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This book is dedicated to my parents,

who always made sure we had books.


1
It Begins



Mirian woke abruptly, and then lay there, trying to figure out why. She had woken with a start, like she had heard someone scream, or like she’d been experiencing a vivid nightmare. Only, she couldn’t remember the dream; she just had this dreadful sense of loss that took her breath away, and she found herself crying without even knowing why.

This quiet sobbing was enough to wake up her dorm-mate, Lily.

“Mirian? Are you okay?” she mumbled from the other bed.

Mirian had to choke back a sob, but the feeling was at least dissipating. “Yeah, wow, sorry. I—nightmare or something, I guess,” she lied.

Then a drop of water hit her, right on the chest, dampening her bedgown.

It was raining outside; she could hear the soft pitter-patter of it falling with that soothing sound. But if it was coming into her dorm room, it was suddenly no longer soothing. She examined the ceiling, and sure enough: another drop hit her, right in the face. Looking up, there was a hole in the ceiling. It looked a lot like a bullet hole to her, except it had traveled through three floors and a roof to reach her and it hadn’t gotten any wider. And obviously, she hadn’t been shot or anything. She could only see the faint light coming from the cloudy sky if she positioned her head just right. She checked the covers. Shit, it had even gone through the duvet! But when she checked her chest, there was no hole. Well, thank the Gods for that.

“What’s up?” Lily said, eyes actually open now, and only a little groggy. Lily’s blonde hair was in its usual morning tangle, but she already had her thick glasses on. She was blind without them—in the literal sense. The small glyphs on the side of the temples linked with the crystal lenses to let her see.

“There’s a hole,” Mirian said. “It’s leaking.”

“Oh, great. Wait, what? We’re on the first floor.” She came over and squinted at it. “How the hell did that happen?” she muttered.

“No idea,” Mirian said, and then let out a loud sigh. “Just what I needed, something else to worry about.”

Lily nodded sympathetically. “Don’t you have an enchantments exam today?”

Mirian put her head in her hands. “Yes.”

“And that presentation in your artifice class?”

The clay cube covered in glyphs was sitting on her desk. It mostly worked. “Also yes.”

Lily gave her a quick side hug, then just sat there on the side of the bed with her. The moment was ruined when another drop came down and splattered them both, sending droplets over the inside of Lily’s glasses. As she cleaned them off, she said, “Listen, I can talk to housing today. I can skip my botany class this morning—it’s all review, and my professor will forgive me.”

“You’re the best,” Mirian said. “I owe you.”

“Nope, this one’s free,” she said. “And remember to stop worrying so much. You’ll do fine on your exams. You know a lot more than you give yourself credit for.”

While Lily went off to the communal bathroom, Mirian looked around for a way to stop the leak. There was no one in the rooms above them, it seemed, so Mirian took a tin container from under her bed and set it up on the covers to catch the water. After that, the ping! ping! ping! of the water annoyed her while she prepared for her academic battles.

The Torrviol Academy was one of the oldest magic universities in Baracuel. This meant it came with a few centuries of historical baggage, one of which was a dress code. The Torrviol uniform was modeled off the military dress uniforms of the army. The colors for final year students were black and white with orange trim as well as brass buttons going down the center of the coat.

Students spent six rigorous years in the academy before graduating to an apprenticeship, and Mirian had felt like she was drowning in work through all of it. The only classes she had felt confident in were artifice design and arcane mathematics. Everything else saw her studying late nights in the library and still scoring lower on her exams than she liked.

What she really wanted was for time to stop so she could rest up for a few days, pull herself together, and then catch up on her studies and classes. Since that obviously wasn’t going to happen, she did what she always did: powered through her exhaustion and told herself she could rest when she was dead.

Her first class of the day was Alchemistry 402, which was one of the legendarily dreaded classes required for her Artificer degree. Professor Seneca was a competent teacher, but there was only so much she could do to simplify such a complex field.

Other students often hired tutors, but Mirian didn’t have the kind of money for that. She budgeted her silver carefully; her parents could only send her so much. That was one of the reasons she was pursuing artifice: At last, she might be able to help pull their family from the margins into actual comfort. The old run-down house back in her home province was in dire need of repairs. Apparently, her little brother had put his foot through a dry-rotted board, but her parents could either afford to pay the healer or to fix the hole, and the choice was obvious.

Mirian ate a simple breakfast of berries and porridge, which she quickly cooked up in the dorm’s communal kitchen, then just as quickly scarfed down. Then she was off to class, donning her enchanted cloak to keep the worst of the constant drizzle off of her. As she walked, her mind went back to the hole in the ceiling. It was so strange. How did something make a hole that smooth? Even a force spell would leave spalling. And how had it gone through her bedsheets, but not touched her at all?

Her walk to the Academy proper was a scenic one. The dorms were wrapped around the campus along the low crescent-shaped hill that overlooked the academic buildings. The area was lightly wooded, though the Torrviol Academy gardeners kept the trees and shrubs meticulously trimmed and the bright flowers well-watered. Sigil-bees buzzed about the flowers, striped abdomens pulsing with faint light each time they landed to drink nectar.

As the cobbled walkway emerged from the shade of the trees, Torrviol Academy presented itself in all its glory. The rain hadn’t let up, but at this early hour the sun was just coming over the horizon, so the strip of sky below the low-lying blanket of clouds was lit up in the orange and violet sunrise. The luminous sunrise silhouetted the domes and spires, here and there glinting brilliantly as the light caught a stained-glass window or the crystal pinnacle of a spire.

The Academy was a strange mix of architectural styles dating all the way back to ancient times, though most of the truly ancient structures were actually buried underground. The most prominent buildings surrounded the large plaza in the center. Among them was the Kiroscent Dome, a massive structure of weathered marble and brick that took up the whole east side of the plaza. The building had been a temple at some point, but as the Academy was established, it became the centerpiece for the academic ceremonies. On the west side of the plaza was Torrian Tower, which could be seen for miles around. Nothing else in town was nearly as tall. Even Bainrose Castle, the medieval keep-turned-library that had once helped protect the Academy from both invaders and magical beasts, was only a third of its height.

Beneath the cobblestone paths and new streets were even older structures. The area Torrviol Academy had been built on had been occupied for millennia. Towns had been built, burned down, rebuilt, burned again, flooded, and rebuilt countless times. At one point, Torrviol had apparently been a much larger city; Mirian hadn’t been paying all that much attention in her history classes, though, so she wasn’t quite sure on when that was. That did mean the Academy had an entire three basement levels below, and rumor had it, there was even older stuff beneath that. When Mirian thought about it, she got an excited itch to explore whatever ancient secrets lay beneath, but then the less adventurous part of her brain reminded her that her grades came first.

It was nearing the end of the quarter, so plenty of other students were scurrying about the campus for last-minute studying, or on their way to early classes like she was. A poor first-year student—obvious because of her white coat and bronze embroidery—was sitting on a bench in front of Bainrose Castle, crying. Yeah, Mirian felt that. She just didn’t have time to cry.

On her way to the Alchemistry building, a newer structure, because the old one had burned down in an absolutely catastrophic fire that had killed three students and a custodian, a noise above her made her pause.

She looked up, only to see a dark figure leaping across the gap between two buildings. The figure seemed to sense they were being watched and glanced down from the roof at Mirian. She could see nothing of the person’s shrouded face. At first, she wondered if it was a student, hellbent on an absolutely psychotic prank or bet, but the figure wasn’t wearing any of the Torrviol colors or tassels. She opened her mouth to say something, but then the figure was gone—ducking away from the edge of the flat roof, leaving no trace.

She looked around, but no one else seemed to have seen it. Mostly, they were keeping their heads down so the rain didn’t drench them. Mirian couldn’t quite explain why the creepy figure had felt so wrong, but the feeling seized her and wouldn’t let go.

She stood for a moment, trying to decide what to do about the shadowy figure she’d just seen. She spotted one of the Torrviol guards in the plaza. He stood out amid the dark cloaks moving about the courtyard, his black, white, and orange tabard bright even in the overcast day. The nearby lamplight glinted off his polished ceremonial plate armor. Each guard also carried a ceremonial halberd, though if it really came to fighting, they had four wands and a revolver at their belt.

She walked over to the man, wondering how one reported something like this. She’d never had to report a crime before. “Hi, sorry to bother you.”

The guard stood tall, not moving.

Mirian cleared her throat. “It’s just… well, this sounds a bit silly, but I just saw a man, well, a person, up on the roof, and they didn’t look like a student. Atop the flat-roofed red-brick building there,” she said, gesturing. “Then he jumped onto the Alchemistry building. His face was hidden. I don’t think he’s supposed to be up there.” Then, still receiving no response, she said, “It seemed like something a thief might do.” Again, no response. “I just thought you might want to know.”

The guard glanced at her. “I’ll report it,” he said, and continued to stand still, surveying the plaza.

“Great. Well, thank you. I’m… off to class,” she said, and walked off. Glancing back, the guard has still made no move to go anywhere or do anything. Apparently ‘report it’ meant later—much later. Now Mirian felt like a fool, and she needed to get her head on straight because Alchemistry was going to take all her focus. She hoped the creepy cloaked man stayed away from the classroom.

The motto above the Alchemistry Building door read “Respect for the Fundamental Forces of the Universe,” and below that, “In Memoriam,” and the four names of the deceased, at least two of whom had not respected the magical chemistry they studied in the building. She made her way up three flights of stairs into the room, where Professor Sefora Seneca was waiting at the lectern, eyes on her pocket-watch. Professor Seneca was a middle-aged lady with dark hair and bright eyes who absolutely delighted in the subject. She alternated between excitedly talking about the subject and then surveying her audience of students, eyes full of pity because she could tell they clearly weren’t getting it. “It’s a complex subject, so it takes a lot of study,” she was fond of saying. One student had heard it so much he commissioned a small banner with those words and presented it to her. It now hung from the lectern, and often she now would punctuate a part of her lecture by simply pointing to the banner and looking out at the class over the rims of her thin spectacles.

Mirian hurried into class and hung her cloak on one of the pegs, then took a seat near the front of the room.

The nearby clock tower bell bonged out its six chimes. Professor Seneca snapped shut her pocket watch and began class immediately, ignoring the few students who were hurrying to their seats.

“Alright, class! Today we’re going to do a grand overview of the principles of alchemistry. And before anyone asks, yes, this will all be on the exam tomorrow. After that, there will be time for questions.”

She hit a glyph on the lectern, and the lights dimmed. She hit another glyph on the lectern, and a small spell engine installed in the ceiling came on, projecting an illusion spell onto a central pedestal in the front of the classroom. The illusion spell was preconfigured to show the various concepts Seneca described, and the technology still baffled Mirian. The spell engines she had seen as a kid could heat a building, spin a turbine, or push an object, but nothing like this. Spell engines were growing in leaps and bounds, and she still felt a sense of wonder at it.

“Remember, we started our class reviewing the types of mana flows. The natural mana that orbits your soul is the auric mana. This is the stuff you have been using in all your spellcasting since your first year, so moving on. It can be used in spell engines, but spell engines are inefficient and extremely mana hungry, so directing your own mana flows into a spell engine is a good way to accidentally get your soul peeled apart, so don’t do that.”

“Will that be on the test?” a student in the middle row blurted out.

“It will be now!” Professor Seneca happily chirped. “No more interruptions, please. Mana traveling along an organism’s aura—that includes humans—is considered in-flow. Think of it as the kinetic force of a moving object, like a river. The energy is in the motion. Your other classes cover that extensively, so we won’t dwell on it. We contrasted that with alchemical mana, which is stored in magichemical bonds, much like chemical energy-rich substances like sugar or wood store energy. The three types of magichemical bonds are each governed by a different equation.”

The illusion in the center of the pedestal changed to show three pictures and three floating equations next to them. Several students in the class scrambled to write them down. Mirian found the color-coded tab in her notebook that was for the class and checked to make sure the equations she had written were correct. They were. Also, she’d memorized them already. Math was the easy part for her.

“Next, mana is classified on a volatility scale, which led us to discussing the Tarrian-Bolt equations of flow transformations…”

The lecture continued, going through two other methods of classifying mana as Professor Seneca rapidly changed through the different illusions. Here and there, Mirian took more notes, but mostly, it was already in her notebook, written in her neat but tiny handwriting, color-coded, and with tiny equations or diagrams next to the words.

One of her classmates, Nicolus, leaned over at one point to get a closer look at her notes. “Damn,” he said, raising both eyebrows for emphasis, then went back to his own notes, which were chicken-scratch that she wondered if even he could read.

Mirian blushed.

Nicolus was one of those handsome types that had his good looks magnified by his easy confidence. Adding to that he was tall, muscular, and apparently came from a very wealthy family. These days, wealthy families tended to send their children to the extremely prestigious foreign schools of Akana Praediar, west of Baracuel, but the Torrviol Academy was ancient and renowned enough that it was still a respectable choice.

Mirian had stayed away from Nicolus, mostly because he was at the center of a great deal of relational drama she didn’t want distracting her from her studies. She hadn’t even noticed he’d sat next to her, which was no doubt causing immense consternation for someone.

She focused back on the lecture.

Professor Seneca continued to rapidly talk through her review, passing over the hundreds of different magichemicals used in alchemistry. She had already stayed up in the Bainrose Castle Library for hours each night, and she still barely felt like she understood it. It wasn’t that Seneca was a poor alchemy teacher, it was just, as she kept saying, really hard.

With five minutes left before the class ended, Seneca started taking questions. Most of the questions were stupid and just proved that some of the students hadn’t been listening, so Mirian tuned them out and paged through her notes.

Nicolus leaned over. “Hey. Want to study together? I have a personal tutor who will help us.”

Mirian’s heart skipped a beat. Then she felt kinda silly. This wasn’t a date or anything. “Sure,” she said. “My last class ends at four o’clock.”

“Great,” he said. “I’ll meet you after that in front of Bainrose Castle, under the gatehouse so we don’t get rained on.” Then he stood up and left, which got him a glare from Professor Seneca, though she kept powering through the questions without missing a beat. A minute later, the belltower rang out that it was ten minutes till eight, and Mirian headed for her next class.

Myrvite Ecology 351 was in one of the strangest buildings of the campus. On the northern periphery of the academy, the Myrvite Studies building was based on an old granite arena where gladiators used to duel. The crumbling stone walls had been refurbished, and the second half of the arena had been replaced with a modern building of tall glass windows and concrete covered in plaster. The plaster gargoyles and reliefs showed the magical creatures that the arena had once hosted in combat shows: chimeras, wyverns, bog lions, razor lizards, and more. In the middle of the former arena there were pens where myrvites were caged up and a resplendent greenhouse packed with magical plants.

Professor Viridian’s classroom was on the fourth floor, overlooking the greenhouse. It was easy to get distracted by the glistening silver petals of the moonlily, or the softly shimmering flames of the fireweed, or any number of the beautiful plants below. Professor Viridian himself sometimes drifted off during a lecture and stared out at the view. He was, Mirian thought, at least pushing seventy, and had such a stereotypical gray bushy beard that he might as well have just worn a sign saying ‘wizard’ on it.

He was, in fact, a wizard, which meant his primary job at the Academy was magical research. Obviously, most of it involved myrvite plants.

Today, Professor Viridian had brought another potted plant to class. He rejected all of the newfangled spell engine technology, preferring to show off his examples, writing any notes he wanted on an old-fashioned chalk board. This was strange enough even among the older faculty that they’d needed to wheel a chalk board into the room especially for him.

The plant of the day looked unusually normal for a magical plant. The large leaves were a beautiful mix of maroon and pink, but Mirian had seen mundane plants with red leaves too. The pot was engraved with glowing runes. Those were either to protect it—or protect them.

“Regal cordyline, ruby variety,” he said, as way of introduction. “There’s a mundane species of this plant as well. Note the long, thin, striped leaves. This variety prefers shade and tropical conditions, so you won’t see it outside of Tlaxhuaco or a greenhouse. It absorbs ambient mana, like any of the myrvite plants, and produces glycoaurate 15-A.” Professor Viridian moved to the chalkboard and sketched out a quick diagram. “Now, you are making a connection. Professor Seneca has made you memorize this magichemical, because it is used in seventeen different spellbook glyphs. What is its classification?”

The class was silent. Professor Viridian waited patiently. No matter how long it took, he always waited for a response. Mirian didn’t particularly like drawing attention to herself in class, so she waited for someone to answer, even though she knew.

Annoyingly, Valen raised her hand to answer. “Glycomyriate,” she said, which was, unfortunately, correct.

Mirian didn’t like Valen. For five years, she had insulted, belittled, and occasionally started rumors about Mirian. Mirian, for the most part, just tried to stay away from her. Sadly, they both were on the path of the artificer, which meant their classes often overlapped.

“Yes, and what do we know about glycomyriates?”

“Very volatile when their mana flow is destabilized,” Valen said, which was also correct.

“Observe,” Professor Viridian said. He put on a thick steel gauntlet enchanted with glyphs. It looked ridiculous on his thin bony frame. He then reached over and plucked a single leaf.

The plant erupted in golden light, sending fire into a weak heat shield the old wizard was channeling. Even with it, Mirian could feel the heat from the second row. The golden light rose until it was above the plant, then spun in a circle, crackling.

“Observe, the golden crown,” the professor said, “hence regal cordyline. Wear proper protective gear, or you’re likely to lose your arm. And despite many advances in healing, priests cannot regenerate your limbs.” Viridian showed off the black singe marks that now coated the gauntlet. Smiling, he dropped the now burnt leaf on the table and began the lecture.

Professor Viridian was not just a leading researcher in myrvite studies; he was also a fantastic teacher. Mirian found she remembered just about everything he talked about. Myrvites, or magical plants and animals, were a part of life in Baracuel, so everyone knew quite a bit about them coming into the class. She’d expected not to learn much but had come away with all sorts of fascinating facts.

Now, she listened as Professor Viridian described how the ambient mana—untouchable by humans—made its way through the whole ecosystem, using that as a way to review the different topics they’d covered. He also always connected what they learned to their other classes. Each alchemical compound they were hearing about in Seneca’s class was given life as Viridian either brought in a plant or small myrvite creature that produced it.

As he talked, Mirian liked to sketch little pictures of the plants or animals he presented with a connecting diagram. And Nicolus seems to like that, she thought. Friendship with Nicolus would solve a lot of her life problems. Money, for one—the boy was notoriously generous. And access to a tutor. Plus, he was fine enough on the eyes.

Four pages of notes later, Mirian left the class, head bursting with diagrams and terms. As she was heading for the stairs, though, she saw something strange: another cloaked figure, heading away from them down one of the long stone corridors. This time, she knew it was trouble. The corridor led to the myrvite kennels, where several dangerous magical creatures were kept for study.

Someone was next to her. “Did you see that?” she asked, not even realizing who she was talking to until she saw⁠—

Oh, great, she thought.

Valen.

“Sorry,” she muttered, “I didn’t realize⁠—”

“Yeah,” said Valen, which surprised Mirian. “Isn’t that corridor forbidden? That wasn’t a researcher, they wear that bright warded clothing.”

Mirian stood there dumbly, not knowing what to say to Valen of all people being… normal. “We should tell Professor Viridian,” she said. “Something weird is going on.”


2
Academic Life



Professor Viridian nodded along as Mirian and Valen reported what they had seen. “How strange,” he agreed. “I’ll look into it.”

When they left, though, Valen said, “He didn’t believe us.”

Mirian was confused. “But he said… I think he did. And why wouldn’t he, anyways, there’s a lot of dangerous stuff in that wing!”

Valen gave an exaggerated sigh. “You need to stop paying attention to what people say and pay more attention to how they say it.” Ah, there was the Valen that Mirian knew. Then she was looking back down the corridor, which was now empty. None of the enchanted alarms had gone off, which was strange. Does that mean they have a key, or that they can bypass it?

Valen was muttering to herself; Mirian could barely make it out. “… operation? But it’s a stupid time of day for a burglary… maybe someone from the Syndicate? But still….”

“What are you talking about?” Miran asked.

“Nothing you need to worry your little head about.” Then she was off, heading in a different direction. Mirian opened her mouth to say something rude, then closed it, and headed toward Enchantments. She had an exam, and no time to waste.

Enchantments was in one of the older buildings. It had a complete facade of worked granite, and looked its age. Walking through its halls, Mirian felt like she was one of those ancient arcane pioneers who had risked everything to further the knowledge of humanity. The polished marble floor was worn down with the footsteps of all the students that had preceded her, and it made her feel important, like she was in history.

Well, it usually did. Today, her stomach was in a knot because the enchantments exam was today, and it was purely practical. Classic spellcasting—the kind that didn’t involve a fancy new spell engine—was a complex thing. First, they needed to draw from their auric mana using an arcane catalyst. Humans, after all, were not magical creatures. Try as they might, there was no way to access their mana without an object already designed for it. Primitive people had used the magical organs they took from the myrvites they hunted. A chimera’s skull, for example, was a great arcane catalyst, but then that involved killing a chimera, and that was dangerous as hell. A wyvern’s wing was also a great catalyst, but getting that was also dangerous, and then you needed the whole wing, which was just unwieldy. So after many years of wizards pondering and sorcerers blowing themselves up trying out new and exciting magical materials, Academies had figured out how to distill the alchemical substances that tapped into an aura.

For this exam, Mirian wielded a scribe’s pen. The brass and silver upper shell of it contained dried and powdered cockatrice heart, which was the arcane catalyst. Try as they might, no one had been able to synthesize the magichemicals that made the arcane catalyst work, so myrvites were still hunted for their parts.

From there, it was possible to shape raw mana, but incredibly difficult. The resulting effect was confined to the basic types of energy, and it usually blasted out. To actually work as an effective spell, the mana had to pass through shaper-glyphs. The scribe’s pen had replaceable shaper-glyphs where a normal pen’s nib was.

Mirian then had to use these glyphs to… make more glyphs. A complete set of glyphs could form a spell when mana was channeled through them, but this class was all about making those glyphs in the first place. A lot of magic was like that: A lot of tedious work. That was Enchanting 310, and Professor Eld was, in a word, a hard-ass. His exams were brutal, and he routinely failed students who underperformed. Worse, unlike the other enchantment professors, he only let students use the basic glyphs on their pen nibs. When questioned on this, he went on a rant about “strong fundamentals!” and “kids these days want everything handed to them!” Mirian just kept her head down and did her best.

Near the end of the hour, though, she was only on her eighteenth glyph out of the twenty-four required, and disaster struck: The girl next to her mischanneled her mana, causing a wave of force to burst across the table, sending her pen flying. This interrupted her mid-glyph, and the magical inks she was using splattered, starting a small fire.

Mirian hastily blew it out, then scrambled to retrieve her pen.

As she got up, Professor Eld loomed over her, his beady eyes glaring.

“Sorry. Sorry! The force wave knocked it out of my hand, and I was mid-glyph and⁠—”

“I don’t want excuses,” he snapped. “Do you think it matters if you’re sorry if your idiocy blows up a spellbook and kills someone? Do you think your employer cares why your incompetence burned down his factory? Be glad I’m not failing you on the spot.”

Humiliated, Mirian slunk back to her seat. She didn’t say anything to the girl next to her, but she wanted to punch her.

When Mirian was young, she’d had a nasty temper. It didn’t take much to set her off, either. She got in fights at playgrounds, around the neighborhood, at school—everywhere. Her parents had been patient, and also relentless. They taught her breathing exercises, meditation, and more, repeated the rules over and over and over, until Mirian was sick of it. But it had worked: she was very good now about not hurting anyone, and even as the thought came to her, she heard her father’s voice: No violence.

So, she took a deep breath and continued.

Glyph eighteen was ruined, so she skipped it and worked on the next one.

She was just finishing glyph twenty when the sand in the timer up front finished dropping, and a magical chime rang out in the room.

“Time. Time!” said Professor Eld. “Pens down, now. Now! I see a scribe’s pen moving, that’s an automatic fail.”

Mirian slammed her pen down, and the twentieth glyph, only half-formed, evaporated in a wisp of smoke. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry.

Instead, she turned in her exam sheet and left class.

The girl who had screwed her over came up and said, “Sorry. I’m so sorry,” but Mirian just waved her away. She didn’t want to hear it.

Exercise always made her feel better. Mirian would have loved to pass the time with a few rapier duels, or run through the Mage’s Grove, but there was no time for that. She had a presentation to give, and only ten minutes to get to her next class.

The Artificer’s Tower was actually four stout towers connected by a network of skybridges. The architect was, apparently, Persaman, so the building featured elaborate arches and geometric designs that were more common in her home province or farther south in Persama. The distinct red and white stripes on the arches and skybridges made it stand out sharply among the more muted colors of the nearby buildings.

Artifice Design 425 was Mirian’s favorite and least favorite class. Favorite, because she loved creating. She loved sitting down and calculating where each glyph should go, and the process of assembling the copper wire and fired clay. She loved working in the metal and wood shops. There was a sense of accomplishment that came with artifice, and nothing rivaled it.

She hated it because she had to make do with donated materials that had come out of a scrap yard because she was too poor to afford the nice stuff. While her tuition covered access to the alchemical labs and Academy workshops, materials were her own responsibility. When she saw the silver filigree and crystal nodes on her peers’ devices, she couldn’t help but feel a deep envy.

The presentations, thankfully, took place in the labs, which meant there were only twenty-some students staring at her, rather than a lecture hall of a hundred. Still, it was mortifying. Mirian hated drawing attention to herself, and giving a presentation meant she had to. She did her breathing exercises, then walked to the front of the room and plopped down her cube.

It was about three inches per side, and about as unimpressive to look at as anything. She had written herself notes, but realized with horror that she had left those notes in her dorm in the morning rush. So she launched into a rambling speech based on what she remembered.

“So this is a force turbine. It uses rashak and quetoban glyphs, uh, primarily, at least, to generate force, and it’s a spell engine, which was the assignment. You, uh, well, it’s a basic spell engine because…” She paused, not wanting to say the real reason it was copper and clay. “—because it attempts to demonstrate cost-efficiency in design, and here’s the back end where you put the fossilized myrvite. Then it just needs a quick channel in the rouve glyph and, yup.” Realizing that the force moving above the cube was invisible, Mirian snatched a pen from the podium and placed it over the cube. It turned in lazy cartwheels while Mirian stared out at the class and bit her lip. Then she turned it off and launched into an equally eloquent description of the design she’d used. By the end of the presentation, she wanted to crawl into a hole and die. Instead, she asked, “Any questions?”

Thankfully, the room was silent, though that was equally nerve-wracking.

“Thank you, Mirian,” Professor Torres said. She was the youngest professor Mirian had, but only one student had made the mistake of thinking that meant she wasn’t knowledgeable. Professor Iliya Torres had helped design a military spell engine that was being used by the Baracuel artillery. That had been her final design project here at Torrviol Academy, as a student. She was still learning how to teach, but her expertise was unrivaled. “Did you consider using caudicite to narrow the mana flow along the first glyph exchange?”

Mirian had, but then she’d seen the cost of caudicite in the store. Apparently, it only came from fire drake eggs, and a tiny vial was five silver drachms. That was her monthly food budget. “Yes, but the project sought to demonstrate cost-efficiency. If I was aiming for mana-efficiency, I would have used the caudicite and silver wire between the fifth and sixth nodes, and a brass furnace chamber with corundum input channels.”

Professor Torres nodded at that, which was high praise. Then she said, “If you really wanted to reduce cost, you could do without the third and fourth sections.” She then outlined a completely different design, one that made Mirian’s head spin. It was using principles they’d barely touched on in class.

Mirian just nodded along, doing her best to follow. As far as she could tell, Professor Torres critiqued everyone’s design, and no one had managed to make something she didn’t have at least three problems with. Thankfully, after only a few more minutes of back and forth, Torres said, “Good, you pass. Hopefully, you were all paying attention, because if you want to have any of the professors here take you as an apprentice, you’ll need to answer questions with the sort of expertise Mirian just demonstrated. Next presentation, please.”

And that was that. Mirian hadn’t expected her project to be graded right then and there, nor had she expected her project to be praised by Professor Torres of all people. She sat down hard, head spinning too fast to pay much attention to the other presentations.

Mirian’s final class of the day was Arcane Mathematics 572, which was just after the lunch hour. It was the sole class taught by Professor Song Jei, who was also the only lecturer in Torrviol Academy who was from the distant land of Zhighua. Professor Jei had an ageless look to her and was impossibly stern. Her thick accent made it hard to understand what she was saying, but thankfully, she spoke the language of math like no one Mirian had ever seen. If Professor Torres was a genius, Professor Jei made her look like a novice. She was a pioneer in the field, and rumor had it she was working on a special project for the Academy, though no one could agree on what.

When asked about the project, she glared at the student and said, “I once heard there are no stupid questions. That was a stupid question. Do not ask stupid questions.”

What was clear was that no one else had the expertise she had, hence the special invitation. Mirian looked up to her like no one else. Her knowledge of the mathematics revealing the arcane dimension was inspiring.

Today’s lecture was about turning the measured flow of a mana stream at different points into the best-fit equation. It was mind-blowing stuff, and seriously complicated. This was the one class she didn’t hesitate to ask questions in. Unlike her other classes, she figured if she was lost, at least half the class was, and so every so often her hand would shoot up. Professor Jei was not necessarily great at teaching, but she could always explain a mathematical transformation or the concept behind an equation. And she never said Mirian’s questions were stupid. Mirian wasn’t sure she could survive if Professor Jei ever said that about her.

By the end of classes, it was four o’clock, and she felt the exhaustion creeping up on her. But there was just no time to be tired. She had a study session with Nicolus to attend.


3
Study Session



True to his word, Nicolus was standing under the gatehouse arch, uniform crisp and clean as it always was, his cloak draped over one arm. The rain was still coming down lightly. There was another figure standing by him, cloak still on. For a moment, Mirian froze. She remembered the two strange people she’d seen slinking about the campus and thought, is this another one? But then she realized, that’s Nicolus’s tutor, you dummy.

“Ah, Mirian. Glad you could make it. This is Sire Nurea March, though to frustrate the sense of dignity she tries to maintain, I call her ‘Nur-Nur.’ She’s been my tutor and friend for…?”

“Twenty years,” Nurea said. Which meant she’d apparently started when he was two. The title also meant she was a knight. Long ago, that meant she would bear arms for Nicolus’s family when called, but now it just meant she had a hereditary estate and that land wasn’t taxed. Since no one was getting knighted anymore, that also meant their families had been working together for at least a few hundred years.

“Good to meet you, Sire Nurea,” Mirian said, bowing slightly as she shook Nurea’s hand. That was, her parents had taught her, the proper greeting to give a knight.

Nurea smiled slightly at this. She was a tall woman, and beautiful. She stood straight as a soldier. The precision and grace of her movements spoke of someone who still considered etiquette important. She had a commanding presence, and a strong voice. “Good to meet you, too, Mirian.”

As they walked into Bainrose Castle—now a vast library that filled every level of the keep and several basement levels—Mirian said, “I thought the study group might be larger.”

Nicolus laughed, that easy, warm laugh of his. “Hah! That’s the other study group. They’re more… drinking buddies.”

Mirian raised an eyebrow at this. Drinking was not allowed at Torrviol Academy.

“I couldn’t hide it from Nur-Nur here if I tried, so I don’t try. Besides, it serves a useful social function, so as long as I don’t over-do it, she doesn’t even disapprove. Well,” he said, winking, “she still disapproves a little.”

Nurea said nothing to this.

Bainrose’s keep was a massive structure, with large, vaulted ceilings on the first level. The second level consisted of elevated walkways that hugged the walls and pillars in that same chamber. Once, archers and mages would have stood there to confront any attackers breaching the keep, but now it was just another place to put shelves.

Towering shelves also stood in rows from one end of the hall to the other. Some days, when Mirian wanted to be alone, she would go to the second story and lean out on the railing, watching as people wandered the long corridors of books, here and there settling down to read. Somewhere beneath the stone floor, hot air from a magical furnace raced beneath, so the place was always warm, even in the winter.

Off the central corridor, there were loads of rooms. Long ago, one of the noble families had lived here, with all their servants and knights, but now the rooms were all re-purposed for study, research, conferences, or events. Thankfully, the Academy had also installed pipes with running water, so now only a single latrine remained in the museum wing, for preservation.

They made their way to one of the study rooms, where several textbooks and notecards were organized in neat piles on one of the tables.

“Thanks again for inviting me,” Mirian said. “Alchemistry is….”

“—hard,” Nicolus finished. “Even Nurea here can’t keep it all straight. That notebook of yours told me you had made a good attempt though. And, it did what Professor Viridian keeps telling us to do: build out mental schema and form connections with related material.”

This comment surprised Mirian. She’d always thought of Nicolus as the type who only half-listened in class, who had better things to do than really engage with the material. She got out the notebook.

“Hm,” Sire Nurea said. “This is very good work. She even listened to her instructors about handwriting.”

Nicolus laughed at that. “Ah, but if no one can read my handwriting, my enemies can’t spy on me!”

Sire Nurea, it turned out, had already prepared a hundred notecards with all the various chemicals, magichemicals, precursors, and alchemical devices on them, and their task was to build in all the connections. Mirian’s contribution was to draw nice little pictures on as many of them as she could, as well as remind Nicolus of the various energy equations that he apparently had no head for at all.

“Math,” he bemoaned. “I’d rather speak ancient Lorcadian!”

Then, Nurea had prepared a practice exam for them.

“Where did you get this?” Mirian said, impressed at how much the questions sounded like the stuff Professor Seneca liked to ask.

“Archives. Each professor is required to keep a copy of past exams for families and politicians to review upon request. You have to fill out a form, pay a three-silver fee, wait a week, and then they can look at it. Nurea here counts as family, so she can do that. She can’t make copies, but she can memorize the kinds of questions and come up with a reasonable facsimile.”

Then and there, Mirian had a revelation.

“That’s bullshit!” she said. “That just means⁠—”

“That people with more money, time, and connections have an unfair advantage? Yup. Welcome to the way the world works,” Nicolus said.

This also surprised Mirian, who didn’t expect Nicolus to just say it. She’d talked to wealthier students before, and they almost always got mad at the mere implication that they might have any sort of advantage from their wealth. It always grated on Mirian’s nerves. Remembering her manners, though, she said, “Well thank you, then, for inviting me.”

“Yeah,” he said. “No problem.”

They went through the questions, discussing what they thought was the answer, then checking their notes while Nurea supervised.

Nicolus even had dinner scheduled for delivery: roast duck and a vegetable medley coated in a spiced honey glaze. Mirian, having only had a light lunch and lighter breakfast, was famished, and devoured hers in record time, only slightly embarrassed by her lack of fine dining etiquette. Nicolus munched on his casually, paging through the notecards as he did, staining several with sauce. This horrified both Mirian and Nurea.

After three hours, they were both spent.

“So, what brings you to the Academy?” Nicolus asked, while Sire Nurea cleaned up the notecards and sorted the practice exams and documents into her briefcase. The same man that had delivered the food arrived to take all the dishes away.

“Artifice. It’s the best paying job, and my family needs the money.” After three hours with him, Mirian had decided Nicolus respected honesty.

“It’s changing the world,” he said. “My family didn’t see it until it was too late. By then, others had snapped up the fossilized myrvite deposits and invested in the spellforge factories. Get in with the big families. The Palamas, the Bardas, or any of these new joint-stock companies. It’s where the power is.”

“It’s all a bit beyond me,” she said.

“Hmm,” Nicolus said. “You should look into it. The spell engines these factories are making—it’s going to change everything. Production. How wars are fought. How we live. And whoever owns those factories, or the key resources, has the power to shape what the world looks like next.”

Mirian caught Nurea giving Nicolus a raised eyebrow.

“Anyways, it’s late and I’m tired. Good luck on the Alchemistry exam tomorrow,” he said, standing. “Though—hey. If we end up having classes in common next quarter, I’m extending the same study invitation. You game?”

“Yeah,” she said. “And thank you again.”

“Of course,” he said, still casual. “Nurea will check the registrar's office and get in touch with you. Otherwise—good luck.”

“You too.”

And then Nicolus and Nurea were gone, chatting easily.

Mirian grabbed her cloak, notebook, and satchel, and headed back to the dorms. By now, the sun was down, but the tall lampposts that lined the streets and path up to the dorms were glowing with warm light spells. Above, the clouds had finally cleared up, so the two moons were shining. The larger moon, Luamin, was in its third quarter, so as she walked, it was high above her. The second moon, Divir, never moved. It was eternally locked in place over Enteria, so it always hovered in the same spot above the horizon. In the day, it was too small and faint to see, but at night, it shone like an exceptionally large and bright star.

As she walked, she thought of her conversation with Nicolus. He wasn’t at all like she had imagined. She wanted to resent him for having all the things she didn’t, but his honesty made that hard. Instead, Mirian thought about their difference in perspective. All her life, she had thought about surviving, about just getting enough. His perspective was all about seizing power.

It was interesting, but it all seemed unnecessarily stressful to Mirian. She would be happy just working in an artificer’s shop making things, knowing she could always have enough money for the comforts of life.

Or would she?

The injustices of the world had always bothered her. Her parents had worked hard all their lives—why were they so poor? Why were healers so expensive, when it cost them so little to cure most ailments? Why was stuff getting more expensive year after year if there was more stuff coming out of the factories? She’d had economics in preparatory school, but what she vaguely knew about supply and demand was that more stuff should mean things were cheaper. Right?

So maybe the world needed to change. And if not her, who?

She also thought about how attractive Nicolus was. Her imagination was just starting to think about what she would have done if he’d brushed her hand when she heard someone calling her name.

“Mirian!”

“Oh. Lily! Good to see you. How was your day?”

“Not great. My Applied Spellcasting exam was a nightmare. Oh, and the housing people told me to talk to maintenance, and the maintenance people said they didn’t have anyone to spare. For a hole in the roof! They said ‘maybe by the end of the week.’”

“Oh, shit,” Mirian said. She’d totally forgotten about that. And it had been raining all day. “Have you…?” But of course she hadn’t, she’d had exams and classes all day too.

Sure enough, the tin container she’d set on her bed had overflowed and soaked her bed.

“I’m an idiot,” she said.

“You’ve been busy,” Lily said. “But, yes.”

Mirian found some of the extra clay she’d used to make the cube. It hadn’t been fired in the kiln, so it was still soft. She smushed it into the hole. It was definitely not a long-term solution, but it would keep the water off her while she slept. Then, while Mirian took the sheets off to wring most of the water out then set it by the heater, Lily got out her spellbook and had the great honor of getting to practice her heat water spell, targeting the mattress. She did this over and over, until her mana was mostly spent. Then, Mirian took over.

It was the same basic procedure as writing glyphs. The spine of the book was made of the alchemically refined spell-organ of a manticore, which in turn was alloyed in silver. That was one of the more effective arcane catalysts. By holding the book in one hand with the spine on her palm, she could easily access the arcane catalyst. Then, her other hand’s fingers hovered over the glyphs of the spell she wanted to cast. Each spell required carefully channeling her auric mana through the glyphs so that it followed them in sequence, then was released to flow when complete. Heat water was one of the most basic spells, and only needed three glyphs: mana to heat, apply to water, target area. It was basic enough that even a mediocre caster like Mirian could heat water as a raw spell (that was, without the glyphs, using just an arcane catalyst), but that was horribly inefficient. Also, it could easily start a fire.

Mirian and Lily talked after that, not about anything in particular, but about classes and life. Lily’s older sister had gotten injured when her expedition in the Labyrinth was attacked by a new type of chimera, but thankfully, they’d been able to fight it off and retreat back to a safer level. No one was quite sure why, when the Elder Gods had created Enteria, they’d made an elaborate series of tunnels beneath the surface full of horrifying creatures and dangerous traps, but there were special Vaults and resources down there that made exploring them worth the risk. Lily’s older sister, when she visited, always had the best stories of adventures from her trips down there. Mirian enjoyed listening, but equally enjoyed staying nice and safe on the surface.

Mirian decided against mentioning the cloaked figure on the roof, the strange man in the hall, or Nicolus. It would just lead to too many questions. She was tired. Mirian resolved to tell Lily later. Instead she talked about the disaster in Enchantments, while her roommate nodded along sympathetically.

By then, it was late, and they both had to get up early the next morning. Mirian made her bed, which was mostly dry, and fell asleep.

[image: ]


Mirian dreamt.

She found herself rushing through the Labyrinth, and though she’d never seen the Labyrinth, the one she found herself flying through seemed real enough. Strange glyph lamps and glowing fungi dotted the dark passages. Here and there, a monster stalked the halls, strange insect-like creatures with bodies that looked too thin, made of muscle and carapace. The passages twisted in impossible turns. Strange tubes ran along some walls, then vanished, while in others, the walls were packed with symbols she didn’t recognize.

Then she found herself flying up, further and further. Enteria opened up below her, and from high up, she could see where humans had cut away the vast forests or replaced the wild fields with farms. It was beautiful, but for some reason, she felt a sense of building dread. A chill began to spread in her bones.

She found herself standing in a great temple, the vaulted ceiling as high as the Torrian Tower was. From that ceiling were vast columns that shone white as bone, twisted like stalactites, but each one shimmering with elaborate carvings that shifted as she looked at them. It was like the stalactite was spinning, but each rotation brought into view a new surface that hadn’t been there a moment before. When she looked, the whole room was like that. As she moved forward, the walls shifted and turned. Cavernous alcoves and shrines appeared and disappeared, the statues within them depicting many-tentacled beasts with far too many eyes. The latticework of the walls moved about, and Mirian found herself disoriented, and afraid. Something was wrong here.

The one thing that stayed was the centerpiece of the room. In the center of the vast temple was a throne the size of a mansion. The throne was all black marble, with tens of thousands of tiny crystals scattered haphazardly among the white veins of the marble, glistening. Atop the throne sat a humanoid figure, but large enough to fit comfortably on the colossal structure. It was nothing like a human, though. In place of skin, it had wings and eyes, though those eyes sat unblinking, crusted over with thick crystals. Strange tendrils that looked like the bodies of tropical snakes coursed through this maze of eyes and wings, and here and there, maws of teeth were frozen open, though none of the teeth seemed to be from the same creature. The figure wore a great sheet of metal and stone so that it seemed it was wearing a cliff as a toga.

In its not-flesh, fifty sword-like needles had stabbed it and lay embedded. The blades were stuck in a line along its arms and shoulders, and where it had been impaled, black ichor still bubbled.

Then it began to speak.

All the mouths within its wings opened and closed, and from them emanated a great booming, echoing cacophony that filled the chamber. It was like a thunderstorm had erupted inside the temple, like a hundred voices were screaming at her, like someone was whispering in her ear, only none of the sounds made any sense. Instead, she saw pictures flash before her eyes, but it was too fast, like someone flipping a book’s pages so that it was apparent there was text, but not what was on it. Her head felt like it was splitting open, and another scream erupted in the great chamber.

Her own.


4
Nightmare



She awoke to Lily shaking her, saying, “Wake up! Wake up!”

Mirian clutched her chest, hand trembling.

“Gods above,” Lily said, shaking slightly herself. “I hope the whole dorm didn’t hear that.”

“Huh?” Mirian said intelligently.

“The screaming. You were screaming. You were screaming really loud.”

Mirian blinked. “Oh. Shit. Sorry. I… was having a bad dream.” As she said it, though, she was thinking, I’ve never had a dream like that before. Usually, she forgot her dreams. If she didn’t, they were really generic, like getting chased through the woods by a bog lion or forgetting she had a presentation in class. The only time she’d had nightmares, like, real nightmares, was when she was really little.

“Well, I guess. I damn near had a heart attack. Please don’t have any more dreams like that.”

Not that it was something she could control, but she said, “I won’t. Ugh. Really sorry.”

“Okay. Well, I’m going back to sleep.”

It was still only four o’clock. “Yeah, me too,” said Mirian, but then she just lay there, and when it became clear there was no way she was going to be able to go back to sleep, she got up, dressed, and left.

Mirian ate breakfast in one of the dorm’s common rooms, paging through her notebook, checking to see how well she’d memorized the truly ludicrous number of magichemicals and categories. The study session had helped a lot.

She sat there for a while, appreciating the quiet morning. When a gaggle of second and third years came in, she left, heading out early to her class.

The Alchemistry exam was ten pages, and as students flipped through them, a collective despair settled over the class. As Professor Seneca patrolled the aisles, the growing worried expression on her face dealt another blow to the class’s morale. Mirian kept her head down and stayed focused.

After the Alchemistry exam, she felt like she’d hiked a mountain. She had absolutely no idea how well she’d done, only that she never wanted to label or draw another magichemical diagram again. However, true to what Nicolus had said, the questions they’d studied had been a lot like the ones on the test. After the exam, though, three other girls surrounded him to talk about something, so she didn’t check in with him. No sense getting involved in whatever that was about.

In Myrvite Ecology, Professor Viridian had a more recognizable plant. “Jelly Bell,” he said, smiling to the class. This plant didn’t warrant the warded pot or the gauntlet. Jelly Bell was aptly named: It looked like a jellyfish grew a stem. Inside the transparent bell were a cluster of blue-green leaves. The draping tendrils looked spiky but were actually soft, and Viridian demonstrated that by running his hand over them. As he did, the plant glittered. “Harmless to touch, harmless to harvest. The plant is impossibly bitter, and a powerful laxative, so unless you need to defecate very badly, I wouldn’t recommend eating it. It looks like tiny dew drops form on the leaves inside the bell, but it’s actually hydromyrite phosphorus, 31-A. Again, very useful in…?”

Valen seemed to be the only person who ever answered questions in class. “Common glyphs,” she said when she was called on.

“And?”

“Water-based elixirs.”

“Very good,” he said, beaming. “Now today, we’re going to learn why if you plant Jelly Bell in your garden, it will simply die.” This involved writing down a few magichemicals, but mostly, it became clear that Jelly Bell, along with a great number of magical plants, depended very much on fungi that lived in the soil, and those fungi, in turn, were very particular about what kind of soil they could grow in. It also seemed to only grow directly above the Labyrinth. It didn’t seem to matter how far down the Labyrinth was, as long as it was below. This potted sample was apparently one of five samples that had been successfully grown in a greenhouse.

Does that mean there’s a part of the Labyrinth below Torrviol? she thought, but didn’t ask—and no one else did either.

“The complex ecology required for so many myrvite species is invisible to us, yet totally critical to their survival,” the professor said. “This in turn explains why so many magichemicals can only be obtained by expeditions into the wilderness, or the Labyrinth. And yet, because we cannot synthesize these chemicals in any laboratory, they are our only source of these critical resources. A strong argument for preservation and care. In the short term, it’s more profitable to cut apart the forest and sell the pieces. But that makes long-term profits impossible. The clever arcanist finds a way to protect the source of all their spells, and thinks to the future.”

Professor Viridian was apparently nostalgic for another era, Mirian thought. Two hundred years ago, the world was still wild and untamed all over. Cities and farms only survived behind walls and armed patrols, and any travel was inherently dangerous, as chimeras, drakes, and other myrvite predators often attacked caravans. These days, thanks to spell engines powering wards, and spell wagons that could clear out wild areas, travelers could move between the major cities without risk of dying, even if they didn’t take one of the magitech trains.

Artifice Design was just more presentations, but the only thing Mirian bothered to take notes on was Professor Torres’s critiques. Several of her peers had spent upwards of ten drachm—half of her monthly rent!—on their simple devices and still managed to make sub-par junk.

Arcane Mathematics wrapped up its final lesson. The exam would be after the weekend. Then, after the last exams and practicals, there would be a week of rest before the second quarter started. Mirian had already planned what classes she would take, and from whom. Sadly, Professor Jei was not teaching anything else. “Busy with project,” was all she’d say. Mirian thanked her for her wonderful teaching at the end of the lesson, and almost thought she saw Professor Jei smile—but no, she never did that.

Then it was Fifthday night, and all that lay before was the weekend.

Mirian went straight back to her dorm.

“Duels?” Lily asked her.

“Duels,” Mirian said, smiling. She changed into her duelist’s uniform, complete with the poofy pantaloons and fencing jacket. For Mirian, these possessions ranked just under her notebook and scribe’s pen as her most valued things. They were nice—far nicer than she could afford. The woven jacket had a layer of drake scales at the shoulders and chest, and the dueling gloves were wyvern leather, dyed black on the outside but with bright red palms. She’d won them as a prize in her preparatory school for finishing first in the region’s youth duelist tournament. “You want to come?”

Lily looked at the stacks of notes and books at her desk with tired disgust. “Yeah, hell, why not.”

There was nothing Mirian liked to do more on a Fifthday. Rapier dueling was a time-honored tradition for arcanists of every time, though the tradition was slowly withering as guns and spell engines made the sword a useless relic for anything practical. Torrviol Academy was one of the few institutions that still required it, though even they only required it for students looking to graduate as battlemages or combat sorcerers.

However, they strongly encouraged dueling, eximontar riding, and racing, and students obtained another honorific seal on their degree if they regularly entered into those events. A great deal of that was reputation. For a long time, Torrviol had produced not just any arcanists, but well-rounded and physically fit battlemages and combat sorcerers who were the mainstay of Baracuel’s armies. Graduating from Torrviol had usually meant being fast-tracked in the officer corps.

These days, it still was an important part of their reputation, but the relevance was quickly fading. Few soldiers were armed with swords. Still, Mirian loved dueling. For that time, she could forget all the pressure on her to perform, forget all the things she was supposed to do, and just fight.

They walked together toward the Stygalta Arena. This was a stadium built much like the ancient arenas, with towering brick walls encased in marble and huge pillars and arches. The capitals atop the columns were that of the stygalta owl, a predatory-looking bird with four wings and narrow eyes. The feathers evoked the same feeling as knives. Mirian had no idea why the stadium was named after that particular myrvite, but the theme of twisted feathers and blades stirred something in her.

The center of the arena was closed. It only opened during tournaments. On the outer ring, students were riding eximontar, those skeletal six-legged camel-like beasts that were so synonymous with Baracuel and magi. It was one of the few myrvites that could be domesticated and trained. Mana from the rider could be used to direct them, hence the connection to arcanists. Mirian had wanted one badly as a young girl, but had finally accepted that borrowing one from the academy was good enough. They were expensive to feed, since they only ate magical plants.

On the outside of the arena on the ground level, beneath the stands, the academy had made dozens of small rooms where students could train in dueling or fitness.

Mirian went to the quicksilver room where the highest rated combatants trained. She recognized Platus, one of the boys in her enchantments class whom she’d also known back in preparatory school. She was always amazed that he advanced each year, though she supposed “combat sorcerer” needed a lot less brains than the usual degrees. He had a body more fit for two-handed swords, but no one used those here.

She also recognized Liamar, by reputation the best swordsman in Torrviol, and that included the instructors. He was lithe and tall, his pale skin a sure sign that he came from the far north of Baracuel. It was rare to see him in the arena training rooms. Usually, he worked with his coach in a more private setting. Mirian hoped she would get to fight him today.

Warm-ups were ad hoc. There were ten circular areas to duel in. Mirian chose one, and found a stranger to bout with, while Lily took a seat to watch. Her roommate struck up a conversation with another group of students observing from the side, though Mirian couldn’t hear it. She practiced her parries and footwork. The dueling swords they used were heavily enchanted so that they were stopped the moment they would pierce flesh, and instead, a rotating red cylinder of glowing symbols by the tip announced a hit. That was one point. If the momentum wasn’t slowed sufficiently enough, or it only needed to be deflected, yellow light surrounded the blade, announcing a glancing blow, which only counted for a quarter of a point.

The first to five points won.

There was one other way to win: a direct strike that would otherwise pierce the heart or head encased the entire blade in a red field, signaling a killing blow. That was worth five points all by itself.

A director of athletics pulled duels by lot. A chalkboard listed a name and number for each of the participants, with tally marks for each victory. “Five and seven,” the director called.

Miran made a face. She was five. Seven, she had just seen, was Valen. Valen smiled when she saw her, that haughty smirk that said, I’m better than you, and I know it. Gods, Mirian hated that smirk.

Valen was four inches shorter than Mirian, which meant Mirian had the advantage in reach, but Valen was fast. Mirian tried to get in with a quick lunge, but Valen easily parried the attack then sent Mirian wheeling backward as she got under her guard. Mirian recovered, but then Valen gave a convincing feint that Mirian tried to parry, only to find her opponent’s blade planted firmly above her heart, glowing red.

“Bout,” the judge said, and Valen gave Mirian a head tilt and another condescending smile.

Mirian clenched her jaw and shook hands, then walked away.

“Ouch,” said Lily. “Bad luck, I guess.”

She didn’t really want the comment, she just wanted to rage, but she said, “Yeah, I guess,” and held it in.

“What’s with you two, anyways? You always look like you’re a moment away from scratching each other’s faces off.”

So it’s that obvious, is it?

“I don’t know,” Mirian said. “We had a group project together in our second year, and she insulted me at every turn. Then it felt like she was following me around, just looking to start a fight. She started rumors, then denied it to my face. It doesn’t matter how much I avoid her, she finds me.”

“Huh,” Lily said. “Have you tried talking to her about it?”

“Yeah,” Mirian muttered.

“What about the Academy?”

“It would just be one testimony against another. It’s not like I have any evidence.” She sighed. “Let’s talk about something else. Anything else.”

“Alchemistry. I’m taking it next quarter⁠—”

“Anything else but that. What else are you taking?”

“Advanced Spell Empowerment, if I can get in. There’s some strict entry requirements. I have to do a special spellcasting demonstration in front of a panel of professors next Thirdday.”

That made sense. Empowering a spell meant having a strong mastery of that spell, and a good understanding of your own mana capabilities. It was dangerous otherwise. Hell, with certain empowerments, it was dangerous even with mastery of the spell.

“What about you?” Lily asked.

Mirian was only half paying attention. Liamar’s first bout had just started, and Mirian was watching his footwork. He always stayed just out of reach, but was constantly testing the opponent with aggressive moments until one of them suddenly became the attack—and then it was over. His lunge was so fast, he didn’t even need to feint; it just hit his opponent in the face before they could parry or retreat. “Sorry, what? Right, classes. Uh, Alchemical Industry. It talks about everything from mana refineries to spell engines to the myric tech they power. And more artifice, of course.”

Then her number was called again, and Mirian made her way to her dueling circle.

This bout was more her style. They clashed several times, then Mirian started an aggressive series of attacks that pressed her opponent hard until they were forced out of the circle, awarding her a point. Then she did it again, except this time her opponent was so focused on making sure he didn’t retreat out of the circle again that she was able to slip by his guard and land a second hit. He changed tactics, trying to go on the offensive himself, but she moved out of his range, then parried and landed the riposte on his collar, just an inch too high to be considered lethal.

The last two points she got through glancing blows, which didn’t reset the bout, so she just kept accumulating quarter points by pressing him hard with flurries of attacks.

“Bout,” the judge called, and Mirian gave a respectful bow. Not a smirk, Valen, she thought.

“Nice,” Lily said when she sat down again.

“That’s how those usually go,” Mirian said, with no small amount of satisfaction in her voice.

“Selesia here was admiring your form,” Lily said, gesturing to the girl next to her. Selesia was a fourth-year student wearing the bronze tassels and the dark and light grays of her year.

Selesia blushed and said in a thick accent, “That’s not how I phrased it,” but Lily just laughed.

“So what brings you here?” Mirian said, ignoring her roommate.

“Oh, you know. Something to do on a Fifthday. I just like watching.”

For some reason, Lily found that even funnier.

Selesia, it turned out, regularly came to these events, but knew very little about them. She had transferred from one of the academies in Akana Praediar, hence her accent and unfamiliarity with the sport. Mirian was more than happy to explain. “The footwork is the most important part,” she said. “Watch Liamar there, for example. He always moves so he’s just out of range of his opponent. If the blade just barely misses, he doesn’t even have to bother parrying, and it’s easier to see your opponent’s body moving than figuring out whatever they’re going to do with their wrist and the blade.”

They went back and forth, then Liamar’s opponent overextended, trying to get that last bit of extra range. Liamar used a circle parry to drag her blade out of position, then gave a lightning riposte.

“If you want to watch a master at work, Liamar’s the best I’ve ever seen. He might be the best in Baracuel,” Mirian said.

They spent the rest of the evening there, with Mirian alternating between chatting and bouts. She lost to Liamar handily, but got two quarter points, which she considered an overwhelming victory on her part. Selesia was interesting to talk to because, despite Akana Praediar’s importance, Mirian knew only a little about it. She knew that it had been colonized by various peoples from Baracuel, and she knew it was now an industrial center where most spell engines were made, but not a lot more.

When Mirian ended her third bout, Selesia was explaining the basics to Lily: “It was like Baracuel, five hundred years ago. It was dozens of different kingdoms and republics, all constantly trading, warring, forming alliances, gaining and ceding territory. It never unified, though; that was its downfall. The Baracuel colonists that crossed the Rift Sea were ideologically committed to conquest. The nation of Akana Praediar emerged from them, and the other nations there fell, one by one. Now, there are only a few left, and they’re only partially sovereign. It’s… well, it’s a bit complicated. I’m both a citizen of Akana Praediar, and of the Takoa Republic, which is only semiautonomous.”

It all went past Mirian. She was thinking of her last bout. She’d won, but it had been close. Talk of politics and history were always a bit beyond her. She knew the five major countries, of course—known Enteria just wasn’t that big—but had trouble remembering even the history they’d covered in preparatory school.

“What brought you here?” Mirian asked. “I thought the academies in Akana Praediar were better than the schools here. All the richest students sail off to learn there now because they’re so much more prestigious.”

“Well. They wouldn’t take someone like me,” Selesia said, the scorn clear in her voice.

“Oh,” Mirian said. She knew exactly what Selesia was talking about, too. Prejudice was everywhere in Baracuel, too. For all her life, Mirian could remember people taunting her or excluding her because they thought she was from Persama. The stupid thing was, she wasn’t even from Persama, she just had slightly darker skin than the average Baracueli. Sometimes people got nicer when she told them that, but why did they even judge people on their looks in the first place?

After Mirian’s last bout, Mirian packed her dueling jacket into her bag and put on the usual jacket, then the three of them went off to one of the Torrviol diners. Part of their tuition covered one free meal a day, and Mirian almost always made hers dinner.

Selesia was still nattering on about history: “… and the founders knew that to really accumulate expertise, they had to ensure the students were focused on nothing but their studies, so they banned alcohol and gambling, but provided free meals to each student. Back then, that was a commitment, because Torrviol was on the border wilds, so the farms were constantly being attacked by myrvites….”

The dining hall itself was, like a lot of the buildings, at least six hundred years old. The pillars holding up the roof were genuine marble, and the ceilings ornately carved wood, though the bright colors on it had faded to almost nothing through the years. By the kitchens, the ceiling was a sooty black from all the smoke that had missed the chimneys and wafted into the rafters. Now, the kitchens were outfitted with simple spell engine stoves that were smokeless. Today, the room wafted with the scent of boiling fish and sizzling baduka boar. It was always crowded around dinnertime, though by now it was late enough the students packing the place had thinned out to a reasonable number. For another hour, they ate and chatted about classes and life.

They walked back to the dorms together, parting when they got to the place in the road where it split off to the different buildings. Selesia said her goodbyes, and Lily and Mirian headed back to their place.

“She was nice,” Mirian said.

“I think she likes you,” Lily said.

Mirian blinked. “What?”

“I’m just saying.” Then, seeing Mirian’s expression, she laughed. “Well, I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

“What are you even talking about?” Mirian said. “We were just talking!”

“You didn’t see how she was looking at you?”

“Like what?” Mirian was flustered. She’d dated someone in preparatory school, so she wasn’t totally oblivious to how that sort of thing worked just… well, she was pretty oblivious.

But it couldn’t have been that obvious, right?

“Well…” Lily began, but then as they opened the door to their room, she stopped.

The clay stopper Mirian had fashioned had eroded, and now, in addition to the bed being soaked, the sheets had a slick sheen of clay on them and the ceiling was sagging where the plaster had been drenched.

“Oh, for the Gods’ sake!” she cried out.


5
What a Mess



There was a lot to be done after that, but doing it all did little. Housing services was closed, maintenance was closed, and none of the custodians could be found. The sheets needed to be washed to get the clay and plaster out, and not just by a machine, so Mirian set those aside.

The curses of “where the hell is this water even coming from?” ended up being answered by an exploration of the third floor: The empty room directly above was part of the building’s utilities, and the strange hole had sliced through a small copper pipe leading to the water heater. A small stream of water had been hissing out of it the whole time.

Her next rant was along the lines of: “I have repair page, repair cloth, repair pen, but nothing on pipes or ceilings. Why don’t I have a repair spell on pipes or ceilings? What in the five hells even does that to a building?” It was late, and she was tired; it was not her best rant, but the frustration had her muttering to herself. The bed was hopeless; there was no way she was going to sleep on it, and a second round of trying to find a custodian or someone to help fix it led nowhere. Lily didn’t have any spells that were relevant either, so they put the tin container up on the third floor to block the hole there and wrapped the pipe in cloth, though that only made the water drip onto the floor slower, and it was still managing to get under the tin.

By then, the crisis had attracted five more students in the dorms, but no one seemed to have anything useful for plugging leaks. It was all a bit ridiculous. It wasn’t like they needed specialized tools or silver. Tar, caulk, and a bit of hemp cloth could do the trick, but there was none to be found.

Mirian stormed off to the library. “I’ll be back when I can find a proper repair spell,” she said.

The guard at the main door of Bainrose listened to her explanation—more of a yelling session—for about five minutes, then opened the door, probably more to shut her up than anything. The library was one of the few buildings always open to students anyways, though usually it was for studying rather than maintenance. The librarian was, of course, absent, because why would things be easy? Mirian knew the library’s classification system for spells, so she went off to find it herself.

This was no easy task. All the spells and research texts needed for a given class were brought to the first and second floors, so students had easy access. All the other books were in the basement levels. The basements had originally been catacombs, actually built before Bainrose Castle, and though a great deal of digging and refurbishment had been done (as well as moving all the old skeletons, with priests overseeing the transfer), the place was still an absolute maze.

One would have thought that a simple fire spell could harden the clay she had, but with the surrounding plaster damaged, the author warned the water would just seep around. So it was on to the next book.

Practical Spellology 2 had a simple repair metal spell, but it required a specific kind of ink for the glyph, which she didn’t have. All glyphs were made using the powdered spell-organ of some sort of myrvite, and the school sold these inks in bulk to the students so they could practice making the glyphs they needed for each spell. She had dozens of inks, but of course she didn’t have that one. The Academy Supply Shop wouldn’t open until Firstday. She wasn’t waiting two more days for that nonsense.

The spell-organ she needed was baduka boar tusk (hadn’t she just eaten baduka boar for dinner?), and then she would need a bit of copper. The copper she had, only it was in thin wire. Could she wrap up the broken pipe and then melt it a bit instead?

She went searching for a melt metal spell.

Paging through Flexible Spellbook Composition for the Practical Mage, she found an interesting section that caught her attention. Most of the time, when you wrote a spell in a spellbook, you put the glyphs in the exact order you wanted to use them in to cast the spell. This prevented a lot of terrible accidents. This author recommended creating an array of commonly used glyphs, and depending on the order used, one page could contain dozens of spells, rather than just a few simple ones or one complex spell.

As she was reading though, the exhaustion of the day hit her. She told herself she’d just close her eyes for a moment.
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When she awoke, it was dark. The lights in the basement levels were dimmed for night, and the spell-candle she’d been using had gone out, the tiny lantern spell long expired. The book she’d been reading lay in her hands, still open.

First she thought, What time is it? Then she thought, Gods, what year is it? It was one of those kinds of naps. Then she thought, What’s that noise?

There was a scuffling sound, nearly inaudible. Was that what had woken her?

A shadow passed in front of one of the lights as something moved between the shelves. Still groggy, Mirian started to move to rub the sleep from her eyes, then froze. She’d expected another student, or maybe the guard out front who was wondering why it had taken her Gods knew how many hours to find a book on repairing pipes.

It was not. The figure was dressed in all black, a deep cowl covering their face. When they walked, their soft boots were silent, but then they would hit a part of the uneven floor and make the slightest sound.

Another damned cloaked figure.

Or the same one?

Fear gripped her first, and she wanted to sink into the chair. She had the feeling that something like this had happened before, and it was hard to put into words the dread she felt as the dark figure approached.

Then she realized that with her spell-candle out, there was little light shining on her. By a trick of the angles, she was wrapped in shadow, and whoever was approaching didn’t see her.

When she was very young, Mirian had been startled by a sparrow. The bird had suddenly been within inches of her, tweeting and flapping as it took off. Her mother had explained that the bird had been there the whole time, she just hadn’t seen it because it was so still.

Mirian was still. She held her breath as the figure approached her and didn’t even blink. A thought occurred to her: What if the person was wearing goggles of night-sight? There were several expensive devices with that enchantment. Or they might just know the spell. She thought about bolting.

The stranger passed her. She waited until they were out of sight and had rounded the corner to start breathing again.

Curiosity gripped her second. It was a damned curse, but something weird was going on, and she needed to get some sort of hint—some understanding—of what. Cloaked figures skulking about was something that was only supposed to happen in the mystery novels she read to relax. Why were there people like that in Torrviol, and how had the guards not caught these obvious burglars?

Silently, she rose and put the book she was holding back on the shelf. That was basic courtesy. Then she tiptoed after the cloaked figure.

Before she rounded the shelf, she looked right around the corner. At first, she didn’t see them, then the movement caught her eye again and she watched as their dark cloak ducked between two other shelves. She checked around to make sure there wasn’t anyone else, then checked where the lights were. Instead of going between the shelves they had, she went one shelf over so that her silhouette wouldn’t pass between the figure and the light. This might be the dumbest thing she’d ever done, but she wasn’t going to be stupid about it.

At the end of the shelf, she had to wait again before the movement caught her eye. The figure was heading toward a door she’d never been through. She wasn’t even sure she’d seen the door before.

A little voice in her head told her, Go get the guard, get out, run, it’s too dangerous, you’ll get in trouble, but another part of her was resolute. And what good would getting the guard be anyways? The last one had ignored her.

She hesitated at the door. It led down, obviously. But what was under the third basement level of the library? She had no idea.

The figure apparently had found a key, because the glyph-lock was simply open. Just beyond the door was the top of the stairs. It was a long spiral staircase, but made of solid stone. She considered that the figure might be waiting for her at the bottom, but dismissed the thought and cautiously proceeded. Each step down sent her heart pounding, and the world became darker. For a time, she was in almost total darkness, just stepping down and down, wondering if there was an end, or if she’d slipped into some strange arcane trap and was now walking an endless stair. Was that even possible? Her anxiety said yes, but her resolution said no.

