The town on that island has a fairly significant mage guard, because of its location, so we think the goblins must simply be blocking communication magic.  It is possible that the enemy are stronger than we thought.”
 
   “Blocking communication magic.”  I say fearfully.  “They wouldn’t be able to call for help if that is true.  Please share the location with me.”
 
   “I’m not sure you should go after them.  If the enemy is that powerful you’ll be killed too.”
 
   “They’re not dead, and I’m not going alone.  Please share the location.”
 
   “A group of students may be able to handle a small band of goblins, but if it is an army…”
 
   “I have a friend who has defeated an army of goblins single handed before.”
 
   “You’re serious?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, on your head be it.”  She says and shares the location with mind magic.
 
   “Thank you.”  I say and race out of the town hall.
 
   “You must be hungry.”  Midori laughs but I shake my head and she can tell from my expression that something is wrong.
 
   “Calling Peter.”  I say to them and then I call to him.  “Peter.  Hermes’ group is in trouble.  We need your help.”  There is silence.  Can he not hear me?  “Peter?”
 
   “He’s been arrested, along with most of his club.”  An old voice comes back.  After a moment I recognise it as the head.  “Return to the academy at once, to face justice.”
 
   I am in shock but I quickly take off the gold chain.  “Everyone this is really bad.  We need to contact the Queen, and quickly.”
 
   “The Queen?”  Midori says blankly, and Helski is clearly just as confused.
 
   “So it wasn’t coincidence.  You really do know the Queen.”  Yusa says and I look at her for a moment, but this is no time for questions.
 
   “We do and I’m not going to ask what you are talking about because there is no time.”
 
   “Lucy’s mother may be able to help.”  Yu Kii suggests.
 
   “Yes, you’re right!”
 
   “Aventurine’s mother may be able to help.”  Yusa suggests, and she is right.  The Divine Flames are famous, so she may be able to, and her daughter has probably been arrested.
 
   “Do you know how to contact her?”  I ask.
 
   “Aventurine will be able to.”
 
   “No good, she’s probably been arrested too.”  I say and Yusa’s eyes go wide.  So do Helski and Midori’s.
 
   “Arrested?!”  Helski exclaims.
 
   “As well as Peter?”  Midori asks in panic.
 
   “Yes, that’s why we need to contact the Queen.  I am sure she will help us with whatever has happened.”
 
   “I know where the Divine Flames live, although I don’t know whether they’ll believe us.”  Emma says.
 
   “Yu Kii, go to Lucy’s mother then.  Everyone else go to the Divine Flames with me.  Hopefully one of them will help us.  I just wish it wasn’t just Peter’s chain that connects to the Queen.”
 
   “His…”  Helski starts to say but I cut her off.
 
   “No time.  Get going now Yu Kii, everyone else to Emma.”  I say and see Yu Kii port.  Once everyone is holding on Emma ports us and we are at the front gates.  A startled looking guard comes to attention.
 
   “Who are you?”  She asks warily.
 
   “Friends of Aventurine.  She’s in trouble and we need help from her mother.”  I say and the guard’s eyes go glazed for a moment.  Another moment later a young woman appears.  She is older than us but certainly not old enough to be Aventurine’s mother.
 
   “I am Trinity Divine Flame.  You are friends of my sister?”  She asks politely.
 
   “Yes.  We are all in the same club.”
 
   “Is there a problem?  Aventurine isn’t in if this is a social visit.”
 
   “There is a problem.  We need to contact the Queen.  Peter and most of our club, which probably includes Aventurine, have been arrested.”
 
   “Arrested?!”
 
   “Yes.  We don’t know why yet but we are sure the Queen would help.  Peter has done some very important work for her.”
 
   “Yes, like Min…  Oh sorry, I forgot that I’m not meant to talk about that.  I am aware of his connection to the Queen.”  Trinity says.  “Getting an audience with the Queen is no simple task though.”
 
   “But it is our only chance.  Part of our club is on a mission at the moment, which seems to have gone bad.  They could already be dead.  We need Peter’s help.”
 
   “What mission?”  Trinity asks clearly concerned.
 
   “It was meant to be a small goblin bounty hunt, but it sounds like the enemy may have been a lot stronger than we realised.  Without Peter to support them…”
 
   “If it is just goblins I can organise the house guard, whilst my mother tries to talk to the Queen.”  Trinity says.  “Wait here.”  So we do and a few minutes later she arrives with about twenty mages.  They all wear the Divine Flame house colours.  Cleary they are the house guard.  “You know where the enemy is?”
 
   “I know the location where the job was.”  I say.
 
   “Please share it.”  Trinity says calmly but clearly in command.  A moment later she says, “We’ll bring your friends back.  No amount of goblins can stand against the Divine Flame.  For now please enter the house and talk to my mother.”
 
   “We can help.”  I say but she shakes her head.
 
   “We will deal with this.  You will help mother.”  Trinity says firmly.  Suddenly they all port at exactly the same moment, without a word exchanged.  Either they have something like we do to exchange thoughts, or they have a very good dimensional sense and instincts.  I am sure they will be able to help Hermes and her group.
 
   “This way everyone.”  I say and we rush up the path to the front door.  A minute or so later we reach it and it opens on its own.  Standing behind it is a woman, who I would guess is around forty or so, but age is sometimes very hard to tell, and if this is the head of the Divine Flames she could very well be hundreds or even thousands of years old.  She has the same emerald green eyes as Aventurine and Trinity, and though her hair lacks the same shine, it is also red.  Her skin is pale like theirs, but obviously not as smooth.  She isn’t as thin either, but she has the same dignified posture.
 
   “So you are friends of Peter and Aventurine.”  She says, oddly mentioning Peter before her own daughter.  “We should make haste to the royal palace, but it may prove difficult to gain an audience with the Queen.  One thing that you may be confident of though is my daughter and the house guard.  No goblin will stand in their way.  If your friends are still alive they will stay that way, and be back here shortly.  We should not wait for them though.  Come closer and I will port us.  There is no need for contact.”
 
   (Trinity)
 
   We port in right on top of the enemy.  The enemy are caught by surprise and we take full advantage.  Our flames have soon killed dozens of goblins, but they recover far quicker than is normal for their kind.  Stone, wind, lightning and ice all strike against us, but we are not a bunch of amateurs.  As an elite independent company my mages know exactly who needs to focus on defence and who on attack without need for words.  After my shameful inability to so much as sense the enemy in my battle against the elves my flames burn even stronger than normal.
 
   Waves after waves of goblins are reduced to ash, but they show no sign of stopping.  I haven’t been counting but we must have killed hundreds now and some of my mages must be starting to tire.  I leave the killing of these cattle to the house guard and I focus my senses trying to detect a leader.  It takes a while but finally I sense something.  It isn’t their leader but is far more important.
 
   “Follow me.”  I give the first command since we arrived and then port to the cave.  Everyone follows my port trail immediately.  In front of me are six girls tied up and bobbing up and down in a huge cauldron of icy water.  Around it are hungry goblins.  No, around it is ash from the hungry goblins that I just killed.  I port the girls out of the cauldron as my mages defend us from the other enemies.
 
   “Cave in.”  The mage besides me says and we port out just before the cave collapses.  We are just outside the cave and defending against an even stronger wave of goblins than before.  I sense an enemy that fills my heart with terror.
 
   “On my word, back home.  Now!”  I call out and my voice clearly shows my fear.  We port back and I sigh in relief.
 
   “You apprehended the criminals.”  A warm but false sounding voice says from behind me.  Not sensing her presence I spin in surprise.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Mayor Perry.”
 
   “This land is not under your rule.”
 
   “Oh, good gracious me…  I come all this way to be of assistance and this is how I am greeted.”  She says faking offence rather well in everything, except for her eyes.
 
   “Assistance with what exactly?”  I reply not even trying to hide my annoyance.
 
   “With the apprehension of the treasonous criminals.  I assure you the Queen will be delighted if you turn them over to me for immediate execution.”
 
   “I assure you the Queen will certainly not allow such an outrageous action.”
 
   “I have already executed the ring leader.”
 
   “The ring leader?”
 
   “Peter, of the wind.”
 
   “You executed him.”  I say and laugh loudly.  “There is no way an insignificant mage like you could so match as scratch Peter of the Wind.”
 
   “Insignificant mage…  A little girl like you has no idea what I am capable of.  Very well…  I will execute you as well.”  Mayor Perry says and every mage around me readies herself for battle.  Despite my bravado I know that Mayor Perry is one of the immortals and will not be so easily beaten.  I have no choice but to fight though.  I can already sense that porting is impossible.
 
   Throwing my flames at her I wish that we weren’t already worn from battle.  Her attack throws me into the air and against the house wall.  I hear another mage from my guard hit the wall just after me.  I throw my flames back at Perry again but in moments half my guard have been thrown about like leaves in the wind.  She isn’t even serious.  She’s just playing with us.
 
   “Traitor Perry.”  I hear a cold voice and suddenly the battle has turned.  Our flames may have been of no concern to her, but mother’s flames are a different matter.  Flame and wind strike against each other like two giants battling for supremacy.
 
   “I see your whole family are traitors.”  Perry spits back and her next attack collapses a corner of our home.
 
   “You are the traitor, Perry!”  Mother spits back and Perry barely holds her flame back.  After a few moments though Perry does manage to send it back towards mother.  Then another moment later it is racing back at Perry.  I notice in that moment that Perry’s hair was singed.  She looks none too happy.
 
   My flames whilst strong simply cannot compare to mother’s flames even at the best of times.  Having fought the goblins mine are now too weak to make even the slightest difference.  I focus on what I can do.  Now the port barrier is down, because Perry is focusing everything on fighting mother, so I port the girls and my injured guards to me.  I take out healing potions and heal my guards.  Then I quickly burn away the ropes, whilst making sure not to hurt the girls.  They are freezing cold from the icy water so I use flames to warm them and use a different potion to heal them.
 
   “Where am I?”  One of them asks.
 
   “No time to explain.”  I say and it is true.  Because we are here mother cannot use her full power. Now I am sure they are ok I port us all to the royal palace waiting room, and pray that the enemy is not here too.  There are exclamations from the group of girls who asked for our help.  It seems they are still waiting to see the Queen.  There is also a woman who I am sure I recognise.
 
   “Trinity Divine Flame.  Is this the best you can do against mere goblins?”  The woman says looking down her nose at me.
 
   “Goblins didn’t do this.”  I say wondering whether I can trust her.  She looks at me for a moment.
 
   “What did?”  She asks sounding genuinely concerned.
 
   “A traitor.  Mayor Perry.”
 
   “Where?”  She asks urgently.
 
   “My home.”  I say.  “Mother is fighting her now.”
 
   “I will be back.  If our turn comes before I am back you must take the lead.”  She says and ports away.
 
   “Who was that?”  I ask the girls.
 
   “That was Lucy’s mother.”  One of the girls says.  “We didn’t get the chance to introduce ourselves earlier.  I’m Rin, this is Yu Kii, Emma, Yusa, Midori and Helski.”
 
   “There were five of you earlier.”  I say noticing there are now six.
 
   “Yu Kii went to get Lucy’s mother.”  Rin says.  She took the lead earlier if I remember correctly.  She must be their leader.  “Thank you for saving our friends.  Have you been introduced yet?”
 
   “No.”  I say still trying to remember who that lady was.
 
   “This is Hermes, Jenny, Lilian, Tabi, Cherry and Sherry.”  Rin says pointing to each of them in turn, although she points at both Sherry and Cherry at the same time.  Since they look identical I suppose she can’t tell those two apart any more than I can.  They are all clearly in shock from what happened earlier.
 
   “Thank you!”  Hermes says throwing herself to the floor.  The others do the same and I feel embarrassed.
 
   “No problem.  Get up though.”  I tell them.  They do but they keep their gaze on the ground.  “Have you heard anything else yet?”
 
   “No.”  Rin says sounding worried.
 
   “The Queen has granted audience to Lady Elena Fillia, and to Ragia Divine Flame.”  A woman announces.  I remember where I saw that lady.  Elena Fillia was a close relation to the old Queen, and an immortal.  I saw her at a party a few years ago.  The woman realises that neither my mother nor Elena Fillia are still here.  “What is the meaning of this?!”
 
   “I will go in my mother’s place.  They are dealing with a traitor, who would bring harm to Contractia and the Queen.”
 
   “If you are lying your head will be forfeit.”  She says coldly but ushers me through the door anyway.  I approach the Queen with my head down.  I kneel once I am close enough.
 
   “Trinity Divine Flame.  What are you doing here?”  Queen Emily says and I can sense a cool anger in her voice.
 
   “Your majesty, I come in my mother’s place to bring news of the arrest of Peter of the Wind, and the treason of Mayor Perry.”  I say sounding more confident than I am.
 
   “You are shaking.  Is this because what you say is false?”
 
   “No, your majesty!”  I protest and then realise too late that I raised my voice to the Queen.  I half expect to lose my head instantly.
 
   “Calm yourself.  What are the grounds of Peter’s arrest?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “I do not know, but Mayor Perry claims to have executed him.”  At this I hear the Queen gasp.
 
   “Executed you say?”  The Queen asks incredulously.
 
   “I do not know if she spoke true though.”  I quickly add, and pray that Perry was lying.
 
   “Where was he arrested?”  The Queen asks quickly.
 
   “Rin brought the news to my home, but I did not think to ask.”  I say realising my error may not be easily forgiven.  To approach the Queen without proper preparation is a serious offence.
 
   “Where is Rin?”  The Queen asks quickly.
 
   “Waiting outside this room.”  I reply gratefully.
 
   “Guard!  Fetch Rin immediately!”  The Queen orders, and the guard beside her immediately ports.  A moment later she is slightly behind me and Rin must be with her.
 
   “Where was Peter arrested?”  The Queen asks barely hiding her anger.
 
   “Probably the academy.  That was where he was meant to be.  I tried contacting him through the chain you gave us.  I was answered by the head, who said he had been arrested for stealing the chain, and something about an illegal potion.  That must have been a lie though, because if Peter wanted a potion he would have come to me, and I would never have given him anything illegal.”  Rin says but the Queen seems to realise something.
 
   “Minerva…  The anti-sleep potion…”  The Queen says after a moment.  “I will go straight to the academy and clear this up.  This should not have been sufficient justification for Perry to have executed him though.”
 
   “Executed!  Anti-sleep potion!”  Rin says angrily.  “Just what is…?!”
 
   “Silence!”  The Queen says and Rin only seems to realise whose presence she is in when the guards take a step forward.  They seem to accept her silence, perhaps only because the Queen has not called for her immediate execution.  “Wait here.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12 (Peter)
 
   “Hello Peter.  Long-time no see.”
 
   “Hades!”  I call out in joyous surprise.  Then I look around and see only darkness.  “Where are we?”
 
   “Never mind that.  The elders wouldn’t let me see you.  They said you were dangerous.”  Hades says bitterly.
 
   “What changed their mind?”  I ask.
 
   “They didn’t.  I’ll be punished if they find me here.  The only way that would happen though is if they came here too, and then they’d be as guilty as I am.”  Hades says cheerfully.
 
   “But you’re not going to say where here is?”
 
   “I can’t.”  Hades says sulkily.
 
   “How have you been doing?”  I ask.
 
   “Burning as brightly as always.”  Hades says cheerfully.
 
   “Have you seen father?”
 
   “No.”  Hades says sounding annoyed.  “I thought you’d forgotten about him.”
 
   “How could I ever forget father?”  I ask laughing.
 
   “You never mentioned him since you went to that dismal place.”
 
   “I didn’t?”  I ask surprised.
 
   “Not once.”
 
   “Why not?”  I ask as much to myself as Hades.
 
   “Like I said, I thought you’d forgotten him.  Perhaps you were just trying to?”
 
   “No, I’d never do that.”  I protest.
 
   “We don’t have much time left.”  Hades says sadly.  “I’ll be watching over you, but we may not get another chance to talk until you can come to me.”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll come soon.  Perhaps just another century or two.”  I say hopefully.
 
   “That would be good.”  Hades says shining brightly.  “Goodbye Peter.”
 
   I blink and it is bright.  No it just seems bright after so long asleep.  Where am I?  Who am I?  Ah yes, I’m Peter of the Wind.  Where?  There is stone above and cold stone below.  I get up quickly and see stone walls as well.  I don’t see a door or window, but there is a small globe of light far above me that dimly lights the room.  It seemed so bright a moment ago, but I think that was just me.
 
   I feel cold air on the other side of one wall, so instinctively I slice through the wall with an air slice.  The sun really is bright so I blink a few times and rub my eyes.  Before I can fly out of the hole I have made, an old woman appears in front of me.  She asks incredulously, “You’re alive?!  How?”  Her words and tone don’t exactly inspire me to consider her an ally or friend.
 
   “Who are you?”  I ask suspicious.
 
   “You lost your memories again?”  She asks carefully.  I frown and try to remember.
 
   “Ah, you’re the head.  Why did you think I would be dead, and why am I here?  The last thing I remember, I was being attacked by Rin.”
 
   “Rin?”  The head asks blankly.  “When did Rin attack you?  Why did she attack you?  You tried to do something to her, didn’t you?”
 
   “No.  She was annoyed that I didn’t tell her about Minerva.”  I say and start to realise that I am treading on dangerous ground here.   The Queen made me promise to keep what happened at Minerva secret.
 
   “Minerva?  That’s some way from here.  I thought that city was under siege by elves until recently.  Was that your secret mission?  The reason the Queen didn’t let us get rid of you sooner?”
 
   “Sooner?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “Yes.  After the crimes you committed, nothing less than death is acceptable.”
 
   “Crimes?”
 
   “Be thankful you cannot remember them, and allow me to kill you for them.”  The head says, but there is no way that is happening.  If I could remember them and they were truly awful, maybe, but not for something I don’t even remember doing.  I can’t port but I shield against the head’s flames and fly up, and out through the hole.  In the open air I am much more confident.  Strangely my power seems much stronger than usual.
 
   The head ports to a balcony and throws flames at me again.  I consider attacking, but if I have truly committed crimes she could be innocent.  I don’t believe I have, but this is yet another gap in my memories.  I dodge her attack and the flames chase me, but I race away quicker than them.  Diving into the forest I am soon far enough away that the flames no longer chase me.
 
   “Damn!”  I shout and punch a tree.  My hand hurts but what really concerns me is Hermes, because as my slave if I was supposed to be executed then what will happen to her?  Might they even have decided to execute her as well?  I have to go back, but I’ll need to hide my presence well enough to evade every mage at the academy.  Wait.  All I need to do is use the Queen’s chain.  Except it is gone.  Of course they wouldn’t leave it with me.  Then I have no choice but to return.
 
   I hide my presence and fly back to the academy.  How to enter?  Thankfully I find an open window.  There are students walking along the corridor so it must be lunch time.  Not great timing but I can’t afford to wait.  I fly above the students and am thankful for the high ceiling.  My room is locked and doesn’t open to my magic.  I throw caution to the wind and knock.  There is no answer.  I knock harder but there is still no answer so I fly away in case anyone noticed me.
 
   I find our classroom but don’t dare enter because the door is closed.  I try the lunchroom but can’t see Hermes.  Strangely it is very empty for lunch time.  Perhaps it is a day off?  She wasn’t outside earlier, and I assume she still isn’t.  I have no choice but to find her, wherever she is.  If she is on a bounty hunt though, it will be impossible.
 
   Maybe if I can find a club member they will know where Hermes is.  I made a note of where their rooms are, but it is in my room.  I can remember where the Lightwood twin’s room is.  Wait.  I seem to remember that Yusa was living at Hermes’ old home.  When did I find that out?  It was after I got back.  I was talking to Rin, and getting attacked, and then I spoke to Hermes about Dairon.  I took him to Hermes’ old home and Yusa was there.  Even if Jenny is on a job Yusa will be there.  Are my memories starting to return?
 
   I port straight inside.  To my shock the place is a wreck.  There are wind marks all over the walls and scorch marks on the ceiling.  There was clearly a battle fought here.  Nobody is here anymore though.  I can only pray that nobody was killed.  If they even came here then nobody in my club is safe.
 
   I have no choice, other than to recover the chain so I can contact anybody who is still free.  Perhaps I can find out something from the Queen too if I do that.  Where is the chain though?  I try porting back to my room, but unsurprisingly it is blocked.  I’ll have to port somewhere close and try breaking the door down.  To hell with stealth.  Speed is what I need now.
 
   “Hello Peter.”  Those words from that person fill me with disgust.
 
   “Hello Perry.”  I say hatefully.  I turn and glare at this maggot of a person.  She can be under no illusion as to my feelings.
 
   “So, did it feel good, killing your friends?”  She says, and even though she is the last person in the world I would trust, there is nothing she could have said that would scare me more.
 
   “I suppose it was too much to expect sense from you.”  I say with false bravado but there is no fooling her.  She knows just how false it is.
 
   “Oh, dear, dear me.  To think that you killed them and then forgot all about it.  You don’t even get to remember how fun it was.”  Perry says in her falsely sympathetic voice.  Then her first strike comes.  I dodge it instinctively and striking the wall with wind I leave through the new entrance I just created.
 
   Outside I fly up and away, but suddenly mages are diving towards me and the sky around me is filled with magical attacks.  They miss though, and I get far enough away to port.  This time I port outside my room and focus a quick and accurate but powerful wind slice right through the door.  The room is empty.  Not even our beds remain.  I sense a mage behind me, and it isn’t one I recognise, so I port again whilst I still can.
 
   I’m close to the head’s room.  Perhaps she has my chain there.  I race through the corridor ignoring the students who don’t seem to realise anything is wrong.  They realise when I blast through the head’s door with a wind slice but they seem more interested than worried.  I have little time, but thankfully what I am looking for is on the head’s desk.  I grab the chain and put it round my left wrist rather than my ankle, because it is quicker.
 
   I try to call out to the Queen but suddenly it is hot as a flame and I cry out in pain.  Some extra magic seems to have been added and I have no way to use or even remove it.  I am barely able to stand but suddenly Perry is standing in front of me again.  This time I find I cannot even use magic.
 
   “It seems I no longer need to kill you.  Your magic will do that for you.  Just so you know though, the friends of yours who are still alive will soon die by my hand.  Enjoy your death.”  Perry no longer maintains her false voice and her joyful malice is clear for anyone to hear.  Then she ports away with a broad grin.
 
   Unable to use my magic and with the magic in the chain burning stronger by the moment I am at the end of my options.  I fall to my knees in pain and curse loudly.   Then my curses turn to screams as the pain becomes unbearable.  My vision blurs and soon all I can see is darkness.  I have no idea how much time passes, but I am sure my life is at its end.
 
   “Peter!  Peter!”  I hear a distant voice through the pain.  I feel a sudden change in the ground under me.  It feels like I am on carpet now.  I assume that I was ported.  There are now more voices but my hearing is so bad now that I have no idea what they are saying, or even who they are.  The pain is growing weaker, but I can’t feel my legs or arms at all.
 
   I feel a cool soothing liquid poured over me.  The pain stops after a moment but I still can’t hear properly, or see at all.  I feel like I am being lifted and carried by a gentle wind.  I am put down and I feel a cold liquid poured down my throat.  I feel instantly drowsy and despite everything, sleep comes quickly.
 
   I wake cold and in darkness, but more liquid is poured down me and I am soon asleep again.  I wake again and it is light now.  I am warm this time but my vision is still blurred.  I am sure that is Rin sleeping on the chair beside me but I am unable to talk or move.  My magic is not there.  I can’t feel my left arm either, but at least I am not in pain now.  I want to check that it is there but I can’t even move my head enough to do that.
 
   I lie here awake awhile.  My vision slowly improves and now I can tell for sure that it is Rin.  The wall behind her is polished white stone.  I can’t tell what colour the feather light clothes I am wearing are but I would hazard a guess at white given my surroundings.  Eventually Rin wakes.
 
   “Peter?”  She asks cautiously.
 
   “Rin.”  I respond, but talking still hurts, a lot, and she can tell right away.
 
   “Don’t talk.”  Rin says and puts a finger over my mouth.  “Everyone else is safe.  Some were prisoners, but thanks to Aventurine’s status as a noble, the head refused Perry’s demand to have them all executed immediately.  She waited for the Queen’s orders.  That’s the only reason the Queen hasn’t had her executed.
 
   “I thought you were dead for sure when I first saw you like that.  They did a good job of saving you, but…  Your left arm, where you had the cursed chain on…  They couldn’t save it.  They had to cut it off to save your life.  I’m sorry.”  Rin says but is unable to continue.  Tears run down her face like a waterfall.
 
   “It’s… ok.”  I croak in my awful voice trying to reassure her, but she just cries harder.
 
   “It’s not ok!”  Rin says through her tears.  It would have been a greater shock to me, if I hadn’t already suspected and feared exactly this.  It is still a shock though.  If I can no longer use magic as well…
 
   “My… magic?”  I ask through the pain.
 
   “Your magic?”  Rin asks through her tears not understanding my question.
 
   “Will… it… come… back?”  I force myself to say each word despite the pain.  Rin just stares at me in shock.  I can’t read her aura.
 
   “Yes it will.”  She says but even without reading her aura I know she is lying.  She doesn’t know, but that’s better than being told no.  At least there is still hope.  Then I realise something.  She doesn’t know about Dairon.  Unless I told her.  I was going to, but how much time has passed?  Did I get a chance?  She senses that something is wrong, but can only wait for me to ask.
 
   “Dairon?”
 
   “What is Dairon?”  She asks.  I might have told Hermes if I hadn’t told Rin.
 
   “Ask… Hermes.”  I say but then I have a coughing fit, and every cough hurts like I am being thrown against a castle wall.
 
   “Don’t talk anymore!”  Rin says grabbing a potion, and then throws some down my throat.  It helps, but only a little.  “I’ll ask Hermes once it settles down.”
 
   After a while the pain subsides and Rin leaves me briefly.  She returns with Hermes.  Hermes looks wracked by guilt and Rin looks angry, but her anger subsides as she sees me.  Rin sits down and Hermes stands beside me.  Hermes stands there a moment.
 
   “Dairon…”  Hermes starts to say and I fear the worst.  “Dairon it seems was still able to use magic.  It sounds like he tried to defend you when you were arrested, but when he realised it was hopeless he fled.  We don’t know where he is now.”
 
   I am relieved she didn’t tell me he was killed.  I am surprised I couldn’t tell he was lying when he said he couldn’t use magic, but perhaps elven auras are just too different.  I hope he turns up.  I don’t think he will cause anyone any trouble, but he may be too scared to show himself now that I know he was lying.
 
   “Peter should rest some more.”  Rin says firmly.  “Hermes, please leave.”
 
   “Ok.”  Hermes says and taking one last look at me leaves.  “Peter, please don’t push yourself too much.”  Like I can push myself anywhere right now!  Rin comes over and pours a potion down my throat and soon I am asleep.  I don’t know how long passes but I am certain that a while must have passed before I am awake again.
 
   The pain is gone, and my body feels healthier now, but I am still unable to move.  My magic feels like it has come back, but it is still weak.  I am staring at a white ceiling.  Using my magic I move my head slightly and see Rin asleep and Hermes barely awake.  After a moment she realises that I am awake, and have moved slightly.
 
   “Peter?!”  Hermes says and Rin is awake too now.
 
   “Peter?  You can move now?  That was supposed to be impossible.”  Rin says but her face falls when she hears my answer.
 
   “Magic.”  I say and to my surprise it doesn’t hurt to talk now.  “I used wind magic.  It’s the only way I can move.  Are you saying I’ll never be able to move again without magic?”  A scary thought.
 
   “No.  You will be able to, but they’ll need to use a very rare potion.”  Rin assures me.
 
   “Ah, that’s good, but have they got this rare potion.”
 
   “My mother is making it, and it should be ready in a few days.”  Rin says.
 
   “Dairon turned up.”  Hermes says.  “He found Aventurine.  It seems you had them train together so he knew he could trust her.  She gave him one of the chains so he could be contacted.”  I wince when she mentions the chain.
 
   “Hermes.”  Rin scolds lightly.  “But when it isn’t cursed it is useful.  The master you had was destroyed, so only the Queen’s one can now be used to contact everyone.”
 
   “Perry and the head?”  I ask.
 
   “The head was arrested and is awaiting trial.”  Rin answers.  “Perry on the other hand is more problematic.  She claims she was doing everything for the sake of Contractia.  She says she was told by the head that the Queen ordered your execution and the execution of anyone who got in the way.  We don’t believe her any more than you do, but she has too many independent companies.  If the Queen arrests her there will be a civil war, and with the war we are fighting already the Queen doesn’t dare.  Personally I’d like nothing more than to kill that evil woman, but she’s just too powerful.”
 