At last, a faint light showed the edge of the steps. Mirian reached the bottom, where a thick iron door had been wedged open by a book, bending the spine. Whoever they were, they weren’t a good person. Through the crack, she could see the room beyond.

This basement floor was nothing like the refurbished catacombs above. The construction was totally different, with huge, vaulted ceilings, but not like the ones of Bainrose Castle above. The vaulting looked absolutely modern, with thin lines of shining steel lining the stone and panels of glyphs. Only, most of the glyphs were eroded. Only a few were illuminated with arcane energy.

Beyond, there was a massive door, at least five stories tall and made of solid stone. Mirian gaped at it. She’d gone down a lot of steps, but she didn’t realize just how many. How was something this colossal beneath Bainrose? The door was made of solid rock, which struck her as stupid. It had to be impossibly heavy. The entire thing was carved in swirling designs. It was as intricate as it was abstract; there were parts that looked like wings or eyes, and others that looked like monstrous faces had been melted like candle wax and dripped down. Other parts looked like creatures frozen in battle, but by some trick of the sinuous design, she couldn’t tell what kind of creatures. It didn’t look like any architecture she recognized.

At the foot of the door was a spell engine, a big one the size of a carriage, though it looked minuscule next to that colossal door. Brass and steel pipes connected it to one of the glyph panels by the door. That was what the cloaked figure was studying. She could see it was a he, now, with pale skin and blond hair. Was he from north Baracuel? Or Akana Praediar? He was furiously writing in a notebook.

The man stopped, then looked her way.

Mirian froze, her heart pounding.

Now she ran.

She stumbled twice on the dark steps, then slowed, listening for the sound of pursuit. The iron door below creaked open, the hinges oiled, but the weight of the heavy door apparent. She froze, then quietly kept ascending, willing her feet to just be softer, because in the silence, she could just hear them. Was he running after her? Had he cast a spell of silence so she wouldn’t hear?

She quickened her pace, wincing at the subtle echoes ringing through the spiral staircase. There was a noise below. Now he definitely was pursuing; his heavy footsteps echoed up.

She made it to the top and dashed to one of the nearby stairs, different from the one the cloaked man had used. At the first floor, though, she froze. An idea wormed its way into her, and she seized it. She kept going, up one of the side towers to the second floor. She crept off to the side to a dark section, crouched down, and peered through banisters—and waited.

The waiting was intolerable, especially with all the adrenaline pumping through her, but she took deep breaths to slow her racing mind and watched.

Finally, one of the first-floor doors opened and a man walked out. She blinked. This man had dark brown hair—but it was the same cloak she’d seen. It was the same man, she was sure of it, but he must have used some sort of illusion.

He looked around, striding out in the open with total confidence. That got her heart pounding again, because Mirian knew then she was right. It was confirmed a moment later when the man moved past the night librarian and to the front door. He said something then, first to the woman, then to the guard. The wards and walls of Bainrose were designed to eat sound, so though she could hear that they were talking, the words were all unintelligible.

If she had been able to hear them, it probably wouldn’t have mattered. A deep chill ran through Mirian. What would have happened if she had told the guard? Would they be locking her up? Or worse?

Something was going on in Torrviol Academy. But who could she tell? The guards were apparently in on it. The night librarian was in on it. Viridian hadn’t believed her. Or was he in on it too?

Hiding in the shadows, she felt paralyzed. What could she do? What the hells could she do?

The problem was, the man wasn’t leaving, and it wasn’t like the entrance was going to get less guarded. There was also the problem that the guard had seen her come in, and she’d left a definite impression. What if they recognized her later? The guard at the entrance had gotten a good look at her, but the cloaked man hadn’t. She needed to do something that would make them dismiss her as a target.

Well, there was another exit. She’d heard rumors of students taking it in one of those endless quests young adults took to make their mark on the world.

She headed toward the museum wing. It was on the third floor, and no one was around. The main exhibit was locked up, but the tower with the latrine was just off of that—and it wasn’t. She walked up to the latrine, and opened the lid.

Then she walked down to the first floor and strode through the main hall. The guard, cloaked man, and librarian were all waiting, and all watched her as she approached. She held her head high, and walked with a wild confidence she did not at all feel. When she was near, the cloaked man and the guard each took a step forward, but she said, “You would not believe what just happened. There’s another student—she must have been studying? Bit weird at this hour. She was hollering about being chased. Wouldn’t talk to me at all, just kept saying she had to get out. I think she ran up to the museum wing? I was like, ‘That’s not the exit,’ but she didn’t listen. Weird, right?”

The guard and the cloaked man stopped and shared a glance.

“Anyways, I think I found a solution to my problem. Have a good night!” And she walked by them, heart hammering.

They didn’t follow. The cloaked man said something and walked toward the museum wing. With any luck, they’d see the open latrine and think this mysterious student they were hunting—a mysterious student who, importantly, was not her—had climbed down the narrow passage. People had climbed up them in old sieges, and that was before they’d all been cleaned, so it was completely possible.

She managed to make it across the empty courtyard and round the corner before she fell to the ground shaking. Her adrenaline was out of control, and for a minute, she just sat there and trembled. She breathed deeply, trying to control herself. Mirian hadn’t felt this out of control for years—since she was a kid. What had gotten into her? And also—what had she been thinking? What she’d just done was insane!

It took a minute longer to calm her breathing and to get her hands to stop shaking.

As she walked in the dark toward the dorms, eyes darting side to side because she was still expecting something, Mirian thought about what she was supposed to do about it all. The guards of a city were supposed to be trustworthy. Baracuel had higher powers, though. The Crown Bureau and the Arcane Praetorians both handled crimes and criminals that city guards couldn’t. Then there was the Deeps. Well, it was actually called the Department of Public Security, but that was an annoying mouthful, and everyone knew it was the spies and secret police of the government. It was full of the people who hid in the deep shadows, hence: Deeps.

She had no idea how to contact any of them.

She had no idea how to describe any of it without sounding like a lunatic.

And what if the conspiracy went deeper than that? Maybe it was better to keep her head down.

When she got back to her dorm, Lily was asleep. She changed into her nightclothes, then went to one of the common rooms to sleep in a chair, since her bed was still soaked.

She didn’t get much sleep.


6
The Quarter Ends



Mirian spent four hours of Sixthday, which was supposed to be a day off, harassing the staff at Housing, then another two hours in Maintenance. She could not begin to fathom why it was so hard to get them to send someone to deal with a broken pipe and a flooded room, but at last she got one of the workers to follow her out to the third floor. Immediately upon seeing the severed pipe and the sagging floorboards around the hole, he said, “This is terrible! Why didn’t someone come out sooner?”

She wanted to scream, but instead she just smiled and said, “Well, I did try to get them to.”

The man squinted at the hole, first looking up where it had pierced the roof, then down where it had gone through three floors. “What did this? I’ve never seen a hole so clean. Did you cast a spell or something?”

“I’m flattered you think I have the capability. No, I was asleep when it happened.”

“Did something… hit you?”

“No,” she said.

“Are you sure you didn’t… I mean, I’ve heard of mages who cast a spell in their sleep. Maybe you had a nightmare and did it on accident?”

Pure hogwash. Mirian had learned that was impossible in Arcane Foundations 101, and she told him as much. The man finally left to go organize a crew and materials. Maybe the artisan mage on the team could explain it to him.

Her sheets were ruined. There was simply no getting the clay and plaster that had caked into them out, and a spell that could target and selectively move only the offending material was surprisingly difficult. That is, the cost of the ink she would need to write the glyphs to perform the spell, or the cost to hire a mage that could do it, would exceed the cost of new sheets. Parting with the silver at the bedding shop pained her, but it was a necessary expense.

Then she hurried to the other shops for those other annoying things she needed like “food” and “school supplies.” She splurged on buying two small copper sheets, just in case whatever maintenance was doing didn’t take, or another mysterious hole formed.

In her errands, Mirian had also acquired baduka boar ink, so she spent the evening transcribing heat metal and form metal spells into her spellbook. Since her room was currently being occupied by three artisans, she did this in one of the common rooms, annoyed at the noisy students who kept disrupting her concentration. Mirian was glad at least the flooding hadn’t damaged her spellbook or her notebook—she didn’t know what she would have done if that had happened.

She ate alone in the cafeteria, not at all in the mood to say anything to anyone. At night, she slept in one of the chairs in the common room again, and slept poorly.

Seventhday, she studied. She still had her Myrvite Ecology and Arcane Mathematics finals next week, before the break started. Again, they were still doing construction in her room to replace the damaged ceiling, so she stayed in the commons. She couldn’t bring herself to return to Bainrose Castle Library.

After dinner, Mirian went off to the Luminate temple.

The temple was another of the truly ancient structures, at least two thousand years old. It had been repaired, remodeled, and expanded dozens of times. It was placed where the edge of the Academy met the town of Torrviol proper, north of the Market Forum. The nearby Artificer’s Tower was a bit taller than it, but the Temple had a certain presence to it that made it seem bigger than it was. It was hard to pinpoint which feature made it feel so different from even the other ancient buildings. Perhaps it was the huge pillars at the entrance and the colossal letters in old Cuelsin, unreadable but familiar. Or perhaps it was the dynamic reliefs of the Gods that emerged from the walls, that made it seem like the Gods might step from the stone itself at any moment. Perhaps it was the dark cavernous entrance, beyond which only candles flickered, so that when one entered it was as though they stepped into a night with flickering fires for stars.

The temple Mirian had gone to as a child had made her feel small too, though it had been nowhere near as grand. Her family had not been especially devout, but they had taught her the importance of visiting the Gods once every Seventhday. Almost everyone in Baracuel belonged to the Luminate Order. The priest gave his sermon about the benevolence of Ominian, but she only half-listened. It was much the same as other sermons she’d heard. She left much the way she’d come—head bowed, speaking to no one.

“You doing okay?” Lily said when the construction was finally done and they were both back in their dorm room.

“Yeah,” said Mirian. Lily gave her a look that said I know that’s not true, but since it was clear Mirian didn’t want to talk about it, she dropped it.

Mirian lay down to sleep, but instead stared at the ceiling, thoughts racing. She liked understanding things. What bothered her most about these strange infiltrators in the academy was that she didn’t understand what they were doing. What is this even all about?

Her trust in authority was also being rapidly eroded. All her life, she’d followed the rules and done what she was told. She had thought of city guards as protectors. Were they?

She distracted herself by listing off myrvite species and interactions that would appear on her exam, refusing to think about the problem because she couldn’t think of a solution and didn’t want it to keep bothering her. Bog lion, habitat: swamps, marshes, and nearby forests. Carnivore. Likes to hunt baduka boar. Spell-organ is the algae-like mane. Baduka boar, habitat: swamps, marshes, forests. Likes thick underbrush. Tusks are spell-organ, and have a special interaction with the metal iron that allows them to pass through it easily. Eats mushrooms and roots; especially likes magical mushrooms like golden cap. Chimeras. Actually a category of any infertile but magical animals that are a composite of traits…

Eventually, she drifted off.

She dreamed again of that strange throne with the colossal statue on it, except this time the huge needles that had pierced it were gone. The black ichor around the wounds had hardened and now resembled obsidian. Now, the wounds leaked a violet vapor, the gas drifting in lazy wispy clouds. There was a faint light that seemed to suffuse the temple, but there was no sound. Unease gripped her as she stood in that room.

The nails in Mirian’s alarm candle clanked onto the metal sheet, and she woke with a groggy groan.

“Last two exams,” Lily said hopefully.

“Yeah. Good thing, too.” Again, she had not slept well.

It was drizzling again, so Mirian appreciated the excuse to keep her cloak’s hood on and her head down. Best to stay anonymous, she remembered her father saying.

She hung her cloak and sat down in Myrvite Ecology without a word. Professor Viridian looked tired, and for once, he didn’t have a neat plant to show off. Exam day, she supposed. He made a short speech about how much he enjoyed teaching them, though his heart didn’t seem to be in it like it normally was, and then passed out the exam.

The exam itself was interesting. The first few pages were questions about ecology diagrams and terms. Then, it posed a novel problem for them to solve: Local wyverns were harassing and killing local sheep and eximontar, much to the chagrin of the farmers and nobility. However, the mages in the area needed to preserve the wyvern population, as it was a crucial supply of wings for the local artificer’s guild. How to proceed? That was the crux of it. He also listed a bunch of other information that at first seemed irrelevant, but was actually critical to the problem.

The eximontar would need to graze in the nearby forest, or they wouldn’t have the magical plants they needed to live. That, in turn, meant there was less food for various magical herbivores that the wyverns depended on, which was why they were flying into town to get easy prey there.

There wasn’t any one solution, as far as she could tell, just a bunch of compromises, some of which people might find tolerable, some of which would pick only the interests of one group to protect. Mirian tried to describe a plan of limited forest grazing and changes in land use that was balanced enough, making sure to elaborate on the ecological connections.

Then, it was off to Arcane Mathematics.

Professor Jei only stayed for a moment, then handed the class off to two proctors who distributed the exam. The way she hurried out of the classroom made Mirian think she must be busy indeed with whatever special project she was working on. Again, she wondered what it was.

The ecology exam had been easy to engage with; this one was a struggle. Mirian liked mathematics, but poor sleep required her to reread each question, and several times she found herself getting answers that were at least a magnitude off of what they should be. It was time consuming to go back through, and each question only got harder. By page four, she was beginning to suspect that they hadn’t even covered some of the required material, and the single problem on page five had her staring and blinking while she tried to figure out how to even begin. She had thought she knew the material at least decently, but now she wasn’t so sure.

She kept working until the bell tower chimed out the hour. Her only solace was that everyone else in the class was working too. In the back, someone was softly sobbing. Mirian sympathized as she handed her test in.

Usually, there was a sense of relief when the quarter was over, but Mirian just felt useless, like she’d worked all the time and wasn’t even sure if anything had resulted from it. At least she didn’t need this specific class to graduate, but it would impact her accolades. She was also sad she hadn’t been able to thank Professor Jei. She was a hard teacher, but Mirian still liked her.

Exhausted, she headed back to her dorm.
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With all her exams done, Mirian was able to take Secondday to recuperate, then Thirdday was registration for the next quarter and the official start of a break. She wrote a letter to her mother and father, and included a sketch for her little brother, Zayd. This one was of the Artificer’s Tower. It wouldn’t arrive any time soon; Mirian’s family lived about as far southeast as one could be and still be in Baracuel. Arriroba was also a small enough town it wasn’t on most maps, and there still wasn’t a train that connected to it, so it always took about a month for mail to travel there.

Registration went smoothly. She signed up for another Artifice Design course from Professor Torres as well as an Artifice Physics class from Professor Endresen. She hadn’t had her before, but heard she was good and fair. Mirian also signed up for Spell Engine Alchemistry, which was another newer class that would certainly give her a leg up in getting work in a spell engine factory. Once again, though, the enchantment class she needed was full—except for one course from Professor Eld. She grimaced at the thought of having him for another quarter, but there wasn’t much alternative. She only had two quarters left before she graduated, and most of the classes she needed were requirements.

The last class she took was related to spell engines, but not quite about them. It was Geoarcanology, with this course aimed at arcanists who needed to know more about myrvite fossils and where to find them. That also seemed to be a skill in high demand. Back in her hometown of Arriroba, she had constantly watched expeditions pass through on their way south to Persama. For whatever reason, that region was where almost all the myrvite fossils were. Of course, it wasn’t a simple matter to retrieve them; the locals were often hostile, and she’d learned in her schooling the region was full of conflict. Occasionally, the raids would spill into south Baracuel, and the army would be sent out to crack skulls until things calmed down again.

She didn’t know much about the history or the politics of it all, but at the very least, it seemed wise to learn a skill that was in such high demand.

For the next few days, she just tried to relax. She went running in the Mage’s Grove, where beautiful nature trails snaked through a well-kept wood. She went dueling in the Stygalta Arena. She read, and talked with Lily.

It took her a few days, but she finally worked up the courage to visit Bainrose Castle again. After all, she would need the books there, it wasn’t like she could afford her own copies. She didn’t know what she expected. Something… dramatic? Strange? Cloaked figures crawling from between the shelves with knives?

None of the terrible things she imagined happened. It was as it always was: packed with busy students, researchers, and visiting guests. She found copies of her textbooks and checked them out. The librarian didn’t glare at her suspiciously. The bored guard standing by the entrance didn’t tackle her. Before she left though, curiosity gripped her.

She went up a floor and walked by the museum.

The lavatory tower was locked. A sign indicated they were doing restoration work inside. That was, by her estimation, total bullshit.

It made her feel better, strangely. It hadn’t all been a crazy hallucination. It was real.

Mirian left. It was comforting to know she wasn’t crazy, but also comforting to get the hells out of there. She made herself a little nest of blankets and pillows by the heater in her dorm building’s upper commons room and started reading through next quarter’s textbooks.


7
New Quarter



The break passed far too quickly, and soon enough, Mirian found herself walking to class with Lily. By now, the weather had finally turned, so a light snowfall had coated Torrviol in a beautiful blanket of white. Lily, who had grown up with snow, found it annoying. Mirian, who had only ever seen it in the mountains of her home province, couldn’t stop appreciating the beauty of it. The way the snow muted the sounds of the morning, the way it turned the pre-dawn world gray and smooth.

She tried explaining this to Lily, unsuccessfully.

“It just means more ice to slip on,” Lily said.

“But just—just look at it!” Mirian said. “The world all… matches. It’s organized. Clean. I know, I know that beneath it all, there’s still all the mud and trash, and I know it gets all gross later, but the first snowfall… it’s so nice. And it’s spooky, but in a good way.”

“Did I mention my enchanted glasses can’t see ice as well as eyes can?”

“Oh. Really? Well, sorry.”

“I should just get ice-climbing boots with the metal spikes and just eat all the dress-code violation demerits.”

Mirian laughed at that.

Lily went off to Advanced Spell Empowerment. She’d passed the prerequisite examination, which they’d both rejoiced about during the break. Mirian went off to Artifice Design 426. This was a far less lecture-heavy class. That also, thankfully, meant fewer students.

Professor Torres had brought a spellrod to the class. “Artifice has come to be synonymous with spell engines, but it actually precedes even spellbooks. Our first project will be designing a spellrod. This one is five hundred years old,” she said, as way of introduction.

The class murmured about that. It looked new. The rod was mostly solid brass, with thin tubes and lacquered pieces twisting around the outside like a musical instrument. The head of it was a polished green stone, with a quartz tip at the end.

“Rods are still used in Persama. This one is from before the dissolution of the old empire, which might give pause to your idea that time is a forward march of progress. All that is done can be undone, but this is not a history class. Nevertheless, a spellrod is both durable and flexible. Wands only have a single pathway and cast a single spell. A rod can achieve the same efficiencies but can contain dozens of spells if designed properly. I don’t expect anyone in the class to produce this kind of mastery, but you will need to draw heavily from what you know about alchemistry and enchantment.”

Professor Torres then launched into an explanation of the inner workings of the spellrod, complete with an illusionary diagram that shimmered in the air by the podium. Each rotating ring on the spellrod moved around a chain of glyphs and connected to gold mana channels. With clever design, the artisan had made it so that each combination of rotations led to a different spell. This spellrod had eighty spells it could cast, which was impressive.

Mirian blinked. One of the books she’d seen in the library talked about the concept. As she wrote her notes, she tried to remember the title. Her thoughts drifted, and she missed some of the lecture.

“… sure that you plan and document your design. If you create something that would explode if I try to use it, you will fail the project. You rod will need at least nine possible spells.”

The rest of the lecture covered some of the theory behind effective design and the material physics. Then, they started working on designs, with Torres roaming about giving suggestions.

Her next class with Professor Eld went about as well as the first. Eld’s contempt for his audience always came across in his lectures. Unlike Torres, he wasn’t going to give interesting projects, only rote practice and a lot of scathing comments. Mirian bore it, because she needed to. Eld was an ass, but glyphs were the foundation of the arcane professions.

Mirian’s third class of the day was with Professor Atger, a man who looked like he’d stepped out of a board room. His silvered hair was freshly combed, and unlike the other professors who wore their normal clothes under the Academy jacket, he wore a full dress uniform.

His lectures on spell engine alchemistry were straight from the textbook, though. Mirian was a bit disappointed. He’d said he’d worked on spell engines, so she’d hoped he might lecture on his own experiences.

After the lecture, though, she ran into Nicolus. Again, there were three girls practically mobbing him, but he said something and they fell back. He motioned that Mirian should join him. “Our one class together, Nurea says. We’ll need to study for this one,” he said. “He’s reading⁠—”

“—straight from the textbook,” Mirian finished.

“And the textbook is shit,” Nicolus said. “Not my opinion, by the way, that’s the opinion of Professor Torres, and she ought to know.”

“Huh. Yeah, she would. How did you find that out?”

“One of my cousins on my father’s side works in the administrative office in the Artificer’s Tower, two doors down from her office. They talk.”

“That’s lucky.”

“Sort of,” Nicolus said. “You shake enough trees, you’re bound to get fruit eventually. I happen to have a family of tree-shakers. Does Secondday and Fourthday after five o’clock work for you?”

Mirian checked her notebook. “Yeah.”

“Hah! You even have a schedule in there. Right, same place. Nurea already has a list of books to look at. We’ll divvy ’em up and explain them to each other. I’ve also got one more joining us, real smart kid. Now I’ve gotta run.” Nicolus sighed, and gestured behind him at the girls. “Drama.”

The geology classes of the Academy didn’t have their own special building, just a section of one. Class was just southeast of the Kiroscent Dome, and just north of the Market Forum where Torrviol stopped being an academy and started being a small but prosperous town.

The professor of Geoarcanology, Holvatti, looked a lot like a clone of Atger, only slightly paler and with more of a hunched posture. He also had thick glasses, and casually wore a hand-lens that dangled off a lanyard around his neck.

The spell engine he used was an older one, but the illusions of geologic rock layers and short animations showing how rock layers got formed were clear and informative.

The lecture felt more like a business presentation than anything academic, with Professor Holvatti constantly mentioning “return on investment” and “energy return ratios.” Apparently, he had been a part of Baracuel’s Bureau of Industry after several expeditions to Persama. The information was simple and concise, and Mirian found it all interesting. Apparently, myrvite fossils had only formed during a specific period of time, after something called the “Inundation Period.” And apparently, Persama had not always been mostly desert. Holvatti mentioned finding huge palm leaf imprints in the rock, and fossils of jungle raptors and jaguars now only found in Tlaxhuaco. That was interesting to imagine. She drew a little picture of a jaguar looking confused in a desert.

Mirian was glad that the class felt straightforward enough. It needed quite a bit of trigonometry, but only some basic calculus, and most of it was just conceptual, which was easy for her.

Her last class of the day was Arcane Physics, which was back in the Artificer’s Tower. Based on her silvering hair, Professor Endresen seemed about as old as the other two professors, but she carried herself very differently. When she spoke about researching arcane energy flows, it was with an unrestrained passion, like if she wasn’t speaking to students in a lecture hall, she might be out in the Market Forum explaining it to the crowd, whether they were willing or not. Her pale skin and accented Friian placed her firmly in the far north of Baracuel.

“The other forces of the universe are quite straightforward,” Endresen was saying. “Heat and kinetic energy can be modeled with very simple equations. Gravity is simple as well, with the Divir Anomaly excepted. But the arcane force is absurdly complex. How is it that an illusion spell can create the complex light and sound of what a person has imagined or drawn? Arcane is energy malleable, and even a simple light requires the mana to briefly use the arcane force first. We can do these things, but our understanding is only at a superficial level. The research questions here are notoriously difficult to study, yet there can be no path forward but to attempt to. To succeed in this class, though, you must become comfortable asking questions to which there might be no answer.”

Fortunately, though Professor Endresen was constantly making dramatic statements about the mysteries of the universe and the condition of humanity, she also did teach them facts, not just intriguing questions. “To be clear,” she told them, “what I am telling you is based on our best evidence. Many times, in research, we discover something we thought was true is not. We understand magic and physics far better than we did a few centuries ago, but even fundamental truths can be uprooted. It will only be those with open minds, who truly consider the reality before them, who will make discoveries.”

In many ways, Professor Endresen was the exact opposite of Atger. She presented almost no information that was in the textbook. When a student asked about this at the end of class as they were all gathering their things to leave, she said, “Why would I repeat what you read? If you want the information again, read it again. I’m here to tell you what the textbook cannot.”

“It helps me to hear the information, though,” the student protested.

“Then read it out loud,” she said, and Mirian had to stop herself from laughing as she left the classroom.
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The second day of classes went much the same as the first. This time, Nicolus wasn’t waiting beneath the archway. Mirian stood around awkwardly, waiting to see if he’d show up, then realized he probably was already in the study room and went off to find him.

“Mirian! This is the guy I was telling you about. Xipuatl.”

“Close,” Xipuatl said.

Nicolus just laughed. “I’m never going to get it right. There’s a phoneme he uses I just can’t even hear.”

“Good to meet you, Xipuatl,” Mirian said, shaking his hand. He had a firm grip.

He said, “Well, she got it right.” Xipuatl was obviously Tlaxhuacan. His dark skin and facial features would have said as much if his name hadn’t. There weren’t many in the Torrviol Academy. Really, there weren’t many in all of Baracuel.

“His family was Tlaxhuacan nobility, and so when contact was reestablished between Baracuel and Tlaxhuaco, his family married into Baracuel nobility. I had no idea that was even a thing until I met him,” Nicolus said.

Xipuatl scoffed. “‘Reestablished contact’ has got to be the worst euphemism for what happened I’ve heard.”

“That’s the term they used in my history class,” Nicolus laughed. “They did worse, too.”

Mirian wasn’t quite following.

Xipuatl rolled his eyes. “Let’s get started,” he said.

Sire Nurea, whose facial expression had not changed from “unamused” the whole time, started distributing a cart full of library books to the table, which they all started paging through. After an hour of reading and skimming, plus some discussion, they decided on one textbook and two supplements to focus on.

“This one of the ones Professor Torres suggested?” Xipuatl asked.

“She suggested all of them,” Nurea said. “Called it ‘a good start.’”

“Gods,” Nicolus said. “I wonder what it would have been like to be in a class with her. Anyone with an ego about being smart would have had to just slice their wrists open right then and there.”

“Anyone can read books. It’s just one of many paths to mastery,” Xipuatl said. “And one that’s often overstated. No book I’ve read has been as instructional as actually practicing with magic.”

“That’s more expensive,” Mirian said, thinking of all the artifice designs she’d like to practice, but couldn’t afford to. And thinking of that crazy-old rod Professor Torres had.

“You need both, though. Practice and theory. That’s what held back Tlaxhuaco. All practice, no theory. Their shamans couldn’t compete with battlemages, which is why they had to cede so much.”

“A total misinterpretation of the historical facts,” Xipuatl rebutted. “The reason they lost was Baracuel’s militarism, honed by five hundred years of warring with each other. It was that their magic was all for war. They still can’t compete with Tlaxhuaco’s druids.” He paused, then said, “Druid’s the technical translation, based on the fifteen categories of magic, not our term. And our farming practices are also superior.”

Nicolus held up his hand. “Sorry, sorry. I wasn’t trying to start anything.”

“Well, it’s one of the reasons I’m interested in academia,” Xipuatl said. “A great deal of Tlaxhuaco knowledge needs to be integrated into the theoretical frameworks Baracuel established.”

Nicolus leaned back in his chair, tapping the table thoughtfully. “Do you think it shifts the paradigm like spell engines did?”

“Not in the same way. Spell engines have their own problems, though.”

“Oh?”

“What happens when the fossilized myrvite that fuels them runs out?” Xipuatl asked.

“Well, we’ll have to solve that in a few hundred years, won’t we?”

Xipuatl made a grunting noise that indicated he still had problems with that answer, but by that point, everyone was tired, so they left.

The two boys bickered, but it was an otherwise solid study group. She appreciated how seriously they both took their studies. It was only the second day, but for once, Mirian felt like she had a pretty good grasp on the quarter.


8
Life Goes On…



The rest of Mirian’s week went smoothly. Each day she went to her classes, each night she studied. Fourthday, she met Xipuatl and Nicolus again, who split their time between debate and study, while Nurea loomed in the corner.

That weekend, Mirian went dueling again. During one of the bouts, she noticed Selesia watching her from the crowd, but when the bout finished, she couldn’t find her. She was curious to talk to her again, but it seemed the feeling wasn’t mutual. That was only slightly depressing.

“Have you talked to Selesia again?” she asked Lily when she got back to the dorm.

“No. Hey, check this out,” she said. Lily opened up her spellbook and concentrated, her hands brushing over the spells. The hair on Lily’s neck stood up. She could tell Lily was casting a spell, but not what. Human senses could only just perceive arcane energy, and it was hard to describe what that sense felt like because it wasn’t connected to any of the other senses. Arcanists usually ended up comparing it to a sense, but that was inadequate.

When the desk started to levitate, Mirian figured out what the spell was. “Wow, Lily! Nice work!” The desk was solid wood, with the drawers stuffed with papers, so it had to be at least seventy pounds. Lily let the desk slowly drop back to the floor. Lily’s study of enhanced spells was already paying off. Mirian could lift about five pounds with a force spell. “You can almost lift a person!”

“Well, not a person,” Lily said. “Because of the… soul-thingy.”

“Entropic mana dissolution because of celestial displacement inhibition,” Mirian said.

“Yeah, spell resistance.”

The non-academic way of saying it was that the soul, being composed of celestial energy, anchored the arcane energy around a person. In turn, that arcane energy repelled and disrupted any other arcane energy nearby, like the tide parting around a rock. Every living thing had this spell resistance, though it was almost unnoticeable in plants and insects. It only really started to be a problem when the animal in question was the size of a cat or larger.

The resistance only worked to suppress arcane forces. Once a spell had transformed into heat or force, a person’s aura did nothing to resist the effect of the spell. However, it was more mana intensive to transmute the arcane force further away from a target. That was to say, lift person was a significantly more difficult and costly spell than lift object.

“What else are you working on?”

“Mostly just the intensify enhancement. It’s the most broadly applicable, and most spells a mage is going to use have a known intensify glyph set. Oh, you won’t believe what happened. You know that idiot Platus?”

“Oh Gods. What did he do this time?”

“I mean, I don’t know how he even got into the class, my friend is sure his family must know someone on the Academy’s board. He tried to hasten a spell.”

“No way.” Of all the enhancements, that was probably the most difficult. Unlike most enhancements, there were no special glyphs. The caster just simultaneously fed mana into all the glyphs of the spell, and only through precise spell control, assembled it in the second before they released it. The risk, of course, was assembling it in the wrong order. Release a fire spell before the glyph indicating the target received any mana, and the fire started at the origin point, which was usually you.

“He got lucky. His spellbook went flying across the room and he tore a hole in his shirt, but his hand only bled a little. They called a priest over from the temple to see if he’d done anything worse to himself, but he was fine. The professor was furious, though.”

Lily, not one to ever really stop gossiping, moved on to chatting about other drama. Mirian, only half listening, started organizing her studying plan.
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Mirian spent the weekend reading through her textbooks and making notes. On Seventhday, she visited the temple, as she always did.

The priest’s sermon was about Xylatarvia delivering her message of peace and the meaning of the arcane glyphs to the people. She descended from the stars on a boat made of vines to do this, and the priest was discussing the symbolism of this gesture. Mirian listened politely, as she always did. It was proper to attend, she knew this, but some days she wished she felt the deep connection to the Gods that others seemed to feel.

Classes kept Mirian busy. In Artifice Design, she’d started work on her spellrod, and most of her time was going into that. She’d re-found Flexible Spellbook Composition for the Practical Mage and was relying heavily on that as she worked on scribing the glyphs that would go in her rod. A lot of the work was just understanding machining. It was a prerequisite class, but it had also been three years since she’d done much work in the metal shop. As she worked, she thought about how expensive all of it was. If she was going to open her own artifice shop, she’d need a lathe, a grinding machine, a welding machine, a drill press—and that was just for the metal! Never mind any sort of woodwork and the alchemistry glassware. There was no way she could afford it all. Sure, she could cut costs and use spells instead of a machine for some things, but the spell-organs she’d need for all the magical scribing ink might cost just as much in some cases.

All the big artifice shops were run by large companies now. She supposed Nicolus was right. That was the way of the future. It wouldn’t pay nearly as well, and it wasn’t what she had dreamed when she’d started this journey so many years ago. Mirian’s mind had always gone to a cozy, well-lit shop, the workbenches littered with machines and devices. Each day, customers would come in and she’d fix their problems, and when she imagined it, it was all immensely satisfying. Churning out the same glyph by rote on a factory floor just didn’t have the same appeal.

Mirian’s rod was a mix of practical and cheap.

All of her mana relays were copper wire, even though silver would have made it more efficient. The glyphs would be contained in three cylinders, two of which could rotate, one of which could not. A clever mechanical lock would keep the cylinders from moving unless a button on the handle was depressed. That was just basic safety; the cylinders rotating mid-spell could cause the device to detonate, and she knew Professor Torres was looking for best-practice design principles, not just magical aptitude. Firstday, she finished the second of the cylinders, and Secondday she finished up the core of the device, snapping the magical catalyst into place. Even with the Academy subsidizing the materials, it was going to be an expensive project. But it was hers after she was done, so it also gave her a way to make something useful.

At five, she headed to the study session. Xipuatl and Nicolus verbally jousted again, but talking through the alchemistry concepts made a lot more sense than whatever Professor Atger had talked about. Mirian suspected he didn’t actually know the material at all, and wondered how he had gotten the job. The Torrviol Academy was known for only recruiting the best teachers. Were the academies in Akana Praediar changing that?

Thirdday, classes went as they usually did. But Nicolus wasn’t in Spell Engine Alchemistry. Which was strange. He never skipped classes. Mirian wondered if he had gotten sick. She hoped she didn’t get sick. She didn’t have a lot of silver to pay a priest. And if it was one of the diseases that the priests couldn’t cure, that was worse.

More likely, Nicolus had realized attending class was useless if you’d read the book. Yeah, probably that. The class had thinned out considerably since the first day.

Geoarcanology assigned a myrvite fossil study project. That would involve a visit to the geology labs, and the only instruction Professor Holvatti had given them on the arcane resonator was a brief talk while he showed an illusionary picture of one. She could already feel the work it was going to take to research all the little minerals in the specimen and figure out how to use a resonator, and she was still working on her spellrod!

Lily had gotten busy too. She hardly saw her roommate, who spent her evenings mostly at the practice range where the ward system made it safer to try new spells. If she wasn’t doing that, she was researching intensify or extended spell glyph sets.

The dorm was dark when she got back, and there was little to do but go to the diner alone. Mirian regretted not trying to make more friends at times like these. She missed all her preparatory school friends, but she’d made the commitment when she joined the Academy: studies first.

Fourthday, Valen knocked over her ink pot in enchantments, and Mirian was sure it wasn’t an accident. This wasn’t the first time, though, and Mirian had a spell for that. She cast reassemble liquid, using a drop of the ink as a spell component. She badly wanted to confront Valen, but she knew the other girl would just mock her for even speaking to her.

Again, Nicolus wasn’t in class for Alchemistry, but neither was Xipuatl, and Mirian considered just leaving.

At five o’clock, Mirian went off to the study session.

The room was locked.

At first, she was confused. Had she gotten the days wrong? Or maybe Nicolus really was sick. But wouldn’t Sire Nurea send a message or something? She stood around awkwardly.

Xipuatl showed up a few minutes later. “No need to wait on my account,” he said.

“It’s locked. Have you seen Nicolus?”

“Locked? But we’ve got the room reserved.” He tried the door, as if Mirian must have been mistaken. “Huh. No, I stopped going to class. Waste of time. Professor Atger wouldn’t know his own ass from a melon. Where is Nicolus?”

“I was hoping you knew.”

They went to the service desk. “Oh yes, it’s still reserved, for one Nicolus Sacristar and three others. Here’s the key,” the librarian said.

“Did Nicolus leave a message with you?” Xipuatl asked.

“No. Why?”

“Ah, never mind,” he said. They went to the room, and of course it was empty. It was Nicolus whose turn it was to present, Xipuatl and Mirian having already done so the past two sessions. Worse, he had the book he was presenting on, and there wasn’t another copy. “Great. Now what?”

“I don’t know. He’s… well, I guess I don’t know him that well, but he’s usually quite reliable.”

“That’s the Sacristar motto. ‘My word is as law.’ For all his levity, Nicolus does take his family’s position seriously.”

“I’ll admit, I don’t know much about the noble houses. I was taught they were a historical relic, and not to worry about them too much.” Seeing Xipuatl’s expression, she clarified, “The teacher didn’t say that, but that was the impression I got.”

Xipuatl pondered that. “I… well. I can’t say I recommend getting involved in noble family politics. But if you live in Baracuel, you’re in noble family politics. They’ve lost certain lawmaking powers, and equality under the law means they no longer have the various immunities and special exceptions they once did. But there’s the way things are supposed to work, and the way things actually work, yeah?”

Mirian thought of the guard who had ignored her report, and the other one who was working with whoever that mysterious person was. “Yeah, I guess,” she said. “What’s your family motto?”

Xipuatl smiled. “‘The tree that is bare is not dead.’”

“Huh. What’s that mean?”

“Many things, my friend. Things are not always as they seem, for one. Not to trust initial appearances. That one should value resilience. Legend has it that when the great nagual Ixchel of the Ceiba Yan Tree stepped foot on the shores of Baracuel, the Marqué Toledez refused to marry her as agreed because he was in mourning; his favorite tree had died. Ixchel went to the courtyard where it was, and under her spell, the tree bloomed. The Marqué immediately agreed to marry her.”

“That…” Mirian said, “is a strange story. Sorry, I’m not trying to be rude, I just have no idea why you told me that.”

Xipuatl laughed. “Well, it’s got that oral tradition problem: it’s so packed with symbolism and history, if you’re not familiar with the rest of the story, it makes no damned sense. There’s another good life lesson, you know. Everything is understandable, but you see most of the world without the context that would make it make sense. Like this shit,” he said, gesturing to the Alchemistry textbook. “The reason it doesn’t make sense is we’re missing half of the story.”

Mirian hadn’t heard that one before. “What do you mean?”

“The Baracuel and Akana Praediar academies insist that arcane and celestial energies are fundamentally different. But what if they’re not?”

“What?” Mirian said, and with a lot more hostility than she intended. The arcane and celestial energies were fundamentally different, just as the celestial and the necromantic were different. These were fundamental laws. It was as if Xipuatl had told her that air and iron were the same thing.

“Well, don’t worry about it. I have a lot of research work to do before I’ll convince anyone of anything.” He gave a loud sigh and rose from his chair, the feet of it scraping on the stone floor. “Let’s call this one early. I’ll see if I can find Nicolus. I bet Calisto knows where he is. That girl….”

Xipuatl left before he clarified what was going on with “that girl,” and Mirian had no idea who Calisto was. She wished, and not for the first time, that people were more like math equations. Then they would make sense, and the same inputs would always get the same outputs. Life would be so much easier.

She packed up and left. Again, the dorm was dark. Even the usual third-years who were usually making noise on the first floor commons were gone, and Mirian felt even more lonely than she usually did. But “mope about while sad” was not on her schedule, so she forced herself to open up her geoarcanology textbook and figure out what the hell her geology professor was talking about when he kept going on about “synclines” and “anticlines.”

The next day, Mirian could only give thanks to Ominian that it was Fifthday. She passed through the central plaza, admiring the Kiroscent Dome, and deliberately tried not to look at any of the guards because they made her feel nervous now.

She was just passing the Alchemistry building on her way to the Artificer’s Tower when one of the third-floor windows exploded.
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Mirian didn’t scream, but plenty of other people did. Instead, she crouched down and got ready to run. For a fraction of a second, a brief memory surfaced. Something like this had happened before. There’d been an explosion, just nearby⁠—

She looked around, ready to fight someone. But there was no one to fight, just broken glass spread across the cobblestones and smoke pouring out of the third-floor window.

At least this time, the guards came. Two of them approached, one from the courtyard, one from a nearby street. “What happened?” one of them said, hand on his revolver holster.

“It just exploded!” a fourth-year student said.

“Yeah, there was a green flash, and then… is it on fire? Look at all that smoke!” a second-year student said.

A crowd was quickly forming. Mirian knew she had to get to class but she couldn’t take her eyes off the smoke.

“Get the sorcerers,” one guard said to the other. The man took off running.

Another second-year student by Mirian said, “We should… like… cast a wind spell or something. To put out the flames. Does anyone…”

“No!” she snapped. “Putting more air in there is just going to make the fire hotter. Or spread whatever just exploded around. There’s a reason they called for someone who knows what they’re doing.” She said it with a lot more anger than she meant to. The girl backed away from her, eyes wide.

A bell started clanging, getting louder as it approached them. It was a fire wagon, a kind of spell carriage powered by a spell engine, loaded with supplies. As it approached, the driver shouted at the crowd to move. Gradually, it parted, and the wagon rolled up to the building.

Two sorcerers dressed in red trousers and jackets leapt down, bandoliers with a dozen wands strapped across their torsos. “Do we know the kind of fire?” one of them asked.

“No,” Mirian said.

The first sorcerer pulled out a wand from his bandolier and held it in front of him. Bright lines traced their way through the smoke. “Probably a magic trigger, but it’s mundane now. Keep this area clear in case there’s a secondary explosion,” he told the guard.

The guard started yelling for the crowd to back up, and the two sorcerers rushed into the building, grabbing for a second wand. Wands only could contain one spell, but most were designed with enhancements already built in. It didn’t look like much, but those sorcerers were packing some serious power.

It took a minute, but then a force barrier spread across the third-floor window and the smoke abruptly stopped coming out. She could see it building up across the barrier, and then it churned and was drawn back away from that barrier. Some sort of gas-collection spell, she guessed, and then sapping the heat energy from it so all the smoke became inert ash.

The force barrier vanished, and one of the sorcerers leaned out the window. “Clear,” he said. “Get a priest.”

Mirian’s heart sank.

The crowd started to disperse, but Mirian stayed. She had to know: Who? Probably, she didn’t know them. There were a lot of students at the Academy. And why had they been in the building so early? The Alchemistry building didn’t have classes before six o’clock.

The sorcerers brought out the body, and it was clear they hadn’t summoned the priest for healing but for last rites. They’d found some cloth to veil the body; apparently none of the wands they carried had any sort of illusion spell that could do that. It was badly burned, but when the wind caught the sheet, Mirian briefly saw who it was.

Platus was dead.

She hadn’t liked Platus. He wasn’t nice, and when she’d worked with him on a group project her first year, he’d been a total pain to work with. But she’d known him. And he was… dead.

Her mind went to the cloaked figures she’d been seeing. Had they done this? What were they even after? And who could she tell? Not the guards. Could she trust the sorcerers? Or would they just tell the guards?

In a daze, she turned and walked. Where was she going? Class, she realized. Really? She was just going to walk into class, twenty minutes late, and… what? Pretend everything was normal?

Yeah, she realized. Better to get distracted by arcane theory, so she didn’t have to think about what happened.

Of course, it didn’t work very well. She kept finding herself tuning out whatever Professor Torres was saying. What had happened? Was it going to happen again? More, there was that memory the explosion had triggered. She’d forgotten about it, but it was there. When she searched for it, it was like looking through a fogged glass; it was too indistinct, but the emotions were there, and her heart kept racing.

Her focus in Enchantments wasn’t any better. And of course, third period, class was canceled. No one was being allowed into the Alchemistry building; even Professor Atger was outside.

By Arcane Physics, apparently word had gotten around. Professor Endresen started the lecture with, “I suppose by now you’ve all heard.” She didn’t say anything after that for a long time. Then, she said, simply, “It’s a dangerous profession, the one you’ve chosen. That danger is only mitigated by knowledge. Nothing else.” Endresen looked out the window then, and for a minute, said nothing. That minute dragged on, and then she said, “I suppose I’ll begin today’s lecture.”

Mirian didn’t go to dueling like she normally did. The sky was dark, but she cast a light spell before she left the dorm, then left her spellbook. The spell would illuminate her way for at least an hour before her auric mana couldn’t sustain the draw. She headed for the Mage’s Grove. She ran, much harder than she normally did, pushing herself until she’d be too tired to think, and every time she thought about what happened, ran hard, ran faster. There had to be nothing left.

When she got to the dorm, Lily was there.

“Was it really him?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “I didn’t… know him very well.”

“We’d been in so many classes together. Then… he wasn’t there. I mean, I… I don’t want to speak ill of the dead. But everyone else was there, and he wasn’t. And we heard… shit. Does anyone know what happened?”

Mirian shook her head. “I don’t know.”

They hugged each other, but they didn’t say much after that.

That weekend, Mirian enmeshed herself in studying. She found that if she focused everything on studying, then ran until exhaustion, she could avoid thinking about it.

Seventhday, she went to the temple. The sermon was about Altrukyst, the Traveler. He spoke of the great journeys of life, but all Mirian could think was, What if that journey ends too soon?

After the sermon, she waited to talk to the priest. “Holy One, why is there death?” she asked.

“That’s the question, isn’t it? One of the Prophets asked the Ominian. The response seems to be that it’s an inevitable part of the universe. That doesn’t make it any easier, though, does it?” The priest looked at her with sympathy. She could tell he’d had this conversation before. In the coming days, perhaps a lot more.

“No, it doesn’t,” she said.

“My next sermon, I will discuss it.”

Mirian nodded and headed back to her dorm. The next morning, they found a notice posted on the doors: Classes canceled for 26th of Solem, Firstday. The Academy is doing a security review of the academic buildings.

So, she and Lily spent the day talking and studying. Lily took her to the practice range, and Mirian let off some steam by using her flame beam spell on a target, while Lily showed off her ability to spear a dummy with an enhanced force missile.

Then they went for a walk in the Mage’s Grove. It was near the southern part of the wood that Mirian saw movement in the brush as they rounded the corner. Mirian held out her hand. “Let’s go a different way,” she said. “I don’t like that trail. This one’s nicer.”

Lily was confused, but when they were farther away, Mirian whispered, “Did you see that?”

“See… what? No?”

Great, she was going to sound crazy again. “There was someone hiding in the bushes. Maybe someone looking to pull a prank or something. I just didn’t want to have to deal with it.” That wasn’t what she’d seen, though. There was no orange tinge or white fabric, like what a student might be wearing. It was someone with a black cloak again. “Or maybe it’s something worse,” she said.

“You’re good. All good,” Lily said. She could see Mirian was worked up, and maybe she’d thought of why that might be, even if she was wrong.

“Thanks,” Mirian said, and kept her eyes darting about for anything else. “Let’s go home.”
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It was nice to return to the normality of classes the next day. The Alchemistry building was still closed, but a second notice had been posted to all the doors (and around the plaza) of where all the alchemistry classes had been moved to. It was a bit more of a walk, but the windows could just make out the corner of the Market Forum, so Mirian spent some time gazing out the window while Atger pretended he wasn’t reciting the textbook.

“Have you found out anything about Nicolus?” she asked Xipuatl.

“No,” he said. “And Calisto doesn’t know anything either. In fact, she was very distraught to learn he just left. Spent some time camping outside his apartment, but he’s definitely not there. Unless he’s turned nocturnal.”

“Calisto is… stalking him?”

Xipuatl sighed. “Anyone with a whiff of power has to deal with people like that. They think if they attach themselves like a remora to the person, they’ll get to share that power. I suppose it sometimes does work.”

“Does it happen to you?”

“Rarely. The dark skin throws them off. Mostly, I get people speaking to me really slowly like I’m an idiot because they assume I don’t speak Cuelsin or Friian. It’s really annoying, but I suppose it could be worse. Anyways, off to Arcane Physics. Oh, and let’s cancel the study session. No Nicolus, and apparently he—well, his knight—didn’t reserve the room for today. If he’s still gone by Fourthday, we can just meet at one of the study desks. I’m not shelling out the silver to reserve it myself.”

She said thanks and bid him goodbye. Well, there was another unsolved mystery. She’d had such a good feeling about the start of the quarter, too. Now it felt like she was just waiting for more things to go wrong. What was next, another hole in the ceiling?
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On Thirdday after classes, she decided to go dueling instead of running. No cloaked figures there. Not as many people showed up at the Stygalta Arena during the week, but she was sure she could find someone to practice with. She was in her dorm room, and had just finished buttoning her drakeskin jacket on when she heard the noise. It was loud—really loud, this CRACK sound that echoed off the buildings. Her heart started racing. Then she heard another, and another.

Lily turned. “What is that?” she asked.

Then, another cracking sound, and the window of the dorm shattered.

“FUCK!” Mirian shouted and hit the ground. The glass had shattered, spreading itself all over the floor. One of the shards had embedded itself in the dueling glove. She plucked it out and threw it across the room, away from Lily.

There was another sound, a thundering clap that was even louder, even though from the echo it sounded further away.

Lily screamed, and Mirian said, “We have to go. We have to go! We have to get the burning hells out of here! Grab your spellbook.”

Mirian, for her part, grabbed her rod she’d been working on for class. She’d finished it over the weekend. With the rod in one hand and clutching Lily’s arm with the other, she dragged them through the door. Other students were emerging from their rooms.

“What’s going on?” one said.

“That’s gunfire!” Mirian said.

“What?”

“Those can’t be guns,” said another student. “There’s too many of them.”

A moment later, there was a thundering crash that shook the entire dorm.

One of the third-year students said, “That’s not a gun, that’s a fucking artillery shell! What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t know, but I’m getting the hell out of here,” Mirian said. “Torrviol has actual buildings, made of stone. We stay here, we’re dead.”

“If we run, we might be dead,” the third-year said. “We don’t know where the gunfire is coming from.” Someone with family in the military, she thought.

“Northwest,” she said. “They shot out my window. Lily, let’s go.”

Lily wasn’t saying anything; she was just hyperventilating. Mirian kept holding her arm and went out the front. “Can you run? Let’s run,” Mirian said, and took off. To her credit, Lily ran with her, though she was so slow. Behind her, a mob of students was following. Most were heading for the Academy buildings, though plenty were running in every direction. Some hid behind the neatly pruned trees, others just stood around in shock.

Between the dorms and Academy, an explosion ripped through the field, erupting with a flash and shaking the ground so that they stumbled. Lightning flashed through the air, ricocheting between the lampposts, trees, and students. The glyphs on the posts exploded, sending out gouts of fire. The trees hit by lightning shattered, and six students fell to the ground, dead before they could scream. Shrapnel cut down two more, but only killed one. The other was just bleeding, crying out in agony.

Mirian kept running. She had to. Lily stumbled, but she pulled on her arm hard and said, “Come on!” though she couldn’t hear herself, or Lily—couldn’t hear anything except the high-pitched ring of tinnitus because the strike had deafened her.

They were almost to the buildings when another shell hit, this one smashing through the mid-section of Torrian Tower. Mirian watched in horror as the building listed, farther and farther until, with a crack and screech, the top of the tower fell over. It was like one of her brother’s block towers crumpling, except it seemed to Mirian to happen in slow motion. Lightning crackled through the tower as it fell, as if a storm cloud were inside it. Thousands of glyphs and magical capacitors inside shattered in a growing cascade, sending a brilliant rainbow of lights crackling out.

Then it smashed into the other buildings, and the earth trembled as it did. The result was devastating—an entire block, smashed to pieces, brick and stone scattered across the central plaza and the streets. Pulverized stone erupting in huge clouds of dust. Screams of terror and pain everywhere. Fires had broken out. The cascade of magical shockwaves that had come out of the tower had also broken most of the glyphlights, so the encroaching dusk suddenly became that much darker. The only thing that punctuated that darkness was flashes of light from lightning shells and fire shells as they rained down on Torrviol.

Lily pulled back on her, wanting to turn back after seeing that, but when Mirian looked behind her, she saw a line of soldiers across the hill. Interspersed with them were giant wagons of steel, bristling with guns. The soldiers leveled their rifles. Lily was saying something, but Mirian was still deaf from the explosions.

“We have to keep going. Lily! We have to!”

Shots rang out, though with her ringing ears, they sounded muted. The soldiers didn’t seem to be aiming at them, but all the guns were pointed in their direction, so they needed to run. Why couldn’t Lily see that? “Lily! Come ON!” She yanked hard. Another student screamed as a bullet hit him, and then Lily ran again.

By now, the dust cloud and smoke from the fires had inundated the area, so as they moved into the Torrviol streets, they were blinded by the haze. People were running in every direction, most looking to get inside, but it was evening, so the doors were locked. Torrian Tower’s collapse had blocked off three major roads, but they moved through an alley just north of it, and then they were in the plaza.

“We can run southeast,” she said. “Away from the fighting.” She wasn’t sure if Lily heard her. Her ears were still ringing, and another artillery shell crashed into Torrviol. From her spot in the plaza, Mirian could see smoke erupting from the Myrvite Studies building.

They ran again, Mirian leading the way, past the bell tower. They’d made it to the Market Forum when another volley of gunfire rang out. She heard cannons blasting out, but this time from the south. There was an explosion nearby one of the buildings, though she couldn’t tell which one. Through the haze, she saw the red and brown uniforms of Baracuel soldiers advancing through the Forum, except the soldiers had their rifles leveled and were firing. What the hell are they doing? she thought, and screamed, “Civilians! We’re civilians!” But that didn’t do a damned thing. She saw a merchant who was running from them spray out red from his chest as a bullet found him.

Again, she found herself yanking Lily’s arm as they turned back toward the plaza.

Mirian set her eyes on the Kiroscent Dome. When the tower had shattered, a huge stone chunk had been sent flying into it, but its sturdy construction had weathered the blow. Only one of the front columns had collapsed. They had to climb over one of the fallen marble pillars, but they made it inside.

There, a small crowd had gathered in the rotunda. Some people were huddling in the center. Some were pacing about. Others were tearing up benches and whatever they could find to make barricades. A few were gathered on the stage beyond the rotunda, near the statue of Yiaverunan. Yiaverunan’s four arms were spread wide with Her symbols, and for a moment, it seemed to Mirian that the God’s statue was staring at them, past the blindfold that covered Her eyes, with pity.

She looked around for anyone she knew. She recognized Valen, Selesia, and Professor Viridian. Viridian’s eyes had rings around them, and he was silent, staring at the entrance.

Mirian couldn’t think of anyone better to talk to. “Professor!” she said, approaching him. “What do we do?”

He looked at her, but she had never before seen such a look of hopelessness. “I don’t know,” he said.

“What’s going on? Who is attacking us, and why are Baracuel soldiers here, and firing at us, and⁠—”

Another explosion interrupted her, making the building shake and sending screams through the crowd. Gunfire erupted just outside, echoing through the Academy plaza. “What do we do? What do we do?” Mirian hadn’t studied for this. It felt so unfair. She’d worked so hard, and right now, none of it mattered. She turned to the crowd. “Does anyone have ink? A glyph pen? Rune powder? Spellbooks? We have to organize a defense! Those soldiers could come in at any moment, and they’re firing on everyone!”

To her surprise, it was Valen that spoke first. “I have my spellbook. But it’s mostly utility spells.”

Selesia just shook her head and sat with her arms wrapped around her knees. She was crying softly.

“Lily, you can do enhanced spells. Can you…?”

“I dropped my spellbook in the field,” she said. “I tried to tell you.”

Oh, Mirian thought. “Shit.”

“No, we probably would have died if I’d gotten it.”

“I have my spellbook,” another student offered.

Since no one else seemed to be taking charge, Mirian started ordering people around, though she had no idea what she was doing. “Uh, if you have a lift object spell, you can change the keirn glyph to cossali and channel it. Flip it sideways, and that can deflect objects. Maybe it’ll work on bullets.”

“It won’t,” another student said. He had the silver tassels of a fifth year. “My dad’s a corporal. If they think they’re attacking arcanists, they’ll be using magebreaker ammunition. Cuts right through force shields.”

“Magnetic spell?”

“Stops a dueling sword great,” he said, gesturing to Mirian’s sheathed practice sword. “No one here has a spell that can stop a bullet.”

“Maybe if we wave a bunch of white cloth at them, they’ll understand surrender. Who the hell is attacking us, anyways?”

It was Selesia who answered. “Akana Praediar,” she said. More gunfire echoed across the square.

“Why?”

She didn’t answer.

“Shit. Well, how do you say, ‘I’m a civilian, please don’t hurt us,’ in Eskanar?”

Selesia shook her head again. “If they want prisoners, they’ll take them. If they don’t….”

Mirian opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She looked like a fish, she knew, but she couldn’t put it into words. Akana Praediar was Baracuel’s ally! They had, like, fifty different treaties and had passed laws protecting civilians in war. She didn’t know a damn thing about history, but she knew that.

Why is this happening?

Then the blue and white uniforms of the Akanans appeared in the door. They lowered rifles.

Mirian raised her arms above her head. “Civilians!” she said.

The gunfire was so loud. It echoed in the halls and all around the rotunda. Someone screamed. Whatever organization Mirian had tried to impose evaporated in an instant; everything descended into chaos. She saw Valen trying to light the uniforms of the soldiers on fire with basic fire spells, but something was suppressing the spells. Three students collapsed, bleeding, one making a horrible gurgling screech as they clutched their chest.

Mirian dove behind one of the makeshift barricades, heart pounding out of control, her hands cold and trembling. The wood benches and plush fabric did nothing to stop the bullets. When three of them perforated her hiding spot, she ran for it. Lily was beside her, and Valen. Behind her, she saw Viridian standing, spellbook in hand. The pages glowed beneath his hand as he flipped through them. She blinked, hesitating as she saw what he was doing—every spell he was casting was quickened. Some sort of arcane shield she’d never seen before protected him. He brought down a stone relief on the top of two soldiers, then shot out lightning that took out another.

A combat-sorcerer stepped through the entrance, wand in hand, and tore apart the shield. Two more sorcerers pressed him, wands blazing with light, and Viridian didn’t stand a chance in that brief but overwhelming assault. He fell after that, three bullets spraying blood behind him as they tore him apart.

This time, it was Lily dragging Mirian’s hand. “Keep going. Keep going,” she said.

As they moved behind pillars, a lightning spell caught Valen and she went sprawling. A fireball blasted the center of the rotunda, and the pressure wave made it so Mirian went sprawling too, totally deaf again. She scrambled to her feet and grabbed for Lily, who was close to her. Valen was on the ground, not moving, and they were still being shot at. Gods, she didn’t like her, but she didn’t want her to die. There were so many dead, the screams were piercing, the shouting, the shooting.

“We can hide in the back, there’s rooms back there—” Mirian said. Lily didn’t have her glasses anymore. And she couldn’t hear either, Mirian guessed. She tried to guide her up the stairs, but then suddenly Lily went limp in her arms.

Mirian blinked. A force-blade spell had carved open her torso. One of the blades had sliced up Mirian’s arm, though the shock must have been overwhelming her, because though she saw the blood, she couldn’t feel it. Instead, all she could do was gape at Lily.

“No, no, no,” she whispered. Not Lily. Not her friend. They’d known each other since their first year, talked endlessly about everything, been there even when things were hardest. When Mirian was at her lowest, there was Lily, with a cup of tea, or a hug, or just a listening ear. When Lily had learned her grandma died, Mirian had been with her and comforted her.

The tears were pouring down. She looked back. The blue and white uniformed soldiers were advancing. They’d made it to the barricades, and there was nothing opposing them. Just corpses littering the rotunda, bodies strewn about like dolls.

Fear gripped Mirian. She dropped her friend and ran across the stage, towards the dark rooms beyond promising safety.

The bullet that went through her gut felt like a line of hot fire. She collapsed to the ground, legs suddenly not working. The soldiers kept coming forward, shouting in that strange tongue of theirs. Mirian felt cold. The floor was wet. Why was it wet?

Blood, she realized. Her blood.

She crawled to the statue of Yiaverunan, praying, begging. No, she thought. Not me. Not yet. She wasn’t ready. She had only just begun life. The statue held her hourglass, star, hammer, and wheel. Time, she thought. I need more time. Her mom and dad—they were relying on her. She was going to finally be able to support them. Support her little brother. Oh Gods, Zayd. What would Zayd do without his big sister, his Mi-ri?

An Akana soldier climbed up on the stage, wand in one hand, pistol in the other. She looked at Mirian with cold blue eyes, gaze icy as the winter, skin as pale as her hair. “Please. Please,” Mirian found herself begging, crawling through her own blood to the statue. She leaned back on the statue, praying it might protect her. Praying for anything. In the oculus at the zenith of the dome, she looked for the light of heaven, but something had blotted out the stars. “Mercy,” she whispered.

But she was given none. The combat sorcerer said something, then raised her wand. The force-blade spell carved her to pieces, the blades powerful enough to cut through the statue.
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Mirian sat straight up, gasping for air, heart pounding. She looked around, tears falling from her eyes as she remembered. She’d been shot. She’d died. Gods, she’d died horribly!

Then she looked around. She was—in her dorm room?

A drop of water hit her in the face.

“You okay?” a voice said. Lily. It was Lily!

Mirian burst into tears and scrambled out of bed. “You’re alive! Oh, thank the Gods.” She gave her a big hug.

Lily put on her glasses and gave her a quizzical stare. “Uh, obviously. Are you… okay?”

“No. Gods above, no. Holy hells. What… that was not a dream. There was no way that….” Mirian looked around. Another drop fell from the ceiling, this time onto the center of her bed. She went over and looked up. The hole was back. “They fixed that. What in the hells?” But there it was. When she looked up, she could see the glint of outside light, all the way up past the third floor.

“Wait, is that a leak?” Lily asked. “We’re on the first floor. How the hell did that happen?”

“I…” Mirian paused. Well, she still had no idea. “What’s… what’s today?”

“Fourthday,” Lily said. “Did you have a nightmare or something?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know. Five hells.” She was thinking: There’s no way that was just a nightmare. This wasn’t like a strange dream that felt real until she woke up. It still felt real. And it hadn’t been a day, or a week, it had been almost an entire month. She remembered all of it—her exams, the break, the second quarter starting… the attack. “What… like, I know this sounds stupid, but what’s the date?”

“1st of Solem. Fourthday. Year of Poclym 4851, if you need that too. Mirian, what is going on?”

“Nothing. Everything. Shit, I… I don’t know. The Academy… it was attacked. Twenty-seven days from now.” Tears came to her eyes. It had just happened. “We died,” she said. “All of us. Gods above.” She started trembling, and had to sit down on her bed. Another drop of water splashed on her head, but she ignored it.

Lily was staring at her. “Mirian, you’re freaking me out.”

“Sorry. I’m freaking myself out too. I’m… I don’t understand.” What did it mean? Had it been a vision? Or had the Gods listened? She thought of Yiaverunan’s hourglass, of the God’s statue overlooking the Kiroscent Dome’s rotunda.

Of all the stories she had heard of the Gods, none of them involved what she’d just experienced. The closest comparison was the Prophets, who heard the voices of the Gods about the future. And the Prophets had been devout priests of the Luminate Order; they weren’t some random student. No one would believe the Gods were telling her anything. She could be branded a heretic and jailed.

She looked at Lily and wiped the tears from her eyes. Second chance. You’ve been given a second chance. She would save them this time.

“You really don’t remember any of it?”

“Do you need… I can call a healer. Or escort you to the hospital. Or temple. Do you… Mirian, are you sure you didn’t just have a terrible dream?”

“That must have been it,” she lied. “Sorry. It was… vivid.” It was real.

“Isn’t your exam today?” Lily asked.

Mirian blinked and noticed the clay cube with glyphs on it that was lying on her table. Right, she thought. None of the things she’d done last time had happened yet. She still needed to complete the quarter. There was no sense sabotaging her career by skipping classes. Besides, who was going to believe her? She needed proof.

Another drop of water hit her. Oh, and she needed to deal with the Gods-damned hole again!

“Mirian?”

“Sorry, I need to stop the leak first.” She picked up her spellbook, opened it to the page with shape metal and… it was blank. Of course it was blank. She hadn’t scribed the spell to it yet. But she knew it. She couldn’t cast it without the glyphs, but she could visualize what those glyphs looked like perfectly. “There’s a pipe that got nicked up on the third floor, so it’s going to keep spraying water even when the rain stops.” She grabbed the storage tin from under her bed, added a wad of clay to it, and marched up to the third floor in her nightrobe.

The door was locked, but she used a lift object to get the latch on the other side up and then opened. Had it been locked last time? She couldn’t remember. But sure enough, the copper pipe was hissing out water. She stuffed the clay in the hole, then put the tin under the spraying water. That would last for at least a few hours.

She rushed back down. As she dressed for class, she said, “Lily, I think I’m just going to act strange for a bit. It’s… I can’t explain it. Or at least, I can’t explain it without sounding absolutely unhinged. Sorry in advance,” she said.

“Uh, alright,” Lily said. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

“Maybe later,” she said. “I’ll think of some clever way to explain it all.” Or maybe not, she thought. Her thoughts were still whirling with all the death she’d just seen. The sheer terror of it all, the panicked screams—so many people, slaughtered. And why? Akana Praediar was Baracuel’s ally. As she grabbed her spellbook and cloak to leave, she thought of the cloaked figure. An Akanan spy? Then her mind was back on the pale faces of students who had bled to death in the Kiroscent Dome. The terror she’d felt, crawling away, knowing she was going to die. She left, and those images kept invading her mind as she walked. Gods, how was she going to do anything?

“Mirian. Miran!” Lily had caught up with her. “Your notebook. Your artifice project! Here! Wow, you really are out of it.”

Mirian blinked like an idiot. “Wow. Right. Thank you!” Yeah, she was absolutely doomed.

The day was overcast, with a slight drizzle coming down. She remembered it would be cloudy all day, and everyone would have their heads down, cloak on until⁠—

The cloaked figure!

Her stomach grumbling told her she’d forgotten to go eat breakfast. Whoops. But that meant she was early. She could… catch him? Probably not. But maybe she could cause enough of a scene to get someone else to notice. That was the problem. The only other person who’d ever seen the guy was Valen of all people. Gods, Valen had died too. She remembered her body, smoldering between the pillars.

She walked fast, passing a group of first-years who were dawdling on the path, then made her way across the plaza. Deja vu struck. There’d been a first-year girl crying in front of Bainrose Library. With a start, she looked back—and realized she’d just passed that girl. She wasn’t crying on the bench yet, but she would be.

She wondered what happened. But there wasn’t time for that. She hurried into the Alchemistry building and headed for the stairs. The building was mostly empty at this hour, so Mirian sprinted up the stairs. The door to the roof was locked, but there was a window by the stairs. She undid the latch and threw it open. Where was he? She knew he should be approaching from the adjacent building’s flat roof, which she could just make out. Then she realized a girl leaning out the window might discourage him from making an appearance.