   “Was anybody else hurt?”  I ask.
 
   “Some of the Divine Flames who fought against Perry were hurt, but it was nothing a potion couldn’t deal with.”  Rin says.
 
   “Nobody was killed?”
 
   “Nobody.”  Rin assures me.
 
   “Then Perry can wait.”  I say.  “I’ve already seen her murder innocent people.  She was my enemy before this, so it changes nothing.  We’ll deal with her one day.  You say the potion will be ready in a few days?”
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says confidently.
 
   “What about the academy?  Am I still a student?  Are we all still students?”
 
   “Yes.  The Queen made it clear that nobody from the club was to be expelled or punished for what happened, or the consequences.  She even delayed the competition for most classes in case you decided you wished to take part still.  2A started because their part will take longest.  Over half the class are taking part and they do so one person at a time so there wasn’t much choice there.  You have the choice to withdraw though, after what happened.”
 
   “My powers are still weak.  Let’s see if they recover enough.”  I say.
 
   “They will do.”  Rin says confidently.
 
   “I hope so.”  I say.
 
   “It’s just a pity we can’t use Lilian.”  Rin says and I blink.
 
   “Who?”  I ask confused.
 
   “Lilian.”  Rin says again.
 
   “Who’s Lilian?”  I ask still confused.
 
   “The Year 1 student we got.  Well, you got for us.  Though I did help a bit.”  Rin says.
 
   “When did we get a Year 1 student?”  I ask.
 
   “You seriously don’t remember?”  Rin asks concerned now.
 
   “No.  I came back from my secret mission, and then we got into an argument.  Then I took Dairon to Hermes old home, and found out Yusa was staying there.  Then…  Then I don’t remember until I woke up after I was arrested.  How big a gap was that?”
 
   “Two and a bit days.  It was our day off of the same week.  It seems you were training with Aventurine and Dairon, whilst we went on a bounty hunt.  Since then though almost a whole month has passed.  Dairon isn’t willing to teach anyone other than Aventurine, because you haven’t told him it’s ok to do so.  She’s better than Charlotte now, and I don’t think I could beat her either from what I’ve heard.  It makes me so angry thinking that noble brat is better than me.”  Rin says but it is light hearted.  She doesn’t really dislike Aventurine.
 
   “It sounds like Dairon is really useful.”  I say thoughtfully.  “It’s just a shame that anything he may have taught me has been lost now.  Could you get Aventurine to bring him here?  It would be good to see this Lilian too.”
 
   “Yu Kii will be sad.”  Rin says.  “They aren’t going to allow too many visitors.  You might get away with three, but you’d better let me know what your order of preference is in case they don’t.”
 
   “Dairon followed by Lilian, followed by Aventurine.”  I say after a moment’s thought.
 
   “Where are we anyway?”  I ask.
 
   “We’re in a special room in the royal palace.”  Rin says.  “Normally only royalty and nobles are brought here.  The room has powerful healing magic, which combined with potions and the royal healer saved your life.  If the Queen had arrived a minute later you would have been beyond saving.  They weren’t sure if they were going to be able save you.”
 
   “How did the Queen know to come?”  I ask.
 
   “We managed to get an audience with the Queen thanks to Lucy and Aventurine’s mothers.  Normally even a noble of their standing can’t just demand to see the Queen, but the combination of two nobles who were not exactly on good terms both asking together made the difference.”
 
   “I’ll have to thank them.”  I say.
 
   “The Divine Flames also saved me.”  Hermes says.  “My group got in trouble with an army of goblins, and when we couldn’t contact you we were almost killed.”
 
   “Yes, I thought you were the only one stupid enough to fight an army single handed.”  Rin says sounding both resigned and amused at the same time.  “You should probably put Jenny in charge next time though, because she did a good job of taking over.  She also had the sense to question the hunt before it started.”
 
   “Yes, that might be better.”  Hermes says looking down.
 
   “Ok.  There’s something I need to know though.”  I say but then I pause.  It takes a few moments to build up my courage to ask.  “What crime was I accused of?”
 
   “You were accused of stealing the royal chain that the Queen gave you.  You were also accused of using an illegal potion, which although true, was also given to you by the Queen.”  Rin says and looks really angry.  “I can’t believe she gave that to you!”
 
   “The anti-sleep potion?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  If you’d told me about it I’d have told you to stop using it and give it back.  It seems the Queen forgot to ask for it back, and Hermes didn’t realise how dangerous it was.  Not to mention that it was illegal.  Hermes even had some herself!”  Rin says and glares at Hermes for a moment but then Rin turns back to me and her expression softens.  “It seemed to have a very unusual effect on you though.  It’s normal for some people to get violent when they have been using it too long and someone tries to stop them using it.  Poor Aventurine was almost killed when she tried to stop you.  What is unusual is that it normally weakens your magic, but it seemed to strengthen yours.  Aventurine wouldn’t go into the details, but she also said it seemed to bring back some of your memories.”
 
   “Change the order.  Aventurine, Dairon, Lilian.”  I say as soon as I hear that last part.
 
   “Ok, but don’t get your hopes up.  It didn’t sound like you told her the details.”
 
   “If that potion helped bring my memories back, does that give a clue to any other potions or methods that might work?”  I ask.
 
   “My mother is considering that, but she hasn’t had any ideas yet.  She’s also trying to focus on the potion to heal you before she puts too much thought into it.”
 
   “Yes, that is definitely more urgent.”  I say.  “I feel hungry, but not like I haven’t eaten in days.”
 
   “The healer used magic to sustain you.  Until you are healed you can’t eat or drink.”  Rin says.  “I can call her in to use the magic again if you are hungry.”
 
   “That would be good.  How soon do you think you could get those visitors for me too?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ll be talking to the Queen later so maybe tomorrow.”  Rin says.
 
   I talk to Hermes whilst Rin gets the healer.  She is a very old looking woman, but her healing magic reminds me of Lucy.  The hunger is gone but I look forward to being able to eat.  It just isn’t as satisfying for the hunger just to disappear like this.  I am very grateful though, because she has saved my life and is continuing to help me like this.
 
   I spend the day talking, but mostly listening, to Rin and Hermes.  It is fortunate in one sense that I am not eating or drinking, because it would be embarrassing having to get help to deal with the after effects so to speak.  I am not confident that I could currently port anything, but I am sure I couldn’t port that right now.  I am grateful that they are able to use a potion to help me sleep.  Not having done anything physical, I suspect that it would be very hard to sleep.  The potion brings sleep straight away.
 
   I wake and move my head with wind magic again.  Beside me are Rin and Aventurine.  Rin is asleep again, but Aventurine is wide awake and looks very nervous.  Very nervous indeed.
 
   “Peter?”  She says seeing me move.  Rin is awake the moment she speaks.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  Rin says sleepily but looks more awake by the second.
 
   “Good morning Peter.”  Aventurine says sounding shy.
 
   “Good morning Rin, Aventurine.”  I say with a small smile.  It is the most I can manage because even my face is difficult to move.
 
   “How are you feeling?”  Aventurine asks.
 
   “I’m not in pain anymore.”  I tell her and she seems a little relieved.  “Did Rin mention about my memories?”
 
   “She said you forgot what happened after you came back.”  Aventurine says nervously.
 
   “That’s right.  She also said you said the potion seemed to bring back some of my memories.”
 
   “It did, but…  You didn’t really tell me much about them.”  Aventurine says looking down.
 
   “Anything would be better than nothing.”  I tell her.
 
   “You remembered your father, but the only thing you said about him, was when I said that I got burnt when I first learned fire magic.  You started to say something as if perhaps you had gone through the same experience with your father.  You then stopped and felt funny.  You asked what you were saying and I reminded you, but you said you didn’t know your father.”
 
   “Nothing else?”
 
   “Well, it must have been nonsense but you mentioned your mother once.  You were totally out of it, and what you said was ridiculous.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “You didn’t mention that before.”  Rin says glaring at Aventurine.  “If it was nonsense it would have been better not to have mentioned it.”
 
   “What did I say?”  I ask.  Aventurine looks very intimidated by Rin, but Rin shrugs.
 
   “You got this far.”  Rin says.  “You’d better finish what you were saying.”
 
   “Well, it was something about her killing you.”  Aventurine says and I blink.  “But since you’re still alive that can’t be true.  You also seemed happy about the idea of dying.”
 
   “Don’t give him ideas, or I’ll make sure you’re happy about the idea of dying, Aventurine.”  Rin says placing a hand on her shoulder.  She goes still in an instant.
 
   “She’s just joking.”  I say.
 
   “Are you sure?”  Rin asks with an icy glare.  “You always seem to find new ways to try to get yourself killed.  You came mighty close this time.  You even lost…”  Then Rin stops and tears form in the corners of her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry.  You can’t blame Aventurine though.”  I say.
 
   “No.  She actually helped you even after you tried to kill her.”  Rin says taking her hand off of Aventurine and turning around.  “I’ll leave you both alone for a bit, but Aventurine, don’t you dare do or say anything stupid.”
 
   “Don’t worry.”  Aventurine says.  Rin leaves.
 
   “Did I really try to kill you?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “Yes, but it was just because of the potion.  I knew it would be an issue when I took it from you, but I had no idea you could follow my port and slice through the door’s protection.”
 
   “I seem to remember slicing through doors and walls even after I woke up.”  I say thoughtfully.  “They must have been protected too.”
 
   “I’m just glad I wasn’t standing in the way of your wind slice.”  Aventurine says.  “I don’t blame you though.  Perhaps it would have been better if I had let you drink a little more and gotten the others to help.”
 
   “Perhaps it would have been even worse if you had.  Nobody died.  I’m really grateful for that.”
 
   “Did you forget everything that happened in those couple of days?”
 
   “Yes.”  I say and see Aventurine seems a little disappointed.  “I hear that you’ve made great progress with Dairon’s help.”
 
   “Yes, and I owe that to you as well.  You had him help me because you felt Rin had gone overboard with my punishment.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “What were you being punished for?”  I ask.
 
   “Rin decided to have a competition.  Yusa and I had to move a pool of water onto each other.  Yusa won so she got to go on the bounty hunt, but I was meant to be training on my own in a stream in the forest, in…  Well anyway you felt it was a bit much because of the weather so you decided to train me with Dairon.”
 
   “So that’s why I wasn’t on the bounty hunt.”  I say.
 
   “Yes.  I’m really sorry.”
 
   “If I had gone out of control on a hunt it could have been much worse.”  I assure her.  “I’m also pleased you’ve made good progress.  I hope you are willing to enter the competition with us.”
 
   “Of course!”  Aventurine says.
 
   “Have there been any bounty hunts whilst I was recovering?”  I ask curiously.
 
   “A couple of small ones, but only with Year 1 and 2s.”  Aventurine says.  “I was given the chance to go on one but I wanted to focus on the training.  Once Dairon is training everyone I am sure I’ll not be able to spend as long training with him.”
 
   “Do you like Dairon?”  I ask.
 
   “Like?  What do you mean?”  Aventurine asks sounding very defensive.
 
   “What do you think of him?”
 
   “He’s really good at magic.  He said before that he couldn’t use it anymore but it seems that methods to seal magic power don’t work on elves because their methods are so different to ours.  He was afraid he might be killed if we realised it.”
 
   “That was silly.”  I say.  “But what do you think of him as a person rather than as a mage?”
 
   “He doesn’t really show his personality to me.  I don’t think he likes me, but I think he is very loyal to you, which is why he was willing to continue my training.  Occasionally he’ll talk about Contractian nobles like we’re evil though, and that annoys me.”
 
   “Some are, and perhaps they are the ones he has encountered or heard about before he met you.  Well, he met your family first after getting captured, and they’re not evil, but he never got to know them.”
 
   “He makes it sound like I’m evil though.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “Don’t let it bother you.  I’m sure he’ll change his mind in time.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Aventurine says.  “By the way, Rin said Dairon would be here to see you tomorrow.  Then Lilian will be here the next day, and she hopes to have you out of here the day after that.”
 
   “Now that would be good.”  I say smiling.
 
   “Is there anyone you like?”  Aventurine asks.
 
   “There are lots of people I like.  I like everyone in the club for starters.”  I say confused.
 
   “But is there anyone you like more than anyone else?”
 
   “I don’t think it works like that.  I can’t measure my like for everyone and say that one person is first and someone else is last.”  I say frowning.
 
   “Thank you.”  Aventurine says smiling now.
 
   “I don’t really get what you’re thanking me for.”  I say even more confused now.
 
   “Don’t worry, please just forget I asked.”
 
   “Ok.”  I say confused.  There is silence for a few moments that starts to get a little uncomfortable.
 
   “What do you think about me though?”  Aventurine asks nervously.
 
   “You seem to be a nice person, and as a mage it sounds like you’ve made great progress.”  I say honestly.  She seems a little disappointed for a moment but only for a moment.
 
   “I hope we have the chance to get to know each other better.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “Well, I’m stuck here and this seems like as good a chance as any to talk.  Talking is always a good way to get to know each other better.”  I say.  She looks embarrassed, but nods.  Rin comes in after a while but we talk lots both before and after that.  Rin politely sits back, and seems to enjoy listening to Aventurine talk.  It is mostly Aventurine talking, partly because I have lost so many of my memories.  It sounds like she had a hard childhood despite being a noble.
 
   “I’m hungry.” Aventurine says and seeing Rin glare at her she asks.  “How do you eat if you can’t move?”
 
   “I don’t.  The healer uses magic.  I’m getting hungry myself.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll get the healer.”  Rin says.  “Once I’m back I think it would be best if you left, Aventurine.”
 
   “Oh, ok.”  Aventurine says sounding disappointed.  I must admit I am as well.  Her cheerful attitude and hearing all sorts of interesting things about her life was cheering me up.  I don’t contradict Rin though.  She has been looking after me all this time, and has just let Aventurine talk for probably the whole morning without complaining.  She seemed to be enjoying it at first but it must have gotten a bit much for her.  The healer deals with my hunger and then I have to say goodbye to Aventurine.
 
   “You seem disappointed that she’s gone.”  Rin says.
 
   “It was fun talking to her.  Well, mostly listening.  Reminded me a bit of Hermes when we first met.”
 
   “You couldn’t stand Hermes at first.”  Rin points out.
 
   “I wouldn’t say that, but it is true that I wished Hermes wouldn’t talk so much.  It is rare for Hermes to talk that much now though.”  I say.
 
   “So you are disappointed Aventurine left.”  Rin says.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  The important thing is, you are still here, although shouldn’t you get something to eat?”
 
   “I’ll just have a snack again.”
 
   “You should eat properly.  There’s no point my getting better and then you being ill.”
 
   “That’s not exactly the same thing.”  Rin protests.
 
   “True, but your health is important too.  Eat a proper meal and then come back and talk to me.  I could use a short lie down.”
 
   “You’ve been lying down for most of a month!”
 
   “I know.”  I say with a smile and she knows I’m joking.  “But seriously, get a meal, even if you decide to bring it back here.”
 
   “Fine, but I’m not bringing it back here.  That would be cruel when you can’t eat.”
 
   “I’ll ask you what you’ve eaten, so if you don’t eat properly I’ll know.  I can read your aura, remember.”  I say.  The truth is I still can’t, but Rin doesn’t know that.
 
   “Fine.  I’m not going to describe it in detail though, because that would be almost as cruel as eating it in front of you.”  Rin says.
 
   “Good.”  I say because she is right.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13 (Peter)
 
   I see Dairon but we can’t really train.  I don’t really learn much and he seems very reserved but he is clearly relieved that I am not angry at him for fleeing or lying.  I ask him to train Yusa because she is still having real difficulty and Aventurine had to promise not to pass her training on to anyone until I said it was ok to do so.
 
   My, hopefully last day here, and I see Lilian.  She reminds me a bit of Aventurine physically but she seems more confident and practical.  Of course she is older, but I don’t think that is it.  She shows me the contract we made during the time that I forgot.  She talks a fair amount, but unlike Aventurine doesn’t really seem to enjoy talking.  It is more of a means to an end.  In this case it is to bring me up to speed with what has been happening in training and on the couple of bounty hunts that happened whilst I was recovering.  She also tells me a bit about herself, but not a great deal.
 
   Finally the potion is ready.  Rin, taking a huge amount of care, opens the small vial and pours it down my throat.  The effect is almost instant.  I can move again.  I slowly stand up.  It feels funny after so long not being able to, but I am walking and even running straight away.  I have heard of people taking months of hard work to be able to walk again after a serious injury.  To go instantly from not being able to move an inch to being able to run is bizarre, but very welcome.
 
   Now that I am able to walk again my missing left arm is much more noticeable.  Lying there unable to move it didn’t really make any difference, but now I can move I really notice it.  Rin notices me looking where it should be.  I can tell she is worried, but there is nothing she can say or do that will make it come back again.
 
   We port back to my room and Hermes is waiting there.  She was clearly pacing and is relieved to see me.  It is still just before lessons.  Rin and Hermes both suggest skipping the lessons today, but I am having none of it.  I must be way behind already, and have no intention of falling any further behind.
 
   The teacher doesn’t greet me this time.  She just ignores me, but that is fine.  The lesson is theory and having missed the previous lessons it takes a fair amount of explaining from Hermes.  I am fairly sure I understand the theory by the end of the lesson, but it has taken a lot of effort.
 
   Lunch time comes and I find myself greeting everyone from the club before I have even taken my lunch.  Last is Aventurine.  She offers to buy me lunch, but I politely refuse.  Carrying my lunch is harder but with a combination of magic and my remaining hand I manage.  Of course Rin, Hermes, and Yu Kii all offer to carry it for me, but I am not planning to become dependent on their help.  I have been too dependent on help for the last month or so already.
 
   Eating soup is easy.  I just use a spoon after all.  It doesn’t taste as nice as I expected.  Perhaps for my first meal in too long, I should have treated myself to something nicer.  I could even have taken Aventurine up on her offer, but then I’d feel guilty.  I guess as a noble she is probably fairly rich, but I have a lot more money than I had before.  Thankfully it seems I left my money in my room, which is really unusual for me.  As a result it was found with the rest of the contents of the room.  They had just been ported to a storage room.
 
   The afternoon lesson is fire magic practical and it takes a lot of effort.  Thankfully Hermes is able to help me again.  She was always stronger at fire than I was.  I am actually worn out by the end of the day.  I decide to just watch the training today.  I’ll take part tomorrow.
 
   What I see impresses me.  Everyone has made progress.  It sounds like a lot of Yusa’s progress was from the single training session with Dairon, but she should be able to improve plenty if she made that much progress in a single session.  Of course by now the whole club knows about Dairon, but they are keeping him a secret from everyone else.  The teachers must be mystified by the sudden progress!
 
   I already know to expect great progress from Aventurine, but I am not disappointed.  Just for fun I ask to see Rin, Charlotte and Aventurine have a simple competition.  The winner is Rin, but only just.
 
   Cherry is doing really well, but so are Midori and Tabi.  The others have made progress at wind magic, but the gap seems bigger now than before.  I wonder to myself how I would fare against Cherry.  I am pretty confident I would win, but she seems to have come along far enough to make me really work at it if I ever had to go against her.
 
   Helski and Yu Kii have made great progress under Lilian.  To my surprise Sherry seems to have made very little progress.  I almost wonder whether she has gone backwards since I last saw her.  Jenny seems frustrated and perhaps embarrassed by this.
 
   They change from their primary element to a random element as usual and there seems to have been progress here too.  The training is almost over when they hold a quick porting exercise.  Apparently this has happened at the end of every training session lately.
 
   “See you tomorrow!”
 
   “Goodbye!”
 
   “See you in the morning!”
 
   “Peter!  Do you have a minute?”
 
   “Sure Cherry.”  I say.
 
   “I’m Sherry.”  She says.  I must have gotten mixed up during the porting.  Unfortunately Rin is close enough to hear and she seems suspicious.
 
   “What can I help you with Sherry?”  I ask.
 
   “You were right the first time.”  She says and looks suspicious too now.  “I thought you could tell us apart from our auras.”
 
   “I could, but my magic isn’t entirely recovered yet.  It’s still a bit off balance, so my perception is off too.”
 
   “Oh, ok.”  She says but Rin was obviously listening.
 
   “You didn’t tell me that.”  Rin says walking up to us.
 
   “I didn’t want to worry you over nothing.”  I say.  “What did you want to talk about, Cherry?”
 
   “I just wanted to know if I could take part in the competition.  If now’s a bad time though…”
 
   “Of course you can take part.”  I say.
 
   “Thanks!  Do you know who else will be on the team?”
 
   “I still need to talk to everyone.  Certainly Rin, Yu Kii, Aventurine and you.”
 
   “What about Sherry?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.”  I say.  “Besides I need to talk to anyone who will be on the team before I can make a final decision, and before I can tell you.”
 
   “What about yourself?”
 
   “Of course I’ll be on the team.  I have to be, and even if I didn’t I wouldn’t ask everyone else to do this while I sat back and did nothing.”
 
   “So there are five people already on the team, and five more places open.”
 
   “Yes, but we don’t have to use the full ten people.”
 
   “It would be better to do so though.”  Cherry says.  “And my sister is one of the better members of the club, so it makes sense to use her.”
 
   “That’s enough Cherry.”  Rin says sounding annoyed.  To be honest I am a bit annoyed too.
 
   “Rin’s right.”  I say.  I was considering using Sherry, but this makes me want to avoid doing so.
 
   “Sherry!  What’s keeping you?”  Cherry (?) asks, but it is not the sister I am talking to.  I blink in confusion.
 
   “Damn.”  She says and glaring at her sister ports away.
 
   “What’s wrong?”  Cherry (?) asks.
 
   “You’re Cherry right?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.  You can tell that can’t you, Peter?”  Cherry asks cheerfully.
 
   “Actually right now my power is a bit off balance, so I can’t.  Your sister just said she was Cherry, and after offering to join the competition was trying to convince me to take Sherry as well.”
 
   “That idiot!”  Cherry says.  “Of course I’m happy to join the competition, but that idiot sister of mine...  I’m really sorry.  She didn’t mean any harm by it.”
 
   “After pulling that trick you’d better not let Sherry into the competition, Peter.”  Rin says darkly.
 
   “She really didn’t mean any harm.”  Cherry apologises again.
 
   “Regardless, it isn’t Cherry’s fault.”  I say with a sigh.  “We’d be glad if you join the competition, but we’ll need to consider whether to allow Sherry to join.”
 
   “You’d better not allow Sherry to join.”  Rin says darkly.
 
   “It’s a pity, because I probably would have included her if it wasn’t for this.  Anyway, goodnight Cherry.”
 
   “Good night Peter.”  Cherry says wincing slightly.  Then she ports.  I look around and see Yusa and Jenny chatting a fair way from us.  I port to them.
 
   “Hi.”  I say.
 
   “Hi Peter.”  They both say in surprise.
 
   “Could I talk to Jenny alone for a minute?”  I ask.
 
   “Ok, I’ll port back ahead of you.”  Yusa says.
 
   “Tell Jimmy I’ll not be long.  I’m not going to be long am I?”
 
   “No, this should be fairly quick.”  I say.
 
   “Good night Peter.”  Yusa says and ports away.  I take a quick look around but other than Rin who ports in as Yusa leaves we are alone.
 
   “What’s going on with Sherry?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m really sorry about her progress.”  Jenny apologises.
 
   “That’s not what I meant.  She just came up to me and pretended to be Cherry to persuade me to let her into the competition.”
 
   “Oh… Wouldn’t she know that you can tell from her aura whether she’s lying?”
 
   “I can’t right now.  My power is off balance.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s not good.”
 
   “But even if I can’t tell she’s lying why would she do it?”
 
   “Since the hunt went bad she’s gone downhill.  I think it affected her emotionally more than the others.  She’s also probably trying to prove she’s still one of the elite, like she was when she first joined.”
 
   “She’s our only fire mage that can enter the competition.”
 
   “To be honest I wouldn’t let her join the competition even if it wasn’t for this.  I think you’d be better off focusing on the other elements and accepting that fire isn’t your strength.”  Jenny says.  “She’s still one of the better mages in the club, but she’s a real risk emotionally.  There’s a good chance she’ll collapse under the pressure.”
 
   “Thank you Jenny!”  Rin says triumphantly.
 
   “I don’t want to give the impression we’ve given up on her though.”  I say worried.  “That could increase the pressure on her too.  It’s a pity that Dairon doesn’t use fire magic.  Sherry is the only student here that he can’t help.”
 
   “That’s probably also part of the problem.”  Jenny says.  “She thinks she’s going to be left behind because of it.”
 
   “Any ideas?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ve been trying to turn her around for a month now.  I just wish that Hermes hadn’t screwed up so badly.”  Jenny says.  I wince.
 
   “Well sorry to bother you.  Good night Jenny.”  I say.
 
   “Good night Jenny.”  Rin says.
 
   “Good night Rin, Peter.”  Jenny says and ports.
 
   “Good night Rin.”  I say.
 
   “Good night Peter.”  Rin says.
 
   I port back to my room.  Hermes is waiting.  She asks.  “Are you ok?”
 
   “Yes, just tired.  It’s been too long, and I can’t believe that Sherry.”
 
   “Sherry?”
 
   “Never mind.  Good night Hermes.”  I say.
 
   “Good night Peter.”  Hermes says.  I look up to the stars but they are silent as usual.  I easily fall asleep without the help of a sleeping potion.
 
   The next morning the first round of the competition is announced.  It will be in the morning on our day off this week.  That gives only two days including today to prepare.  I still haven’t decided who will be on the team.  The morning passes quickly, and lunch flies by too.  The afternoon lesson is theory so it seems to take longer.  Eventually it is over and it is time to train.
 
   “Before you split up into your groups I have something to say.”  I tell everyone, and they gather around me.  “The first battle in the competition is on our day off this week.  It will be in the morning, so those competing have only today and tomorrow to prepare.  I will be training with Cherry, Midori, Tabi and Dairon today.  Tomorrow I will be training with Helski, Yu Kii and Dairon.  If anyone I mentioned doesn’t want to compete please let me know now.”  They all look happy and nobody I mentioned complains or refuses.  Sherry looks upset but not surprised.  Cherry looks apologetically towards her sister.  “Jenny, Tabi, Midori and Cherry to me.  Everyone else go about your normal training.”
 
   “Do you want me to get Dairon?”  Jenny asks.
 
   “Yes please.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll just be a moment.”  Jenny says and ports away.  She is back a few moments later with Dairon.  I explain that I’d like him to help us with wind magic, and he happily agrees.  We go into the forest at his request.
 
   I have Cherry demonstrate her ability first.  Dairon explains a few things she can improve on.  They are simple but I can immediately see an improvement.  I have her practise further whilst Tabi demonstrates her skills.  Again Dairon sees where she can improve and she does so straight away.  Midori is next.  Dairon is unsure at first but after a few demonstrations he gives her some advice.  The result is spectacular.
 
   I have everyone practise what they’ve learnt whilst I work with Dairon.  We go far enough away to get a bit of privacy.  I demonstrate my seriously weakened powers, but Dairon is at a loss.  Time and again I demonstrate and he does try to give me advice, but it is nothing new to me.  It seems like common sense really.  The trouble is that I’m already doing it.  It just isn’t working.  After a while I have Dairon help the others again.  They are all making great progress.  I just wish we had a little more time before the first battle.
 
   After everyone else leaves I practise through the night with Dairon, but I am no closer by dawn than I was before, and my magic is exhausted.  I take some power from Dairon and port him back home.  Then I port to my room.  Although Hermes got the message that I might not be back until morning she doesn’t look like she got much sleep.
 
   I have to attend lessons, but I skip training.  Dairon already knows to train Helski and Yu Kii so I am not really needed.  I would like to train further but I need to recover both physically and magically.  I allow Rin to make the final decision about who will take part tomorrow, based on progress today.
 
   The morning arrives and I am refreshed and ready.  My power is still weak but everyone has made such good progress so I am confident of victory.  We meet at the arena.  Rin and Yu Kii are already there.  It seems the final team will be me, Rin, Yu Kii, Helski, Cherry, Midori, Tabi, Yusa and Aventurine.  It will be nine against ten, most of the group are only Year 3s, and I’m not going to be much use, but other than Rin everyone has trained with Dairon.  It will be a tough fight but I am still confident we will win.
 
   Our team is here now and the arena is full.  We enter the arena and prepare to be ported to the battle ground.  Apparently magic will be used to allow the audience to watch the fight.  The judge approaches me.
 
   “This crystal is your freedom.  Lose it and you will lose the battle and your freedom.  You must remain within the designated area.  The borders are clearly shown by a purple light at the edge.  Anyone who enters or crosses the light, including by porting, will leave the battle permanently.  If you or the crystal do so though, you lose the battle.”
 
   “I understand.”  I say nodding.  Hermes explained it all to me already so it’s not a surprise.  I have no idea what the battlefield will be though, so there is little planning I could do.
 
   “The other team seems to be late.  The battle will commence immediately once I port you.”  She says sounding annoyed now.
 
   “I’m here.”  A girl from our class says sounding very nervous.
 
   “And the rest of your team?”
 
   “They’re not coming.  I wish to withdraw from the competition.”
 
   “Impossible.”  The judge says and suddenly we are ported.  We are in the forest, and it seems to be nine against one.  Hardly fair, but I would rather have an unfair victory than a fair defeat.
 
   “Yu Kii and Cherry, use your senses to find her.  Everyone else guard, and be prepared for an attack.  Don’t get careless just because it should be an easy win.  We’ll take her alive if possible, and it certainly ought to be.”  I quickly command and everyone obeys.
 
   “Found her.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “How close?”  I ask.
 
   “A long way.  We’d better port closer.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Share the location with Yusa.  Yusa will port the group.”  I tell her.
 
   “Ok.”  Yu Kii says and then does so.  We gather around Yusa who quickly ports us.
 
   “That way.”  Yu Kii says quietly.
 
   “Yusa and Rin prevent her porting.  Everyone else focus on capturing her.”  I say quietly too.
 
   When we arrive she falls to her knees holding her gem out.  It could be a trap, but I think she truly means to surrender.  Regardless Cherry quickly pulls the gem out of her hand with wind magic.  It doesn’t feel satisfying to win like this, but it is much better than losing.  Suddenly we are back at the arena.
 
   “A disgraceful and unentertaining battle.”  A woman who appears to have been acting as commentator says, and the crowd hisses and boos us.  “Regardless, the result is a win for the boy Peter.  The coward Marian, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Peter, and Peter will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Marian are eternally forfeit.  Let’s hope that Gillian of 2D will put up more of a fight, and that she was not foolish enough to enter the competition without a team.”
 
   I look at Marian and she shrinks back a step in fear.  She is a little taller than me.  She is blonde haired, blue eyed and pale skinned like many Contractians.  Her hair is short and she is not overly fat, but neither is she overly thin.  I wish I could read her aura, but I can’t.
 
   “Come here.”  I say as unthreateningly as I can.  She does so but she is shaking and clearly terrified.  There are tears welling up in her eyes.
 
   “Everyone port to the training grounds.  I’ll meet you there in a minute.”  I say and then taking her wrist port her back to my room.  Hopefully without the crowd she’ll be able to calm down a little.  Hermes is waiting.  It seems she ported back before me.  Trying to calm Marian I say.  “There’s no need to be afraid.”
 
   “What will you do with me?”  She asks in a shaking voice.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you.  Sit down.”  I say gesturing towards my bed.  She does so but still seems just as scared.  “Why did you enter the competition?”
 
   “I wanted to be promoted to 2C.  My friends did too.”
 
   “Why didn’t they help you today?”
 
   “They heard how powerful you were.  That you could even cut through the academy walls.  They were terrified of you.”
 
   “If you join my club, I’ll return your freedom to you.”  I say and she blinks.  Then she looks at me in disbelief.
 
   “That’s all I have to do?  Join the club?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “But, you could do anything you want to me.  Why just that?”
 
   “Is there something you want me to do to you?”  I ask confused.
 
   “No!  I’ll gladly join.  I just don’t understand.”
 
   “You’ll need to join my independent company if you join the club.  I may also ask you to fight under me in the competition.  You’re also not allowed to do anything to undermine me or the club.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of undermining you!”  She protests.
 
   “Hermes, do you have the contract ready?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  It’s here.”  Hermes says.
 
   “Read it, and if you are happy with it then sign it.”  I tell Marian.  She quickly reads it and signs it right away.  “Hermes, have Jenny meet me at the town hall.”
 
   “Ok.”  Hermes says and ports away.
 
   “What’s your element by the way?”  I ask Marian.
 
   “Fire.”  She says nervously.  I decide it would be best to get her officially free before we talk any further.  Besides I don’t want to keep Jenny and Hermes waiting.
 
   “We need to sort out some paperwork to return your freedom to you.”  I say, and taking her wrist I port us to the town hall.  Jenny and Hermes are there moments after we arrive.  It isn’t long before Marian is officially free again.  I have her spend the rest of the day with Jenny who will train and assess her.  I figure it is best to let them spend the time just one to one for today.  Meeting everyone properly can wait until tomorrow.  Leaving them I port back to the training grounds.
 
   It seems the whole club is here.  I had only intended for the team that fought today to be here.  Then I notice a couple of new faces.  They are talking to Rin.  I walk up to them wondering what they are doing here.
 
   “Hello.”  I say.  They turn not having noticed my approach.  Rin noticed me of course, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “Peter.”  One of them says grimly, whilst turning to face me.  “What do you plan to do to Marian?”
 
   “Who are you?”  I ask not even trying to pretend to be friendly.  They aren’t in uniform so I am unsure which year they are in, but it seems likely they are her friends.
 
   “I’m her sister, and this is my friend, Hail Firebreath, of the Firebreath nobles.  We’d like to buy my sister back from you.”
 
   “Well you’re too late.”  I say and before I can explain further her eyes widen.
 
   “What have you done to my sister?”  She says in both shock and anger.  Her friend clenches her fists, which are now covered in flames.
 
   “I freed her, on the condition she join the club.”  I explain and this clearly wasn’t what they were expecting.
 
   “You… what?”  Her sister asks unable to believe she heard me correctly.
 
   “I freed her.  She’s now a member of my club, but otherwise a free person.  Of course the royal decree means your mother no longer has any rights over her.  Like the rest of the club, she will have to join my company, and therefore the army when she is older.”
 
   “What made you decide to free her?”  She asks still in shock, but now also in relief.
 
   “That was always my intention.  I was a slave myself once.  If I have the choice, and someone hasn’t done something to make me truly hate them, I have no intention of forcing them to be slaves.”
 
   “I can’t say I understand you, but you have my eternal gratitude.”  She says in relief.  “I am already graduated and in the army, so there is little I can do to help you, but I know my sister will not let you down.  I was allowed to watch the battle, but I must return to my position.  I wish you the best of luck, Peter of the Wind.”
 
   “I must return too but, strange boy as you are, I also wish you the best of luck, Peter of the Wind.”  Hail Firebreath says and they port away.
 
   “So you really freed her, just like you said you were going to.”  Rin says shaking her head.
 
   “We now have one more Year 2 student.  If we get far enough we’ll get enough members just by using the people we beat.”  I say confidently.
 
   “The way most people in Contractia think, it is simply unimaginable for a boy to free girls he has enslaved.  Perhaps you may change some of their minds, but I fear they’ll just see you as a weird boy, like those two did.”  Rin says sounding sad.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”  I say shrugging.  “We have more important things to worry about.  Besides why is the whole club here?”
 
   “To celebrate the victory of course.”  Rin says smiling.
 
   “Hardly a cause for celebration, considering why we won.  Much better to train and prepare for the next battle.  We only have a week.”  I say annoyed.
 
   “Let them celebrate a little.  It’s good for their confidence.  We can train later.”  Rin tells me firmly.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14 (Peter)
 
   It is the end of our final training session before the next battle.  Marian is working really well with the club, but her power is too weak, and Dairon is of course unable to help with fire magic.  I would like a fire user but I have no choice other than to keep the same group as before.
 
   My own power seems to be returning to normal on its own, but it isn’t there yet.  Hopefully it should be back to normal by the time we go up against 2C, but for the next battle it seems I am still less powerful than Cherry.  That said, Cherry and the rest of the group have made excellent progress.  I have focused most of Dairon’s time on the group that will be fighting, but I have made sure everyone who he can help gets some time with him.
 
   Cherry comes up to me.  I can tell from her aura again that it is Cherry, although I haven’t mentioned it yet.   She seems nervous but determined about something.
 
   “Hi Cherry.”  I say.
 
   “It’s Sherry.”  She says and I blink.  “I’m sorry about lying to you last week.”
 
   “You didn’t lie to me last week, but you did just now.  Even if it is for your sister’s sake, I can’t describe how disappointed I am in both of you.”  I tell her, and I can see she is in shock.  “My power isn’t fully recovered, but it has recovered enough to tell you apart.  Since it is so important to you, have Sherry come along with you tomorrow, but don’t ever lie to me again.”
 
   “I’m sorry…”  She starts to say but I glare at her and cut her off.
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you right now.  Go.  Now.”  I say angrily.  She ports away instantly.
 
   “You should have gone easy on her.”  Rin says.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m hearing that from you.”  I say looking at Rin.  “Who argued most against allowing Sherry on the team after lying last time?”
 
   “Sherry was unstable.  Cherry on the other hand is one of our strongest team members at the moment.  She isn’t going to be at her best tomorrow though.  Not after that.  I’m still not happy you let Sherry join the team either.”  Rin says calmly.
 
   “Sorry.”  I say.
 
   “Don’t expect an easy battle tomorrow either.  It seems that Gillian has managed to get support from our class to field a full team of the best students in 2D.  I know we can beat them, but we need everyone at their best.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “I really don’t want to talk to Cherry right now.”  I say stubbornly.
 
   “Then let me.”  Rin says.
 
   “Fine.”  I say.  “Anything else?”
 
   “No.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Ok.  Let me know if I need to do anything.  I’ll be in my room.”
 
   “Good night Peter.”  Rin says.
 
   “Good night Rin.”  I say and she ports away.  I port back to my room.  I feel frustrated, angry and a little guilty.  I really shouldn’t have snapped at Cherry, but I trusted them both, and they both betrayed me.  It was a trivial betrayal, but even a trivial betrayal destroys the trust I had in them.  I suppose Cherry was only trying to help her sister make up with me, but…
 
   “What’s wrong Peter?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “Nothing.  I’m just tired.”  I say.  I look to my left arm, or rather where it should be.  I really do feel tired.  I’ve already lost my arm.  What if I lose my freedom too?  Before I would never have even considered losing, but I feel weaker now.  Not because of the loss itself, but because of what almost happened.
 
   “It’s ok.”  Hermes says and I feel her arms around me.  I hadn’t even noticed her approach but now she is hugging me.  I blush for some reason.  Then as if reading my mind, Hermes says firmly but kindly.  “You will not lose.  I promise.”
 
   Feeling awkward I look into Hermes eyes.  They are really close.
 
   “Ahem.”  Rin says and we both jump.  “Interrupting anything, am I?”
 
   “No!”  Both Hermes and I say together.  Hermes steps back.
 
   “Peter, it seems you really do need to go there.  Cherry is distraught.  She’s in tears, and if you leave her like that you may as well forget about including her in the team.  It also isn’t like you to leave someone in tears like that.”  Rin says.
 
   “Ok.  I’ll go right away.”  I say almost glad of an excuse to get away from Rin.  She has the eyes of a devil right now.  Hermes looks pleadingly at me but it is no good.  I port away feeling guilty for a different reason now.  I knock on their door and Sherry opens it.  Cherry really is in tears.  She’s in bed face down but I can hear her the moment the door opens.  I quickly enter and close the door before anyone else hears.
 
   “I’m really sorry.”  Sherry says and falls to her knees.  “I put her up to this.  She didn’t want to lie to you, but I forced her to.  Please forgive Cherry.  You can kick me out of the club, or do anything else to punish me, but please forgive Cherry.”  I can tell she is mostly telling the truth.  Perhaps ‘forced’ is a slight exaggeration, but only slight.  I sigh in exasperation.  Kicking her out of the club is the last thing I want to do.
 
   “Why didn’t you just apologise yourself, instead of getting Cherry to do it for you?”  I ask.
 
   “I was too embarrassed.”  Sherry says looking down at the ground.
 
   “But not anymore?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt my sister like this.”  Sherry says and there are tears in her eyes too.  I pat her on the head and sigh again.
 
   “Do you promise not to lie to me again?”  I ask Sherry.
 
   “Yes.”  Sherry says looking down but I can tell she is serious.
 
   “Cherry, do you promise not to lie to me again?”  I ask.  She turns her head to face me.  Her face is tearstained and she is still crying but she manages to sob an answer.
 
   “Yes.”  She sobs.  I stroke her short blonde hair.  It is as soft and warm as it looks.
 
   “I forgive you.”  I say gently.  She stops crying as hard.
 
   “Do you really?”  She asks rubbing her eyes.
 
   “Yes.  I promise you that I forgive you.  I forgive both of you.  Now get some sleep both of you, and try not to worry about it.”  I say.
 
   “What about my punishment?”  Sherry says.
 
   “Seeing your sister like this was more than enough punishment for a silly mistake.”  I say.
 
   “Are you sure?  I’m prepared to accept whatever punishment you want.”  Sherry says firmly, though she is trembling a little.
 
   “I’m sure.  Now like I said, get some sleep.  I want you both fresh in the morning for our battle.”
 
   “Both?”  Sherry asks confused.
 
   “Yes, you’re on the team tomorrow.  Consider it a test to see whether you are ready.  We will be facing a full team, so it would be good to have a full team ourselves.”  I say.  “Goodnight Sherry.  Goodnight Cherry.”  I say and port back to my room to face the devil.  As it happens Rin is gone.
 
   “How did it go?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “I think it went well.”  I say.  “It seemed to.  I’ll have to get a better control of my emotions though, because I don’t want to hurt my friends like that again.  Rin seems to be much better than me at this.  Maybe Rin should be our leader.”
 
   “No.  You are the leader we all trust.”  Hermes says firmly.  “Besides, Rin doesn’t want to be the leader.  She trusts you as much as we all do.”
 
   “I hope your trust is well placed.”  I say and fall into bed.
 
   “It is.  Goodnight Peter.”
 
   “Goodnight Hermes.”  I say and try to get some sleep.
 
   It is morning and we are all gathered.  To my relief everyone looks fresh and ready.  Just before we enter the arena though a young woman ports in front of me.  After a moment I realise it is Alumia, the Queen’s body guard.  Well, one of the Queen’s bodyguards.
 
   “A gift from the Queen.”  She says and hands me a familiar looking chain.  It looks just like the one that was destroyed.  “It is the only master now.  You can use it with all the ones you already have, but it can’t be used to contact the Queen anymore.  The Queen also said to wish you good luck in your battle today.”  I am a little tense after what happened to my left arm but I trust Alumia, and from her aura she doesn’t appear to be lying.  Alumia ports away and the whole team are clearly excited about it.
 
   “Does everyone still have their chain with them?”  I ask.  As it happens they do.  Being a gift from the Queen, even though they didn’t work anymore, my friends kept them on for good luck or similar reasons.  “This should help.”  I say and put it on my left ankle this time.
 
   “Rin.”  I say using it to contact her and sure enough she answers through her own chain.
 
   “Peter.”  Rin says through the chain.  It is only a test but it proves it works.
 
   “It is time.  All competitors make your way to the arena stage.”  The commentator announces.
 
   The other team is already there.  After a moment I am convinced by their auras that most if not all are wind users.  In the right environment that could be a huge advantage for them, but in the wrong environment it could be a disaster.  We are unbalanced towards the wind element too, but not nearly to the same extent.
 
   “This crystal is your freedom.  Lose it and you will lose the battle and your freedom.  You must remain within the designated area.  The borders are clearly shown by a purple light at the edge.  Anyone who enters or crosses the light, including by porting, will leave the battle permanently.  If you or the crystal do so though, you lose the battle.”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten.”  I say with a smile.
 
   “The rules state that I repeat it each time.”  The judge says.  Every time?  That could get repetitive.  Oh well, at least I’m not the one who has to say it each time.  Suddenly we are ported.  For a moment we are falling, but then we pick ourselves up with flight magic.  It seems this battle will be fought in mid-air.  Normally this would be to our advantage and the team clearly believe it will this time too.
 
   “Yusa, put up a port block around us!  The enemy are all wind users.  Cherry, lead our wind users.  Rin lead the rest of the team.  I’m going to take out their leader, so you just need to buy time.  Don’t take unnecessary risks.”  I order and then I hide my presence.
 
   The enemy ported as close as they could and at their current speed will be on us very soon.  They are flying in three V shape formations, that themselves form a large V formation.  Their leader is hiding her presence but is only slightly behind the rest of the team.  I am grateful that I am able to detect her.  If our battles had been the other way round and we’d fought this one last week it would have been impossible to find her.
 
   Yu Kii or Helski seem to have created a flying disc of rock that the non-wind users are standing on.  Not needing to focus on flight magic they can focus on their own magic instead.  I am close now to their leader but I don’t dare strike yet.  I need to wait until the rest of the team is engaged.
 
   Suddenly a spray of water from Aventurine hits their team.  It is just water, and far too weak at this distance to hurt them, but they are soaked and uncomfortable.  They shield themselves and quickly dry off with fire magic, but in so doing waste some of their power.  They only wasted a small amount of power, but so did Aventurine, and they all wasted a small amount of power.  Good job Aventurine!
 
   Annoyed they race towards my team quicker than is wise.  The next attack is earth shards from Yu Kii.  It seems the disc is Helski’s magic.  They try to dodge but the shards pursue them and end up hitting their shields.  Again the impact is minimal.  The next attack is Sherry’s fire.  This time they don’t bother dodging.  I doubt that Sherry could have hit them if they had, but after the last attack they obviously assume her flames can pursue them too.  This uses more of their power to shield than the last attack, but none of these attacks are more than a nuisance.
 
   Cherry leads Tabi and Midori towards the enemy.  She obviously doesn’t want them getting too close to the rest of our group.  They each pick a trio of mages to fight.  It is three against one but I am confident that they’ll be able to dodge most attacks and shield what they can’t dodge.  Sooner than I expected lightning strikes at Cherry.  All nine mages have picked her as their target and ignore Tabi and Midori.  All nine mages miss as Cherry displays why she is our best wind mage at the moment.
 
   Tabi and Midori strike next whilst Cherry focuses on dodging.  Their wind slices both hit but like the other attacks they are shielded against.  Unlike the other attacks they are too powerful to simply ignore.  The enemy decide to focus on the mage that is closest, and so it is three against one.
 
   The enemy leader seems focused completely on the battle in front of her so I fly up above her, and then drop down right onto her.  I can’t see her crystal, but I manage to plant my lips on hers without any trouble.  I then try to drain her of power, but to my shock she resists easily and the element of surprise is wasted.  She strikes me with a wind slice and I dodge, but I am no longer close enough to try to get her power or her crystal.  I strike back but she shields and then a trio of mages break off their pursuit of Midori and launch attacks against me.  Again I dodge, but now I’m on the defensive.
 
   I’ll have to praise Cherry later for dodging nine attacks at once, because even four are a pain.  I tell Yusa through the crystal.  “When I say now, drop the port barrier for exactly one moment and no more.  Now!”  I then port and hide my presence.  I am above the enemy again and I can sense their shock.  Making the most of it I dive again, but this time onto one of the trio.  She is small but her power is stronger than the other two.
 
   Clearly as I hoped they were expecting me to attack the leader again and are caught completely off guard.  I reach through her shield and strike her with a lightning bolt.  It isn’t very powerful, because I don’t want to kill her, but it is enough that she drops instantly.  She should be ported to safety once she passes through the border of our battle ground far below us.  The others recover quickly enough that I am unable to take out anyone else in the same attack.  I also don’t dare repeat the tactic right away, because they will be ready for it, but suddenly four against two becomes three against two.
 
   Midori seeing me take out one of the enemy charges their leader whilst they turn their focus entirely on me, and throws wind slice after wind slice at her.  Some are dodged but most are not.  I sense her shield flicker for a moment but then it turns into nine against four as the enemy all break formation.  It is chaos as we all dodge each other, as well as the many attacks that are flying.  Rin thankfully has the sense to hold back our support to avoid hitting us at the same time.
 
   In the chaos however I manage to attack their leader from below.  Grabbing her foot I strike with lightning again, but because I hold back again she manages to get away without collapsing.  She is definitely weakened and the rest of her team quickly form a flying wall around her.  Now they are on the defensive though.
 
   Helski had managed to get the flying disc much closer than I realised during the chaos and suddenly Yu Kii, Rin and Aventurine all strike at the enemy formation.  The enemy shield but the attack is much stronger because they are so much closer now.  Then Sherry strikes with fire as Rin and Aventurine both pause their attack.  The enemy strike with lightning but Helski attracts it with a metal rod that suddenly grows out of her disk.  Before they can attack again I strike with wind slices and so do Cherry, Midori and Tabi.  I can sense our enemies’ shields falling as their power is close to exhaustion.
 
   “Cherry, Midori, Tabi follow me!  Rin, no more attacks!”  I call to everyone with the chain and I charge through their formation with Cherry, Midori and Tabi following right behind me.  We use wind to help buffet the enemy away from the leader.  I grab her by the throat.
 
   “Where’s the crystal?!”  I demand.
 
   “Skirt pocket.”  She says seeming to accept her position is hopeless.  Cherry puts her hand into the pocket of the girl’s skirt but screams in pain.  Cherry falls back but is still able to fly.  The girl sneers and strikes me with lightning.  I shield and rip the air from her throat with magic.  In moments she has passed out but the others have recovered and strike me with wind slices.  I dodge but hang onto their leader.
 
   “Guard Cherry and fall back.”  I tell Midori and Tabi, who quickly do so.  The enemy are completely focused on me, so thankfully Cherry is soon on the disk.  I have no time to search this girl for the crystal whilst I am evading these attacks so I fall back too.  “Helski, Yu Kii once I’m there put an earth shield all around us.”
 
   It is too difficult to get away from them so I tell Yusa, “When I say now drop the port barrier again, and again no more than a moment.  Now!”  I manage to port but one of the enemies does too.  Surrounded they lower their shield and hold up their hands to surrender.  After their leader’s treachery earlier though, I put my hand on her stomach and strike with a mild lightning attack.  She passes out immediately.
 
   “It’s round her neck.”  Yu Kii says, so I tear open the very top of the leader’s shirt and grab the stone.  It wasn’t far down, so her shirt will be fine with a few stitches.  After the trick she played on Cherry though, damage to her clothes should be the least of her worries.  She’d better hope Cherry is in a forgiving mood later.
 
   Suddenly we are back in the arena.  The girl who fell after I struck her earlier is lying there unconscious, and obviously these two haven’t recovered either but nobody is dead.  The crowd is mostly glaring at us, but there are no boos or hisses this time.  The girls who we just beat, or at least the ones still standing, appear to be in shock.
 
   “The winner is Peter of the Wind.  Gillian, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Peter, and Peter will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Gillian are eternally forfeit.  The rest of Gillian’s team are at the disposal of Peter of the Wind for the royal competition, but otherwise retain their freedom.”  The commentator says without any insults this time, but without praise either.  I’d be shocked if she did praise us!
 
   “Rin, could you heal their wounded?”  I ask.  Rin healed Cherry the moment we got back.  She didn’t even wait for the declaration before porting to her room and back again with a potion.
 
   “Sure.”  Rin says and pours a little healing potion down the throat of the girl who surrendered.  She isn’t fully healed but she has no right to complain.  Next Rin purposely chooses to heal the first girl I struck.  Only then does she heal Gillian.
 
   “Everyone to the training grounds.”  I say and grabbing Gillian’s wrist I am about to port there myself.
 
   “To where?”  The girl who surrendered asks.
 
   “I didn’t mean you.  Just my club.  I have no intention of using any of you in this competition.”  I say and port away before she can answer.
 
   “My friends aren’t cowards.  They didn’t abandon me.”  Gillian says firmly.
 
   “I never said they were.  You are though.”  I say looking her in the eye as the whole club watches.
 
   “Maybe, but your power wasn’t as strong as everybody said.  How did you convince everyone that you broke a part of the academy wall?”
 
   “He did.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “I wasn’t talking to you.”  Gillian says.
 
   “You don’t seem to understand the position you’re in.”  I say.
 
   “Aren’t you just going to tell me to join your club?”  Gillian says with a mocking laugh.
 
   “No.  You’re not welcome in our club.”  I say and her shock is clear even without reading her aura.
 
   “So what are you going to do with me then?”  She asks with bravado, but I can tell it is fake from her wavering aura.
 
   “Any ideas, Cherry?”  I ask.
 
   “Me?”  Cherry asks surprised.
 
   “It was you she hurt.”
 
   “It was just part of the battle.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Maybe, but it was still a dirty trick.”  I say.
 
   “There’s no point worrying about revenge, but you could always sell her.  A female mage would get a good price.”  Cherry says.  “I don’t see any reason to free her.”
 
   “You can’t sell me!”  Gillian protests.
 
   “How much do you think we’d get for her?”  I ask Cherry, although I have no intention of selling anyone.  It is enough to make Gillian really worried now.
 
   “I’m not sure.  You’d get the best price at the capital.  The nobles there are always willing to pay more, but it’s expensive to go all that way just to sell one mage.  You could try the local nobles.  There’s one who really enjoys tormenting young mages.  She’d pay a reasonable amount.”  Cherry says.  I can tell she is joking, but Gillian is clueless.  She thinks we are serious.
 
   “Please!  I’ll do anything!  Don’t sell me!”  She begs falling to her knees.
 
   “You can start by giving me your power.”  I say and wait whilst she stands and bends slightly so her head is level with mine.  It is clear she thinks I am going to kiss her, but I place my forehead against hers and take her power that way.  The thought of kissing her again is repulsive.  She is a typical Contractian with blue eyes, short blonde hair and pale skin.  She is probably about 14 or so, and fairly pretty but I can’t stand her.  I simply don’t know what to do with her.  I’m not going to sell her and I don’t want to keep or free her, but that doesn’t really leave any other options.  “I’ll take your power each day until I decide what to do with you.  You will not be attending lessons anymore.”
 
   “I understand.”  She says looking down at the ground.  I almost feel sorry for her.  If she had fought fairly and hadn’t acted so arrogantly I’d certainly have let her join the club like Marian, but there is no way that is happening now.
 
   “Hermes, take her to our room.  She can wait there for now.”  I say.
 
   “Ok.”  Hermes says and ports her away.  Hermes then ports back.
 
   “Well done everyone.  You all did great today.  Other than Sherry and Cherry who were already above D class, everyone who fought today was promoted one class as a result of our victory, so don’t forget to go to the right classroom tomorrow.  The team will be the same for the next battle.”
 
   “What will you do with her?”  Cherry asks.  “I was only joking about selling her, but she is your slave so you can do whatever you want with her.”
 
   “I’m not cruel enough to sell her as a slave, even if I can’t stand her.  I will have to think about it.  Perhaps I could ransom her back to her family.”  I suggest.
 
   “They’re broke, so you wouldn’t get anything.”  Rin says.  “In fact they can’t stand her so even if they weren’t you wouldn’t get anything.”
 
   “I can’t blame them, but I’ll think of something.  I don’t like her and I don’t want to be too nice to her, but I don’t want to be too cruel either.”  I say.  “Now, enough of that…  We won, so let’s celebrate!”
 
   Like last time celebrating means having lots of good food and drink out here.  Most of us contribute, but Aventurine is especially generous.  We borrow some chairs and tables from a classroom, with permission from a teacher.  I’m not sure which classroom or teacher, but as long as we return them clean and undamaged she doesn’t mind us using them.
 
   The food looks even richer than last time.  The hot food stays hot thanks to Jenny, and the cold food stays cold thanks to Charlotte.  There are hot crispy fried potato chips and lots of different hot and cold meats.  There’s a huge fruit cake covered in rich icing and a hot sticky dessert that tastes lovely.  There’s flavoured ice that tastes like it’s been enchanted.
 
   The drinks are more varied today too.  There are hot drinks, which go down really well thanks to the icy cold.  They include a rich fruity drink that is piping hot and a couple of jugs of warm milk that are definitely enchanted.  They also include some ice cold drinks, for those who want to be even colder!
 
   I doubt anyone had breakfast, but we are all soon full and just enjoying relaxing here.  I keep telling myself we should get to training soon, but after our morning feast I don’t think any of us are up to training yet.  We shouldn’t stay sitting here like this for too long though, because it is simply too cold for that.  After a few more minutes sitting down like this I stand.  After a few moments everyone is looking my way.
 