Mirian pressed herself to the side of the window so she could just see. The waiting was interminable. She kept wondering if she was in the right place, or if something had changed. Another thought: Was she the only one who remembered? Lily hadn’t remembered, but was it possible others had?

Then, she caught sight of movement on the roof. An idea came to Mirian. She couldn’t stop him, almost certainly couldn’t fight him, but maybe she could get some evidence. She readied her spellbook.

Mirian could just see the blond hair hidden under the man’s cloak. He looked around, not seeing Mirian yet, but as he approached the lip of the roof, he stopped. Now he had noticed her.

She cast her spell. Lift object was a fast spell, only requiring three glyphs. It was harder, because the object was attached to his person, but she poured mana into the spell to overcome the resistance. The buckle on the satchel by his belt detached. She turned it upside down. A scroll fell out, drifting to the narrow alley between the buildings.

The man’s eyes had locked on Mirian now, and he reached beneath his coat. A wand, she thought, but she didn’t wait to find out. She dashed back down the stairs, then out the building, pushing past a group of students who looked at her quizzically.

There! Between the buildings, the scroll. She snatched it up and unrolled it as she dashed back inside the Alchemistry building. It had landed in a puddle, so half the writing was already smeared, but it was clearly written in Eskanar. Eskanar that she couldn’t read. She rolled it back up and stashed it in her bag, then made her way to Alchemistry class. If that cloaked man was looking for her, he’d have a hell of a time picking her out of a crowd of identically uniformed students.

The bell tower rang out, and Professor Seneca snapped shut her pocket watch. “Alright, class!” she began. Mirian took out her notebook, but then she realized—she wasn’t sitting in the same seat she had been in last time. And Nicolus hadn’t sat next to her. That meant he wasn’t going to see the notebook, and wasn’t going to be impressed by her studiousness, and she’d never meet him at the study session. Shit, she thought.

Maybe she could fix that. She opened up her notebook, and was briefly disconcerted. The pages she had filled were blank. Of course they were.

As Professor Seneca lectured her way through mana classes, volatility, transformations, and then magichemical molecule types, Mirian diligently took notes—again. It all went the same as she remembered it, and none of the other students seemed at all like they had seen war come to Torrviol Academy. The exam was nearly a month ago from her perspective, so she needed the review as much as ever. She thought of her score. She’d gotten a C, and she thought she knew why. Her study session with Nicolus had been nice, but five of the questions were about glycomyriates, and she’d forgotten how to diagram at least four of them. Then, she had written a bunch of eximontar-shit about syncronated transformations hoping to get partial credit. Well, she knew exactly what to study, didn’t she? The realization made her feel a pang of guilt. Was it cheating if the God Yiaverunan showed you a vision of the future, or sent you back in time, or whatever the hell had happened?

Mirian suppressed the emotion. There was no sense feeling bad about something she couldn’t control. And “saving you all from a horrific death” ought to be a reasonable recompense. It was a good thing she'd heard all of today’s review before. She could hardly focus. She kept thinking about what had happened. She still couldn't wrap her mind around it.

Before getting Myrvite Ecology, Mirian stopped by the maintenance office. She could be late to class, as long as she made it before the end of class. The cloaked figure would be back. She wasn’t sure what to do about that, but damned if she wouldn’t do something.

“Hello,” she said to the man at the maintenance desk. “There’s a leak in my dorm. One of the water heaters got hit, and if it’s not stopped, it’ll cause flooding and damage in three rooms.”

The man looked up at her. “You need to submit a formal request to the Office of Student Housing,” he said.

This had happened last quarter, too. “Funny, because they told me to go straight to you because it was an ‘expedited request.’ You know how water damage works, right? The sooner its fixed, the less hassle.”

The man gave such a long and dramatic sigh, it was like his soul was leaving his body. “We’re busy,” he said, after he was done.

“You can’t send a single person with repair metal and a sheet of copper? Even a temporary fix would go a long way.”

He gestured to the back of the office, which was full of empty desks and vacant spaces. “Do you see anyone else? It’s just me, at the front desk. Everyone else is busy.” There was a great deal of frustration in his tone. Her mind went back to Valen, saying don’t pay attention to what people say, pay attention to how they say it. Or something like that. Come to think of it, she’d say that later today. Something was going on.

“Can I ask… what it is? The thing that’s going on?”

He rolled his eyes. “Sure.”

Mirian hesitated. “Uh, what’s going on?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Why?”

“Because I was told not to tell people. Especially students. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a lot of paperwork…”

Mirian decided to take a chance. Telling the guards was obviously going to backfire, because they either didn’t care or were in on whatever was going on. But maybe an annoyed bureaucrat was the perfect person to tell. “Does this have anything to do with the weird guy I saw jumping onto the roof of the Alchemistry building? The cloaked guy who did not look like a student at all?”

The man opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and then raised a finger, then put his finger back down. Finally, he said, “When… was this?”

“Just before six o’clock class. He dropped this. I told a guard about it, but he just shrugged.” She brought out the water-damaged scroll.

The man’s eyes went wide. “May I see that?”

Mirian set her jaw. “Only if you give me three small plywood squares, some nails, and a copper pipe so I can put in a temporary fix. The leak is right above my bed. And no one is allowed to be mad at me about it if I accidentally put a nail through something important.”

“Deal,” he said.

Another realization struck Mirian. She already knew when and where the next break-in would be. “Also… the guy on the roof. I heard him talking, I don’t know to who. He said something about being at the myrvite kennels at 9:40. Which, actually, I’m late for class there, was creepy as hell to hear some guy wanted to break into the same building I was going to. And really weird that the guard in the plaza didn’t care.” Technically, she hadn’t told the guard this time, and she wasn’t going to. No way that ended well for her. She was pretty sure the guy on the roof hadn’t gotten a good look at her, but the more times she interacted with these people, the more likely something bad might happen. She’d died once, and it was awful—she wasn’t looking to repeat the experience.

The man looked at her carefully. Not with disbelief, she hoped. Finally, he said, “Our leading hypothesis was this was a fraternity prank gone off the rails.”

Oh shit, Mirian thought. Maintenance was too busy to fix the leak because they were too busy fixing… stuff. Stuff all over the Academy, she guessed. And not just broken locks. “How many… uh… things…?”

“Dozens,” the man admitted. “And all over the place, too. The Torrviol Guard is looking into the break-ins, but they haven’t turned anything up. Look, don’t go spreading that around, I’ve told you too much as is. Here, the least I can do is get you what you need to do a patch job.” He left the desk and returned a bit later with a linen satchel that clanked about as it moved. “Oh, and please make sure to use the lever by the water heater to disable flow before you replace any pipes. There’s a scroll in that bag with the spell you need for the weld.”

“Thanks,” she said. “And good luck with… all the stuff.”
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It was a bit awkward to walk across campus with two bags, one clanging about, but she felt quite satisfied with how things had turned out. If she could get maintenance, or some guards that weren’t on the cloaked-people’s payroll to confront the spy, things would go so much better.

She slipped into Myrvite Ecology as quietly as she could, though she could see from Professor Viridian’s glance her way that he had seen her. For a moment, her heart raced, and she was deeply unsettled. A few hours ago, she’d watched him exsanguinating on the rotunda floor, having first lost all hope.

Mirian had missed the demonstration—the blackened gauntlet was sitting on the table next to the regal cordyline—but not much of the lecture. She sat at the back near the door, flipped open her notebook and tried to focus.

As the end of class approached, her heart started racing. As soon as the bells started clanging, she was out the door, holding the repair satchel tight to her body so it wouldn’t clank so loud. She looked down the corridor that led to the myrvite kennels. Sure enough, one of the cloaked figures had just finished opening one of the secure doors. She looked behind her.

Valen was looking, first at Mirian, then down the corridor.

“Did you see that?” she asked, as she had.

“How did you know that was going to happen?” Valen asked, which was not what she said the first time.

“I didn’t,” Mirian lied. Then, she thought of all the rumors Valen had spread, with not a single one she could ever trace back to her. “Well, I’d heard a rumor. Strange people breaking into buildings, and the Torrviol guards aren’t doing anything about it. Then at the end of class, I hear a weird noise and… yeah.”

Valen looked up at her.

“Do you think we should tell someone? It sounds stupid, doesn’t it? Who would believe us?”

Valen said, “Mirian, I wish I could figure you out.”

Which was not what Mirian was expecting her to say. “Me? You’re the weird one!”

To that, Valen let out an undignified guffaw.

“Look, if you want to tell Professor Viridian, go for it. I need to get to my next class.”

“You and your bag of copper bells are dismissed,” Valen said contemptuously, which was more like her usual self.

“Got it, oh short one,” she replied, and hurried down the stairs.

She had her Enchantments exam next. As she walked there, she remembered one thing that was absolutely critical: Do not sit next to that one girl. The good news was, they’d been using the glyphs that were on the exam constantly in the Spellbook’s class Professor Eld was running next quarter, so she expected to do quite well.

She’d gotten a D on the exam last time, but there was no way that was happening again. Mirian chose a spot well to the back of the class between two boys, since she had only the vaguest recollection of what the girl who had screwed up her exam looked like.

“Hey,” one of the boys said, and waggled his eyebrows, which made Mirian roll her eyes. She picked up her stuff and moved, because no way was she going to get accused of cheating by Professor Eld because some idiot couldn’t keep his mouth closed.

This time, she saw the blow-up that happened near the end of the exam from a distance. Some boy’s paper and pen both went flying. But Professor Eld didn’t dress him down, just snapped “get back to your seat,” and to the girl he said, “And don’t let it happen again.” Well that was unfair. If Eld was going to be a dick, he should at least be a dick equally. She finished, this time with a few minutes to spare.

Then, it was off to Artifice Design.

Before class started, she said, “Professor Torres, after my presentation may I leave class? There’s a leak above my dorm room, and maintenance said they were too busy to fix it, only I haven’t had time between classes, and I don’t want it to flood my bed….”

Torres gave her a strange look. “That’s a new one,” she said. Seeing the bag of parts, she shrugged. “As long as you’re here for the other presentations tomorrow and Sixthday. Case studies and feedback cycles are critical to design improvement, and I do not want you to miss it.”

“Thank you,” Mirian said.

This time, she gave her presentation with only half the “ums” of last time, and impressed Torres by anticipating the first few questions. Then she was out the door, walking as fast as she could to her dorm. It was a long walk between the dorms and Academy, but there was no way she was dealing with a soaked bed again. It was far too annoying to be countenanced. If she needed more time on the repairs, she could skip lunch.

She nailed the plywood into the floor over the third-floor hole. The tricky one was nailing one of the squares to the ceiling. That involved a lot of concentration and casting lift object while holding the plywood in place with a broom handle. A good mage might be able to sustain one spell while casting a second. She was not good.

It took her a bit to find the lever, which was actually hidden behind a panel in the wall that she had not realized was a panel. She dumped the storage tin of water out the window, then placed it beneath. A bunch of water dumped out as she undid the broken pipe, but not enough to overtop it, and only some of it sprayed across the floor. With no small sense of satisfaction, she sealed it with the melt metal scroll, which disintegrated as she finished. Scrolls did that. The diluted magical ink and cheaper paper fell apart as energy leakage from the mana channeled through it, but it was serviceable for simple spells you only needed to cast once on the cheap.

Somewhere in the dorms, someone was swearing up a storm because their shower had just lost hot water. Mirian felt no sympathy, but she turned the lever back on. Then it was down to the second floor, where she used lift object to break open the lock. And it was broken, she realized. Oops. Well, she had made maintenance promise not to be mad at her, and also, no one was using the room anyways. With the last hole sealed, she was satisfied. It would at least last until everyone was done fixing whatever trouble those spies were causing.

The maintenance building was locked up when she visited to drop off the satchel. Probably on lunch break, she thought, and rushed over to the cafeteria herself to buy a quick lunch for a few coral beadcoins. Two of them got her a plate of shepherd’s pie and a bread roll. Thank the Gods for cheap food, she thought. She was absolutely famished. She’d missed breakfast, and the attack on the Academy had meant she missed dinner.

That thought gave her pause.

Did skipping dinner… count? Had the food she’d eaten before she woke up again in her bed followed her, or just the memories? After all, the wounds hadn’t followed her.

Well, it would have to be a philosophical question for another time. For now, she’d continue to go through her classes while she thought about what to do about everything. She finished scarfing down her food and headed off to Arcane Mathematics.

The lecture made a lot more sense the second time through. She still found herself asking questions, and she was starting to see what Professor Jei was getting at. She was trying to model the path that arcane energy actually took. But she wasn’t using three spatial dimensions as the coordinates. She was using four.

Mirian tried to visualize what that might look like. Professor Jei seemed to be able to keep it all in her head, but Mirian needed to see it. She sketched out a few basic shapes, but got stuck on modeling a partial rotation. She could tell that a four-dimensional path would only ever be visible in part from a single perspective. Worse, people couldn’t directly see pure arcane energy, though most spells bled some sort of light.

“Why model arcane energy as traveling through an extra spatial dimension?” she finally asked, when it was an appropriate moment.

Professor Jei’s eyes lit up. “Data,” she said simply, and for once, she smiled.

It made a sort of sense. Even a simple heat water spell seemed to simply begin at its target destination, with no indication of a space closed between them. That meant the arcane energy was traveling, just by an invisible path. That led her to another question: How had people figured out so much about the glyphs before they understood even the basic math behind them? Why was the mathematical understanding centuries behind the practical knowledge?

It was a fascinating line of questions, and she could immediately see why Jei was so interested in it all. It would also have to wait. Her priority had to be stopping the attack on the Academy. She still didn’t understand what the spies were doing—it wasn’t like they needed a map of the Academy; anyone visiting from Akana Praediar could just buy a map of Torrviol for a silver drachm. Maybe it had something to do with why they were attacking in the first place. But she couldn’t think of anything so valuable that it warranted a war against Baracuel.

And she needed some sort of explanation. What was she going to say? Oh yes, our closest ally is about to launch a surprise attack on a school. Why? No reason, really, these sorts of things just happen. How do I know? Well, the Gods gave me a vision of the future. Or maybe it was time travel. Normal stuff. Can you send the soldiers now?

Yeah, that would go over great. Five hells, she couldn’t even think of what to say to Lily of all people!

She needed to figure out how to contact someone above the guards. The Crown Bureau seemed like the best bet. Only, they didn’t have an office in Torrviol. And besides, wasn’t this above that? This wasn’t just some criminals causing mischief like she’d thought at first. These had to be foreign agents, or employed as such. That meant she needed to talk to the Deeps, or the military. Well, she had no idea where the secret police liked to hang out. Wouldn’t be very secret if she did. But they had to have some sort of public office, right? And where was the nearest military fort?

Her next problem was the only proof she’d gotten was a half-illegible scroll written in Eskanar that she couldn’t read. And she’d given it to some random maintenance man! It might not even be proof. It might be a grocery list!

Mirian considered for a moment that, even with this second chance, she was so far over her head, it was ridiculous. Why hadn’t the Gods chosen, say, a general of the army. Or a professor. She was twenty-two, and no one was going to take her seriously.

Well, at least she could try.

“Lily, where’s the nearest military base?” she asked when she got back to the dorm. She was pleased to see her bed was not flooded by gross ceiling water.

Lily looked at her like she’d sprouted a third head. “I’m fine, yeah, my day was great, thanks for asking. How are you?”

Mirian groaned. “Sorry. I just… it happened. For me, it feels like it happened earlier today. I know it sounds absolutely unhinged, but… it wasn’t a dream. The Academy gets attacked. And you….” She started crying, very suddenly. One moment she was trying to stay calm and rational, and the next moment the emotions slammed into her, and it was all she could do not to collapse.

“It’s just… you died. I watched it. Everyone died. I died,” she said, through tears. “And I have to stop it somehow, but I don’t know how, and I don’t even know who I can trust, except you.”

Lily came and sat next to her on the bed and wrapped her arm around her. She ran her hand through her hair and whispered, “It’s okay. It’s okay,” which made Mirian just cry harder.

It took a while for her to get it all out of her system, and her handkerchief was soaked with tears and snot by the end of it, but she felt better. After one last sniffle, she said, “Thanks.”

Lily asked. “I hate to be, uh, skeptical, I mean, I really want to believe you….”

“No, I get it. I’d be skeptical too.”

“… can you… prove it? Like, predict the future?”

“Sort of. Maybe? Like, the last time I did this, Nicolus—the family Sacristar big-shot who always has a gaggle of girls around him—he sat next to me in Alchemistry and invited me to a study session. Which would be tonight, actually, and last time you stayed out late too. But I sat in a different seat this time. So, the weird cloaked guy, I predicted⁠—”

“Weird cloaked guy?”

“—but the study session isn’t going to happen now. Akana Praediar spies are roaming around the Academy, breaking into buildings. No, I don’t know why.” Mirian snapped her fingers in realization. “But they do it again tomorrow! In the library! And they go to the secret basement floor where there’s this huge mysterious door, and I made them think it was someone else who escaped out the latrine.” She looked at Lily. “I’m not really helping prove my case.”

“What’s the weather tomorrow?”

“Cloudy with a bit of rain.”

“Bad example,” Lily said. That was practically every day this time of year. “What else?”

“If I tell you, that might change it,” Mirian said. “I have an idea. I’ll write down a prediction, and then I’ll give it to you tomorrow after it happens. I don’t think I’ve done anything that would change this one. I might have screwed up the spy thing that happens tomorrow night.”

She scribbled down a note, folded it, then got some wax from her desk to seal it shut. “Here,” she said. “Hide it from me, and don’t open it until I say.”

Then she sat at her desk and started writing a letter.

“What’s that for?” Lily asked.

“Trying to convince the Deeps or the military to investigate. I mean, it’s an invasion force, an army. It wasn’t small. How did it land without being detected? How did it make it fifty miles inland to Torrviol before there was any resistance? Whatever they’re doing, there’s some sort of sign of it. Remember in History 201 we learned about the first battles involving primitive spell engines? When Baracuel and Akana Praediar teamed up to attack the Zhighuan coast to open it up to trade?”

“No,” she said.

“The army made a dust cloud that could be seen for miles around. And even though they landed miles away, some peasant village that wasn’t on any of their maps detected them, so the first city that was supposed to be a surprise attack already had its gates closed.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Mirian, are you sure you shouldn’t just… I mean, one of our professors, or maybe a priest could help you. Maybe even… a healer?”

Yeah, she thought Mirian was crazy. “I’ll talk to the priest on Seventhday. I always go to the temple then.”

The letter went through several drafts. She tried to think of the most plausible way that she could have found out about the attack without any sort of evidence and went with overhearing a blond-haired man with an Akanan accent discussing it with a guard, with money changing hands and all. That covered why she wasn’t just going to the local guards. She also mentioned seeing the cloaked figures and all the break-ins that the maintenance guy had talked about.

She copied the letter three times. That way, if one of the letters was lost, the others would make it.

Next, she had to figure out where to send them to.

This she vowed, though: one way or another, she would stop the attack.
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Mirian had a plan for finding out where to send the letters. She would visit Bainrose Castle and get the librarians to help her. However, there was a problem: She’d seen that the librarian who had chatted with that guard tomorrow (that felt weird to think about that way) was the same one working the library today. A different librarian was working over the weekend, so she could visit the Bainrose library Sixthday.

Tonight, she resolved to study for Alchemistry. It was exhausting work. She wondered if Nicolus was studying with his knight in the library, or if they just used their apartments in the city for that. A pang of envy went through her. The Sacristar family had relatives and estates nearby. Her family was three train rides away, practically on the other side of Baracuel. Once a year, she made her trip back to Arriroba so she could visit during the summer festival. The journey took about a week, so it was hard to visit more often without missing classes. Three days of riding trains, then two days of walking to the town. How lucky others were to be able to see their family. She missed her parents, and she missed her little brother.

At least they’d be safe, she knew.

If she failed…

And what would happen if she did fail? The Gods had given her a second chance. She doubted they would give her a third.

Clear your mind. Focus.

She could feel the tension rising in her, and it would do no good. When she’d been a child, and felt anger and fear so quickly, her parents had taught her how to meditate. She did this now, breathing in and out. She visualized the rolling arid hills of her home, thought of the distant warm breezes that came from the south. With her mind clear, she went back to studying alchemistry.

When she slept, her dreams were strange again. She walked across a great stone causeway, the floor black and white speckled marble. There were no walls or ceilings. Instead, the endless stars were splayed out, only it seemed there were too many. Far more than were in the night sky. Here and there, strange rainbow clouds drifted amidst those stars. A silence followed her, and with it, the feeling that she was being watched. But when she looked, she could see nothing.

Then there was a fire in the heavens. She could describe it no other way; all at once, thousands of stars blazed out, surrounded by a cascading storm of light. The great fire pulsed like a heartbeat. She could feel that thump vibrating through the stone she stood on. With each of its drumbeats, the burning storm leapt outward to a new group of stars, and they were consumed. It came closer, glowed brighter.

On impulse, she looked behind her. One of the stars beckoned to her, called to her. When she looked at it, she thought: Home. Not in any words, but in feeling. The vast skies of Arriroba, with the thin drifting clouds so up high. The door of her family’s apartment, weathered but sturdy. The embrace of her mother and father after coming home from school. Watching her brother, still an infant, smiling in his crib. And that star—why did it feel so familiar?

Behind her, the consuming fire grew.

The nails falling from the alarm candle roused her with a start. She wanted to go back to sleep and find out what had happened with the storm in the stars, but there was no hope of that. Instead, she sighed and got up. From the other bed, Lily gave a groan. “I can’t get up, it’s too warm,” she said sleepily. Then, “Do we really have to do more exams? I already did two, that should be plenty.”

“At least it’s Fifthday,” Mirian said.

Mirian spotted Xipuatl in the Alchemistry exam. Somehow, she’d never noticed him in class before. She wondered what brought him into the study sessions with Nicolus. She hadn’t seen them talk either. The exam was easier the second time, now that she’d refreshed herself on the material she knew was present. Again, she felt guilty, like she was cheating, but what was she supposed to do? Pretend it hadn’t all happened?

When she went to Myrvite Ecology, she realized something had changed. Professor Viridian had chosen a different magical organism, though she couldn’t tell what it was. He had it in a glass pot, but all she could see were white roots. “Moon-root,” he said, gesturing at the container. Viridian looked and sounded tired, though he was trying to hide it. “It’s not actually a plant, but a mushroom, though you’ll only see it sprout at night under a bright moon. However, the mycelium are quite active. Like most fungus, it’s a decomposer. Moon-root, however, seems to need very little magic from what it consumes. Somehow, it is able to draw mana from other sources. It produces luax, sometimes called moon-tears, 3-A. However, though the mana in the tiny gray crystals it creates is A-class, the mushroom itself is toxic to humans. Baduka boars, however, can’t get enough of the stuff.” The lecture that followed was not the one she remembered. It focused a lot more on decomposition and death in the ecosystem.

Mirian wondered what had changed. Had the break-in to the building been stopped? Or had the spies just escaped and tried again?

If the other students’ presentation in Artifice had been boring the first time, they were even worse the second time. Mirian stopped paying attention after the first presentation and started sketching her designs for her spellrod. This time, she wanted to put at least one combat spell on it, not just utility spells. Not that she had any hope of fighting off dozens of trained soldiers with rifles and wands. She couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d seen. Again, she found her heart racing. She slowed her breathing and imagined a desert, vast and calm. In her mind, it was where the warm wind she liked so much blew from, and in that wind was peace.

When she had done that, she started listening to the presentations again, and had to suppress a groan. The end of the class couldn’t come soon enough.

Mathematics went by fast enough, and the repetition was helpful. Then she went back to her dorm to meet Lily. “Duels?” Lily asked her.

“Duels,” she said, and what a relief. “You want to come?”

Again, Lily looked at the stacks of papers on her desk and said, “Yeah, hells, why not.”

So off they were to the Stygalta Arena. As they passed by the Torrian Tower, Mirian remembered watching it fall. Gods, how was she supposed to just keep going with normal life after what she’d seen? But she reminded herself that here, she could maybe convince Lily she wasn’t crazy, and soon, she could send off those letters.

Again, Mirian made her way to the quicksilver room. She spotted Platus, and remembered abruptly that he had died before the attack. What was the connection?

She also saw Liamar and Valen. Selesia wasn’t here yet. She joins later, right? Mirian had a good memory, but there were so many things to remember, and she hadn’t paid all that much attention to most of them. That was one problem with proving anything. The other was that stuff changed. So far, it had just been small things, like Viridian’s lecture, or the way Torres had phrased her project critiques. There were also things where another explanation was more plausible. Like, she could reveal she knew all the exam questions, but long before “time travel,” most people would say “she saw a copy of the exam early.”

Weather might be good. But then, she couldn’t remember which day it actually started snowing. Well, dueling would do her good. It would at least clear her head of all the nonsense thoughts in it.

After practice, she was ready to fight Valen, ready for that stupid feint attack she was going to try to pull, but then she saw the names on the board. This time she was fighter number three, and Valen was eight.

It had changed.

Damn it all, she thought. What had changed it? It hadn’t even been two days, but somehow, the small changes had added up, and the judge had pulled the number cards slightly differently. Was it her entry time? Was it how she’d talked to Lily, so that she did something differently? Or was it a causal chain she hadn’t even realized she was starting? Well, now she knew; she couldn’t rely on small, detailed events. Predicting dice rolls and coin flips was out of the question.

Ironically, it was Platus she was fighting. The boy was a brute, and his rapier technique was garbage. When he parried, he tried to use those big muscles for it and just ended up opening himself up to a quick disengage. By all rights, he shouldn’t have been in the quicksilver room. Maybe the cobalt room would have been a better fit, but his ego apparently couldn’t handle that. Mirian used quick footwork and slow feints to bait him, then quickly got around his guard. The bout was over quickly, a resounding 5-0 victory for Mirian.

She bowed respectfully, thinking, You die soon, unless I can stop it. How strange it was, to know that. But what could she say? She didn’t think telling him would do anything. At least, not until she knew more. Gods, she’d thought dueling might clear her head, but it was just making her think about it more.

Mirian joined Lily on the benches. “Does Platus always accuse you of cheating?” Lily asked.

“Huh? Oh, not just me. Basically everyone. Did he do it again?”

“Yeah, as he walked by. Wow. What a great guy, huh?”

“He certainly has a reputation,” Mirian said. She wracked her mind, trying to think about what they talked about last time. “So what classes are you taking next quarter?”

“Alchemistry,” Lily said with a groan.

“I can totally give you my notes for that,” Mirian said. “What else?”

“Advanced Spell Empowerment. If I can get in, of course. There’s some strict entry requirements.”

That seemed vaguely familiar. Mirian retraced the conversation as best she could, then went to her second bout. This time, it was against Liamar.

Oh shit, she thought. She hoped that the meeting with Selesia wasn’t contingent on winning this bout, because she was about to get her ass unavoidably kicked.

Liamar started with an explosive attack, sending Mirian wheeling back with several desperate parries. When she tried to maneuver to the side and counter-attack, she found his blade was already at her side. After that, it only went downhill. Mirian was able to get two glancing blows on him, but Liamar ended the bout shortly after. Well, there was no shame losing to the best.

When she sat back down, she was pleased to see that Selesia and Lily had finally met.

“Do you usually get trounced like that?” Lily asked.

“If it’s Liamar? Absolutely. He’s probably the best swordsman in Baracuel. I’m just happy I almost got a full point on him. Who’s this?”

“Oh, this is Selesia. She was admiring your form.”

Selesia blushed, as she had before. “That is not what I said.”

They talked amicably for a while, Mirian explaining the nuances of the bouts they were watching, and Selesia talking about history. Selesia joined them at the dining hall again. This time, Mirian did pick up on a few things. Selesia kept looking at her when she thought Mirian wasn’t looking. She also was interested in whatever Mirian had to say. Part of her wanted to acknowledge that, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want to change the outcome.

Still, she couldn’t help but get a warm feeling from the attention. She’d been lonely, and didn’t think many people were interested in her. Suddenly, somebody was.

When they headed back to the dorm, Mirian said, “She was nice.”

And Lily replied, “I think she likes you.”

This time, Mirian said, “Open the note.”

Lily got very quiet. When they entered the dorm, she went over to her desk where she rummaged around in the back drawer. She cracked the wax seal, then read. Mirian could tell she was uncomfortable. “What is this?” she finally asked. “Did you recruit some… some fourth-year to… what? Prank me? Is this your way of… what are you trying to do?” Her words came out with far more pain and venom than Mirian expected. She took a step back.

“I’m trying to get you to believe me,” she whispered. A single tear escaped her eye, but she quickly wiped it away.

“I need… I need some time to think,” Lily said, and abruptly left, leaving Mirian alone.

Mirian put her head in her hands. There had to be some way to get people to believe her, before it was too late. If she couldn’t even convince her best friend, who could she convince?
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Letters



Lily was still out when Mirian went to sleep, and when she woke, Lily was asleep, and she didn’t have the heart to wake her. She left a note saying she’d gone to the library.

Mirian had something of a plan. With her letters in her bag, she went to the front desk. “Hi,” she said. “I was trying to send a letter to my brother. He said he was summoned for duty at… well, and that’s the problem, I can’t remember the name of the place! It’s so embarrassing. He’s part of the Baracuel military, and my parents said he just got a promotion, so I was going to congratulate him, only, they didn’t say where, so⁠—”

The librarian held up a finger. “I think I get the idea,” he said. “You want the Atlas Room. Basement level one, south quadrant, room S-110.” The man closed his eyes briefly, then said, “I think the maps you’re looking for are on the wall by the door.”

“Thank you,” Mirian said, smiling. Well, even though she’d acted like an idiot, she felt like an idiot too. She’d managed to make it five years and a quarter in the Academy and had never heard they had a map room. Of course they had map room! They had everything! She didn’t even need the ridiculous cover story. It did amuse her to visualize Zayd, all of five years old right now, dressed up in full military regalia with an oversized hat on.

The map room was empty. That made sense. It was morning on the weekend; only total morons were up doing research. As she read labels and looked through books and rolled up maps, Mirian realized there were a bunch of geologic maps taking up a whole shelf, and an atlas entirely dedicated to documenting topography and rock layers. That was as good as an answer key for the geoarcanology class she would take soon.

Finally, she found the military maps. Most of them were the kind of thing historians liked—maps of battles, old maps that got things wrong, and maps of weird little kingdoms that didn’t exist anymore. She found one she thought was perfect—it was called Military Bases of the Baracuel Country—but it ended up being dated 4515, just over 300 years old. That was a strange map to see. Every town had its own fort, and Bainrose was still a military castle, not a library. Outside a few corridors and human strongholds, there was little else. Huge swathes of the map were labeled as “dangerous wilderness.” Akana Praediar was only a small collection of colonies on the western continent.

She rolled it back up and looked for a more recent one. Finally, she found a massive book—nearly two feet wide, before it was open—titled Complete Atlas of Baracuel, and that did the trick. Military bases were included as an afterthought. The nearest one was Fort Aegrimere, near Cairnmouth. Well, that made sense; Cairnmouth was the largest nearby city, and along the river, so it was strategic or some such nonsense. She was sure she’d heard that from a history teacher at some point. It was a bit embarrassing how little she knew of the geography in west Baracuel.

There was another fortress near Palendurio, the First Capital. That was even farther south. Too far away from the north coast, she decided.

She made several notes in her journal and a nice little map. There was a stronghold north of Torrviol, but it was too far east. That made sense. Farther north were the frostlands, and that stronghold no doubt kept the worst myrvite monsters from traveling south to snack on villagers. The other cities that were close were in the west corridor, so any castles or forts they had were like Bainrose—now being used for something else. So, Fort Aegrimere it was.

As for the Department of Public Security… they had to be in Cairnmouth, right?

It was off to the Royal Couriers next. She figured if the mail delivery service was in on the conspiracy, she was screwed anyways.

The courier office in Torrviol was south of the market. Plenty of people visited it on the weekend, including farmers traveling in, so it would be busy. Since it was early morning, though, the crowds were thin enough; it was mostly just merchants setting up stalls or donkey-drawn carts alongside spell engine wagons. Some people saw no reason to break from tradition. Mirian’s own village out east still used a lot of donkeys; spell engines needed fossilized myrvite, whereas donkeys just ate nearby grass.

The Royal Courier building had the traditional symbol of the lion above the doorway, painted orange on a white background. The couriers had a long and noble tradition they came from. Back when travel was still dangerous and myrvite beasts stalked the roads between towns, there was no job more deadly than courier. It had been the brave and relentless who traveled, and though the roads were now much safer, the profession was still honored in Baracuel. When a courier passed, it was tradition to give a short salute in their direction.

Mirian had been to the office often to mail letters to her family. Thankfully, there was no line. “How does one address a letter to a garrison commander if one does not know their name?” she asked the courier at the desk.

The courier did not even consult the book. “To the honored commander,” she said.

“And it will be delivered to them?”

“To their staff, most likely.”

She handed the courier the first letter, now addressed to “The Honored Commander of Fort Aegrimere.” “Expedited,” she said. That was an entire silver drachm, rather than five coral beadcoins. She couldn’t afford it, but the fate of the Academy was at stake, so she handed the coin over. She would manage, somehow. A letter traveling by general mail might take weeks, and it would only be delivered if the subject went to the local courier’s office. Expedited would assign a courier to hand it to the subject personally, if they could.

“Does the Department of Public Security have a public office in Cairnmouth?”

This, the courier did look up. She hesitated. “No. And I cannot guarantee they will see any letter you address to them.”

Mirian thought. Who else could she write to?

“Who is the governor of Cairnmouth?” she asked.

“The Honored Governor Sire Willhelm Marhurst,” the courier said, without looking it up.

She addressed it to him and ordered that letter also expedited.

The courier looked at her but didn’t say anything. They were honor-bound not to discuss correspondence, unless it was treasonous. Mirian considered telling her. But what good would it do?

With any luck, she’d just solved the crisis. Something told her it wouldn’t be enough, though. What she needed—what she really needed—was evidence. Stupid. She’d given the scrolls she’d taken off that Akanan to that maintenance guy. Well, that building was on her way back. Mirian left and made her way there. But the building was closed and locked still.

Weird, she thought.

She finally decided to pass the time by working on her scepter for next quarter. That involved a trip back to Bainrose, where she cracked open several books on glyphs and started making notes. Several of the glyphs she’d used last time would work. In fact, most of her glyphs were based on the manipulation of kinetic energy. The soldiers had used special bullets that pierced shields, but she also needed to defend herself against some of their nastier spells. A chill ran down her spine as she remembered being dismembered by force blades. She wondered: If that was the spell the soldiers were using, was that what she should use to defend herself?

Glyph research like this took hours, though she’d done some of the work last quarter—or was it next quarter? Either way, she’d still have to wait to do the assembly, as she wasn’t going to be getting a discount on any materials or the metal shop until after the project was assigned.

As she diagrammed out the glyph sequences, she quickly realized she’d have to add another steel ring along the shaft. But that would also simplify the device. In a fight, she’d have to pay attention to one switch: One for a shield, one for an attack. She could then disable the top-most ring with another switch. Professor Torres would no doubt appreciate the attention to safety.

The rest of the spellrod would just be useful: lift and manipulate object spells, a containment barrier for use in alchemistry, and several spells used extensively in craftwork like phantom sandpaper and shape wood. The problem, she quickly realized, would be money. She had already spent too much on the letters. Now, Mirian realized, she’d need a lot more. At least five silver drachms, unless she was going to just straight up starve herself to save costs, and that seemed counterproductive. She was not going to do her best work or learning on an empty stomach. What would her father say to that?

As a student, she wasn’t licensed to practice magic professionally yet, and every person in Torrviol checked that. No one wanted to piss off the Academy, the main economic engine of the town. She could probably pick up some menial job. Or she could open up a line of credit with one of the local banks. She didn’t like that, but hells, maybe the bank would forgive it if everyone found out she’d saved the town from destruction? But how could she prove that?

It all came back to evidence. She needed to figure out more about what these spies were after. She needed to figure out what else they were up to. Mirian tried to think of the books she’d read about spies. Did they have a hideout? A drop site? Did spies actually do that stuff, or was that just part of the thrillers she read in preparatory school?

Before she went back to her dorm, she decided to visit the Kiroscent Dome.

Mirian had been avoiding it. She didn’t want to be reminded of the carnage that had taken place there, but there was no avoiding it. When she entered, she froze. The memories were still vivid. She forced herself to breathe deeply, and continued to walk.

She repeated a mantra her mother taught her: the past is gone; it has gone through me, and I am still here. I am in the now, where I have control. The past is gone….

People were staring at her as she walked through the rotunda because she was occasionally trembling, but screw them. They could stare.

She made it the statue of Yiaverunan. She looked up at it and wondered, Was it you that saved me? What do I do now?

Yiaverunan was silent. The gray statue simply loomed above, hourglass, star, hammer and wheel still in Her four hands. Mirian searched for answers in those symbols, and ran her hand down the polished stone. Well, what did she expect?

She went to meet Lily for dinner.

They had a table they normally sat at near the edge of the dining hall. Today, the cooks had made red curry sauce that they draped over roast duck and vegetables. She got a plate, but their table was empty. She looked around for Lily, but she couldn’t see her. She couldn’t see anyone she knew very well at all, really. A few classmates that she recognized, but had never talked to. Making friends had always been hard for her, and it seemed harder still at the Academy. Most of the people who attended came at least from the province, but Mirian was the only one who had come from Arriroba, or anywhere near it.

The building was beautiful, with its ornate wood ceiling and marble pillars. The atmosphere was inviting, with so many students relaxing or joking about with their friends. The food was splendid. And yet, the flavor and joy of the place was sapped away by her feelings of dejection. She was just about to leave when she saw Lily enter. Relief flooded through her. Then she saw the look on Lily’s face. Mirian could tell her roommate was trying to keep it together, but she looked terrified.

Mirian watched, concerned, as Lily got her food, then slowly made her way to the table. A group of third-years was blocking the main aisle, so Lily made her way through the various scattered tables before joining Mirian.

“What’s wrong?” she asked her roommate.

Lily said, “I should be asking you that.”

“Why?” Mirian asked, going cold. “What happened?”

“Some maintenance guy finally came to properly repair the hole, except he came alone, and didn’t have the tools he needed to fix it. When I told him you were out, he said, ‘Give her this, then,’ and gave me this letter. Well, that was creepy as the five hells, so I opened it.”

She passed the letter to Mirian. The writing was in a near illegible cursive, but Mirian could just puzzle it out. It read: Sent two over to Myrvite Studies building on Fourthday. They never came back. Guards say they’re looking, but are stone-mouthed about it all. Maintenance building was broken into last night. Supervisor is also missing now. Leaving town. Stay safe.

Mirian looked at Lily. What she wanted to say—really wanted to say—was, I told you so! But she had too much sympathy for what Lily must be feeling right now, so she just explained. She kept her voice a low hush so it wouldn’t carry, leaning in to tell her. “There’s been break-ins all across campus. I think the guards are in on it, at least some of them. You might see some strange people wearing dark clothes, hiding on rooftops or going where they’re not supposed to. They’re spies. I don’t know why, but it has to do with the attack I told you about. On the 28th of Solem, Akana Praediar attacks the Academy. I have to stop it. We have to stop it.”

Lily sat there. “How?”

“Gods, I wish I knew. The people who really need to know are the Department of Public Security. They do spy stuff.”

“Who?”

“The Deeps. You know. Secret police and all that?”

“Oh, right, them,” Lily said. “How do you contact them?”

“No clue,” Mirian replied. “That’s half the problem. What’s supposed to happen is you tell the guards and if it’s big, they tell the Crown Bureau. But if the guards are in on it and there’s no Bureau in Torrviol, what do I do? And the bigger problem is I don’t have anything that can prove it. Should I just flee back home?”

“We have classes! I need my degree, or what am I going to do?” Lily said. “My parents would… well, I would not be welcome home if I failed a quarter.”

“Mine would, but I’d never hear the end of it. But we might have to run. I sent some letters to the military and a governor. But why would they believe me?”

“We need evidence,” Lily said, and Mirian was relieved to hear her say we, that she did believe her, at least somewhat. “But… how?”

“I don’t know, and the problem is if we screw up… well, I don’t think anyone is going to find those maintenance people.”

“Mirian,” Lily said, voice low. “What the fuck is going on?”

“I wish I knew,” she said. Part of her was glad to see Lily so spooked, because now, someone understood her. Part of her felt guilty for dragging her into it. But they were all going to get dragged into it in the end, weren’t they? “Keep your eyes open, and we keep trying to figure this out,” she said.

Mirian looked out the window. The stained glass distorted the campus, already shrouded in the early twilight hours of autumn. In the glimmer of the glyph lamps, she could see the silhouettes of townsfolk and students wandering about the streets. As she watched, her mind wandered. “Well,” she said, finally, “I think I have an idea.”
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A Plan



Step one of the plan involved starting rumors. This was something Mirian had, funnily enough, almost no experience doing. Lily was a lot better at it. On Seventhday when they visited the dining hall again for lunch, Lily joined a table with several other sixth-year students.

“Hey, do any of you have maintenance requests in?” Lily asked.

One of the girls at the table said, “No.”

“Okay, sorry for bothering you. It’s so weird though, it’s been days and nothing. And then I was talking to my friend who had one in, and he hasn’t gotten his filled in a week. And then someone told him that someone killed a maintenance team and the city guards are covering it up, and I was like, there’s no way that’s true, that sounds like something that bearded guy who keeps ranting about end times in the market forum would say, so I’m trying to… I dunno, make sure that isn’t true. Well, enjoy your meal.” And then she was off, before they could respond.

“Nice,” Mirian said as they walked away from the table. “You made that look easy.”

“Well, it is easy. You try the next one.”

They visited five tables, spread across the dining hall, trying to make the encounters seem casual. One of the tables, a fourth-year boy piped up with, “Wait a second, yeah! There’s this broken door in the dorm and no one’s fixed it in a week. Is that what’s going on?”

They might have been rumors, but it wasn’t like they were untrue.

“So do you think it will work?” asked Lily as they walked back to the dorms. “What even gave you the idea to do that?”

“No clue. There was… well, this is embarrassing. There was a book I liked about a Deeps agent who had to stop a conspiracy, and if she wanted to get information out to the public, she would go to taverns in a disguise and start talking. I mean, that’s got to be based on something, right?”

“Maybe,” Lily said. “If everyone’s talking about it, someone who can do something about it has to pick up on it, right? There’s all these rich students, and some from the old nobility. If people in Torrviol are getting killed, they have the power to stir up a fuss.”

“Yeah. I feel like I’m missing something, though. Like, Archmage Luspire is in charge of the Academy, and he has to know about the break-ins. And certainly that his staff are going missing! When Platus died, they canceled classes, and there were all those announcements about safety and….” Mirian stopped. “Oh shit, that hasn’t happened yet.”

Lily had gone pale. “When does this happen?”

“It was a few days before the invasion.” She thought. “It was right before the weekend, so it must have been the 23rd of Solem. I still can’t… like, did he stumble onto something? Why would they kill him?”

Lily shook her head. “I still can’t believe this all. It’s all so… it’s crazy!”

“Tell me about it,” Mirian said, and again she was glad she had her friend.
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That evening, when Mirian listened to the sermon at the Luminate Temple, she was in a different place. When she’d heard it the first time, she hadn’t been paying attention. She’d been so focused on exams, and the flooding in her room, and had been so tired. Now, a different kind of exhaustion suffused her, but her ears were open. In the cavernous hall, amidst the tall pillars and the huge reliefs of the Gods looking down on them, she sat meditatively as the priest spoke.

“… and it was Ominian whose body sheltered the people of Enteria from the Cataclysm. Not for coin. Not for worship. They demanded no price. They laid upon the people no debt. When the First Prophet asked why, Ominian said, with Their dying breath: ‘You are of life. The cycle of souls is sacred to Us, as it should be to you.’ We must remember this, and remember Their sacrifice. For it was Ominian’s body that shielded us. Though many died, some lived, and here, we must remember another lesson. As They bore Their heart to Enteria, we must remember the tides of the great void above are not a simple stream, but full of riddles and currents that we may never fully understand….”

As Priest Krier spoke, he approached and put his hand on the statue of Ominian behind the altar. The Elder God looked ominous in the flickering candlelight, looming above the congregation. No two statues of the God were quite the same, and the one here in Torrviol looked very different from the one in Mirian’s temple back in Arriroba. Some features were the same, though. Ominian was always depicted with a crown of burning laurels, sitting upon a throne, Their chest split open so the heart was visible. Unlike her home temple, the statue here had several knives sticking out of the God’s torso. The last knife pierced Their hand, which was raised, palm up, as if to ward away something. The stone of the statue was marble, and as Mirian looked on it, she got the strange sense of recognition. The black, white, and pink stone was full of swirls and whorls that reminded her of eyes.

The priest’s sermon continued. Sacrifice and the unknowable figured prominently, but the one that most resonated with her was the code of ethics: doing what was right, because it was right, and for no other reason. That was the code that her mother and father had instilled in her. It was what drove her now. The easy thing to do would be to flee, she knew. She still might have to resort to that.

Why did you choose me? she wondered, and looked around the chamber. From every wall, Gods looked down, part statue and part relief so that it looked like they were emerging from the solid stone. Which one had seen fit to give her a second chance? And why? What did they see in her?

She had never thought of herself as particularly worthy of anything. The sermon ended, but she stayed seated, lost in thought, until the thin sunlight bleeding through the windows began to dim, and the shadows in the temple grew even deeper.
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The next morning, Mirian found to her surprise that the Myrvite Ecology exam had changed. This one was all about decomposition and scarce resources, though it had the same basic format as last time. Again, Professor Viridian had rings around his eyes, and Mirian could see his exhaustion. Midway through the exam, she looked up and saw that Valen was looking at her from across the room.

Creepy, Mirian thought. She narrowed her eyes, and for once the girl actually had the decency to blush before she looked back to her exam and got to work.

Distracted, Mirian considered her plan. She decided that as aggravating as Valen was, she needed her. After all, she was the only person she knew of who had actually seen one of the cloaked figures running about.

After class, Mirian waited until other students left, then went up to Viridian. “Professor? I know the quarter is over now, but could I meet with you during your office hours?”

Without looking at her, Viridian said, “Unfortunately, I’ve just become quite busy recently,” and nodded at the pile of exams on his desk. “And, after all, what’s done is done.” It was not his typical warm response.

Mirian chewed on her lip, then worked up the courage to say what she had planned to say. “Well, if I may… I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say. If I’m right, it’s related to why you’re so tired.”

To his credit, Professor Viridian displayed no surprise at this strange comment, though he did turn his gaze to Mirian. He didn’t say anything for some time, but just as Mirian was about to give in to the urge to apologize and run out of the room, he said, “Four o’clock. I’ll be in my office.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mirian said, and hastily walked out of the room.

She damn near smacked right into Valen.

“Gods! What are you doing?” Mirian snapped. She’d wanted to talk to Valen, but she hadn’t expected to find her just outside the door waiting in ambush.

The shorter girl looked up at her with those intense blue eyes of hers and tucked a loose strand of her dirty blond hair behind her ear. Instead of apologizing, like a normal person, she asked, “What were you talking to him about?”

“Why is it any of your business?” Mirian replied. “I need to get to my next exam.”

Valen followed her down the stairs. “You have a half hour. You’ll get there on time.”

“You already know what it’s about.” Instead of going to the first floor, she opened the door to the second. She stepped into one of the empty classrooms and looked out the window. Here, the windows all looked to the inner part of the former arena where the myrvite gardens bloomed in one half and the cages of the myrvite beasts they studied here were in the more distant half. Mirian opened one of the latched windows. She had a hunch. As soon as the window was open she knew she was right. “Do you hear that?”

Normally, one could hear the little cockatrice calling out like chickens, or the wyvern’s shrill call.

“No.” Valen paused. “Alright, I see your point. So you think that guy…?” Well, one could accuse Valen of a lot of things, but Mirian couldn’t accuse her of being stupid.

“You saw him too. And you saw what Viridian looks like right now. I need you to back me up, because this is all bigger than you think it is.”

Valen raised an eyebrow. “Bigger than a massive break-in to the Academy that no one seems to be talking about?”

“Why do you think no one’s talking about it?”

“So what else did you find out?”

Mirian hesitated. Well, she knew Valen and Viridian both could be trusted. After all, they’d all died together in that rotunda beneath the dome. At least, both could be trusted not to be in league with the Akanans. “The guy who was going to repair the leak in my dorm told me they found a scroll written in Eskanar with information about the break-ins. They figured out where the next one was going to be, so some maintenance guys tried to stop the break-in and went missing. So if you’re thinking I’ve lost it, stop by maintenance, and try to figure out why the entire building is closed.”

“So that’s how you knew,” Valen said.

“That, and I’d seen one creeping about on the roofs between classes. And the guards didn’t care at all.” Mirian tried to think of an example of what a normal response to a crisis at the Academy was that wasn’t in the future. “Remember… it would have been our second year, and some students went missing in the Mage’s Grove? It was in the Torrviol Broadsheet, everyone was talking about it, and they printed fliers of their faces.” Torrviol only had the one local newspaper.

Valen chuckled. “Turns out, they’d just been smuggling alcohol and partying out there. Archmage Luspire was so furious at them.”

“Yeah. That was way smaller than this. And yet…”

“I get it,” Valen said. “Funnily enough, you’re not the first person I’ve heard this from.”

“Really?” Mirian said, but in her head she was thinking, Well, of course Valen has her finger on the crank of the rumor mill.

“Oh shut up, you heard the rumor too, that’s why you finally decided to talk to Viridian. Why else would you wait?”

Mirian inwardly cursed herself. How the hells was Valen so good at picking up when she was lying? But just because she could pick up on a lie didn’t mean she could infer the truth. Enough of what she’d said had been convincing, and her story lined up. “So you’ll come?”

Valen hesitated. “Okay. Yeah. When is it?”

“Four o’clock today.” Mirian closed the window, while Valen walked back out the classroom door. She turned and stopped when Mirian said, “Oh, and Valen? Thank you.”

Her pseudo-nemesis seemed as surprised as Mirian did with the gratitude. But it felt right to offer it. “Yeah. Of course.” Then she left. Maybe after this, Valen would stop being a jerk to her.

The math exam was considerably easier without sleep deprivation. It was also earlier in the day, so she was that much more alert. As before, it did make several students cry, but Mirian felt good about the whole thing as she turned it in. She still had no idea what the last few questions were about. She’d have to look through her notebook, because she was pretty sure Professor Jei had never covered them. Still, she thought she did better; she’d never actually gotten the results back on this exam before the attack had come.

Mirian had time for lunch at one of the nearby cafes. As she ate, she kept looking out the windows, looking for any suspicious figures traversing the rooftops or people skulking about. Of course, it was another dreary, cold day, so all the dark cloaks would have made them blend right in with the crowds.

She stopped by the library and worked on her spellrod design for a few hours, paging through various arcane design books, writing notes on various glyph-combinations. The work required near encyclopedic knowledge of the various glyphs. As she read, she became more and more impressed by the unnamed Persaman who’d made the spellrod Professor Torres would be displaying to the class in a few days. Glyphs often changed function depending on what other glyphs they were placed next to, so finding ending sequences that lined up with a static starting sequence was arduous work.

She was glad there was already a huge list of combinations and several theoretical frameworks to work from. She hadn’t the slightest idea how ancient people had managed to figure out how all this stuff worked.

Several hours later, she made her way to Professor Viridian’s office.
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Mirian didn’t have to wait long in the Myrvite Studies building before Valen met her in the hallway.

“Did you go by maintenance?” Mirian asked.

She nodded.

Mirian accepted that as good enough and went to Viridian’s door and knocked. They heard Viridian’s muffled “come in,” and entered.

“Hi, sir. I brought a classmate, if that’s okay. She saw what I saw. Or at least, one of the incidents.” Mirian then recoiled as she saw Viridian’s office. The place was a mess. Papers were scattered everywhere, cabinets torn apart with the drawers still out, and pieces of furniture knocked over. Supplies and books were in haphazard piles, and it looked like Viridian had only begun to clean. Plenty of the books had pages torn out. “Gods above,” Mirian swore. It was horrible to look at. All her life, she’d been told to treat people and property with respect. Seeing the books that had been split open or torn apart made her especially distraught. There were things you just didn’t do, and damaging books was one of those things.

Viridian maintained his composure. She supposed he’d had some time to digest it all. Viridian had only uprighted one of the chairs for her to sit on, so Mirian awkwardly picked up another chair that was buried in a pile of papers and books and offered it to Valen.

“What happened?” Mirian asked.

“Well, you said you know something about it all,” Viridian said calmly. “So hopefully, you can tell me.”

Mirian told him what she knew, sticking to the same basic story she’d told Valen. There was no point in trying to convince either of them about the time travel.

When she was done, Professor Viridian went and stood to look out the window, his hands clasped behind his back, saying nothing.

Mirian had thought about what she might say to Professor Viridian, but most of it went flying out of her head. She blurted out the lie she’d prepared. “I have a friend who’s in Fort Aegrimere. He said there’s weird stuff happening. Strange ships sighted along the north coast. The officers are tight lipped, but something’s going on. If these are Akanan Praediar spies….”

Professor Viridian gave a loud sigh. “Things are bad enough, Mirian. Please don’t catastrophize.”

“Then what is it? What in the hells is going on here? I mean, someone ransacked your office and did something to the myrvites.”

When Viridian raised an eyebrow at that last part, Valen said, “You can’t hear them anymore. The wyverns are really loud. I used to like listening to their calls during lunch.”

Viridian seemed to accept this explanation. “I’ll bring what you told me to the attention of the Academy,” he said. “May I mention your names?”

“Will we be safe if you do?”

Professor Viridian didn’t have anything to say to that. He turned back to the window. “I’ll keep your names anonymous, then.”

Mirian opened her mouth to speak, but it was Valen who spoke next. “Is that it, then? Is there anything we can do?”

Viridian turned and gave them a sad smile. “I apologize. I must seem quite insensitive to you. But when you get as old as I am, you might understand better. The world is a complex thing, and the strange politics of the Academy and Baracuel leak everywhere in something far more volatile and unpredictable than any ecosystem we studied together. I have been working all my life to pull the levers of change on the strange mechanism we call civilization, to no avail. I don’t fully understand what is happening, but I assure you, you need not worry. This has everything to do with petty greed. Much is buried beneath Torrviol, and this too will be interred into the ground.”

“Ah,” Valen said. “I get it.”

You do? Mirian thought. She was more confused than ever.

“Good luck,” she said. “I’m sorry this happened to you. And… well, I hope the wyverns are alright. Come on, Mirian.”

“Thank you,” Viridian said. “And best of luck in your studies.”

Mirian wasn’t quite ready to leave, they’d barely said anything, but Valen was insistently pulling on her arm, and Viridian had clearly indicated the conversation was over.

When they were down the hall and out of earshot, Mirian hissed, “You can let go of my arm now. You understand? He just said a bunch of fancy words about how everything is complex! That doesn’t answer anything!”

“He said he doesn’t know what’s going on and he doesn’t think telling us what he does know will change anything. You know from his perspective, we’re just two sixth-years that can’t be trusted, right?”

“I’m trustworthy!”

Valen rolled her eyes. “Gods, but you’re thick sometimes. What was that nonsense about Akana Praediar invading?”

“Another rumor going around. I heard from the base⁠—”

“No you didn’t, because I actually have an older brother at Fort Aegrimere. He likes gossip even more than I do, and he’s heard nothing. You’re full of shit, Mirian. What’s gotten into you?”

“Oh, because you know me so well,” she snapped. “Has staring at me during exams given you this great insight?”

“You’re avoiding the topic. What’s actually going on?”

Mirian made an exasperated noise. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. And I can’t prove any of it, so it doesn’t matter.”

“Try me,” Valen demanded. She was trying to make herself tall again, but it never worked. She was just too short to be intimidating.

Mirian wanted to tell her, just to prove to Valen that what had happened to her was unbelievable, that she was right, but she restrained herself. Her current plan depended on as many people hearing about the spies in Torrviol as possible and forcing the people with power to act. Then the Deeps or the Crown Bureau would hear about it and realize there was an imminent invasion. But maybe there was a shortcut. “Does anyone patrol the north coast?”

“You’re avoiding the question.”

“Answer mine first.”

“Of course not! Why would anyone patrol anywhere along the north of the Rift Sea? There’s no pirates or anything. Sending people north would just be asking them to get attacked by myrvites. Sending ships north would just lead to ice-kraken attacks.”

“So, it’s the perfect place to launch a sneak attack.”

“But why would… wait, you think Akana Praediar is going to attack Baracuel? That it’s not one of the syndicates?” Valen made a face.

“That’s the problem with it all. It is ridiculous, of course I know it’s ridiculous. And yet, with absolute certainty, I can tell you it’s going to happen if something big doesn’t change. What would it take to get the military to send patrols north?” Mirian had no idea what in the five hells a syndicate was, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Valen.

The other girl let out a guffaw. “Any sort of indication. A military buildup. A diplomatic incident. Literally anything. Let me get this straight: you read a scroll in Eskanar and assumed that it meant some criminal mischief was the precursor to a war? I can’t even count all the ways that doesn’t make sense. Akana and Baracuel are in the process of joint operations in both Persama and Zhighua, and it’s Akana that’s thinking of withdrawing. Do you even pay attention to politics at all?”

The answer to that last question was a resounding no, but Mirian ignored the verbal jab and with icy coldness said, “I assumed nothing. I watched it happen.” She hadn’t meant to. Now, Valen was no doubt going to start a rumor that she was a Gods-touched lunatic. Which, she realized, might actually be true.

Valen gave her a funny look. “You really believe what you’re saying?”

“Tell your brother to look north. The attack is on the 28th of Solem, which means it must land several days before that. And no, as I said, I can’t prove any of it.” Mirian left.

When she got back to the dorm, Lily looked up from her textbooks and asked, “Did it work?”

“Maybe. Probably not. I don’t know. I accidentally told Valen everything because she also saw the cloaked person, so if you hear a rumor going around saying I’ve lost my marbles, one, it’s probably true, and two, it’s her fault. Ugh.”

Lily squinted at her. “I feel like I’ve heard you talk about Valen before. You… don’t like her?”

“I’m not having this conversation again,” Mirian said.

“What? Again?”

“Oh Gods, right. We didn’t have it, because I didn’t duel her on the….” Mirian let out a big sigh. “She’s annoying and spreads rumors about me, but is also strangely perceptive. Sometimes. You want to go for a walk in the Mage’s Grove? I don’t think the Akanan scouts are hiding there yet. We can talk about… normal stuff. I think I’d like that.”

Lily grimaced at the pile of books in front of her. “Yeah, I could use a break from this. Let’s go.”
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Mirian spent the next day split between studying and relaxing. This time, she wanted to be better prepared for Spell Engine Alchemistry. Belatedly, she realized she should try to meet either Nicolus or Xipuatl and get in on their study sessions again. If all went well, it would be worth it after the impending disaster was over. Also, they were both in the nobility. If anyone had the connections to stir up a fuss and get politicians and generals to move, it was those two.

Thirdday, during registration, Mirian had the strangest sense of deja vu. It was sort of silly; this was only one of countless moments that were similar to what she’d already experienced. But something about it stood out. Here was a moment where Mirian could change something easily. With a single stroke of her pen, she could change her fate.

Well, most of it. It seemed fate wanted her to take Professor Eld’s class again, because somehow the other sections were full, even though this time she’d arrived even earlier to avoid that. Well, whatever. She ended up taking the same classes. Even though Atger was a terrible professor, she needed that class to graduate. She had to plan for there being a future. Or else, what was the point?

The rest of the break she spent studying, except for a few brief outings to pick up newspapers. Each one cost her three coral beadcoins, which hit her already dwindling finances harder than she would have liked. The papers also ended up being practically useless. There was nothing at all about worsening relationships between Baracuel and Akana Praediar. In fact, the only article she could find on foreign relations was on some revolt on the border in Persama being successfully suppressed and a bunch of the traitors being executed in Rambalda.

With the extra costs added to what she would need to spend to build her spellrod, finances were becoming a concern. She ended up opening up a line of credit at the Tower’s Trust bank for ten silver drachms and signed the promissory note feeling dejected about it all. Her parents had worked hard to keep her out of debt, but she told herself it was for a good cause.

At this point, she’d finished her spellrod plan, so she dedicated the next four days of her focus to alchemistry. If she already had pages of notes and had read the textbook for the quarter, Nicolus and Xipuatl would see her value. It felt annoyingly transactional, but that was how the world worked sometimes. At this point, she didn’t want to do her usual runs in the Mage’s Grove anyways. She wasn’t quite sure when Akanan scouts started hiding about in the bushes there, but she didn’t want to find out the hard way. She’d been given this second chance; she wasn’t going to squander it.

It snowed the day the second quarter began, as it had before. She enjoyed it, even though this time she knew it wouldn’t last long.

Artifice Design went about the same as it had. She couldn’t remember exactly what Professor Torres had said, but she was fairly certain there were some changes. The important thing was the spellrod project remained the same. That was a relief.

Professor Eld was as abrasive as ever in Spellbook Enchantments. He started off with a rant about how soft students were these days, and how at their age his grandfather had to defend the farm from myrvite predators with a bow and arrow, which, neat, but Mirian wasn’t sure what in the five hells that had to do with glyph production. This time, she was sure the lecture had changed. Some of the rants he went off on were definitely different, even if they were mostly the same flavor.

It was the third class Mirian paid the most attention to. She had to make sure to sit next to either Nicolus or Xipuatl. She wasn’t sure who the best bet was. On one hand, she might just have to make sure Nicolus saw her notebook. On the other hand, there was that gaggle of girls—and a few boys—who were constantly vying for his attention. She envied his resources, but certainly not that.

Xipuatl, though, had a family that was not so prominent nor as rich. No one would be dueling each other to sit next to him. But it might take more to pique his interest. She’d thought that part through, and was looking around. As people trickled in, she lingered at the back of the lecture hall, pretending to page through her notebook.

In the end, Xipuatl’s darker skin made him easier to find. One disadvantage of the uniforms at the Academy was everyone ended up looking somewhat the same, though Nicolus was tall enough to stand out. She was pretty sure he hadn’t even shown up yet.

As Xipuatl went down the second aisle, she followed him, trying to be casual as she also followed him along the fourth row. When she sat next to him, he gave her an odd look. There were, after all, several other seats nearby. She pretended to ignore him, and opened up her notes. Well, it was a good thing this wasn’t Spycraft 101 because she would have been failed on the spot for conspicuousness, but it had done the trick.

Mirian waited until Professor Atger had gone through the first part of his lecture before she leaned over to him and whispered, “Isn’t this all just the first chapter of the textbook?”

Xipuatl made a face and whispered back, “Yup. Glad my tuition is funding this clown.”

For the rest of class, Mirian made a point to keeping her notebook open, not writing, but just keeping it on the page where she already had the contents of the lecture. As the lecture wrapped up, she said, “Well, this class is going to be a joke. He didn’t even cover patinate mana buildup on spell engines, and that is in chapter one. Hey, you seem to have your head on straight. Do you want to make a study group for this class?”

Xipuatl hesitated. “I’m already in one, actually.”

“That fast? Wow. Does Atger have a reputation I didn’t know about? You mind if I join?”

“Uhh… maybe. The other guy is… picky? That’s not the right word. An asshole about it? No, that’s not quite the right word either.”

“All I care about is he and you know their stuff and take it seriously. If you hadn’t implied you also read the textbook before classes started, I wouldn’t still be talking to you. Let me know,” she said, and got up to leave.

“Look, it’s Nicolus,” he said, as if that explained everything.

Well, it did, but Mirian gave a quizzical, “Who?”

That actually got a laugh out of Xipuatl. “You know what? You’re in. I’ll deal with Nicolus if he makes noise about it.” Then he told her when and where to meet, which she already knew.

Well, she thought. That was easy.
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The rest of the day went about the same as it had last time. Geoarcanology reminded her she needed to go look up those maps she’d found in Bainrose again, and Artifice Physics was the same combination of high philosophy and practical arcane physics it had been the first time.

She kept her eyes open during lunch and between classes, looking for any sign of the spies. Nothing.

Valen hadn’t said anything to her in Artifice Design. Though she hadn’t left her name with the Couriers, she’d checked a few times to see if the governor or commander of Fort Aegrimere had sent any sort of reply. Of course not. And she’d heard nothing from Viridian of course.

Mirian had heard the rumor she started twice now, though it had morphed. Now the guards were part of a secret crime syndicate that was running Torrviol, and they’d murdered one of the deans, though no one could say which one. Was that Valen’s work? Or just the natural tendency of rumor to morph into unrecognizable nonsense?

That meant she had basically two ideas left: one was to run around in the streets yelling that the Akanans were coming to kill them all. She was sure that would go over well. The other was Nicolus. He knew people. The problem was, he also knew that everyone was trying to manipulate him because he had power. Or they just thought he was handsome.

Classes went well on Secondday. Then, it was time for the next study session. First study session you’ve been to, she reminded herself.

She didn’t bother making a show of not knowing which room to go to. No one was looking for that kind of thing, so what was the point? When she opened the door to the room, though, it was just Sire Nurea.

“Oh, sorry… am I in the wrong room? I’m looking for Xipuatl and his friend.”

That got a raised eyebrow from Nurea. “You’re in the right room. I’m Sire Nurea March. I serve the family of Sacristar. And therefore, Nicolus.”

“Oh,” Mirian said. “So… he’s a big deal?”

Nurea muttered, “He’d certainly like everyone to think that, wouldn’t he?”

They chatted amicably, with Mirian relearning all the things she’d learned about Nurea so she wouldn’t have to try to remember what she knew and didn’t know.

Finally, Nicolus and Xipuatl showed up. “It’s not on the shelves,” Nicolus said as he dropped the three other textbooks he was carrying onto the table. “Someone already checked it… oh, there it is, on the table. Nurea, did you…?”

“She did,” Nurea said, nodding toward Mirian.

Mirian looked at the copy of Spell Engine Tolerances and Mana Flow Maintenance, Revised Edition in front of her. She’d forgotten that they hadn’t even assigned each other books to study and report on yet, and she’d just picked up the one she’d done last time without thinking. “Oh. Sorry, I… thought it’d be useful.”

“Well! It just means you’re prepared. I’m Nicolus, by the way.” He held out his hand, which Mirian shook. There was a sort of perfection to his handshake that was downright suspicious. Mirian suspected he’d practiced it far more than he would ever admit to.

“Mirian,” she said.

Then they got right to work. After all, when they weren’t bickering, both the boys were quite studious. After they divided the readings up again, Mirian sat back and made her move. “So have you heard about all the weird stuff going on in Torrviol?” she asked.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Nurea get very still.

“Yeah, something about break-ins?” Xipuatl said. “Seems weird they haven’t caught them yet.”

“Is there any basis to it?” Nicolus asked. “Last year it was going around that a group of bandits was ambushing people on the road, and it just turned out that some first year had seen a military patrol on their way to the Frostland’s Gate stronghold and didn’t realize they wore fur coats over their uniforms in the winter. He was from one of the southern cities and had just never seen patrols. Or snow, for that matter.” He laughed.

“I thought it was nonsense, but I’ve had a maintenance issue for like two weeks now and they just… never showed up. The office is closed. And I heard two of them went missing.” Mirian leaned in close, then whispered, “I even saw someone skulking about on the roof, wearing all black.”

“Really?” Nicolus said. “Hmm.” He looked over at Nurea, though he didn’t say anything to her.

“It’s weird that the Academy has been totally silent on it too. Like, remember when Pl—” Mirian stopped herself. She had been about to say “remember when Platus died,” which hadn’t happened yet. “—when those students went missing briefly in Mage’s Grove?”

“Maybe they’ve looked into it and it’s nothing. They’re probably being more cautious now so that they don’t look like fools, like they did last time,” Xipuatl said.

“Do you think it’s one of the syndicates?” Nicolus asked.

“This is going to sound stupid but… what are the syndicates? I heard someone else mention them.”

“Organized crime groups,” Xipuatl said. “Usually, they smuggle dangerous magichemicals to evade taxes or regulations on them. Some move drugs around or smuggle alcohol. Certain gangs might get into power in a city and run a protection racket or otherwise squeeze money out of a corrupt local government. Syndicates are all over Baracuel, vying for territory and power. Occasionally, the Crown Bureau will stamp a group out, execute a bunch or throw them in a prison, but that usually just means a rival moves in a few years later and the cycle starts again. The syndicates usually stick to the big cities, though. Small towns just don’t have enough money running through them to be worth it.”

“We don’t really have that out east,” Mirian said.

“Yeah, it’s more of a west-Baracuel thing. They’re mostly descended from old guilds that got overthrown and went underground, warped by a few hundred years of historical circumstance. Then they got used in the Unification Wars and had some legitimacy, then after the wars they were outlawed again. Except…” Nicolus glanced at Nurea again “some of the noble families work with them. No one ever admits to it, of course, but it’s how a syndicate can get their hands on the levers of power. So they become another board game piece to move around in the halls of power.”

“Why not make them legal, if everyone is using it? Then they don’t risk getting caught,” Mirian said.

“If the syndicate is illegal, it means the person controlling them always has leverage over them. They can always expose them to arrest. And they use the syndicates for doing the kind of shady stuff that would get a corporation’s crown charter revoked,” Xipuatl said.

“Huh,” Mirian said. “That is not what we were taught in history class.”

Nicolus laughed at that. “You get a very different education in Baracuel if you’re expected to hold power. You have to know how things actually work or you’ll be made a fool.”

Mirian frowned. Anyone was supposed to be able to hold power in Baracuel. It was a republic. They had elections and everything. That meant everyone was supposed to know how it worked, because they either were going to be an official or a voter. That’s why she’d had to take civics class in secondary school! She also realized the conversation hadn’t gone the direction she intended. “Do the syndicates ever work with other countries?”

Nicolus said, “No,” at the exact same time Xipuatl said, “Yes.”

“Okay, which is it?”

It was Sire Nurea who answered. “It’s the wrong question to ask. Power doesn’t care about the borders of a nation.”

“Huh,” said Mirian, not at all sure she understood. But she had an agenda to push, dammit! “Okay so… what if that is all going on? How does someone put a stop to it? I don’t really want syndicates running around kidnapping or killing people in Torrviol.”

“That depends on how much you want to stick your neck out. If innocent people are going missing….” Nicolus looked again at Nurea. “It also depends on who’s pulling the strings. It doesn’t quite make sense that they’re making a big splash, usually you want to keep a smuggling operation quiet. Torrviol is known for myrvite organ smuggling, and not really anything else.”

“It is!?” Mirian asked.

“Maybe something’s changed,” Nicolus said, ignoring her. This time, when he looked at Nurea, he raised his eyebrows.

“I’ll look into it,” Nurea said, and she said it in this casual way that felt like she was unsheathing a rapier. It gave Mirian chills. It also was exactly what she was hoping might happen.
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It seemed to Mirian that an atmosphere of tension permeated Torrviol. She continued to mention rumors to anyone it seemed convenient to.

“Did you hear someone said they saw Akanan soldiers in the towns west of here? It sounds ridiculous, I think people will believe anything they hear these days,” she told one boy after class.

To a girl the next day, she mentioned, “Someone told me they saw a guard harassing the staff of the Academy, but Archmage Luspire won’t do anything about it. What a world!”

Whenever small talk left an opening, Mirian did her best to sneak in a strategic comment. All the while, she tried to keep a low profile and listen. Now that her class in Artifice Design gave her free use of the shops and discounts on materials, she also spent a great deal of time in the metal shop using their artifice tools. With any luck, her spellrod would actually turn out well, and she could add it to her prized possessions. A few times, she caught other students in the shop peering at her curiously, then looking away when they realized she noticed them. Well, they hopefully were admiring her skill, rather than wondering what in the hells she was doing.

In the evenings, she helped Lily with Alchemistry by explaining the learning schema framework she was using, and Lily showed her some of the enhanced spells she was practicing.

On the Fourthday meeting with Nicolus and Xipuatl, she didn’t mention the spies or the Akanan attack. She figured it would be a bit weird if she kept bringing it up. Instead, the two of them rehashed the argument about Xipuatl’s idea that Tlaxhuaco druid magic would change the theoretical frameworks used in Baracuel and again let his disdain for fossilized myrvite and spell engines be known.

Fifthday, after classes, when Mirian went dueling, she saw Selesia again. This time, she didn’t wait until all her bouts were over. She went over to the fourth year and sat down next to her, which made Selesia’s eyes go wide. “Oh, hi Mirian,” she said, then blushed.

Not even I can be thick enough to miss that, Mirian thought. “Enjoying the bouts?” she asked.

“Yeah, they’re fun to watch. I mean… I was even thinking… well it’s silly, never mind.”

“No, tell me,” Mirian said.

“It looks fun, so I was thinking of learning dueling too. There’s a beginner’s room, right?”

So that’s where she had gone off to the first time, Mirian realized.

“Yeah. But it’s… uh… hey, I’ve got an idea. I can show you the basics. We can use one of the practice rooms. I doubt anyone’s using them.”

“Really? I mean, don’t you have your bouts?”

Mirian shrugged. “I’ve fought them all before, I sorta know how each duel will go. It’s fine, let me just go tell the judge to cancel me in the rotation.”

First, they checked out a duelist’s jacket and rapier for Selesia. Finding a practice room was easy; they were all empty. Each practice room had a half-circle floor instead of a full circle, a little area for equipment, and a single arched window looking out onto Torrviol. Mirian hit a glyph by the door so that the glyph lights in the room lit up.

“First, there’s the stance. Your feet go like this,” Mirian said, demonstrating the even spacing and slight crouch. “The point is to be able to move back and forth fast, and keep your torso small. Feet farther apart. There you go,” she told Selesia. “Now your back should be straight….”

At first, Selesia’s form was terrible. Mirian eventually just started adjusting her position with her hands, moving her shoulders back or a leg forward, or guiding her to show how the footwork was supposed to go. Then she realized Selesia blushed every time she did this, and wasn’t sure how to feel about it herself. She’d screwed it up the first time, and they’d never talked after that. Now, she had this second chance.

Selesia was cute when she blushed. And she liked the way the other woman looked at her.

For a few hours, Mirian showed her the parries and attacks, and they practiced a few times. It took Selesia a few rounds not to be terrified of the blade, but when Mirian showed her that the magnetic repulsion enchantments on them made it basically impossible to hurt someone, she relaxed. It was nice spending time with her. Selesia was a kind person, and Mirian enjoyed teaching her. She found herself smiling a lot as they practiced.

After a while, Selesia said, “Alright, I’m way too tired. It looks a lot easier, you know, when you’re just watching.”

Mirian laughed. “Yeah. Let’s head over to one of the fountains.”

Stygalta Arena had several small courtyards with large fountains in them for people to drink from, and also just sit by and watch. Special light glyphs had been placed in the fountain to make it look like the waters glowed, illumining the stone courtyard and casting it about in soothing shadows. Above, the night sky glistened. Heat enchantments in the stone benches kept them warm and free of snow, so as they sat, it warded away the winter chill.

“So, what’s Akana Praediar like?” Mirian asked.

“A lot like here,” Selesia said. “There’s a different culture, though. Akanans are obsessed with money and competition. And even on the holidays, they don’t like to relax. Life is slower here. I like that.”

“Hm. I never feel quite like I can relax. There’s always more to do. Books to study. Spells to practice. Glyphs to learn. I have to remind myself to take time off, or I push myself too hard.”

“You seem very driven.”

“Do I? I feel mediocre. Average. Worse, really, because I put in all this effort and barely get the same result as anyone.”

Selesia looked sad. “Is that how you see yourself?”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to… that’s probably too much sharing,” she said.

“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You seem smart to me,” Selesia said. “And, uh, athletic. Thanks for… showing me some stuff.”

“Ah, of course. It was nice spending the evening with you. We should spend some more time together.” Mirian didn’t know what to say after that. Akana Praediar attacked the Academy in twelve days. Did she tell her that? Mirian didn’t think anything she’d done was going to stop it. “Next Fifthday. Same time and place? And then we can go get dinner,” she said. Maybe by then she’d work up the courage to say something.

Selesia smiled. “I’d like that, Mirian.”

Mirian liked it when she said her name. Something about it made her smile too. “Until then, Selesia,” she said.

On the walk home, Mirian admired the Divir moon, that steady light above them, shining in the clear, cold sky.

That night, the strange dreams returned.


17
Predictions



In the dream, there was nothing to hold on to. Indescribable colors burst around her, shifting formlessly. They seemed to writhe about, lunging out to snap at her. Eventually, they did become things she could understand. The colors and shapes coalesced into a volcano, the lava slithering down the slopes, hardening into a rock full of blinking eyes that stared at her. The rock turned from dark gray to yellow, and it became a slime mold, marching across a log; only when it approached, it stopped and all the yellow mush rose up like hairs and turned toward her. Then, the stalks grew up, turning brown and green as it became a colossal tree, bursting high above the canopy. Though the rough brown of the bark and smooth greens of the leaves slid all around the tree, as if it could not understand that the green should stay on the leaves and the brown on the trunk and branches. It was all mixed together, and then white blossoms erupted across the branches, except each petal was a bloodied wing.

A heartbeat, or maybe it was a drumbeat, rose around her, and as it pulsed, the world trembled. The forest around her became full of miniature volcanoes, oversized flowers, and rainbow-colored mushrooms except the caps were made of storm clouds that billowed and darkened as they expanded. As they did, the clouds and leaves and stones trembled with the increasing volume of the pulsing sound, the whole world trembling and expanding, rising to reach for the heavens. She woke with a single word in her mind; no, it wasn’t a word, but a command:

GROW.

She shot straight up out of bed, breathing hard, body covered in slick sweat, but feeling more awake than she had in years. It felt like she had overslept, but when she looked, the alarm candle was still burning. From the looks of it, she was up a full hour early.

There was a lingering afterimage in her mind, as if the strange forest where storm clouds, mountains, and flowers were all the same size had been in the form of something greater, and it had been watching her.

A shiver ran through her. She headed off to the shower. She still found the devices fascinating; they only used public bathhouses out east in her village. Mirian intended to take her time and relax in the shower, but found it was impossible. She dressed quietly so as not to wake Lily, ate a breakfast of cheap porridge in the dorm kitchen, then headed out. She ended up sweet-talking the man in charge of the artificer’s workshop to let her in early and got straight to work on her spellrod.

She finished assembling it and used her force polish spell to round off the corners. She smiled, looking at the hefty scepter. It wasn’t just functional; it looked good. The metal rings she could dial back and forth had a satisfying click when their glyphs aligned, and the button that engaged it for battle spells was hidden under a small leather safety cap. She brought it out to the spell range and practiced using it, though not the combat function. Technically, she didn’t have her combat certification since she had never had the time nor inclination to take those classes. Combat practice would have to wait until she could sneak out to the woods—somewhere beyond the Mage’s Grove where no one was going to run into her—and try cutting some shrubs to pieces.

The word grow kept tumbling about in her mind. Wasn’t that what she was doing? Somehow, it didn’t seem sufficient. She’d been useless when the Akanans had attacked. Would she be any less useless now? What she needed to do, she realized, was start learning more about the fields she’d neglected while pursuing her artifice focus. Combat. Illusion. Divination. She needed to become stronger. The powerlessness she had felt, crawling away from that horrible woman who had cut her to pieces—she never wanted to feel that again.

She ended up heading into Bainrose, and spending most of the day just reading about magical combat theory. Mirian had always considered the subject less intellectual. In a sense, it was—you didn’t need to memorize so damn much about alchemistry, for example—but it also was complex in its own way. One had to consider all the different types of energy someone might use and have a plan both to block their spells and overcome their defenses. If they used a force barrier, attack them with lightning. If they had a grounding spell, send an inferno their way.

What it came down to was a single mage or sorcerer acting alone was usually going to get overwhelmed, much like how a single warrior facing down a group almost always lost. Mana capacity and spell strength played less of a part than she’d thought; it mostly came down to attention. You could only ever really pay attention to one thing at a time, so even if you could perform a perfect defense against one mage, the other could figure out what you weren’t defended against and use that. Magebreaker bullets could be defeated, it turned out, but it was yet another dimension of attack. And putting up the kind of magnetic barrier needed to stop a bullet was magnitudes harder than what was needed to stop steel-tipped spellpiercer arrows.

There was another aspect she hadn’t even heard about, but as she read and reflected back on the attack, it seemed obvious. The Akanans were using auramancers.

Auramancers took advantage of the natural resilience of a soul to magical incursions. Necromancers could damage or manipulate souls, but any other magic withered as it approached. Auramancers practiced extending the power of their own soul to a larger region—often several meters—and therefore gave a form of spell resistance to whoever was nearby. A spell in the target area might fizzle, while others just lost their intensity. This did make casting spells out of the area just as hard, but it was the perfect defense for a group of soldiers armed with rifles.

She wasn’t entirely sure how auramancers did what they did. Torrviol didn’t teach it, she knew. Apparently some of the war colleges did, but the practice was more common in Akana than Baracuel. The solution to auramancers, the book said, was, quote, “necromancy,” which was obviously not going to happen. Necromancy was illegal, teaching it was illegal, and most of the books about how to do it had been destroyed over the centuries.

By the end of her research, she was convinced of one thing: the best thing to do would be to run. There was no way they could prepare to fight an army that had practiced magical combat. Mirian started planning the escape route. The obvious path was to go south through Torrviol and take the daily train from the station. The key was to do it before the shooting started.

The problem was how to convince people. Lily might come. But she couldn’t just leave everyone else behind. She didn’t know most of them well, but she knew them; they’d been her fellow students for six years. And her professors. Selesia. Hell, even Valen didn’t deserve that. Maybe Professor Eld did, though.

But with the days ticking down, she still hadn’t the slightest idea if she’d changed anything. She suspected she hadn’t.

Her next meeting with Nicolus and Xipuatl was on the 20th of Solem, Secondday. Mirian resolved that she would just have to say a bunch of stuff that was absolutely crazy sounding but true. There was also another person she could talk to who might be able to pull some strings.
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Seventhday, she went early to the temple. Priest Krier gave the same sermon on Xylatarvia’s message of peace and her gift of the knowledge of the arcane glyphs. She got caught up on the part of the story where the boat Xylatarvia traveled on was made of vines. Why would someone be traveling through the stars on a boat made of vines? It was ridiculous. These days, people at least knew the atmosphere thinned up the higher up you went, so at a certain point it had to end. And certainly, they’d known for centuries there wasn’t any water up there, so why would it be a ship? Sure, the Elder Gods weren’t mortal. They could do whatever they wanted. But it seemed like it was a bit deceptive to imply that the great void above was anything like the ocean.

Mirian waited patiently for the priest to talk to a few other people, then she went to talk to him.

“Holy One, I need some advice.”

“Of course,” he said, in that sage tone of his, though something about his posture said he was in a hurry to be done with talking to people.

She’d thought about how to phrase this. “What do the holy texts say about visions of the future?”

“Such power was only granted to the Prophets, who the Gods blessed with great powers and divine relics. For the Gods, time is spread out like a grand book. They see further and more than we can ever comprehend. What they shared with the Prophets was only the smallest glimpse, but those blessings were enough to guide us through the most harrowing of times.”

Mirian had to stop herself from rudely exclaiming that obviously she knew that already, every child knew that. “I mean, Holy One, what if one knew a part of the future, but wasn’t a Prophet. Is that anywhere in the texts?”

“If one has been shown the future, one is a Prophet. But it is only the most devout who are given this gift, and the Gods have not seen fit to do this in many hundreds of years.”

“Okay, but what if you weren’t particularly devout and definitely weren’t a Prophet, but you knew the future anyways. And, hypothetically, what if that future involved Akana Praediar attacking the Torrviol and massacring thousands of people. And even though you’d tried to warn the military and the governor, no one took you seriously because you didn’t have any proof. Hypothetically.”

This made Priest Krier raise an eyebrow. “Are you having visions, dear?”

She sighed. “More of an experience. Is, uh, is the statue of Yiaverunan in the rotunda of the Kiroscent Dome blessed in any way? I mean, is there a holy relic in it, or…?”

Mirian could see he didn’t believe her. Fair enough, she probably wouldn’t believe herself either if she didn’t know. It was all such camelshit. If the Gods had seen fit to send her back, could they at least have warned her? Told her to take notes on special events she could use to confirm her predictions? Maybe let her take a notebook with her when she went back?

“We all have nightmares from time to time…” Krier started saying in what was probably the most condescending tone ever achieved by mankind, beating out even Valen by a wide margin.

She realized, though, that there was something she could predict. Or at least, she was pretty sure. Platus died soon. In five days, she remembered. She could try to save his life and figure out what he knew that made the Akanan spies kill him, or she could just… let it happen. If she told everyone, they might tell him and change it. But if she only told a few people….

She couldn’t do that, could she? Platus was a real dick, but she couldn’t just let him die. But how many lives might it save?

Mirian swallowed hard. “I can tell you don’t believe me, so I’m going to give you a sealed envelope with a prediction. I’ll drop it by the temple tomorrow. Hide it somewhere, then open it on the evening of the 23rd.”

“Of course,” the priest said sweetly.

It wouldn’t do to think ill of a holy man, so Mirian tried not to think about him on her walk home. As soon as she got back, though, she started drafting the letter. It predicted two things: Platus’s death in an explosion in the Alchemistry Building at around 5:50 in the morning, and the Akanan invasion on the 28th. She used one of the Academy’s autoscribe spell engines to copy the contents five more times. Then she considered who to give it to.

In the end, she decided on Xipuatl, Professor Viridian, Professor Torres, and the priest. The last one she’d try to get delivered to the Archmage and mayor of Torrviol through the Courier’s office. It was a shitty plan, she knew, but it was all she had.

Secondday after classes, at the end of the study session, she gave Xipuatl the letter.

“Do I get one?” Nicolus asked.

“He can tell you after he opens it. Don’t open it until after 6:00 on the 23rd. It’ll look callous and stupid before then.”

“What is this about?” Xipuatl asked.

Mirian sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. It’s a prediction. The only real prediction I can make at this point, because too much has changed otherwise. I can’t even guarantee it’ll come true, only that it happened last time. Hopefully, it saves a lot of lives.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

Nicolus also gave her a funny look, but he didn’t say anything. “Well, see you in class tomorrow,” he said. “Chapters 15 through 17 for the meeting Fourthday, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “See you then.”

She felt terrible about it. There was a good chance she could save Platus. But if one death could prevent thousands? It had to be worth it. She just wished there was a way she could think of to do both.

Thirdday, she delivered the other letters to her professors, and made them swear not to open them until the time she’d written. Obviously, they also thought she was a few glyphs short of a spell, but she kept telling herself it would all be worth it.

And if the attack didn’t happen? She could just blow it off as a prank. Or something.

Then on Fourthday, she arrived at Bainrose to find Xipuatl standing outside the study room looking confused. “Where’s Nicolus?” he asked. “He’s not really one to be late, that knight of his keeps him honest.”

“Ah, shit!” Mirian said, maybe a bit too loud, because several people in the library turned to look at her. “I forgot. How in the five hells did I forget that? He’s gone. We won’t see him again until… augh! I didn’t even ask him why he leaves, either!”

“Mirian,” Xipuatl said slowly. “Are you okay?”

“The opposite,” Mirian bemoaned. “Right, well, it’ll all make sense tomorrow. Or rather, it’ll make less sense, but maybe some good will come of it. Nicolus isn’t going to show, so we should just go home.”

“How do you know? We should wait around a little,” he said.

“Nah, I know. I’d just forgotten. I’m a Prophet, you see. The world’s worst Prophet. Remember the letter, and the time I said.” And she left.

At 5:40 the next day, Mirian sat on the bench in the plaza feeling wretched. Her stomach was all twisted in knots. She hadn’t been able to eat breakfast, and she kept looking toward the Alchemistry building and feeling worse and worse.

She looked across the plaza to the clock tower, swallowing hard as the clock ticked to 5:50.

When it was 5:53, she breathed a sigh of relief. It was past the time, wasn’t it? Hells, maybe something good had happened. Maybe she’d done more than she realized. Maybe someone had opened their letter early and told Platus, and he’d realized the danger he was in. Maybe⁠—

The sound of the explosion startled her, echoing loudly across the plaza. People screamed, and fire billowed from the Alchemistry building again. Mirian dry heaved, then pulled herself together and walked to class.

She wasn’t sure why she bothered going to Artifice Design. Mirian couldn’t focus, and she felt sick. After class, she went up to Professor Torres. “Remember the letter?” she said.

“No,” Professor Torres said. “I’ve been busy and… oh, hmm. I do. I think it’s in my office. I’ll look at it later.”

“Thanks,” she said, and left.

After rationalizing why she should just go home, she went to Enchantments anyways. There was no point moping about. Better to just keep going. She’d have to live with what she’d done. Anyways, she knew her third class would be canceled. She could meet Xipuatl outside and talk to him. Then people might finally start to believe her.

Then something different happened. Three guards marched into the classroom, orange tabards and armor feeling very out of place in the classroom. Each had their hand on a revolver. When Mirian looked back, two more were blocking the two exits in the lecture hall. Professor Eld went white and looked frightened as they approached him. They said something in hushed tones, and even though the lecture hall had gone totally silent, Mirian couldn’t hear. But she knew what they were saying.

Professor Eld pointed right at her.

There was no point running. Mirian stood up, heart pounding.

“Mirian Castrella?” one of the guards asked.

“Yes,” Mirian said, voice far steadier than it had any right to be.

“You’re under arrest for murder. Come with us.”
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The interrogation room was surprisingly spacious and well decorated. A copy of the letter sat on the table. A man wearing the pauldrons and striped tabard of a captain was reading a copy of another of the identical letters.

“Captain Mandez? Here she is,” one of the guards escorting her said.

“Hm? Good. Have a seat, Mirian.”

Mirian sat. Captain Mandez was silent as the other guard left and shut the door behind them. She heard it lock and expected Mandez to start interrogating her, but he was silent. She looked around the room. There was a nice vase in the style favored by Palendurio artisans, and the two glyph lights illuminating the room were of the latest design. The table was a nice, polished oak, and the carpet an import from Akana Praediar. It had the sparse, simple designs they favored. Mirian thought it was ugly. She much preferred the complex geometric designs of the carpets out in east Baracuel.

Captain Mandez set the letter down and looked calmly at Mirian. Mirian’s heart was beating out of control and her hands were trembling. Gods, how had she been so stupid? Of course there was a simpler explanation for “predicted a murder” than prophecy, and that was “did the murder.”

“So, did you ever figure out who was breaking into all the Academy buildings?” Mirian asked.

“I don’t know,” the man said casually. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“Akana Praediar spies,” she said.

“Ah. Of course.” The captain smiled at the letter in his hand that mentioned the Akanan attack in five days. Then he was quiet again.

“Aren’t you supposed to ask me questions?” she said.

“Sure. What would you like me to ask you?”

“How about ‘did you do it?’”

“Did you kill Platus?”

“No.”

Captain Mandez gave a sad smile again. “I find that quite hard to believe.” He sat there, staring at her again.

“I don’t actually have anything to hide. I’ve never been to the room. Didn’t interact with Platus except in the dueling room. I knew he would die because it happened last time, just like the attack happened last time. Probably, it was one of the spies that killed him because he knew something. If you act now and start evacuating Torrviol, call in the Baracuel Army, you’ll save thousands of lives. Maybe more, I don’t know how it ends. But no witness or evidence will tie me to that room. The Gods gave me a prophecy. I don’t know why, but I have to try to stop what’s coming.”

Captain Mandez lounged back in his chair. It was a nice, cushioned chair, dyed a rich blue. “I have two witnesses who will testify they saw you enter the building in the morning.”

Mirian’s heart raced. “That’s a lie,” she snapped.

Mandez leaned back farther and knocked on the door behind him. The guard entered. “Did you see Mirian enter the Alchemistry building this morning?”

“Yes, sir,” the guard said.

“Very good.” The guard closed the door. Mandez leaned forward. “That’s the eyewitness testimony of a sworn officer of the king’s justice. We both know you did it. Give me the details, sign a confession, and I’ll tell the magistrate you’re a sympathetic figure. Driven mad by… something, I suppose, and after a few years of hard labor and treatment by the clerics for whatever ails that mind of yours, you’ll be able to live out the rest of your life. Not in peace, mind you, that guilty conscience will follow you wherever you go. But the alternative is execution.”

It was supposed to scare Mirian. And it did. But it also made her angry. “Officers of the law aren’t supposed to lie before a magistrate! When my letters went out, there was a reason I didn’t give the guards one. Are you corrupt, or just incompetent and lazy!?”

Mandez was unfazed by this outburst. “How many of these letters did you write?”

Mirian narrowed her eyes. “And why would you care? That doesn’t affect the case at all!”

He gave a dramatic sigh and stood up. “Oh, just idle curiosity. Well, when you’re ready to tell the truth, let me know. I’m going to… go have lunch.” He knocked on the door again. “Throw her in the cell. Not gently.”

“I am telling the truth. You just can’t handle it! Fucking incompetent bastards, if you were doing your job, you would have caught the Akanan spies and prevented this disaster!” As the guard dragged her down the corridor, Mirian shouted, “The blood of the innocent is on your hands!”

When the door was closed on her cell—which was not nearly as nice as Mandez’s room, it contained a chamber pot, a cot, and a tiny, barred window—Mirian finally cried. They’d searched her and confiscated all her things—her notebook, her glyph pen, her writing supplies, even her coat!

She sat on the filthy cot and cried more, feeling sorry for herself. She’d ruined it all. She’d been given a second chance, and not only was the attack going to still kill everyone, if she did manage to escape, her reputation and career was going to be over. She’d be expelled from the Academy, her family would be disappointed, and Platus had died for nothing. And when the attack came, she wouldn’t even have the spellrod she’d designed just for that purpose! The Elder Gods had wasted their time on her. Mirian punched the stone wall, which hurt a lot and didn’t really make her feel any better.

A few hours later, she’d cried enough and was starting to get both bored and hungry. “Hey, do prisoners get food and water, or are you also violating the king’s decree on the fair treatment of the accused?” she yelled through the door.

The answer, apparently, was “yes.” The door was solid oak, reinforced with metal bands and, she guessed, strengthening glyphs and wards on the other side. She used the chamber pot to pee and instantly regretted it. The smell permeated the whole room, and the tiny window did nothing to alleviate it. Then she spent some time thinking about how she had promised to teach Selesia again today and then go have dinner. She’d been looking forward to that. Now she’d screwed that up. There was nothing to do and no one to talk to, so Mirian stewed in self-hatred for a bit before she tried to distract herself. She started passing the time by reciting magichemicals and their formulae, then got bored of that and went through all the myrvites she knew and what special organs they had, then got bored of that and noticed it was getting dark.

Mirian pounded on the door again. “Even prisoners get a meal and water! King’s decree! Even a child at primary school knows that!”

Still no response. There wasn’t even a blanket on the cot. This was Torrviol, not some frontier dungeon! What was wrong with these guards? They were just straight up violating the king’s law.

The smell of piss may not have been able to escape the room, but the winter chill easily made its way in. Mirian didn’t sleep at all, she just spent the night curled up on the nasty cot, shivering.

She was exhausted and miserable as the sky brightened, and she kept drifting off to sleep then immediately waking up wracked with cold, teeth chattering. And she was thirsty. Gods, she was thirsty, she hadn’t had anything to drink since the morning before her first class!

Finally, the door opened. A woman dressed in a thick red coat, decorated with gold embroidery, looked down at her. “Captain Mandez, what in the five hells are you doing?” she said, and it took Mirian a moment in her sleep-deprived haze to realize she wasn’t the one being yelled at.

“Hm, must have been an oversight,” he said.

“It wasn’t,” Mirian whispered hoarsely. She wasn’t sure if the woman—clearly the magistrate of Torrviol—had heard her.

“She’s a student of the Academy. We are not barbarians, Vicent. Does the king’s law mean nothing to you?”

“It was an oversight,” the captain said. “I’ll see it’s fixed. Even murderers get fair treatment, right?”

The magistrate’s voice got cold. “It will be my office that determines that. Do not overstep yourself. Are we clear?”

Captain Mandez looked bored by the whole thing. “Of course, your honor.”

After that, Mirian got water, food, and a blanket, though she was sure they’d chosen the nastiest wool blanket they could find and the stalest bread. She ate it all ravenously, then slept.
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The days passed, and Mirian got increasingly more frustrated. Occasionally, one of the guards would stop by and ask her if she wanted to confess. None of it worked the way she’d learned in secondary school. Investigators were supposed to get at the truth, not try to force confessions on people! She’d seen that one guard talking with the Akanan spy before she was sent back, and that first guard she’d talked to hadn’t reported the obviously suspicious thing up the chain. Now she had all the validation in the world that she’d been right to trust her instincts. Was it really the entire Torrviol guard in on it? At least the magistrate wasn’t also conspiring. Probably.

On Secondday, the day before the attack, Mirian went to her cell window. She clasped the bars—which were freezing—and pulled herself up so she could see what was going on. People were just walking about like normal in the street she could see. She could just make out people fishing at the cleverly named Torrviol Lake, and a few people weeding the farm fields on the edge of town.

Mirian tried shouting at someone, but they didn’t startle from the noise. When she looked closer, she found, to her dismay, there were tiny glyphs preventing the movement of sound through the open window. That was just needlessly cruel. Installing a glass pane was twice as cheap and then it would keep the room warmer! By then, her arms were trembling from the effort of holding herself up, so she dropped down.

The cell was, like most of the things in Torrviol, hundreds of years old. They hadn’t bothered to wash the sheets on the cot—something had been busy biting her in the night, and she itched fiercely—but that also meant they’d been too lazy to take proper care of the walls. Professor Holvatti would be so disappointed in them for ignoring natural erosion.

She found a place in the stone wall where the mortar was missing and cracks lined the stone. She smashed that corner with her boot until a piece chipped off the wall, then dragged her cot over so she could stand and reach the window. It didn’t take much to break the key glyph in the sequence. All of a sudden, the sounds of the world poured into the cell. She was annoyed at herself for not realizing the sound-ward was in place sooner. No wonder no one had responded to her shouting.

Mirian started shouting. “The Akanans attack tomorrow! Torrviol must be evacuated!” She kept this up for some time before a guard finally entered the room and told her to shut up. She’d seen him before, though still didn’t know his name. He was the taller, muscular man with a short, well-trimmed beard. She’d seen him plenty of times on patrol, and now several times when her food—well, slop, really—was delivered.

“Charge me with disturbing the peace,” she said. “Put me before the magistrate. I’ll confess to that crime before her.”

The guard slapped her in the face, hard, which sent her stumbling back, clenching her jaw.

A fury rose in her. She clenched her jaw, then said, “Fine. Tell Captain Mandez I’ll confess to the murder if he puts me before the magistrate. I’ll tell her and her only.”

The guard didn’t say anything, he just closed the door and left.

Mirian went back to screaming at passersby, only she added in that the guards were corrupt and violating the king’s justice decrees. After a few hours, she’d screamed herself hoarse and sat back on her cot, thinking.

It was dark by the time the guard she’d talked to entered her cell again. “Will you shut up,” he snapped.

“Is the magistrate ready for me?”

“I haven’t talked to the magistrate,” he said.

“It’s been four and a half days, and I haven’t even been properly interviewed. Produce any evidence that I⁠—”

“Shut up,” the guard said again, and raised his hand threateningly.

Mirian recoiled, but then said, “Where’s Captain Mandez?”

The guard didn’t say anything. Something was bothering him.

There was exactly one piece of evidence even tying her to Platus. “Where’s the letters I wrote?”

The guard still didn’t say anything, but by the muscles twitching in his face and the way he glared at her, she knew that it had something to do with it.

A realization struck her. “He ran, didn’t he?” Mirian suddenly wondered if Nicolus knew. That was twice now he vanished without a trace. Nicolus was well connected. Had other well-connected people started fleeing? She said, “I recognize you. You patrol between the station and the market. You watch the train depart. How many other people have run?”

There was a silence as the man ground his teeth. Then he said, “Word is the Baracuel Army is on its way. The train has been commandeered for that purpose. No one is leaving town anymore.”

Finally! After all this time, she was vindicated. “You have to order the evacuation of Torrviol. Get people moving south along the cart path. There’s still time.”

“I don’t have that authority.”

“No one with any authority has done shit,” Mirian spat. “The governor, the commander of Fort Aegrimere, the Archmage, the professors, no one. You think they’ll start now? Tell the magistrate what you know. Tell the mayor.”

“The other guards… look, I trust the captain,” the guard said. “They want to wait for his word.”

“What’s your name?” she asked. The conversation had turned weird. It was like the guard was looking for permission from her to act.

“Roland,” he said. “Look, the captain’s last order was that you stay locked up. I’ll talk to the other guards. Give us… give me a few more hours.”

“Baracuel needs you,” she said. After he closed the door again, she muttered, “I’ll just wait here then, shall I? Prophets, I wish they’d change out the chamber pot.”

Eventually, she slept. She woke with a start. There was some sort of commotion outside the jail. She raised herself up to see, but dawn had only just started to lighten the sky, and everyone was wearing cloaks to ward away the chill of the winter morning.

The door suddenly burst open. The guard—Roland, Mirian remembered—said, “You’re free.” He looked scared. He shoved a wrapped bundle at her that included her cloak and other things, then left the door open.

The jail and the adjoining guard headquarters were deserted. Everyone, it turned out, was outside.

“Mirian!” she heard someone say.

When she turned, it was Lily. Next to her were Selesia and Xipuatl.

“Gods, it’s good to see you all,” she said.
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“So, what in the five hells is going on?” Mirian asked. Selesia looked nervous, while Xipuatl looked surprisingly calm.

Lily said, “You were right. I… don’t believe it, but there really is an Akanan army⁠—”

“I know that part,” Mirian said. “I mean, what’s the plan?”

“Torrviol is being evacuated,” said Xipuatl. “It’s just… very short notice. There’s a lot of people to get moving, and we can’t use the train because it’s busy moving the garrison from Fort Aegrimere north. The defense… is not going to go well.”

“Why not?”

“Fort Aegrimere garrisons a single division. The Akanan force coming south toward us is a full army group.” When Mirian stared at him uncomprehendingly, he said, “They’re going to be outnumbered four to one. If they’d had time to set up a defensive line, they might be able to hold out while Baracuel’s armies make their way up from the Persaman border, but… well, it’s too late for that now. They’ll both arrive at about the same time. Sometime this evening. Everyone is panicking, obviously.”

“This is why everyone should always listen to Gods-touched sixth-year morons claiming a prophecy,” Mirian said.

Lily burst into tears. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Mirian, it’s just… when they took you away for murder… and then, everyone was saying you’d signed a confession and admitted it had all been in a fit of madness… I’m sorry.”

“I did not say all that shit. Hellfire, that fucking captain! He’s in on it somehow, I know it.”

“So what do we do?” Selesia blurted out.

“I… I don’t know. I mean, we have to go with the evacuation. But last time, I died in the attack. I don’t know what happens after.”

“We were hoping…” Xipuatl started. “Well, never mind then. The last word we got before the trains stopped running was that something big happened in Palendurio, though no one can agree on what. But now the spellward guarding the railroad tracks is down. Sabotage, people think, and everyone’s pointing fingers, but it doesn’t matter. With the ward down, travel south along the road will be risky. We have to stick together. Archmage Luspire is organizing all the certified arcanists. Word is to take only what you can carry.”

Mirian looked over and saw someone dragging a handcart through the street with two pieces of furniture and loads of boxes. They’d made it about twenty feet from their front door and were already struggling.

Fortunately for her, everything that she wanted to carry would in fact fit in her bag. The spellward barrier being down was terrible news, though. There weren’t a lot of dangerous beasts roaming between Torrviol and the Cairn River south of them, but Torrviol was still pretty far north. It would only take a few bog lions or a drake nest that was feeling particularly frisky to kill a lot of people. Going in a small group without protection was not an option. As fancy as her new spellrod was, it would do nothing against even a single bog lion.

“We should get moving, then,” Mirian said. “And add food and water to whatever you pack.” The small river coming down from Torrviol Lake to join the Cairn River was drinkable, but only just. Torrviol was modern in some ways, like the plumbing, but absolutely medieval in others—like all the sewage that the farmers didn’t take for fertilizer was dumped into the river.

Selesia, Lily, and Mirian traveled back to the dorms, while Xipuatl visited his fancy apartment in town. They agreed to meet by the south road. As they moved through Torrviol, Mirian looked about. Some people were taking it well. People had spontaneously self-organized around the Academy dining hall and were distributing food around. In another place, a fight had broken out with one side accusing the other of looting. Some people had clearly taken the dictum to “take what you can carry” seriously, while others were like the man she’d seen trying to drag half his house with him.

The academic buildings were dark, but Mirian saw a silhouette of someone crouched on the top of one of the parapets of Bainrose Castle. “Look,” she whispered, and pointed.

The others turned, and the figure ducked out of sight.

They want something in Torrviol, she thought. She remembered Professor Viridian saying something about “much is buried beneath Torrviol.” She remembered the colossal door beneath the library. Is that what Viridian had meant? What was behind that door? Was it something so important that Akana Praediar was willing to go to war over it?

Well, there was no time for that now.

Back at the dormitory, Mirian changed into her dueling jacket. It wouldn’t ward away the chill so well, but it would take a hit from shrapnel or a bog lion claw better. She put her spellrod through the loop on her belt. Hurriedly, she stuffed everything else in her satchel. She’d have to leave behind some of her clothes and several of her books, but that didn’t matter now.

They stopped by Stygalta Arena, where Mirian led them to a cabinet packed full of water skins. “Nice to have for tournaments,” she said, and started doling them out. They filled as many as they could fit in their packs, clipped an extra to their belts, then left the rest by the fountain.

“There’s waterskins by the fountain in the arena,” they helpfully told anyone else in the area as they left.

They met Xipuatl where everyone was assembling by the south road. Carriages and carts already clogged the streets, some powered by spell engine, some by donkey. There were people helping each other out, and others bickering like agitated crows. It was all a disorganized mess.

“Where is the mayor?” Xipuatl muttered. “We need a leader. This is his time to lead.”

Instead, they waited around, and the minutes ticked by. Mirian was getting antsy. “This is all too slow. We need to get moving. The Akanans have spell wagons. Not slow ones, either.”

Finally, a cheer went up, and Mirian turned to look for the source of the commotion. Archmage Luspire was coming down the road, leading the professors and arcanists of the Academy. With their formal robes and their organized lines, they looked more like a military unit than a group of teachers.

Mirian recognized most of them, though some of them she hadn’t had as teachers for years. Professor Torres was the only one carrying a spellrod. It was the ancient one she’d shown the class. She also, surprisingly, had an exotic-looking rifle strapped to her back. Other professors had their spellbook bound by a chain so they could quickly access it. They spread out and took positions at different points along the now long caravan that had formed on the south trail.

The instructor for combat sorcerers and battlemages, Professor Cassius, had an ungodly number of wands strapped across his chest in two bandoliers. He also was the only professor not on foot; he rode an eximontar. The six-legged beast was an especially large specimen, with a more elaborate carapace than the ones she’d seen on race days.

Several groups from Torrviol had set out already on foot, which was stupid. Myrvite beasts didn’t like to attack large groups, but they had no such compunction about attacking smaller groups.

Slowly, the caravan got underway.
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The going was frustratingly slow. Ever since the railroad had been laid down some decades ago, the road had stopped being a priority to maintain. The rains that periodically washed over Torrviol had caused sloughs from the hills to their west to wash over parts of the trail, while the running water erosion had cut channels through the dirt. Mirian could hear Professor Holvatti cursing about it frequently.

It wasn’t a huge problem for anyone on foot, but anything with wheels was struggling mightily. One spell wagon had its front axle broken in half by a particularly nasty spot, which then caused the front end with the spell engine to get damaged. The axle could have been mended with some careful fuse metal spells, but the damage to the spell engine meant there was no simple fix. With no replacement part available, they’d had to abandon it, with a team of sorcerers using several push object spells in concert to move the vehicle from blocking the road. Further spellwork, such as force bridges and lift spells could make transit easier, but the caravan was almost the entire population of Torrviol, and there was a danger in depleting the available mana of the group just to overcome trivial obstacles.

The work to help out small groups of wagons or carriages, then, fell to the students and the able bodied. Mirian found herself constantly lifting rocks about with her spellrod to help clear the path, or using manipulate object to fill in holes in the trail, while Lily helped create small force bridges over the more damaged portions.

As they traveled, the mood got tense. A cheer went up when they heard the train full of soldiers going north, but an hour later when the echoing roars of artillery got going, people got quiet, and people got scared. More groups decided to risk leaving the main body, which started an argument between some of the professors up front and the people trying to hurry south.

To their credit, most of the Torrviol guard had stayed behind to defend the city. Perhaps the betrayal of Captain Mandez and their own complicity meant that helping hold the city would be a form of redemption for them. But now that also meant that there were less people who were trained to fight. The professors couldn’t follow the small groups that were breaking off or they’d leave the main column of civilians under-defended.

The sky dimmed, and the air got cold. It was still winter, after all, even if the season had been light on snow. Along the route, students started channeling heat air spells. Many people were poorly prepared for the forty-or-so-mile trek to the Cairn River. From there, only the Gods would know how they’d find all the barges they’d need to get people to Cairnmouth.

Then their route diverged from the tracks. The train followed the river that came from Torrviol Lake, but the old south road cut through the hills. It was a much shorter route, but the hills were steep, and the elevation change was enough that these were covered in snow. Worse, freeze-thaw cycles had made the trail even more of a mess than by the river and left slick sheets of ice dotted across the trail.

The frustrated yelling started almost immediately near the front. At this point, the class distinctions between someone like a scribe and a laborer became quite distinct: The more sedentary professions were complaining about the distance they’d come and their feet hurting—it didn’t help their shoes were not the right kind for long walks on rough trails—while the laborer professions were full of people that found the pace agonizingly slow and wanted the group to hurry along.

Mirian, who was psychotic enough to run for fun, was firmly of the latter opinion. The sound of artillery and gunshots was getting louder. There had been a hope passed around the line that nightfall might bring an end to the fighting, but it was a stupid hope. Light spells were trivial enough a child could learn to cast them. The Akanan military wasn’t going to have a problem fighting at night.

Farther up the trail, there was shouting, and one of the groups that had set off on their own came hurrying back. Two of the men were bleeding, and the woman had the black marks of frostbite across her face and down her left arm.

“There’s bloody frost scarabites ahead! Big ones, too!” one man shouted.

Lily’s face went white. “One of those killed my grandpappy,” she whispered.

“Well, go ahead and lead them to the rest of us, why don’t you?” snapped one of the lead mages. “You idiots! I warned you not to leave the group.”

Talk carried down the caravan. Further interrogation of the group—who had only lost two people to the beasts ahead—was that one of the first groups to set out was killed by something up in the hills, and the scarabites had been busy finishing off the remains when they’d stumbled on them. Frost scarabites were absolutely massive beetle-like creatures with icy crystalline shells and razor-sharp pincers. Each was about the size of a wagon when fully grown, and like most myrvites, they possessed several natural spells tied to their spell-organs. One was a frost breath, as the woman had discovered. Luckily, she’d been able to shield her eyes, or it might have blinded her permanently. The two men were lucky they hadn’t lost limbs.

Professor Viridian—who had been admirably keeping up with the front of the column and had yet to complain, despite his age—cast remote eye, a rather complicated spell that transferred light signals, and therefore sight, to the caster. Through one eye, they could see from the perspective of the spell, while from the other, they could see normally. “There’s a swarm of them on the hill,” he confirmed. “At least ten. And that’s not all. The trail has eroded away ahead, and the alternate route is covered in banebriar. The group that got tangled in it might be thankful the scarabites found them before too long.”

Mirian shuddered. Banebriar was the stuff that parents used to scare children into not wandering the wilderness, and for a good reason. The thorns hooked into a person using a persistent force spell that made them nearly impossible to remove without counter-magic, while the vines slowly constricted around the caught animal, like a boa constrictor moving in slow motion. It was a long, horrible way to die.

“We should stop here and resume in the day. The frost scarabites won’t linger without carrion, and then we can clear the banebriar without being disturbed.”

One of the women up front asked, “Can’t you just… you know… burn it back?”

Viridian didn’t even have to answer. One of the students did. “Banebriar is highly resistant to magic and doesn’t burn easily either. It will be an involved task to clear a path for the whole group, and it might attract more myrvites.”

“But the artillery is getting closer. You hear those guns!”

It was true. Mirian wasn’t sure how the sound was carrying so well. Had the Akanans really taken and passed Torrviol in a matter of hours? It seemed impossible, and yet the thunder of the guns was carrying clearly to them.

She watched as one of the priests worked to heal the woman with frostbite. Gradually, the blackened skin faded. It was a form of celestial magic, distinct from anything they did at the Academy. She watched as he did the same for the lacerations on the two men. She wondered idly if the Gods would let her practice magic like that. Not that it would make much difference; she was unlikely to be inducted into the priesthood of the Luminate Order and taught the divine secrets of healing magic in the next, oh, few hours.

The conversation about what to do had ignited a loud debate that started at the front and ran its way down the line as people learned what was happening. People just started shouting out their opinions:

“Raise up white flags. We’re a group of civilians. Why would they attack us?”

“I agree, make an encampment, set some wards. We can move on in the morning. We’re all exhausted, we need rest.”

“Speak for yourself. We should push on. The scarabites might kill us. The Akanans certainly will.”

“Really? Been speaking with them, have you?”

“They’re willing to betray us and shatter any hope of alliance ever again. They’re not doing that because they want survivors.”

“There must be a reason they attacked. It has nothing to do with us though. Frost scarabites might be the least of our worries. I heard there’re Labyrinth entrances near these hills. Something far worse might come out.”

“Hogwash, there’s no Labyrinth entrances anywhere near here…”

Xipuatl took Mirian to the side where it was quieter. “What do you think?” he asked.

“Last time they had no problem gunning down civilians. We were trapped in the rotunda and they just massacred us. We should press on.”

Selesia was sitting on a log, looking dejected. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “Akana’s not perfect, God knows it isn’t, but why…?” She’d been crying, Mirian realized, though she’d been quiet about it. It must have been hard for her to see her country’s betrayal. Not that it was easy on any of them. She sat down next to Selesia and put her arm around her. There wasn’t anything comforting to say; there was no upside or hopeful solution. But she could be there, in that moment. It wouldn’t be enough, but it was something.

The moment was interrupted. This time the shouting was coming from the back of the column and moving its way to the front.

“What’s going on?” Xipuatl shouted toward the back.

“Baracueli soldiers. They’re retreating this way!” someone replied.

Oh shit, Mirian thought.
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They were, Mirian knew, fucked. Even if they did want to rely on “we’re innocent, don’t shoot us,” which the Akanans clearly didn’t give a bog lion’s ass about, they’d just become a major target.

“Tell them to retreat somewhere else!” someone shouted.

I’m going to die again, Mirian realized. Nicolus must have known. Who else had known? And how had they found out? It hadn’t been through her, because Nicolus had done the same thing the first time. He’d left on the exact same day.

On one hand, he was a piece of shit. On the other hand, she sort of got it. She’d tried to save everyone. What had that gotten her?

Mirian stood. “Let’s clear the hill!” she shouted. “Who’s with me?”

She did not get the rancorous cheer she was hoping for. But she did get a few people.

Someone she didn’t recognize tried to stop her. “Don’t get yourself killed. We’re safer sticking together here,” he said.

“They will absolutely kill us all,” she told him. “But you do what you want.”

“I’m not going to let more people get killed,” he said, and held out his hand.

Mirian drew her spellrod. Her voice turned cold and she fixed him with a penetrating stare. “Get out of my way,” she said flatly.

The man backed away.

“Let’s go,” she said. Mirian noticed only Lily and Xipuatl were following her. “Selesia! Come on. We still have a chance.”

“I can’t,” she complained.

“You can.” Mirian went and knelt in front of her. “Selesia, the first time this happened, we didn’t meet. This time, I fixed that. Don’t give up yet. I still owe you… I owe you a date. Duels lesson and dinner, yeah?” There, she’d said it.

That just made Selesia burst into tears, and Mirian felt this wretched feeling. She couldn’t stand it. She took Selesia’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go. Together.”

Selesia wiped her face and nodded.

The gunfire was getting closer. Flashes of light now flickered on the underside of the low-lying clouds. As they began to summit the hill, those flashes illuminated the tops of the trees. North of them, they could see fires burning and lighting spells dancing.

About a dozen of them had decided to keep going. Maybe more would have joined, but by now there was a big press on the road as the crowds had piled up. People south on the road were just shouting at each other, but north, she could hear the raised voices of panic setting in.

Mirian didn’t recognize most of the people with them. Everyone was wearing their cloaks because of the night chill, and the light spells weren’t doing much to properly reveal faces. It was hard enough keeping track of her people. Surprisingly, Valen had made her way to the front.

“Valen!” she said. She was still a jerk, but she was a familiar jerk. “Guess the hells didn’t want you?”

“Yeah. Gods-touched, huh?” she said, and spun her finger around her ear.

A few other students had joined them, as well as townsfolk. Three people had farming implements they were holding like polearms. One of them had a sword, though even in the glyph lights, it looked about equal parts rust and steel.

The ice on the hill was treacherous. “Here,” Valen said, and cast a spell that created tiny force spikes on the bottom of their boots. That helped with traction a bit.

“Up ahead,” Lily said. It was her light spell leading the way. Sure enough, there was a loud clicking and chittering noise up ahead. Mirian could just make out the dark forms of the frost scarabites. Gods, they were huge!

Xipuatl said, “They don’t have these down south. What are they weak to?”

Valen said, “Blunt force. You’d think it’s fire, but no, they just ignore the stuff; or if it’s annoying them, they breathe ice on your fire spell and fizzle it. Target their tiny faces. You can also use blades to cut off the antennae. And poke out their eyes.”

“Well someone was paying attention in Viridian’s classes,” Mirian muttered. Louder, she said, “I have a cutting blade spell. I’ll try to hit them with it. And a force shield spell, to protect us from the frost breath.” She clicked the button on her spellrod to put it into combat mode.

Xipuatl said, “I can get the vines to attack those scarabites near the banebriar.”

“Which class did you learn that in?” Valen asked.

“I didn’t,” Xipuatl said. “Alright, aim for the faces and watch the pincers. Let’s go!”

Mirian aimed her force blade spell at the face of a nearby scarabite and sent the glowing blades slicing toward it. With frightening speed, it skittered toward her, now missing an antenna, but clearly pissed off. She threw up a force shield, and just in time. A gust of dark air tinged with blue smashed into her force shield, growing ice crystals along it. Mirian waited for the attack to subside, then switched again and sent the blade spell, now from a much closer range and with more mana. This time, the blades severed one of the pincers, while another lacerated it all along the front. The giant beetle let out a hissing screech that was, frankly, terrifying, but it ran off, dripping whatever fluid it had instead of blood. If Professor Viridian wanted the technical name for it, he could come up here himself and tell her.

She turned her attention to another of the nearby scarabites. Lily had hit one with a hell of a force spell, which had sent it skittering back, angrily clicking its crystal wings together while keeping its pincers opened wide. She sent the force blades at it a few times. When it charged, she threw up another force shield, but the beetle just rammed into it, sending Mirian reeling as the spell collapsed on her. She was saved by Lily picking up a chair-sized rock and hurling it directly into the creature as it charged. It stopped in its tracks, clicked its wings one more time, then fell over and stopped moving.

When she looked over to the thick vines of the banebriar, she saw that Xipuatl hadn’t been exaggerating. The two scarabites that had been feeding on the people entangled in the vines were now engulfed themselves, struggling mightily, but to no avail.

There was movement to her left. Mirian had trained so long in dueling that she reacted before she thought, like her scepter was a rapier. She pointed it and channeled again. The force shield came up just in time, blunting the swipe of the sharp pincers of another scarabite. She found herself tumbling back, and she landed hard on the rocks and ice, her bag sliding behind her. The shield broke as her concentration did, and the scarabite ran forward. Apparently, its eyes or antennae had missed where she’d gone, because it rushed over her, but one of the legs had her cloak pinned down. She raised the spellrod once again and clicked the upper ring once, then poured as much mana as she could into it.

The force blades sawed into the underbelly of the thing. One of the pincers came down toward her head, close enough she felt it brush her scalp. She moved to the side as best she could and kept channeling, sending the blades up like a fountain. Viscous beetle-goo poured down on her, while bits of shredded carapace rained on her like little icicles. Then it collapsed, pinning her firmly to the frozen ground.

“Hey, little help!” she called out. Her arms were now firmly trapped, and though the full weight of it wasn’t on her, enough was.

It was Lily who came to the rescue with an enhanced lift object spell. With the frost scarabite’s soul rapidly deteriorating, she was able to heft the corpse up just enough for Mirian to scramble out from under it, though she had to quickly unclasp her cloak and leave it beneath the myrvite; it was too sturdy a weave to simply just tear free.

She stood and assessed the situation. The frost scarabites were either dead, trapped in the banebriar, or scurrying off, their fear of danger outweighing the carrion prize. Several people were screaming in agony, though the now constant roar of gunfire and explosive spells nearby kept drowning it out. One townsman had died, having been bisected by pincers. Mirian turned away from it as soon as she realized what she was looking at.

Then she realized Selesia was one of the injured. She was lying on the ground, clutching her side. Mirian rushed over to her and knelt down. “I need a light spell!” she called. Her light spell was in her spellbook, which was in her satchel, which had gotten lost on the ground somewhere. Someone obliged.

Selesia was breathing rapidly, and blood was leaking from between her fingers. “Get a priest!” Mirian called, though she knew there was little hope of that. She could hear the screams down below where the population of Torrviol was corralled into a tiny section of the road, trapped between the thick forest and the river. With the thunder of the artillery landing nearby, even her shout might have gone unheard. She ran back to her cloak and cast her force blades spell again, then took one of the shredded pieces to wrap around Selesia’s wound. Then she flicked the button on her spellrod and adjusted the dials so that it was on the manipulate object to tighten the fabric so that it created a better seal over the wound. “You’re going to be okay,” she said to Selesia, and tried to smile.

The girl was pale. She’d lost a lot of blood, and not just externally. The pincers had sliced open something important.

“Mirian. Mirian!” Valen was calling her.

“We need a priest,” she repeated.

“No. We have to go. That Tlaxhuacan guy is opening a passage in the banebriar. Some real druid shit, I’ll tell you what, but it’s working. But we have to go now.”

“Fuck you, I’m not leaving her,” Mirian said, though even as she said it, she knew it was a stupid thing to say. She could hear the screaming below. A panicked mob was coming up the hill, and it didn’t just contain townsfolk, either. She saw Baracueli soldiers running too. It was a rout. A total disaster. But how had the Akanans broken through the force so fast? She’d read that book on battles, and it constantly talked about how artillery and good cover could bog down even a clearly superior foe for hours if not days.

“Mirian,” Valen said, and her voice was different this time. Sorrowful. Then she said, “I suppose it doesn’t matter.” And she looked up.

Mirian had been so focused on Selesia and the commotion at the bottom of the hill that she hadn’t even seen it. Once she did, it was impossible to miss.

A pair of colossal airships floated in the sky above, drifting southward towards them. They resembled one of the great warships she’d seen in Alkazaria’s harbor as a child, except twice the size and far more angular. The huge wooden hulls were studded with steel, brass plating, and hundreds of glyphs along sections of it. Six thin beam-like rods extended from the sides like wings, magic sails stretched between them like a cross between a storm and a spiderweb. Protruding from ports in the hull were dozens of guns, angled down towards the ground.

Towards them.

Mirian gaped at the sight. She’d seen airships before. They had been fifteen feet long at most. Nothing like these behemoths.

Gods, she thought. Ominian, save us. Please. She remembered the statue of Yiaverunan in the Kiroscent Dome. Was that who had saved her? Yiaverunan, give us all another chance. Together. I can’t do this alone.

Great gouts of flame erupted from the guns above, illuminating the night. There was a moment of silence. It lasted a breath, a heartbeat—and then the shells landed. The roar was deafening, and the earth around them shook. Some were earthquake shells that cracked open the hillside; others exploded into dancing lightning that ripped through the trees and through the crowds of refugees from Torrviol. Other shells exploded in brilliant fireballs. Mirian felt the lancing pain as a pressure wave from a nearby explosion burst her eardrums. The world became silent.

She stayed on her knees, gazing up at the sight, tears running down her cheeks. There was no point running. Despite Xipuatl’s efforts, the way was still blocked. She held on to Selesia’s hand as tight as she could.

In a way, it was beautiful, a light display like she had never seen before. Another volley erupted from the airships, the two of them lashing out with a synchronicity that reminded Mirian of a show she’d seen as a child with dancers and glyph lights. She tried to focus on that, and not the horror around her. She didn’t want to see Lily die again. Or Valen. Any of them. She was glad she couldn’t hear the screaming any more, but she didn’t dare look down the hill to see what had become of the Torrviol exodus. Didn’t dare gaze anywhere but up at the sky, lest she see where the blood and viscera that she could feel on her face had come from.

She let out a scream—of rage, of sorrow—as the third volley flashed from the cannons in the sky.
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Mirian awoke with that raw scream still on her lips, and stopped.

Someone groaned. Selesia, she thought. She’s wounded, but we can still—but no. It was Lily, saying, “Gods above, Mirian. You’ve got a real set of lungs. That must have been some nightmare.”

Mirian sat on the bed and clutched her head in her hands. “I need—give me a moment.”

“You okay?”

Mirian burst into tears, which hopefully answered the question. A drop of water hit her on the head, which made her burst out laughing. Of course. The hole was back.

Lily came over and put her arm around Mirian, which made her start crying again. She hugged her roommate back. It took a few minutes for her to stop trembling, and to find her voice.

“You don’t remember, do you? Or we’d be having a very different conversation.”

“Mirian, what is going on?”

She forced a smile. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. I just… I need some time.” Another drop of water splatted on her hair, dripping down her face. She sighed. “And I need to shut off the water heater above us.”

Lily looked at her like she’d grown a third leg out of her head, but Mirian just pointed up, then rose to grab the storage tin and her spellbook.

“What is… how did that happen?” Lily said, staring up at the perfectly clean hole running through all three stories of the dormitory.

“No clue,” Mirian called as she shut the door behind her. Mirian used her lift object spell to get the third-floor door open again, slapped the tin down over the hole so it would at least catch the rain coming through—it wouldn’t be much, she knew the next few days would just be a light drizzle—then found the hidden panel with the switch to the water heater and turned it off. The water stopped hissing from the pipe shortly after. Everyone’s showers would be ruined. Good, she thought. They could all suffer together. Someone else could go bother maintenance.

When she got back to the room, she dressed and grabbed her things in silence. She spent a moment looking for her spellrod, then belatedly remembered she hadn’t made it yet. It was back to the minimalist clay cube. Lily was staring at her, but she just couldn’t handle it right now. She needed time to process what had happened. Time to think. “We’ll talk after classes today, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Lily said, still looking concerned.

Mirian scarfed down breakfast in the kitchen. She was absolutely ravenous; the last food she’d had was—Gods, it had been that damned prison food, hadn’t it? Absolutely disgusting. And that was coming from someone who made porridge every day to save money. Well, that can at least come to an end, she thought, throwing her cloak on. She could take out a loan from the Tower’s Trust bank any time she wanted. The debt would subsequently be canceled by artillery bombardment.

As she walked across the path between the dormitories and the Academy, she considered what to do. There’d been no statue of Yiaverunan nearby this time. Was it even the Gods that had saved her? She had to believe it was, but the massacre of the Torrviol exodus had shaken her faith. Why would They let all this happen? Why would They let it all happen again?

There was something bigger at play. Viridian had talked about buried secrets beneath the Academy. It had to have something to do with that big stone door beneath the Bainrose library. Then, there was the attack. Torrviol didn’t make sense as a target. If the Akanans could overwhelm the Fort Aegrimere garrison so easily, why didn’t they just take Cairnmouth itself?

Her first year at the Academy, she had taken the mandatory History of Torrviol course. Torrviol was older than even the two capitals of Baracuel; layers of ruins lay beneath the modern town, which had once been a great city that stretched from the hills where the dormitories were all the way to Lake Torrviol. Rumor was that old passages led to the Labyrinth, though if that was even true, they had no doubt been closed up.

But maybe something big had been discovered down there.

She needed to find a way to spy on the spies. Whatever they were up to, it wasn’t just preparation for the invasion. One spy had been on top of Bainrose on the day of the attack. It was the guard in front of Bainrose who knew the spy. Somehow, the library was the key.

The guards couldn’t be trusted. It seemed they were loyal to the captain, and the captain of the guard was undoubtedly a traitor of some kind. Some random student wasn’t going to change their minds any more than it had before.

What could she use? Predicting tests would just get people thinking she cheated. Predicting the weather could be dismissed as a guess, and not even a particularly lucky one. Oh, it’s going to rain in Torrviol? Damn, how did you know that? The day after it gets cold, it snows instead? The Prophets have come again, she could hear someone replying. And predicting Platus’s death would just get her charged with murder.

Not that predictions would do them any good. Akana Praediar had apparently created a pair of colossal airships that Baracuel simply had no defense against. Airships that were, by the way, magically impossible, and she could do the math to prove it.

Most of Baracuel’s armies were in the south of the country by the Persaman border. But even if they could be summoned in time—a process that would have to start in the next few days, according to the logistics timetables she’d read in that textbook on battles—what were they going to do? It was out of range of any arcanist short of maybe Professor Cassius, and guns didn’t seem like they’d do much.

More, what was the explanation for this happening a third time? Would she go back in time again if she died? She had her suspicions she would. She didn’t plan on dying to test that out, though. She didn’t like dying. It was painful and horrible.

Mirian passed the group of first-year students whose conversation would eventually lead to one of them crying on a bench. One thing was certain: she wasn’t going to hand that scroll over to some idiot from the Academy’s maintenance section. It would probably just end up in Captain Mandez’s hands. How the hell was his name Mandez, anyways? That was a south-Baracuel name, and Mandez had the palest skin she’d ever set eyes on, more so than even Professor Endresen who was from about as far north as you could get in Baracuel without actually being in the frostlands.

This time, she didn’t bother climbing the stairs of the Alchemistry building. She waited in the alley below, spellbook open, ignoring the students who passed by and gave her funny looks when they noticed her standing in the narrow gap between the structures.

The minutes ticked by. Then there was a slight scuffling sound from above. She tensed, and started channeling the lift object spell. Mirian lashed out with it as she saw the man above leap, but at the distance, she missed the buckle over the cover and snatched the strap securing it instead. That was more securely attached, so she intensified the mana flow and pulled hard—hard enough that it set the man on the roof off balance. His arms pinwheeled as he fought for balance, and the satchel slipped down. The cloaked man above recovered. If he looked down, though, Mirian didn’t see it. She snapped shut her spellbook, put the hood of her cloak on, and snatched up the bag, stashing it in her own satchel as she did and ducked into the Alchemistry building. Yeah, you mysterious piece of shit, Mirian thought. How do you like it?

Mirian by this time had a much better mental framework for how all the alchemistry concepts they’d been learning connected, and this would be the third time she would take the exam. She already had a pretty good idea of what she had gotten wrong last time, and none of it would be covered in the review session. She considered skipping the classes she didn’t have exams in today, but the environment was relaxing. She liked school. She liked learning. She liked the familiarity, and how no one was trying to kill her.

Her mind kept going back to the battle on the hill. That had been a nightmare, just giant beetles skittering about, and she’d nearly died twice. Selesia had died. Well, they’d all died, in the end. Those damned Akanans. Just gunning people down without mercy.

She zoned out as students trickled into the classroom. The battle had happened less than an hour ago. How the hell was she supposed to concentrate after something like that? Belatedly, she realized she needed to figure out how to get Nicolus to sit next to her again. But she hadn’t been paying attention the first time it had happened, so what had the reason been? She sat in a similar spot each day. The other thing she needed to check was for Xipuatl. Looking around, though, he didn’t appear to be in the class. It was a prerequisite to the Spell Engines class, but he must have taken it sometime last year.

The bell chimed, and Professor Seneca lowered the lights. Mirian watched as Nicolus entered class—late, obviously—and sat in a random spot. There was a girl following him. Was that… what was her name again? Caldera? No, that was a volcano thing. Calenna? Calisto, she remembered. The seat he’d chosen had no seats nearby. That was what he’d been doing—evading Calisto for some reason.

She started taking notes in her notebook. One set was on alchemistry, the other, on times and days. Both would be erased again, she was pretty sure. Is that what the Luminate Prophets had gone through? Died over and over again until they got it right? What was she supposed to get right?

Mirian didn’t like the consequences of if she was wrong. What if she skipped classes, failed an exam, and the month didn’t repeat? What if she took risks and lost an arm or died—and it stuck? She had always been a cautious person. But something had to change.