   “Thank you everyone for your help today, and for joining in our celebration feast.  It’s too cold to just sit here, but I doubt anyone is ready to train yet.  We’ll start the training in three hours.  Everyone please help clear up, but after that you are free to do whatever you want until the training.  We will train here like usual.”  I say and everybody slowly gets up.  Thanks to our magic it doesn’t take long to clear everything away.
 
   Three hours will let the food go down, but what to do?  I guess there’s no putting it off any longer.  I look at Hermes and she looks back understanding what we need to do next.  I take Hermes’ hand and we port back to our room.  Gillian is sitting on the floor looking depressed but the instant she notices us she puts on an emotionless face.  Her aura shows her depression just increases.  Not unexpected.
 
   “So, what to do with you.”  I say as much to myself as to her.
 
   “I could be of use in your club.”  She says.
 
   “Too late for that.”  I say immediately.  She doesn’t seem surprised but doesn’t seem to have any other suggestions.  “As my slave your possessions are mine too.  What do you own?”
 
   “Just what I’m wearing.  My mother rented a room for me but that was only paid until last night.  I’m telling the truth!”  She says desperately, assuming I think she’s lying.
 
   “I know.  I can tell when people lie.”  I say and she looks back disbelieving for a moment.  “Why did you hide your presence at the start of the battle?”
 
   “If you beat the leader then the team loses.  My friends were stronger if they didn’t have to protect me.  You saw what happened at the end.  If they didn’t need to defend me they probably wouldn’t have lost.”
 
   “They’d still have lost, but it would have taken longer.”  I say confidently.  “Why did you lie and hurt Cherry like that?”
 
   “She was the enemy.  Of course I’d hurt her.  I fought to win.  You’d have done the same thing in my position.”
 
   Would I?  I’m not sure, but I can’t stand to see my friends get hurt like that.  True I hurt two of Gillian’s friends, including one who had surrendered, but whether or not that is fair is unimportant.  Gillian is just lucky it wasn’t more serious, because if Cherry had been killed I would have shown Gillian no mercy.  “Why don’t your family like you?”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   “But they don’t, do they?”
 
   “I suppose not, but how did you know?”
 
   “I’m the one asking the questions.”
 
   “They can’t use magic.  It cost a lot to put me here, and they’re disappointed that I’m not in the top classes.  They think I’m just lazy, but I worked hard to stay in D class.  This was my only chance to get promoted.  Of course now I’ve lost everything.”
 
   “You’re not dead.”  I say.  “I honestly don’t know what to do with you.  You can provide me with power but other than that I’m not sure what you can do.  I don’t like you, but I suppose I don’t hate you.  Just be grateful that you didn’t hurt any of my friends worse than you did.  If you had things would be a lot worse for you.”
 
   “Because they’re so wonderful now?”  She asks venomously.
 
   “You should watch what you say.  If you hadn’t been so rude I might have considered treating you the same way I did Marian.  It’s too late for that now, but you’ll only make things worse for yourself if you continue to act like that.”  I say and she looks down miserably.  She’s unable to keep up the act any more.  It takes everything she has to hold back her tears.  “Have you eaten?”
 
   She shakes her head and I give her a couple of biscuits I had taken from the feast.  She nibbles on one and looks very small as she does so.  She is actually taller than I am, but like this she seems far smaller.
 
   “I’ll think of something you can do, but for now you’ll just have to wait.”
 
   It is the next day and we arrive in 2C early but find the whole class seems to be here already.  They are without exception reading books on magic.  The few people who do look up seem hostile, other than Charlotte of course.  We can only see three spare seats and there are four of us.  I sit next to Charlotte and Yu Kii and Rin sit next to each other, but Hermes stands beside me until the teacher arrives.  My fear is realised when she does arrive.
 
   “There are only meant to be three students promoted today.  I don’t seem to remembering seeing you in the battle yesterday.  Who are you?”
 
   “I’m Hermes.  I’m Peter’s slave.”  She says nervously.
 
   “Well, you can sit on the floor then.”  The teacher says.  Hermes has no choice but to obey and there is nothing I can do to help her.  Then the lesson starts.  It is a water lesson so sitting next to Charlotte really helps.  Not only is it her element but unlike a stranger I know I can count on her help.  At lunch time Charlotte seems unsure.
 
   “If you want to eat with us you are welcome to, but don’t feel you have to if you don’t want to.”  I say.
 
   “Thank you.”  Charlotte says with a smile.  “That would be great.”
 
   We port to the lunch room but before we can get anything to eat a familiar group of girls approach us.  They are the same girls we beat yesterday, except that it is only five of them.  The girl I struck from behind yesterday seems to be their leader now.
 
   “We want you to free Gillian.  We aren’t rich, but we’ll do almost anything in return for her freedom.”  She says sounding and looking embarrassed.
 
   “Why?”  I ask.  She doesn’t seem to be expecting this.
 
   “Why…?  Well, she’s our friend.  She’d do the same for us.”
 
   “I’ll consider your request.  Meet me tomorrow before the morning class, by the tall trees outside.”  I say.  It seems they expected to be flat out refused, because they are relieved that I am willing to at least consider it.  They also seem apprehensive, presumably about what I might ask of them.
 
   Charlotte is fun to talk to whilst we eat.  We shouldn’t have waited until we were in the same class to eat lunch together, but I am glad we are now.  I have an idea how to deal with Gillian and her friends so I ask Rin to write some contracts.
 
   The afternoon class goes well.  It is wind magic and I am able to help Charlotte this time.  I just wish that the teacher treated Hermes like a student rather than having her sit on the floor.  She is still learning but it can’t be very comfortable.  Training goes well too.
 
   It is morning and I am waiting for Gillian’s friends.  I don’t imagine they’d not turn up but I am still slightly anxious about the possibility.  Sure enough though they port in not long after I got here.  They look much more nervous than me, and with good reason.  I hand them one contract and their leader’s eyes go wide in shock.
 
   “We have to become slaves for a year?”  She asks in disbelief.
 
   “And after that year your friend will be freed, however if you refuse she will be a slave her whole life.”  I say and they now all realise their dilemma.  “Do you want some time to think about it?”
 
   She looks to her friends and then back to me and agrees much quicker than I expected.  “No.  We will do it.”  She signs it and so does everyone else.  Then she hands the contract back to me to sign.  I then tear it up, much to their shock.  I then take out a new contract and hand it to her.
 
   “I think you’ll prefer this one.”  I say and she reads it.
 
   “Why didn’t you just give us this one in the first place?”  She asks angry and confused.
 
   “If you had abandoned your friend rather than being willing to make the sacrifice I wouldn’t want you in my club.  I have no need of cowards or traitors.  You proved yourselves though, so I am happy to exchange her freedom for your membership.  Again the choice is yours, and it does require all of you to agree.”
 
   “Of course we’ll agree.”  She says and signs it.  Then she passes it around and when I get it back everyone has signed it.  I then add my signature and we can all tell the contract is now binding.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 (Peter)
 
   Gillian is both shocked and relieved to hear that she is free.  She tries to convince me to accept her in the club as well.  I refuse at first, but after much persuasion tell her that I’ll consider it, but not to get her hopes up.  She seems to accept that for now.
 
   Most of the club is shocked by our new members.  Of course most of the Year 2s already knew but the Year 3s had no idea.  At the start of training I have everyone get to know each other.  The new members introduce themselves first.
 
   The small girl who has been acting as a leader says.  “I am Felicity Pureheart.  I am from a distant branch of the Purehearts and possess neither the talent, nor the wealth of the main family.”  She is smaller than me and like their whole team she is a typical Contractian with blue eyes, short blonde hair and pale skin.  “My element as you know from the battle is wind.  I’m sure you don’t need us all to tell you that.  I look forward to working with everyone.”
 
   “My name is Hannah.  I’m not from a noble family, and I was probably the weakest from our team, but I look forward to working with everyone.”  Hannah is fairly tall but very thin.  I get the impression she hasn’t been eating properly.
 
   “My name is Ash.  My family hoped I would be a fire mage like my mother, but it didn’t work out.  My mother died in the war, and I plan to avenge her.  I look forward to working with everyone.”  Ash shows her feelings of anger and sadness without any attempt to hide them.
 
   “My name is Galico.  I’m the daughter of a soldier.  My mother was also killed in the war.  I just want to survive this war.  Mages have a much better chance of survival than soldiers.”  Galico has a hardened look and seems much stronger physically than anyone else in the club.  I have no doubt that in a fight without magic she could easily beat any of us.
 
   “I’m Harian.  I’ve been an orphan my whole life, but I worked hard and managed to get into the academy.  Oh, and I look forward to working with you.”
 
   “Oh, me too.”  Galico says.
 
   Then the rest of the club introduce themselves to the new members.  We now have five new wind users, so the balance is even worse than before.  I have Dairon help me assess the new wind users, whilst I have Emma lead the rest of the wind users.  The new members are shocked to see an elf.
 
   “So that’s how you did it!”  Felicity says.
 
   “What do you mean?”  I ask.
 
   “That’s how you learnt to break the academy wall.”
 
   “No.  I hadn’t trained with Dairon at that point.  There were circumstances to that though.  I don’t normally go around breaking walls at the academy.”  I say.
 
   “So how did you do it?”
 
   “I had a bit more power than normal.”  I say without going into detail.
 
   “Can you show us how to?”
 
   “No.  It just doesn’t work like that.  There is plenty that Dairon will be able to teach you though.”
 
   “I’m sure.  If we’d known you had an elf, we’d have joined your club ages ago.  You should spread the word if you want more members.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  I promised the Queen that he would remain a secret.  I can reveal him to the members of my club, but not to the whole academy.  You need to keep him secret too.”
 
   “Just how do you know the Queen?  Are you her son, or her brother maybe?”
 
   “I’m not related to the Queen.  I’ve done work for her before, and she’s helped me.  That’s all.”
 
   “That’s a lot more than most people can say.”  Felicity says whilst laughing.
 
   Dairon manages to help them all a lot.  I am glad I don’t have to fight them after the training, because they are a lot stronger than they were before.  One on one I am still confident, but I don’t think my previous group would have won as easily, if at all.
 
   As the week progresses I have Dairon work with everyone, but especially with those who fought in the last battle.  I am frustrated that Dairon seems unable to help me much.  He is able to help everyone else other than Sherry and Jenny.  I get some benefit when I work with him, but little more than when I just train on my own.  It is much better for him to work with the others, but I fear I may be left behind.  I think I can understand better now how Sherry must have felt.
 
   On the final day before our next battle I announce that all of our non-wind users will remain unchanged for tomorrow’s battle, but that we will be holding an informal contest to see which wind users will be on the team.  Although everyone is getting along ok, it is clear that Cherry, Tabi and Midori are going to be very competitive about this.  In addition to the new wind users Mirai also enters the contest, because she has shown remarkable progress with just a short amount of time working with Dairon.
 
   I keep the contest simple.  Everyone will take turns to fly from where we are to a stream.  They’re not allowed to go above the trees.  When they get there they have to take a cup worth of water and get it back to the starting point.  They can only use wind magic and don’t get the use of a cup.  Of course at the same time they have to fly as fast as they can, so it is more difficult than it might sound.  The three who do so quickest and without spilling any water or breaking any branches, will be on the team tomorrow.  Rin will time everyone.  Of course I have no doubt that Cherry will come first, but I am unsure who will take second and third.
 
   I have Felicity go first.  I follow her above the trees and she seems to have no trouble flying at full speed despite the many natural obstacles that the forest presents.  I have to say that I am impressed.  She reaches the stream in no time and takes the water easily.  This is where it gets difficult.  She just manages to get her flight magic started without spilling any but her return trip is much slower.  She manages it though.
 
   Next is Hannah, but she breaks a branch before she even reaches the stream.  Ash follows her and manages it but is much slower than Felicity.  Galico is almost as fast as Felicity but loses the water at the last moment.  Harian manages it but is slightly slower even than Ash.
 
   Mirai amazes me.  She flies at full speed just like Felicity and Galico, but arrives at the stream probably twice as quickly as either of them.  She wastes no time taking the water and returns at full speed with no difficulty.  She is by far the fastest to complete the contest so far.
 
   Next is Tabi.  She is about the same speed as Galico but breaks a branch as she leaves the forest on the way back.  It is a careless mistake that she could have prevented if she hadn’t relaxed at the last moment.  She knows it too.
 
   Midori’s turn now.  She reaches the stream probably slightly quicker than Felicity but takes longer to get back.  She is third and must be anxious to see how Cherry does.  I feel sorry for Midori but if her only hope is for Cherry to make a mistake, then she has no chance.
 
   Cherry is really nervous but manages to get to the stream about as quickly as Mirai.  It is clear on her return that she is aiming for the top spot.  To my shock though she loses focus and the water drops to the ground.  I had been sure she would come first but it seems that I was mistaken.
 
   Perhaps I should have just held the contest for two of the spots, but I felt that would seem unfair and never imagined Cherry losing.  I hate to take Cherry’s place in the contest away from her because I think she is still the best wind mage, but I have to stick to the rules I gave everyone.  I am not the only one who is shocked by Cherry’s loss.  I think everyone was expecting her to either come top, or at least in the top three.
 
   “Can I try again?”  Cherry asks me.
 
   “I’m sorry, but that wouldn’t be fair.  You’ll get another chance next week.”  I say.
 
   “But this contest doesn’t really prove who’s better suited to be in the competition.”
 
   “It’s a little late to be saying that.”  I say.  “I really am sorry.  I was sure you’d at least be in the top three.  I was sure you were going to win actually.”
 
   “Me too.”  Cherry says with a sigh.  “Well done though Mirai, Felicity and Midori.”
 
   “Sorry.”  Midori says.  “I was kind of hoping you’d mess up, but I didn’t really expect it.”
 
   “I suppose I would have too if I’d been you.”  Cherry says.  “Well done though.”
 
   “Ok everyone.”  I say.  “I will be training with Mirai, Felicity and Midori today.  Rin will lead the training for the rest of tomorrow’s team.  If you’re not on the team then you have the rest of today off.  If you want to train you can, but you’ll need to do it somewhere else.”
 
   It is a very different team to what I expected and I want to be sure that everybody will work together as a team.  So my focus is not on magic, but on teamwork.  To my surprise though, everyone seems to work really well together.
 
   It is morning and time for the next battle.  When I arrive everyone seems a little nervous but I am confident we will win without anybody getting too badly hurt.  We go down to the arena stage and wait for the other team.  The crowd seems a little different today, but I can’t work out what is different.  The other team arrive not long after we do and soon we are all ported.
 
   The environment is about as far from the last one as it could be short of being underground.  We are in a desert and the top barrier is so low that if we were a little taller some of us would brush it with their heads just by standing up straight.  I can’t sense the enemy.  Yusa knows by now to put a port block up without my needing to ask.
 
   “They’re under the sand, and moving towards us really fast.”  Yu Kii says sounding very concerned.
 
   “Can you move some of this sand so we have room to fly?”  I ask.
 
   “It would use all my power just to move the sand under us.  If they don’t come to us it would be wasted too.”  Yu Kii answers worried.
 
   “I can do it.”  Aventurine says brightly.  “I’d need to drain the water afterwards if you want to fly though.”
 
   “Water works too.  Helski, can you create a floating disc like last time, but to float in water this time?”  I ask.
 
   “If there’s enough room.  Aventurine will need to clear some of the sand first though.”  Helski answers.
 
   “You’d better hurry.”  Yu Kii says and Aventurine gets started right away.  Soon the sand below us is gone and in its place is water.  We however can simply stand on Helski’s floating disk.  There isn’t any more air above us, but rather than draining the water I’d rather keep it between them and us.
 
   “How much of your power did that use?”  I ask Aventurine.
 
   “Some.  Not too much, but I wouldn’t want to have to do that to the whole battlefield.”  Aventurine answers.
 
   “They must be in the water.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “They are.”  Aventurine says.  “They seem to be good water users too.”
 
   “Got one.”  Rin says and suddenly a girl rises out of the water skewered by ice.  She leaves the battlefield and is ported away.  “I had hoped to get them all.  Aventurine is right, they are good.”
 
   “They’re back in the sand.”  Yu Kii says.  “They’re on the edge.”
 
   Suddenly the whole water is frozen and then shattered.  Helski manages to keep the disk floating in the air and thankfully the shards of ice don’t fall onto us or go through it.  Now there is air between us and the enemy.  Not waiting for their next move I fly into the gap, followed by Mirai, Felicity and Midori.  We use lightning to strike at them whilst dodging metal and ice shards that they send our way.
 
   Next they use sand and it flies towards us, but sensing danger I blow it back at them.  It is good I did because it turns into millions of grains of metal covering the air.  Using earth magic the metal sand flies against the wind back at us, but the air is my domain and even though the shards themselves are metal I don’t allow them to reach us.  I am unable to make them hit their senders though.
 
   I’m not sure if it is Rin, Yusa or Aventurine but a flow of water shoots at the enemy.  They easily deflect it and it digs into the sand a fair way from them.  Next, flames rise near them, but sand covers the flames and the flames go out.  I am having trouble keeping the metal sand from us and have no time to attack, but wind strikes from my friends are plain to see.  Lightning of course would be ineffective and perhaps even dangerous for us, given all the metal that is flying around.  The enemy start piling sand with earth magic to bridge the gap between us and them.  As they get closer their control of the metal sand gets greater and I have a harder time stopping it.
 
   Then the metal sand stops, the port block drops and moments later we are ported back to the arena.  I am unsure what happened but in the arena all of their team seem to be injured.  The first girl to be beaten seems to have been given a healing potion and the judge is in the process of administering healing potions to the rest of the team.
 
   “What happened?”  I ask Rin through the Queen’s chain.
 
   “I skewered them using Aventurine’s water attack.  She knew they’d deflect it but it gave me water to use.  They didn’t notice because it came from behind them and they were focused on advancing and attacking.”
 
   “Good thinking.  Your attacks are pretty brutal though, I hope nobody dies from them.”
 
   “They get healed right after.”  Rin says.  “Besides we are just as much at risk of dying as they are.  I’d rather they died than that we do.”
 
   “True, but I’d rather nobody died if we can help it.”  I say.  Then the commentator interrupts us.
 
   “The winner is Peter of the Wind.  Asuna Hoshi, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Peter, and Peter will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Asuna are eternally forfeit.  The rest of Asuna’s team will be at the disposal of Peter of the Wind for the royal competition once he advances to 2B, but otherwise retain their freedom.  For a boy he seems to be doing well… for now.”  The commentator says giving a grudging complement of sorts.
 
   Asuna now healed walks over to me and kneels in front of me.  The rest of her team have already left.  She has elegant long black hair and shining bright blue eyes.  She is fairly tall, but her hair reaches down to the top of her legs.  She looks strong physically, though she doesn’t have the same hardened edge that Galico has.  She seems more like an athlete than a soldier.  She doesn’t look like somebody who has lost, but rather like a loyal subject kneeling before the Queen she is proud to serve.  “On the honour of the Hoshi I will serve you to the best of my ability from now on.  Should you order me to die, then I will die without questioning your order.”
 
   “That’s one command I am not going to be giving.”  I say.  I look around and see that everybody else has already ported.  They will be at the training grounds of course.  I place a hand on the side of Asuna’s face and she doesn’t react.  I then port us back to my room, or more precisely I try to port us back to my room.  My port is blocked.
 
   “I’d like to buy her from you.”  I turn my head and see a woman.  I take my hand from Asuna’s face.  The woman is neither old nor young.  She has blonde hair but her eyes are black.  Pure black with not a trace of white.  She reminds me of a couple of the teachers who have eyes like that.
 
   “She’s not for sale.”  I reply.
 
   “Everything and everyone is for sale, if you know the right price.  For her I would say a hundred gold seems reasonable.”
 
   “If it is gold you want, then my family can pay that much too.”  Asuna says looking really worried now.
 
   “Two hundred then.”  The woman says, and Asuna gulps.  “Your family might bankrupt themselves to pay a hundred but two hundred is far more than they can afford.”
 
   “If it is your wish to sell me then I have no choice.  I have already sworn to obey.”  Asuna says but there is real fear on her face.
 
   “I already said you’re not for sale.”  I tell Asuna and her eyes go wide.
 
   “Five hundred gold, and not a black coin more.”  The woman says sounding annoyed.
 
   “I already said no.  Why do you want her so badly?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m a slave breeder.  She’s from a noble family who almost bankrupted themselves.  She’d make good breeding material.”  The woman says and Asuna’s eyes go wide again.
 
   “I don’t know what that means but it doesn’t sound very nice.  Now kindly remove the port block.”  I say.
 
   “Do you really think anyone will offer more than five hundred gold?”
 
   “Like I said…  She…  Is…  Not…  For...  Sale.”  I say as if to an idiot.
 
   “You like her body that much?”
 
   “What does her body have to do with it?”  I ask.
 
   “If you like it you could still mate with her even if you sell her to me.  You’d make good breeding stock too.”
 
   “I have no idea what you are talking about, but if you don’t lower your port block I’ll lower it for you.”  I say angrily.  I may not understand what she is saying but it is clear that she is treating Asuna like a mere object.
 
   “Fine, but if you change your mind, ask for me at the Drake.”  She says and lowers the port block.  I place my hand back on Asuna’s face and port us to my room.  I am not interrupted this time.
 
   “You can sit next to me.  Do you know what a slave breeder is?”  I ask sitting down on my bed.
 
   “Yes.”  Asuna says nervously sitting down next to me.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Somebody who makes slaves create children with each other.”
 
   “How do you create children?”  I ask.
 
   “Well…”  She says and then she explains whilst blushing madly.
 
   “I would assume you were lying, but I can tell from your aura that you’re serious.  That can’t be right though.  I’ll ask Rin.  She knows everything.”  I say and then call Rin.
 
   “They’re all waiting for you so don’t take too long.  Is there a problem?”  Rin says after porting in.
 
   “No.  Asuna was just explaining how you make babies and…”  I start but stop when I notice ice talons form on the end of Rin’s fingers.
 
   “You’re how old Asuna?”
 
   “Fifteen.”  Asuna says nervously.
 
   “What is a fifteen year old doing, telling a twelve year old how to make babies?”  Rin asks glaring fiercely.
 
   “I was asked.  As a slave I have no choice but to obey.”
 
   “Why exactly would Peter ask you about that?”  Rin asks her whilst fidgeting with those ice talons.
 
   “He was asking what a slave breeder is, because one tried to buy me from him.”  Asuna says quickly to try to calm Rin’s wrath.
 
   “Fine, but if you try anything with Peter I will kill you.  I’m not joking.”  Rin says and those ice talons really back up her claim.
 
   “I must obey my master even if it means my death.”  Asuna says bravely.
 
   “Peter isn’t going to order you to do something like that, and if he did I’d kill him myself, or die trying.  Of course I doubt you’ll be a slave for long.”  Rin says shooting me a warning glare.
 
   “Why not?”  Asuna asks puzzled.
 
   “You tell her Peter, unless you are planning to keep her as a slave.”  Rin says.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  Of course I’m going to free her, assuming she is willing to sign the contract.”  I say and take out the contract that Rin prepared before the match.  It would have gone to waste if I’d lost, but then my freedom would be over.  As an ex-slave it probably seems strange to some people that I am willing to bet it like this.  I just don’t see it as a bet because, other than in the odd moment of weakness, I don’t believe I am going to lose.  She reads the contract and looks at me.
 
   “Why would you give me my freedom so easily?  You were offered five hundred gold to sell me to that slave breeder.”  Asuna asks entirely confused.
 
   “Did you want me to?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course not!”  She replies.
 
   “Would you have sold Peter, if your roles had been reversed?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Probably.”  Asuna admits, sounding ashamed.
 
   “Well, at least you’re honest.”  Rin says with a laugh.
 
   “I am Peter’s slave now, and I made a vow to serve him for the rest of my life.  As such I can’t sign this contract.”  Asuna declares.
 
   “Are you crazy?”  Rin asks bewildered.
 
   “Maybe, but I will not break my vow.”  Asuna says.
 
   “You can still serve me as a free person.”  I say.
 
   “If you give me my freedom I might be tempted in the future to break my vow.  If I am a slave I will be forced by the law to obey you.”  Asuna says.
 
   “I certainly intend to treat you well, but what if I abused my power in the future?  As a slave you would simply have to accept it.”  I tell her.
 
   “It is my duty to accept your will, and to obey you no matter what.  My family honour is at stake.  I have already shamed my family by losing.”  Asuna says.
 
   “What if I ordered you to sign it?”  I ask.
 
   “I would have no choice but to obey, but I beg you not to.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Let’s discuss this later.  Everyone is waiting.”  Rin says.
 
   “Would it be possible to make two selfish requests?”  Asuna asks.
 
   “What are they?”  I ask.
 
   “I would like to inform my slave that she has a new master.  She is waiting in what used to be my room.  It is of course now yours as is everything I own, including my slave.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Sure.  She may as well join us.”  I say.  “If you port me outside your room you can inform her and let me know when you’re ready for me to come in.  What was the second request?”
 
   “I would ask that you treat her well.  I am willing to accept any punishment for any mistakes she makes, but she is not a noble and has lived a hard life.”  Asuna asks pleadingly.
 
   “I have no intention of treating her cruelly.  Rin go back ahead of me and tell them I’m not going to be long.  Make sure there’s a spare seat for Asuna and her ex-slave.”  I say.  I then stand and take Asuna’s hand and say.  “Ok, port us there then.”
 
   Asuna ports us and I wait outside.  After a minute Asuna calls me in.  The first thing I notice is the sheer size and luxury of the room.  It would be fit for a Queen!  My second thought is, “What’s the rent on this room?”
 
   “I owned it, so there is no rent, but you could rent it out for a few gold a week.”  Asuna says.
 
   “You can buy rooms at the academy?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “Not usually, but this room belonged to an ancestor of mine, who ran the academy a long time ago.  It had been in the family for hundreds of years.  It was given to me as a gift when I entered the academy.  If it wasn’t for its history I would have considered renting it out and using a cheaper room for myself, but to do so would have shamed my family, though not as much so as losing today did.”  Asuna says.
 
   I then look to Asuna’s ex-slave who is hiding behind her.  She is wearing a white cloth that covers her from just above the knees to just below her shoulders.  It is wrapped round her more than once and looks very decorative.  It looks like the kind of expensive clothing that nobles might wear, except simpler.  At least simpler compared to the nobles I’ve seen.  Her hair like Asuna’s is black, but it is much shorter and has the occasional hint of brown mixed in.  It is still down to her shoulders though.  She has greyish blue eyes.  She seems about nine or ten, and is very thin.
 
   “Asuna’s a good person, you hear!”  She says still hiding behind Asuna.
 
   “I already got that impression.”  I say nodding.  “What’s your name?”
 
   “Lena.”  She says quietly whilst looking at the floor.
 
   “Well Lena, I look forward to working with you.”  I say.  She looks at me seeming puzzled.
 
   “That’s an unusual way of putting it.”  She says after a moment.
 
   “We can talk more later, but for now we are having a feast to celebrate our victory.  I suppose it may seem weird to celebrate losing, but I hope you’ll both join us and get to know my friends.”  I say.
 
   “Are you sure it’s ok?”  Asuna asks.
 
   “Of course.  I suppose our feast may not seem like much if you’ve lived as a noble, but I hope you enjoy our company at least.”
 
   “We would be honoured to join you.”  Asuna says and Lena nods shyly.  I hold out my hand, which Asuna takes.  After a moment Lena holds on to my hand as well.  Then I port and we are standing in front of the feast.  It seems that Aventurine has made this even grander than the last one.  Almost everyone is already eating.  I must have made them wait too long.  Only Aventurine was waiting.
 
   “Hi Peter!”  Aventurine says.  “Hi Asuna, and…”
 
   “This is Lena.”  I say but Lena is hiding behind Asuna again.
 
   “Hello Aventurine Divine Flame.”  Asuna says bowing.  “Lena, it’s your turn.”
 
   “Hello.”  She says shyly, whilst still hiding.
 
   “This is quite the feast.”  Asuna says.  “The only time I’ve been at a feast like this was at the royal court.  It seems the fortunes of the Divine Flame must be doing very well indeed.”
 
   “It was a little expensive.”  Aventurine says.  “But it is worth it to celebrate with everyone like this.”
 
   “Just how much did you spend on the feast?”  I ask.
 
   “Don’t worry about the details.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “It must have cost at least fifty to a hundred gold.”  Asuna says and I wince.
 
   “How can you afford it?”  I ask.
 
   “My family are rich.”  Aventurine says proudly.
 