She thought of the dream she’d had, the word still resonating in her mind: GROW.

Mirian didn’t need some weird dream to tell her that. That was what she always did: growing in knowledge, growing in skill—but she did realize she needed to grow in new ways. If she was right, and dying would just repeat the month again, she could let go of some of her anxieties. She could take risks.

At the end of class, she strode up to Nicolus before Calisto could get to him. “Hey, I heard you were doing studying sessions, and you know your alchemistry. Can I join? I have some extensive notes I’ve taken….” She opened up her notebook and started paging through so he could see.

“I don’t actually… who told you that…?” Nicolus’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. Then he said, “Hah! Oh, you mean the dr—social sessions. With my friends. We don’t really do much studying,” he admitted. He’d almost said “drinking,” but that was technically banned, and Professor Seneca was still in the room.

“Oh,” Mirian said, and made a disgusted face. “No, I mean actually studying. Sorry, I guess I’ve wasted both of our time.” She flipped through one last page in the notebook, and Nicolus finally noticed it.

“Hey Nicolus,” Calisto interjected, but Nicolus shushed her and said, “Wait, let me see that notebook. Wow. These are… okay, so you know what, I actually do study—don’t go spreading that around, I don’t want to tarnish my reputation or anything—but it’s usually private sessions with a, uh, tutor. Last one for the quarter is tonight, actually. Listen, meet me outside of Bainrose at four.”

Then he was off, with Calisto following him, pestering him incessantly about something, though Mirian couldn’t hear what.

Well damn, she thought. It worked.

Next, she had to decide what to do about the break-in to the Myrvite Studies building that was going to happen in about two hours.
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The easy part of the plan was to skip class. The hard part was figuring out what to do with the short amount of time she had to prepare. Her spellbook was full of minor spells, basic spells, simple spells, and nearly useless spells. It was all novice stuff because, well, that was what she was—a novice. Until she graduated and got an apprenticeship, there were certain spells she wasn’t even allowed to scribe.

She considered a few options. She wanted people to know about the spies, right? But going to the guards was worse than useless. What she needed was a bunch of eyewitnesses. Given that no alarms went off, these spies seemed to have keys to most of the doors.

Mirian went to the hall where the spy would later walk down. There was a notice posted: No admittance without a glyph key, no trespassers. Dangerous animals beyond this door. It then showed a little stick figure getting eaten by a simply drawn bog lion. Pretty clear stuff. The door was solid wood, reinforced with steel rivets, each with a minor toughness enchantment. The most elaborate thing was the handle and lock. The door required a glyph key, and only a key with both the matching glyphs and ridges would work. Otherwise, Mirian was pretty sure it would trigger an alarm. The nice thing about the stone corridor was that it was long, and there were no side doors.

She studied the lock. She needed a way to jam it without triggering the alarm. That last part was tricky; she wasn’t quite sure what caused that. Fortunately, she was an artificer. She’d looked at hundreds of designs, and Torres had had them figure out what glyphs were missing in various devices using just math and spell theory. She sketched out the glyphs she could see, then hurried over to the Artificer’s Tower.

There, she found one of the labs that wasn’t in use. All the supplies were locked away in cabinets, but what she was after were the books. There were design books that just were full of blueprints. She found one and flipped through it.

Engine, basic. Flame cloak. Gauntlet, protective. Illuminations. Ah, here it is: Lock, magical.

She carefully analyzed the mana channels, then flipped to the front of the book for “alarm.” After careful analysis, she figured there were only a few cheap ways to fit the alarm to the lock. A lot of the glyphs in the device were flux glyphs, so they would change functions if paired together. That left a few options. The alarm was probably triggered magnetically, she decided. Most lockpicking tools were steel, and a fake key would be steel, so—hey, it made sense. The glyphs on the proper key would create a circuit that bypassed the thin flow of mana in the ward, while the other glyphs would match up with the proper symbols and create another mana circuit that magnetically unlocked the door.

Well, that was easy, then. She just needed a nonmagnetic metal. Brass would do the trick.

She went over to the Academy metal shop that she would be visiting in a few days to start on her spellrod and scooped up a pile of brass shavings from the shop floor. The steward there looked at her funny, but whatever. She pulled out her spellbook and cast phantom magnet to check the filings. It turned out to be a good idea, too. Small bits of steel had gotten mixed in. She discarded them and hurried off with her prize.

By that time, class was close to getting out. She hoped no one else was trying to use the door, and that maintenance would forgive her for making yet another mess. She stuffed the filings into the lock with her hands, giving herself a nasty metal splinter in the process. She figured the wards also probably triggered if mana flows brushed them the wrong way, but it had no such safety for just physically shoving junk into the mechanism.

She felt a small burst of pride at her accomplishment. Then she ran off to hide just outside the ecology classroom.

Professor Viridian’s voice was droning on through the door. She could just make out that he’d just gotten to the positive feedback cycles of the ecosystem scenario he was describing, which meant the lecture was coming to a close. She moved closer to the stairs, stepping softly so her boots didn’t make any noise on the stone tiles. When she listened, she could hear someone coming up the stairs.

Mirian waited, heart pounding, until she heard the bell ring. She peeked around the corridor, and sure enough, it was the cloaked figure, heading for the door. “HEY!” she shouted, and the man jumped and did a sort of half-turn. His skin was pale, hair blond, and his features looked very Akanan. “What are you doing? That corridor is forbidden! Hey!” The man, though startled, ignored her and went for the door. No doubt he figured once he was through it, it would leave the stupid shouty girl behind looking stupid, and there’d be no alarms to give him away. He quickly stuffed his key in the lock—or tried to. Desperately, he tried three more times, before he whirled and turned, a look of fury on his face.

“Hey, someone! This guy is trying to break into the myrvite kennels! Hey!” Mirian called. And the timing was perfect: ecology class was just getting out. People were heading to the stairwell anyways. Dozens of students were gathering. “Someone, get Professor Viridian!” she shouted.

The spy reached into his cloak and pulled out a wand.

“Watch out!” Mirian called, and ducked around the corner. There was the roar, crackle, and flash of a lightning spell going off. Screams erupted as students pushed past each other to flee. One boy had gotten hit and was convulsing on the ground.

Professor Viridian walked around the corner, spellbook open. He didn’t say anything, but the spy stopped his advance, hesitating.

“It’s a lightning wand,” Mirian said to him.

Viridian smiled and said, “Thank you, my dear, I know.”

The spy raised his wand, and another bolt of lightning cracked out, only to suddenly vanish.

Oh damn! Mirian thought. It was rare to watch anyone deploy counter-magic. Usually, it was stupid; there were so many spells out there, and you basically had to start casting the counter-spell version of their spell as they started casting theirs. But wands could only churn out the exact same spell over and over.

Another bolt fizzled into nothingness. Then a wave of force from Viridian bowled the man over, sending him, his key, his wand, and his cloak all flying backward.

“Get a healer,” Viridian said, bending over to check the boy who’d been hit. “And you,” he told the spy. “Don’t move. I’d rather not hurt you, but I will if I have to.”

Mirian felt a surge of triumph. She also felt bad for the boy who’d gotten hit and the two girls who’d been smashed into the wall as the crowd panicked and fled. But she’d done it. She’d stopped one of the spies, and done it in front of so many people that everyone knew. There was no covering that up.

She took her next risk then. Instead of rushing to Enchantments to go take the exam, she stayed behind. Professor Eld was a jerk, but with Viridian backing her up, she was sure she could get him to give her a makeup exam. It was, after all, Academy policy, even if Eld tried to weasel out of it. “I saw the whole thing,” she told Viridian. “I can tell the guards everything.”

And she did. The guards looked irritated, but they took statements from both her, Viridian, and several other students who stayed behind. Viridian examined the glyph key he had and said it was genuine and asked the guards to figure out how he’d acquired it.

The spy didn’t say anything as they searched him, but Mirian watched as they seized his wand and looked for any arcane catalysts that could help him spellcast. They took a knife off him and a scroll case, then shackled him with a force spell from their wands and marched him off to the prison.

“I wanted to stay and do the right thing,” she told Viridian after. “But… well, now I’ll have missed most of my Enchantments exam. It’s only a fifty-minute class, and there’s no way⁠—”

“Don’t worry,” he said kindly. “I’ll make sure Professor Eld schedules a makeup exam.” Then he rolled his eyes. “He hasn’t changed the format of it in a decade. He’ll just need to fill out a form. Spend some time in the garden. It’ll do you good to relax,” he said.

“Thank you, professor,” Mirian said. And she did just that. The gardens north of the building were well tended, and beautiful to walk through. Even as the winter solstice approached, the sigil bees were buzzing, and various hardier plants like rosemary were flowering. A few of the less potent myrvites dotted the garden, like sparkleberry, though it didn’t have berries this time of year. Most of the bushes and trees were evergreens of some type, so it was still lush and beautiful.

It was exactly what Mirian needed. Time to breathe. Time to relax. When it was nearly time to start classes, she found a small bench beneath a pagoda. It was sheltered from view by the surrounding bushes, and there was no one around. She opened up her satchel and got out the second, smaller satchel she’d lifted from the first spy.

The scroll that had fallen out last time was in there. In a second pouch inside it, she found a string of coral beadcoins, twelve silver drachms, two decadrachms, and a gold doubloon. Her eyes ballooned. Forget taking out a loan, this was tuition, rent, supplies, and fine dining for the whole year! Heck, she could send money back to her parents. Well, if it mattered, she thought. She stashed it back in the small compartment, checking to see if anyone had seen. Carrying that kind of money made her nervous. It wasn’t much for someone like Nicolus, probably, but it was more than she’d ever had at once.

In another compartment was a set of glyph keys and a lockpicking set. The keys were unlabeled, but it looked a lot like the one that went to Myrvite Studies. They certainly belonged to the Academy. In the final pouch was a rounded stone covered in glyphs. It was small enough to fit in a pocket. She peered at the glyphs. A lot of them had to do with location. Another had to do with electromagnetism, and⁠—

Mirian paused. The pouch it had come from had a wire weave running through it. Oh shit, she thought. Suddenly, she knew what the stone was. It was a seeker-stone. They were used to track things. She panicked and hurled the stone as far into the bushes as she could, closed up the satchel, then hurried away from the area.

As she hurried toward the Artificer’s Tower for class, she realized the small metal weave probably prevented the tracking stone from being detected until it was deployed and that she could have just put it back in the pouch, but it was probably for the best she’d gotten rid of it. She didn’t know the spell that could locate it, but was sure the Akanan spies had a wand or artificer’s device that could home in on it. The field of divination had all sorts of tricks in it she didn’t know so, better safe than sorry. The last thing she wanted was to end up in a jail cell again. Four days was agony. Getting caught at the start of a cycle? She didn’t know if she could stand it. And given that Captain Mandez was willing to abuse prisoners by withholding water and blankets, she could imagine if she got imprisoned without the knowledge of the magistrate, a lot worse could happen to her.

She made her way into the building and headed for her class.
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Mirian presented her clay cube to the class for the third time. By now, she’d condensed her speech considerably, and had a good answer to all of Professor Torres’s questions. She also wasn’t particularly worried about what her peers would think of her because they’d all be dead within the month. It was a morbid thought, but also, she still wasn’t sure what she could do to change that.

After the bored silence of the class and the “Good, you pass,” from Torres, Mirian moved closer to her professor so she could talk to her while the next student was setting up her project. “Professor, I know the clay cube is not my best work. However, I ran out of money, and only just got the letter of credit from my parents to get more. May I be excused to go make a serious project? I’m planning on taking your 426 class next quarter, and I’d like to start on that.”

Torres frowned. “I’d like you to see the critique of your peers’ projects. Let’s talk after class.”

Mirian relented and sat back down. What she really wanted was Torres to comment on her spellrod design. That would have happened eventually during the mid-quarter presentations that had been scheduled, but then Akana Praediar had decided everyone in Torrviol must die, ruining her homework assignment.

She had to find humor in it, Mirian realized, or the horror would overwhelm her.

So she completely ignored the presentation and started on her spellrod design. The class was nearly two hours, so it gave her plenty of time to recreate what she remembered from scratch. She’d spent whole days slaving away at the design, so it was burned into her mind. A few of the mana-flow transformations she’d forgotten, but she could do the math in her head, so she just calculated the numbers right there, labeling the diagram. As always, she put her artistic flair on the design. When it came to the combat-mode, she hesitated. Before, she’d only had two spells, the force shield and the blades, but she needed more than that. Also, she now knew the spies had wands of lightning, so she needed a grounding spell. She frowned. Her rod was based around glyphs that produced and manipulated kinetic and arcane energy. If she wanted a bunch of spells using electromagnetism, she would need to change the design from the ground up. She ended up just copying the exact design she’d used last month (Gods, was it ever not going to be the month of Solem again?) and started sketching out concepts for a different rod on the next page.

By then, presentations were over. She patiently waited for two students to finish their conversation with Torres about their “protective talisman” that couldn’t protect against an angry toddler and had more silver filigree than a jeweler’s shop.

“Yes, Mirian?”

She launched right into her planned speech: “Yes, professor. As I was saying, I’d heard from another student you were planning on having students do a spellrod project in Artifice Design 426, and was wondering if I could get early permission to use the Academy facilities. I was also looking to get feedback on my design.”

Professor Torres’s composure was always calm, but her eyes had narrowed. “Interesting. May I see your design?”

Mirian showed her. Torres asked her several questions about the methodology, where she’d gotten the ideas from, and about the mechanics of the rotating cylinders.

“Are you combat certified?” she asked.

Mirian sighed. “No.”

“Then you know what I’m about to say,” she said, and pointed at the top portion of the scepter. Mirian hadn’t explained that part, but anyone who knew glyphs could easily figure out what that part did.

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “I can, uh, change that part. Well, I could also try to get combat certified in the next few weeks.”

“Either would suffice,” Torres said. “My next question is why you think I’m teaching Artifice Design 426 next quarter.”

Mirian frowned. “I, uh… heard…?”

“From who?”

“Another student. I don’t remember his name.”

“How convenient,” Torres said, and Mirian realized she’d screwed up somehow. “Professor Song Jei is scheduled to teach that class.”

“Professor Jei!” Mirian said, brightening. Then, “Wait. She is?” It was still the first day. There was no way stopping the spy had changed who was teaching the courses that fast. Unless… unless Professor Jei had always been originally intended to teach the course, but something happened that meant Torres took over the class prior to registration. What happened to Professor Jei, anyways? Mirian had assumed the Academy just let her focus everything on the big secret project she wouldn’t talk about. She thought back to the evacuation of Torrviol. Had Professor Jei been a part of the professor’s company that had protected the column? She didn’t recall seeing her.

“She is,” Torres confirmed. “I have another question. Where did you get the idea to create a spellrod?”

“I heard… uh… it was going to be one of the projects next quarter.”

“From a nameless student, perhaps? One with no identifiable features at all?”

Now Mirian knew she was caught. “Exactly,” she said, and decided to take a different approach. “Does anyone know about the 500-year-old Persaman spellrod you have?”

“Yes,” Torres said. “And none of them are within a hundred miles. Would you walk with me? I usually take my lunch at the King of the Grill diner. It’s just a block down. It looks out on the fish market and Torrviol Lake.”

Mirian belatedly realized she was being invited to lunch, sort of. “Uh, yeah. Sure.” As they walked out the classroom, Mirian said, “You’re taking this weird stuff I’m dishing out pretty well, it seems.”

“My mentor once said to me, ‘If something is strange, investigate.’”

“And who was that?”

“Professor Viridian,” she said.

“He’s a good teacher,” Mirian said. “So, first, a demonstration. I’ve seen the spellrod you have. I can describe what it looks like and what it does, and I can diagram the glyphs as a functionality tree, like you taught me.” And she did. She’d seen it over the course of several classes in the two cycles before this one, and had studied it carefully both times. She glanced at Professor Torres as they walked, and to her credit, her face betrayed no emotion at all. Apparently, the total lack of emotions and tone shifts wasn’t just something she put on to teach, it was just how she operated.

Mirian kept talking as they walked from the Artificer’s Tower to the nearby King of the Grill. It was a little establishment that clearly had once been a house, but had since been transformed into a cozy restaurant. The exterior was nicely decorated with tasteful scrollwork along the wooden facade, while the inside had colorful cloth drapes that brought a sense of warmth to the place. The smell of the place wafted from several stove pipes protruding from the roof. Just approaching it, she could nearly taste the mouth-watering aroma of roasting meats and vegetables. Torres led them straight through the place and onto the back porch, where several tables were already set with gold-rimmed ceramic plates. Fresh, cold air from the lake wafted past them, but little magical heaters warmed the table. There was only one chair ready, but a waiter quickly brought a second without comment, all while Mirian talked.

When she was done, she asked, “So, what explanations do you have for my knowledge?”

“Several,” Torres said. “None of them are likely. Having graded several of your assignments, I know your expertise in magic is insufficient to break into my apartment. I find it equally unlikely you managed to talk to my distant acquaintances, and just as unlikely you were able to guess so many exact details of the scepter. It is interesting. I had just been thinking about how if I did end up teaching the next course in the series, that the spellrod would be a perfect demonstration of the concepts the course requires mastery of. However, I have not yet discussed it with anyone.”

“What are your thoughts on time travel?”

“The same as speculation as to the composition of the moons. Perhaps in the distant future, it will be possible to pursue that line of inquiry. There’s no point wasting time thinking about it now.”

“The sacred texts of the Luminate Order speak of Prophets and the movement of time. Could the Elder Gods do it?”

“As a rule, I do not discuss matters of faith,” she said.

The waiter interrupted them briefly. “The usual, Iliya?”

“Yes,” Torres said.

“And you?”

“The daily meal,” Mirian said. That was usually the cheapest option, and given the spices she was smelling, whoever the chef was knew what he was doing. She’d trust their judgment.

The view from the porch was splendid. Given where it was on the edge of town, they could see everything from the forest to the north and around to the fish market and Torrviol Lake. Hardly any part of Torrviol itself was visible, so Mirian could imagine they were nestled in a remote wilderness. Little brown birds flitted about the nearby bushes, while the occasional magpie swooped by, chattering loudly. Combined with the tactful decorations, the whole place felt peaceful and homely.

They sat there for some time before Iliya Torres finally spoke. “You have implied you are time traveling.”

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “This is the third time I’ve woken up on the 1st of Solem with a hole in my roof. I don’t know why. No one else I’ve talked to remembers, just me. Some further proof: I just gave a statement to the guards about a spy who I helped catch trying to sneak into the Myrvite Studies building. You can check with Professor Viridian about that. I knew the spy would be there with a stolen glyph key, which is also how I knew to stuff the lock full of brass filings. I also know the guards will probably let the guy escape, because Captain Mandez is probably working with the Akanan spies.”

“How do you know they’re Akanan spies?” Torres asked.

“Another piece of evidence,” she said, and brought out her bag, and then the satchel in it. She got out the scroll and handed it over. “It’s written in Eskavar, and I lost it last go around, so I don’t actually know what it says yet. I was going to get a, uh, friend, who I haven’t met yet, to translate it.”

Torres unrolled the scroll and frowned at it. “No need. It’s written in a cipher.” She handed the scroll back.

“Huh. Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.” The spies in the novels she’d read did that sometimes. Then the protagonist would decode it using some clever trick, but Mirian had no clue how that actually worked.

“Why are you trusting me with this information?”

“Initially, I wasn’t going to, but one of my goals this go around is to figure out ways I can demonstrate foreknowledge. I had no idea you weren’t actually scheduled to teach 426 next quarter, because when I go to register, it’s your name on the list.” Mirian hesitated. Here was the part that lost even Lily. “Also, I know you’re not working with the Akanan conspiracy here in town because when the Akanans attacked, you and a bunch of the professors helped defend the evacuation of the Torrviol. You died fighting.”

Torres raised an eyebrow. “I died?”

Mirian forced a grim smile. “Everyone died. That’s why I’m back at the beginning again.”

“It sounds… quite unbelievable.”

“Oh, believe me, I know. I couldn’t convince anyone until the day before the attack. Like, I kinda convinced my roommate, but she only sort of believed it and I think she was really just trying to be supportive for her friend, so she went along with it.” The waiter brought the meals. Both involved grilled fish and vegetables, as one might have expected from the name of the place, though Torres had a sauce glazed over hers so potent that Mirian could feel the hot spices from on her side of the table.

As the food was set out and they ate, Mirian told Torres the details of the attack. How there was probably an early warning sign, but she never read about it in the newspapers. About how the Baracuel military arrived at the last minute to try and defend the town, about the failure of the wards along the road, and about the colossal airships that had overrun the defenses and slaughtered everyone mercilessly.

Professor Torres sat and listened without comment until she finished. Then she sat in stony silence.

Mirian made a face. “As I said, I know it’s all totally unbelievable.”

“I agree,” Torres said. “The real reason you want to skip the other presentations is you’ve seen them all.”

She laughed. “Yeah. I’m so sick of seeing Matthias sputter through why he decided to use a gold-wire node, but used no chimera-bone in his capacitors to compensate for the faster flow-rate. And Laurin probably uses more ‘ums’ than I did the first time, which was a lot.”

Torres considered this. “Those presentations are scheduled for tomorrow. Give me more details about what you say happens.” After Mirian did, she said, “I will excuse you from the rest of my classes this quarter and add your name to the list of students able to use the Academy craft facilities this evening. You may pursue your spellrod project, though I will not approve any combat designs until you are properly certified. You should know that my word is my bond. I do not share secrets.”

“Thank you, professor,” Mirian said. “I just ask you be careful with the guards and the spies. If you believe me about the invasion, I hope you’ll spread the word about it as much as you can. You have contacts in the Baracuel army, right?” Her special spell engine design was being used in basically every new vehicle the Baracuel military produced.

“Yes,” Torres said simply. “It costs me nothing to grant your first request. In the meantime, I can more thoroughly investigate your extraordinary claim, and consider the others. I should be clear that I do not believe it, but it will be interesting to see what I discover by exploring it.” The food was long since finished. She rose.

“Oh, uh… how much do I owe you… what part do I owe for the food?”

“I invited you, therefore I have covered it. Money is not something I have to worry about anymore.”

Of course, Mirian realized. She’d probably made a small fortune off that spell engine design of hers.

“Thanks,” Mirian said, and they left. Torres went back to the Artificer’s building, and Mirian off to Arcane Mathematics. She felt good about it. Professor Torres had, at the very least, not called her a raving lunatic. And it might lead to the early evacuation of Torrviol. Maybe that’s what the Gods were looking for; if she saved enough lives, the cycle would end.

But now she had to figure out what happened to Professor Song Jei.
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Arcane Mathematics was one of the few courses Mirian was perfectly happy to listen and take notes in. The third time through was just as valuable as the second, maybe more so. Even now she still had to ask questions—they were just different questions this time. Another application of the math Professor Jei was teaching might result in more accurate mana flow equations, which in turn could lead to much higher efficiency gains in even devices as simple as wands. Then she wondered: If arcane energy flowed through a fourth spatial dimension, could people? She’d always been told teleportation was for stories, and there was no physical basis for it actually being possible. But it was mathematically possible; that, she could see. The equations didn’t change when the energy type changed, as long as there was a mana conduit. Arcane energy conduits could be built around matter, too, not just energy, it was just going to take magnitudes more mana. No person could have enough auric mana, but she wondered—if spell engines could lift an airship as big as the ones she’d seen during the attack, could it power a genuine teleportation spell?

She didn’t actually ask the question in front of the whole class. It still felt silly to consider.

After class, Mirian was tired as anything. She still wasn’t quite sure how it worked, but it sure felt like whether or not she’d eaten or slept mattered when the month repeated. Now there was a question she had no clue how to answer. How was the time travel happening? Her physics classes had made it pretty clear time travel was impossible. Only the Prophets knew the future, and that was knowledge bestowed upon them by the Gods. But Mirian was starting to come up with her own theory about that. What if the Prophets had experienced what she was experiencing? What she needed to do was investigate the stories about them. Mirian had always made sure to go to the temple each week and tried to be a good member of the Luminate Order. It wasn’t like she tried to fall asleep during sermons, but like history class, something about the droning voices and setting just made it easy to slip into sleep.

Still, Mirian had important things to learn today. Like, where did Professor Jei go after class? Where exactly was this secret research project of hers taking place—or was that just a rumor going around?

As the class got out, Mirian decided to do a bit of light spying. She was supposed to meet Nicolus at Bainrose in ten minutes, but she deliberately lingered, taking her time paging through her notes, then slowly putting them away. Then she slowly made her way outside. The class took place in the Griffin Hall, which was just one of the generic lecture halls, not a special math building. Mirian pulled her enchanted cloak on and sat down on one of the public benches outside it and waited for Jei to emerge.

And waited.

It was strange; as far as Mirian knew, the lecture hall only had one exit, and she’d been the last one out of class. What was Jei doing in there? Maybe she was just taking her time. Mirian wasn’t going to find out today. Bainrose wasn’t far, but Mirian didn’t want to be late. She abandoned her world’s shittiest stakeout operation and hurried to the castle. Sure enough, Nicolus and Nurea were there—but so was a third person.

Calisto.

That threw a wrench in her plan.

As far as Mirian should know, this was normal and Calisto was just part of the serious study group. As she approached, she could hear Nicolus was arguing with her.

“—and I’ve already said I don’t have any input on family business, not until I’m a full adult, which is next year.”

Calisto said, “But you do have a voice in family affairs, and I’ve outlined all the ways the arrangement would benefit both of us. You can’t back out now.”

Nicolus sighed. “Nur? Any help?”

Nurea shrugged. “You got into this mess, against my advice, I might add. You can extricate yourself.” Noticing Mirian, she said, “Your new study partner is here.”

“Uh, hi,” said Mirian eloquently.

“Is this your new maneuver, Nicolus?” Calisto said, looking at Mirian as if she were a nasty insect that had just shown up.

“Did you want to study for the exam tomorrow or not? Hi, uh, Mirian, right? This is Sire Nurea March, my tutor who does other stuff too and⁠—”

“—Calisto. Nice to meet you.” She said this in a way that made it abundantly clear it was not nice to meet her at all.

If it had gone down like this the first time, Mirian would have fled the premises and just studied by herself. This time, she needed to get close to Nicolus and figure out his role in all this, so she endured it and said, “Nice to meet you too. Where’s the study room?”

They made their way into the private study room Nurea had reserved for them. All the books and notecards were laid out in neat piles. They got to work, with Mirian doing her best to keep the group on task. It was a good thing she already knew the concepts pretty well, because the constant subtle rhetorical jabs Nicolus and Calisto kept launching at each other were quite distracting. Mirian didn’t want to pry, because she was sure that would get Calisto to start coming after her like a half-starved wyvern that just saw prey, but she tried to pick up on what exactly the problem they had with each other was.

From what she could tell, Nicolus and Calisto had known each other in preparatory school while in Palendurio and dated. Calisto came from a family of wealthy merchants who ran trade routes across Baracuel, mostly procuring special materials and magic items from myrvite farms and the Labyrinth, then distributing them to wherever paid most. Mirian knew from history class (she paid attention sometimes) that Labyrinth materials had made up a key part of the economy even a hundred years ago. Then the spell engine revolution had totally eclipsed them. Nicolus had been interested in Calisto and her connections, until he hadn’t.

“Tell your family to trade with Akana Praediar, or get a majority stake in a few factories,” Nicolus said at one point.

Calisto replied, “You know the Palamas and Corrmier families have strangleholds on those! And it’s the Akanan companies who own all the trade across the Rift Sea—helped by Akanan tariffs as a matter of policy, I might add.”

“Oh, interesting. So you’re saying you can’t access the wealthiest and most critical trade and industries? Interesting. Very interesting.”

“But you know what all of them need? Key, rare materials found only in certain rare sections of the Labyrinth. Hmm, now what if the supply of them was constrained by a certain family who had all the⁠—”

“—and if that was a reality and not just talk, you might be on to something, but the shifting nature of the Labyrinth means there’s no way that⁠—”

Mirian finally said, “Uh, this is fascinating, but can we get back to the magichemical flashcards?”

Calisto alternated between sweet and sour, flipping instantly depending on what she thought would get her whatever she wanted. Sometimes she would toss her wavy red and blonde hair back and give a flirty smile to Nicolus, and other times she would fix him with a death glare that made it look like she was about to bite him. Here, she fixed Mirian with a death-glare, then immediately swapped demeanor and said with buttery sweetness, “Oh of course!”

That lasted for about ten more minutes, and then mana-enriched bauxite came up in the flashcards and Calisto made a comment about how, oh, wasn’t that a pretty critical component of spell engine production? And Nicolus couldn’t resist saying no, there were like five different alternatives depending on the production method.

Mirian quickly found herself gathering the mother-of-all headaches. It didn’t help that she’d been blown apart by artillery twelve hours earlier, and in a prison cell twelve hours before that. It was impressive just how much financial and industrial stuff they both knew. She guessed that was what you learned when you were part of a rich and powerful family like that. If you weren’t coddled, that was. She’d also met rich students who didn’t know which end of the broom was used for sweeping.

Mirian’s childhood hadn’t been full of studying supply chains. Her parents had just done honest labor, her mom working in a woodshop and her dad working at the local school. Remembering her family, Mirian felt sad. She couldn’t wait to be in the Kiroscent Dome, her family applauding as she walked across the stage to get her official certification as a Royal Arcanist. She wanted to give her little brother Zayd a big hug where she picked him up and squeezed him and then held him in the air while spinning and he laughed. Was that ever going to happen now?

Busy being miserable with her headache and thoughts, Mirian found herself tuning out the next argument between Calisto and Nicolus. She started paging through one of the textbooks, trying to remember which magichemical transformations she needed for tomorrow.

Nurea noticed what page she was on in the textbook and said, “Nicolus said Seneca didn’t cover that in the review.”

“Yeah, but I think she just ran out of time. We covered them in class, so I’m sure they’ll be on there.”

Nurea briefly considered this, then nodded. “Back to the review,” she said, not very loudly, but to their credit, both Calisto and Nicolus shut up and got back to work.

It was interesting. This was a very different Nicolus than the one Mirian had met that first session. Far less confident, far less controlled. “Is it always like this?” Mirian whispered to Nurea after they had eaten and were wrapping up.

“When they’re together? Yes. Otherwise, no.” The knight sighed, still keeping her voice at a whisper so Nicolus didn’t overhear. “My apologies, I should have stepped in. But the boy needs to learn….” She left the last part implied, but told her, “He might not have noticed your expertise in alchemistry, but I did. I would be happy to invite you to any future study groups. And I will make them… more productive.”

“I would appreciate that,” Mirian said, and then said her goodbyes.

On her way back, the streets of Torrviol were lit by puddles of glyph-light and Mirian kept her cloak off, letting the cold air wake her up. Getting the meetings started with Nicolus would let her start figuring out what he knew and how he knew it. Hopefully, if any of this happened again, she could find a way to avoid Calisto.

Mirian went back up to her dormitory and changed out the storage tin full of water, dumping it out the window. When it was only rainwater filling it up, the tin seemed to do the trick. She set it back down and realized: Gods above, she should just visit the wood shop. They had all sorts of scrap left over, most of which got burned. Then a simple shape wood spell would give it a water-tight seal. She could probably find copper scraps for the roof and water heater in the metal shop. Why hadn’t she thought of that before?

Well, she could do it tomorrow. Today, she was exhausted. In a final act of endurance, she jotted down reminders of all the things she needed to do in her journal as she headed back down the stairs.

“Hey,” she said to Lily when she finally entered the room. She was at her desk, spellbook open, transcribing an enhanced spell.

“Was that you upstairs? Welcome back, by the way, you were certainly out late.”

“Yeah. Busy day. I’ll tell you about it later. Feel free to stay up studying, nothing is going to stop me from sleeping tonight.” She checked to make sure Lily wasn’t watching her and stashed the satchel she’d taken off the spy deep under the bed.

“You better tell me.”

“Tomorrow,” Mirian said, yawned, and was out within minutes of hitting the bed.
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She dreamed again. She might have expected the nightmares to come from the massacre of the south hills, or be of looming airships following her, but instead it was the dreams she couldn’t fathom the meaning of. She dreamed she was in the Labyrinth, halls twisting and turning. As she moved, passages closed up and left behind dirt, while new ones of metalloids and stone knit themselves together. There was a beating pulse beneath her, a warm thing that slithered about, and she knew she must follow it. When she tried to behold it, the vision of it slipped from her eyes, like it was an aftershadow. When she tried to hear it, it was as if the sound was just at the threshold of her hearing. When she tried to touch it, it was always just out of reach. It was as if her hand was so close she could feel the heat from her fingertips radiating back, but when she closed her hand, it was always empty.

Then there was a wailing, an endless scream that came from high above. Beneath, the pulse she had been seeking withered, and a terrible fear wormed into her. Something had gone wrong. Something was crying for help.

When Mirian woke, she lay there, trying to figure out what. She was sure the dream meant something. There was a pattern to these dreams that she remembered.

She looked over to the alarm candle. The nails looked like they’d fall out in an hour. Maybe two. Gods, she was up early. She tried to go back to sleep, but just lay there, mind racing with all the things she needed to do. There was just too much. Mirian reluctantly abandoned her warm covers and started her day.

This early in the morning, prism moths were still fluttering about. Normally, it was cloudy enough that they looked like normal moths, but this morning, in the light of the twinkling Divir moon, their pale wings trailed a faint mist that shone like a rainbow. For some reason, their wings only glowed in the light of the Divir moon. The Luamin moon didn’t do the trick, even though it was much larger. Mirian just liked watching them flutter about. They gave the predawn morning a sense of calm and beauty.

She went to Bainrose. Given the early hour, the guard told her, “The librarian isn’t in,” when she asked to enter. When she told him the librarian didn’t need to be there for him to let her in, he made up some bogus rule about how there were supposed to be a minimum number of people present in Bainrose at all times and he couldn’t let her in until the librarian returned. It might have fooled a second year who still didn’t quite know how things worked, but Mirian knew he was lying. That was good to know; he was tasked with keeping people out. It meant the spies were doing something in Bainrose.

It was cold, but she had her cloak and the weather still hadn’t turned as cold as it would in a few days. She said, “Then I’ll wait.” She sat on the bench just outside and continued work on her second spellrod design. The glyph light by the library was plenty illumination. It also let her keep an eye out on the front entrance.

The guard became uncomfortable. He clearly wanted to tell her to piss off, but couldn’t think of a reason for it. Eventually, he walked in. When he came out, another man was walking beside him, and Mirian also caught a glimpse of the night shift librarian through the door.

The man walking out was familiar. It was the one she mentally had categorized as “cloaked figure three,” the one who could cast minor illusion spells. He’d done just that; his blond hair was now brown, and his face subtly transformed.

“Oh, I see the librarian,” Mirian said. “May I come in now?”

The guard looked annoyed, but he said, “Yes.”

“What’s up with the rule change?” Mirian asked the librarian.

“What rule change?” she asked. When Mirian explained what the guard had told her, she said, “That doesn’t sound—” but then she froze and looked toward the door. “I’ll have to check with my supervisor. Sometimes they forget to tell me these things. Do you need any help finding the book you’re looking for?”

“No, I’ve got it. Thanks.”

Combat magic was on the first basement floor, and given how long the certification had been around, several people had written guides and explainers about the process and the spells involved. Mirian had a few of the spells already—Self-Defense was a required class at Torrviol, after all—but these were the kind that involved a shock that couldn’t kill a mouse at full power, or force razor, which had the power to give people nasty paper cuts. Actually, paper cuts were probably more deadly.

The combat certification first involved a check on the person’s spellbook to make sure they had each relevant spell on a separate page, all the spells were transcribed correctly, and that it was just a spellbook. Some people had apparently started hiding miniature spell engines inside fake books to pretend they could cast spells, which involved paying an artificer a lot of money to commit fraud, which was a hefty fine for either of them if they got caught. It was another one of those examples of a few morons ruining something for everyone. She also would need to prepare three wands, each with a prescribed combat spell. This also struck her as wasteful.

Next, she had to take a test on when it was proper to use the spells. It seemed like the questions were very basic, like, “Are you allowed to cast fire spells at your neighbor after he’s annoyed you?” to which the answer was obviously, “No.” No wonder people like Platus wanted to pursue combat degrees.

Finally, she had to demonstrate using the spells against a target while a supervisory mage watched over. The mage would also be using a device that measured various properties of the spell to make sure she was demonstrating enough competence that the spell wouldn’t do something it wasn’t supposed to, like blow her arm off, or blow the arm off of someone who was standing nearby. It made sense, given the kinds of energy that a proper combat spell could unleash. Still, this was Combat Certification I. There were four other levels beyond it. This one didn’t even certify her for the classic fireball.

It was legal to possess the first level combat spells, but only to practice them on a range. No one had better tell the frost scarabites that, they might report me, Mirian thought. She started transcribing the spells. Her magical ink kit had most of what she needed. Naturally, one of the spells required baduka boar ink, the one she didn’t have. Just little ways the universe was constantly mocking her.

After nearly an hour, she had transcribed three spells and dawn was starting to illuminate the big stained glass windows of the main floor. She checked out one of the books, then headed over to the crafting facilities. They were closed still, and the woman working by the gate didn’t want to let her in.

“I just need some wood scraps and a bit of copper,” she said. “Stuff that you’ll burn or throw out anyways. There’s a leak above my room and maintenance has said they’re too busy. I just… I’m so sick of water dripping down into my room. Please?”

Her piteous demeanor seemed to do the trick. The woman relented, though she still watched as Mirian picked through one of the scrap piles.

Then it was back to the dorm. Patching up the holes was no problem with shape wood, but she didn’t have the full spell for repairing metal. Mirian paged through her spellbook. She realized she had all the glyphs she needed, they were just all on different pages. It wasn’t safe to start casting, then flip back and forth rapidly between pages… but it would work, wouldn’t it?

Twice, she fizzled the spell, and the third time, she accidentally punched a hole in the wall plaster (and winced, hoping she hadn’t woken anyone up). But the fourth time, it worked—actually worked! She beamed with pride and, in a demonstration of infinite beneficence, turned the hot water back on.

A yelp downstairs told her maybe next time she should check the showers first. What kind of psycho took cold showers, though?

Triumphant, Mirian headed back to her room. It was time to talk to Lily.

She’d considered what to say. In the end, she couldn’t bear the thought of her best friend dying. Mirian wanted her to come along. That meant saying something. “Hey, roomie,” she said.

Lily gave her a look. “How long have you been up?”

“Not gonna talk about that. Listen, you’ve known me for over five years now. Do I just make stuff up?”

“Sometimes.”

“I—what? No I don’t!”

Lily laughed. “Most of the time you don’t.”

“Okay, so you know the hole above my bed that appeared yesterday? Pretty weird, right?”

“Yeah. Did you figure out what did that?”

“No, but it’s the third time it’s happened to me. It’s the third time I’ve woken up on the 1st of Solem. The Academy is going to be attacked by Akana Praediar on the 28th. By the night of the 28th, basically everyone in Torrviol is dead. I tried to—let me finish. I tried to stop it last time, no one believed me. I understand that. What I’m saying sounds insane. But it’s true. So, couple of problems: most of the things I can predict have other explanations. The other is that people change what they do if I tell them. However, yesterday I stopped an Akanan spy who was trying to break into the Myrvite Studies building. And I stole a bag off another one that was hopping around on the roof.”

“You stole a bag? Mirian, you can’t just steal from people⁠—”

“They’re going to get everyone in town killed! They’re pure evil, you’re totally allowed to steal from evil people.” Mirian fished the bag out from under her bed. “Look, check out this scroll.”

Lily’s eyes were wide and she was looking at Mirian like she’d grown two more heads. She took the scroll and opened it up, then kept glancing back and forth between it and Mirian before she said, “Okay, obviously I can’t read it. Are you sure this is written in Eskanar? I don’t even recognize a single word.”

“Professor Torres said it was in a cipher.”

“Wait, you showed this to one of your professors?”

“It came up. I can predict more stuff that happens in her classes because I’ve been there. For you… well, I just know the stories you tell, I wasn’t there. And it’s not 100%, it might change. But you do meet someone named Selesia tomorrow. And don’t get all weird on her when that happens, because I don’t want that to change!” Mirian told her a few things Lily would complain about in the next few days. “A few” was all she could manage. The first go around she’d been harried by the maintenance issue, so it was just the last cycle she was thinking of.

Lily said, “I… do I need to call a healer? I mean, I can also escort you to the hospital or temple. Are you sure that… one of the professors might be able to help?”

Mirian wanted to sigh but restrained herself. She said that last time, too. “You need some time. Just… look for the things I mentioned. I’ll see you after classes, alright? And I’m still Mirian, even if I’m saying stuff only a crazy person would say. Oh, and don’t go spreading around the scroll-thing, okay? Captain Mandez is on the payroll of the Akanan spies and I am not going to prison again. Anyways, we both have class to get to. See you later!”

Lily’s mouth opened. “Wait. Mirian. You’re not going to what!? Mirian! You can not just drop that and leave!”

“Sorry! Alchemistry exam today! Still planning on graduating just in case I don’t die!”

On reflection, that was probably not the best way to end the conversation, but Mirian needed to go. Having your best friend think you’d turned into a Gods-touched lunatic was not a good feeling.

During the Alchemistry exam, Professor Seneca was doing the usual thing where the worry on her face increased as she walked around and looked at people’s exams, causing a trail of despair in her wake as people realized they were getting things wrong. But when she glanced at Mirian’s test, she did a double take, raised an eyebrow, gave a small smile, and then kept walking. Well, third try’s the charm, Mirian thought. It didn’t look like Nicolus was having as good a time. Bickering with Calisto probably hadn’t helped him focus.

This time, Viridian had a bright smile on his face as usual, and had brought a plant. It didn’t look like much; it was a thin pale stalk topped by a little purple flower that glimmered like a faint star. It was also completely encased in two layers of glass, with warding glyphs all over it.

He placed his hand on top of the glass bell covering it, and said, “This is Violet Wispsorrow, a tiny flower capable of powerful illusion magic. It won’t kill you, but it can entrance you for hours. You should be able to derive the magichemical it produces and its ecological relation to the Labyrinth just from what I’ve told you and what you know about the other myrvites in the marsh ecology.”

The class was silent. Even Valen was silent this time.

For once, Mirian raised her hand. “It produces a spectrophosphate,” she said. She was pretty sure that was right.

“Quite right!” Professor Viridian said, absolutely beaming. That made her feel pretty good. All her extra Alchemistry work was paying off.

As Viridian started his lecture, it also gave Mirian an idea. She’d been thinking that combat spells were the best way to deal with the spies—but what if she could use illusion magic to get the spies to tell her stuff? And better convince people of things? The problem was twofold, though. One, she didn’t know Eskanar, and two, she didn’t know illusion magic. She had maybe three illusion spells in her spellbook, and geometric image, which created simple things like illusionary cubes, pyramids, or spheres, was actually from one of her math classes.

If she was going to be stuck in this month, there was no reason not to take advantage of that.

After class, she was free for the next few hours since Torres had given her permission to skip. First, she went to the Tower Trust bank and established a much larger line of credit, depositing most of the coins she’d found in the satchel, but with the option to take out a loan worth twice as much. She was sure not to deposit the exact amount she’d stolen, as the guards would no doubt be asking about that, and happily chatted with the banker about how proud she was of her father for getting a new promotion. Mentally she was thinking teachers don’t get promotions, but the banker was only interested in checking the weight of her coins, not her family history. He asked where the money came from for regulatory purposes; he didn’t actually care.

The bank then issued her notes she could exchange with any of the local merchants. They all knew Tower Trust was reliable. Armed with this infusion of money, she got herself a new glyph pen with a chimera-and-gold alloy catalyst and a fresh set of glyph-nibs. Then she started stocking up on the materials she’d need for a really nice spellrod. Silver wire was for people who weren’t taking advantage of the imminent doom of Torrviol; it was only gold wire for her from here on out. She could use all the caudicite and corundum she wanted. Mirian was giddy at the opportunity. However, acquiring the credit and the materials (and lunch) was all she had time for before math class.

Mirian paid close attention to the Arcane Mathematics lesson, then just as she had before, she waited outside the lecture hall to see where Professor Jei went. Once again, though, she didn’t emerge. This time, Mirian waited nearly a half hour. Finally, she walked back into the lecture hall to see if the mathematics professor was just in the classroom for some reason. But she wasn’t. Mirian checked around, but couldn’t find any other exits. Five hells—had Professor Jei gone out the window or something? How had she left Griffin Hall?

Baffled, there was little for Mirian to do but return to her dorm. After all, she had duels to go to, and a new friend to meet. Friend, she thought, with a pang of regret. Maybe she could convince Selesia to come with her when she left too, and they might become something more. Gods, watching her die like that… watching them all die…. Mirian shivered. She had to make little jokes to herself about it all, because otherwise she really was going to turn into a full-on lunatic.
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Lily glared at Mirian as she entered the room.

“Sorry,” Mirian said.

“I haven’t even told you why I’m mad yet,” Lily said.

“Yeah, but sorry anyways. Hug?”

Lily sighed. “Yeah, that would be nice.” After they embraced, Lily said, “You’re four for six, by the way. Emanuel only interrupted the professor four times, and you said it’d be five, and I didn’t meet Selesia. But the other stuff was uncanny. Nicola really did knock over an entire stack of metal plates in the middle of the exam, and it took like a full minute for them to stop clanging around. How did you do it?”

“Luck, I guess,” Mirian said. “Want to come watch duels?”

“You’re trying to dodge the question,” Lily said. “Besides, I have to study.”

“On a Fifthday?” She frowned at the stack of books on Lily’s desk. “Really?”

Her roommate sighed. “Okay, no, I would rather jump off the top of the Torrian Tower. Yeah, I’ll come. Apparently you’re pretty good. Or something. But you are totally dodging the question.”

“That’s true,” Mirian admitted. “There’s not an answer I can give you that’s satisfying. Humor me until dinner, okay?”

Lily looked at her then rubbed her forehead. “I… alright. But only because you’re my friend.”

Mirian was paired with Valen again on the first bout. Go figure, she thought. They were three and six, though, so it wasn’t even a repeat of the first go around. This time, Mirian was ready for the fast counterattack, and when Valen tried to press her, she dashed to the side and got a point on her back before she could turn. She smiled at Valen. Take that, she thought. The next point, Valen tried another lightning offensive when she thought Mirian was off-balance, but Mirian had feigned the overextension because she knew that’s what the other girl was looking for. A quick parry-riposte sent Valen back to the starting line, scowling. After that, she was more hesitant to go on the attack, and Mirian got two more points by abusing her reach.

Mirian was pressing Valen hard, looking for the last point, but her footwork kept her away. Then she came in with a lunge and a disengage. It was, Mirian had to admit in retrospect, a perfect attack. Perfect form, perfect distance—rapid backpedaling didn’t save her—and seriously impressive speed. Anyone blinking would have missed it.

It was also a lethal point, right over her heart, with the blade glowing fully red.

Damnit! was all she could think. If anyone else had done it, Mirian would have had to congratulate them. But since when had Valen of all people gotten this good? And of course, the other girl couldn’t stop from smirking when they bowed.

“Better luck next time,” Valen whispered under her breath, and even though Mirian was used to this kind of trash-talk from her, it still infuriated her.

“Ouch,” said Lily. “Bad luck, I guess.”

“That’s the worst part, it wasn’t even luck. I’m never going to tell her that, though.”

“So what’s with you two anyways?”

Mirian found herself slipping back into the same conversation they’d already had. So she interjected, “You’re taking Alchemistry and Spell Empowerment next quarter. And you have to do a demonstration in front of a panel of professors.”

Lily got silent.

“I’m going to keep doing this crap until you believe me,” Mirian said.

“It’s… really unnerving,” Lily said. “I was just thinking about it, but then… Mirian, I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I,” Mirian said sadly.

During her next bout, she heard a yelp from Lily’s direction and knew that Selesia had just introduced herself. She hoped that wouldn’t screw things up. She beat her opponent in an easy 5-1 bout. Really, she shouldn’t have lost a single point, but she’d kept glancing over at her roommate.

“Well,” said Lily, her tone sour. “This is Selesia. But you already knew that.”

Selesia was looking nervous. “I’m… look, I’m sorry, I didn’t know she was your roommate. I really have never met her before. I just transferred to Torrviol and… I’ll just go,” she said.

“Please stay,” Mirian said. “Lily’s upset because of something I did, not you.”

“It’s… it’s okay. Have fun!” And Selesia left.

Mirian watched her go, feeling sad. All she could think was, You really fucked that up, didn’t you? and about all the things that wouldn’t happen now. They wouldn’t laugh and talk at dinner. Mirian wouldn’t show her the basics of form and bladework. They wouldn’t hold hands. But wasn’t that how it always went? Most of the time, you never got a second chance, you never got to experience those moments again.

Mirian said, “I should go too.”

“Wait… Mirian?” she heard Lily calling, but she was already out the door. The dark shadows beneath the columns of the Stygalta Arena matched her mood as she left the building, and outside, she tried to let the cool night air clear her mind. She just felt bitter, though. She was trying to be kind to Lily and save her life. But she had no idea. She had no fucking idea what it had been like to watch her die. Then to die herself, utterly helpless. And to know it was coming again. No matter what she did, it would be painful. No matter who she saved, she would regret the ones she hadn’t.

“Mirian!” she heard Lily calling. She walked faster, but the other girl ran to catch up and grabbed her arm.

She spun, suddenly furious. “I’m trying to save your life,” Mirian said. “You think I’m just pulling a stupid prank on you, but do you have any idea what it was like to watch you die? I watched Akanan soldiers rip apart your body with force blades, and you died in my arms. I wish it was some hallucination or bad dream. I wish I could forget watching that airship raining fire down on us the second time, or forget Selesia bleeding out in the snow—Gods, if only it were just a nightmare. When I say Akana Praediar attacks the Academy, I mean they bring the five hells to Torrviol.” Mirian knelt on the ground then, suddenly weeping. “I wanted to see her again. Selesia. I wanted to see her smile, so I didn’t have to keep thinking about her corpse. Three days ago, Lily. It was three days ago that she died. I… I don’t know how I can even….” She couldn’t talk anymore; she was too choked up.

Lily didn’t say anything, she just gave Mirian a hug. A few students walking by gave them funny looks, but Mirian ignored them. After a while, her body stopped shaking, and her breathing had calmed. She was a mess, but she wasn’t inconsolable.

“I… I don’t know what to say,” Lily told her.

“That’s okay. I don’t think I’d know what to say either. Just… when it’s time to go, promise you’ll go with me. Okay?”

“Okay,” Lily said.

Mirian sighed and wiped some of her tears away. “Let’s go eat,” she said. “There’s a boiled fish stew and roast baduka boar, and both dishes are seriously good.”

After they ate, Mirian said, “I need to go to the library tonight. One of the Akanan spies is doing something there, and I want to try to find out what.” No need to mention the giant mysterious stone door, she thought. “So… don’t wait up for me. And don’t worry. I’ll try to be quiet when I get back.”

Lily looked worried, but she accepted it.
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Mirian stashed the set of glyph keys in her satchel and went to the library early, before the guard shift changed. She kept her hood on as she asked to enter and told him she’d only be a few minutes. Then she made herself scarce in the second-basement floor. The idea was to make sure that no one remembered she was still in Bainrose, and if she was seen, no one could place her name or many details about her.

First, she tried to find the door to the third basement floor she’d gone down before, the one with the ridiculously long spiral staircase. There was no point hiding out farther away from it if she could hide closer. Mirian had thought this would be easy. As she explored the level, she realized that even though she knew Bainrose well, she had gaps in her knowledge as large as that big stone door downstairs.

Another student, a fifth year, found her wandering about, looking carefully at the walls, and asked if she needed help.

“No, I think I just found it,” she said, then wandered up to a nearby shelf and picked a random book to read while she waited for them to go away. Miran then went to where she knew she had been. And there it was: Flexible Spellbook Composition for the Practical Mage. And there was the chair she’d read it on. She then retraced her steps, moving past a few rows of shelves. Then he went down this hall, and the door was…. But there was just a wall. Mirian bit her lip. The frustration was building in her. She was sure it had been right there. But it was just another of the stone walls, made of roughly hewn dark granite.

Mirian went up to the wall. It felt like a wall. Well, she didn’t know what she’d been expecting. How could that be?

She mentally marked the spot in her mind. There were plenty of dark alcoves to hide in, especially once the glyph lanterns down here dimmed for the night. She had, by her reckoning, at least three hours before the spy came through. Where was the damned door, though?

Against all odds, Mirian found herself wandering up a level to the history section. Willingly reading a history book, Miran thought to herself. What new lows will you stoop to next? She let her finger drag across the various textures on the shelf, feeling the worn leather, cloth, and vellum. A few volumes even had covers made from wood, with the title engraved into it. Bainrose was an extensive library, and though most of the books now were copies made by scribing spells, there were plenty of originals, preserved by long lasting decay resistance spells.

At last, she found what she was looking for: A History of the Famous Buildings of Torrviol. The book was dated enough it didn’t have a table of contents or an index, but some barbarian had dog-eared all the pages where a new chapter started. On one hand, that was an unforgivable crime; on the other, it made it significantly easier to flip through until she found the chapter on Bainrose Castle.

She skimmed through the early parts about explorers stumbling upon a ruined city and a bunch of archaeologists just absolutely losing it with excitement, then the next part about how construction had already started and significant work had begun before the workers digging the basement and foundations discovered the catacombs. There was something about various passages being walled up and the remains moved. A few pages later, she came across what she was looking for:

In the Siege of Marrian, traitors among the Firian defenders managed to open the main gate and portcullis to the attackers. Surprising the attackers, though, Bainrose did not fall. Instead, defenders retreated both to the upper levels and the catacombs, securing the area above and below each stairwell with spell and blade. Judicious use of levitation spells let the attackers seize control of most of the second floor, but the inner sanctuary and its battlements and the catacombs remained beyond their reach.

With the main well under his control, General Virmont supposed the defenders would now be short on food and water, and starving them out should take only a matter of days. He was mistaken. In this dark hour, King Rolart Sacristar II revealed the existence of many secret passages within the walls of Bainrose to his captains. The passages, it turned out, were extensive, and connected the inner sanctum to the catacombs, bypassing the areas held by General Virmont and his invaders entirely. The catacombs, in turn, were connected to a wider network of old tunnels that led outside the walls, allowing the defenders to smuggle fish and water from the nearby lake at night. Henceforth, King Rolart was often called ‘Rolart the Nightfisher’…

Here, Miran stopped and rubbed her eyes. Leave it to a history book to spend three sentences on the nifty secret passages and the rest of the chapter discussing the importance of the term “Nightfisher” on court rituals for the next hundred years. Then she squinted, and reread part of it. Wait a second—Sacristar? No way, she thought. Nicolus’s ancestor was a king who defended Bainrose? What were the chances?

The important thing, though, was the “secret passages” part. It made her a bit giddy. As a child, she’d loved playing “who can be the quietest” as they snuck through halls and rooms, pretending they were going a secret way no one else knew. There was, in her estimation, nothing cooler than a secret passage, except for an ancient magical artifact at the end of said secret passage. Obviously, Mirian had wanted to be a Labyrinth explorer for years before her parents made it clear that it was way too dangerous, no way. She still daydreamed about it occasionally. The Labyrinth was full of old treasures. Some of it was old material that was much needed for spell engines. Some of it was the myrvite monsters down there and their valuable spell-organs. But occasionally, someone would stumble across an artifact of immense power. Put there by the Elder Gods, the priests said, and only those worthy of their trials could obtain them.

Mirian rubbed her eyes again. She was exhausted from the day, and her mind was wandering. There were secret passages in Bainrose, hells, all over Torrviol. That would explain what Professor Jei was doing after class. Was it weird for a grown professor to use a hidden passage instead of the front door? Probably. Did Mirian’s respect for her double? Also yes.

Then her brow furrowed. What if Song Jei’s secret project was somewhere in the secret passages? It was a secret project, after all. Well, except for the part where everyone in class seemed to know she was working on it, whatever “it” was.

Well, that settled it. She was going to figure out Torrviol’s secrets. The spies were clearly using the passages. Somehow, the door she couldn’t find was protected by more than just a glyph key.

Over the next few hours, she skimmed through a dozen books, but while plenty of them referenced secret passages in Bainrose or Torrviol, none of them gave examples. And as much as she wished for a book like “Map of Secret Passages in Torrviol Academy,” it seemed no such volume was on the shelves. That brought her back to magic. She would need to figure out how one went about detecting such passages.

By now, the library was deserted, and the glyph lamps had dimmed. Mirian grabbed a book titled Divination Foundations and Theory and stuffed it in her bag, then headed downstairs to the second basement level. She had been totally out of it by the time the spy had woken her, so she wasn’t sure exactly what time he appeared, but the secret door revealing itself would be a clue. She positioned herself in a shadowy alcove and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Her mind wandered all over the place, thinking of glyph combinations and neat items she’d like to create. Then she thought about the attack on Torrviol. Then what she might say to Professor Torres again. Then she thought of her family, and made herself sad, then went back to thinking about artifice designs.

By the time several hours had gone by, she was stiff from not moving and totally exhausted. Eventually, she decided she’d changed the timeline. Was the spy she captured yesterday the one that came down here today? She didn’t think so, but then again, he’d used illusion magic to change his face, so maybe. With a sigh, she went off and picked up a book about illusion magic too. It was time to fill the gaps in her education.

Sure enough, it was just before the next guard shift when she emerged on the first floor, meaning it was well past when the spy should have opened the secret door. The desk attendant was shocked to see her approach. “Oh my! I didn’t… when did you come in? I thought the library was empty.”

“Ah, sorry. Fell asleep studying,” Mirian lied. Well, it had been true the first time.

The librarian nodded sympathetically. “That does happen, just usually not on a Fifthday. You must really be studying hard for those exams.”

“Yeah. Clearly I need to sleep more, though. Hey, can I check these two books out?”

She did, and headed back to the dorm, the night air absolutely frigid. The guard was equally surprised to see her, but didn’t say anything, which to her further confirmed there were no spies in Bainrose tonight. Well, it was good to know for the next time she experienced this month. Assuming there was a next time. She didn’t want there to be a next time, but the feeling in her was growing: there probably would be.


27
More Changes



It was, Mirian decided, a good thing it was the weekend. She awoke to an empty room, the hour well past breakfast. If Lily had set the alarm candle, she certainly hadn’t heard it. For once, she took her time waking up, then resumed her studies.

Mirian ravenously consumed the books on combat magic, divination, and illusions that she’d picked up. When she wasn’t doing that, she alternated between visiting the metal shop and the artifice shop. She also signed up to get combat certified. Since plenty of students would be joining combat magic classes for the first time in the next academic quarter, there were dozens of sessions being held before winter quarter started. She chose the earliest one, scheduled for the next Thirdday. She was going to be pushing herself pretty hard to get there, but the only thing she was using her auric mana for, besides practicing the basic combat spells, was artifice. Worst-case scenario, if she strained her auric mana too much, she could actually afford an elixir of mana rejuvenation. It would cost a whole gold doubloon—A-class mana was expensive to obtain, and even more so to distill and bottle—but she had the money to do that now.

Creating the three wands she needed for the combat evaluation only took her an afternoon. She did several stability checks on the glyph sequence and found she’d probably gone a bit overboard. The wands were the easiest bit of artifice she’d practiced in four years. That didn’t mean all wands were simple. A complex spell was harder to fit in the standard compact frame, and for certain high-intensity spells she’d have to have mana channels running in parallel; but for spells like minor force blade and shock chain, there just weren’t any major complexities. The material cost rankled her, though. Even though she had money now, needing to buy an arcane catalyst for each wand deeply pained her. It was just such an inefficient use of resources.

She finished the wands an hour sooner than she’d planned, so she spent the extra time scribing her first real illusion spell—geometric image didn’t count. There were two ways to make an illusion spell. The first was math-intensive and involved creating a spell that put points of colored light at predetermined areas. Geometric image did that. So did the illusion projector spell engines that most of the professors used, though the number of equations and light points they used made even her head hurt. Those spells had no mental component, which was why even a machine could create them.

Most illusion spells did have a mental component. Certain glyphs interfaced with the mind, and the resulting spell projected images, sounds, or touch that the caster could imagine. That made them quite a challenge, though; the arcanist had to hold the result in their mind all while casting the spell. It was also hard to teach because no one’s thoughts worked quite the same. Serious illusionists had to figure out the mental component themselves, though there were of course plenty of advice manuals on techniques that worked for most people. Mirian had worried the common techniques wouldn’t work for her, but after an hour of practice, she found her worries were misplaced. The trick was to practice the spell so that rote memorization became instinct and you didn’t have to think that hard about the spell part, and then you could really focus on the image. And Mirian was, after all, an artist.

“Hey, roomie,” she said upon her return to the dorm.

“Hey, Mirian, how was your—oh my Gods, what did you do to your hair?” Lily blurted out when she saw her.

She laughed. “I learned an illusion spell. A real one!”

“Thank the heavens. I mean, it’s your hair, you can do what you want, but that shade of blond looks… weird? Like, it’s not you.” Lily examined her more closely, then said, “That’s pretty good, though. I knew you’d have a knack for it.”

“Thanks,” Mirian said. She didn’t talk about the reasons for it. The more she talked about time travel, or even alluded to it, the more uncomfortable Lily got. Instead, they chatted amicably about the goings-on of class. Really, Mirian mostly listened to Lily. Then she headed out for the Luminate Temple.

She thought about whether she should bother going anymore. She didn’t like the priest. And she’d heard the sermon before. The weekly trips to the temple weren’t about that, though. Did the Gods care if time was repeating for her? It was ultimately to them Mirian was faithful. She wondered how closely they watched the temples. She wondered how closely they examined their own priests. It was through the priests that they acted, wasn’t it? Mirian had always been taught that the celestial energy that the priests and healers used for blessings and to treat the infirm was fundamentally different than the arcane energy they used, that it only came by divine grant. The Academy teachings said the same thing. That was why everyone in Baracuel went to the Luminate Temple; the proof of the Gods’ miracles was in every hospital, in every temple, and in the holy relics the faithful wielded. The head priest in Torrviol may have been a condescending jerk, but the Gods saw something in him.

The Gods had seen something in her too, she reasoned. Was she their conduit now? What else could explain the miracle that had now twice brought her back from death?

She listened once again to the priest’s sermon on Ominian, and Their sacrifice. The statues of the Ominian had always struck her as gruesome. No matter the temple, they followed a theme of mutilation. Most had knives jutting out and a chest carved open so the anatomically correct heart was showing beneath the peeled-back ribs. The one in Torrviol was especially grand and especially detailed. But Ominian’s statues never showed pain, discomfort, or hesitation. Her eyes traced the swirling patterns of the stone They were carved from.

This time, she left as soon as the sermon was done. She stopped before the figure of Yiaverunan and Her hourglass. In the Kiroscent Dome, the statue held the hourglass upright. Here, She held it at a quarter-turn. Mirian wondered at it. Will you do it again? she thought.

She returned to her dorm, deep in thought.
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Mirian was not entirely surprised when, once again, the Myrvite Ecology exam was different. It wasn’t just different, though; Professor Viridian walked in with his beard combed, looking well-rested and quite pleased. He actually had with him a little plant.

The main body of the plant was several long, narrow leaves. In the midst of those leaves was a thin stem that had about a dozen cute, droopy, bell-shaped flowers. They were white at first glance but shimmered slightly. “Lily of the Prophet’s Sorrow. Or, in other regions, whitebell. Likes shade. Very poisonous. But pretty to look at, nice to smell, and quite harmless magically. Unlike violet wispsorrow, this plant produces an illusionary smell, which is one of the hardest kinds of illusions to produce. No one has figured out why it does this, but it should make the classroom quite pleasant to be in. Good luck on your exam!”

Well, that’s nice, thought Mirian.

It was the only exam now that had changed three times in a row. Apparently, Viridian actually wrote his final exam over the weekend, which sounded crazy to Mirian. Her father was a teacher, and that sort of last-minute planning would have him pulling his hair out. It wasn’t a problem, though. This exam was about marsh ecology, and Viridian had talked about marsh ecology endlessly. This time, the essay question had to do with people going missing. Local mages were sure it was bog lion attacks, but a careful reading of the clues (plus knowledge of how the ecosystem worked) made it clear that the real culprit was actually baduka boar attacks. Culling the bog lion and fire drake population had led to the boars overpopulating the area. Mirian felt oh-so-clever figuring that out. One thing she could certainly appreciate about Viridian was that his exams were almost fun to take.

In Arcane Mathematics, Mirian watched Professor Jei introduce the exam, and expected her to depart and the proctors to take over. This time, though, she didn’t run off. She just… stuck around.

What changed? Mirian wondered. She was sure that Viridian’s change had been because she’d stopped the spy that was wreaking havoc on the Myrvite Ecology building. But what had done it for Jei?

Shortly after the exam began, the despair set in. The extra dozens of hours Mirian had spent on alchemistry had made even that legendarily difficult exam not so bad. The same amount of practice had done nothing to make the Arcane Mathematics exam any easier. The questions were still utterly baffling, and now that Mirian had checked her notebook and the lectures against the exam, she was absolutely positive that half the questions on the exam hadn’t even been covered.

“No crying,” Professor Jei told the class. “Exam score is scaled. Tears are not necessary.”

It was probably the least consoling speech Mirian had ever heard, which she found funny. Professor Jei really was the only person who made Professor Torres seem warm and emotional by comparison. And yet, despite the tone and words, Mirian felt she could sense that there was compassion there.

After the exam, Mirian approached her. “Thank you, Professor Jei. I’ve enjoyed taking your class,” she said.

“Good,” she said. “I teach one more class next quarter. No math, too many complaints. You will sign up.”

Mirian was pretty sure that demand meant Jei liked her as a student. “Artifice Design?” she asked.

“Yes,” she said. “How did you know?”

“Professor Torres mentioned it. I was wondering, though… why put the questions we didn’t cover on the exam?”

She shrugged. “Worth trying. Maybe one of you is, hmm, what’s the word? Mathematical genius. Only one way to find out.”

Mirian grinned. “Hey, I was wondering. These math equations—they imply spells of teleportation are possible.”

“Yes,” Professor Jei acknowledged.

“What about time travel?”

“Hm. Mathematically, probably no problem. But math is not reality. For this, we have no data. Applied math requires quantifiable experiences. Arcane energy paths, mana flows—all of it can be quantified, studied, recorded, and tested. No tests can be done on time travel.” She shrugged again. “So, not worth trying.”

Mirian bit her lip. She considered how much to reveal to Jei. “What if… what if I could test things? What if it was possible to, say, repeat the month of Solem over again? How would I even go about collecting data that could be used to figure out how it works?”

“Strange hypothetical,” Professor Jei said, raising an eyebrow. “Give me, hm, a week to think about it. Good thinking requires long walks.”

“Thanks, Professor!” Mirian said, and waved goodbye. She’d thought about asking her where she went after class but figured that might be going into the “stupid questions” territory. And it looked like Professor Jei would be the one teaching her artifice class next quarter. Whatever emergency made her unable to proctor her own exam hadn’t happened, so, probably, she was free to teach. Well, that would screw up the predictions she’d given Torres, but it also would be very interesting. Professor Jei, with her background in Zhighuan artifice and mastery of applied math, no doubt had completely different ways of assembling and structuring her magical creations. It was exciting to think about.
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The last thing she had to do was retake the Enchantments exam she’d skipped, which she did under the watchful eye of a proctor. Then, freed from exams, Mirian went back to work on her spellrod. The design she’d settled on was the same as the one she’d made last time, only better. The enhanced mana channels would allow for more intense spells. For the force blades spell, that would mean more cutting power and a longer potential range. A better arcane catalyst would mean she could pour more of her own mana into the spells faster; without that, the enhanced mana channels would be useless. Finally, the higher quality materials she used for the structure and glyphs would make the whole device more efficient. She could use less mana and still get the same effect.

Then Mirian continued to consider future designs, sketching them out in her notebook. She still knew very little of illusion glyphs, but had quickly realized that the fundamental structure of the device would need to be totally reworked. Almost all glyphs used in illusion magic were flux glyphs, and they’d change the function of the subsequent glyphs in the sequence, sometimes by a little, sometimes by a lot.

When her head hurt from all the intense focus, she relaxed on the practice range, trying out her new wands and spells. She had to admit she was a little envious. While she was busy giving her target paper cuts and tiny burn marks, other students were sending out gouts of flame or actual lightning bolts. It was only a little embarrassing to be wearing sixth-year tassels and have the fourth year next to her dishing out spells that were easily twice as powerful. She was annoyed that Torres was making her jump through this hoop, but it made sense from her perspective. She might not believe Torrviol would be attacked, but she certainly knew she could be reprimanded or fired for approving dangerous student projects.

On Thirdday, Mirian and Lily headed down to the practice range for the various tests. In both cases, professors had deployed large contraptions with glowing glyphs, brass antennae, and ceramic plates engraved with divination spells. Students formed lines and waited for their turn on the range. It was all very boring. She passed the combat certification without a problem. It was, after all, the first level of certification, meant for third-years who had only just started mastering the basic spells. Down on the other side of the range, Lily passed her spell empowerment test, which Mirian was happy to congratulate her on for the third time.

“Did you know that was going to happen?” Lily asked.

“Yeah.”

“Ugh! And you didn’t tell me? I was worried I’d fail!”

“But if I told you that, what if you’d relaxed too much, stopped practicing, and then failed because you didn’t practice enough? I didn’t want to risk it.”

“I guess that makes sense. Still….”

“Come on. Registration opens soon.”

When Mirian got there, though, the class list was the same as it had been. Professor Torres was back to teaching Artifice Design 426. Mirian’s brow furrowed. She looked around, as if someone in the crowd of students or in the registrar’s office had some sort of insight. It hadn’t changed.

“Stay focused please, there’s a long line,” the clerk behind the desk said.

“Sorry. I’d heard Professor Jei was teaching this class,” Mirian said, gesturing. “What happened?”

He shrugged. “Last-minute switch. Happens. Same class, different teacher.”

Not that she’d expected him to know. Mirian signed up for it. Torres would be wanting to talk to her.

For her other classes, she took Spell Engine Alchemistry from Atger again, since she still needed to figure out what was going on with Nicolus, and Artifice Physics because she liked Professor Endresen. But Geoarcanology? She didn’t need that. She wasn’t sure how big the Akanan attack was, but if escaping Torrviol was enough, she wasn’t going to get a job scouting Persama for magical rock layers. She’d end up in an artifice factory somewhere, making weapons. She replaced it with Combat Magic 201, which her new certification let her join. As for Spellbook Enhancements, she was tired of Professor Eld. She swapped that class with Illusion Spells 281.

It was time to expand her repertoire. At least, for a few days, before she fled Torrviol.


28
Disappeared



To Mirian’s surprise, it was Professor Torres who sought her out that Thirdday evening. Or rather, Torres sent an Academy messenger. Most towns did something like it; spry youngsters looking for a little money let it be known they could be hired for short messages to people. Running about town didn’t need one of the official Couriers. The boy knocked on her door just before dinner, surprising both her and Lily.

“Message from Professor Torres,” he recited. “‘Please meet me at the same place as last time for dinner tonight.’ End of message.”

“Thanks,” Mirian said, and gave the boy the customary coral beadcoin tip. When he’d left, she turned to Lily and said, “Sorry, I really need to talk to her.”

“Yeah… I guess it’s probably important. Hope it goes well.”

Torres hadn’t asked her to bring her notebook or anything, but Mirian packed her spellrod pieces, the scroll she’d taken off the spy, the glyph keys, and her notes, just in case.

Upon her arrival at the diner, Mirian was once again overwhelmed by the succulent smell of cooking meat and vegetables. The waiter, upon seeing her, gestured for her to follow, and led her to the same table. By now the sky was darkening, dusky light painting the horizon in shades of glowing gray, so the view now was more of silhouettes and distant glyph lamps. The warm light of the porch made it seem more like an island in a sea of darkness. This time, though, she noticed the faintly glowing glyphs along one of the posts in the railing, then glanced up and saw another along one of the rafters that held up the porch’s roof. Privacy spells, she realized. They didn’t entirely suppress sound coming from the area, but they did mute it considerably. Apparently she’d missed seeing them the first time. No wonder the noises of the kitchen had seemed distant.

Professor Torres was looking out at the lake. She turned when Mirian approached.

“It seems I must take your claims more seriously,” she began, demeanor serious as ever.

Mirian nodded. She wasn’t sure what to say. “Is Professor Jei okay?” she asked.

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

That made Mirian’s heart race. So it wasn’t just that Jei got extra busy or had to clean up after a break-in like Viridian. What had happened? “The students all pass around a rumor that Professor Jei is working on a secret project. She never has office hours, no one ever sees her outside of class, so it at least made sense that she was busy. I always assumed she just… got busier.”

“Not the case, unfortunately. Do you still have that scroll?”

Good planning, Mirian, she thought to herself. She handed it over.

“The irony,” Torres said, looking it over with a sigh, “is that Song Jei would be the best one to decipher this. It’s probably using a trick of math she knows about.” She placed it on the table. “The last anyone saw of Song was two days ago, just after the exam. When she didn’t show up for the… project, there was considerable consternation. Her apartment wards were intact, but she was not there. Her usual locations turned up nothing. The guards claim no reports or sightings either, though they are investigating.”

“Captain Mandez can’t be trusted, and his subordinates are loyal to him. Well, until he runs off.”

“Yes, you said that before. I was skeptical of that too, but there are a number of suspicious things that might explain. For example, why the only person ever caught in the break-ins at the Academy was on the 1st of Solem. By you, wasn’t it? I surreptitiously inquired as to what was learned from the man’s interrogation. Apparently, they have made no progress in learning anything. There has been no explanation for how he was able to acquire a set of Academy glyph keys, but the guard I talked to also told me that aside from a lockpicking set, it was the only thing in his bag.”

“I bet he had more wands. One of the spies has a minor disguise wand. Also, they’ve been carrying around seeker-stones, the kind with glyphs that make them easy to track. They put them inside a metal mesh in the bag so they’re not detectable, but I bet they’re slipping them into people’s pockets or bags so they can follow them.”

That made Professor Torres’s eyes go wide. “Then that’s how,” she muttered. “Do you have one of them?”

Mirian grimaced. “I panicked when I found it in the bag I got off a different spy. I didn’t want them to track me, so I threw it into the gardens north of the Myrvite Ecology building.”

“Damn,” Torres said. “They’ve probably picked it up by now.”

“I waited after class to see where Professor Jei went, because I was curious. I know she doesn’t use the front door to leave. And I know there’s a network of passages under Torrviol connecting to Bainrose. I also know….” Mirian hesitated. But if she couldn’t trust Torres, who could she trust? She told Torres about falling asleep in Bainrose on the 2nd of Solem, and told her about the staircase, and the colossal door. “But this cycle, that spy never showed up on the night of the 2nd. The place where the door is just… it’s just a wall. I couldn’t get in.”

Her professor’s face grew grim. “Damn. Damn. Five hells. How long have they known? Damn!”

Mirian had never seen her this emotional. “So you’re part of the project too? I might… I might be able to help. This is all connected to the attack. There’s a reason Akana hits Torrviol. Viridian said it had to do with buried secrets.”

“Selkus said that? Strange. He’s not involved at all.” Torres tapped her fingers on the table, clearly agitated. “I’m quite loath to reveal anything about the project,” she finally said. “All of us are sworn to secrecy. But you’re right, it must explain the activity. Then why is Medius sitting on his ass? Damn that man.”

Mirian was taken aback. She hadn’t expected Torres’s curses to extend to Archmage Medius Luspire. “What can you tell me?” she asked. When Torres was still silent, she added, “I don’t know how to stop any of this yet. I still don’t know enough.”

Instead of answering her, her professor said, “May I see your progress on the spellrod?”

Mirian dug the pieces out of her satchel and laid them on the table next to the scroll. Torres took her time examining each one. “And I got combat certified, for the record. Besides, I already know it works. I killed two frost scarabites with it during the evacuation.” Killed maybe was an exaggeration. They had run off, though.

Torres said, “This is good work. You did research.”

Mirian told her the names of the books she’d been using.

The professor looked away from the brass rod and the various glyphstones laid out toward the last light of the fading dusk. By now, the Divir moon was shining bright, and the first stars were out. “The most logical assumption for your foreknowledge is that you’re also an Akanan spy. No,” Torres said, holding up a finger as Mirian opened her mouth to protest, “I know that doesn’t make sense. Akana Praediar also does not use spellrods. No one does in Baracuel, either. It’s considered archaic technology, prone to mistakes and high expense. You must understand, though, time travel is an extraordinary claim, and such claims require an abundance of evidence.”

“Did the presentations go like I said?”

“Almost entirely,” she said. “Again, the simple explanation is you bribed or cajoled your peers to act that way in a conspiracy. As ridiculous as that is, especially coming from a loner student like you, it’s still more plausible. And yet… I find myself wondering. The more complex the alternative explanation becomes, the less likely. I will send letters to my contacts in the Baracuel military inquiring about any military buildups across the Rift Sea. Does that satisfy you?”

Mirian breathed relief. “It does. I mean, I’d still like to know more, but it’s the attack that needs to be stopped more than anything. Somehow, I think… it has to be the reason. What can be done about Captain Mandez?”

“The Crown Bureau. Send a letter to Cairnmouth and they’ll investigate.”

“But by the time it reaches them and they send someone out… I tried sending letters to people before, but it didn’t do anything.”

Torres nodded. “The evidence is likely too circumstantial.”

“And I’m still a student. Barely an adult. Why would they trust me?”

“I certainly know how that can go.”

She did, Mirian realized. She’d been a prodigy, but that hadn’t meant everyone took her seriously. “What gets people to listen?” she asked.

“A demonstration of your prowess. Letters of recommendation from people they do respect, which means making contacts. And of course, money always talks.”

Not the answer she wanted. Mirian didn’t have any “contacts,” unless Lily counted. Given the limited time before the attack, it didn’t seem there was much time to establish them. Prowess, though… maybe that was the key. Or knowledge. That had impressed Torres enough, hadn’t it?

“May I keep the scroll?” Torres asked. “I would be happy to present it to Crown agents, or military personnel.”

“Yeah, go ahead. I’m not going to learn Eskanar or how to break ciphers in a week or two. And this cycle, I didn’t meet the person who speaks Eskanar, so.” She shrugged. “I hope it helps.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not… I’m not sticking around for the attack this time. I don’t… I don’t want to die again. It’s… not pleasant. And watching… well. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Understandable,” Torres said. “Now let’s enjoy a pleasant meal.”

Mirian cleared off her spellrod components and, with a single nod by Torres to the porch door, the waiter departed, bringing food out a moment later. It was served on plates with little heat-glyphs around the edges, so the food was still piping hot. The meat had been cooked to perfection and the vegetables simmered in spices that reminded her of the dishes back home. The conversation shifted to artifice, and Torres gave her a few pointers, both about her current design and the second spellrod she was sketching out. She even offered to give more pointers if Mirian showed up to classes early. Then they were quiet awhile, just enjoying the night air and moonlit landscape. Dessert was a honey-glazed pastry stuffed with cream and fresh fruit—it must have come out of a greenhouse at this time of year—and Mirian devoured it in record time. Then she said her thanks and departed.

She could have pressed Torres more on the secret project and secret passages, but she was sure it wouldn’t have gotten her anywhere. At least there was a chance Torrviol might be saved. With Torres’s contacts in the military and the early warning about the airships, there could be a proper defense and evacuation of the town.
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With four days to herself before the next quarter started, Mirian immersed herself in her various projects. She sold the three wands she’d made to a second-year student in the dorms who she overheard complaining about not wanting to become an artificer before he became a battlemage, though at this point she didn’t much need the money. It was technically illegal to do that since the wands were a weapon, but she’d seen people do it before, and what the hells were the guards going to do anyways? They were too busy covering the tracks of the Akanan spies.

She scribed several more illusion spells so she could practice those, including minor disguise and minor image. When she wasn’t practicing those, she was at the range shooting the world’s worst lightning bolts at a warded dummy or working on the spellrod. One of the shop stewards was impressed by the work she was doing and showed her a few pointers to keep the gold wire more streamlined and the brass fittings tighter. By Fifthday, the rod was finished, and she celebrated by eviscerating the practice dummy.

The second spellrod she was envisioning simply wasn’t going to be complete in time. Her knowledge of illusion spells was too inadequate, and she hadn’t designed any item with a mental component before. This led her back to Bainrose because the technique the textbook was teaching her seemed to violate one of the mana transformation equations she’d learned in alchemistry, and it seemed the major image illusion spell she wanted to use would be far more mana hungry than it needed to be. Something about adding a mental component required a lot more mana consumption, but she couldn’t figure out why. Arcane Physics had taught her there should still be conservation of energy—it had to become something. But none of the textbooks explained why. Frustrated, she resolved to ask Professor Endresen when she met her on Firstday when the quarter began.

She went back to looking for more about the passages under Torrviol. Plenty of books mentioned them. One was an archeology book that mentioned that the old sewer system of the ancient city was largely intact, but flooding, fires, and some thousand years of weathering had buried it. They also mentioned that most of the larger buildings were built on top of ruins, using the stone as foundation. In some cases, the ruins had been incorporated into the building, so some basements were still basically made of the ancient structure. Other archeology books discussed the same thing, but none of them had any maps or details, or information on how to enter it. When she asked the librarian on duty, he said, “Oh, those books were removed quite a few years back. Too many first-year students died from getting lost or stuck underground. Why are you interested?”

Mirian made up something about how she’d always been fascinated by architecture.

The librarian thought about that, then recommended a book on the subject. Mirian said her thanks, then absconded before the man started talking to her about the subject and realized she was full of it. The architecture book talked about the practical challenges that came from building on top of old structures, and how careful assessment was necessary. It was mostly boring—but it did drop a very interesting tidbit. The author recommended using “delving spells,” which was a category she vaguely remembered Professor Holvatti talking about in geology. It seemed she could use them to detect how thick a wall was, what it was made of, pierce illusion spells, and find hidden caverns. Well, if it could find caves, it could find buried hallways, couldn’t it?

She found a book titled The Construction of Delving Spells in Spellbooks and Simple Artifice and checked it out. It seemed to have all the recipes and spells she would need. If Torres wouldn’t tell her, she’d find the secrets of the Academy herself.
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Secret Passage



The day before the winter quarter started, Mirian finished hastily assembling her first delving device. It took her almost the entirety of Seventhday to do, and she was exhausted by the time it was finished. It was not her best artifice, but the item would function well enough. The device used a spell called cave detection, which sent out sonic and x-ray shifted light pulses. If cast from a spellbook, the caster would get a vague mental sense of if there was a hollow space behind a solid object and how distant it was. Since that sense was a mental component, it was far too mana-intensive for Mirian’s tastes. The device could be tuned by three glyphs on the side to detect near, medium, and far hollows. Instead of giving a vague sense, the device had a quartz crystal that glowed if it detected that hollow space. The stronger the glow, the more clear it was a real reading and not something else. The book had advised her that the spell was extremely prone to errors. Too much dense material between the device and the space, and it wouldn’t detect a hollow. Plenty of other things could also trigger a false positive. It was better than nothing, though.

She waited until after dinner, then she took it and the Academy glyph keys—which she still hadn’t actually used—to Griffin Hall.

On the way there, she practically ran into Valen rounding a corner. Literally. Valen was short enough that she only belatedly saw her.

“Look who it is,” Valen said. “Where are you sneaking off to again?”

Mirian let out a sigh. Of course she would run into Valen. “Sorry, I know sunlight doesn’t quite reach all the way down where you are, but I’m not sneaking anywhere.”

“Really?” Valen said. “Totally normal to be taking the back alleys of the Academy in the evening, I guess. Where are you going?”

“Away from this annoying pest that just appeared in front of me. Why do you always bother me? What did I ever do to you?”

Valen seemed confused by this. “Can a girl not catch up with her fellow classmate?”

Mirian was usually in good control of her temper. She had, after all, had a lot of practice controlling it, ever since she was little. However today she was tired from relentlessly working and studying for days on end, having done almost nothing to actually relax. Before she even knew what she was doing, she’d shoved Valen against the alley wall with one hand and was holding her there, fingers pressed against her collarbone. She loomed over her, bringing her face close to the shorter girl’s and said in a low voice, “I am not in the mood for this shit. Leave. Me. Alone. Understood?”

Valen’s eyes had gone wide, and with her palm against her chest, Mirian could feel the other girl’s heart beating fast. In the silence of the evening, she could hear her breath. Valen made to move forward, but Mirian held her fast. Finally, Valen said in a meek voice that didn’t at all sound like her, “Yes. Got it. Yes.”

Mirian let her go, then stormed off down the alley, the anger she felt still radiating off her. She didn’t look back. That was stupid, she mentally berated herself. She could report you to the Academy. Or the guards. There was never any one thing with that girl. It was just a thousand little barbs. And what the hell did she mean by “sneaking off again,” anyways? That implied she’d seen Mirian on another late-night adventure. Was Valen stalking her? Now she did look back, but didn’t see her.

What was wrong with that girl?

She was annoyed at herself for letting such a small thing get to her. Maybe that’s what Valen needed, though. Maybe she would finally leave her alone.

The street that Griffin Hall was on was practically deserted at this hour. A few students here or there walked about, or one of the townsfolk. Mirian sat on the nearby bench examining her notebook until the street really was empty, then pulled out one of the glyph keys. She didn’t think the simple locks of the lecture halls would be alarmed, but… well, she had no idea. She’d never broken into a building before.

The first glyph key fit in the lock, but it didn’t do anything. The door was still firmly bolted. She didn’t hear any enchanted bells clanging or magical horns trumpeting, though, so it seemed fine to at least try the keys. The second key didn’t fit. The third key, though, fit and turned in the lock. With a satisfying click!, the door unbolted and opened. Mirian quickly stepped in and locked the door behind her.

She waited a moment, listening for any sound. When she heard nothing, she cast a light spell. Now that she looked more carefully at the inside of the lecture hall, she noticed something. While the front of the lecture hall facing the street had windows and the two sides had windows, the back where the lectern stood had nothing. And wasn’t the lecture hall shorter in length than the building itself? She retrieved her delving device and powered it up, letting a thin trickle of mana run through it before she sent a stronger pulse into the main conduit. She started by aiming at the back wall. The crystal glowed faintly, but the book had warned her that would happen. When she pointed it at the wall with windows, it also glowed faintly, the spell perhaps triggering off the space between the two walls of the adjacent building. She tried it three more times along the back wall. The third time, the quartz let off a bright flash. Five hells. It had worked.

She mentally marked the spot on the wall. Then she pointed the device at the floor.

When she triggered it, the quartz indicator glowed for a full thirty seconds, and far brighter than it had for the back wall. Damn, she thought. Something was below her. Was that just because of a passage under Griffin Hall, or was all of Torrviol like that?

The light spell winked out, so Mirian recast it. Annoying. She needed to scribe a longer light spell. Though as she closed her eyes and felt at the auric mana around her soul, she could tell her mana was flowing slower, and the current of her aura far more shallow. All the glyph work and spells she’d needed over the past few days had been draining, and she hadn’t given herself time to properly recover. Using the persistent light spell was out of the question; it would drain too much mana too fast.

Mirian looked around for… something. A hidden switch. A disguised lever. She tried pulling on an old sconce on the wall that held a torch before glyph-lights became common. She tried pressing various bricks in the wall. She examined the lectern and looked for a hidden button. By her fourth light spell, she was ready to give up. The damned passage was there, but there just was no way to get to it. Then she had an idea. The passage was old. Old enough that it was unlikely to be using the new-style glyph switches that were on everything. So it must be mechanical. If it was mechanical, it was probably metal, and if it was metal, it was probably iron or steel.

She cast her phantom magnet spell. Sure enough, she could feel something in the wall pulling at the magnet when she hovered it close. By tracing where the pull was strongest, she found that there was iron that went all along the back of the wall until it ended abruptly.

She pushed on the brick, and sure enough, a portion of the wall opened, revealing a hinged door and a shadowy passage beyond. Oh, so it had been a hidden brick-switch; she’d just given up before she pressed enough bricks.

The hinges of the door were well oiled, and there was a lever on the other side to close it. Briefly, Mirian had a vision of herself closing it and getting trapped, but she dismissed the thought. Professor Jei had apparently used it after class constantly, so it certainly wasn’t going to do that.

Mirian closed the door behind her. A tight spiral staircase of dark brick descended down a floor, then led her under the building. The tunnel was narrow, but high enough she didn’t have to stoop. The walls were the same dark brick as the spiral staircase, and while they were clearly old and sometimes crumbling, the place wasn’t overly dirty. Likely, Professor Jei had cleaned it with a few spells.

Immediately, she was faced with a decision. The passage split off in three different directions. She closed her eyes and visualized where she was and what direction she was facing. She went right. Bainrose was that direction.

That passage led to a staircase made of slate that went down a level and into another tunnel that ran perpendicular to the one she was in. This tunnel was larger and held up by horseshoe arches of a very different style. The color was faded, but it appeared someone had once painted the stones the same red and white colors of the Artificer’s Tower. Here and there was rotted wood. Then there was a shrill squeak! and a shadow zipped by her. Mirian started, then realized: right. Duh. Rats. Of course there were rats in the underground tunnels below a city.

It looked to Mirian like intricately worked plaster had once lined the sides of the tunnel, but most of it had crumbled away through the years. Mirian now had to once again choose a direction; her little light wasn’t bright enough to illuminate the ends of the tunnel in either direction. She chose right again, still fairly sure that would lead her under Bainrose.

Instead, the tunnel reached a dead-end. Huge chunks of granite rubble blocked off the tunnel, though someone had set up a shrine to Altrukyst, the guiding God, the God of Travel. The statue was a smaller one, the kind generally found in a household shrine. Someone had brought it here, then carved the rubble behind it so it vaguely resembled a door. It wasn’t, though; she checked thoroughly. The lantern the statue was supposed to hold had fallen to the ground and shattered, though she could still see the stylized eye carved into the front of it. Strange place for a shrine, she thought. Given the rat droppings at the base, this statue had been abandoned for years at least.

She headed back, passing the staircase she’d come from. She walked by a place where a thin trickle of water dripped down over white lichen and a yellow slime mold. Then the tunnel was blocked off by thick iron bars. The bars were well-rusted, and she thought she might get tetanus just looking at them. When she kicked one, though, she could tell it was sturdy. Her force-blades and tiny magnet weren’t going to do anything to it, and there didn’t appear to be any sort of door that bypassed them.

Mirian backtracked, this time picking the forward passage. It wound around at slight bends until she was thoroughly disoriented, then ended in another three-way split. She hesitated, and was about to take the right passage when she heard a faint echo. Was it rats? Or voices?

The passages weren’t safe. The spies might be using them, she thought. Maybe they attacked Professor Jei down here. If she was caught down here, it might be a lot worse than dying. There would be no magistrate to make sure her imprisonment followed the guidelines of the Crown’s law.

There was another reason to head back. Her auric mana was nearly depleted, and though she’d thought about buying a mana elixir, she hadn’t actually bought one. She’d have to explore the underground another time. She headed back the way she came. At least now she knew where one of the secret passages started.

She shut the secret passage, then cast minor disguise so that her hair went from dark to light, eyes went from gray to blue, and facial features slightly shifted. Since it was a new spell for her, it wasn’t great. Close inspection might reveal it as an illusion, but it was dark out now and she didn’t plan on letting anyone closely inspect her. Quietly, she slipped out Griffin Hall and locked the door behind her. Two students walking down the street give her a funny look. It was a bit weird for a student to be leaving a lecture hall this late. She ignored them and slipped down an alley, then let the disguise spell drop.

As she headed back to the dorms, Mirian saw the first flakes of the snowfall that would be covering the campus tomorrow drifting past the glyph lamps.


30
Conversation



“Iknow how you can enjoy the snow, without earning demerits for dress-code violations,” Mirian told Lily the next morning. “Spell of traction. It puts force-spikes on the bottoms of your boots. Then you don’t have to worry about ice.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Right, totally drain my mana on my way to class. Great idea. I’d rather it just didn’t snow.”

“Well, come to Arriroba. Does not snow there at all. Barely even rains.”

Lily laughed. “I’d like to visit. It sounds like a cozy little village.”

“It is,” Mirian said. “Maybe too cozy. And a bit primitive. Everyone gawked at the first glyph lamp that they installed in the market square. And I don’t think they’ve installed a second one yet. At least it has the standard spellward protecting it from myrvite attacks. One day, maybe it’ll get a rail station. I am not a fan of the long walk from Madinahr to my village.”

They crunched through the blanket of white snow on their way to class, and despite Lily’s concerns, there was no ice to slip on. After the plaza, they parted ways, Lily on her way to Alchemistry, Mirian on her way to Artifice Design.

True to her word, Professor Torres was there early.

“Any word from you-know-who?”

“No,” Torres said simply.

Then Mirian brought out her completed spellrod, which Torres examined. She used an item of her own design that had various metal prongs and glyphs on it to conduct some sort of test. “Simply channeling mana through a student product with no precautions is suicide,” she said. “Not that I don’t believe you’ve done it right. It also gives me more quantitative data on the components. I can look for inefficiencies in the mana channels or problems in the crystal capacitors. Or flaws in the glyphs.”

Mirian watched her use the device curiously. Of course, the testing device had to be magnitudes more complicated than the rod she’d just made. She wondered if Torres had designed it from the ground up. “Your use of parallel mana conduits on the sixth circuit is wasting mana. It becomes bottlenecked by the capacitor and the subsequent smaller channels after it runs through the uliman glyph. Glyph inefficiencies are minor, but present. The crystal capacitor supporting your force shield spell appears to have a flaw, degrading performance. Otherwise, this is good work.”

Only three problems? That was high praise.

“Let’s see your next plan.”

They went over it together, and this time, Torres had a lot more to say. She wasn’t an expert on illusions, which meant she knew about twenty times more than Mirian did. By then, several students had begun to trickle in, so Mirian took her seat and Torres prepared for her lecture. Mirian busied herself in the back on new sketches and designs. She’d also written down the titles of three more textbooks that her professor had said might be useful, though Gods knew when she’d find the time to read even more books. The stack of books on her desk in the dorm was already monstrous and threatening to tip over.

Torres gave a modified version of her presentation. What Mirian had told her seemed to have changed it considerably, though the basic framework was the same.

She walked in early to Castner Hall, where Illusion Spells 281 was being held. Apparently, the hall had once been a lavish manor of a rich noble before the Academy took it over. It had been completely remodeled on the inside so that the rooms were proper classrooms, but the entrance hall still had some of the original luxury. Elaborate crystal and silver chandeliers hung from the ceiling, while the sides were decorated with glass banisters. Along the hall was a series of modern stained-glass portraits framed by mirrored glass. It was, like most of the buildings of the Academy, strange in its own special way.

The classroom, thank the Gods, was significantly more subdued. Professor Marva was not.

Most of the professors wore their university coat with trousers or a dress in somewhat matching colors. Professor Marva wore her jacket unbuttoned, revealing the high collared shirt beneath. It was striped with clashing oranges, blues, and yellows, with white frills running down the center. Her pants were equally garish, dyed red, yellow, and white. She wore a beret decorated with at least five different kinds of feathers. It seemed like clothes that would better fit a court jester, but she seemed quite at home in them. She was also one of the few people Mirian had seen in Torrviol with red hair and green eyes. In fact, Mirian strongly suspected the illusionist teacher was using… illusions. She didn’t say anything, though.

Mirian was a little embarrassed to be in a 200-level class; most of the students were third or fourth years. She had to start somewhere, though. A few gave her strange looks, but she ignored them.

“Welcome,” Professor Marva said to the class once they were settled. She had a rich, deep voice that was pleasant to hear. She proceeded to tell the class what Mirian already knew: that if you were in this class, you’d better have spellcasting basics down, and you’d better know how to perform spells with a mental component. Then she went on with a very poetic introduction about how illusions were the key to seeing the world as it really was. Mirian was disappointed that the first class was lecture-only, and they wouldn’t actually practice illusion spells until the next day. Still, it seemed Marva was a proficient illusionist, and certainly knew the subject.

In Spell Engine Alchemistry, Mirian made sure to repeat her conversation with Nicolus. This time, she noticed Calisto eying her suspiciously as she did. Again, she wondered what the history was between the two. Not enough to actually ask about it, though.

Combat Magic was run by Professor Runer, the only professor on staff who was Akanan. He’d been with the Academy forever, though, and though he probably wasn’t as old as Viridian, he had to be close. She’d seen him marching with the professors during the exodus last cycle, so she was sure he wasn’t in with the spies. Again, the class was full of younger students, but that was just going to be how it was. As with Marva, the class was mostly lecture and introductions. Then she was off to her next class.

At the end of Artifice Physics, Mirian approached Professor Endresen with the conundrum she’d discovered. “Professor, why do illusion spells with a mental component require more mana?”

Endresen’s blue eyes lit up and she smiled. “What a wonderful question! Right up there with the Divir Gravity Anomaly as one of my favorite problems. Do you want the textbook answer, or the real answer?”

“Well, both,” Mirian said.

“The Mental Component Equation Imbalance Problem is now traditionally solved by adding a multiplier to the spell cost. The multiplier varies per person, and seems to be anywhere from 1.2 to 3.3, leading to a variable mana inefficiency. This has been measured repeatedly, and could be considered a finished problem. But that’s not very satisfying, is it? After all, the outputted spell measures the same as the unmodified cost, which is to say, as you’ve discovered, that mental component spells uniquely seem to be demanding a higher energy input. But the output stays constant. The textbook will tell you this is simply the nature of mental component spells, and the energy is ‘used up’ in communicating to the brain of the caster. The multiplier seems to correlate somewhat with experience in casting the spells—it is, as they say, a ‘skill issue.’ But obviously that’s not very satisfying either, is it? The general consensus among physicists now is that matter and energy are neither spontaneously created nor destroyed, merely transformed. And yet, what does that mystery mana become? Not heat or electric energy, or the brain of the caster would be fried. And it becomes nothing else our devices can detect, it seems. So the real answer is quite exciting: we don’t know yet.”

She ended this speech with a beaming smile, like she had just given Mirian a big birthday cake.

“No one knows?” Mirian said.

“I did say that would happen in this class. It happens quite a lot, as it turns out. If you just read textbooks, you tend to think that the world is solved, and now the task at hand is to pass a test proving you know it. Completely the opposite. That’s not just true in physics, either. The world is full of unsolved mysteries, and only the truly inquisitive will even realize there’s a mystery to be solved. Isn’t that exciting?”

Mirian did not find it nearly as exciting as Professor Endresen, but she thanked her. It was interesting, she had to admit, but just like Professor Jei’s own magical research, Mirian had more important things to figure out.

Last cycle, she had started reading newspapers to figure out what was going on in the wider world. The Akanan attack surely had to do with something, and “there’s a secret buried in Torrviol” was not going to satisfy their Prime Minister, Senate, or general population as casus belli. She tried reading different newspapers this time, each delivered by train from the larger cities south of them. Again, there seemed to be little news of wider affairs. Again, she read about a Persaman revolt being suppressed some days ago. It reaffirmed her suspicion that she needed to get Nicolus to tell her what he knew.
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The next day, Mirian again met with Torres before class to go over her designs. When she went to Illusions class, though, she was in for a shock. When she entered class, she saw a man standing behind the podium, formally dressed in the Academy colors, beard neatly trimmed and hair combed. She did a double take, then stepped outside the classroom to make sure she’d walked into the right room. When she saw several students already in the class muffling their laughter, she realized: Ah. Right. Illusions.

Most students that walked in had the same reaction as she had, though a few seemed to have been alerted to the professor’s antics.

Professor Marva was committed. She—or he, today—started the lecture with another little speech. “Welcome,” he said in a deep baritone. “I am still Professor Marva, and this is still Illusions 281. The poor illusionist relies entirely on spellcraft. If the goal is to change how you are perceived, there are more ways than magic to do that. Certain divination spells and artifice devices can detect the energy signals of an illusion spell. Illusion spells take mana to maintain. If the same effect can be achieved by mundane means, it should be.”

Mirian expected him—or her, or they—to end whatever illusion they were using, proving their point, but Professor Marva did no such thing. Instead, it was straight into the lesson. They partnered off and practiced minor illusionary object spells, giving each other feedback on how effective the illusion was, paying attention to little things like if it was missing a shadow or not, and then later trying to disrupt the image with a minor spell while the other partner tried to maintain it. It was engaging enough.

The rest of classes went about the same as they always did, with Combat Magic this time meeting at the range for its own practical session. Then it was time to make real progress.

Nicolus, Nurea, and Xipuatl were in the study room. Thankfully, Nicolus had managed to ditch Calisto. Or maybe Nurea had stepped in. “Mirian! This is the guy I was telling you about. Xipuatl.”

“Close,” Xipuatl said, and Mirian impatiently waited for the conversation to play out as it had before making her own introduction.

The Sacristar heir was still providing dinner during the sessions, so after a few hours they set the books aside and took a break. At Nurea’s insistence, they cleared the books off the table entirely so they wouldn’t get honey glaze or biscuit crumbs on the books, which Nicolus rolled his eyes at.

As they ate, Mirian made her move. “So what do you think of the long-term prospects for Baracuel and Akana Praediar?” she asked. “We’re allies now, but could that change?” As she said this, she looked at Nicolus but glanced over at Sire Nurea as well. Both still seemed relaxed.

“Oh sure,” Nicolus said. “In, like, a hundred years. Right now, they need each other. We need Akana Praediar’s factories and advanced spell engines. They need our help in securing the fossilized myrvite that runs it, and the infrastructure. With the spellwards and rail, there’s finally a way for goods to be shipped safely across Enteria. If the Akanans piss off Baracuel, they’ll find they have to go by sea lane. I’m sure you remember Viridian talking about how fossilized myrvite attracts leviathans. They could ship it all by boat, but I hope they like warding off sea serpent attacks.”

“What if they had a technological advantage? Something that changed war? Like, what if they thought they could conquer Baracuel?”

“Technology is always changing war. No one’s ever as prepared as they should be for the next one,” Xipuatl said. “Akana Praediar would have a key advantage in a war, though: their productive capacity.”

“Yeah, but they need the fuel to run it. They’d be cut off immediately when war broke out. If Baracuel started taking unsustainable losses, they’d pull up the railroad tracks and smash the spellwards in areas they were going to lose. Then the Akanans would have a logistical nightmare. It wouldn’t even just be needing to either repair the tracks or ship everything by wagon—both those things require the very fuel they’d be running low on. Meanwhile, they start getting harassed by the local wildlife. We all dismiss myrvites as harmless these days—” Mirian didn’t. She’d had to fight those damned frost scarabites. “—but without the spellwards, they’d start raiding whatever they could. And all that yummy magic would be hanging out in giant stockpiles in the military camps. It would be a lure for every hungry myrvite within miles. Some of the nastier ones might even start coming up out of the Labyrinth. Plus, I bet the factions in Persama might suddenly find mysterious benefactors handing out weapons, and then Akana has to deal with an escalation of the guerrilla war. Never mind what would happen to Zhighua.” Nicolus leaned back in his chair, picking at a piece of chicken stuck between his teeth with his fingernails, which made Nurea wince. “What would happen in Zhighua? I actually don’t know. Nothing Akana Praediar would like, I’ll bet.”

Unlike their arguments about magic, Xipuatl just nodded along. “That all sounds about right. What makes you ask?”

Mirian shrugged. “Something I overheard. Someone was saying they caught an Akanan spy in Torrviol.”

Nicolus rolled his eyes. “That sounds like a rumor. I’m pretty sure that dude they caught breaking into the studies building was just a criminal. One of the syndicates, maybe. Probably not though. But even then—nations spy on each other. They’ll all deny it, but they all do it. The newspapers and the politicians like to crow about it every time someone gets caught doing it, but allies have been spying on each other since the days of Viaterria.”

Xipuatl pushed aside his plate, which Nurea took and placed back on the wheeled cart. Silently, she handed out damp towels to each of them. “We should get back to work,” the boy said.

Mirian couldn’t think of a way to ask anything like “well, what if there was a secret door in Torrviol the Akanans want so they sent these giant airships that no one knew about and attacked anyways?” without sounding like an absolute buffoon, so it was back to studying.

From what she could tell, neither Nicolus nor Nurea had any idea the attack was imminent. They had to know something, though. Or, they were going to figure something out, long before anyone else did. Mirian just had to keep pushing to figure out what.
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The next time they met, the conversation went about the same as the first. Mirian tried asking about new innovations in airships, and both Xipuatl and Nicolus scoffed at the idea of really big ones. “The bigger it is, the more fossilized myrvite you need, and that stuff burns really inefficiently, so you need a lot. But the more you add, the heavier it gets, so the more you need.”

Mirian, of course, knew that. It was a pretty simple mathematical concept, and they’d covered the idea in some of the lower-level Arcane Physics classes when they talked about why it took so long to invent flying aircraft, even after levitation spells were well known. The airship had to be held up by some sort of levitation spell, but Mirian wondered—what was it using? She’d assumed fossilized myrvite because every spell engine these days ran off it, but what if it was something else? A bunch of mages all casting enhanced levitation spells together while chugging mana elixirs? No, that sounded stupid. Great, she thought. Another mystery. It seemed like whatever she figured out just led to more questions.

Classes were going well, and the practical experience in combat magic and illusions was helpful. Professor Marva had come to class each day as a totally different person, alternating gender presentation and style. Mirian had to admire their confidence and flair. Most people fell into routines and one sense of style. Marva tried on whatever style fit their mood that day.

Over the weekend, she ended up returning to the passage beneath Griffin Hall. This time, her auric mana wasn’t so depleted, and she’d bought a mana elixir just in case. She also had her spellrod in hand, in case she stumbled on one of the Akanan spies, or something worse. She’d heard rumors the ruins beneath Torrviol eventually reached down into the Labyrinth. If that was true, some seriously nasty myrvites could be stalking the passages down here. She still remembered Professor Viridian’s lecture on Labyrinth creatures from a few years back. It was where chimeras often formed, which was dangerous enough. But it was also where things like the slithering swarm roamed. Viridian had described that as a black mass that slithered like a python, only the strange body had hundreds of little arms that could emerge from its flesh. It also had natural telekinesis to hold prey in place, and consumed its victims whole. Okay, there probably wasn’t going to be a slithering swarm just under the Academy, but Mirian figured it was good to be cautious.

As she walked, she drew herself a map in her notebook as best she could. The problem was, passages kept splitting off, going up, going down, curving slightly, and twisting back around so that a passage she thought was two separate directions was really just a loop. After a bit, she stopped trying to make a map and just made little diagrams that represented each crossroads: lines indicating each hall, a dot indicating where she’d come from, and a triangle indicating which route she’d taken.

Twice, high-strung rats had zipped out of some hidey-hole and scared the five hells out of her. Another time, she’d again thought she heard voices down some passage, but when she waited to listen, she couldn’t hear them anymore. The architecture down in the tunnels was mixed up, just like the Academy, with the stonework changing every few hundred feet. Once, she walked through what looked like the layout of an old stone house, with piles of rust dotting the corners. In another spot she heard water dripping and stumbled upon a vast cistern. Only, there didn’t seem to be any pipes connecting it to anything. That made Mirian nervous. What happened to this place when the rains really got going?

Along the wall of the cistern, she saw nightshelf glowing. The tiny mushrooms looked liked they were painted with a piece of a starry night. It was nice to see another source of light that didn’t come from her.

What was clear was that down here, there wasn’t an easy way to get to Bainrose. In fact, there didn’t seem to be an easy way to get to anywhere. Professor Jei had to have been nuts for going this way. There was no way it was a shortcut of any kind. Did she just find long walks in creepy tunnels relaxing?

Though Mirian had to admit, there was a mysterious beauty to the place. The old stone arches, the remnant vaulting in the ceiling, the traces of old pots and tools—it gave the place a sense of history, a sense of wonder. There was a story written in the stones and the things that had been left behind.

Mirian lost all sense of time wandering about, though based on the number of light spells she cast, she figured she’d been down there several hours. Just as she was about to head back the way she’d come, Mirian stumbled onto a door.

It wasn’t like some of the other doors she’d found. One had been a decaying wood door that opened up into a pile of rubble. Another had been more rust than door. This one seemed newer than even some of the doors in the streets above. It was a solid oak door, reinforced with steel and decorated with runes. The stone wall around it was different, looking far less weathered than what she’d passed. The keyhole was a small brass opening. There were no glyphs that she could see, but when she held her hand near it, she felt that strange, indescribable sensation that meant arcane energy was present. No doubt, there were glyphs inside the lock, and glyphs of reinforcement strengthening the door.

On a whim, she tried the different glyph keys that she’d acquired from the spy. None of them fit. Of course, Mirian thought. That would be too easy.

She considered the door and how she might open it. Just as she was relaxing into thought, her light spell ended, plunging her into darkness. She muttered curses and got her spellrod out again—then stopped. There was a faint orange glow inside the lock. More, the cracks where the stone was fitted together glowed also, a faint blue emanation she could only just make out. But what did that mean?

She simply didn’t have the tools or the spells to begin to open it. Mirian recast her light spell and headed back for the surface.
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Firstday morning, Mirian met with Torres again before class. She didn’t want to talk artifice. The attack was approaching. “Any news from your contacts?”

“Yes,” Torres said. “They see no indication of an impending attack.” She paused. “Part of the problem is that Akana Praediar is organizing an expeditionary force at Baracuel’s request. There is an expected army and navy buildup, because they want one. It’s going to sail to Persama to aid suppressing the unrest there. If one were to launch a surprise attack, one might only need to order that fleet to a different landing place. But there is no evidence they might do that, and more, there is no reason. If you’ve had visions…?”

“I can’t figure out the why either. Unless it’s something to do with your project. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Torres considered this. When she spoke, it was clear she was choosing her words carefully. “I don’t see why Akana would consider the project a threat to them in any way.” The professor tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps there are implications I don’t understand yet.”

“I can’t figure out any of it. But it does happen. Have… have someone with a telescope at the top of Torrian Tower. The telescope should look northwest.”

“You said this attack comes on the 28th?”

“Yeah. But it’s an… what did that guy call it…? An army group. So it’s big. And they have giant airships too. So you should be able to see it well before it arrives. Oh, and one more thing, because I’m not sticking around. Someone kills Platus on the 23rd. There’s an explosion in the alchemistry building. He’s in room, uh, 312, it has a window facing the road. It happened at about 5:54 in the morning.”

“I see,” Torres said. That was all she said, though, because Mirian’s classmates had started to arrive. She took her seat in the back and studied illusion glyph sequences out of her notebook.

Mirian continued her classes and continued her studies. In the evening, she checked the newspapers, looking for any sort of development. A few more articles were talking about the fighting in Persama, though that was dying down. It got her thinking, though. Baracuel’s military wasn’t worried about a hypothetical invasion because they were dealing with an actual low-level war. The amount of evidence they’d need to see would be overwhelming, wouldn’t it? They were hard-pressed enough that they wanted Akanan help. What sort of evidence would they find sufficient to withdraw an entire army from a war with Persama to defend against the world’s least likely attack?

The 20th of Solem was the last day Mirian ever saw Nicolus in the previous cycles. Once again, he and Sire Nurea showed up to the study session like everything was normal. Both were completely relaxed; for Nicolus, this meant lounging back in his chair and making jokes. For Nurea, this meant standing statue-straight, but not actively tensing as if she were going to pounce.

Mirian struggled for what exactly to say to rehash the same thing they’d been talking about. Her mind went back to the giant airships, inexplicably above them when physics said they shouldn’t be. “What sort of technological research is being done into new energy sources?” Mirian asked. “It seems it’s such a limit for what kinds of spell engines are possible. I mean, think about if airships could move things like trains could.”

“Lots of stuff,” Nicolus said at the same time that Xipuatl said, “Nothing meaningful.”

They talked over each other for a bit, then Nicolus got the upper hand and said, “The key innovation is going to come from dissecting some artifact someone finds in the Labyrinth. Don’t tell Calisto I said that, by the way, she’ll think that means her family is important again, but that’s not how innovation tracks. Someone is gonna find it, someone else is gonna make money. Or, throw enough wizards at the problem and one of them will come up with something. Best left to the great academies to do that, and then let someone with money develop the items that use it.”

Xipuatl shook his head the whole time Nicolus was talking. “Absolutely wrong on every level. No one in Baracuel or Akana Praediar is going to innovate from the current framework because the framework is wrong. They think the conceptual development of the arcane force is complete, so they can’t even begin to look for what they’re missing. It’ll be Tlaxhuaco nagual who figure out the next step. If you don’t believe me, send a wizard to the Sacred Ceiba tree in Uxalak. See if they can even begin to understand what’s going on with ambient mana myrosynthesis in that area.”

Nicolus rolled his eyes. “Give Professor Viridian a suite of shiny new divination tools and a few hours and he’ll figure it out. He’d take longer to figure out how to operate the projector spell engines all the other professors use.”

“He’s invited,” Xipuatl said.

“Well, hurry up and tell him,” Nicolus said.

“So Akana Praediar isn’t just… on the verge of some breakthrough. It’s like years away, not days?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Mirian finally saw Sire Nurea stir to attentiveness.

“Maybe,” Nicolus said. “But you have to understand how the corporations in Akana Praediar work. They’re always saying they’re on the verge of a breakthrough, because that gets investors storming the gates waving sigil notes to throw at the company execs. Give it another decade, and we’ll see who the winners are. Until then, better to talk to the wizards that work there. They’ll give you a much more subdued story. At least, that’s what Uncle Alexus says.”

Huh, Mirian thought. She was finally connecting the dots. The Sacristar family was looking to invest in Akanan companies. They certainly didn’t want a war either, then. She wasn’t at all sure how the certificates of ownership or business deals worked, but she thought the first thing she’d do if there was mutual war between the countries would be to shred all the contracts of the enemy financiers. Well, maybe it was the fourth thing she’d do. But maybe his uncle had figured something out? If so, the message had to already be in the air, being transported by zephyr falcon. Otherwise, how would they find out tomorrow? And now, she was pretty sure they did find out something big tomorrow, because neither of them looked like they were about to bolt. She was pretty sure Nurea had tensed up because she didn’t want Nicolus spilling sensitive family financial information. That is, if Mirian was beginning to understand how this all worked, which she was not at all confident about.

They finished their studies, with Mirian presenting on the book she’d read and the two boys both nodding along and taking notes.

As Nicolus and Nurea left, Mirian said, “Xipuatl, can we talk?”

“Uh, what about?”

“Just…” she sighed. “I don’t know how to say this, but I’ve had a prophecy. Or something. No one believes me, and I can’t prove it, but Akana Praediar attacks Torrviol on the 28th of Solem. That’s why I kept asking weird questions. Somehow, Nicolus finds out early and leaves Torrviol. This time, I am too. The last two times this happened, you were a friend to me, so I… wanted to let you know.”

Xipuatl stood there, blinking. “Uhh… I have no idea what to say to that.”

“Yeah, I get it. Talk to Professor Torres if you want, I’ve told her too. But if I don’t see you around, good luck, you know?”

She left, leaving him standing there in total bafflement. Mirian really did sympathize. She would have no idea what to say if someone had done the same thing to her back when this had happened the first time.
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“This is it, Lily. You have to come with me. Please.” Mirian had been feeding Lily little predictions here and there as she remembered them. She’d predicted the snow and Platus’s attempt to cast a quickened spell in Advanced Spell Empowerment and several other little incidents. Most had come true.

“It’s… Mirian, I can’t! My parents would⁠—”

“Kill you, yes, I know. But they can only kill you if you’re not dead. Please.”

“You’re going? You really… like, I believe you, because, uh…”

“You believe me because you’re my friend, but you don’t really believe me,” Mirian said.

Lily grimaced, but she didn’t deny it.

“You mentioned that last time, too.” Mirian felt dejected. “I don’t know what I can say to change people’s minds. If Platus dies in two days, or there’s a rumor that he was just barely saved, probably by Professor Torres, take the first train out. Promise me.”

“Okay,” Lily said. “I really will, it’s just… I can’t abandon my education here. My family can’t afford… I mean, you get it.” She paused, then said, “Did you really have to take the midnight train to Cairnmouth?”

“It could be going anywhere and I’d take it,” Mirian said. “Calisto is following Nicolus around like a duck most of the time, so if he took another train out, I think she’d have known. So I think it’s this one. We’ll see if I’m right about that. The invasion though… that one is happening.”

Lily looked worried, but she wasn’t moving to pack. “I’ll go if it happens, I really will.”

Mirian gave her a big hug. “I hope I’m wrong,” she said. “I hope I see you around.”

She took her bag and left. The evening was cold, and light cloud cover obscured most of the stars. She kept looking back through the lamp-lit trees back at the dormitories, hoping Lily would change her mind, but she didn’t.

Mirian had taken out a loan in silver before she’d left and packed what she could. At the very least, she could support her family through the coming war. Would she survive it? And if she didn’t, would she find herself back here at the beginning again? She couldn’t shake the ominous feeling riding in her chest.

She put the hood of her cloak up and headed for the train station. The platform was mostly empty. Mostly, the midnight train ran cargo; they always detached a few of the passenger cars and added a few cargo cars at this hour. The goods were being loaded now by tired looking workers while the train sat idle. They weren’t letting passengers on yet, so Mirian bought her ticket from the conductor and waited on the platform. It was foggy, so even with the glyph lamps, the night seemed darker than normal. A few people were standing around waiting as well, most hunched over to pull their cloaks tighter to ward away the chill of the night.

A guard stood by the edge of the platform, bored but alert. Roland, she realized, the one she’d met last cycle. Not a traitor, but right now he was loyal to one. There was no point saying anything; nothing she could say would change his mind right now. And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Small changes each cycle meant her predictions were flawed. There was enough doubt that even Lily wouldn’t fully believe her. She hoped Torres would listen. Even giving the people of Torrviol an extra day to flee would save a lot of lives.

Two figures approached, and Mirian recognized them instantly. They’d used some sort of minor disguise spell to darken their hair and subtly alter their facial features, but Mirian had been paying attention in illusions class. There were things illusions couldn’t change, like stance and gait. She knew Nicolus because of that lazy, confident stride, and she knew Nurea because she always stayed one pace behind him and she was upright and alert as a watchtower.

She took a step toward them so she was better illuminated by one of the glyph lamps and lowered her hood.

Nurea’s eyes grew wide. With a lightning-fast movement, she reached beneath her cloak and pulled out a pistol and leveled it at Mirian.
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Mirian took a step back and raised her hands in the air.

“Who are you really?” Sire Nurea said, voice low and dangerous.

“Still just Mirian. I’m not going to stop you. I’m just taking the train too.” She kept her hands up and voice steady, despite the gun still pointed at her.

The guard had tensed up too. His hand had gone to one of the wands at his belt. It was still sheathed, but he was looking right at Nurea. “Ma’am,” he started, then seeing the golden knight’s clasp on Nurea’s cloak, he said, “Sire. Is there a problem?”

“We can talk on the train. I’ll explain everything,” Mirian said.

She could tell Sire Nurea still didn’t like that, but she holstered the gun, though she was still tensed. “No problem. Just jumpy today. There’s been a threat on my ward’s life.”

The guard, Roland, still had his hand on his wand. “Do you believe the girl is involved?”

Nurea hesitated. Finally, she said, “No,” and relaxed slightly.

Nicolus, who had apparently been holding his breath, exhaled. “Gods, Nur,” he said quietly. Apparently, his knight-protector had scared him too.

“We’re good?” Roland asked.

“Yes. Apologies for the scare,” Nurea said.

Finally, the guard relaxed. The three of them then stood around awkwardly, getting some stares from the other folks on the platform. Mirian hated standing out in a crowd, but she endured it until the conductor at last opened up the passenger cars.

Mirian sat across from Nurea and Nicolus. Probably because of the gun that was pulled earlier, the few other passengers gave them plenty of space, with most of them ending up in the other train cars. As soon as they were seated, the knight immediately asked her, “What do you know? Who are you working for?”

“Nothing and no one,” Mirian said. “You won’t believe me if I tell you how I know.”

“Try me.”

“Time travel.”

Nurea glared at her. “You’re right, I don’t believe you.”

“I want to know how you know. There’s nothing in the newspapers. Professor Torres talked to her contacts in the military and none of them see any sort of suspicious buildup or anything. How do you find out?”

Nicolus sounded confused. “Military buildup? What are you talking about?”

Nurea sat back in her seat. “What do you think we know?”

Mirian looked between the two of them. What was she missing? “Akana Praediar’s surprise attack on Torrviol in seven days. Well, six days now, I guess.”

“The what!?” Nicolus practically shouted. One more passenger moved cars to get away from them. “Sorry, the what?”

“You know more than we do, it seems.”

Mirian threw up her hands, though she kept her voice low enough to not carry. “Well, please, tell me what you do know. It seems a bit unfair that I’ve told you my two secrets and you’re withholding yours.”

Nicolus looked at Nurea, and Nurea back at him. Some sort of meaningful information must have been exchanged between the two of them, because Nicolus finally said, “Oh come on. Throw her a bone.”

“Fine. All we know is that we received warning that something big was coming, and to meet the family at the Palendurio estate, immediately.”

“From your uncle?”

Nicolus didn’t say anything. Nurea said, “I did warn you.”

“You said he was in Akana Praediar.”

“That’s not even a secret,” Nicolus said, exasperated.

“And yet,” Nurea said.

Frustrated, Mirian said, “Can we stop having two different conversations, one of which I’m not a part of? I know you all have your elite noble political things to do, but I’m just trying to save lives. Someone needs to get Torrviol evacuated, or barring that, get the Baracuel military to show up early so they can set up a proper defense. Otherwise, a lot of people die. Like, everyone in Torrviol. Any friends, acquaintances, or people named Calisto. Everyone.”

“Well, one good thing comes out of it then,” muttered Nicolus. “Right, maybe not a good joke. But really—how do you know this?”

“Time travel,” Mirian said again. “It’s how I knew you were having study sessions. It’s why I was asking all those pointed questions about ‘so why would Akana attack Baracuel, hypothetically?’ They do. I’ve seen it, twice now. They have these giant airships that show up and cause a total rout, then they slaughter everyone left, and I don’t even know why!”

“It does sound unbelievable,” Nicolus said.

“Obviously. That’s why I’ve barely tried to convince anyone this cycle. If I had meaningful predictions and irrefutable evidence, I wouldn’t be on this train. But I’ve decided to live this time. I can protect my little brother from the coming war at the very least.”

“I didn’t know you had a little brother,” Nicolus said.

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “And he’s cuter than anyone in the world.”

“You’re from… east. Where again?”

“Arriroba.”

Nicolus was silent. He looked at Nurea, who shrugged. “My geography is failing me, apologies.”

“I doubt it’s on any map you’ve seen. North of Madinahr, which is east of Alkazaria.”

The boy snapped his fingers. “Now that one I have heard of!” he said, which made Nurea roll her eyes. Of course he’d heard of Baracuel’s second capital.

The train chugged along slowly. It was an older train, so the spell engine was outdated. It only did “slow.”

“Soooo…” Mirian said, breaking the awkward silence that had settled over them. “No other questions?”

“I have a lot of questions. I don’t think you’ll answer them,” Sire Nurea said.

“Try me,” Mirian said.

“You think there’s going to be an attack.”

“Yup.”

“How do you know?”

Mirian explained it, this time in detail. She told them about the hole in the ceiling, the first two times, what had changed, and what had stayed the same. There was plenty of time to tell it all. There weren’t many towns between Torrviol and Cairnmouth, but it had to stop at all of them, so the journey would take at least six hours. When she was done, they’d only made it through the first town on the route.

Nurea just said, “Interesting,” and Nicolus furrowed his brow and didn’t say anything at all.

Mirian sighed. That seemed to be how things went. “Well, as I said, all I really want is someone to listen to me when I say send the army to Torrviol and evacuate the town. No one will listen to me, but they might listen to you. I’ll give you both some space.”

She got up and moved seats so her back was to them.

Normally, Mirian liked watching the forest go by. Occasionally, she’d see the mycanoid trees with their huge caps that made them look like giant mushrooms, or they’d see a wyvern swooping about beyond the spellward, but the view wasn’t much to look at in the dark. Once in a while, there was something glowing, or something tried to cross the spellward barrier and there was a flash of light. The smooth grind of the wheels on the track was soothing. In the end, she fell asleep.

Her dreams were strange again. There was a clock, about to strike midnight, but it wouldn’t move. A zephyr falcon streaked through the air down towards its prey, but as its talons unfurled, the distance between it and the target warped so that it was eternally striking but only grasping at the air. She saw the tangled mossy mane of a bog lion, its muscled form creeping up on a boar, but never getting close enough to pounce. A teacup fell from a table, but never struck the ground. A breath inhaled, but never exhaled. Each time, she looked up to see what she thought might be a statue from the Luminate Temple, only far too large, and instead of stone, the skin slithered about. It was watching her. She woke with a sense of unbearable tension. It’s coming, was all she could think. But what was coming? She didn’t know.

When Nicolus noticed she was awake, he came over to sit across from her. “Hey,” Nicolus said. “Sorry for being… I mean I don’t know what to say, which is weird, because I almost always have something to say, even if it’s just a stupid joke. But I hope… it all turns out alright.”

“Thanks,” she said. “Good luck with your stuff too.”

He nodded, then got up and moved back to where Nurea was. Soon after, the train pulled up to Cairnmouth Station.

Cairnmouth always seemed overwhelming to her. It was crowded with too many people, and the buildings were too pressed up together. The claustrophobia was matched by its beauty, though. There was a unity to the architecture. Most of the houses used the same reinforced mudbrick-and-wood construction so that each house was framed by beautiful timber beams. The mudbrick gray just made the little splashes of color stand out. Here, a flowerpot full of pale winterstar. There, a small mural painted to remember the saints. Down the street, a bright spot of a garden and a fountain amidst the worn cobblestones. Care had even been taken with those cobblestones to give checkered patterns of dark and light to the streets, or swirling designs.

Two hills rose from the riverside and overlooked the Rift Sea beyond. Towering over the first was a great castle, and over the second, a Luminate Temple, the four corners of it supported by colossal statues of four of the Gods. She could just make them out from the station. Usually, when she stopped in Cairnmouth on her way home or to the Academy again, she spent some time walking in the gardens that surrounded the temple and admired the view of the city and the ocean beyond. From the hill, one could see the brightly colored sailing ships that were constantly crossing from and to Akana Praediar. Here and there, the newer spell engine powered ships were anchored at port, far larger than the sailing ships. Even these, though, didn’t match the sheer size of the airships that would be coming in a few days. Mirian still wondered how they’d done it.

Today, there was no time to see the sights of the city, to peruse the crowded markets full of every ware one might want, or to sit down at one of the many restaurants that lined the open plazas of the city. Which was a shame; she could smell the roasting meats and savory spices wafting from the nearest square. Since it was breakfast, she bought a quick pastry from a nearby cafe for a few coral beadcoins, then joined the line to buy tickets for the next train heading east. The rail line between Cairnmouth and Alkazaria was the longest one in Baracuel, and also the most modern. It crossed the Cairn River, going north of the mountain range that split most of Baracuel, then wound south. It was significantly faster, and several of the trains sped past the smaller towns so that the whole trip only took a little less than two days.

Nicolus and Nurea were heading on the southern route to Palendurio. Hopefully, that would work out for them. Palendurio was upriver from the coast, so it wasn’t as vulnerable to attack from across the Rift Sea as Cairnmouth. She wondered if it had a larger garrison too. Surely, Baracuel would be able to muster a strong defense of its first capital.

Standing in line, Mirian felt briefly unsettled. Something about the crowds felt wrong. They were too subdued, the conversations too hushed. Or maybe she was just tired. She hadn’t gotten nearly enough sleep.

Mirian got her ticket and boarded the train. This train was much more crowded, as one might expect from a late morning train on a major route, but she was able to find a seat to herself by a window. She looked out at the platform from that window, idly contemplating the crowds. There was a style of doublet she liked with elegant gold and violet patterns. One woman who looked to be a noble was wearing an old-fashioned corset, which seemed a bit outdated to her.

The doors on the train closed, and a magical chime warned everyone it would be starting soon.

Mirian looked across. There was a young man that looked nice, quite handsome, shoving through the crowd to—wait, was that Nicolus?

Mirian sat upright. Sure enough, there were Nicolus and Nurea. They approached the conductor, and Sire Nurea got right up in his face, practically shouting at him. Some coin changed hands, and he opened one of the doors, and the two got on, breathing hard. Gods above, had they sprinted to get here? What had happened to taking the train south?

She stood up. “Nicolus! There’s a seat over here.”

He started, then gestured for Nurea to come with him. Once again, they found themselves sitting across from each other as the train got underway.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “I thought you were going to Palendurio.”

“Blood and hellfire, not anymore,” Nicolus said, clearly shaken but trying to put a humorous face on it. “You didn’t hear? There’s rioting in the capital. Like, lots of it. Akanans and Baracueli fighting in the streets. Rumor has it that there was a massacre in the Akanan embassy, and that it was our own parliament that ordered it.”

“That’s insane!”

“Yeah, it sounds totally…” he stopped. “Casus belli,” he said. “You wanted to know what would start a war. That’s certainly one way they start. But Baracuel has no motive to… the politics of it don’t make sense. Unless… there’s someone else. Behind the scenes.” He turned to Nurea.

She shook her head. “Someone’s up to something, but I can’t even begin to guess who. The Westfellow Syndicate doesn’t even know.”

Mirian didn’t say anything. She was pretty sure Sire Nurea was a lot more flustered than usual, and that she normally wouldn’t let slip that she had contacts with a syndicate. Ones she could visit fast, too. They’d only been in Cairnmouth for an hour before the train departed.

“Something happened in Akana Praediar too,” Nicolus said. “No one can figure out what, but messages suddenly stopped, and a bunch of ships have changed course. Cairnmouth might have riots soon. Whew. I sure hope Dad knows what he’s doing.”

“He’ll be fine,” Nurea reassured him. “The Palendurio estate has guards. And good wards.”

“Gods, I hope so.”

For a while, they were silent, then they chatted amicably about classes for a bit, which ended in another awkward silence because it was clear that there was no going back to classes anymore.

“I guess I owe you an apology,” Nicolus finally said. “So… what happens next?”

“I don’t know. Each time the Akanans attacked, I died.”

“Ah, right.”

They were silent again. Then, to the west, they saw the bright light of the eruption. They were an hour south of Cairnmouth, about to start tracking eastward when it happened. The eruption had to have been some miles off in the farmlands, but it was impossible to miss. It was like a geyser; a gout of violet and orange light shot up like a waterspout, carrying with it colossal boulders that it flung up like pebbles. Those boulders hung in the air for a moment before crashing down. The shockwave hit the train just after, the earth trembling and the wheels of the train screeching as the track moved beneath it. For a moment, Mirian thought the train might derail, but miraculously, it kept going. Panicked shouting filled the train and she could hear the spell engines up front making a noise that couldn’t be good.

“What in the five hells was that?” Nicolus shouted.

A chill went down Mirian’s spine. That feeling of something bad coming was growing. “I don’t know,” she whispered, but somehow, she knew it was about to get worse.
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Worried conversation filled the train after the eruption.

“Did you see that⁠—?”

“—looked like a magical explosion of some sort⁠—”

“—too big to be a spell. Could a monster do that?”

“—Labyrinth under there? Maybe some old artifact⁠—”

It was clear no one had any clue what was going on, and everyone was scared. Over the next few hours, they saw four more geysers erupt across the countryside, though none so close or so large. Then, for a time, there was nothing. The train got quiet with anticipation. It felt like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for the next geyser.

Finally, Sire Nurea said, “Does this have to do with the attack?”

“I… I don’t know. I’ve never seen these before.”

Gradually, the tension on the train let up as more time passed uneventfully, though the conversation was still subdued, with people paying far more attention than usual to what was out the window.

That evening, they stopped at one of the stations along the route. The train stopped long enough for people to disembark, stretch, and buy food. Apparently, in Akana Praediar, the trains only stopped to let people off and get more on; if you wanted food, you just bought it on the train itself. Baracuel, as Selesia had put it, was too relaxed for that. Selesia, Mirian thought. I hope you’re doing okay.

Nurea and Nicolus bought a sleeping unit in one of the back cars for the night, while Mirian just slept in her seat. There’d be a stop in the morning where they could stretch and buy food again. Whispered voices in the train woke her that night. She blinked back sleep, then saw the lights in the sky. Here in the low country, clouds and forests didn’t block so much of the view. The horizons were long, and the sky seemed bigger. High above in that sky, Mirian could make out what looked like faint crackling lines that arched across the sky, like cracks spreading in glass. The strange glow crawled from one horizon to the other, then disappeared.

“You’re a mage, from the university, right?” one of the passengers asked. “Do you know… anything about that?”

Mirian shook her head. It took her some time to get back to sleep. In the morning, she saw the train conductor talking with the station master.