   “Even so, you shouldn’t be spending this much of your family’s money.”  I say.  “I appreciate your efforts and willingness to contribute like this, but since you have already been so generous I think it best that you don’t contribute towards the rest of the celebrations after today.”
 
   “I really don’t mind, and my family don’t either.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “I’m sorry, but you’ve contributed enough already.”  I say.  “Anyway let’s enjoy today’s feast before it is all gone.”  Not that there is any chance of it all being gone anytime soon of course.  The food is piled high on huge platters and in massive dishes.  There is enough to feed a small army!
 
   “Ok, but we’ll talk again about next week.”  Aventurine says.  “We’re on the end over there.”
 
   I am surprised because we are at the opposite end to Rin and Hermes.  Every place seems to have a name other than Lena’s seat.  At this end it is me, then Lena, then Helski on this side of the table and Aventurine, then Asuna then Yusa on the other side so I am opposite Aventurine and next to Lena.
 
   Yusa and Helski seem to be getting on better now than they did when they first joined the club, but I am still surprised to see them opposite each other.  Perhaps Aventurine put them together because they are in the same class, but I would have thought having worked together so much she’d have known that Yusa and Helski didn’t get on too well.  I suppose it could be an effort to get them to get on better.
 
   “I’m Helski.  What’s your name?”  Helski asks Lena.
 
   “Lena.”  Lena says but leans away from Helski as if scared.
 
   “We’re all friends here.”  I say putting my hand on Lena’s shoulder to reassure her.  It doesn’t work so well though.  She jumps as if terrified and actually falls off her chair.  The ground is muddy so her white cloth gets covered in mud.  “I’m sorry!  Are you ok?”
 
   “Yes.”  She says in a small voice but she doesn’t look it as she cowers on the ground away from us both.
 
   “She doesn’t mean any offence.  She’s just very timid.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Would you prefer to sit at the end and have Asuna where you are now?”  I ask.  She nods with a small sniff.  So Asuna sits where Lena was, and Lena sits where I was.  I end up between Aventurine and Yusa, and from her aura Aventurine isn’t very happy with the change.  Her aura changed when I made the suggestion so I am confident that is the reason.  She hides it well though, so I don’t comment.  Helski on the other hand doesn’t even try to hide her displeasure at Lena’s attitude.  Thankfully she at least doesn’t comment, although sitting between Asuna and Galico, and opposite Yusa, this may be as much because she doesn’t have anyone to comment to.  I let Asuna focus on Lena.  They act like sisters, although they look very different.
 
   There is magic to port the food to our plates so we don’t even need to get up to take our food.  It is really ingenious, although whoever thought up the idea must have been a lazy genius!  The food is even more delicious than last time.  Both Yusa and Aventurine seem eager to talk, and I suppose it is true that we don’t often talk so it is fun to do so.  I look forward to talking more with Asuna later.  Both Lena and Asuna seem to be very interesting people.  Asuna doesn’t seem the sort of person to keep a slave and Lena seems to be more like a friend than anything else.
 
   “So how did you meet my sister and mother?”  Aventurine asks and both Yusa and Helski listen in eagerly.
 
   “I would have thought you’d know that I can’t comment on that.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “Whatever it was, you certainly left a positive impression on my mother, and Trinity seems to be in awe of you.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “How are they?”  I ask.
 
   “They’re good.  Mother was appointed by the Queen, as captain of an elite company and Trinity is now captain of our independent company.  Of course Trinity generally led them before anyway, but mother was officially captain.”  Aventurine says.  “At the rate you’re getting new recruits it shouldn’t be long before you have enough people to form your company.  Of course you’ll still need to wait until graduation.”
 
   “Have you recruited Asuna yet?”  Yusa asks and I frown.
 
   “No.  She insisted on remaining a slave.  I’ll talk to her more after the feast.”  I say.
 
   “That sounds like a typical Hoshi!”  Aventurine exclaims.  “Honourable, but stupid.”
 
   “What did you say?”  Asuna asks fiercely glaring at Aventurine.
 
   “No fighting.”  I quickly say before it can get out of hand.  Aventurine, Asuna and Lena all continue glaring at each other for a moment, but then Aventurine and Asuna look away.  Asuna quickly distracts Lena but it certainly sounds like Aventurine and Asuna are not going to get on with each other.  I lean over to Aventurine and whisper.  “Whatever your history, I expect you to get along with Asuna and Lena.  Understand?”
 
   “I will, if they do.”  Aventurine says quietly, but I suspect not quietly enough to stop Asuna hearing.  Aventurine certainly doesn’t sound too happy about it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16 (Multiple)
 
   (Asuna)
 
   I am full from the feast.  The amount and quality of the food were stunning.  Certainly my family could never have afforded such a feast even when they were at their height of power.  No, perhaps they could have, but they would never have squandered the money on it. 
 
   “So tell me more about yourself and Lena.  To start with, how did she become your slave?”  Peter asks and I think back to that cold winter day.
 
   “I found Lena in an alley in my home town.  She was close to death, though it was unclear whether she would starve first, or die from the cold.  She hadn’t eaten in too long, but her clothes were rags and there was snow in the clouds.  I made a contract with her, that she would serve me as my personal slave and I would feed and clothe her.  She agreed at once and has been my slave ever since.  I thought of her as my friend rather than a slave, but as a slave was the only way I would be allowed to let her live with me.”
 
   “I could tell she seemed like a friend.  She still seems very thin though.  How long has she been your slave?”
 
   “About a year.  She was much thinner when I found her.  She’s been eating properly, but she has an illness that we’ve not been able to cure.  A healer could probably help her, but none of the alchemists we tried could.  Unless you happen to be royalty the chances of getting a healer are zero.”
 
   “I suspect that Lucy could help if we could get her awake and back to her proper size.”  Peter says.  Before I can ask who Lucy is though he continues.  “It might be worth having Rin’s mother see if she can do anything.  She’s an alchemist, but she’s a good one.”
 
   “Who’s Lucy?”  I ask.
 
   “A friend who knows healing magic.  She was cursed so she’s tiny at the moment.  She’s also currently asleep and we haven’t been able to wake her.  Rin’s mother is trying to find something that will help her wake up, and we also have a clue about a song that would wake her.”  Peter says sounding sad.  “Are Lena’s parents dead?”
 
   “Her mother abandoned her, but was killed by wolves soon after.  A fitting end.”
 
   “And her father?”
 
   “Her father?  I don’t know.  He is of no importance.  I suspect he was just a slave hired to produce a child.  That’s what most fathers of commoners are.  It is cheaper to rent than to buy a man, and why would you need an extra mouth to feed?”  I say.  Peter frowns and sighs.
 
   “So what have you had her do?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Simple jobs.  Cleaning, fetching, cooking and any simple errands I need done.  Nothing that is dangerous or too difficult.  I hope you will consider the same sort of work for her.”
 
   “That sounds reasonable.  You will be in charge of her anyway, so there is no need to change anything.”  Peter says.
 
   “I appreciate that.  I will ensure she helps to make your life easier.”  I say gratefully.
 
   “You can continue living in that room together so I don’t see that anything needs to change.  As a slave you wouldn’t be able to attend lessons as a student anymore.  You’d have to sit on the floor as my slave.  Please reconsider the contract.”  Peter says.
 
   “The floor is fine.”  I say grateful that I am allowed to continue my studies despite being a slave.
 
   “You could serve me better as a free person.”  Peter says but I shake my head.
 
   “I am resolved now, but I am only human.  In the future I could be tempted to abandon you if I was free.”  I say shaking my head.
 
   “Is there nothing I can say to persuade you?”  Peter asks.
 
   “I’m sorry.  Please forgive my selfishness.  The honour of my family is at stake.”  I say.
 
   “You seem one of the least selfish people I know.”  Peter says laughing for a moment.  Then he turns serious.  “You may be my slave, but I would like it if you were also my friend.”
 
   “If that is your wish then I will do my best to be your friend as well as your slave.”  I say nodding.
 
   “If I ever ask anything of you that you think is unreasonable, please tell me.”  Peter says.
 
   “Nothing you could ask of me would be unreasonable.  It is my duty to obey and serve you.”  I say confused.
 
   “Then anything that you are uncomfortable doing.”  Peter says.
 
   “But that would be like shirking my duty.”  I say.
 
   “It is still my decision whether you will do it, but if you are not willing to tell me, then I’ll be uncomfortable giving you any orders.”  Peter says.
 
   “Then I will do so.”  I lie.
 
   “Just so you know, I can tell when you lie.”  Peter says and I blush.
 
   “I’m very sorry.  I will tell you if that is your wish.”  I say this time truthfully but grudgingly.  “Please ignore my trivial complaints though.  My greatest wish is to serve you to the best of my ability, and at least retain some of the honour of my family.”
 
   “What is the history between your family and Aventurine’s?”  Peter asks.
 
   “The Divine Flame’s land borders my family’s land.  Unlike ours however theirs is fertile and rich.  The money that their land brings them has allowed them to refine their magical skills with the best teachers that money can buy.  They are able to afford an independent company just to guard their home, which they can afford to spend huge amounts of money on.
 
   “My own family however need to work as hard as they can to help our people.  Any money we have goes on improving the land and the lives of our people.  Our skills also help to defeat monsters that wander into our land, but we are few and we can’t afford to hire anyone to help us.  My older sister died during the summer break trying to defeat a monster that was too much for her.  She didn’t kill it, but she scared it away at the cost of her life.  Our honour and our people are all that we have.”  I explain.  I loved Asura and am proud of my sister, but it still doesn’t seem real that she is dead.  I keep my voice and expression strong but inside it hurts.  I don’t believe anything can take away that pain.
 
   “I’m sorry to bring back such painful memories.  Who will defend your people now?”  Peter asks.
 
   “My mother will do so until my younger sister is old enough.”  I say and wish that I hadn’t placed this burden on them.  To lose Asura, the strongest of us sisters, and then to lose me as well.  Only Hinata is left now.  This is what my mother would expect of me though, and I know I am doing the right thing.  I am lucky to have a kind master, but I must not take advantage of his kindness.  Asuna Hoshi died in the arena and Asuna the slave of Peter replaced her.  I must not forget that.
 
   “Your greatest duty now is to improve yourself.  To study and practise.  I don’t want you getting distracted worrying about my needs.”
 
   “I understand.  I will make myself the best mage that I can so I can serve you well when I have improved enough.”
 
   “It is possible that I might have almost enough people to form the company but be one short.  Will you reconsider the contract then?”
 
   “Of course.  I will sign the contract and help you form the company.  Then I will sign a new contract to be your slave again.”  I say and Peter looks at me incredulously.  “You only need twenty people initially.  It is no problem to lose one or two.”
 
   “You would seriously do that?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Of course.  It is a matter of honour.”  I say.
 
   “I really don’t understand you, or your honour but I am sure of one thing.  You are a good person, and I am lucky to have you on my side.”  Peter says.
 
   “Thank you.  The praise of my master is the greatest of rewards.”  I say and I am truly grateful.  I am also convinced that Peter is a good person who I can be proud to serve.
 
   “We will have training later.  We train every day after lessons, and we used to have bounty hunts on our days off, but with the competition we decided to focus purely on our training.  That, and the competition itself of course.”
 
   “I will train as hard as I can.  I do not want to disappoint you.”
 
   “I’m pleased to hear it.  I’d like you to share your experience and knowledge with the rest of the club too.”
 
   “Of course.”  I agree instantly.
 
   “I’d also like you to try your best to be friends with everyone.  It may be difficult at first with Aventurine, but you are both good people.  You are very different people, but I am confident that if you are both willing to compromise, then you will get to know and like each other.”
 
   “I will try my best.”  I say slightly doubtful.
 
   “Is your element earth or water by the way?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Both.”  I answer.
 
   “You have free time until the training later.  Use it as you wish.”  Peter says.
 
   “But you haven’t punished me yet.”  I say confused.
 
   “Punished?”  Peter asks just as confused.
 
   “Lena was rude earlier.  I said I’d accept the punishment for her mistakes.”
 
   “That is hardly something that requires punishment.”  Peter says.
 
   “I also lied to you.”  I say ashamed.
 
   “Lied…  Oh, about telling me when you’re uncomfortable about my orders.  Just don’t do it again.”  Peter says.
 
   “But I deserve to be punished.”  I say looking down at the floor.
 
   “Look, you’re going to embarrass me if you act like this in front of everyone.  I’m not going to punish you for such trivial matters.  Forget about it.”  Peter says sounding a bit annoyed.
 
   “I’ll make sure to wait until we’re alone, but the mistakes of a slave need to be punished.”  I say.
 
   “Did you punish Lena for every mistake she made?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Of course not, but that’s different.”
 
   “So are you saying that you were a kinder master than I should be?”  Peter asks.
 
   “No, but Lena is still very young.  I’m old enough that I should know better.”  I say.
 
   “So if you had beaten me, would you have punished my every mistake?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I told you I could tell when you lied.”  Peter says with a sigh.
 
   “Then please punish me for lying again.”
 
   “You only said that so I’d punish you.”  Peter says seeing right through me.  “If you do something that truly deserves a punishment then you will be punished but I will not punish you for trivial matters.  If I am disappointed in you then I will tell you, but unless you truly deserve a punishment there will not be one.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”  I say.
 
   “I also forbid you from punishing yourself.”  Peter says seeing through me again.  “That’s an order.”
 
   “I understand.”  I say.
 
   “What do you wish to do with your free time?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Serve you of course.”  I reply.
 
   “Then return to your room and keep Lena company.”  Peter says.
 
   “When do you plan to use the room?”  I ask.
 
   “Use it for what?”  Peter asks confused.
 
   “Is it not to your liking?”  I ask.
 
   “It looks like a great room, but it is your room.”  Peter says.
 
   “Not anymore.  It belongs to you now.”  I remind him.
 
   “You still need somewhere to sleep.”  Peter says.
 
   “The floor would be quite sufficient.”
 
   “I’m not having you sleep on the floor.”
 
   “There is room for an extra bed.  More than one extra bed.  It would be cheaper to buy an extra bed or two, than to keep renting this room.”
 
   “I didn’t see a window.”  Peter says.
 
   “There’s one in the ceiling and a few on each wall.  They are hidden, but can easily be unhidden if you know how.  The protective magic is much stronger than the magic on this room too.”
 
   “I suppose that would be good.”  Peter says nodding.  “Very well.  I’ll get a couple of beds and we’ll move in on our day off next week.  Now go to your room and keep Lena company.  Be sure to be at the training on time though.”
 
   “Are you sure?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Peter says again sounding annoyed.
 
   “Then I will obey.”  I say and port back to my room.
 
   (Hinata)
 
   I am kneeling at Asura’s grave.  It isn’t truly a grave, because there was nothing to bury.  So it is more of a memorial dedicated to her sacrifice, but it is the best place to remember her.  Asuna came here with me every morning whilst she was here, but now I come here alone.  I know that mother is grieving in her own way, but this is my way.
 
   “Hinata!”  Mother calls and I get up.  I take one last look, and then turn to mother.  Her face is dark.  She doesn’t like me coming here every morning, but it is unusual to see her here.  She isn’t just here to tell me to stop coming.
 
   “Mother.”  I say quietly with my head bowed.
 
   “There’s been another attack.  I may be gone for a while.  Please take care of things whilst I am gone.”  Mother says and for a moment panic fills my heart.  If I were to lose mother as well…  That would only leave me here until Asuna came back.  Really and truly I should be going to the academy next year, but if mother were no longer here that would be impossible.  Of course that isn’t what I fear the most.  Losing mother would leave a hole in my heart that could never be filled.
 
   “Please be careful.”  I tell her.  I would go with her, but I would only get in the way.
 
   “Don’t worry.  It sounds like it is just wolves.  They seem to be getting more and more common.”  Mother says with her kind smile.  Then she ports away and I am alone for now.  I look back to Asura’s grave, but I have work to do so I cannot remain here.
 
   There is a reason earth and water magic are our strengths.  The land is barren and there is far too little water.  Only by developing these elements to their full are we able to survive in these harsh lands.  I check on the map which villages need attention today, and then port to the first.  As I approach the villagers look to me with a mixture of hope, envy and pity.  The hope inspires me, but the pity I hate.  The envy is laughable.  I would swap lives with any of them in a moment if it meant not having to live with the loss of my sister and the burden that is placed on my family.
 
   I may be young for a mage, but I have done this enough times that I could do it in my sleep.  From what Asura and Asuna said, everyone will be amazed that I can already do this when I join the academy.  I don’t really understand why they’d be surprised by something so simple.  The villagers are grateful but certainly not surprised as I use water and earth magic to revive the land.  It is a process that needs to be repeated every few days but without it the crops will fail, and then we would starve.  Then I fill their small water tank so they have drinking water for the next few days.  The crops are certainly not going to be bountiful, but with this they will be enough that we can all survive.
 
   Village after village I visit until I have been to every village on my list.  Then I visit the small town we live in.  The water tank is almost empty so I fill it up with water magic.  The fuel for the smithy is almost all gone, so I create more.  There is more work to do, but my magic is completely gone, so it will need to wait.  I am not only magically drained but physically drained so I am grateful to be able to rest.
 
   I approach our home.  It is a large building that was built when our family first arrived in these lands.  It is in desperate need of repair, but we simply can’t afford to spend the money on it.  During the winter we take in people who have nowhere else to go so I am not surprised to see an elderly woman sitting by the door.  As I get closer she sees me and tries to get up.
 
   “Don’t worry!  I can get past!”  I call out but she shakes her head and continues.  It is too far away to be sure but I get the impression she has the face of a bearer of ill news.  I hurry towards her and my heart is racing.  Has something happened to mother?
 
   “Lady Hoshi.”  She says bowing her head once I am close enough to hear her.  “I am afraid I have sad news for you.”
 
   “Is it my mother?”  I ask fearfully but she shakes her head.
 
   “A messenger arrived from the academy earlier today.”  She says and I know it must be news about my sister.  “Asuna Hoshi fought bravely in the Royal Competition at the academy.  Unfortunately, despite her best efforts she met defeat.  She survived, but lost her freedom.”
 
   So she is alive, which is better than I feared, but…  This is too much.  First Asura is killed and now Asuna a slave.  I fall to my knees and despite my best efforts tears blur my vision.  I don’t hear what she says next.  A while later I come back to my senses and I am alone.  If mother saw me like that she’d be furious but right now I don’t care.  I head back to my room and fall onto my bed as I am.
 
   I’m not sure when I fell asleep but when I wake it is night.  There is shouting outside.  I stand up still sleepy but then the shouting changes to screaming.  A chill runs down my spine and I rush to the door.  Looking down the corridor and through to the entrance hall I see a huge scorpion.  The body alone is probably as long as I am tall.  On its tail a woman is skewered and after a moment I recognise her.  She is the mother of a boy that I’ve spoken to a couple of times.  They are using our home as a refuge for the winter.
 
   I summon a spear of ice and throw it at the scorpion but it doesn’t even scratch it.  It turns towards me throwing away the poor woman on its tail and moves quicker than should be possible.  I summon and throw a small boulder this time but it dodges easily.  I summon more and throw them quickly one after the other.  Some hit its body but most miss entirely.  It is almost on me when I finally hit and crush its head with a boulder.  It jerks suddenly in death and the tail shoots right past me about an inch to the left of my head.  Blood and venom drip onto my shoulder.  I dash to the side before the tail falls onto me and use water magic to wash the venom and blood away before my skin is burnt but the shoulder of my shirt is burnt right through.
 
   I want to just stop right there but instead I rush down the corridor.  I am nowhere near as fast as the scorpion so it takes a minute rather than the few seconds it took the scorpion.  The woman is dead already but I look around in case anyone is hurt but still alive.  I vomit as I see what is left of the woman’s son.  Everybody else has already fled.
 
   I fall to my knees and cry.  If I had been quicker perhaps they might not have died.  If mother had been here, surely they would have been saved.  If Asura…  The tears just don’t stop flowing.
 
   “Milady?”  An unfamiliar voice calls to me.  I brush away the tears from my eyes but they don’t stop.
 
   “What is it?”  I ask weakly.
 
   “Are you Hinata Hoshi?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I am a messenger from the academy.  I bring news of your sister.  She entered and lost the Royal Competition.  The consequence of this is that she is now a slave, and all family rights have been revoked by the Queen.  Please convey this message to your mother as well.”
 
   “I, was told, earlier.”  I say and the tears flow even quicker.
 
   “I am sorry for your loss.  If you wish to reclaim her you will need to negotiate with Peter of the Wind.  If the state of things here are any indication though, I guess you probably can’t afford to do so with money, but you may have something else he considers valuable.”
 
   “He?  My sister was beaten by a boy?”  I ask incredulously and for a moment the tears stop flying.
 
   “Embarrassing as it is to say this, but he is one of the more powerful students at the academy.  Most people think he will reach 2A without any problem.  It is less clear whether any of the 2A students can beat him.  That the Queen delayed the competition to allow him to enter is perhaps in itself indication that he is not just any boy.  Your sister was a talented and brave student.  I don’t need to return until midday tomorrow, so if you wish to negotiate with him I can port you to the academy when I leave.  I’m staying at the inn.”
 
   “Was it you who told the old lady about this earlier?”
 
   “No, I only just arrived here.  Perhaps one of Asuna’s friends got here before me.  I assumed I would need to wait until morning, but since you were here and awake I thought it better to tell you sooner.  What happened here by the way?”
 
   “Giant scorpion.”  I say.  Perhaps she is right though.  Perhaps it is worth negotiating with this Peter.  It isn’t going to bring back the boy that was killed today, or his mother, but if I can get my sister back then I must do so.  What can I offer Peter in return?  I’ll have to think about it.  “I’ll go with you in the morning.  Thank you.”
 
   “Are these scorpions common around here?”
 
   “Not in town.  They never used to be so bold.”  I say.  Just what is up with all these monsters appearing where they shouldn’t?
 
   “It seems like that everywhere I go.”  She says sighing.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   She leaves and I am left with the task of dealing with the corpses that not long ago were people I knew.  Not friends, and not family.  I didn’t even know their names, but I spoke with them both.  They were alive, and now they are dead.
 
   The people who were here before are not far away.  I have them dig two graves side by side, at the outskirts of town.  I could use earth magic, but most of the power that I recovered was used earlier.  Perhaps I’ll need it again.  I stay alert in case we are attacked again, but we aren’t.  Once they are buried I ask the Queen to guide their lost souls.  I don’t really believe that the Queen actually does anything of the sort, but those left behind are calmed to hear a noble pray to the Queen for their lost friends or family.  At least that’s what mother says.
 
   It is almost dawn by the time we return to my home, but when we do return I rest and try to think of something that we can offer.  I will need mother’s permission for anything that belongs to the family, but I can at least find out what there is, if anything, he would accept.  Then, unless it is something of mine, I have to convince mother.  Of course there is nothing I have of sufficient value, but I fear there may not be anything at all.
 
   It is close to midday and I am about to head to the inn when the messenger returns and saves me the trouble.  True to her word she ports me to the academy.  Not being a student here yet it is my first time at the academy and I am impressed by the size and condition of everything.
 
   “This is the lunch room and it is close to lunch time.  There are only two boys at the academy, and only one who openly admits it.  He also only has one arm so it should be easy to spot him.  There were a couple more boys at the start of the year, but we managed to weed them out.  They just didn’t have the same talent that girls do.  The other boy I am sure we’ll be rid of soon.  Unless someone beats him at the competition though, we’ll have Peter until he graduates.  So wait until you see him or your sister.  I must be going now.”
 
   “Where do I find you to return home?”  I ask quickly.
 
   “You can’t port?”  The teacher asks surprised.
 
   “I can, but not that far.”  I say.
 
   “You can get help at the town hall, for a fee.  I don’t have time to take you back again.”  The teacher says and disappears before I have time to say that I have no money.  Great!  One thing at a time though.  No sooner have I thought it than the first students start to port in.  I get more than a few funny looks.  I am the only one not in uniform, and my clothes although well made, have seen better days.  Better decades in fact, because they were made for my grandmother when she was my age.
 
   “Slave, what are you standing there for?  Get back behind the counter.”  One student says.
 
   “I’m not a slave.  I’m a noble.”  I say trying to sound dignified but she laughs loudly and draws a lot of attention.  Then as everyone is looking my way my sister, a boy with one arm and a few girls port in together.  Their attention is of course drawn to me immediately and I see my sister blush for a moment.  She whispers something to the boy.  He then ports over to me and with his only hand grabs my wrist and ports away with me.  We are in a small room and my sister has already ported here ahead of us.
 
   “You are aware that I am a slave?”  Asuna says to me sounding very angry.
 
   “Yes, but…”  I start to say and suddenly Asuna slaps my left cheek.  It hurts really badly, but the shock is worse than the pain.  “Why?”
 
   “You knew I was a slave and yet you came here anyway.”  Asuna says scowling at me.  “I am not your sister anymore.  I am nothing more than Peter’s slave.  You have no right to even speak to me.”
 
   “That’s enough.”  Peter says.  “Both of you sit down, and no fighting.  I said to sit…”  Asuna obeys and feeling dizzy I am glad to sit.  Even though I have a chance to talk to Peter I just can’t say anything.  I open my mouth a few times but nothing comes out.
 
   “If you’re here to beg for my freedom then you’re wasting your time.”  Asuna says glaring at me.  Asura was always strict but Asuna was always the kind sister.  It is just too much to sit here being glared at and talked down to by my always kind and gentle sister.  I fight back tears.
 
   “Don’t say anything else Asuna.”  Peter says quietly but sounding a little angry for some reason.  Is it because my sister dared talk without his permission?  Is this the kind of boy that my sister must serve?  Is that why she is so angry, but why be angry at me?  Then Peter looks at me and still quietly, but this time almost sounding kind he says, “Don’t feel you need to rush, but I need to know why you are here.”
 
   I take a few deep breathes and then look Peter in the eyes.  “I want to know if there is anything that we can trade for Asuna’s freedom.  We aren’t rich, but…”
 
   Peter looks at my sister.  I assume he is valuing her with his stare.  It really feels humiliating to know that, but to have to sit here politely despite that.  “You’re sure you aren’t willing to sign that contract?”
 
   “Only if you order me to, but to do so would be to break my vow.”  Asuna says and I am confused.
 
   “What contract?  What vow?”  I ask.  I have no idea what is going on.
 
   “I offered your sister her freedom in exchange for joining my club.  She refused because, after losing the battle, she vowed to serve me her whole life.”  Peter says and I blink a few times trying to comprehend what he just said.
 
   “You offered Asuna her freedom… and she refused?”  I ask incredulously.
 
   “It is a matter of honour.”  Asuna says glaring at me.  “Something you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Enough Asuna.”  Peter says very quietly.  I get the distinct impression he is very angry at Asuna.  She looks down and doesn’t say anything.  “When that breeder offered to buy you, you said your family would pay for you if money was what I wanted.  Would you agree if your family offered me something in exchange for you?”
 
   “The only thing of sufficient value would be my sister, Hinata.  I would rather be a slave myself than pass the burden onto her.”  Asuna says and I wander why I didn’t think of that.  Perhaps because it is such a scary thought?
 
   “Swapping one slave for another doesn’t help anyone.  How about if you both agreed to join my club, and my company?  I would get two members, and you would get your freedom.”
 
   “Hinata isn’t even in the academy yet.  That would hardly be of sufficient value.”
 
   “I would consider it very valuable.  Can either of you think of anything else?”  Peter says sounding a little frustrated.
 
   “The only things we have are our land, our honour, ourselves and our people.”  Asuna says.
 
   “How much land do you have?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Lots, but it’s mostly desert and wasteland.  The rivers and lakes all dried up and only our water and earth magic allow our people to survive.”
 
   “Perhaps we can do something about that.”  Peter says thoughtfully.  “I would like to visit your land, but not during our lunch break.  Would it be possible to wait here until this evening, or do you need to get back sooner?”
 
   “I’m basically stranded here, so if you are able to take me back with you this evening that would really help me out.”  I say.
 
   “Some people never change.”  Asuna says sighing and shaking her head at me.  “It would be best if you waited in the other room with Lena until Peter is ready after lessons.  Be sure not to cause any trouble.”
 
   “I’m not going to cause trouble.”  I say indignantly.
 
   “Have you eaten anything yet?”  Peter asks me.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have lunch with us then.  You can wait in the room after lunch.”
 
   “I don’t have any money for lunch.”  I say embarrassed.
 
   “Don’t worry.” Peter says.
 
   “You don’t need to treat my sister just because she was too stupid to bring any money.”  Asuna says.
 