“… the light signals east of us cut out,” Mirian overheard him saying. “I can’t send the car until I get confirmation the track ahead of you is free. Especially because of what you just told me happened out west.”

Train stations used light signals that were relayed across a glyph-and-lens system to talk to each station. Communication was based off a series of flashing codes that meant things like, “halt all trains” or “train arrived.” The other way they could communicate was messenger birds. Not zephyr falcons—those were too expensive—but there was a kind of orange parakeet from down south that could be trained to fly between two places. Only two places though; for whatever reason, the birds got extremely surly if one tried to make them travel anywhere else.

A clever artificer had invented a system with wires that seemed at first to be the perfect communication device. A scribe could write a message on a glyphed tablet, and the words would appear on the other side. Unlike the glyph-and-lens system, bad weather didn’t affect it, and unlike the birds, the wires could reach multiple destinations along the line. This “magical telegraph” had been laid down between Cairnmouth and Palendurio at great expense, only to break a week later. Investigation of the wire found that stonemoles had burrowed past the spellward barrier, which had no effect on them underground, and chewed it to pieces. They’d gotten so fat off feasting on the magical energy in the wires that they didn’t even burrow away when the mages found them, just sat there in a stupor, purring like cats.

Several other attempts were made to protect the magical wire, but each was defeated by some hungry myrvite. The last attempt involved keeping the wire suspended over the ground and encased in a pipe, but somehow a magical mushroom had managed to get inside. Mirian had learned about it in one of her artifice classes as a warning as to how tenacious myrvites could be, and how every good item had defenses against just being eaten. A few cities still used the telegraph system, but only within the city, and only for important things since it was far more expensive than just hiring a runner to deliver a message.

Mirian had plenty of time to sit at the station and reflect. What was the explanation for either of the things she had seen? The only thing she could think of was the leylines, but those were deep conduits of energy, deep enough they were below the Labyrinth. Magical surveying had mapped most of the major ones, and they sprawled across the globe in a complicated network. Viridian had said something about leylines at some point in his lectures, but only about how the myrvite ecologies connected to them. There had been some talk among the industrialist wizards about trying to harness the leylines as a source of unlimited energy, but that would involve building and maintaining conduits that stretched from the deepest parts of the Labyrinth to the surface. If the magical telegraph couldn’t be sustained, there was no way such a device could. And that assumed the leyline didn’t just annihilate whatever device tried to harness it. Likely, whoever tried would be like the wizard who tried to harness lightning: a cautionary tale to others.

Flipping through her notebook on anything about sources of extreme magical energy turned up little. The Labyrinth was the only other possibility. The Elder Gods had placed artifacts of tremendous power there. But she’d never heard of any of them doing anything like that. The instruments of the Gods were powerful in their complexity, not their total energy output.

If it was the leylines, then… what did that mean? As far as she knew, the leylines were poorly studied. They had been created when the Elder Gods had created the world, along with the divine Labyrinth. So if they were doing weird things… were the Gods responsible?

“Any word?” she asked Nicolus when she saw him.

“We’re out of our network here,” he said. “And the Couriers are… well, let’s just say they’re not taking any more orders right now. I mean, they didn’t say that, against the king’s law for them to refuse an order, but there’s at least a hundred people from the train all trying to get messages out and only five messenger parakeets and two riders.”

“Any word on the light signals?”

“No. They sent a repair-car down the track to figure out why.”

Mirian had missed that. The repair-cars were little more than four wheels, a platform with two chairs, some cargo boxes, and a little spell engine. The repair-car didn’t even have a roof; if it rained, they got wet. Not that it looked like it was going to rain. From the edge of the northern horizon to the Casnevar Mountains to the south, there were only the faintest wisps of clouds. Apparently, they all gathered around Torrviol year-round in a conspiracy to steal away the sun and immiserate her.

Word got out there was a break in the tracks down the line where a magical fissure had formed. The rail mage and maintenance worker were working on fixing it, but they’d asked for a second team to be dispatched to figure out what was going on with the magic rift, and if it would return.

They ended up spending the night in town. With the inns immediately overwhelmed, most people slept on the train. Sometime during the night, a second train from Cairnmouth pulled in behind them.

Finally, late the next morning, they departed again. For hours, the journey was routine, and it seemed they’d left behind whatever troubles were going on. Then someone spotted a near constant stream of lightning pouring out of the earth into the sky. It went on for minutes on end, a rancorous thunder filling the air for miles, and then it stopped.

A sense of foreboding settled on everyone. No one talked much. A few prayed. They were all on edge, waiting for the next thing. Mirian realized that marshaling a defense of Torrviol would be even harder than she thought. If this was what had been happening down south, it was a miracle anyone had even shown up to defend Torrviol at all.

An earthquake rattled the train, and twice more people saw strange lights moving across the sky. By then, the prayers had intensified, and the priest on board was leading sessions where they held hands and recited poems about the Prophets. After the last stop before Alkazaria, Nicolus and Nurea made their way to the sleeper car for the night.

It was evening when it happened. They were maybe only an hour or two from Alkazaria, and Mirian had been looking forward to seeing the safety of its white marble spires and domed palaces. She’d thought if she could reach the city, its majesty might protect her in some way. It was a foolish thought, but it had comforted her. All her delusions vanished when she saw the breach.

She was looking out the window, and there, along the scrublands, the view was unblemished by any mountain or cloud. It started with a flash, and a column of energy like lightning that linked the sky and ground. Then another, and the earth shook. Then the ground erupted, but this time it wasn’t like a geyser. When Mirian had been a child, she’d played a game when it rained. She’d put a hemp rope under the mud, patting it down until it was flat, then lifted the rope all at once so that the grime splashed everywhere. Her dad had laughed—or maybe he’d been furious, and she’d laughed. When she saw the coruscating line of arcane energy smashing through the landscape, she thought of that rope breaching the mud, except at an impossible scale. It was a leyline, actually emerging from deep underground. It could be nothing else. If there had been mountains nearby, the blazing line of light would have sheared off their tops. As it was, it danced through the air wildly at first, not making a sound.

But like lightning, the thunder came, and when it came, it wasn’t a simple clap of rolling thunder, it was continuous and deafening. The train shook, and then it shook harder, and then Mirian was sure they were going to die. Even though she couldn’t hear the screech of metal over the overwhelming sound of the leyline storm, she felt it, and then she was flying through the air. By some miracle of reaction, she had pulled out her spellrod when the light began, and more on instinct than anything, channeled mana into a force shield. She was only just in time. As she was hurled across the train, the force shield shattered, but that absorbed the worst of it. A second later and her head might have smashed into the ceiling, which was now perpendicular to the ground.

Mirian tried to stand up, but the shaking was too intense. The window, now above her, had shattered, and her right hand had been lacerated by the glass. She hardly felt the pain, because there was pain in her bones, and her ears, and everywhere. Arcanists learned to tune their senses to arcane energy. Always before, that energy had felt insubstantial, like the faintest whisper in the air, or the lightest touch imaginable. Now, the arcane energy was palpable—she was pretty sure even the untrained people on the train could feel it. It was as loud as a scream and as sharp as a razor. Another shockwave smashed into the train, this one a blast of heat, and the sideways train car screeched as it was pushed across the ground another few inches.

And then, just when she thought she might die of it, the noise stopped. The feeling of arcane energy battering down her senses stopped. The lightning-bright glow stopped. The shaking stopped. She stood, trembling.

The derailment had caused the different passenger cars to tear apart from each other, so even though it was sideways, Mirian found she could scramble out the door.

She threw herself down onto the hard-packed earth and managed to scrape her left hand on the needles of a nearby cactus. Again, she could hardly feel the pain; there was too much adrenaline coursing through her. Mirian stood back and surveyed the damage.

The train had been derailed and flipped sideways. She’d figured out that much. What she hadn’t realized is that it had been thrown a full hundred feet from the tracks. Without the force shield, she was sure she’d be dead. Even with the force shield, she should have been dead. Bodies were strewn about everywhere, and several train cars had been torn open like they were made of tissue paper instead of steel.

Beyond the train was utter devastation. The land had been flat before; now it was covered in jagged hills of rock. In the evening light, she could see cracks running throughout that rock that glowed an eldritch green, like some sort of otherworldly lava ran through it. Behind those hills, there was something else. In the choking dust and sand that the leyline eruption had left behind was a tangled mess of shining metal. At first, Mirian couldn’t tell what she was looking at. The long rectangular bars that crisscrossed each other in a maze-like array seemed like a blacksmith’s puzzle glistening in the sunset that had grown to extraordinary size. The colors that played across the metallic skin of it didn’t seem to properly reflect the light around them. Then, she realized what she was looking at: a chunk of the Labyrinth. The leyline eruption had brought it up to the surface.

The feeling of dread grew in her. This wasn’t just about some attack on Torrviol. She coughed in the choking dust that was everywhere. Survivors, she realized. Did anyone else live? She checked the car she’d crawled out of. No one in that car was moving. Belatedly, she realized her satchel with her spellbook and clothes was still in there, and dragged it out. She tried casting a collect dust spell to clear the air around her so she could breathe properly, but there was too much of it. For every little ball of dust she collected in her palm with the spell, more just came in. She set her things down and checked the other cars.

It was horrifying. People’s limbs had been severed in some places, and their bodies lay contorted, often with bones poking out. She had to take a moment to steady her breathing, which was hard when the air was so dirty. In the fifth car she checked, there was an older woman whose ragged breathing she could hear. “I’m coming to get you,” she said.

“Thank you, dear,” rasped the woman, and she smiled at Mirian. Then her head lolled back, and the breathing stopped. Mirian drew back, eyes wide. Then she realized that there was a metal beam that had pierced the woman’s gut, and her blood had pooled beneath her. Gods above, she thought.

By the eighth car, Mirian was ready to give up. It was getting dark, and the light streaming through the dusk gave the sky a reddish glow. Then she heard noise coming from the nearby railcar and muffled shouting. The nearby cars on each side of it had pinned the doors shut. There was no moving them; even Lily’s greatest lift object wasn’t going to do anything. Lily, I hope you got out, she thought. I hope you’re safe. But was anyone safe?

Mirian got out her spellrod and switched the dials around for her shape metal spell. She channeled, but the thick steel of the car was too much. She thought she might have been able to thin the metal in a small section, but even repeated castings would barely open up a hole in the car. The spell was designed for work on crafting projects, not anything this big. There was no way she was making a space large enough for a human to get through. The force blades wouldn’t do much to cut through steel either, and they might hurt whoever was inside.

“—out there?” she heard the muffled cry from inside.

“Yeah!” Mirian said, then inhaled enough dust to start violently coughing, delaying the next part of her response. “I’m—I’m trying to get you out. Can you climb out through the windows?”

The reply was hard to hear, but she thought she heard “nothing to stand on,” and something about “jagged metal.” It was up to her then.

Mirian started by using the spellrod’s enhanced lift object to gather nearby rocks and debris into a pile, then realized she might need her mana for other things and started lugging about the rocks herself. She used repeated casts of her shape stone spell to stabilize the rickety pile, then hoisted herself up on top the car. Finally, she could look down.

Oh Gods, she thought. It was Nicolus down there. He was a mess, his eyes red from crying, and it looked like his leg was broken. He was holding Sire Nurea in his arms, rocking her gently back and forth. Nurea’s face had gone totally white, and she wasn’t moving.

“Nicolus,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I’m going to help get you out of there.”

He looked up at her, and she could see nothing of the confidence and humor he usually carried. His spirit had been broken as badly as any of the train cars. “She’s gone,” he said, voice tender. “How can she be gone, Mirian?” Mirian felt sick. Nicolus had known Nurea his whole life. She’d probably been by his side since his first memories.

Nicolus’s spellbook had gone missing, buried under something or flung from the train when it crashed. His leg was certainly broken, and his right arm wasn’t working well either. Her lift object spell wouldn’t work on him because of the spell resistance of his aura, never mind his weight, so she used the spell instead to move the seats into a pile one at a time. Her auric mana was rapidly thinning, so she climbed back down to check her bag for the mana elixir she’d bought, but the crash had shattered the bottle.

She climbed back up, every part of her sore and aching, but there was no way she could leave Nicolus there. The last light of dusk vanished as Mirian worked, the red glow fading to dark. She cast her light spell, then finished making a pile tall enough for Nicolus. With his broken leg and hurt arm, she needed a way to make the pile of seats not fall apart as he dragged himself up it, so like with the rocks, she used manipulate object and shape wood to give the makeshift ramp some stability by linking the wooden pieces of the seats together. Then she used phantom sandpaper to file down the jagged glass around the nearby section of window so Nicolus wouldn’t be lacerated as she pulled him up. At last, Nicolus was able to balance on one leg, leaning against the wall of the car, and reach up with his good arm. Mirian leaned down, and with two hands heaved him up. Her muscles strained as she leaned back to get the best leverage she could. She grunted with the effort, and then at last, she was able to drag Nicolus to a point where he could use his arms to help.

“Gods, you’re strong,” he said. “Thanks. I…” He looked back at Nurea’s corpse, pale and peaceful. “I’ll come back for her,” he vowed. “Give her the hero’s burial she deserves. She—she saved me,” he sobbed. Mirian gave him a moment, as sobs wracked his body again, then helped him down, using her arms to cradle his good foot as he stepped down onto the debris pile, then lower it. Despite their care, Nicolus put pressure on the broken leg as he climbed down. He clenched his teeth and hissed in pain, face going white and breathing ragged. Then he continued down and collapsed onto the dirt.

The Luamin moon was nearly full as it crept up from the horizon, and they could also see the Divir moon, nearly straight above them. When Mirian’s light spell went out, they took a moment to gaze at the full sky of stars around them. Then Mirian heard something moving nearby.

“Five hells, we need to get back in a car.”

“What?”

“The spellward. There’s no way it’s still up after a magical explosion like that. Anything with active mana flow would have—we have to move. Let’s go!” she said, dragging Nicolus up.

“Shit,” Nicolus said. “You think there’s myrvites out there?”

“With this many dead bodies? Come on. Can you hobble faster?”

Mirian heard something growling outside as they went into one of the cars that had only one door exposed. Things could still climb in from the broken windows above, but at least the narrow entrance by the ground would make it less likely for desert drakes or manticores to get in.

Mirian dragged some more seats that had broken off to barricade the door. Already, she could hear creatures crawling about the cars, claws scraping on metal as they went about scavenging for carrion. If there was anyone still alive, Mirian prayed they died quickly as a mercy. Something flying above let out a wailing call. The desert air was getting cold. Mirian took the cloaks off some of the dead, though they were torn and caked with drying blood, because they’d need them to stay warm. She couldn’t keep casting heat spells. They huddled together as the night’s chill descended. It hadn’t been so long ago that Mirian had idly wondered what it would be like for Nicolus to wrap his arms around her and give her comfort, but here she was doing that for him. Had it only been three months? It felt like years had passed.

They settled down in the dark and prayed they’d survive the night.
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They both slept uneasily, waking up whenever they heard loud scraping nearby, or the teeth of some predator sinking loudly into dead flesh. Twice, Mirian woke to hear Nicolus sobbing softly to himself. When dawn finally broke, Mirian was relieved. The myrvites would still be scavenging for corpses, but at least they’d be able to see them and steer clear. Likely, they could avoid being attacked. Most animals preferred easy food, and there was plenty of that around now.

Mirian handed Nicolus her spellbook so he could use some of his own mana to fashion himself a crutch. A metal rod served the purpose, with force polish sanding off the edges. They decided against scavenging for any sort of food. The train cars were now infested with myrvites. Two desert drakes lounged by an overturned car, bits of flesh still dangling from their teeth, and lightning scorpions were crawling over the cars, the cat-sized arachnids clinking over the metal. Several lightning scorpions had started eating the corpses that were in the car with them sometime during the night, and both of them were thankful that the creatures hadn’t decided either of them were food.

They decided to head south first. Mirian knew there was a river that came down from the distant mountains south of them and wound its way north then curved back southeast to Alkazaria. One of those bends was nearby, and they would need the water. Mirian had hurt her knee, which was aching fiercely now, and Nicolus was even slower with his crutch. They walked throughout the day but slowly, both of them needing constant breaks. Twice, Mirian had drawn her spellrod because two-headed vultures were circling above. Eventually, they moved on, no doubt joining the feast by the train.

In the evening, they finally saw the river. “Oh thank the Gods,” Nicolus said. “A village.”

Sure enough, there was a collection of sandstone houses and a market by the river, a dirt road that paralleled the river going through it. It wasn’t much, but the sentries outside the village spotted them.

The first sentry was a woman old enough to be Mirian’s grandmother. She had piercing hazel eyes and a stern look to her, but she spoke with a protective tone. “The spellward in the village failed. Very dangerous. You saw… it?”

There could only be one it she was talking about. “It was close to us. Derailed the train we were on. I think we’re the only survivors,” she told the woman.

“Gods above. Let’s get you to the temple.” She let Nicolus lean on her as they moved into the village, which was easier than the crutch.

The temple was just a larger sandstone building with a plaster dome on top, but well cared for and with colorful cloths draped about to give it a cozy feeling and beautiful geometric designs on the walls. Small bronze statues of the Elder Gods lined the halls, and in the side rooms were beds.

“You are… together?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” Nicolus said, at the same time Mirian said, “No.”

Nicolus looked at her with pleading eyes. “Mirian, I… I can’t be alone. Please.”

“Together,” she said, and squeezed Nicolus’s hand to comfort him. After what he’d lost, she could show him that kindness. She wondered when the last time he was truly alone was, given how close to his side Nurea always was.

“The priest comes once a week,” the woman told them. “Goes up and down the river to each village. He should be here in a few days. Until then, there’s always someone on duty to care for the temple. They can help with food, or there’s a kitchen in the back if you can manage it. You both need to rest. Especially him,” she said. She put a salve on his leg and all over their various cuts to prevent infection, but unfortunately, that was all she could do for them. They both thanked her profusely.

“I have coin,” Nicolus offered, but the woman shook her head. “Worry about that later, when you’re better.”

They had meant to go to Alkazaria, but it soon became apparent they were in no condition for that. Nicolus especially was in bad shape, and started running a fever. Mirian might have made the journey, but she couldn’t abandon him. Home would have to wait.

The next day, two traders got put up in the temple in the room across from them to wait for a healer too. “A myrvite attack,” one said. “Didn’t even know the spellwards had failed.” A manticore had gone after their caravan. They were lucky; it had killed their two camels, but the magic items in their packs had held its attention while they fled. One had gotten grazed by the poison spines the manticore shot, while the other had received a glancing blow to his arm. The arm was shattered.

“Spellwards didn’t just fail here, it’s all along the road. Travel’s no longer safe, not even by river,” the woman who’d been acting as sentry said. Today was her duty at the temple, and she made a nice hot soup for them using the proper eastern Baracuel spices that Mirian had missed up in Torrviol.

During the day, Mirian and Nicolus lingered outside on the benches by the market square. It was a tiny market, mostly full of produce and fish. Mirian stepped in and helped a few craftsfolk when she could. Nicolus lapsed into naps throughout the day. Eventually his fever broke, but he’d regained none of his usual energy. She couldn’t tell if it was depression, or if his injuries were that bad. Maybe both.

As the days progressed, Mirian marked her mental calendar. Reports came in of other strange goings on. Sea serpents spotted moving up the river. More of those strange magical geysers. Myrvite activity was on the rise, and one man said he’d seen several desert drakes go into a frenzy fighting over an abandoned enchanted item they were trying to sap the mana from. The villagers started trying to rebuild the old sandstone wall that had once surrounded the village, repairing it with mudbrick reinforced with straw. It was a primitive but tried and true solution. It was also necessary; the two local mages couldn’t get the spellward that had been protecting them working, and it seemed the other villages had the same problem. Mirian helped out where she could with magic, but despite all her academic knowledge, the village mages had two decades of experience on her. Mostly, she cast cantrips to support their efforts and looked up glyph combinations that might help. In the end, repairing the spellward was beyond all of their expertise. Maybe if Professor Atger had known how to teach, she thought when another of their attempted fixes failed.

There would be no news of it after that leyline eruption, but when the 28th of Solem arrived, Mirian thought about Torrviol. She wondered if Lily or Xipuatl had gotten out before the attack, or if Torres had spotted the advancing army and sounded the warning in time.

That night, neither Mirian nor Nicolus could sleep, so they walked out to one of the benches. “What is happening?” he said, probably for the hundredth time.

“I wish I knew.”

“Will you be able to… will you be able to go back and stop it?”

Mirian was silent. Above, they both watched as a faint line of arcane energy danced across the sky. In the distant mountains to the south, a fissure of green fire had opened up and was belching a strange smoke into the air; they could just see the emerald flames dancing, which meant that the fire had to be miles high. At last she said, “I don’t know. How do I stop… this?”

There was a distant cry from some beast. A manticore, maybe. “We should go inside,” Nicolus said, and reached for his crutch. Mirian and one of the villagers had made him a proper wooden crutch with a cloth pad.

“I’ll try, though,” Mirian said. “I promise.”

Nicolus smiled at her, though it was a pained smile.
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The next leyline eruption they saw from a distance. At first, Mirian thought a second sun had lit up the western horizon, but no, the explosion was just that bright. The crackling line of violet and orange energy burst from the ground and writhed about in the air, leaving demented looking clouds before it finally smashed back down into the ground. It left behind a fissure that belched dark smoke. It took at least a minute for the earthquake to reach them. Most of the houses were well constructed, reinforced with wooden beams and a few glyphs, but one of the older houses near the outskirts collapsed. Mirian rushed over with the villagers to help clear the rubble, but the man who had lived there was dead when they unburied him. The wall had fallen on his head.

For two more days, the eruptions continued. Some were so distant, they could only see the flashes of light beyond the horizon, while others were close enough to shake the earth. Strange colors danced about in the sky, not just at night, but during the day as well.

Something spooked the myrvites, too. They’d stopped attacking people, and had started fleeing. The scary thing was, they were all going the exact same direction: northwest. One afternoon, Mirian and Nicolus held hands and watched a swarm of lightning scorpions moving past the village, while overhead some fifty vultures all flew together.

One of the sentries had seen an entire brood of desert drakes moving together, which was especially strange because unlike the fire drakes up north, desert drakes were solitary animals. Mirian could sympathize. Her arcane sense had been tingling nonstop for days now. It was as if someone were casting spells right next to her. Strong ones, too.

Everyone was on edge, but no one knew what to do. That evening, the priest finally stopped by the village. He looked exhausted, but he dutifully worked his blessings on those in the temple. By then, two villagers had joined the wounded—attacked by passing myrvites.

The next day, the village gathered to discuss what to do.

“We should follow the myrvites,” one of the village elders said. “They know something we don’t.”

“They’re probably running to where the magic is strongest. We should go the opposite direction,” another said. Most, though, agreed that it was best to stay in the village. There was no sense abandoning their homes when they didn’t know where anyone would be safe.

A few hours later, though, a group passing through told them of a different calamity approaching. “There’s a fissure spreading from out west, a mile a day. It overtook four of the villages upstream. The cracks keep spreading in all directions. It’ll reach the river soon.”

The village still voted to stay, but when the river suddenly dried up, they changed their minds and joined the groups of refugees heading east toward Alkazaria. The going was slow, which was fine by Nicolus, who still was walking with a limp. By now, Mirian spent most of her days in silence, simply watching and remembering. That ominous feeling was still building inside of her. They camped by the river with groups from several other villages, then departed.

By then, it was the 4th of Duala. It had been eleven days since she’d left Torrviol. The line of refugees snaked along the river, and all Mirian could think about was how she’d escaped one horrible exodus simply to join another. She had simply replaced the raw panic with a creeping dread. That evening, they spotted Alkazaria in the distance, the white spires just visible. There was talk of safety at last, and that the Luminate archbishops there would certainly know what to do to appease the Gods.

Then the sky brightened.

It was as if the sun had come out from behind a cloud, but the sun was already out, and the sky was clear. In the distance, two more leylines breached the surface, sending thunder roaring across the scrubland, then vanished—then another appeared just after. Murmurs passed through the crowd, and then someone said, “Look!”

The crowd looked up, and a collective gasp ran down the line.

It was the Divir moon that had brightened. It usually wasn’t visible during the day, but now it was—and it was getting larger and brighter. Some people wailed, some ran, but most fell to their knees and prayed. It got larger, and larger, until it burned brighter than the sun; a coruscating ball of orange and violet light, the magical energy so intense even at this distance that Mirian felt as though a hurricane was passing through her, scouring away everything.

Mirian stared, slack-jawed, as the moon descended. Before, she had clawed and screamed for life, but here, she could do nothing but stare in silence. She couldn’t even feel despair; it was so far beyond that. She felt Nicolus reach for her hand and squeeze it tight. Mirian squeezed his back. She could do nothing to stop this, but she could provide that little bit of comfort for him, here, at the end of the world.

The light above them grew, the fireball that was the Divir moon filling the sky until it was blinding, and then past that—she could feel the heat of it on her soul. In those last moments, as Divir came crashing down to Enteria, Mirian finally understood what she had to stop.
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Mirian awoke in her dorm, and was silent. She was silent as she gathered her things and went upstairs to turn off the water heater, silent as she came back down and dressed, and silent as she packed her satchel full of the things she’d need for the day. She moved automatically, not really processing what she was doing. All her thoughts were on what had just happened. The sheer scale of it was overwhelming.

She was out the door before Lily was awake. She couldn’t think of anything to say to her. Sure, she could try and convince her time travel was real again, but what was the point? Anyone she saved from the attack would die a few days later when the Divir moon crashed down.

She still couldn’t believe it. Leyline eruptions across Enteria. The second moon had fallen from the sky. How could she even begin to stop something like that?

This third reset, the fourth time she’d awoken on the 1st of Solem, made a definite pattern. She had to assume it would happen again. She could no longer live for a future that wasn’t going to happen. She had to live for the strange now that had become apparent. Whatever had happened to her wasn’t just tied to some attack, but to the very end of the world.

Mirian had been accumulating questions. It was clear to her that there would be no easy answers. Well, she could handle that, couldn’t she? She hadn’t enrolled in the Torrviol Academy because it was the easy path. She knew how to learn. She knew how to study. She would find her answers, and she would find some way. She had meant the promise she made to Nicolus: she would stop this. What other choice did she have? She knew she would find no satisfaction in some hedonistic life where nothing she did stayed permanent. She had become an artificer in part because she liked building things that would last. It seemed the only thing that lasted was her, so she would need to improve herself—grow until she knew enough.

Still in something of a daze, she waited in the alley next to the Alchemistry building and ripped the satchel off the Akanan spy, then disappeared into the building, lingering in the back with her notebook open while she pretended to read it. It was less that she wanted the scroll with the cipher, and more that she wanted the glyph key to Griffin Hall so she could return to the passages. The money was an added bonus. The seeker-stone might come in handy too.

When the class was mostly settled, Mirian found a spot with two open seats that was near the door. Sure enough, when Nicolus came in late, he chose a spot where Calisto couldn’t sit next to him—which was next to Mirian. Mirian didn’t say anything. What could she say? I watched you cradle your dead knight protector. If I don’t go with you, you end up trapped in a railcar with her corpse and are probably eaten alive by myrvites. We held hands at the end of the world. And you’ll never remember any of it.

The numbness that had settled over her lingered, even as her thoughts raced. Mechanically, she went through the motions of taking notes, though it was less listening to Professor Seneca and more just transcribing what she had by now memorized. Nicolus invited her to study, and she pretended to be pleased about it. She hoped he couldn’t see the pain hidden inside her. The study sessions might be useful, but more, she just wanted that time to be with friends, even if they wouldn’t remember her.

Mirian stopped by the Academy crafting area to pick up the wood and copper scrap she’d need to fix the hole and pipe. She decided to ignore the second spy going into the Myrvite Studies building. She couldn’t see a use in stopping him, not yet anyways. She just relaxed in Viridian’s class and thought. Of course, with her mind totally distracted from the lecture, she couldn’t help but notice that Valen kept looking at her. That girl, she thought. But the annoyance seemed small now, and its familiarity brought her a strange comfort.

In Enchantments, she finished her exam and turned it in early, much to the consternation of Professor Eld. After her presentation in Artifice Design, she zoned out, thinking. By the end of class, she’d made her decision on her path forward. That scroll and seeker-stone would be useful after all. It was only in Arcane Mathematics that she paid attention. She drew more four-dimensional figures in rotation, trying to get a grasp on the strange lines and shapes that the equations implied, but the human eye literally could not see.

After class, she went up to Professor Jei. “Professor, I have two things that might be of interest for the project you and Professor Torres are working on. This came off an Akanan spy,” she said, and handed over the scrolls, “and this is a tracking stone. I’m pretty sure the spies have been planting them on people working on the project. You’ll want to keep it encased in metal so they can’t track it.” She placed it back in the spy’s satchel, then handed it over, minus the glyph keys and the coin she’d already pocketed.

Professor Jei gave her a funny look. “You are acting strange,” she said. “Be less strange.”

Mirian shook her head. “I could explain it, but no one has believed me yet. Not until it’s too late. If you talk to Torres, tell her I know about the Persaman spellrod. Things… go wrong soon. You’ve never ended up teaching me the Artifice Design class next quarter. So I’m changing that this time. And if you can avoid it, you might want to stop taking the passage underneath Griffin Hall. I’m pretty sure you’re not the only one using it.” She nodded at the blank wall behind her. “If you want, I can press the secret brick…?” Mirian offered.

Professor Jei narrowed her eyes. “Not necessary. Hm. How do you know these things? You did not know them yesterday.”

“Time travel,” Mirian said. “As I said, totally unbelievable, so you can come up with some other plausible story and believe that instead. But if you do believe me, I’m open to collecting data on it. I just need someone to come up with the math that needs testing.” She smiled at the professor, then left.

On her way to Bainrose to meet Nicolus and Nurea, she glanced back at Griffin Hall. Professor Jei had, for once, used the front door to leave. Good, she thought. She’d have to see what pulling on that string did.
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Mirian continued going to her classes. The routine was automatic, and it gave her more time to process what she’d seen. More time to think.

She did well enough in Alchemistry the next day. During Artifice presentations, she noticed Torres giving her a funny look, but she didn’t say anything, so neither did Mirian. Good, she and Jei talked. Mirian decided against going down into the door under Bainrose. For one, she wasn’t sure if nabbing the first spy’s bag screwed that up, and for a second, just having a look at the big door wouldn’t do much. She needed to be able to fight the spy down there if she wanted to actually have a chance to look at it. Or, figure out whatever he was doing to open the hidden door in the first place and obtain whatever glyph key was needed—which had the danger of getting caught and imprisoned. Or worse. And she wouldn’t be any good in a fight even with the spells she was now learning, because her spellbook was eternally starting with spells that were near useless in combat.

Learn now, figure the rest out later, she decided. One more month wasn’t going to be enough to stop Divir from falling out of the sky. She had to focus on what she could control.

After classes, it was time to meet Selesia again. This time, she let it happen naturally—mostly. At the end of dinner though, she said, to Selesia, “Hey, you seem really into rapier dueling. Do you want me to teach you?”

Selesia bit her lip nervously. “Wait, really? I couldn’t, I mean, aren’t sixth-year classes really hard? Do you really have time?”

Mirian shrugged. “I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on things. Tell you what, you teach me some Eskanar, and we’ll call it a fair trade. I’ve been meaning to learn the language.”

Lily made a face that said no you haven’t, but since Selesia and Mirian had been subtly flirting for nearly an hour, she didn’t say anything.

She made no predictions for Lily this time. There was no friction between them, or the barely covered worry in her eyes. It was nice.

In the evenings, she could relax with Lily, or Selesia. Once the second quarter started, she could enjoy the company of Nicolus and Xipuatl. She’d have the new illusion and combat magic classes to learn in. Until then, she had all of Bainrose library at her disposal, plenty of money, and plenty of predictable days. She established her line of credit with Tower Trust bank and loaded up on magical supplies.

Then Mirian started reading up on divination.

Like most magic, divination was complicated, with its own set of associated magichemicals and glyphs. Like illusions, there were spells with a mental component, and spells without. It was the spells without that she was interested in—the kind that could detect seeker-stones or map a room through a keyhole. Several hours in the library gave her a decent map of the foundations and told her what she would need to focus on. The stuff she’d started on last cycle and the primitive cave-detector she’d made were a good start, but there were other devices that would be far more useful. One spell she zeroed in on was a cartographer’s spell. If properly integrated into a device, it could draw maps for her. An advanced version of the device could be linked to a projector spell engine and actually show an illusionary, three-dimensional map. She didn’t think she’d be doing that anytime soon, but she could certainly get the simple version of the spell to draw maps for her. That would make mapping the buried tunnels of Torrviol significantly easier.

She made good progress over the weekend. Then, on Firstday, Professor Jei arrived at the exam looking jumpy, and flanked by the usual two proctors. When she made to leave, Mirian leapt from her seat. “Professor!” she said. “Can I talk with you briefly before you go?”

Jei met her outside the door, which she shut so the other students couldn’t overhear them. “You are acting strange again,” she said.

“Did Torres have the spellrod?”

“What is this about, Mirian?”

“After this day, I never see you again. Wherever you plan on going now, I don’t know, but no one sees you again. Torres takes over the Artifice Design class next quarter. That’s how I know about the spellrod.”

“Why are you acting like you know the future?” Professor Jei said. She was more agitated than Mirian had ever seen.

“Because I do. Listen—I talked to Torres last cycle at the King of the Grill diner and made a bunch of predictions. They checked out, but she couldn’t be convinced. She wouldn’t tell me anything about the project, but I know it’s big. I know, because Akana Praediar targets Torrviol for extermination in twenty-three days. Hence the spies and the scroll. Did you decode the cipher?”

“Obviously not. I have been busy, and I do not speak Eskanar,” Jei said. “You know things you should not, but you also do not understand what you are doing.”

“You get it perfectly, then,” Mirian said. “Look, promise me you don’t go where you’re about to go. You have to change whatever you were planning or something bad happens, and I don’t know what. Promise me, or I’ll go press the secret brick right now. That’s the only leverage I have, but I’ll do it.”

Jei closed her eyes. “You do not understand. I… augh! I do not know the words in your language that can make me very understood.”

“Did you find a seeker-stone in your stuff?”

Professor Jei closed her mouth in a thin line, which Mirian took to mean “yes.”

“Something has to change. I’ll answer any question you have for me after this—but you have to live through the next few days. I wish I could tell you more, but, well, I’m still new to this whole time-travel thing. And no one believes me, even when there’s really not another good explanation.” Mirian opened the door and headed back in. She turned back to say, “Take care, professor.” Maybe that had been enough. Probably not though.

She went back and took the exam. She’d still never actually seen a grade for it, though now she knew why; there probably wasn’t anyone qualified to go over it once Jei went missing.

Then it was back to her independent studies. That very evening, she started working on a cartography device.
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The first cartography device she made failed spectacularly. Creations like the spellrod just needed open mana channels linked to glyphs, and casting a spell was as simple as pushing mana through that channel and each glyph in the sequence. However, the mana flow through the cartography device needed to be strictly regulated. With her first prototype, excess mana flowing through force-glyphs sent the pen flying, often tearing the paper. With her second prototype, she got the balance of forces that influenced the pen wrong and caused it to transcribe scratching her head as a blocked passage. Also, the ink pot on that one exploded, and she wasn’t sure why.

Divination, as it turned out, required a great deal of precision. Mirian honestly thought she’d gotten lucky with the cave-detector last cycle. She ended up taking a trip to the Artificer’s Tower to check out some of the design books there, and bought another set of tools that would help her artifice work be more precise. The work was grueling, requiring precision in glyph-writing that even Professor Eld hadn’t required. Making the wands she needed for combat certification was relaxing in comparison.

One of the shop stewards started giving her funny looks. “Isn’t it between quarters? You’ve been here more than I have today. Take a break!”

“This is what I do for fun,” she told him.

“Not judging by the amount of curses I’ve heard out of your mouth, it isn’t.”

Well, he had a point. Mirian tried relaxing by taking a walk in the Mage’s Grove, but her mind kept wandering. She remembered the airships and felt dread. She remembered Nicolus holding his dead knight and felt sorrow. She remembered being shot as she fled across the rotunda and felt fear. Meditation and deep breathing only helped so much. It was better if her mind was totally focused. Then, those horrible memories couldn’t bite at her. She went back to Bainrose and found some more books on precision artifice.

The next day, the shop steward saw her again and said, “You again? Is this a special project for a professor or something? Trying to get a good apprenticeship placement?”

“Yeah,” said Mirian, because there was no sense in telling the truth. She got right back to work, deploying her new precision calipers and arcanometer to measure mana flow in each of her circuits. This led to her making several adjustments with the silver wiring and recasts of most of the glyphs. Her new glyphpen had a marked ink vial that could measure exact amounts of the magical ink so that she could get the balance of magichemicals right. Then, when the measurements were still off, she realized the inks she was using were probably too cheap. Damn, she thought. I need to take more alchemy classes so I can mix these myself. Some of the merchants had to either be skimping on the expensive ingredients in the ink, or they were using cheaper instruments themselves. For most classes, and most items, it didn’t make much difference. The good news was, once she knew what the measurement error was with her arcanometer, she could calculate an adjustment to the amount of magical ink she was using on the glyphs. It was time-consuming and a bit wasteful. She wondered if there was any way she could use the wizardry labs in Torrian Tower.

That grand tower that dominated the skyline of Torrviol was where a great deal of cutting-edge research was done. Professor Viridian was one of the few wizards who stayed in the Myrvite Studies building; the rest mostly stuck to the spire, where expensive labs, powerful wards, and intricate spell engines allowed them to push the limits of knowledge. Mirian had seen Professor Endresen entering the building a few times, and in her lectures, she’d talked about just how much precision was needed to measure the properties they were studying. She’d also seen just how much magic was running through the tower when it was demolished by artillery during the first cycle. Mirian had never heard of a student going into the tower. But she had heard of students working on special projects for a professor, which might necessarily mean using their research space, wherever that was. Mirian filed “impress Professor Endresen” in her mind as something she might try in a future cycle. There was too much to do already for her to try that this time, and she didn’t even know what such a move might be needed for. The high-tech labs of Torrian Tower would be overkill for the device she was making, even if they might be useful.

The days passed quickly. She met Selesia again, and enjoyed teaching her various rapier stances and parries. Then she got her first lessons in Eskanar. She’d known it was similar to Friian but didn’t realize that some of the words were basically the same. She found she picked up the new language’s vocabulary fairly quickly. It was the grammar and the alphabet they used that threw her off, but Selesia was patient and fun to learn from. Selesia started joining Mirian and Lily for dinners.

She passed her combat certification again and decided next cycle she would see if she could pass the second certification test on the same day. The 200-level classes that had tormented her a few years back had grown easy. She hadn’t realized how much progress she’d made.

Then it came time for registration. Her heart leapt at the idea she might see Professor Jei’s name on the list⁠—

But it was Professor Torres teaching it again.

Her stomach twisted. She hadn’t been convincing enough. Or she’d missed something. She’d have to try again.

At least there will be another try, she thought. In a sense, it was comforting. Her friends and mentors could die—but she’d see them again. In a sense, it was horrifying. No matter what she did, they would all die gruesome deaths in the end. Atrocities visited upon them again and again.

What would it take to end the cycle and truly save them? Now that she saw the scope of the calamity, she had no idea. To paraphrase Professor Viridian, all she could do now was build a foundation. Understanding might come later.

She took the same list of classes she had last cycle. She wondered who else in Torrviol was working on the secret project. Obviously, the spies knew all about it. She needed to find out more about who they were, where they met, and how they moved about.

One of the problems, it seemed, was that she was going to need to remember a lot. Studying at Torrviol, Mirian was no stranger to memorization. But she was going to need to find ways of keeping track of each day, and different people’s movements throughout the day. She would need to expand her expertise in that many more disciplines. She would need to remember to plan ahead for spells and devices she would need. She wondered: is there a time limit? How long will the month repeat?

There was so much she didn’t know.
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Mirian completed the cartography device on the morning of the 10th. That meant she had two days to spare in the passages under Torrviol before the winter quarter began, rather than one evening. And this time, she had a proper mapping device, not just a delving device. She’d bought a nice pocket watch from the market too, so that if she heard voices she could mark when she heard them, not just where.

The cartography device was, unfortunately, a bit impractical to use. It resembled a small picture frame holding a piece of parchment, with two vertical and two horizontal brass rods crossing its center, each marked with dozens of magical glyphs. On the edges of the top and bottom of the frame, the parchment rolled up like a scroll, allowing the device to roll and unroll more paper as needed, though it only worked in that one direction. A small orb was suspended between the four brass rods, itself also covered with various glyphs. At the base of it, it held a specially designed pen, and that was where the ink reservoir was as well. Mirian could press various glyph switches on it to mark a place of interest. The problem was she had to hold it in place as she walked while channeling mana to make it work.

The intensive labor that had gone into it also had precluded her from making a spellrod this time. She had her wands from the combat certification and her spellbook, but she was hoping to avoid a fight, because in no way was she ready for one. If someone ambushed her, she would need to place the cartography device on the ground first before getting out a wand since it took both hands to carry it. She didn’t think the Akanan spies would give her a “time out” before zapping her with lightning.

Because she wouldn’t be able to have her spellbook out while carrying the mapper, she’d integrated a light spell into the device. This was an innovation Mirian was quite proud of; the blueprints she’d been following hadn’t used it. However, it solved two problems. One, she could see in the tunnels while using it. Two, it got rid of excess mana flow so none of the other instruments would be accidentally overcharged during the operation. This led to a significant decrease in exploding ink bottles and broken pens.

Naturally, the frame was just a bit too big to fit in her satchel, so she had to hide it under her cloak awkwardly as she walked. This time, Mirian cast a minor disguise spell before heading to the door, just so no one would wonder why a student was entering a lecture hall during the weekend. It took her three tries to remember where the secret switch was. Then she descended, cartography device in hand.

As she walked, the little pen scribbled away. It was, for all the complications and annoyances, a well-designed device. It detected the step-by-step descent, and marked little rectangles to represent stairs. The pen’s movements were tiny and precise, and so the resulting map was easy to use. Pulses of invisible light that shot out and reflected back told the pen how wide the passages were, and sure enough, when she came to a split, the map knew to draw all the possible passages.

She’d thought she knew where to go to get to Bainrose, but it turned out the passages seemed to avoid going under the plaza or near the castle. Subtle bends in the tunnels, or repeated zigzags and turns had made it challenging to orient herself. Now she started to get a better sense of the layout. There were at least three distinct layers she was traversing through. Once, they might have been well connected, but iron grates, collapsed tunnels, and newer construction that blocked off old areas made it more of a maze.

As she walked, she paused to listen every so often in case someone else was down there with her. It was spooky and dark, but so far, it had just been her and the rats.

The archeology textbooks had mentioned several distinct layers of ruins, and Mirian found her map made it easier to sort through which was which. The top layer was Old Torrviol, distinguished by its use of older bricks that were broader and flatter than the ones used in more modern construction. The foundations of current Torrviol came down into them, often blocking off passages. Sometimes, entire rooms of older buildings were preserved, though they had long since been stripped of anything of value.

The second layer was a network of brick tunnels that had run under the city. The archaeologists had argued about this in the books. Some thought it was a sewer system. Some thought they were defensive, though why Old Torrviol had needed so many of them wasn’t clear. Most of them were blocked off by something, usually by collapsed earth or iron grates.

Below that was Ancient Torrviol. This was the city that had once stretched from lake to hill. The construction here used more granite. Once, the stones seemed to have been polished and carved with either art or runes, but time had weathered much of it away. Trickles of water that ran through the ancient structures had eroded some areas, collapsed others, and created streaks of calcite and other minerals.

What the layers all shared was a stale, rankling smell—a mixture of rat nests, mold, and who knew what else.

It took her some time to refind the strange door she’d encountered before, but she finally did. It was still there, and still very much closed. Contrary to what she’d thought, the door wasn’t adjacent to Bainrose, but to the plaza in front of it.

This time, Mirian had come prepared with a few divination spells. She started with image room, one of the spells she’d needed to integrate into the cartography device. This version, though, had a mental component. She cast it at the keyhole and then closed her eyes as the spell brought images of the room beyond into her mind.

The spell wasn’t a perfect visual. Instead, it reminded her of looking through a foggy mirror, where she could just make out certain features, but others were strange or distorted. What she saw, she couldn’t quite understand. It seemed that the floor of the room… just stopped. Like there was a giant pit just ten feet beyond the keyhole, and the walls were missing. She stopped channeling the spell and looked at her map. There was nothing preventing the room on the other side of the door from being enormous—there were no other rooms or passages that prevented that. But it didn’t make sense. There obviously couldn’t be a giant pit underneath the main plaza or the plaza would collapse. And why was this door newer than the others? The stone seemed to be the same type used in the ancient city, but the door and glyphs were in better condition than many of the doors in Torrviol.

She tried another divination spell, sense enchantment. Sure enough, someone had layered various enchantments in the stone. Mirian was nowhere near experienced enough to say anything more than that. Apparently, diviners of some skill could say more about the type of enchantment, the amount of mana used, and more about the flow patterns. Just another thing she needed to practice.

The next spell she cast was date rock (which they’d all joked about in class), a spell she’d practiced a few cycles before in her geology class with Professor Holvatti. She’d had to rescribe it, of course, but the spell worked on most rocks. Casting it on the granite would give her some ridiculously high number in the millions, because technically, that’s when the stone formed. But casting it on the mortar between the stones should give an age of the construction.

When she cast it though, the result came up as over 5000 years old, which couldn’t possibly be right. That would make the construction pre-Cataclysm, and she was pretty sure the history books she’d read placed even Ancient Torrviol at well after the Cataclysm. It was far more likely she’d just screwed up the spell somehow, or maybe the close proximity of the granite was interfering. Yeah, that had to be it.

Mirian cast a few more spells that were supposed to detect common glyphs, aiming at the inside of the keyhole, but the spell just said there were no glyphs. However, when she tried inserting one of the steel lockpicks she’d gotten from the spy’s satchel into the keyhole, it was repulsed by a strong magnetic force. There had to be glyphs in there, but some sort of ward or enchantment was preventing her spell from detecting it.

Well, that’s that, she thought.

To say there were undiscovered passages she still hadn’t mapped would have been an understatement. There seemed to be more structures below Torrviol than at the surface. However, her auric mana was nearing depletion, so she chose one more place to visit before she returned to the surface.

There was a place where a brick wall had collapsed into a lower level so that a two-foot-high opening led to a place Mirian couldn’t seem to otherwise find an entrance to. She hadn’t gone down, though, because there was a fifteen-foot drop, and the wall was sheer enough she couldn’t climb back out. If she went down, she’d be trapped, and would just have to pray there was another exit somewhere.

Mirian returned to the area and knelt down to cast image room. Sure enough, the corridor went in both directions, but she couldn’t see anywhere that it linked up with. Bad idea to go down, then. On a whim, though, she cast sense enchantment. She was surprised when she got a positive result. Crawling forward so she could stick her head out of the hole and look down the corridor, Mirian cast her light spell.

In the distance, she could make out an old shrine. It took her a moment to interpret which God the shrine was dedicated to. It was Altrukyst, she was pretty sure, but in some Elder form she’d never seen before. Usually, he was depicted with a guide lantern and stars, with chains figuring prominently in older ones. It was only the chains and stars she recognized. On either side of the statue were two black, polished obsidian orbs, each surrounded by a disk of odd-looking metal. The metal had a strange, orange luster she didn’t recognize, though “orange” wasn’t the right word. It reminded her of bronze, except the light reflecting off it was patchy; some parts were brighter, some darker, as if shadowy clouds ran through the substance. Linking the two orbs was a chain, passing through a screaming mouth in Altrukyst’s torso. The strange bronze-like metal wasn’t returning as enchanted, though.

In the statue’s hand was a talisman. It appeared silver at this distance, though obviously it wasn’t silver or it would have tarnished long ago. That was what she had detected. She tried casting a lift object spell to get it, but even stranger, there seemed to be some form of spell resistance in the area.

Another mystery, she cursed. Despite her exploration, she still had no idea where Professor Jei actually went when she went into the underground. And yet, even as it was frustrating, it was exciting. She had the time to solve it.

She headed back to the surface.
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The next morning, Mirian went down to the Courier’s office to look for Song Jei’s address. “I’m writing her a thank-you card for teaching,” she explained to the attendant. Most addresses in Torrviol were a matter of public record, so this wasn’t an unusual request. The government needed to know it for tax collection purposes, while merchants, bankers, and traders often needed to know an address to follow up on a contract (or, in some cases, hire debt collectors or inform the magistrate if a contract had gone sour). Her explanation was more to make sure she didn’t get caught up as a suspect in an investigation. She doubted the guards were looking very hard for Song Jei, but Captain Mandez would have no problem pinning her disappearance on a convenient scapegoat.

Professor Jei lived in a small apartment south of the belltower, and just east of the Academy crafting center. This was a good location to scout, because people were allowed up the belltower to view the city. It wasn’t a great view of the city—the Kiroscent Dome blocked most of the northern view—but it was across the street and three buildings down from Song Jei’s place. Mirian summited the tower while munching on a pastry from the market, which felt like the least suspicious thing she could do.

Mirian could just see through the window of the apartment. She was sure it was Professor Jei’s, because she could see a traditional Zhighuan red silk banner hanging by the window, decorated in the gold logograms of their language. A sinuous serpent-like creature overlooked the markings.

The banner also had a diagonal tear through it.

Only a bit of reflected sunlight illuminated the inside of the apartment, but she thought she could just make out a piece of broken furniture.

To confirm her suspicions, Mirian went down an alley, and cast her minor disguise spell. Looking at herself in a pocket mirror, the spell was obviously flawed, with the face she’d created looking a bit uncanny, but she’d brought a cap to supplement her disguise so she put that on. If she’d learned anything in Professor Marva’s class, it was that illusion magic could be enhanced by physical accompaniments. As far as she could tell, Marva had never used an illusion for their clothes, only for their voice, face, and hair.

Mirian had an envelope in her hand. If anyone asked, her plan was to pretend to be a runner trying to deliver a message. She went past the shop on the ground floor of the building and up the stairs. Sure enough, there was Professor Jei’s door with the correct address on the third floor. The door had two cracks through it where it had clearly been broken, then mended afterward with a spell. And sure enough, there was a warded totem in front of the door, with a notice reading Area under the protection of the Torrviol guard. Messing with that would send a magical signal to the guard station, and a very loud alarm here. Some drunk students had tried getting into a warded room in the dormitories two years back, and had woken up everyone in the building. The faint glow of the ward confirmed what Mirian had suspected. Professor Jei had listened to her; it just hadn’t been enough. Instead of ambushing her in the tunnels, they’d apparently just kicked in her door and probably abducted or murdered her. Maybe both. After all, with Captain Mandez in charge of the guard and working with the spies, it would be easy to break into any residence in Torrviol. No investigation was ever going to turn up what really happened.

That worried Mirian. Professor Torres had said Jei’s home was warded, and if Torres had helped with the wards, the spies had smashed through some serious protection. All Mirian had seen were a few wands, but that implied a powerful arcanist must be working with them. Secrecy would have to continue to be her protection.

Mirian spent the rest of the day with Selesia. They walked through the Mage’s Grove, visited the arena, then just walked around Torrviol. The day was cold but sunny. The markets were bustling with people. Farmers from the surrounding area hawked their produce, while merchants displayed the latest goods to come up from Cairnmouth. It was nice to chat with Selesia about her home city in faraway Akana Praediar while enjoying simply existing in this peaceful moment. It was strange, too—it really was peaceful. In just over a week, riots would begin in Palendurio, leylines would erupt along the scrublands, and then the world would end. It seemed impossible for there to be such… normality.

Selesia saw the melancholy pass over her. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing to worry about,” Mirian said. If she told her, it would just cause pain, panic—maybe an existential crisis or two. And then it would all be erased anyways. She smiled, and hoped it didn’t look too fake.
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The first week of the second quarter passed quickly enough. Mirian enjoyed her time with her friends as best she could. On the weekend, she went down into the underground to expand her map twice more. The end result was practically illegible because of the ways the passages crisscrossed beneath each other. There was no hope in memorizing the whole thing, so Mirian did her best to get a general sense of it, and then memorize the most useful routes. She was sure other buildings connected to the underground, but hadn’t encountered any staircases leading up. But Professor Jei must have used them. There was something she was missing.

When she emerged from Griffin Hall that third time, she spotted Valen waiting for her on the bench. “Hey, Mirian. Nice disguise spell.”

Mirian groaned. “What do you want?”

“Can a girl not just⁠—?”

“You’re obviously following me. What. Do. You. Want?”

Valen squinted at her like she was a moron. “Is it not obvious?”

“It’s not obvious. Gods, I wish you’d leave me alone. What can I say to you that would make you leave me alone?”

Valen drew back as if hurt. “And what have I done to you?”

Mirian raised an eyebrow. “Did you want me to start listing things? Second year, group project, you called me a ‘scarecrow but with less brains’ and a ‘fool without a court,’ which is why I stopped commenting on anything at all for that project. Twice during class, you spilled my own ink on me with a force spell, once when I was doing a presentation, which you know I hate. Yes, I know it was you. Third year, you⁠—”

“I don’t really need the list,” Valen said. “You’re such a killjoy. Why did you have to be so….” She didn’t finish that thought. Instead, she said, “I want to know what you’ve been doing in Griffin Hall. Or I’ll… report you.” Valen waggled her eyebrows.

Mirian sighed and sat down next to Valen on the bench. She was pretty sure the girl was bluffing, but she also didn’t want to risk the Torrviol guard throwing her in jail again. “I’m looking for Professor Jei,” she said. “I think the guards helped abduct her. Or kill her.”

That made Valen jerk back in surprise. “That doesn’t explain why you’re smuggling a picture frame under that cloak of yours.”

Mirian briefly showed her the cartography device, then hid it back under her cloak. “Let me just put it this way, because you won’t believe the real story: there’s a lot you don’t understand.”

“Try me,” Valen said, and there was an intensity to her gaze that Mirian found surprising.

“I’ll tell you on the 1st of Duala,” she said. “Until then? Please stop stalking me.”

Mirian departed for the dormitories, leaving Valen behind. For the first time, though, she started considering if she could use Valen’s obsession with her to her advantage somehow. She’d picked up that Valen was following her mostly from context, not from actually catching her. Which was impressive, because when Mirian went to Griffin Hall, she was on the lookout, and she was also constantly keeping watch for more traces of the Akanan spies. Valen was annoying, but she was also pretty stealthy. And she had a keen eye. She’d seen that Akanan spy back in the first loop, and clearly had figured out Mirian was acting odd.

Maybe she could help Mirian track the Akanan spies. It was something to consider.
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Mirian continued her classes and worked on creating a more combat-focused spellrod for her Artifice class. This time, several of the spells were not covered in her combat certification, but it didn’t matter because no one in Torrviol would live long enough to check her project.

Soon after, Nicolus departed on his midnight train ride. The next day, Mirian started reading newspapers again. She needed to figure out more about the riots in Palendurio, though since all news needed to move along the trains, she probably wouldn’t hear about it for a few days. It would take a day or three for news of the riots to actually make it up. Right now, they were still talking about the revolt down in Rambalda, which she’d thought had been suppressed, but maybe she’d misremembered, or maybe it had erupted again after the executions of all those people. No word about what was going on in Akana though, and nothing about the incident at the embassy.

When it came time for her study session in Bainrose with Xipuatl, Mirian was ready. Mirian had arranged to go last in the rotation, so she quickly ran through the third textbook with him. Then, she said, “Hey, you’ve talked a lot about how the arcane theorems we use are incomplete. What’s an example of that?”

Xipuatl frowned. “That depends. How, hmm.” He paused, looking for the right words. “How zealous are you about the Luminate Order?”

“I go once a week. I’m faithful to the Gods.”

“And what about church doctrine?”

Now she got what he was saying. “I’m not going to sic the church on you for blasphemy. I’m faithful to the Gods,” she emphasized.

Xipuatl was still hesitating, though she could also tell he really did want to talk about it. It was his passion, after all. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s that… well, yeah, I guess it’s that. No offense. You’re a great study partner, but that’s different from trust.”

Mirian thought about that, and thought about all the politics Nicolus and Xipuatl had discussed. “What if I give you leverage over me?”

He raised an eyebrow. “And how exactly would you do that?”

“Here,” she said, digging out the map of the underground from her bag. She’d removed it from the device frame so she could study it, but now she was sick of studying it anyways. “It’s a map of Torrviol’s underground. I’ve been sneaking into Griffin Hall so I could get down there. Definitely something a student shouldn’t be up to, right? Definitely suspicious and weird, yeah? The kind of thing that might start an investigation.”

“When,” Xipuatl said, “did you find the time to do this? You must have had a cartographic device, which they don’t even sell here. Hm. I never suspected you’d surprise me. You don’t strike me as… nefarious.”

“I’m nefarious as the five hells,” Mirian said. “Okay, maybe not that bad. So tell me—what are the theoretical arcane frameworks missing?”

Xipuatl spent a moment looking up and down the map. Then he rolled it up and said, “Soul magic.”

Ohhhhh. That’s why he doesn’t want to say anything. “Necromancy?”

He gave a dramatic sigh. “No, I really don’t mean necromancy, but I can’t explain it without someone immediately jumping there. Tlaxhuaco nagual—that’s our term for magic user—constantly use the soul energy of myrvite plants in a great deal of their magic. It’s not parasitic, like necromantic siphoning. And it’s not like curses, which are designed to damage the soul.”

“You said they had druids in Tlaxhuaco.”

“Nagual are similar to the druids, but different. It’s usually translated as ‘druid,’ but it’s not quite right. The druids of yore seem to have used magic to control animal myrvites, and taken advantage of their natural spells. It might have been soul magic, maybe. Most of the surviving texts about that were written by non-experts either observing druids or hearing about them second or thirdhand, so I can’t say exactly what they were doing. Pity they’re all gone. You can thank the Luminate Order for that.”

Mirian bit her tongue. The Luminate Order did have something of a dark history, but they’d moved beyond that, right? Still, she could see why Xipuatl would be cautious. All forms of soul magic were, by law, considered necromancy. She could also see why Xipuatl would immediately hate an organization that considered his nation’s traditional magic inherently blasphemous. If it had been the first cycle, Mirian might have ended the conversation there. No one wanted to be accused of heresy for discussing necromancy with a bit too much interest. But now, Mirian could take risks. The worst punishment they could dish out would last about six more days at most.

“So why is soul magic important here?” Mirian finally asked.

“Incomplete energy equations, for one. Has Professor Endresen talked about that yet? I took her class last quarter.”

“Huh. She has. Is that where you think the energy in a spell with a mental component goes?”

“Of course it is! Your mind is part of you as much as your soul is. The spell has to interface with your soul. It explains the inefficiency, too—you have to overcome your own spell resistance. Not as extreme as overcoming someone else’s because you’re subconsciously attuned to it, but it explains the missing energy.”

“That implies a transformation from arcane energy to celestial energy, which has never been documented. Because it’s impossible,” Mirian said. She was getting extremely skeptical of Xipuatl’s claims. He really did have a totally different conception of the theoretical frameworks of magic.

“Celestial energy… I don’t know where that term came from. Why do the Luminates distinguish between necromantic, soul, and celestial energies? Soul energy has phase-changes just like arcane energy does, but it doesn’t just have three, and it certainly doesn’t have them where the church says they do.”

Mirian tried to wrap her head around what he was saying. If Xipuatl was correct, then the Luminate Order was lying. And why would they lie about something that big? “You’re saying this is all measurable. But the best research wizards can’t measure⁠—”

“Because you’re missing half the glyphs. The runic symbols⁠—”

“—the holy runes of the church? Wait, does Tlaxhuaco know them? Does Tlaxhuaco use them?”

“I’ve said too much,” Xipuatl said. “You understand why I can’t talk to anyone about this? You’ve spent your whole life hearing I’m full of shit, and there’s nothing I can say that changes a lifetime of indoctrination. That’s why I need overwhelming evidence.” He shrugged. “You’ve taken it better than most, though. At least your brain was still working for most of the conversation. Some people just go straight to trying to punch me.”

He was right, Mirian absolutely didn’t believe him. The blessings of the Gods were indeed a form of energy, since they acted on the world, but they couldn’t be measured, and they certainly had nothing to do with necromancy. But the logic of mental components of spells interfacing with the soul sure made a lot of sense. But then by Church definition, any spell with a mental component was necromancy.

She needed some time to wrap her head around it all. And how would she test anything he’d just said?

“Thank you,” she said, as Xipuatl turned to leave. “I just… I need time to think. It’s… it’s a lot,” she said.

“Yeah, don’t mention it,” he said. “Literally. Or I’ll sic the wrath of the Yanez family on you.”

“Don’t worry. I can keep a secret,” she said. As the door to the study room closed, she muttered to herself, “We’re all dead in a few days anyways.”

She kept thinking as she brought the textbooks back to the return cart. She’d always been interested in the divine blessings of the Gods. Less so the Luminate Order and its rituals and studies of the Prophets—that felt too much like history to her—but the healing magic had always fascinated her. Could she learn it? Join the Luminate Order for a cycle? For so long, she had been constrained by what seemed to be her fate, which was to spend all her energy studying artifice so she could support her family. Now, the thread of fate was cut. She could be anything, if only for a month.
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Fifthday, Mirian decided to finally figure out what happened to Platus. She woke up early enough to annoy Lily, but just mentioned she needed to do some “extra studying.” It was a good excuse, and Lily just went back to sleep. Then she headed for the Alchemistry building.

It was unlocked, though it shouldn’t have been. Mirian had finally completed her newest version of the spellrod the day before, so she drew it from her belt and prepared the force shield setting. She still wondered what it was Platus had uncovered that led to him getting killed. What secret had he stumbled on?

Mirian cautiously made her way up the stairs, careful not to step too loudly. Every so often she paused to listen, but didn’t hear anything. By the time she made her way to the third floor, she finally did hear noise—the tinkle of glassware and the low hum of a spell engine. She looked back and forth down the hall. Dark and empty, as far as she could tell. She didn’t think any of the Akanan agents were on the level of using camouflage spells, not if they were relying on wands.

She tiptoed toward the open door of room 312. There were only a few minutes left until the explosion. Maybe someone was already in there with him? Mirian peeked around the corner.

Sure enough, there was Platus, all six hulking feet of him, bent over one of the alchemy counters. One of the supply cupboards was open, the lock on it hanging off, broken, the contents emptied. Platus had arranged a large array of various chemicals and magichemicals in front of him. He’d scattered jars and measuring utensils across the counter, and was now focused on stirring something in one of the large glass beakers. A small spell engine for heating chemicals was on, and something was boiling in it. He was so focused on his project that he didn’t seem to notice Mirian peering in.

She double-checked. No one down the hall. No one else in the room. What was she missing? And what was Platus making anyways? She squinted at the jars on the counter, and her eyes widened. Oh five hells, she thought.

“Platus! What are you doing?”

He started, then shouted right back at her. “Burning hells, what are you doing? Go away before I hurt you.”

“You’re about to create a nitromyruenide, and you don’t have a containment field. Gods above, is that how it happens? You just blow yourself up? Are you suicidal?”

Platus went red in the face. He’d always had a short temper. “You’re all jealous of me! Trying to hold back my greatness. It won’t work! Now get out of here. This is my discovery.”

“Listen, I don’t really give a shit about you one way or another. Who told you to mix those? You’re about to create a room-sized fireball, and I guarantee you won’t survive it. Did you break into the Alchemistry building just to make an explosive?”

“I gave you a chance,” Platus said, and then he drew his wand.

Mirian didn’t know what the wand did, so she ducked around the corner and cast her force shield.

The explosion slammed into it within seconds, the fireball erupting from the door. Her force shield broke, and she went sprawling. She ran for the stairs, because the heat pouring out of the room was far too intense to stay close to.

Now she knew what kind of wand he was using, though. He’d used a flame spell—right next to an entire pile of extremely volatile chemicals. She couldn’t believe it. Was his death really unrelated to the conspiracy? There had to be more to it. Had someone convinced him to make whatever harebrained recipe he was brewing? Maybe the Akana spies had told him to do it as a distraction while they infiltrated some critical place. Or maybe Platus had really just been that stupid.

Mirian cast her disguise spell, then left through one of the side doors. She didn’t want to deal with a bunch of questions from anyone. When she got to class, she thought about the first time it had happened. She’d been so distraught. A student had died, in front of her, and it had haunted her for days. Now, it just seemed like a piece of trivia. She wasn’t sure she liked the change in perspective. But if the Gods had sentenced her to see so much death, again and again, it seemed an inevitable consequence of her fate.
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That evening, she and Selesia took a walk down by the market again after classes. Platus’s death came up—how could it not?—but Mirian changed the topic after only a brief discussion. She didn’t want to dwell on it. They mostly talked about school, since that was what consumed most of their time. Since Selesia was training to be a mage generalist, Mirian could only offer her advice on half her classes.

Midway through the conversation, Mirian started to say, “In two years, you’ll look back at your classes and…” and then she paused. It was one thing to know there wouldn’t be “two years from now” for Selesia, and another to internalize it. She swallowed hard. “—and realize they were easier than you remember. Sorry, had something in my throat.”

Selesia didn’t seem to notice. “Ugh, you can’t tell me the classes get even harder, Mirian! How do you even remember it all?”

“You don’t have to memorize every glyph, but it helps. Understanding theory also goes a long way.”

“But the theory doesn’t make sense! It’s incomplete,” she said, and Mirian remembered she was part of the Takoa people, not just Akanan. More closely connected to Xipuatl’s people than to the colonists that had left Baracuel’s shores those centuries earlier. She wondered if they had similar views on soul magic. “What do the Takoa think of the… right, they don’t have the Luminates over in Akana. What is it… the Church of the Ominian?”

“Yeah. Uh, probably best not to talk about it in public,” Selesia said in a low voice. “It’s… well, there was really bad blood between the Church and the Takoa. Several nasty wars before Akana’s constitution came into effect and gave the Takoa some protection from the zealots. There’s still a bunch of church leaders who think that part of the constitution should be repealed, so it’s something of a hot political issue. Not that there’s many people here who think that, but even though they like to brand each other heretics, the two churches are pretty similar in how they feel about everyone else.”

“Gotcha, yeah.”

“You seem pretty open-minded, though,” Selesia said hopefully.

“Thanks,” Mirian said with a smile. “Hey, one sec, gonna pick up a newspaper. I’m trying to be a little less ignorant about the world.” When she got to the printer’s stand, though, it was just the Torrviol Broadsheet for sale. “What happened to the other papers?” she asked.