   “There’s no need to be cruel to… was it Hinata?”  Peter says.
 
   “Yes.”  I say nodding.
 
   “It’s important to make it clear to Hinata that I’m not her sister anymore.”  Asuna says.
 
   “So are you telling me who I can and can’t have lunch with?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Of course not!”  Asuna protests.
 
   “Or how I can and can’t spend my money?”
 
   “No.”  Asuna says shaking her head.
 
   “Now that that is settled we’ll have lunch together.”  Peter says.  “Asuna, please port us.”
 
   Asuna takes Peter’s hand and mine, and then ports us all back to the room we just came from.
 
   “Hi Peter!”  Two identical girls say as we port in.
 
   “Hi Cherry and Sherry.”  Peter says with a smile.
 
   “So who’s the new girl?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “This is Hinata.  She’s Asuna’s little sister.  Hinata this is Cherry, and this is Sherry.”
 
   “Hi Hinata!”  They both say together.
 
   “Hi.”  I say back a little weakly.
 
   “If you haven’t eaten and don’t have any other plans, how about eating together?”  Peter suggests.
 
   “Sure.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Sounds good.”  Sherry says.
 
   “You can pick what you want from these sections Hinata.”  Peter says pointing at a huge display of simple but good quality food.  I am spoilt for choice, but I don’t want to seem rude by taking too long to choose, so I quickly choose a dish of lovely looking creamy soup and two sweet rolls.
 
   “Is this ok?”  I ask Peter showing him my tray of food.
 
   “Of course.”  Peter says.  “I prefer this soup, but that one is nice too.  Those rolls might be a little sweet with that soup though.”
 
   “Hinata likes sweet food.”  Asuna says with another sigh.
 
   “What are you eating?”  Peter asks.
 
   “If you are feeding Hinata I should go without.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.”  Peter says.  “Choose something you like from these sections.  That’s an order.”
 
   “Ok.”  Asuna says and picks a roll out.
 
   “Hinata, what do you think your sister would like best here?”  Peter asks me.
 
   “Probably one of those meals.”  I say pointing at plates with potatoes, meat and mushrooms on.
 
   “Asuna take one of those that Hinata pointed to.”  Peter says.
 
   “But they’re more expensive than your meal!”  Asuna protests.
 
   “That’s an order.”  Peter says with a sigh.
 
   “Ok.”  Asuna says sounding sulky, but as she takes it anyone can tell from her expression that she is really looking forward to eating it.  The aroma of the meat and the mushroom must have gotten the better of my big sister.  Then she hides her emotions again.  Cherry and Sherry both choose a piping hot meat and potato broth.  Peter pays for Asuna and me, and Cherry and Sherry both pay for theirs.
 
   Peter leads us to a table where the girls he was with earlier are sitting.  The food is delicious and everyone seems so friendly, except for my sister who just eats in silence.  Everyone, not just me, seems a little uncomfortable about Asuna.  Both Cherry and Sherry try to talk to her, but despite answering their questions, Asuna’s attitude makes it clear she doesn’t want to talk.
 
   Hermes tells me about how she was freed from a cruel mother by Peter.  How she is now his slave, but that they are truly friends, rather than just a master and slave.  Rin explains how she met Peter and how they worked together last year to gather materials for her alchemist mother.  Yu Kii tells me about her life as a priestess, and her surprise release as part of a contract between her people and Contractia.  Peter isn’t very talkative.  I get the impression he has a lot on his mind.
 
   Cherry and Sherry are the most talkative.  They tell me lots of stories about the childhood pranks they played on their mother.  That their mother tolerated them tells me just how kind she must be.  My mother is a good mother, but she is very strict, so I can only imagine her reaction if we had played even one of those pranks on her.  Of course it is mostly because we live in such a harsh land and our people’s lives are in our hands every day.  I will certainly be punished for leaving our people to come here, but it is a price worth paying.
 
   Cherry and Sherry may have a mischievous streak, but they are clearly kind people.  The tales aren’t all about pranks.  They tell me about their pet rabbit hound.  Leaving her to come to the academy was obviously very hard for them.  They used magic before coming to the academy, and I get the impression they are very good at it.  They don’t brag, but it feels like everyone else has a great deal of respect for their magical talent.
 
   Then lunch is over.  Peter ports me outside what used to be Asuna’s room.  He knocks and calls to Lena.  She answers the door after a moment and looks really nervous.  It must have been quite a shock to Lena when Asuna lost, and for them both to become Peter’s slave.
 
   “Hinata will be waiting with you until classes finish.  Please make her welcome.”  Peter says to Lena.
 
   “Of course.”  Lena says bowing low.
 
   “I’ll see you both later.”  Peter says and ports away.
 
   “Come in.”  Lena says sounding a bit more relaxed now that Peter is gone.
 
   “Thank you.”  I say and enter the room.  I shut the door behind me and look around.  It is every bit as big as my sisters both described it.
 
   “Hinata.”  Lena says in a teary voice, throwing her arms around me.
 
   “Lena.”  I say and hug her back.  “I am doing my best to free Asuna.  I hope to get you both back.”
 
   “Really?”  She asks sniffing.
 
   “Yes.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 (Peter)
 
   They seemed more concerned that Dairon wouldn’t be there at training than that I wouldn’t be.  I can understand though.  He has simply helped them improve so much.  At least it proves that everyone seems to be getting along fine with him.  Rin refused to stay behind so I left Jenny in charge.  We are in Asuna’s room and Hinata, Rin, Dairon and I are holding onto Asuna.  Hinata is just like a mini Asuna, except softer, and much more laid back.
 
   Asuna ports us.  We are now in front of a huge house.  It reminds me of the noble houses that I have seen before, but it is in very poor condition.  Most of the windows are just empty window frames and the door is lying on the ground.
 
   “Hinata wait here.  I’ll show my master around town.  Once he’s ready to see some of the villages we’ll return and you can port us.”  Asuna says.  We walk through the town.  It is small and we are through it very quickly.  The other homes and buildings are smaller versions of the big house.  They were built well, but have fallen into disrepair.  The land around the town is truly a wasteland, with not a single plant in sight.
 
   “The land is weeping.”  Dairon says.  “This was once a beautiful land full of life.”
 
   “How do you know that?”  Asuna asks in surprise.  “It was beautiful once, but even for an elf that was a very long time ago.  Did you see it when it was beautiful?”
 
   “I have never been here before, but I can feel the soul of the land.  It is close to death, but it is obvious that it was once great.”  Dairon says.  “With help it could be great again, but without help it will surely die.”
 
   “Our family have done their best to help the land.  That’s why we use earth and water magic.”  Asuna says.
 
   “That is probably the only reason the soul of the land is still alive.”  Dairon says. “Unfortunately humans cannot sense the soul of the land so you can only treat the symptoms of the curse that is on it.”
 
   “The land is cursed?”  Asuna asks surprised.  “Can you lift the curse?”
 
   “It is a powerful curse.  Like you I can treat the symptoms, but the curse itself is too powerful for me.  I could probably heal it for a few years at a time, but no more.  Even with my help it will not last more than a century or two without lifting the curse.  To see such a great land just a heartbeat away from death is deeply saddening.  If the whole tribe were here we could certainly save this land.”
 
   “It takes all our power each day just to keep the land strong enough to support us.”  Asuna says.  “If you can help the land for a few years at a time, then it seems that you have something my family need much more than they need me.  It also seems the land might be of value to you after all.  I would suggest a deal to trade some of the land in exchange for healing all of it every few years.”
 
   “What about you?”  I ask.
 
   “My family will only part with up to half of our land.  Healing the land will be sufficient without having to add my freedom to the deal.  If the land were fertile then you could earn lots by taxing the villagers, and as long as you weren’t overly greedy, they would still be much better off than they are now.  My family would also be better off.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how this land became like this?”  I ask.
 
   “There was a time when we and the Divine Flames were considered to be at risk of a joint rebellion.  We were made an example of by the Queen.  The Divine Flames weren’t harmed because, without us they weren’t considered a threat.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Your own Queen did this?”  Dairon asks appalled.
 
   “Yes.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Let’s go back to Hinata.”  I say and so we walk back.  Hinata is not there but an older woman is waiting.  With similar features to both younger sisters, she is probably their mother.
 
   “I’m sorry to have you come all this way, but it seems that my daughters have wasted your time.”  She says.  “As a mother it pains me to see my daughter lose her freedom, but for the sake of my people I must accept that pain, rather than selling my people and my land to regain her freedom.”
 
   “My master can offer something much more valuable and necessary to the Hoshi.  Dairon here is an elf.  As an elf he has great power over the land.  He can heal the land for a few years at a time, for perhaps a century or two.”  Asuna tells her mother, whose eyes go wide.
 
   “You are serious?”  She asks.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “What do you want in return?”  She asks.
 
   “The details must be worked out, but I would suggest a trade of half the Hoshi land, in exchange for healing all of it.  For the sake of the people, please consider this.”  Asuna says.
 
   “So, you will not beg for your freedom to be included as part of this deal?”  Her mother asks.
 
   “I will serve my master for the rest of my life if he lets me.”  Asuna says.
 
   “It seems you are as brave as Asura was.”  Her mother says with a sigh.  “Well, do come in.  We do not need to come to a final agreement today, but we can at least try to come up with an agreement.  My name is Reika Hoshi.”
 
   We introduce ourselves and then enter their home.  The condition inside is even worse than outside.  We pass a few rooms that are well maintained but the entrance room, the corridors and most of the rooms we pass feel like they could collapse at any moment.
 
   “There is no need to look so concerned.  They may not look sturdy but these walls have stood firm for centuries.  They are not about to fall down.”  Reika tells us.
 
   We arrive in a small windowless room with a few bookcases and a faded map with one, two or three small stones on what appear to be villages.  Perhaps the number of stones indicates the size of the village.  There are a few chairs but not enough for all of us.  There is a stone about the size of my fist hanging from the roof above the map.  Reika touches the stone and it starts to glow.  It is a dim but gentle light.
 
   “May I make a copy of this map?”  Rin asks.
 
   “If you wish to.  Isn’t it a lot of work to do that though?”  Reika says.  
 
   “I can just use magic to copy it.”  Rin says and proceeds to do so.
 
   “You are very talented at this magic.  The academy doesn’t generally teach this until Year 1, and most don’t manage to learn it.  Copying words is easy, but drawings are much harder.”  Reika says.  She is clearly very impressed.
 
   “My mother is an alchemist.  I learnt this before I joined the academy.”  Rin says shrugging.
 
   “It is a pity these sorts of magic, which aren’t of use in battle aren’t taught more at the academy.”  Reika says with a sigh.  “Does this mean you wish to study the map before we discuss any further?”
 
   “Yes.”  Rin says.
 
   “What is your relationship to Peter?”  Reika asks surprising us all.
 
   “I’m Peter’s friend.”  Rin says.
 
   “You must be good friends to be so confident to speak on his behalf like that.”  Reika says.  Rin blushes.
 
   “We trust each other.”  Rin says.  “Except when he decides to take on elves, or an army, single handed.”
 
   “Rin exaggerates.”  I say and use the chain to tell Rin, “The business with the elves is meant to be secret.”
 
   “She knows about Dairon already.”  Rin tells me with her own chain.
 
   “You know.  That magic isn’t always secure.  Especially when you are close together it can be intercepted.”  Reika says and we both look at her in shock.  “I don’t mean to pry, and I’m not going to use it against you, but you should consider not putting too much faith in it around other mages.  If you are in the Royal competition, then your competitors in the higher classes may be able to listen in.  Certainly if you fight professionals, then they will be able to.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I say still rather shocked.
 
   “Is there anything further to discuss now?”  Reika asks.
 
   “You have a lot of books.”  Rin says.  “Do you mind if I take a quick look?”
 
   “Sure, but I’m not going to part with the library.  That is knowledge that has been with the family for years.”  Reika says.
 
   “Do you mind if I borrow this book?”  Rin asks.
 
   “The History of Ishki?  What drew you to that book?”  Reika asks and hearing the name I am shocked.
 
   “I’ve seen another copy, but this looks very different.”  Rin says.
 
   “Where did you see the other copy?”  Reika asks sounding a little suspicious.
 
   “At a library.”  Rin says.
 
   “Which library?”  Reika asks.
 
   “I forget.”  Rin says, but even without reading her aura it is obvious she is lying.
 
   “That seems unlikely.  The only library, other than the personal libraries of the ancient noble or royal families is the Great Library in Utopia Camerona.”  Reika says frowning.  “As a noble I am trying to act honestly and with integrity, but I would appreciate it if you did the same.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  I say.  “Rin isn’t allowed to tell you where that book came from, or who gave it to us.  It was someone very important, and it might cause them embarrassment.”
 
   “I understand.”  Reika says.  “You may take a look whilst you are here, but you may not take it with you.  It is an ancient book, so please be very careful.  The book you saw was probably a more recent copy written in modern Contractian.  This is written in ancient Contractian.”
 
   “I can read this.”  Rin says.  “It is in ancient Contractian, but this is probably only about five hundred years old.  The book we have is at least twice that.”
 
   “You really don’t know when to save things until we are in private.”  I say shaking my head half in amusement, and half in frustration.
 
   “The original is only slightly older than this copy.”  Reika says.  “If your copy is that old, it can’t be the History of Ishki.”
 
   “But that is the title on the cover.”  I say.
 
   “The cover is only a few years old.”  Rin says.  “I assumed it was replaced because it was so old.  It also explained why we could read it.”
 
   “If it was just over a thousand years old then it would be from before the Great War.”  Dairon says.  “That would be from around the time of the fifth king of the elves.  Contractia wasn’t as powerful before the Great War.  Contractia was powerful, certainly, but not like it is today.  It was perhaps the fifth or sixth most powerful empire.  The other great empires of the time have since been conquered by either the Fallen Angels, or the Contractians.  Perhaps it isn’t Contractian at all.”
 
   “I appreciate your time today.”  I say to Reika.  “I would also appreciate your overlooking the words of my indiscrete friends.  We will be back on our day off.”
 
   “Of course.  You may wish to teach them a little discipline though, so they are more discrete in the future.  Farewell.”  Reika says.
 
   “So it seems, and farewell.  Asuna, port us all back to Rin’s room.”  I say.
 
   “I haven’t been there before.”  Asuna says apologetically.
 
   “Sorry Asuna.  Rin, you can do it.”  I say.  Everyone wishes Reika farewell and then Rin ports us to her room.  She quickly grabs the book and opens it.  Of course I can no more read it now than I could before.
 
   “Can either of you read it?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”  Asuna say.
 
   Dairon looks closer and studies it for a while before speaking.  “This is definitely elven, but it is ancient elven.  I can read the words of our people from the time of the fifth king, but I am ashamed to say that I cannot read these words.  It must be from the time of the fourth king, or perhaps even earlier.  Can you tell exactly how old this is?”
 
   “Give me a minute.”  Rin says.  She closes her eyes and chants words that I don’t understand.  After a few minutes she opens them again.  “Somewhere between a thousand years and a thousand and fifty years.”
 
   “That would be the later days of the fifth king.  It would have to be at least twenty thousand years to be from the time of the fourth king, but it could have been rewritten.”  Dairon says.
 
   “I wasn’t going to mistake just over a thousand years for twenty thousand!”  Rin protests.
 
   “Elves must live a very long time.”  I say.  “Or was the king immortal?”
 
   “Most elves lived for around fifty to sixty thousand years.  The kings and direct heirs lived much longer.  They weren’t immortal but because they were considered so important people’s life force would be sacrificed to them to ensure that they lived a long life.  A few hundred thousand years was about average.  Of course that was before the Fallen Angels and Great War claimed so many of my kin.”  Dairon says sadly.  “Now there are very few elves in my tribe even a mere thousand years old.  I have no idea if there are any tribes that are still free from the Fallen Angels.”
 
   “Have you any idea what this could be?”  I ask.
 
   “If it was rewritten, then it is most likely a song book.  Songs are not meant to be translated because they either lose the meaning or the style.  If it was written by an elf from the time of the fourth king, then it is most likely a diary.  An official book would be written in the current official language but something personal like a diary would be written in the language that an elf is most comfortable with.  Of course nobody other than the king would be still alive a thousand years ago who was also alive before the fourth king took the throne.  His reign lasted just over three hundred thousand years.  The king himself would be most comfortable with his own style of writing, because that was the basis for the official language of his time.”  Dairon explains.
 
   “Is there anyone in your tribe who might be able to read this?”  I ask.
 
   “The envoy, but that doesn’t help you.  One or two others may be able to, but I have no idea who, and it may be that none can.”
 
   “How old is the envoy?”  I ask.
 
   “Thirty years old.  Little more than a baby really, and yet my sister has already lost her life to the Fallen Angels.  They prefer young elves because they can sustain that thing for longer, and their will is weaker.  They are lucky, or perhaps unlucky, if they survive to see the end of even a single century.”  Dairon says.
 
   “I’m sorry for your sister.”  I say wincing at Dairon’s words.  “Why would she know how to read this book, if she is only thirty years old?”
 
   “Because that thing is much older.  It was probably alive even before the time of the first king.”  Dairon says bitterly.  “In that time it has absorbed the knowledge of elves, angels and many other living creatures.  To read ancient elven words from the time of the fourth or even the third king’s time would be easy for it.  To read words from the second or first king’s time would be harder, but it could probably do it.  Like I said though, it will not help you.”
 
   “Is there any way to kill the envoy without killing your sister?”  I ask.
 
   “There is no way to kill the envoy, even by killing my sister.”  Dairon says.
 
   “What exactly is it?”  Rin asks.
 
   “The child of an angel and a demon.  Of course such a union was forbidden by the gods, so they were kept frozen in time by the gods.  Not even the gods could kill them.  Or perhaps the gods were just unwilling to do so.  They were freed and used by the Fallen Angels against the gods.  Now the Fallen Angels use them to rule over the elves and some of the more powerful people under their rule.”  Dairon explains.
 
   “The Fallen Angels are basically angels right?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “Yes.”  Dairon answers.
 
   “So can they make more of these Envoys?”  I ask.
 
   “The Fallen Angels cannot have children.  Only pure angels can do so.”  Dairon explains.  “Besides, even if they could, they would not willingly do so.  No angel would.”
 
   “So how…”  I start to ask but Rin interrupts.
 
   “Enough of this talk!  Dairon, I forbid you from saying any more about making children in front of Peter.”  Rin says.  Dairon looks at me.
 
   “It’s fine.”  I say.  “For now let’s focus on the deal with Asuna’s mother.  It doesn’t sound like we’ll be able to slip in anything about freeing Asuna.”
 
   “That is how it should be.”  Asuna says.
 
   “What about Lena?  As a goodwill gesture?”  I ask.
 
   “That would be acceptable.”  Asuna says sounding surprised.  “I will miss her, but there is no reason for her to remain your slave for honour’s sake.  She is not a noble.  You could give her to Hinata.  They get along well, and should you lose the competition she will not be given to whoever beats you.”  Of course Asuna and Hermes would, so for their sakes as much as for my own, I cannot afford to lose in this competition.
 
   “I get the impression that Hinata is someone you could rely on.”  Rin says.  “How about getting her as a member of the company and club?  Asuna, do you think we could get that as part of the deal?”
 
   “I suspect that would be possible, but it would mean taking considerably less land.”  Asuna says carefully.
 
   “Is all the land considered equal?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”  Asuna says.  “There are more villages to the west, because the land to the east is much harsher.  Can we see the map again?”
 
   “Certainly.”  Rin says and gets it out.
 
   “See how few villages there are in this area.”  Asuna says.
 
   “How about if we took the land to the east of this river?”  Rin suggests.
 
   “That river is a dead river, and that would give you only three villages.”  Asuna says.
 
   “With your sister’s service, would this be acceptable to your mother?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes, but you might be able to get a better deal with less land but more villages.  Perhaps a small area around here?  You could get six or seven villages that way.  Or you could forget about my sister and take a fairer share of the land.”  Asuna says.
 
   “If the land is healed then we could build more villages, and the land will no longer be so harsh.”  Rin says.  “There may not be as many villages, but if we take a small area where there are lots already, the people may simply move to the nearby villages.  They have lived under the rule of the Hoshi their whole lives, and you seem an honourable family.  They know nothing about Peter and have no reason to want to serve him.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”  Asuna says surprised.
 
   “Rin is very clever, even if she doesn’t know when to keep a secret.”  I say and Rin blushes.
 
   “I’m sorry!”  Rin says.
 
   “Don’t worry too much.  We’ve been lucky so far, but you need to learn to be a bit more discrete.  We may not be as lucky next time.”  I say.  “That goes for you too Dairon.”
 
   “I’m sorry!”  Dairon says.
 
   “Like I said, don’t worry, just be more careful next time.”  I say.
 
   “I will be.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Let’s write a suitable contract.  We can present it when we return on our day off.”  I say.  It doesn’t take long because we keep it very simple.  We will give Lena to Hinata immediately, but the rest of the contract will take effect only once we leave or win the Royal Competition.  We don’t want to lose Dairon for the few days it will take until then, because he is so helpful at our training.  If I lose the competition then the contract will be cancelled, although Lena will still belong to Hinata.
 
   It sounds like Lena was not very happy about the idea of having to leave Asuna, but she accepts it.  I have no idea how Hinata will feel about Lena, but Hinata isn’t going to be happy that her sister is still a slave.
 
   The rest of the week my focus is on the competition and training.  Everything else is just a distraction.  The next battle is our last battle against 2C.  The enemy have beaten two other groups from 2C, and are supposed to be very good.  We didn’t have the sense to watch their battles, but they most likely saw at least some of ours.  We hear from students who did that they are mostly water users.
 
   According to her friends it seems that Gillian hasn’t given up joining us.  Since Cherry has forgiven Gillian and I have calmed down about it now, I see no reason to refuse her.  So I have Felicity invite her to the training and pass along a contract, which Gillian signs and hands to me at the next training session.
 
   I don’t want to leave the team to chance this time so I carefully consider who to include from the wind users.  The other mages are unchanged.  Cherry is still top of my list so I just have two places to consider.  After a while I decide that Felicity should be on the team too.  I would like to include Mirai, Tabi or Midori because they have been in the group since the start, but instead settle on Galico.  She probably isn’t quite as talented, but is much better at working as part of a group.  Felicity and Galico seem able to work well under Cherry, despite not having known her very long.  That isn’t to say that Mirai, Tabi or Midori work badly under Cherry, but it isn’t as smooth.
 
   The morning of our next battle arrives and we meet in the arena.  After the usual formalities we are ported into our next battlefield.  We are underwater and I am beginning to wonder whether it is something other than coincidence.  Aventurine quickly clears the water from around us and Helski creates her usual floating disc below us, but the rest of the battlefield is still water.  Perfect for our enemy, but not so perfect for us.
 
   “Don’t worry.”  Rin says.  “We have three great water users, each with experience that they don’t.  We will not lose.”
 
   “Are you able to beat them without getting anyone killed?  Their side too…”  I ask.
 
   “Of course.  This is my element.”  Rin says.  “Have a wind user keep this air bubble up and I’ll go to the enemy with Yusa and Aventurine.  It should be easy.”
 
   “Galico, keep the air bubble up here.”  I say.  “Rin, Aventurine, Yusa… good luck.”
 
   “Thanks!”  Rin says and shoots off with Aventurine and Yusa right behind her.  Three against five has me worried but I have to trust my friends and the training that Dairon has given them.
 
   It seems that easy was an exaggeration.  Five against three is proving fairly evenly balanced.  That is still an accomplishment but I am concerned that things may not work out if we just wait.  There is no possibility of turning this battlefield into anything better suited to other elemental users.  There is simply too much water in every direction to try shifting it.
 
   Suddenly I realise that we don’t have a port barrier up, because that was always Yusa’s job, and it doesn’t feel like the enemy does either.  We are still some way off from the enemy, but if we moved closer I could port lightning to them.  There is no possibility of my using wind magic to hide in this environment, so I have Galico move the air bubble, and Helski move the disc we are standing on.  We only move slowly but eventually we are close enough.
 
   I may only get one chance so I wait until I have the enemy all targeted.  I create and port five lightning strikes simultaneously.  Four of them hit but one misses.  Everyone gets a slight shock from it, but I cancel it before it is too bad.  Four of the enemy are now unconscious, but unfortunately the one who I missed was their leader.  With three against one now though, my friends quickly have her crystal.
 
   We are ported back to the arena and after a quick check confirm that nobody was badly hurt.  My lightning was just the right strength to knock out but not to kill, and their residual magic prevented anyone drowning.  Rin smiles at me, glad to have had a chance to show off.  Aventurine and Yusa also seem very happy with their fight.  The enemy do not seem so happy, and neither does the crowd.  There are jeers and insults from the crowd.
 
   “The winner is Peter of the Wind.  Clara, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Peter, and Peter will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Clara are eternally forfeit.  The rest of Clara and Asuna’s team are at the disposal of Peter of the Wind for the royal competition, but otherwise retain their freedom.  Peter is now promoted to 2B, and those who have fought and are not in B or A class already, are also promoted.  Only the top two classes are left now.  Will the boy continue to beat 2B, or will the girls of Contractia reclaim their honour and put a stop to his advance?”  The commentator says, and the crowd though unhappy is certainly interested.
 
   “So what are you going to do with me?”  Clara asks sounding confident, but her aura is shaking.  It is the first time I’ve really had a chance to take a proper look at her.  Her skin has a golden tint and her hair is black.  Her eyes are a dark brown.  Like Asuna she reminds me of an athlete, but she is much shorter than Asuna, and about the same height as me.
 
   “You can join the others at their training for the moment.  Hermes, port her please.”  I say and then it is just Rin and Asuna still here from the club.  The others already know that it is training now and a celebration tonight.  I hold onto Asuna’s hand and she ports us.  We are back at her old home.  We walk up to the door.
 
   “I’ll call Lady Hoshi.”  A young boy sitting by the door says and then runs off.  After a minute he returns with Reika Hoshi behind him.
 
   “Welcome.  We can discuss matters in the same room as before.”  Reika says and then leads us there.
 
   “We’ve come up with a contract.”  Rin says and hands over the contract that we prepared.
 
   “Unacceptable.”  Reika says after just a glance.  “You already have one of my daughters and now you want my last daughter too.  I have also prepared a contract.”
 
   “We’d be happy to take a look.”  Rin says nervously.  When she sees it her eyes go wide in disbelief.  She hands it to me.  I read it and hand it to Asuna.
 
   “This isn’t signed, and it doesn’t state who it is with.”  Asuna says.
 
   “Why, it is with me of course.”  Reika says.
 
   “There is no way Reika Hoshi would write and sign this contract.  You are offering all the lands of the Hoshi just to avoid Hinata joining Peter’s club, and to regain ownership of me.  My mother would never do such a thing.  Either this is a trick, or you are not who you appear to be.”  Asuna says.
 
   “She said it wouldn’t work.  Not that it matters.”  Reika says.  Then she lunges at Asuna and the illusion is broken.  In front of us is not Reika Hoshi, but instead a giant snake.   Asuna creates a wall of earth in front of her but the snake just goes through it like it isn’t there.  I blast it with wind but it just shrugs off my attack.  It recoils from Rin’s ice attack, but then strikes at Rin.  Rin’s ice wall is shattered and shards of ice cut her all over.  My next wind blast is much more powerful this time but only scratches the snake.
 
   The snake is now wound around Rin and quickly crushing her.  I daren’t strike with another wind slice for fear of killing Rin but doing nothing isn’t an option.  I port lightning inside the snake which reacts in pain but ends up crushing Rin even more.  I port next to its head and in desperation kiss and drain it of magic.  I expected to be bitten and poisoned by the snake but to my surprise I am not.
 
   I get a lot more magic than I am expecting, and suddenly the snake is gone.  In its place is an unconscious old man.  His skin is black and he is only wearing a small piece of white cloth around his waist.  He has snake skin wrapped round his neck.  Rin quickly untangles herself from him.  She brushes herself off as if he has dirtied her.  He is actually clean despite having been a snake a moment ago.
 
   “Mind if I kill him?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes!”  I protest.  “I don’t like to kill people like that, but more importantly we may need information from him.  Like where Reika and Hinata are.”
 
   “He must have been hiding their presence somehow, but now he isn’t able to, I can sense them.  Is it ok if I port to them and make sure they’re ok?”  Asuna asks.
 
   “Of course.”  I say and then she is gone.  Rin stands well away from the old man but I don’t think he’ll be awake for a while.  After a few minutes Reika, Hinata and Asuna port in.  Reika and Hinata look sick but they have no obvious injuries.
 
   “A skinner.”  Reika says sounding disgusted.  “I am ashamed to say that he got me by appearing as Hinata.”
 
   “He just attacked me as a snake.”  Hinata says shivering a little.
 
   “The important thing is that you are both ok.”  I say.  “Do you have any idea who he is, or why he attacked you?”
 
   “No, but I know someone who can find out.  I hope Silmarion is still around despite the new Queen.”  Reika says.
 
   “She’s teaching at the academy now, assuming you mean the same person I think you do.  Used to be a judge or something, and is an immortal.  No eyes and has silver skin and hair.”  I say.
 
   “That’s her.”  Reika says.  “So she lost her job…  She knows the magic we need though, so she’ll still be able to help us.  Let’s go to the academy right away.”
 
   Asuna handles the port and we soon find Silmarion.  We wait outside her room whilst she uses magic to delve into his mind.  Then she calls us in.  He is clearly dead when we go in.  In fact there is very little left of his head.  I look at Silmarion with the same questions in mind that we must all have.
 
   “Apparently he was a slave born on a slave farm.  His head exploded before I could find out which farm.  It seems his owner put magic on him in case he was caught.  For a slave to know skinning magic is very unusual.  Very few professional mages know the magic.  He must have been owned, and taught by, a mage who either did know this magic, or had the help of one who did.  Do you know what he was after?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell us that.”  Reika says frowning.
 
   “He tried to make us sign a contract to gain ownership of Asuna in exchange for all his land, although presumably he didn’t own any.  That slave breeder the other day wanted to buy Asuna.  I wonder whether there is a connection.”  I say.
 
   “Most slave owners would pay a hundred or two for a noble like Asuna.  For a top rate noble they’d pay a lot more.”  Silmarion says.
 
   “She offered five hundred.”  I say.
 
   “That is a lot, but not unimaginable.”  Silmarion says.
 
   “You refused five hundred for Asuna?”  Reika asks a little shocked.
 
   “Of course.  I would never treat a person like a thing that I could just sell.”  I say.
 
   Silmarion looks at me thoughtfully and says.  “There was a time most people thought like that.  They came very close to banning slavery, but then the Queen came to the throne.  Perhaps under the current Queen it could happen, but not until after the war.  Assuming we win, which is looking unlikely at this point.”
 
   “Unlikely?”  Reika asks shocked.
 
   “From what I’ve heard we have already lost many of the worlds on the outer reaches of our territory.  Even Minerva came close to falling, not that long back.  If we lost that then the enemy would be able to attack Portalis, the old capital.  If we lost Portalis we would lose the war, or at the very least most of Contractia.”  Silmarion says very seriously.
 
   “Losing Minerva would hurt, but there is no way that Portalis would fall.”  Reika says.
 
   “Even if the Fallen Angels personally enter the war?”  Silmarion says.
 
   “But if that happened the Queen would do so too.”  Reika argues.
 
   “And who would win?”  Silmarion asks.
 
   “The Queen of course.”  Reika says laughing.
 
   “I hope so, but it seems unlikely.”  Silmarion says shaking her head.  “In a few years it would be different, but right now…”
 
   “What would change in a few years?”  Reika asks intrigued.
 
   “That I cannot say.  You should worry more about your own enemy right now though, rather than Contractia’s foes.”  Silmarion says.
 
   “Contractia’s enemies are my enemies, but I suppose I will have to focus on whoever was behind this.  They at least I should be able to do something about.  If I can work out who they are that is.”  Reika says.
 
   “Whoever they are will likely come after you again.  Perhaps they’ll not rely on a slave next time either.”  Silmarion says sounding worried.
 
   “I hope they don’t rely on a slave.  I want to kill them, not their slaves.”  Reika says.
 
   “Whoever they are, they are very powerful.”  Silmarion warns Reika.
 
   “They will not catch me off guard a second time.”  Reika says sounding confident.  “Thank you for your help Silmarion.”
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help, Reika.  Now if you would excuse me, I have other work to deal with.”  Silmarion says.
 
   “Let’s talk further in Asuna’s room.  We still have the deal to make.”  I say to Reika.
 
   “Very well.”  Reika says and so we leave Silmarion in peace and walk to Asuna’s room.  Once there I show Reika the contract.  She frowns as she reads it through and remains silent.
 
   “You don’t like it?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “It seems too good to be true, which is why I am checking for any loopholes.”  Reika says but after a few minutes she sighs.  “The contract is fine, but do not expect too much from Hinata.  She is not as strong or disciplined as Asuna.  Also please try not to get my last daughter killed.”
 
   “I have no intention of getting anyone killed, but Asuna is still alive so please don’t talk about her like she’s dead.”  I reply.
 
   “She is still alive, but she is no longer my daughter.”  Reika says and I wince.
 
   “Reika is correct.”  Asuna says and I sigh.
 
   “I never thought I’d be cheering on a boy at the royal tournament, but make sure you don’t get defeated.  I would hate for the contract to be cancelled before our land was healed.”  Reika says.
 
   “It will only be for a few years at a time.”  I remind her.
 
   “That’s much better than we can manage.”  Reika reminds me.
 
   “So will you sign the contract now and take Lena with you?”  I ask.
 
   “Sure.”  Reika says and quickly signs it.
 
   “What will you do with my sister?”  Hinata asks.
 
   “Hinata!”  Reika scolds.
 
   “Do not worry.  I will not harm Asuna.  For now she will simply continue to train at the academy.”  I assure Hinata who looks relieved.
 
   “I will work hard so that I can be of use in your company once I graduate.”  Hinata promises me.
 
   “Make sure you do.”  Reika tells her firmly.
 
   “Once we have fulfilled our end of the deal might you be interested in joining some of our training sessions?”  I ask Hinata.
 
   “I would love to!  Is it alright though?”  Hinata asks Reika.
 
   “Yes.  Once the land is healed you’ll have time to train.  Joining their training sessions would be a good way to train.  You’ll need to rent a room in town though, because it is too far to be porting all the time.”  Reika tells her.
 
   “Take these with you.”  Rin says and holds two strange looking lumps of clay.  Reika takes them but looks questioningly at Rin.  “If you need to contact us break one of these.  We may not be able to come straight away but we will know that you need to talk to us.”
 
   “How do they work?”  Reika asks staring at them intently.
 
   “My mother made them so I don’t really understand how they work.  It is based on the same principle as the item I used to talk to Peter when we first visited you.  That’s all I know.”  Rin says.
 
   “Did your mother invent these?”  Reika asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin answers.
 
   “She is an impressive alchemist then.”  Reika says with a smile.  “We should be going now.  Please let us know how the tournament goes and when you are ready to complete the contract.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18 (Peter)
 
   It is our first day in 2B.  There are just as many students in 2B as in 2C but the classroom is bigger so there are plenty of empty seats in the back two rows of desks.  The desks are one long desk per row with ten seats per row.  Emma is sitting on her own in the back row so we join her.  Rin sits next to Emma with Yu Kii next, followed by Hermes, then me and finally Asuna.  I freed Clara in return for her membership of the club so she is still in 2C.
 
   The other students seem very cautious of us.  I don’t know who is competing but I am sure we will be going up against some of the better students in this class.  It is almost time for the lesson to start when a duo of students that I recognise from the competition last year enter the classroom.  It is the Rainbow Twins.  They walk straight up to me with a smile.
 
   “We’re looking forward to beating you in the next battle.  We’re the only students in 2B competing against you.  Nobody else wanted to fight us so this is our first battle in the tournament.”
 
   “I remember your nickname, the Rainbow Twins, but what were your actual names?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m Water Lily.”  The girl with the calmer aura says.
 
   “I’m Fire Rose.”  The girl with the stronger aura says.
 
   “Do you want me to introduce everyone?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  We know who you all are.”  Water Lily says with a smile.  “I think everyone in the academy knows who you all are by now.  It should be a fun fight.  Since you are going to be five against two, and we’ve introduced ourselves, I don’t suppose you’d tell us who we’re going up against, would you?”
 
   “I suppose that would be fair, but I haven’t decided yet.”  I admit.
 
   “Perhaps you could tell us when you decide?”  Water Lily asks.
 
   “Sure.”  I agree.
 
   “If you beat us, and I really don’t see that happening, but if you do, will you agree to take us into the club in return for my freedom?”  Water Lily asks.
 
   “If you fight fairly.”  I say.
 
   “Says the boy with a group over twice the size of ours…”  Fire Rose says with a laugh.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean by fair but we plan to fight honourably.”  Water Lily tells me.  “As long as you do that is.”
 
   “I plan to win, but I will fight in a way that I consider fair.  I can’t guarantee that you will consider it fair.”  I say.  From their auras I get the impression it will be a fair fight.
 
   “I suppose that’s the most we can ask for.”  Water Lily says with a smile.
 
   “Supposing you beat me though, what would you do with me?  Assuming I fight fairly of course.”  I ask.
 
   “You’ve proven yourself to be a very capable wind mage, and you have an entire club at your disposal.  It would be waste for you to be a slave, so we’d have you form your company and then have you contribute to our family finances with part of your profits.  We’d also have you do occasional jobs for us if we ever needed your assistance.  Free of charge of course.”  Water Lily says and I blink in surprise at her words.  From her aura she is telling the truth too.
 
   “You do seem honourable.”  I say.
 
   “Of course we’re honourable.  We are nobles after all.”  Fire Rose says with a laugh.
 
   “Not all nobles are honourable.”  Hermes tells her.
 
   “That’s true.” Fire Rose says and frowns.  It seems to bring back an unpleasant memory but then she shrugs.
 
   “The ones that aren’t are only noble in name though.”  Asuna says.
 
   “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”  Fire Rose says with a smile.
 
   “Everyone take your seats!”  The teacher calls out.  The Rainbow Twins quickly head to their seats at the front of class.  “As the Rainbow Twins have already noticed, we have some new students.  I am sure most of you saw some of their fights, and I am sure you will all see their fight against the Rainbow Twins in the next match.  Please do not however let this distract you from the lessons.”
 
   The lesson is interesting and the teacher seems to know exactly what she is doing.  I hope the teacher in 2A is as good.  It feels like we have only been in class for half an hour when lunchtime arrives.  We meet Charlotte in the lunchroom and Emma joins us too.  As I eat I consider the next fight and make a decision.
 
   “I’m going to fight two against two.”  I tell everyone.
 
   “That’s a bad idea.”  Rin says frowning.  “You have no idea which elements would work best in the environment.  Also that would mean only one person would get promoted with you.”
 
   “I’ll take four people with me, but three will act as reserves.  Assuming they agree not to target the reserves.”  I explain.
 
   “Why are you so concerned about making it a fair fight?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I want to prove that we can win in a fair fight.  Beating them five against two doesn’t prove anything.”  I answer.
 
   “Why not wait until we go up against 2A?”  Rin asks.
 
   “They asked for a fair fight and I know they can give us a good fight.  Against 2A it would only prove that I’m good, but against those twins we can prove how good another member of the club is as well.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “I suppose that’s true.  Who were you thinking of using?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Cherry, Yu Kii, Emma and you.”  I tell Rin and am amused how nervous she looks until I name her.
 
   “You could have said my name first.”  Rin says with a huff.
 
   “I hope I get to fight.”  Emma says.
 
   “Unless the battlefield is bad for our element I plan to fight with Cherry.”  I tell Emma and everyone seems surprised.
 
   “We’re both able to avoid their attacks with flight magic.  I can’t take advantage of my flight magic to dodge the enemy if the other person can’t fly well enough to do the same.”  I explain to them.
 
   “I understand.” Rin says with a sigh.  “But I hope we’re fighting underwater.  That way you have to use me.”
 
   “I guess I’m only there in case it makes sense to use fire, so I don’t imagine I’ll get to fight.”  Emma says.  “You could have used Sherry for that though.”
 
   “You can use all the elements though, and there’s no way Sherry can beat Fire Rose at fire magic.  The only person in our group who could is Jenny, but I can’t use her.”  I say.
 
   “Sherry would be sad to hear that, but I suppose it is true.”  Emma says.
 
   “So I only have to fight if it is an underground battle?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Or one that favours the earth element at least.”  I say.
 
   “I hope it isn’t.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Don’t worry.  No matter what the element is, we are not going to lose.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “So are you going to wait until the training to tell Cherry?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.  I will train with Cherry every day this week other than the day before the next match.  I want the three of you to train with Dairon as much as possible other than that day.  We are all to save our power the day before the match, as well as of course the day itself.”  I tell them.
 
   “So is Cherry not going to train with Dairon at all?”  Rin asks surprised.
 
   “No.  Cherry will only train with me this week.  Dairon can’t teach her what she needs to know.”
 
   “Fine, but even if it is going to be a fair fight don’t go easy on those damned twins.”  Rin says.
 
   “Did we offend you?”  Cherry says and I notice her standing behind Rin.
 
   “Not you.”  Rin says.
 
   “How long were you there?”  I ask.
 
   “Only from ‘…those damned twins’.”  Cherry says.
 
   “We’re up against the Rainbow Twins next.”  I tell her.
 
   “Oh those twins…  I thought they were meant to be pretty honourable girls though.  What did they do to annoy Rin?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “I agreed to give them a fair fight, so I figured we should fight two against two.”  I tell Cherry and her eyes go wide.
 
   “So who are you going to take with you?”  Cherry asks nervously.
 
   “I’ll still take four people with me, but only one will fight.  I’ll decide who once I see the battlefield.  Unless it is a bad one for our element though, I’d like you to fight alongside me.  Are you willing?”  I ask Cherry.
 
   “Of course!”  Cherry answers enthusiastically.
 
   “Then we’ll be training together all week, except the day before the match.  Make sure not to waste power that day.”  I tell her.
 
   “Thank you.  I look forward to it.”  Cherry says with a grin.  Then she heads off with a jealous looking Sherry to eat lunch.  The afternoon lesson passes as quickly as the morning lesson.
 
   I have Cherry come with me into the forest for her training.  She seems a little nervous, but is far more nervous when I explain that, “Basically we’re going to fight each other.  You need to dodge my attacks and hit me with your own.  Don’t use any attacks that can kill though.  Just like when we fight the Rainbow twins the aim is to defeat, not kill, our opponent.”
 
   “They aren’t wind mages though.”  Cherry remind me.
 
   “No, but if you can fight me and dodge my attacks then you should be able to dodge their attacks too.”  I tell her.
 
   “Ok, but please go easy on me.”  Cherry says worried.
 
   “I’m not going to kill you, but if I go too easy it isn’t going to be training.”  I tell her.
 
   “I know, but…”
 
   “I’m going to count to five.  When I reach five we’re going to start.  You don’t need to worry about fighting fair against me.  Just beat me anyway you can, as long as it doesn’t kill me.  Don’t leave the forest or go too far though.  The point is to fight, not to run away.  One, two, three, four, five.”  I count and dodge Cherry’s first attack by porting behind her.  I then strike her with a light lightning.
 
   “Agh!”  Cherry protests but I made sure to avoid hurting her too badly so she is just a bit shocked.  Then I fly up and avoid her next attacks just with flight magic.  We were training for an hour and I hit Cherry with lots of light attacks but was not hit once.  I must admit I am a little disappointed.  Not that I want to be hurt but I was sure Cherry would be able to hit me, and I didn’t expect to hit Cherry anywhere near as often.
 
   “That’s enough!”  I call and land.  Cherry lands too but looks as frustrated as I feel.  I hand her a small potion.  She sniffs it and then drinks it.  Her wounds weren’t bad but now they are completely gone.  “Were you going easy on me?”
 
   “No.”  Cherry says with a sigh.  “You’re just too hard to hit, or dodge.”
 
   “You dodged the attacks of nine wind mages when we fought Gillian’s team.”  I remind her.
 
   “I thought that was hard, but your attacks are much less predictable.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Rest for ten minutes and then we will continue.”  I tell her.  It is dark by the time we finish and I have given Cherry all the healing potions.  I’ll need to get some more from Rin.  Unfortunately Cherry still hasn’t landed a single hit on me, but she seems to be getting better at dodging, which is the main aim of our training.
 
   “Is tomorrow going to be the same?”  Cherry asks tiredly.
 
   “No.  I’m going to have Jenny and Charlotte attack us tomorrow.  We will work together to fight them.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “That sounds fun.”  Cherry says but from her tone it sounds anything but fun to her.
 
   “Fighting Lily and Rose is going to be much harder.  Both Charlotte and Jenny are probably at least almost as good at their elements, but Lily and Rose work very well together.”  I tell her.
 
   In class the next day before the lesson starts I walk up to the Rainbow Twins before going to my seat.  I tell them the plan to fight two against two and surprised but happy they agree.  The lessons go quickly again and before I know it the day has passed and it is time to train.
 
   Charlotte and Jenny both agree to help.  Obviously they have to tone down their attacks to avoid hurting us too badly.  At first we have difficulty but by the end of our training we are easily able to dodge all their attacks and can get some of our own through their defences.
 
   The week seems to pass quickly but each day we do different training ready for the battle at the end of the week.  By the last day of our training we have made great progress and are fairly confident.  At the very least I am sure Cherry will not be my weakness.  On our last day I decide to see if Cherry can learn my technique to port lightning inside someone.  The first part is to port the lightning at all, but despite trying for hours Cherry just isn’t able to master it.
 
   “Don’t worry.  You’ve done enough.  We should be fine.  Just try to save your power for the match, and get plenty of sleep.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “I’ll do my best.  It is a shame I couldn’t master it though.”  Cherry says sounding very disappointed.
 
   “The odds are they’ll have a port shield up and if they don’t I can use the technique, so it shouldn’t make any difference to our fight.”  I tell her.
 
   “I know, but it would have been so cool to learn that technique.”  Cherry says with a sigh.
 
   The next day is the last day before our match.  The lessons go quickly and before I know it they are over.  I am getting up to go back to my room when Rin whispers to me.  “Reika Hoshi needs to see us.”
 
   “Great timing…”  I say with a sigh.  “Fine, Asuna port all of us to your home.”
 
   “Everyone gather round.”  Asuna says quietly and then ports us as we all hang onto her.  The sight that greets me is shocking to say the least.  The town is in flames and people are running in every direction.  Then I see Hinata kneeling there in tears and covered in blood.  In front of her rests Reika’s severed head and a bloody mess that may once have been her body.
 
   “That’s the Divine Flame colours!”  Emma exclaims and points at five mages above us.  They are sending flames everywhere and laughing as they do it.  Before worrying about who they are my first concern is stopping them.
 
   “Rin, Emma, ice.  Hermes, Asuna, Yu Kii earth.”  I say and then I send wind slices at the mages.  They have a port barrier up so I can’t port lightning into them.  Ice and earth attacks quickly follow my wind attack.  Then the mages turn their attention and their flames on us.
 
   I was ready for their attack but not for the strength of it.  Stealing the air from it does nothing but Rin and Emma block the flames with water.  I am glad they did because otherwise we would be dead.
 
   “Rin, you’re in charge.”  I say and then quickly jump into the air.  Airborne I easily dodge their attacks.  Weaving erratically I charge at one of them.  My hand on her leg I blast with lightning.  She falls from the sky but I only just dodge the other mages’ counter attacks.  Distracted though they are unable to block one of Yu Kii’s attacks and another mage falls to the ground unconscious.  With only three mages left they have a hard time defending and the port block drops.  As it does I port lightning into all three of them.
 
   “They definitely look like Divine Flame mages.”  Asuna says kneeling over one of them.
 
   “Yu Kii, use these on those worst hurt.  I’m porting back to get more.”  Rin says handing a few healing potions to Yu Kii.
 
   “I’ll guard the prisoners.  Everyone else help put out the fires and do what you can for the wounded.”  I say urgently and so they do.  Reika is of course not the only person who died, but I am grateful that at least Hinata and most of the town’s people survived.  I keep up a port block and ensure the prisoners don’t have enough air to wake.  I will want to question them, but not yet.  For now making sure they can’t escape or cause any more trouble is the priority.
 
   Rin returns with enough healing potions to help everyone who needs it.  Once the chaos is resolved Rin places a collar round the neck of each of the enemy mages.  I can tell it is enchanted but not what the enchantment does.
 
   “They can’t use magic so it is safe to drop the port block and wake them.”  Rin says.  I wake one and they look none too happy.
 
   “Who are you and why are you here?”  I ask her.
 
   “Like I’d tell scum like you.”  She laughs and spits on my face.
 
   “Can I kill her?”  Rin asks furiously.
 
   “No, but you can freeze one of her arms.”  I say calmly.  The woman glares at me even as her arm is frozen.  “You have five seconds to answer before we smash your arm.”
 
   “You’re bluffing.”  She says with a laugh.
 
   “Fine.  Rin, smash it.”
 
   “Wait!”  She protests.  “We were sent by Trinity Divine Flame!  We’re part of the house guard!  The Hoshi attacked a village in our land so we decided to return the favour.”
 
   “You’re lying.  I can tell when you lie.”  I say calmly.  “Last chance to tell us the truth…”
 
   “He’ll kill me if I tell you!”  The woman says desperately.  Then her voice and aura change.  “I’m going to kill you anyway woman, so it doesn’t really matter.”
 
   “You should be dead.  I killed you.”  I say in disbelief.
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Rin asks nervously.
 
   “That is impossible, but I will have fun throwing you into despair.  I’ll give you a choice.  Would you rather I killed Rin next, or Aventurine, or perhaps Cherry?”  The woman says in the same voice.
 
   “Kill yourself David, because if you don’t I’m going to kill you again until you stay dead.”  I answer.
 
   “Then Rin it is.”  The woman laughs and suddenly Rin is on fire and screaming.  I slash the woman with wind and she dies instantly.  The fire magic disappears and Emma’s water drenches Rin.  Emma throws a healing potion down Rin’s throat and Rin’s burns disappear.
 
   “Was that David Ishki?”  Rin asks gasping for breath.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer glaring at the dead woman.
 
   “We should wake the others and…”  Rin starts to say.
 
   “No.  We should send them to the Queen to question.”  I say.
 
   “Why did he reveal himself?”  Rin asks.  “You blew up his head so there’s no way we would believe he was alive if he hadn’t just revealed himself to you.”
 
   “Perhaps he wants revenge, or maybe he wants something else from me.”  I say thinking of this brother he claimed was in me.
 
   “How can someone survive having their head blown up?”  Emma asks incredulously.
 
   “That is something I’d like to know, not least so I can make sure he doesn’t survive next time.”  I say.
 
   “Perhaps what you killed before was just a body he had possessed.”  Rin says and that would make sense.
 
   “If so then it must have been a very powerful mage he possessed.”  I say.  Then I look around.  “Asuna remain here and deal with the situation as best you can.  If anything happens be sure to call to me through the chain immediately.  Yu Kii, stay with Asuna and assist her as best you can.  I’ll return after the match tomorrow.  Emma, please port everyone else, other than me and the prisoners, back to the academy.”
 
   “Ok.”  Emma says and does so.  I then grab the prisoners and port outside Lucy’s home.  The guards are surprised to see me arrive and even more so given the prisoners.
 
   “Fetch Lady Fillia immediately.”  I order them.  They look at each other for a moment and then one ports away.  A few moments later Lucy’s mother ports in front of me with the guard.
 
   “Who are they?”  She asks abruptly.
 
   “Prisoners that the Queen will want to interrogate urgently.  I need your help getting quickly to the palace to see the Queen.  It is too far for me to port.”  I tell her.
 
   “You are just like Lucy.”  She sighs but nods and ports us.
 
   “Who are you?”  A guard asks.
 
   “Peter of the Wind.  I have prisoners that the Queen needs to see urgently.”  I say pointing at the mages on the floor.  The guard’s eyes glaze over for a moment.
 
   “The Queen will see you and your prisoners.”  The guard says and so I pick them up with magic and carry them into the audience chamber.  Lucy’s mother enters with me.
 
   “So who are these mages?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “I am not sure, but the one I woke and had to kill was possessed by David Ishki.  The man I thought I killed.”  I tell the Queen.  Her eyes go wide.
 
   “I saw his corpse.”  The Queen says in disbelief.
 
   “I blew his head up.  Not something you’d normally survive.”  I say.
 
   “What makes you think it was him?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “His voice, but more importantly his aura.”  I answer.
 
   “Peter!  Help!”  I hear through the chain.  It is Cherry’s voice.
 
   “Where are you?”  I ask her.
 
   “My room!  Hurry!”
 
   “My friend is in danger.  It may be David.  Please could you port with me to her room?”  I urgently ask the Queen interrupting what she is saying.
 
   “Yes.”  The Queen says and jumping out of her throne grabs my hand.  I share the location and she ports us outside Cherry’s room.  She then burns the door to ash in an instant despite the protection.  Inside Cherry is dangling in the air from the hands of a familiar looking woman.  After a moment I recognise the young woman that I tried to save from David Ishki when I first met him.  The magical creation that Elucia brought back to life by sharing her power.
 
   “Hello little Emily.”  She says in David’s voice.  “I didn’t think it would be this easy.”  Then she crushes Cherry’s throat and throws her at me.  The Queen throws fire at the woman as I catch Cherry and using wind magic I supply her body and mind with air despite the crushed throat.  I throw a healing potion down her throat and am relieved that it works.
 
   I look up and see Emily thrown against the wall like a doll in the wind.  Not having stocked up on power I know that there is little I can do against an enemy that can threaten the Queen, but I cannot do nothing.  I push Cherry out of the room and charge the woman.  The woman laughs at me and throws me backwards.  As I hit the wall it feels like every bone in my body breaks.
 
   Then Alumia and other guards appear.  They attack but like me they are thrown aside.  The Queen’s flames strike again but again they are resisted.  I have an idea and call for Dairon.  Right now he is probably of more help than I am.  Dairon appears and for the first time I see fear in the woman’s eyes.
 
   “Traitor!”  She screams.  Dairon says one word and she falls to the floor lifeless.  Every eye is on Dairon including my own.
 
   “It moved to another host.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Who?!”  I ask urgently but as I do so my body screams at me in agony.  I barely hear his words, but they fill me with terror.
 
   “The one that kept this host alive.”
 
   “Elucia.”  The Queen says through obvious pain of her own.  “Where is she?”
 
   I call through the chain. “Rin.  Cherry’s room, now.”  I almost lose consciousness.  I use the chain again to tell her.  “Take the chain.”  Then I really do lose consciousness.
 
   I wake in an unfamiliar bed.  Looking around I remember what happened and realise I am in Cherry and Sherry’s room.  Cherry is hovering over me nervously but otherwise we are alone.  With her door burnt to ash it isn’t very private though, because anyone passing by can see inside.
 
   “How long?”  I ask Cherry.
 
   “It’s only been a couple of minutes.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Did they go to Rin’s home?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t know where they ported.”  Cherry says apologetically.
 
   “Are you ok?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, thanks to your magic and the potion.”  Cherry says putting a hand on her throat.
 
   “Does it hurt?”  I ask.
 
   “No, but that was scary as hell.”  Cherry says and I realise she is shaking.  Her aura is too.  Then her eyes glaze over for a moment.  “Rin says that Elucia is missing but everyone else is ok.  The Queen wants to see us at Rin’s home.  Are you able to stand?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know what I’d do without Rin’s healing potions.”  I say shaking my head as I slowly get up.  Then I wobble slightly and Cherry grabs my shoulders to steady me.  “I’m still a little dizzy though.”
 
   “So it seems.”  Cherry says with a nervous smile.
 
   “I can’t port right now, so could you handle it?”  I ask.  My body is mostly healed but my magic is more or less empty.
 
   “I’ve never been there before so could you think of it to guide my port?”  Cherry asks.  So I do and then Cherry ports us.  I feel even dizzier from the port and now Cherry has to literally hold me up.  After a few moments and with a little help from Cherry I am able to walk the few steps to a chair.
 
   For the first time I look around.  Rin, Lady Fillia and the Queen are all sitting.  Dairon and Alumia are both standing and Cherry is standing beside me.  The Queen is staring straight at me and her aura is mostly calm but with hints of strong emotion hidden deep within.
 
   “Elucia is definitely hosting the spirit of David Ishki.  It isn’t a simple possession because David’s real body is destroyed.”  The Queen says.
 
   “So how do we free her?”  I ask.
 
   “It seems that Dairon is able to do so, but there is a good chance she will die in the process.  What concerns me most is how to prevent David escaping into yet another body.”  The Queen tells me.  I briefly look at Rin.  From her aura she is scared but I am sure now it is Elucia she is scared for.
 
   “Is there anything we can trick him into going into instead?”  I ask.
 
   “Even if we did, how would we keep him there?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “Why is he able to overpower the minds of the people he has entered?”  I ask and the Queen frowns.  It is Rin who answers though.
 
   “His will is stronger.”  Rin explains.
 
   “What would happen if he entered the body of someone with a stronger will than him?”  I ask.
 
   “They would have a constant struggle to overpower and keep him overpowered.  If they lost that struggle he could take control of them or leave their body.  He would only need to overpower them for a moment to leave or to do serious harm.  Even if we could be sure they had a stronger will it is a bad idea.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Can you kill a spirit?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”  The Queen answers.
 
   “Yes.”  Dairon answers at the same time.
 
   “How?”  The Queen asks looking at Dairon in confusion.
 
   “With the Song of Death.”  Dairon answers.  “It is an ancient song from the days of the First King.  You would need a powerful elf and the First Song Book.”
 
   “Are you powerful enough?”  The Queen asks but he shakes his head.  “Where is the song book?”
 
   “The Envoy has it.”  He answers.
 
   “Might it also contain the song we need?”  I ask.
 
   “Perhaps… but I have no way of knowing for sure.”  Dairon answers.  “The Envoy keeps it bound because the Song of Death is the only way we know of killing it.  With the Envoy dead my people would be free, but to get the song we would first need to kill the Envoy.  There is little difference between the spirit you seek to kill and the Envoy, other than the sheer power that the Envoy possesses.”
 
   “What would happen if David tried to possess the Envoy?”  I ask.  There is a heavy silence for a few moments.
 
   “He would be eaten by the Envoy.”  Dairon answers quietly.
 
   “The Envoy is the child of an Angel?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “Yes.  It currently possesses my sister.”  Dairon answers bitterly.  There is an even heavier silence which after a minute or so I break.
 
   “Where would we find the Envoy?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t know, but if the war lasts long enough there is no doubt it will personally attack Contractia.”  Dairon answers.
 
   “How do you eat a spirit?”  I ask.
 
   “Only a god or the child of an angel can eat a spirit.”  Dairon answers.
 
   “So if we had the help of a god we could defeat David and the Envoy?”  I ask.
 
   “It would need to be a powerful god to defeat David, and it would not help you without asking for something in return.  Not even a god could defeat the Envoy though.”  Dairon answers.
 
   “Are there any gods that owe Contractia a favour?”  I ask the Queen.
 
   “Only weak gods.”  The Queen answers.
 
   “Is it possible to make a weak god stronger?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, by sacrificing millions of people to it or by worshiping it for millions of years.”  The Queen says but I can tell she isn’t considering it.  I am glad she isn’t, because she has the power to do exactly that.
 
   “It’s a pity we were never able to read that book.”  I say with a frown.
 
   “What book?”  The Queen asks.
 
   “The History of Ishki.”  I answer and after a moment she remembers it.
 
   “But I got that book from the Great Library for you.”  The Queen says confused.
 
   “None of us were able to read it though.  It wasn’t really the History of Ishki either.”  I tell her.
 
   “Perhaps we should try Silmarion.  I didn’t want to ask her, but she was alive a thousand years ago.”  Rin says.
 
   “Alumia.”  The Queen says looking up.  “Get Silmarion here now.”
 
   “Yes your majesty.”  Alumia answers and ports away.  After a few moments she ports back with Silmarion.
 
   “I’ll get the book.”  Rin says and ports away for a moment before porting back and handing Silmarion the book.  “Are you able to read this?”
 
   “The History of Ishki…  I recommended this to Hermes last year.  This copy seems different somehow though.”  Silmarion says and looks through it for a few moments.  “Yes I am able to read this, but it isn’t the History of Ishki.  It seems to be an elven song book.  It seems to have been rewritten by my people before they were conquered by Contractia.”
 
   “Could it be the song book we need?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “There’s no way it could be that easy though…”  Rin says shaking her head in disbelief.
 
   “The songs in this book seem to be intended to heal injuries, cure illness and remove enchantments.”  Silmarion says as she flicks through the book.  Suddenly it hits me.
 
   “The Song of the Third Prince…  Is there a song called that?”  I ask urgently.
 
   “Yes.”  Silmarion says.
 
   “That’s the song that can wake Lucy!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “What…?!”  Lady Fillia asks in sheer disbelief, but Rin has ported and moments later she is back with Lucy.
 
   “Silmarion show the song to Dairon.”  I say.
 
   “I can’t read it.”  Dairon says apologetically.
 
   “I can show you how.”  Silmarion says and it takes a while but when she has finished Dairon starts to sing.  It is a beautiful song that takes my breath away.  As the song continues Lucy starts to twitch and, when he finishes, Lucy sits bolt upright.
 
   “Where am I?”  Lucy asks, gasping for breath.  Overcome with emotion I am unable to answer her question.  It looks like Rin is in the same position as me but Dairon answers for us.
 
   “This is Rin’s home.  You were asleep for months.”  Dairon says.  Lucy looks at him for a moment.
 
   “Who are you?”  Lucy asks with a frown.
 
   “I am Dairon, an elf and Peter’s slave.”  Dairon answers.
 
   “Welcome back Lucy.”  I say finally able to bring words out my mouth.  Lucy turns to me and looks at my missing left arm for a moment.
 
   “I’m glad to be back.”  Lucy tells me with a sad smile.
 
   “Is there a song in that book that can return my daughter to her rightful size?”  Lucy’s mother asks.
 
   “Before that, we have further business to discuss…”  The Queen says sounding rather annoyed.  Then Rin’s mother ports in holding a large pot.  She stands there with her mouth wide open in shock.  The sight before her was obviously not one she expected!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19 (Multiple)
 
   (Asuna)
 
   The attack started less than a minute before we arrived, but even so many of the town’s people are dead.  Most survived thanks to our help but about one in five are dead.  Mother had her head ripped off right in front of Hinata.  Hinata hasn’t said a single word since the attack.  At first I thought it was shock but then I realised it was a powerful enchantment.  She just kneels there like a doll.
 
   The town itself is more or less destroyed with only a few buildings still standing.  With winter here more people will die if we can’t do something quickly.  I have created tents for now which at least provide some shelter for the survivors.  Of course, as Peter’s slave I shouldn’t be doing as I please, but who else is going to help the people if I don’t?  I wipe away tears from my cheeks as I realise that I must have been crying.  I mustn’t show weakness.  Not now.  I have to stay strong for the sake of my people.
 
   For their sake I must throw away my honour and beg Peter to free me so that I can help them.  The contract he has is with my mother.  She died before it was complete so it is now just a worthless scrap of paper.  I look into Hinata’s lifeless eyes again and this time I can’t stop the tears.  They just flow freely.
 
   “Weak.”  I don’t recognise the voice but after a moment I realise where it came from.  Impossible…!
 
   “Hinata?”  I ask dumbfounded.  Shocked, hurt but most of all filled with hope.
 
   “This body will die in the next three days.  You can save your little sister, but only by killing your master.  Peter must die, or your sister will die.  Once your sister is dead I will kill all your weak little people.”  The voice is coming from my sister’s mouth but it is not my sister’s voice.
 
   “But even if I was willing to kill Peter, I am far too weak to beat him.”  I protest.
 
   “He trusts you.  Kill him with his foolish trust.”
 
   “Why do you want Peter dead?”  I ask horrified that I am considering her request.
 
   “I am bored.”  She says and smiles with my sister’s face.  I want to vomit.
 
   “Who are you?”  I ask barely controlling myself.
 
   “I am Hinata of course.”  She says, laughing as she tells me such an obvious lie.  Then her eyes go back to the lifeless expression they held before.
 
   (Water Lily)
 
   I stand in the arena beside my sister.  It is our first match and I suspect also our last match.  I figured we would easily beat anyone from our class and have an easier time with 2C if they were foolish enough to oppose us.  I didn’t expect anyone from 2D to oppose us.  Peter is a complete mystery.  At times he doesn’t seem that strong, but at other times he truly scares me.
 
   I am confident though that even if we lose I will not lose my freedom.  He could break his promise, but I don’t think he will.  I plan to give this fight my best of course, so it is not like I am standing here having given up.
 
   “He’s late.”  Rose mutters.  She’s right.  Rin, Yu Kii, Emma and Cherry are all standing opposite us ready for the match.  It was supposed to have started a few minutes ago.  There’s no way he’d just not turn up, but where is he?
 
   “Sorry I’m late!”  Peter calls out as he ports in.
 
   “I thought you were forfeiting!”  I call out to him jokingly.
 
   “Sorry, but no such luck.  I had urgent business to attend.”  Peter says with a smile.  Rin whispers something to him but he shakes his head.  Rin doesn’t look too happy.
 
   Then they announce the start of the match and we are standing in a grassy field.  There is only a little earth below us until we reach the limit of the battlefield.  Above us there is plenty of sky.  It seems that Peter is keeping to his word because only two mages approach us.  The other three are waiting together and seem ready to defend in case we ignore the deal.
 
   The enemy are in the sky but at least we don’t need to fly.  We would certainly lose if we fought them in the air, but like this we have a fair chance.  They’re quicker than I expected and soon within range.  I attack with water and Rose turns the water to fire.  They both easily dodge our attacks but they seem reluctant to attack.  Perhaps they are not yet in range.  We don’t waste any further energy until they get closer.
 
   My next attack is ice shards.  Rose readies a fire shield but doesn’t raise it yet.  I sense their first wind slice and Rose raises her fire shield.  The flames easily resist the slice but I stop my attack for the moment.  They don’t seem to want to get too close and there are no further attacks yet so Rose drops the flames to save her power.  I had hoped for an interesting fight but it seems they want to make this drag on and turn into a battle of stamina.  At least that is something I am confident we will not lose.  Peter chose the wrong girls to pick that sort of fight with.
 
   I smile to think we can win the fight and suddenly there is a hand on my throat.  He must have broken the deal!  There are still two mages up there, but wait… there are still three mages back where they started!
 
   “Care to surrender?”  Peter asks from right behind me.  It is his hand on my throat.
 
   “How?”  I ask stunned.
 
   “Mirage.”  Peter says but he sounds weird.  He sounds as if he is in pain.  “Now would be a good time to give up.  I’m not going to give you a second chance to surrender.”  He sounds like he means it.
 
   “I surrender.”  I say and hand him my jewel.  I thought I might lose, but not like this.  It is humiliating to lose to a trick like that.  We are back in the arena.
 
   “The winner is…”  The commentator starts to say but then gasps.  I hear a thud.  I turn and see Peter is lying face up on the floor.  He is lying in a pool of blood.  Then Rin is kneeling beside him and pouring a potion down his throat.  It is obviously a healing potion, but then Rin gasps.
 
   After a moment a tiny pale fairy like woman with beautiful wings flies into the arena.  She is wearing a small green cloth over her waist like a skirt and smaller bits of the same cloth tied onto a thread cover her breasts.  She has short green hair that matches her clothes.  Her eyes are blue.  Then she starts to chant and a soft green light covers Peter.  The light fades and Peter is no longer bleeding.
 
   “Thank you Lucy.”  Peter says with a weak smile.
 
   “Why didn’t you get yourself healed before the match!?”  I shout at Peter and suddenly everyone seems to be looking at me.  Perhaps I shouldn’t have shouted, but I can’t be the only one thinking that.
 
   “I did.”  Peter says and I blink in confusion.  “Now is not the time to discuss this.  Rin, port us and the twins to your room.”
 
   “Fine, but you have some explaining to do when we get there.  You, both get over here now!”  Rin yells at us.  As we rush over to them the commentator quickly starts to announce the result of the match.  Then Rin ports us and we are in a small room with two beds.
 
   “Give them the contract.”  Peter says and Rin quickly hands us a contract.  It is exactly what we discussed so we sign it and become members of Future’s Forge.  I am relieved that I am no longer a slave even if I was only a slave for a minute or two.  I suppose until we go to the town hall and sort out the paperwork there I am still a slave but the contract binds Peter to free me so he no longer has the option of keeping me a slave.
 
   “So start explaining.  How did you get the wound and why didn’t it stay healed?”  Rin questions Peter accusingly.  Then Yu Kii, Cherry and Emma all port into the room.
 
   “I was stabbed with a dagger.  It had powerful magic on it.”  Peter says and suddenly I see blood start to appear on his chest again.  “Lucy, sorry, but please heal it again.”  Lucy places a hand on the wound and Peter winces but then it is healed again.
 
   “I know this magic.”  Lucy says with a frown.  “The dagger which inflicted this wound is one held by a minor noble family that are skilled at earth and water magic.  I forget their name.”
 
   “Wait!”  Rin exclaims and looks at Peter in shock.  “It can’t be…”
 
   “I don’t know who stabbed me.”  Peter says but even I’m not convinced.
 
   “Was it Asuna, or was it Hinata?”  Rin asks in a voice as cold as ice.
 
   “Elucia.”  Peter answers weakly and Rin gasps.  Who is Elucia?
 
   “Where?”  Rin asks weakly.
 
   “My room.”  Peter answers.
 
   “Did she blast her way in?”  Rin asks.
 
   “No.  She just ported right behind me.  I didn’t have time to react.”  Peter says.
 
   “But you never gave her permission, did you?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Of course I didn’t!”  Peter protests.
 
   “Then how did she port past the room’s protection?”  Rin asks confused.
 
   “I don’t know.”  Peter says sounding confused.
 
   “It was the Hoshi.”  Lucy says firmly.  “They had the dagger with this enchantment.”
 
   “It can’t be a coincidence.”  Rin says angrily at Peter.
 
   “Perhaps they took it in yesterday’s attack.”  Peter says.
 
   “But we killed or captured them all.”  Rin protests.
 
   “Perhaps one or more left before we got there.”  Peter says.
 
   “Call Asuna and Hinata here.”  Rin says firmly.
 
   “Fine, but don’t go making accusations.  Their mother was killed yesterday.  The last thing they need is to be suspected of this.”  Peter says.  Then his eyes glaze over and Asuna Hoshi ports in front of him.  She has brought a younger girl with her who I assume is her sister Hinata.  Asuna looks really emotional, but if her mother was just killed I can understand that.  Hinata on the other hand looks blank and is kneeling completely motionless like a doll.  It is unnerving to say the least.
 
   “Asuna…  Is this the first time either of you have left your town since the attack last night?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Asuna answers and Peter nods to Rin.  Then Asuna asks Peter.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “How are you both coping?”  Peter asks and sends Rin a warning glare.
 
   “I am ok, but Hinata hasn’t said anything since the attack.”  Asuna says and Peter frowns.  His eyes glaze over for a moment and then he gasps.  Blood has started to spill from his chest again.  “What happened?!”
 
   Lucy heals it again, but she is starting to look weak as if it is draining her power too much.  Then an elf and a young woman port in.  An elf?!  Peter looks up at them and smiles calmly.  “Thanks for coming so quickly.”
 
   “Damn you!”  I hear and turn to see an angry looking girl standing beside Asuna.  I can’t believe it is the same girl who was kneeling there blankly a moment ago, but there is no doubt.
 
   “Hinata?”  Rin asks in shock.
 
   “You think you can beat us this easily?  Don’t make me laugh!  This host is worthless but you’ll have to kill it if you want to stop me.”  Hinata says with a grin and flames spurt from her hands filling the room instantly.  I react with water and I sense Rin’s water too but then a blast of air empties the room of both flames and water.  Hinata falls to the floor.  Even as a water user I can tell she has been robbed of air.  She will soon die if it is not returned.
 
   “Dairon, use the Song of Freedom.”  Peter says and then the elf begins to sing.  I am enchanted by his words and filled with vigour.  Then the song ends and Hinata gasps.  Her air is returned and she looks up.  Then she cries.  Asuna picks her up and hugs her tightly.
 
   “Was she possessed by David?”  Rin asks Peter.
 
   “Yes.”  Peter answers.
 
   “Then does that mean Elucia is dead?”  Rin asks sounding really scared.
 
   “No.”  Peter answers.
 
   “Freed?”  Rin asks hopefully.
 
   “No.”  Peter says sounding sad.
 
   “How can he possess more than one person at a time?”  Rin asks confused.
 
   “Not at the same time.”  Peter says.  “He just hops between bodies and when he’s not in them he leaves them enchanted like Hinata was.  Dairon broke the enchantment, which also made it much harder for David to possess her.  It also seemed to break the enchantment that stopped my wound healing properly.  That song book is really useful.  We should have spoken to Silmarion ages ago.”
 
   “So we can free Elucia the same way we freed Hinata.”  Rin says sounding relieved but Peter shakes his head.
 
   “Elucia has too much power.  Freeing her will be much harder.”  Peter tells Rin.
 
    “So how do we free her?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I can’t answer that.  GCHU means he will know my plans if I tell you them.”  Peter says looking at the ground.  Rin sighs but accepts his answer.  Then she looks at me and Rose.
 
   “You must be wondering what you’re gotten yourselves into.”  Rin says with a wry smile.  I am caught off guard and everyone is looking at us now.
 
   “It can’t be worse than slavery.”  Rose says.
 
   “So you’re Lily?”  Rin asks.
 
   “No.”  Peter says.  “She’s Rose.”
 
   “You can tell us apart?”  Rose asks in surprise.
 
   “Of course.  There’s a fair difference in your auras.”  Peter says.
 
   “He can tell Sherry and me apart the same way.”  Cherry says with a smile.
 
   “We shouldn’t keep the rest of the club waiting any longer.  They’ll be worried.”  Peter says.  “Rin and Emma, please port everyone to the training grounds.”
 
   Emma ports Rose, Yu Kii and me.  Rin ports everyone else.  It seems that the training grounds are simply the forest.  To my surprise there are tables filled with food.  It is simple food, but it smells nice.  There are large pots filled with curry, soup and stew.  There is plenty of sliced bread and lots of rolls.
 
   As we arrive everyone bombards Peter with questions.  Mostly they seem to want to know that he is alright.  He assures them that he is, but that he is hungry.  Everyone seems to take the hint and so we all take a seat and start eating.  It is very different from the food I am used to but it is delicious in its own way.  I am sitting opposite Rose on one of the tables for just four people.  Beside us Cherry and Sherry are sitting but I have no idea which is which.
 
   “I’m Sherry.”  The girl next to me says and I realise she must have guessed what was on my mind.
 
   “I’m Lily.”  I tell her.
 
   “So you’re the lucky one.”  Sherry says sounding a little envious.
 
   “Lucky?”  I ask confused.
 
   “Elves are good with water, but not with fire.”  Sherry says and I am even more confused.  “I guess you haven’t met Dairon yet, but he’s an elf who can train our club members, unless their element is fire.  That means you’re lucky but Rose, like me, is out of luck.”
 
   “I have met him actually, but if he’s been training you then no wonder you beat us!”  I exclaim with a laugh.
 
   “Sorry!”  Cherry says from across the table.
 
   “I always wondered how Peter got so good.”  Rose says with a laugh.
 
   “Actually Peter didn’t really learn any magic from Dairon.  Dairon helped the rest of us, but he never seemed able to teach Peter.  I don’t know why.”  Cherry says.
 
   “So how did Peter get an elven slave?”  I ask.
 
   “By beating him in battle.”  Cherry answers and I drop my spoon into my dish in shock.
 
   “Peter beat an elf?”  I ask sure that I must have misheard.
 
   “Yes, that’s right.”  Cherry answers.
 
   “How many of you were there to help him?”  I ask.
 
   “I think he had Yu Kii and maybe a couple of other people with him.  I’m not really sure.”
 
   “To beat an elf with just four people is impossible.”  Rose says echoing my thoughts.
 
   “Ask Peter or Dairon if you don’t believe us.”  Sherry says sounding annoyed.  I don’t want to annoy the other club members on our first day.
 
   “It’s not that we don’t believe you.”  I say quickly.  “It’s just elves are supposed to be super strong.  It’s not meant to be possible to beat them without an army.  Unless of course you’re the Queen.”
 
   “I suppose we were pretty shocked when we first found out.”  Cherry says with a smile and Sherry nods reluctantly.
 
   “The food is nice by the way.  Where did you get it?”  I ask.
 
   “The bread we got from the academy cheaply because we were buying so much.  The rest we made ourselves.”  Sherry says with a smile.
 
   “You made it?”  I ask surprised.  “This is really good.  I’ve never cooked in my life so I really am impressed.”
 
   “We were taught that if you don’t cook you don’t eat.  At least, not until you’re married.  Then the guy is supposed to cook.”  Sherry says.  “That curry you’ve got there is the one I made.  Cherry made a soup.  I think Yusa is the best cook though.  You should try her curry.  It’s the rainbow coloured one.”
 
   “I must admit I was a little suspicious of that one.”  I say.
 
   “It may look a bit dazzling but the taste is out of this world.”  Sherry says with a smile and Cherry nods.
 
   “I’ll have to try it.  Did you not want some though?”  I ask.
 
   “We had some first.”  Sherry answers.  “If we just took that, there wouldn’t be enough for everyone.  You should take some quickly though, or it will all be gone.”
 
   “Then I’ll grab some once I finish this, if there’s any left.”  I say.
 
   “Me too.”  Rose says.
 
   “It’s just such a waste for a girl to be such a good cook.  If Yusa was a boy I’d marry her in a moment.”  Sherry says with a laugh.
 
   “You do occasionally hear of girls marrying other girls.  Maybe you should still consider her.”  Cherry says and Sherry chokes.  I quickly pat her on the back.
 
   “I know you’re joking, but please don’t.”  Sherry tells her sister with a hurt look.
 
   “Sorry.”  Cherry says with an apologetic smile.
 
   “You both joined at the start of the year, right?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Cherry says clearly glad of the change of subject.
 
   “So what made you decide to join?”  I ask.
 
   “I was impressed by Peter and I figured it would be better than joining the regular military.  Plus I wanted to learn how to fly like Peter.  I could already fly but I’ve improved so much.  The last week has been especially good.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Why the last week?”  I ask.
 
   “I got to train with Peter on my own every day.  We got through a load of healing potions, but I learnt so much.”  Cherry says and then she frowns.  “Yesterday wasn’t so good though.”
 
   “What happened yesterday?”  I ask.
 
   “Lots… but I guess I shouldn’t talk about it.”
 
   “Did Peter do something to you whilst…?”  I start to ask but Cherry stands up angrily.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous!”  Cherry says angrily.  She is drawing a lot of attention, but after a moment she sits.  “There’s no way something like that would happen.”
 
   “Are you alright?”  Sherry asks concerned.
 
   “Yes.”  Cherry mutters and focuses on her food.  Sherry glares at me but doesn’t say anything.  We eat in silence.  It is an uncomfortable silence.  I’ve never been good at making friends and it seems I’ve messed up again.
 
   After our early lunch we are given some free time but told to be back in three hours.  Everyone ports away.  I port away with Rose and we spend it in our room just talking.  An hour passes and then there is a knock on our door.  I open the door and find Cherry and Sherry standing outside.
 
   “I’m sorry about earlier.”  Cherry (?) says.
 
   “It’s fine.  I didn’t mean to offend you, but I suppose I said something stupid.”  I say.
 
   “Can we come in?”  She asks.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “So are you Lily or Rose?”  She asks.
 
   “I’m Lily.  Are you Cherry?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  She says.
 
   “So how do we tell you apart?”  Rose asks.
 
   “With difficulty.  Peter can tell us apart by our auras, but nobody else has been able to.  Not even our mother.”  Cherry says.
 
   “I normally wear this broach.  That way our classmates and teacher can tell us apart.  I didn’t today, because I didn’t want you to be able to tell us apart whilst we fought, other than by our magic.  Not that I expected it to make any difference.”  I tell Cherry and point at the white lily broach on my shirt.
 
   “Our mother used to make us do something similar, but we always found it annoying.”  Sherry says.
 
   “You mean you did.”  Cherry says with a smile.
 
   “It’s like being told to wear a label!”  Sherry protests.
 
   “I guess it’s different if someone tells you to.”  I say.
 
   (Hinata)
 
   I feel a bit better for having eaten something but I still don’t feel good.  Of course the worst thing is remembering that mother is dead and replaying that awful scene in my head.  That is the only thing I remember from that day, but I wish I could forget it.
 
   I am in my sister’s bedroom.  Apparently it is also now Peter’s bedroom.  I should be more bothered to know that my sister is sleeping in the same room as a boy, but strangely it doesn’t really matter to me now.  Perhaps they are doing adult things together, but even that doesn’t seem to bother me now.
 
   I am glad to be freed from that awful enchantment but what I want now is revenge.  I want to kill the evil man who possessed me.  The man responsible for my mother’s death.  The man who killed so many of the people from my town.
 
   “How do we kill David?”  I ask.  Peter, Rin, Dairon, Lucy and my sister Asuna all look at me but it is Peter who answers.
 
   “I have a plan but I can’t tell anyone.”  Peter says.
 
   “Why not?”  I ask.
 
   “David has a magic called GCHU.  I forget what it stands for, but it means if I tell you my plan he may find out even without you telling him.  Of course it is possible he may find out even if I don’t tell anyone, but that can’t be helped.”  Peter explains.
 
   “So, how long until you kill him?”  I ask.
 
   “I can’t tell you that either.  No longer than necessary though.  He has already attacked my friends more than once now and I have no doubt he will do so again if I don’t hurry.”  Peter says.
 
   “You’re not planning on doing this on your own, are you?”  Rin asks suspiciously.
 
   “No.  I will take Lucy and Dairon with me.”  Peter says.
 
   “Take with you…?”  Rin asks concerned.
 
   “Yes.”  Peter says.
 
   “Are you abandoning the tournament?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I hope to be back before it is over, but I would rather abandon the tournament than my friends.”  Peter says.
 
   “Then take me too.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’m sorry, but that’s not possible.”  Peter says.
 
   “Why not?”  Rin asks angrily.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Peter says.  Rin glares at him for a moment before sighing.
 
   “You haven’t forgotten your promise have you?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll come back alive.”  Peter says with a smile.
 
   “So when are you leaving?”  Rin asks.
 
   “As soon as we finish talking.”  Peter answers.
 
   “So soon?!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “So, do we get a choice?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Dairon doesn’t, but I suppose I can’t force you to go.”  Peter says looking at Lucy in surprise.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll go.  It would be nice to be asked first though.”  Lucy says with a huff.
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?”  I ask.  Peter stares at me for a moment before answering.
 
   “Are you willing to risk your life?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Of course.”  I reply without hesitation.
 
   “What can Hinata do?”  Asuna asks incredulously.
 
   “Sorry, but I can’t tell you that either.”  Peter says.
 
   “I’m getting annoyed with that bloody phrase.”  Rin mutters.
 
   “Whatever you want Hinata to do, please have me do it instead.”  Asuna says and I glare at her.
 
   “I am able to do some things myself!”  I protest.
 
   “Sorry Asuna, but it’s not something you are able to do.”  Peter says and I smile smugly at Asuna.
 
   “My sister is only capable of doing very basic magic.  She never bothered to work hard at magic or anything else.  She has no practical skills worth mentioning.  I don’t see what she can do for you that I can’t.”  Asuna says and I feel like hitting her.  “If she had known a bit more magic maybe she could have saved mother.”
 
   “Asuna…”  I say in disbelief.  Tears fall from my eyes.
 
   “Asuna, I know you are only trying to protect your sister, but you went too far.  Apologise now.”  Peter says.
 
   “It’s only the truth.”  Asuna says.  “I’m not apologising for saying the truth.”
 
   “Your mother was a very capable mage.  If your mother was unable to beat her attackers, there is no way that Hinata could have made any difference.  Even if it had been you there the outcome would have been the same.”  Peter says.
 
   “We don’t know that!”  Asuna shouts.
 
   “You feel guilty that you weren’t there.”  Lucy says.  “That’s why you’re trying to push the blame onto your sister.  It doesn’t work though.  You’ll just feel even guiltier.”
 
   “What do you know?!”  Asuna shouts at her.
 
   “There’s no point trying to reason with her right now.  She’s your slave, but she won’t even obey a simple order to apologise.  Let’s go.”  Lucy says to Peter.
 
   “Until I get back you are to obey Rin.”  Peter says looking at Asuna as if he is very disappointed.  Asuna just glares at him for a moment but then she breaks down into tears.  He then looks to me.  “Hinata, if you’re coming then hold onto Dairon.  Lucy, land on Dairon.”
 
   I grab hold of Dairon’s hand and look back at Asuna.  It may be the last time I see my sister.  My voice is teary as I say.  “I’m sorry, Asuna.”
 
   “I’m sorry too Hinata.”  She says through tears of her own.  Then I am ported.


 
   
  
 

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