The woman shrugged. “Morning train didn’t stop by. Trouble down the track is the rumor, but nothing too bad. Maybe we’ll have two papers tomorrow.”

“Ah, thanks,” Mirian said, but was thinking, I bet the smaller magical eruptions we saw have something to do with that.

“You okay?” Selesia asked her. “You’ve got this distant look in your eyes.”

Mirian gave her a smile she hoped wasn’t sad. “Ah, sorry. I… miss my little brother,” she said. That wasn’t the complete truth, but it was true. It had been nearly a year since she’d seen Zayd, and he was cute as ever. Her parents had told her he was reading books already, and was just as inquisitive as his big sister.

“Tell me about him,” Selesia said.

So she did. He’d been four when she’d visited last, and a right terror. He was far too cute to stay mad at, though she had to hide her stuff on the top shelf or he’d get into it. The reason she’d been out of baduka boar scriber’s ink was because he’d gotten ahold of the bottle, and dumped the whole thing out. By the time they’d caught him, the ink had either stained the floorboards or his clothes, and the reassemble liquid spell was inadequate to reverse the damage. But when he’d seen how mad she was, he’d hung his head and given the cutest “sorry” she’d ever heard, so she couldn’t stay angry at him. Mirian told her other stories too. She’d talked to Lily about him, too, but she found she didn’t mind repeating herself. Little Zayd. When will I see you again?
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Mirian spent most of the weekend practicing her spellwork. Once again, she was annoyed that she would spend a great deal of time scribing spells, only to have all that progress wiped away in a few days. Still, it was necessary. There was no replacement for practice.

She stopped by the market and the train station each day for news. On Firstday, she checked with the staff on the train platform, whose job at the moment was to stand around and tell increasingly agitated people that, no, the train still wasn’t here.

“Still delayed,” one of the conductors, a man with a short goatee and a bit of gray in his dark hair told her. “There’s been no news of why, but that probably means a break in the track. Maybe they sent a sending spell or a messenger bird over, but I haven’t seen it.”

Mirian tapped her chin. “Maybe someone needed to commandeer the train for an emergency? Who do they tell if that happens?”

“I doubt it,” the conductor said. “The message would go straight to the city guard so they could prepare, and the city guard would alert us. The emergency law predates trains; it used to be used all the time when there were myrvite incursions.”

“Would the couriers get a message?”

“I suppose they would hear about it too. And we haven’t heard anything from either, so it’s probably just a break and the signal lights got screwed up by some bad weather.”

“Thanks,” she told him. There was another small piece of the puzzle assembled. By now, Akanan forces had probably landed on Baracuel’s shores, or there’d be no way for them to make it to Torrviol in time. So the army probably had already dispatched the division for protection, but they would never make it in time if it was a magical eruption causing damage to the track. The Baracuel army would always arrive at the last minute, unless it was sent before the crisis. But getting the Baracuel army sent before the crisis wasn’t going to happen because no one would believe the Akanans would attack until whatever happened in Palendurio happened—which no one in Torrviol would hear about except Nicolus. Not that it did him much good. Likely, the leyline eruption had already killed him.

To compound it, no one in Torrviol would be prepared for the Akanans or the Baracuel army’s deployment because the message the guards were supposed to distribute was getting suppressed. That did leave one last avenue—the Royal Couriers. They should be distributing a message, but they weren’t. Maybe the magical eruptions scared off the messenger birds. The guards have no jurisdiction over the couriers, so that must be it.

The next thing Mirian wanted to know was when the spellwards failed. The long magical barriers were connected by ward totems that ringed Torrviol and the surrounding farms, but the spell engines that powered the barrier were in three short stone towers. In the old times, scouts would be posted at each tower to act as lookouts for myrvites or bandits, but these days, most towns hired two or three mages on a temporary basis to walk a ring around the barrier every few days and make sure the wards were intact and the spell engines were properly fueled with fossilized myrvite. The train delays shouldn’t have caused the problem; all the towers were stocked with at least a month’s worth of the magical stone for just such a reason.

Mirian walked across the fields, which were bare except for a few weeds as they waited for winter to pass. Here and there, birds flitted about, searching the soil for bugs or seeds, she wasn’t sure. A few waited in the groves of cherry and elderberry trees, feathers all puffed up in the cold. Other than that, there wasn’t much movement. The clouds hung motionless, and as she walked farther from town, the city seemed to still. Looking back, she could admire the time that was put into each building, and how even from afar the buildings had a liveliness to them. The skyline was completed by Torrian Tower, Bainrose Castle, and the Kiroscent Dome, each distinct forms that rose above the other buildings. Thousands of years of history, the homes of generations, soon to be annihilated.

The stone watchtower was a stubby little thing, only two stories high, and these days the nearby trees were taller than it. Normally, there was a familiar prickle of mana flowing through the air when a spell engine was running, especially a large one. It had already failed, though. Had no one noticed? And why? Torrviol was lucky they hadn’t had a myrvite attack. Sure, the patrols up north hunted the beasts of the frostlands, but that didn’t mean no myrvites, just fewer myrvites, as the frost scarabites nesting south of here proved.

She made a mental note to check earlier in the cycle next time. At this point, it was impossible to say if it was sabotage, poor maintenance, or something else. There was no going in to see how or why, though. Each tower had a reinforced oak door with a thick steel portcullis, and the doors were kept locked when the tower wasn’t being serviced.

Either way, the damage had already been done. What made the most sense to her was that someone sabotaged the south spellward barrier so the town’s attention was there, and not northwest where the attack would come from. But as she hiked around the hills behind the dormitory, she found the second tower’s spell engine also dead. Maybe it’s connected to the magical eruptions? The spellwards in the south scrublands had also failed.

Mirian headed back to her dorm. Two more days of classes and some normality. Then in the evening, the world would end again.
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The last cycle, Mirian had missed several days of classes because of her early departure. This time, Professor Marva had given her some valuable tips on the mental component of an illusion spell. It wasn’t just the spell itself you could practice; you could also practice rehearsing the image or sound you wanted to produce. Some people with poor visualization capabilities found it easier to have a small painting or sketch to look at. On one hand, it could be a problem if you used the same disguise over and over again, but it was interesting to learn that practicing art or music could enhance the quality of illusions.

Professor Runer, on the other hand, hadn’t said much that Mirian hadn’t already picked up in her independent studies. It was certainly useful to practice all the different kinds of spells she might encounter, but the class was too focused on the basics. That made sense for a 200-level class where she was one of the few sixth years. She resolved to get her second combat certification level next cycle though, and see what Professor Cassius had to say in a 300-level class.

Two cycles ago, Mirian had seen one of the Akanan spies atop Bainrose. Her newest spellrod was designed purely for combat, and though it still had too narrow a focus, it had a wide array of force spells and a grounding spell that would deal with the lightning wands she knew the spies liked to use.

After classes, she told Lily she was heading to Bainrose to study.

“Again?” Lily said. “You’ve been really busy lately.”

“Yeah. See you tonight,” Mirian lied.

She couldn’t bear to say goodbyes. She just didn’t want to know. If she didn’t know, she could imagine they met peaceful ends.

Mirian got an early dinner from the dining hall by annoying one of the cooks for something quick. There was no way she was going to miss dinner again. That always made her miserable when the next cycle started. Then she went to the front door. It shouldn’t have been locked so early, but it was.

“Library’s closed,” the guard said.

“I need to study,” she said piteously.

He shrugged. “Study tomorrow.”

“But the test is tomorrow!”

“Sorry,” the guard said, not sounding sorry at all.

“Why is the library closed? It’s not supposed to close. I know the door locks after eight, but even then we’re allowed to come in. So what’s going on?”

“Dunno. Just following orders.”

“Whose orders?”

“Captain’s.”

“Captain Mandez? He must have said something about why. Also, isn’t it up to the Academy when the buildings are open?”

“Captain gives orders, I follow them. Law’s the law. Hurry along now.”

Mirian sighed. She could definitely keep annoying him, but even though the world would end soon, she didn’t think fighting him and trying to break open the door would go well for her. She walked away, then when she was out of sight from the guard, she doubled back and headed around the side of Bainrose.

She stared up at the museum tower with a look of determination. It was about ten feet up until the start of the old lavatory shaft. She cracked her knuckles, then went to go find something to stand on.

The cafeteria held the answer. The back of it was absolutely full of empty crates. They were there for when the Academy wanted to reuse them to ship something back down by train—eventually, they’d probably be full of the magical artifacts and spell engines that Torrviol produced—but until then, they were relatively light and sturdy enough to stand on. And easy to steal.

In the distance, Mirian heard the loud echo of thunder. The fighting had begun. She wondered what the hell they were firing at. The Baracuel military would only just be unloading by train now, and none of them were in the western edge of the city where the shells were landing. Maybe the Akanans had overestimated the readiness of the military response? Or did they just want to slaughter civilians? If it was the latter, how had the soldiers turned so fast from comrades at arms with Baracuel to bloodthirsty opponents?

Questions for another time. Mirian hoisted one of the crates on her shoulder, then used the enhanced lift object spell from her spellrod to grab another. She hurried back to Bainrose, circling around the back again so the guard wouldn’t see her, though it was possible he’d fled because of the fighting. The castle wall was slightly sloped at the bottom precisely to prevent the kind of shenanigans she was attempting, but the castle side was no longer smooth. Once she was high enough, she could jump over and grab some thin-looking handholds where the stone jutted out slightly and the mortar had eroded. She stacked the crates on top of each other. The ground was uneven, so it was a wobbly structure, but there wasn’t time to figure out anything else.

The crack of gunfire erupted west of her, as did the shouting and screaming that came with it. She could see some of the flashes. Mirian missed her first attempt, scraping her fingernails and sending her satchel into the mud. The damn thing was unbalancing her. She rifled through it to grab the glyph keys—maybe one of them worked on the doors here?—then tossed everything else aside. At least she didn’t have to worry about her spellbook or notes. They’d both be back when she died. For now, the spellrod would have to do.

As she was balancing on the crates again, an artillery shot smashed into one of the buildings south of Bainrose, sending a shockwave that knocked Mirian and the crates over. Shit. She had to hurry. The Akanans would advance rapidly from the hills to the perimeter, and she was running out of time. She stacked the crates one more time, carefully climbed up so they wouldn’t topple, then leapt.

Her fingers dug into the rough stone, but she had a grip! She hoisted a foot up so she could stand on the stone and reach up for the latrine’s chimney. Hasn’t been used in a hundred years, she reassured herself. With one hand pressed against the far side of the chimney and her feet on the stone below, she was able to leverage herself into the chimney. Once she was in, it was easy climbing—she just braced her back against one side and her hands and feet against the other. It was slow going, and she started to cramp, but her wiry frame easily fit.

When she got to the top, she had to heave against the wooden cover over the latrine. It rattled, but it didn’t open. Damn, it’s latched, she realized. Carefully, she steadied herself and reached for her spellrod. Fortunately, it was already configured for lift object so she didn’t have to fiddle with the dials in the dark while bracing herself. She channeled, and the lid burst open. Hopefully, all the artillery and gunfire had masked the sound of wood splintering and metal clattering.

Mirian groaned as she emerged from the latrine shaft and immediately dusted herself off. Chunks of long-dried something fell down. Crumbling mortar, she decided. The alternative was way too gross to consider. She stretched, working out a kink from her back. In this cycle, she’d never told the guards some tall tale, so the museum tower door was unlocked.

She crept over to the walkway balconies that overlooked the first floor, changing her spellrod’s setting to force shield as she did. Bainrose was empty. No librarian. No students. She heard the next explosion clearly, even through the stone walls of the castle. The floor shook hard; then there was another cacophony and the place kept shaking. That had to have been Torrian Tower getting hit. With the first and second floors apparently deserted, it was decision time. In the second cycle, the spy had gone to the roof of Bainrose. But there’d been a lot of disruptions to that cycle, and they’d been watching Torrviol’s evacuation. Still, she didn’t remember Bainrose getting hit, and clearly, the spies had arranged for the castle to be deserted and locked up, probably so they didn’t have to deal with the one building in Torrviol that could withstand a prolonged artillery barrage. My history teacher would be so proud, she mused. And she’d had the temerity to ask him why they had to study stupid war stuff involving cannons. When am I ever going to need to know that? she’d said.

She decided to head up. The third and fourth floors were where secure and rare materials were stored, and therefore off-limits to students. She headed up the northwest tower’s spiral staircase, ready to try her glyph keys.

But when she got to the top, the door was open. So was the fourth-floor door. Well, someone was definitely here, and they clearly didn’t think they needed to worry about locking the doors anymore. At the top of the fourth-floor landing, she climbed up the old steel ladder, quietly opening the trap door. She’d never been on the battlements of Bainrose before. It was rather exciting.

She peeked her head out. No one on the northwest tower turret. It didn’t look like anyone was on the nearby parapets, either. Mirian kept close to the battlements of the tower so she didn’t form an obvious silhouette and looked around.

Light flashed all around Torrviol as spellfire shells rained down. Chain lightning erupted from craters, fireballs flattened roofs, and everywhere, people were running and screaming. The Akanans were coming across the fields, with their western flank cutting through the northern dormitories and the hills. That group was moving slowly because, as she could see, the soldiers were busy shooting the fleeing students. She felt sick watching it, her stomach twisting into a knot of disgust and rage. In the more open areas, she could see the Akanans advancing as squads of soldiers, each with a support vehicle trundling along, usually with some sort of gun attached. In the back, the artillery were just in front of the tree line, their positions obvious because of the bright flash that erupted when they fired. There were so many of them. How many did Xipuatl say were in an army? Twenty thousand? They outnumbered the population of Torrviol. What chance will we ever have?

The center of the Akanan army was pushing fast into the city, while a large group of them seemed to be breaking off to go around to the north. Mirian wracked her brain for the terms that book on battles had used. Is that… an encirclement? It’s not making a circle, though. She couldn’t make out what the Baracuel army was doing. Well, panicking, certainly, and firing on civilians too for some damn reason.

Mirian crept from the tower across the parapet. The northeast tower was empty, but sure enough, there was one of the Akanan spies, looking out from the southeast tower. Right. Obviously. He was watching the Baracuel army assemble. And he had a wand in his hand. Probably some sort of communication spell. Remote speech, maybe? Or some spell she’d never heard of. Well. His back was turned to her. Now was her chance.

She readied force push. That should knock the combat wand or gun he pulled out of his hands. She snuck closer to him until she was a dozen feet away. She pointed her scepter at him and said, “Hands up! Don’t move!”

The spy immediately whirled around, then reached into his jacket.

Mirian channeled.

The blast of force slammed into the spy. The wand he’d been reaching for went tumbling, but so did he, smashing into the lower part of the battlement and then over the edge. With a short scream, he fell, but the scream was drowned out by the sound of gunfire. She didn’t hear him land.

Shit, she thought. She’d killed him. Actually killed someone. Gods, that felt strange. Mirian had only meant to disarm him, but he’d reached for—well, it was self-defense, wasn’t it? And his death wouldn’t last, anyways. But she didn’t like the feeling that was roiling in her gut, this weird sense of guilt and horror and…and satisfaction. After all, these were the people who had killed her friends. Had killed her. Didn’t they deserve to die?

All around her, the Akanans were slaughtering people like animals. She didn’t think the Akanans deserved mercy, but… it didn’t feel right for her to kill someone. Mirian watched—until she couldn’t anymore, then tore her gaze away, feeling revulsion twisting through her. And hate. She hated them for what they were doing.

Mirian walked back to the northwest tower and descended, this time heading for the second basement level. She opened the door carefully, slowly, then looked around. She couldn’t see anyone. She headed for the secret door to the third basement level to see if it was open.

As she was walking through the bookcases, though, she heard the rumble of stone, then soldiers speaking Eskanar. She couldn’t understand them; the words came too fast, and her vocabulary was still dismal, but she thought she heard the words “out” and “search.”

Mirian cursed to herself, then turned the spellrod to force blades. Of course the Akanans would send a group to secure Bainrose. And of course they wouldn’t need to use the front door—the spies had been busy mapping all the secret passages and using seeker-stones to track all the professors to find even more. Five hells, they could pop up from underground amidst the Baracuel army—they wouldn’t have even needed an airship! There was just no chance of a defense. None of this spoke to a last-minute attack. How long had they been planning this for?

She heard the Akanan word for “door” next as she crept around one of the bookshelves, then she heard soldiers approaching from another direction as well. Mirian looked around. Unless there was a secret passage right next to her, she was surrounded.

Through the books, she could see the blue and white of the soldiers moving.

She was trying to creep behind a shelf when one of the soldiers she hadn’t noticed abruptly turned a corner and spotted her. He shouted a warning then raised his rifle. Mirian cast her force blades, but the spell came out incredibly weak. The blades tore holes in his uniform, but only gave him shallow cuts. Fuck, the auramancers, she remembered. How was she even supposed to deal with them?

The soldier raised his rifle.

The last thing she remembered was just how loud the rifle sounded, echoing about in the library, and just how sharp the pain was before she died again.
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Mirian jerked up from her bed with a very short scream, then quietly muttered curses to herself while holding her head in her hands. Seeing that she’d woken Lily, she said, “Sorry, nightmare. Also, just remembered I have to do something, be right back.” As if to punctuate her sentence, a drop of water plopped on her forehead.

She had tried not to shout; it was just that getting shot was painful. Even though the wound was gone by the time she woke, the primitive part of her brain didn’t understand, it just understood lots of pain, must act.

When she came back downstairs, Lily said, “Mirian, why is there a hole in the ceiling, and how is there a hole in the ceiling, and did I see it going up to the roof before you covered it?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know, and yes, but don’t worry, I’ll fix it after classes. Exams today, gotta go. You’re the best, though,” she said, and quickly changed and left.

The month had started again, and Mirian continued to act as if this was going to be a long-term thing. There was no other way to act—the Gods-damned moon was going to come down, so planning for any other future was pointless. What was up with that, anyways? It all seemed far too big to even think about that part. She had to focus on the little things she could control.

The acceptance that she was in this loop for good had given her an idea. After stealing the scroll satchel from the first spy and meeting Nicolus again, Mirian skipped ecology so that she could go buy a pocket watch and stand at the base of the Myrvite Studies staircase and wait for spy two to make an appearance. She already knew he’d be taking the stairs because she’d heard him come up them.

Sure enough, she saw dark cloak number two approaching through the gardens east of the building. She mentally marked the part of the walkway where she’d first seen him and the time. She’d stand there next time. He approached with his cowl down so it was hard to get a look at his features.

“Hey,” she said in Eskanar (which was one of the few words she now knew) as he walked by her into the building. That caused him to start and look up, and she got a good look at his face, though he quickly lowered his head again and rushed by her without speaking. Mirian sketched down what she had seen in her journal as best she could, making notes about the shade of blue his eyes were, a few of the freckles on his pale face, and the way his hair was styled under the hood.

She finished her exam early in Enchantments again, enjoying the baffled look of Professor Eld once again as she did. This gave her a few minutes to improve on her absolutely awful artifice project just before her presentation. Gods, what an embarrassing piece of work. She wondered how many more times she’d need to present it. Passing Artifice Design was required for three of the classes she still wanted to take next quarter, though. After that, she told Torres the story about the leak and absconded to go visit the scrap piles by the crafting stations and open her bank account again. She stocked up on supplies, then found a quiet place to start copying down the designs of the glyph keys. The glyphs they used were incredibly tiny and made using specialized equipment that wasn’t sold in public markets, but eventually, she might find a way to copy them. She also risked getting out the seeker-stone so she could quickly copy down the glyphs it was using.

It turned out “quickly copy down the glyphs” wasn’t going to work. Some of the glyphs were inside the device; she’d need to spend more time with it later. Examining the stone, she wondered how the spies had gotten them. They obviously hadn’t made them. These would require the same kind of specialized equipment as the legitimate glyph keys. Was there a supplier she could track down? Torrviol made a lot of magical items for its small size, but she was pretty sure it was illegal to make anything like this. Maybe she could track down these “syndicates” everyone kept yammering on about. Mirian had been embarrassingly old when she’d finally learned the “black market” was not a physical place where thieves hung out to sell things, but still had no idea how a black market worked.

In math, she took notes again. She had started drawing little diagrams for herself that represented the true path of different mana conduits. She thought she might be able to start applying the new theories to some of her designs. Actually, now that she knew that Torres and Jei were working together, they were almost certainly doing just that. Mirian resolved to talk to Torres about the design implications for artifice when she got a chance.

After meeting with Nicolus, she finished repairs on the hole, chatted with Lily, then told Lily she was going for a walk, which was sort of true. She implied to her she was going to the Mage’s Grove, but instead, she wandered Torrviol looking for any other spy activity. She walked quietly, cloak on and hood up, sticking to the side of the streets where she was less obvious at a quick glance. Plenty of people moved about at this hour, but she was on the lookout for any more of the break-ins to the academic buildings. She turned up nothing, but the misting rain and peaceful streets gave her time to clear her head.

Day two, she met Selesia. It was hard not to smile and move too quickly. She yearned to hold her hand again, to experience that irreplaceable warmth of connection. It stung to have to rebuild it from scratch, again, but at least she could return to it.

She decided against heading into Bainrose for the night. She was pretty sure the third spy would be coming through one of the passages the soldiers had used. She also didn’t want to risk losing to him in a fight and being trapped down there. She was also pretty sure the northern portion of the underground wasn’t connected to the other parts directly beneath Torrviol. What she needed was a way to map that too.

Over the weekend, Mirian continued her independent studies of divination spells. She scribed reveal iron, which contrary to the name, actually just sensed all magnetic metals. It then created a faint blue glow along the path of the metal. That should allow her not just to find the steel mechanisms of hidden levers, but what path they took behind the wall, and therefore, where the switches were.

Next she scribed detect aura and detect passage, each of which seemed promising, though the latter had the same problem as the cave-detection spell, and the former a radius that was a bit small. Her other project, though, was creating her own seeker-stone. Reading up on them, they were more complicated than she’d initially thought. Some seeker-stones were designed to be generically findable, which was mostly useful for expeditions, couriers, or Labyrinth delvers who might get lost in some dangerous area. These were the ones designed to reflect certain light frequencies. The kind the spies were using were not the usual kind.

For spycraft, she needed to make something she could detect, but others couldn’t. The one she’d taken off the spy used something called a glyphic bridge, something they hadn’t covered in any of her classes. A specific sequence of flux glyphs in the middle of the spell could cancel each other out in effect, but still be uniquely detectable by a device that used the right sequence. Apparently, the first telegraphs had tried to use these, but the linking of the two items only worked over short distances. This appeared to be what the Akanans were using, though the books she could find on the subject were sparse, stating that most of the research was done “by spy agencies, who then kept their results secret for obvious reasons.” The ones the Akanans were using probably were much better than what she could make, but like the glyph keys, the glyphs they’d scribed were too tiny for her to replicate. And the stone was actually two stones cemented together, with the main glyph sequence inside the stone. Breaking it open broke the glyphs too, as she found out. Oh well, she thought after cracking it open. At least they can’t track the stone anymore.

Before her math exam on Firstday, Mirian thanked Professor Jei for a wonderful class before slipping her own seeker-stone in her bag. As usual, Jei left early while the proctors took over. Mirian scribbled down answers for a minute before requesting a bathroom break. Once outside, she activated her seeker device, a rough fan-looking thing of brass, wood, and silver wire. Lights along the edge of the fan shape lit up in the direction of the stone.

The lights pointed her towards Bainrose. She hurried over to the courtyard, and just caught a glimpse of Jei walking into the castle before the lights in the device went dead. Either the thick stone walls were interfering, or the distance had grown too long.

She stashed her device under her cloak and walked quickly, trying to catch up without looking too suspicious. The guard in the plaza was usually not standing in front of Bainrose—no guard was posted there until night, when the doors locked. Today, he was standing right in front of the barbican. He leaned his halberd against the wall, adjusted his belt, then stood at attention again. It looked like normal behavior—but maybe not. Was he in charge of signaling when Jei passed? She recognized him as the guard she’d talked to that first cycle, the one who had been totally apathetic. Was he a spy, or just a traitor?

Mirian walked past him into the library, quickly passing the front desk to duck behind one of the towering shelves. She pulled out the tracking device again. The light in the center blinked faintly, then stopped again. She’s probably gone to the basement already, Mirian decided, and hastened her steps. When she got to the second basement level and pulled out the device again, it was dead. She wondered if she’d jostled loose a part. She traced the silver wires to make sure their connections were intact. Seems good. Maybe there’s too much metal in the walls. Or maybe she has some spell that disables them. But if she did, wouldn’t she have used it on the Akanan seeker-stones?

She’d lost Professor Jei though, so she reluctantly returned to Griffin Hall. “Sorry,” she told the proctor. “Last night’s dinner did not agree with me.”

The proctor sighed. “I really didn’t need to know that.”

Mirian sat back down and resumed her work, though she spent most of her time thinking about the problems in the back half of the exam. When she looked at the first few problems, her mind automatically started thinking about what steps she needed to take to solve them. When she looked at the last problems, there was no mental tool that came to mind. It just looked like there wasn’t enough information. And maybe there isn’t, she realized. It’s using one of the four-dimensional coordinate arrays, but half the information is just… missing? How did she get the first half? And why don’t they know the second? If she could just get Jei to tell her about the secret project….

But already, her questions for Jei would have to wait for the next cycle. If Professor Jei wasn’t already dead this cycle, she soon would be.
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Mirian returned to Griffin Hall after classes, spellbook in hand, and descended into the underground. Immediately, she cast her new reveal iron spell. Faint glows popped up in places she expected, such as a wrought iron railing on the staircase, but there was nothing notable. She walked a few dozen feet, then tried again. Same result. Then again. Finally, she got to the split in the passages, and this time the spell revealed a long luminous line behind the wall. Just like the switch in Griffin Hall, she thought. Mirian cast detect passage next, which was more mana intensive. There seemed to be a false positive telling her the ceiling was a passage—it obviously wasn’t, but there was probably a building directly above her—while the other result was just along where the iron mechanism behind the wall was. A few minutes of study, and Mirian found it. In retrospect, it was obvious—the brick was more worn down than the others, polished by fingers pushing it a thousand times. There was a rumble, and a stone wall a few feet away swung open. Mirian felt the elation of success.

That feeling faded when she realized the passage was another hall that connected, via another secret door, to more of the underground. She wasn’t totally sure, but she thought she recognized this section. Mirian wracked her brain, trying to remember the convoluted layout from the map. What she’d found was a shortcut. But at least she had an answer to where Professor Jei usually went: through passages like these. She just needed to find the ones Jei actually used.

She found five more hidden doors in the underground. One led through a particularly grisly tunnel; there was the skeleton of a soldier, still clad in rusting armor, sword by their side. Mirian stepped gingerly around it. Probably not the one she was using. After a few hours, she stopped before she disoriented herself and got totally lost. There was no getting around it. She’d need to make that stupid cartography device again, or she was never going to find what she was really looking for.
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The next day she had no time to craft the device, though, or explore. She dedicated the day to preparing for her combat certification, crafting not just the usual assortment of wands, but the new ones she’d need for the second level. Then the next day were the tests themselves and registration, and by the end of it, Mirian was as tired as grave-dirt.

She’d just barely passed the second certification level. The first-level cert hadn’t been a problem, but the second-level one was. She was too used to carefully channeling spells, while the instructors wanted much faster reaction times and more power in each spell. Doing both tests on the same day had almost completely depleted her mana, so she spent some time lying in bed considering the ceiling before setting out to eat her second lunch of the day. There was another issue she had to contend with: everything she was doing demanded mana. Reading textbooks was fine, but real expertise came from practice, and she was practicing a lot. Every glyph she set down and every project she worked on also demanded mana, and come second quarter, her teachers would also be having her cast spells. It had never been a problem for her before, but it was becoming clear she needed to work on her aura.

“How do you get more mana for the empowered spells?” she asked Lily that evening. Mirian had insisted they celebrate their success at the trials by taking them up to one of the rooftop diners by the market square. It was cold, but a little heater by the table kept them warm. Both the view and the fare were excellent. She’d gotten a duck kabab and a rich vegetable soup that both tasted even better than they smelled.

“Huh, that’s right, you haven’t taken those classes. You’re really trying to take a 300-level combat class? What happened to artifice?”

Mirian shrugged. “Why not both?”

“I mean, I guess. It worked for Professor Torres, didn’t it? There’s a bunch of ways you can go about it, but the research is also mixed because measuring auric mana directly is tough. The soul gets in the way with its spell resistance. People can self-report flow, capacity, and generation, but only in relative terms. Then, there’s the causality problem.”

Mirian knew about that one at least. “Yeah, you can figure out it’s increased, but not why. Too many variables.”

“Yup.” Lily paused to take a bite of her savory pie. The bakers had gotten the crust perfectly flaky. “So, some people think you just get more mana over time, and that’s it. Others suggest meditation, though some of them say meditation only works in special places. Then there’s the people who say it’s just a matter of practicing spells. But if you practice a spell enough, you get more efficient at casting it, which seems like it improves your capacity, but it’s just for that spell, so one study we read said all auric mana improvements are illusionary and your auric mana is fixed. But one wizard we studied thought if you practiced stripping your auric mana almost entirely, it’s like working a muscle, you gotta really push it to the limits before it grows. Another one said that was totally bogus and it has to do with eating a special diet of myrvites. Then we read another guy who said eating myrvites was probably just producing traces of alchemical mana in the aura, so that was only a temporary improvement.”

“What you’re saying is: nobody knows.”

“Basically.” Lily took another bite. “This is so good. How did you know about this place?”

“Lucky guess. Saw it from the market and thought it looked good. Well, that’s a lie, I smelled it first. So what’d your professor say?”

“She said it’s probably all true, but you have to do it right. There’s plenty of evidence that people have increased their aura’s capacity, but some people see way more growth than others. Like, if you practice a spell wrong, you’re not going to get better. If you meditate wrong, you’re not going to improve. If you don’t actually push yourself to your limit, your capacity doesn’t improve. And mana generation is almost certainly tied to food because it’s tied to your soul which is tied to you and you need food.” Lily paused and chewed thoughtfully. “Also, everyone knows you get super hungry after casting a bunch of spells, just like exercise.”

The Academy was full of rumors and talk, and Mirian had heard the basic gist of those ideas, but it was good to hear which parts the magical research actually supported. “If we could measure souls directly, that would sure help.” Then she blinked, realization dawning on her.

“Yeah, but you can’t,” Lily said, just as Mirian was thinking, I’ve always heard you can’t, but necromancers have to be able to do it. If auric mana can be measured, and they siphon auric mana from souls, they’ve done it. She leaned back in her chair. So why does everyone say you can’t? I can’t be the only one who’s thought of that. Obviously, I can’t talk to a necromancer… but maybe Xipuatl knows. If she could learn to sense her own soul, not just her auric mana, she would be able to see if what she was doing was working.

“Well, you just got thoughtful,” Lily said.

Mirian smiled. “It’s a lot to think about. So what do you do?”

“Practice, mostly. When I meditate, I can see my auric mana, but it doesn’t feel like I can do anything with it.”

“Yeah, same for me,” Mirian said. But of course she couldn’t influence it. That’s why people needed an arcane catalyst to cast spells. That got her wondering—could a catalyst be used in meditation? What did Akana’s auramancers do to mess with their auras? And why did every answer she got always lead to more questions?

Overhead, the first stars were coming out, and the Divir moon twinkled brightly. She tried not to think too much about that.
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The next day, Mirian sold the wands from her first-level combat certification to one of the students in her dorm. The more advanced wands, she kept. She’d need them for her classes, and it would save her the time of needing to build a spellrod again. Then she got to work on making another cartography device. Now that she knew the pitfalls to avoid and what supplies to purchase ahead of time, it only took her most of a full day. After dinner, she headed for Bainrose.

This time, Mirian had made the cartography device slightly smaller, so it actually fit in her satchel. She’d still have to get it out to use it, but it wouldn’t be quite so suspicious. She headed down to the second basement level, then surreptitiously got out her spellbook and started casting.

Detect passage turned out to be a useless spell. The refurbished catacombs constantly triggered the spell in every direction, including down rows of bookcases. Problematically, the faint light from reveal iron’s glow was visible to anyone, so Mirian had to wait until a given section was empty of students before quickly casting it. Fortunately, she had a pretty good idea of where the soldiers had come out, so it only took her three tries to find the hidden steel switch embedded in the wall. Then it was a matter of hunting down the switch. Unlike Griffin Hall, there were no bricks, just thick stone blocks.

Another student came around the corner and caught her poking at the wall and gave her a funny look. Mirian pretended to read a book off the shelf until he left, then went back to searching. Then she realized—there wasn’t a switch on this side. She tried using her phantom magnet to press and pull at the steel behind the wall, but as she suspected, it wasn’t strong enough to do the job.

She needed to enhance it.

Mirian took out her wand of flame bolt and used one of her tools to pry open the wooden casing. The glyphs that intensified a basic fire spell were almost entirely the same ones that would intensify a magnetic spell. All she needed to do was scribe one more glyph on her phantom magnet page, which she quickly did. Then she just needed to channel through most of the glyphs in the wand, avoiding the last ones in the sequence, then direct the mana into her spellbook. Mirian clenched her jaw in concentration. What she was doing was dangerous. If she failed to hold onto the direction of the stream, the mana would take the easiest path, which was straight through the fire wand. She had to keep control, or she might cause a flame burst next to a bunch of books.

She could feel the mana flows slipping. She closed her eyes and refocused, thinking not of the path of the mana as traveling through space, but through something else. She thought of the flow diagrams she’d doodled in her journal, and suddenly knew why the mana flow was so hard to control. It just needed to bend—there! Her hands were trembling, but the spell had succeeded. She moved the center of the magnet downward, and to her delight, she heard the rumble of stone. Yes! She quickly entered the passage, then shut the door before any students wandered by. Then she cast a light spell.

Now that she could see it, the lever that opened the door was obvious, and she’d been right—it was only on this side. She placed the second half of the flame bolt wand casing back, though without properly repairing the mana channel she’d broken and re-gluing the case, there was no way she could safely use it. Channeling mana into it after that was liable to make it explode, maybe even igniting the arcane catalyst. Mirian fished out her mapping device and got to work.

The northern tunnels had a very different feel to them than the ones directly under Torrviol. Bainrose’s basement was made up of renovated catacombs, but the passages north were plainly still catacombs, and despite what the history books had said, not all of the interred corpses had been moved. The tunnels were narrow and filled with crevasses, making them perfect for hiding rodents that liked to squeak or skitter off just as she was passing them (Mirian only swore loudly twice). If the Torrviol underground had been maze-like, these tunnels were just a maze. When she walked past a nearly complete skeleton that was splayed out in a narrow hall, she wondered if the librarian hadn’t been exaggerating when she said several students had gotten lost and died in the passages.

Mirian was glad she’d made the cartography device again or there was no way she’d make sense of the passages. At each junction, the halls turned at odd angles, then wormed around in anything but a straight line. Alcoves that once held tombs looked at a glance to be another hall, but dead-ended immediately. The sepulchers, shrouded in shadows, made it hard to see how long each passage was. Mirian used red ink from one of her pens to mark a route back to the passage on the map herself. She was about to leave when she saw another skeleton.

This skeleton looked a lot newer than the rest. Mirian wasn’t an expert on skeletons, but she didn’t need to be. The corpse was wearing the uniform of an Arcane Praetorian. The pants had been half-eaten away and the flesh mostly stripped, but whoever had killed them hadn’t bothered to take the armor. And it was murder, she was sure. There was the small entry of a bullet in the back of the head, and the forehead of the skeleton was utterly ruined. Mirian didn’t need to be a coroner to figure that one out.

Professor Holvatti had said something interesting once: that bones were a lot like rocks. Mirian cast date rock. The spell wouldn’t be precise, but it would give a general sense of how long the bones had been lying around. Three years. Very recent, as far as these catacombs were concerned. But—what the five hells did that mean? She was sure she would have heard about a royal guard who went missing in Torrviol.

The personal effects of the skeleton had been stripped, but as the coat had decayed, something had fallen out of the red and silver doublet. It was a letter, she realized. Carefully, she reached under the ribcage to grab it, then gingerly unfolded it. Parts of it were torn or stained dark brown, but somehow, pieces of the note were still legible.

Adria,

…me in Bainrose… show you that will help your inves…

…risky to communicate by lett…

Signed,

…iokli…unn

Mirian tried to make sense of the note. This Adria—she’d been lured down here. But the name of the person who’d sent her the letter was incomplete. And they’d been sloppy enough to leave it, it seemed. Still, this was an agent of the Crown. An Arcane Praetorian! Someone elite enough that their disappearance or death should have caused notice.

She carefully placed the letter between the pages of her notebook. Then she glanced over. Poking out of a pile of dirt and ash was… a wand. The killer must have missed this, she thought. It was barely visible, and maybe when it had been left, it wasn’t visible at all. She picked it up and dusted it off. It had a beautifully polished obsidian handle, and the wood shaft was delicately carved with scrollwork. Despite that, there was no indication of what kind of wand it might be, and deep underground in a narrow passage was not a good place to experiment with it. She stashed it in her satchel, then turned back to her mapping device so she could head back out.

As she rounded the corner, though, she saw movement ahead and froze, fear gripping her. A deep hissing filled the catacombs. From the shadows emerged a chimeric beast, both of its heads fixated on Mirian. The first head was that of a viper, and the second was of a snapping turtle. It was covered in gray-green scales, with a dark shell protecting most of its body. A long tail flicked about behind it. With its bulk, it took up the entire passage.

Mirian had just looked at the map, so she already knew: it was blocking the only way out.
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The chimera let out another sinister hiss from both its mouths as it stalked forward. Mirian backpedaled as quickly as she dared. She looked one more time at the map. Then the snake head lunged forward, fangs bared. Mirian didn’t have time to think, only to react. She hurled the cartography device at the head.

There was a thunk as it clobbered the snake head, which retracted, looking annoyed, then a crack! as the frame of the device hit the stone floor and shattered—and with it, all the light in the tunnel.

Mirian felt her way back, hands moving along the nooks, and prayed that none of the natural spells the chimera possessed included darkvision or divination. Carefully, she reached into her bag and pulled out the wands. There were four. By feel, she could tell which one was the fire bolt wand because it had a crack running down the center. She set it back. The second wand had a smooth obsidian handle, which wasn’t her work. Definitely not the time to experiment with strange wands. She stuffed them back in the satchel.

She heard another echoing hiss and the steps of the chimera coming closer. Shit, shit, shit! Mirian had come to terms with dying, but she did not want to be eaten alive. She continued backing up as quietly and as quickly as was possible, then heard something crunch underfoot. Shit!

She held the two remaining wands in her hands and kept the satchel on her shoulder. There was no telling which wand was which because she’d made the casings identical. The force drill wand would be near useless; it could deal with practice dummies just fine, but any contact with a creature’s aura and the spell quickly withered. The minor lightning wand might do better. Either one would reveal her position, as the myrvite could sense magic just as well as she could. The myrvite was right in front of her; she could hear its breath. She raised the left wand, praying, and channeled.

A flash of lightning illuminated the tunnel for a second. In that instant, Mirian could see the chimera was right in front of her, but there was a small gap in a tunnel to her left. She ducked and rolled, but her satchel snagged on the edge of a protruding corner and she went sprawling. As she did, she heard the snap! of the turtle’s jaws just above her. Mirian scrambled forward, leaving her satchel and its contents spilled across the ground. She rolled onto her back, kicking up dust, then shot another bolt at the myrvite. As the bolt connected, she could see the snake head was poised to strike this time. Her duelist reflexes kicked in and she rolled to the side, and without a moment to spare. The head whooshed through the air by her, close enough the scales of the viper’s hood brushed her cheek. Mirian stood, taking a dueling pose, then retreated backwards. The lightning seemed to be annoying the chimera, but it sure as hell wasn’t doing damage.

Once again, she could hear the beast approaching. It moved slow in the dark, but steadily. If it was down here, it probably knew the catacombs better than she ever would. There was also the thick carapace on its back. This thing was tough, and she needed to find some way to either get by or kill it. The problem was, it took up the whole corridor, and its belly was too close to the ground for her to scramble under it.

Mirian’s back foot thudded into a wall. She needed to see where to go next. She channeled another lightning bolt, and again, a flash of light briefly illuminated them. The corridor split, but there wasn’t time to think about left or right, just to move. She dove left, rolling again, then rose and used the wand in her right hand this time. She didn’t point at the chimera though—she pointed above it.

There was a roar, followed by cracking as some of the stone in the ceiling shattered. The force drill spell was designed to deal with barriers, not animals. It was perfect for breaking apart rock. She heard thuds and cracks as pieces of the ceiling rained down on the beast, hitting its head and shell. Her next lighting spell revealed that the viper head was wounded; the chimera was now dragging it in the dirt as it moved forward, but the snapping turtle head with its terrifying, bone-breaking beak, seemed unfazed. Mirian dodged to the side as it lunged at her and heard the snap! where her head had just been. She couldn’t keep retreating. Soon enough, her luck would run out and she’d end up in a chamber with no way out. Without the agile snake head threatening her, she had a new option. Mirian shot another bolt, then darted forward, fists outstretched. She used the shell of the beast to vault herself up while still clinging to the wands, then slid across the shell. Small spikes on it cut into her.

For a moment, she thought she’d done it. The corridor was too narrow for the beast to turn around easily. But as her feet hit the ground, she felt the tail of the beast wrap around her left leg. Instead of gracefully running past the myrvite, she ended up getting slammed to the ground, the tail constricting around her leg until she screamed.

Mirian reached for something—anything!—and her hands found a pointed rock. She brought it down again and again onto the snake tail in an adrenaline-fueled panicked fury until at last the tail let go and she scrambled past. In the fight, though, she’d let go of her wands. With a chattering, hissing sound, the myrvite started to turn, shell loudly scraping the adjacent stone walls. The myrvite was now on top of the lightning and force wands. But there were the other two wands she’d dropped, and her spellbook.

She briefly ran forward, then felt for her spellbook. Not with her hands—it would be impossible to find in the dark—but with her aura. If the arcane catalyst was close enough, she could feel the prick of it in her mana flow. She focused, trying to ignore the sound of the chimera’s feet crunching the stone behind her, trying to calm her heavy breathing.

She walked forward, slowly, focusing on her mental picture of her aura. There!

Mirian dove down, hands groping for whatever it was. Her fingers closed around a wand. She stood quickly and moved as quickly as she dared until her fingers touched the far wall of the catacombs. She could hear the myrvite behind her, closing in. Running her fingers down the wand, she could feel the split in it. It was the fire bolt wand that wasn’t fully back together. First, she despaired. Then she got an idea.

The constant spellcasting with the cartography device and the combat spells had exhausted most of Mirian’s mana. Still, she needed to be able to see, just for a moment more. Using the arcane catalyst, she conjured a raw spell—a light.

The chimera jerked back at the sudden brightness, then began to advance more quickly, the turtle’s jaw open, ready to crack her bones. Mirian glanced right and saw the path, as well as the now broken cartography device. She ended the light spell, then ran right. As she did, she channeled into the wand, but dropped it on the ground. Maintaining the connection to it at such a distance was difficult, but she only needed to maintain it for a few seconds. She heard the chimera’s shell crunch into the wall as it turned again toward her. In those seconds as she ran, she put as much mana as she could into the wand, then dove forward into the dirt. Broken as it was, the wand wouldn’t cast the spell.

But it would explode.

The fireball that erupted lit up the catacombs again in a flash of red and orange, and she heard stone crack. The roar of the blast echoed up and down the halls, then faded.

Mirian groped about in the dirt and rock for the cartography device. It was completely busted, but the arcane catalyst was still there. Her mana was nearly gone, but she cast a raw light spell.

The chimera lay slumped over and still. The blast had cracked open the underside of the shell, and Mirian could now smell both the disgorged contents of its guts and the rancid smell of burnt meat. She stepped around it and grabbed her satchel, quickly replacing the journal and tools that had spilled out. She kept the spellbook in hand, and dismissed her raw light spell, recasting it with the glyph in the spellbook so her mana didn’t drain so fast. Then she gathered up the minor lightning and force drill wands. There was that third mystery wand too—she saw it had rolled up the hallway northward of the beast. She took a step forward—then froze.

The chimera hadn’t been the only beast down here.

Stepping towards the mysterious wand was another beast that filled the corridor, only beneath its gray-green scales was lean muscle that rippled as it moved. Its mane dripped down like algae. The bog lion, Mirian decided, was well named. It was also a lot larger and scarier than any of the pictures had conveyed, and the black teeth it was baring looked the size of daggers.

There was no way she could fight it.

She ran.

Mirian ran a lot. She was fast. She was certain a bog lion was faster, and the only thing that might save her was the narrow twisting passages of the catacomb. She heard the scramble of claws on stone and the echoing grumbling roar of the beast. As it echoed through the catacombs, it felt like it was all around her. Mirian scrambled through a narrow passage, trying to remember the map. Right. Left. Left again. Back right. Straight two. Shit, was it left or right here? She heard another echoing roar and sprinted left and prayed. Then she came to a dead end.

For a moment, she panicked, and thought about all the horrible ways she might be torn apart if the bog lion got her, then remembered: right, it’s a dead end because this is the door. She found the lever and slammed it down, leapt through the opening, then slammed the stone portal shut. And just in time, too. She thought she’d seen the flicker of a shadow moving around the corner. Bog lions could cast natural illusion spells, and often, that meant camouflaging. She was lucky it hadn’t tried to sneak up on her.

Panting hard, Mirian slunk down to catch her breath.

She looked up to see a second-year student staring at her, mouth open. “Did you… did you just come out of a wall?” he said.

Mirian stood up and dusted herself off. “No, obviously not. Get more sleep so you don’t hallucinate.” Then she walked away before the conversation could continue.

Well, she’d learned a valuable lesson about the north passages. One, they were creepy. Two, they were full of monsters. And three—dammit, there was something really important there! She’d have to return when she was better prepared.

[image: ]



Snow fell again on Torrviol. Mirian had mended her clothes, replaced her flame bolt wand, and gone to the hospital to get the nasty bruise on her head checked out. She’d watched the priest carefully, trying to feel if any magic was taking place like Xipuatl seemed to think, but she couldn’t sense anything. Which didn’t prove anything, she realized. It got her thinking, though. If priests were using magic, even if it was celestial magic, wouldn’t they need an arcane catalyst? Or was prayer sufficient? If it was prayer, how did their prayers differ from the prayers of the common people?

As she walked to class, it was those thoughts that jumbled about in her head, mixing together with arcane theory and another batch of glyphs she was trying to memorize. She talked amicably with Lily, though she tried to steer the conversation where it hadn’t gone before, because talking about classes again was starting to annoy her.

Mirian set up the next study session with Nicolus, then headed for the one class she was actually excited for: Combat Magic 301.

Professor Cassius was one of the few professors who wore a full dress uniform. He stood upright and never smiled. His peppered hair gave him a look of wisdom, and his height and muscle gave him a presence that didn’t countenance nonsense.

They met in one of the halls that was adjacent to the practice range. Like Professor Seneca, Cassius had a pocket watch, and when the belltower chimed, he snapped it shut and began immediately, though he went so far as to use a pull spell on the door to slam it shut.

“We begin. It is my opinion that specialization is superior to generalization in most instances. For war, this is certainly the case. Just as a soldier trains with a rifle, not the entire armory, the effective battlemage will have a focus. The Baracuel Army has found that the most effective squads attack with multiple weapons simultaneously. Should you decide to join, you will need a weapon. This is not to say a battlemage should abandon all versatility—there is a reason mages are valued over common infantry—but that you should become efficient at your role. The same is true for anyone looking to delve about in the Labyrinth. There is one thing myrvites yield to, and that is combat prowess. Therefore, as we practice, I will encourage you to look for the spells you are most effective at casting. Usually, students gravitate towards one energy type. It is only through effective practice you will see improvement. This class is designed for students who seek to have careers in combat disciplines, not for those still casually testing the different domains of magic. Those that have signed up for the class in a fit of delusion, I would encourage to drop.”

Cassius then looked around the room coldly. Briefly his eyes lingered on Mirian, then he continued. “You will be expected to practice on the range for one hour each weekday, in addition to the exercises we do in class. Today, we will discuss theory. Tomorrow, we will implement it.”

True to his word, the next day they were already pairing up to practice. Thankfully, Mirian got paired with Daith, a fifth-year. He was a ginger, meaning he was probably from Palendurio. He had a good eye for mistakes and actually knew how to read the tri-point energy meters they were using. He also had a bad eye—his left eye was cloudy and reflected light the same way a cat’s did in the dark.

Some of the younger students acted like they’d never seen the devices before and were busy prodding at the controls as Mirian and Daith got started. They took turns, with one blasting targets and the other keeping an eye on the device to look at the energy going into the wand, leaving the wand, and hitting the target.

“You seem to be doing best with the lightning spells,” he said near the end of the session.

“Huh. Really? Not the force spells?” Mirian’s mana still hadn’t fully recovered from the incident in the catacombs. She was surprised she’d done as well as she did.

“Definitely not the force spells. Those wands of yours are nice, though. Where’d you buy them?”

“I made them,” she said.

“Oh. So combat’s not your focus. That’s, uh, good.”

Mirian laughed. “No, I just started. My degree will be in artifice. Yours is combat?”

“Yeah. You need it if you’re going to join the Arcane Praetorians. Battlemage focus. The Praetorians don’t want the sorcerer meatheads.”

Mirian nodded. “Your technique is good. I think one of the arcane capacitors in your flame bolt wand has a flaw, though. The outputted energy was dipping below the other two at the exit point. Your mana efficiency seems good, even with that, though.”

“Thanks,” he said. “My older sister’s hand-me-down wands. She was also a combat major. Surprised they still work.”

“Out of curiosity, what do the 400-level classes look like?” They started disassembling the tri-point energy meter so they could put it in its little cart and wheel it back to the storage closet in the classroom.

“You’re expected to hit certain marks on energy outputs, and higher marks in your chosen specialty spells. I think it’s 50 myr for regular spells, and 60 myr for your specialty. Hence having us start to track our spellpower output now. Most people have an affinity for fire, and since other energy likes turning into heat energy, you can screw up your mana transmutation and still get a hot enough fireball to pass. Most people go with fire because it’s easy.”

“But not a good strategy for getting into the Arcane Praetorians,” Mirian guessed. “They probably get too many applicants in that field. So what’s your specialty?”

Daith smiled. “Magnetism.”

“Useful,” she said, and she meant it. Next cycle she was for sure scribing a strong magnet spell. It could open the switches of hidden doors, for one, and probably screw up the guns of the Akanan soldiers. “Can you stop a bullet?”

He chuckled. “Not yet. You’d need to hit at least 70 myr for the magnetic shield to have enough energy, and in a fairly small area. I know Archmage Luspire and Professor Cassius can do it. I’d bet at least half the professors can’t, though.”

That got her thinking. “What’s the highest myr an arcanist has been recorded hitting?” That would be a good benchmark for her to compare herself to.

“That’s disputed,” Daith said. He started pushing the detector back to class, and they joined the meandering line of students chatting as they returned to the building. Cassius was obviously a hard-ass, but at least he didn’t actually enforce military discipline. “The wizard who made the scale thought he’d found the theoretical maximum a human was capable of, and set that at 100 myr. Then came the Archmage Solvir, who was claimed to have hit 150 myr with a disintegration beam. Of course, the rival academies called it a measurement error, and he died in the Unification Wars before they could resolve the issue. Then there’s all the mythical tales of powerful spellcasters that are said to have done far greater things, which implies an even higher number. But of course, no one ever measured them, and probably, those old tales were exaggerated.”

Mirian nodded. “Probably. So how’d Solvir die if he was so powerful?”

That made Daith grin. “That’s the question, isn’t it? He fought the necromancer Atroxcidi. Had several other arcanists with him, too. And Atroxcidi beat him. That implies spellpower that eclipsed Solvir, doesn’t it? No surviving witnesses, though, except Atroxcidi, of course.”

That gave Mirian a little chill. The myr scale wasn’t linear. The kinds of energy they would have been wielding at 150 myr would have made their spells more powerful than a direct hit by an Akanan artillery. That was magic, though. It took years of training to lift the kind of weight a toddler could carry, but at the high end of the scale, it utterly eclipsed what a human could do without magical training.

There was another thing itching at the back of her brain. The name “Atroxcidi” sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place where she’d heard it. History class, maybe? He seemed like an important fellow.

“You know your history,” she said.

Daith shrugged. “That’s the kind of thing I like to learn about. The boring parts of history, like who signed the treaty of whatever, I never cared for.”

“Yeah, same,” Mirian said, even though she was starting to appreciate that sometimes history could actually be useful.

“Hey, let’s match up as partners again for the next sessions. I don’t really want to, you know…” She jerked her head back towards one of the other groups behind them that they’d seen having trouble even turning on the tri-point detector.

“You don’t have to ask twice,” he said. “See you tomorrow.”
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When it came time for the study session with Nicolus and Xipuatl, Mirian’s first move was to get the two boys to argue about whether Baracuel or Tlaxhuaco’s magic was better. After their spat, she was ready with summaries of some of the books, critiques of some others, and a ready-made list of what they should study.

“Huh. You really know your stuff,” Nicolus said. “When did you…?”

“Probably frittered away less time drinking,” Sire Nurea muttered.

“Frittered my ti—hey, that’s called building social capital. It’s useful.”

“Only if they become useful. And judging by your friends’ grades….”

“Ouch,” Nicolus said. “Anyways, that… huh, that cuts short our session.”

Xipuatl shrugged. “Fine by me.”

As they were leaving, though, Mirian said in a low voice to Xipuatl, “Hey, actually, can I talk to you about something?”

“This is one of those rhetorical questions where my response doesn’t matter, yes?”

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “You know soul magic, right?”

Xipuatl went still and looked at her. Nicolus and Nurea had already departed, and it was just the two of them in the study room.

Mirian continued. “That was also a rhetorical question. Listen—can you teach me?”

Xipuatl kept staring at her. Finally, he said, “Hypothetically, if you were right, what would I gain? Besides exposure to criminal heresy charges.”

“A research partner. You think Baracuel’s arcanists are a tier below your nagual. That our researchers are missing key information. I can help you prove it, but only if you teach me the basics.”

“Who’s your source?”

“I overhear things,” she said, because saying “you are” would lead to too many questions.

The other student ground his jaw lightly, still considering Mirian. As before, she knew he wanted to work on his theory, but she’d also moved a lot faster than she normally did, and he was understandably cautious.

“I don’t need a research partner,” he finally said, and closed the buckle on his bag. He put on his cloak and headed for the door.

“Did you get into Arcane Mathematics with Professor Jei?” she asked.

Xipuatl paused at the door, then turned.

“I did. You need a mathematician. That’s me. I just want the basics.” It was her best in. Offering money to Xipuatl would be silly. Despite her credit from Tower Trust and the stolen coins from the spy, her finances still paled compared to someone in the nobility, even with a minor family like the Yanez. Xipuatl hadn’t moved from the door, so Mirian opened up her notebook. “This is my cartography device design. Here’s the four-dimensional arrays we’re using to calculate true mana paths. Here’s my notes from calculus—that was my second year here.”

Xipuatl closed the door and sat down. “You’ve certainly been hiding in the shadows. I’d never even heard your name before Nicolus told me about you. Said you were some sort of ‘weird little genius in alchemistry.’ Then it turns out you’ve already read half of the spell engine books we were planning on dividing up.”

Mirian scoffed. “I’m no genius. But I work hard, and I don’t give up.”

“That’s more valuable than intelligence. But better still if combined. What are you willing to commit to?”

“I can build or modify detectors, or any device you need. Unless they have something super expensive, I can finance them myself. And I’m… well, I’m skeptical. But I’m willing to listen. And I never stop learning.”

He stood again, then paced around the room. He wanted to—Mirian could tell. “I need time to think,” he said. “Talk to me tomorrow.”

Well, it wasn’t a “no.” She could live with that.
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The next day, Mirian snuck in a few questions about miniaturizing glyphs in Artifice Design. Torres briefly diagrammed the mechanical devices needed, which Mirian enthusiastically jotted down. One type was purely mechanical, and like a primitive printing press, could only draw one glyph at a time. The newer kinds mimicked the movement of a person’s hand by reading their actions and then reducing the force-output applied to a small pen inside the device. Of course, an arcanist was still needed to operate the device to get good mana flow. The attempts to create automatic glyph scribing machines using spell engines failed because the engines were incredibly wasteful, and the entropic mana radiating off the device damaged the glyphs as they were being scribed. Mirian was pleased to note that the devices used similar principles to her cartography device that was currently languishing in the catacombs.

In Illusion Spells, Professor Marva was repeating the lessons from the last loop. Mirian doodled conceptual designs in her notebook and thought about how she could move to the more advanced illusion classes. Mid-quarter transfer, maybe? But she’d have to prove she was good enough to skip a core prerequisite class. Given that the apocalypse always cut the quarter short, it was going to take more than a few more loops for her to get that good.

After Spell Engine Alchemistry, Mirian caught Xipuatl’s eye from two rows over and raised her eyebrows questioningly. In turn he mouthed “more time.”

Dammit, don’t back out, Mirian thought.

In Combat Magic, Mirian and Daith partnered up again.

They got right back to the practice grounds with the detectors. Midway through the session, Mirian felt particularly good about one of her minor lightning spells. But when she looked to Daith, he announced, “36 myr.”

“Five hells, is that it?”

Daith was regularly getting in the 40s, and lightning wasn’t even his specialty. They weren’t supposed to be using magnetic spells, but he’d cast warp metal and gotten a high of 54 myr on the detector—at point of target, too, not even just at the spell origin.

“It feels like you’re holding back,” he said.

“I’m not,” she said, but after class, it got Mirian thinking. Was she holding back? She’d been taught to hold back a lot as a child. Her fierce temper as a kid had gotten her into trouble until she learned how to control it. There’d been the… that thing that had happened, and she’d been a barely contained tempest of emotions. She could still remember her fists flying at school, and then Dad taking her aside—only, the memories were all jumbled. One of them was Dad, and one of them… she shook her head to try to clear it. She’d heard the same thing in dueling class, where if you were afraid of hurting your opponent, your attacks would never be fast enough. Was she afraid of losing control? When she’d first started at the Academy, she’d been afraid to unleash a spell she couldn’t control, or break a capacitor by overwhelming it with mana. Unfounded fears, but did they still linger in her subconscious?

As a result, Mirian didn’t take very many notes in Arcane Physics.

Xipuatl met her after class. First, he checked to make sure no one was listening in. Then he said, “I’ve made up my mind. I need a drop of your blood, though. That’s the only way I’ll agree to it.”

“Why?” Mirian asked, suddenly suspicious.

“Insurance. To make sure you don’t double-cross me.”

“I haven’t crossed you once, so it’d be single-crossing, actually. But how does blood help with that?” She’d heard tales of blood being used for sinister spells as a girl. As far as she knew, they were all just that: tall tales that were part of the “necromancers are scary” genre. None of their studies had covered blood being used in any ritual or glyph. But then again, necromancy was banned in all forms, and that included discussion of it. Would any of her professors even know?

“Hopefully, by the time you find out, we’ll have established enough trust that it won’t be necessary.”

Mirian bit her lip. She was pretty sure Xipuatl was trustworthy. After all, he’d been steadfast in helping organize the exodus of the town, and he’d fought hard to help them all escape. Or was that just an act and he really just cared about his own skin? Well, how much harm can he do in a few days? “I accept,” she said.

“Good. Let’s head back to my place. It’ll be easier to teach there, and more secure. Did you know there’s a girl that likes to follow you?”

Mirian looked around, but didn’t spot the “her” in question. “Oh Gods. Is it Valen? She is seriously obsessed. I don’t know what’s wrong with her.” Also, it was a little creepy that Xipuatl had been watching her to see what she got up to. But then again, she knew things about Xipuatl that this version of him had never told her, which was weird in itself. It was hard to be a time traveler and not be creepy.

“Short sixth year, dirty blond hair, struts about like she owns the world and gives everyone she runs into attitude?”

Mirian sighed. “Yeah, that’s Valen. She’s… probably harmless. Yeah, let’s go.”

Xipuatl’s place was nested among several other apartments for the wealthy, between the old theater and Torrviol Lake. It wasn’t inherited property, either; the Yanez family had simply bought the property when their son had been accepted into the Academy. Xipuatl offhandedly mentioned a servant had lived with him the first two years until he was deemed capable of living independently.

Mirian was envious of that. She’d been a nervous wreck her first two years, having to carefully manage her money and do a hundred things adults did that she’d never done back home. That, and unlike when she’d gone to preparatory school in Madinahr, she knew no one at all in Torrviol.

The apartment looked normal enough on the outside, but on the inside, it had few decorations that were normal to Baracuel. Xipuatl was clearly far more proud of his Tlaxhuacan heritage, even though he was also half Baracueli, and the art displays reflected that. The living room wall displayed a conspicuous banner containing the black and green of the Tlaxhuaco and the white and red world-tree symbol in the center of the design. The ornate pottery, carved jade, and wooden statues had none of the realism that Baracueli artists favored. Instead, they were heavy in symbolism, with leaves and sunbeams figuring prominently, even in the faces of figures.

“… and this is the meditation room,” Xipuatl said. The meditation room was far more drab, with gray and brown tapestries covering the walls and ceiling. In the center was a carpet woven to resemble the night sky, and in the corners of the room, four stelae that were the only splash of bright color. The stelae were some kind of pale wood that was streaked with a dark gray irregular grain. Part of the natural wood remained, including the thin bark. Other parts had been painted with swirling vivid cyan and scarlet, then adorned with coiled golden wire. Though abstract, they gave the impression of coiled serpents, spread wings, and people in motion.

“Wow,” Mirian said. “These are gorgeous.” And ridiculously expensive, I’ll bet. The gold wire alone probably costs as much as a smaller apartment. The totems had been rooted to the wooden floor so that they seemed to grow out of it. She wondered if it was a result of normal wood-fusing spells, or from some soul magic, like when Xipuatl had turned the banebriar vines on the scarabites.

Xipuatl didn’t comment; he just shut the door.

There were no windows in the meditation room, and Mirian noted that the door leading to it was reinforced by glyphs. The room became dark, the faint glow of the stelae the only thing illuminating the room.

“Now we can talk openly,” he said. “I know it’s unlikely that the Luminate Order is listening, and technically, Tlaxhuacan traditional practices are protected by treaty, but several people in my family have died to overzealous priests. You understand my caution.”

Died? She’d thought that necromancer-hunting was a thing of the past. Of course, the Luminate Order did seem to have a different reputation out west. “I do,” she said.

“So what do you already know?” he asked.

Mirian frowned. “Not much,” she admitted. Most of it was suspicions, and the rest of it was things from past loops. “Celestial magic—ah, soul magic, that is—I know the priests use it. I’ve always been fascinated by it, but I’ve never used it.”

“The first thing you need is a focus,” Xipuatl said. “It’s like an arcane catalyst.” He went over to the far wall.

“Luminate priests don’t use a focus,” Mirian said.

“Yeah, they do. Their holy symbol. The engraved amulets they all have that they wear beneath their shirts. They try to be subtle about it, but they need them just as surely as an arcanist needs their own tools.”

That made sense to Mirian, but she was stuck on the why. Why hide it?

“Focuses are harder to get than arcane catalysts. They don’t just come from magical beasts. There’s a reason the Order is protective of theirs. This one belongs to my family,” he said, and drew a jade relic from the wall. He had reached through the stone, and Mirian realized there was a persistent illusion hiding a recessed shelf. Clever. The jade relic was carved to resemble some kind of bird, though one she’d never seen before. Its wings were splayed wide, but outlining it were flames, as if it had caught fire. Along the body, it looked like there were glyphs, though like none that Mirian had ever seen.

“Runes,” he said.

“The holy language of the Luminate Order. Only—you have them too.” So he hadn’t been lying about that last cycle. Tlaxhuaco knows them. Does the Order know?

“Does that bother you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s… curious. It seems like all I run into these days is more mysteries. As soon as one thing makes sense, two more don’t.”

“Oh?”

Mirian sighed. “It would take too long to explain. So… how does a focus work?”

“A focus needs to be made out of one of the Elder reliquaries, then carved with the right runes to function. The runes are different for each holy material.”

“The Elder reliquaries?” She’d never heard that term before.

“It’s... hmm. I don’t think it translates right from Tlaxa—I think the Order calls it something else, but that’s just another of the secrets they keep.”

“So… that’s not mundane jade, is it?”

“No. It’s irreplaceable. Suffice to say, it will not be leaving this room, and you are sworn to secrecy. Please hold out your pinky finger.”

“Why do I have—oh right.” The drop of blood. Mirian winced at the slight prick of Xipuatl’s thin knife. She watched him place the drop in a glass vial with a careful collect liquid spell, then place the vial in his jacket pocket.

“The meditation practices we used in our first year that allow us to sense and tap into our auric mana will work, but your mind’s eye must be directed with more scrutiny. To see your soul, you must see yourself. Self-deception will hinder your sight. When first starting out, there is a dance I learned that helps you get in touch with your body, so we will start there.”

“A dance?” Mirian said, skeptical.

“A dance,” Xipuatl said. “It has been preserved from time immemorial. Pre-Cataclysm, according to the stories. Once we have done it, I will guide you through the breathing and self-reflection exercises that will start to bring your soul into focus. It will probably take several days before you can even begin to see the outlines of it.”

Mirian nodded.

Xipuatl was a good teacher. There were seventeen forms in all, linked by sixteen movements. Several of the forms she’d actually used in the martial practices they used to warm up for dueling, and she found it was easy to subsume her conscious thoughts into growing silent as she delved into the rhythm and physicality of the exercise. Unlike the lessons Mirian was giving Selesia, there was no undercurrent flowing beneath the instruction. Xipuatl was serious, and his eyes stayed analytical as he watched her for mistakes.

By the end of it, Mirian could feel her pulse echoing within herself, reaching from her fingertips to her toes. Then Xipuatl handed her the jade focus to hold. The stone had a strange feel to it, like it was neither hot nor cold. Then, he guided her in reflection, his voice soothing and steady. She felt her heart calming, and she looked within. In the periphery of her mind’s eye, she first saw the four distant beacons—the stelae in the room, she knew. Within that square, she could see the faint flow of her aura, moving like smoke on a windy day. Always before, there had been nothing within that. She tried, as Xipuatl directed, to look through the focus, and found that she slipped into it as easily as a warm bath. Xipuatl’s voice faded in her ears, and it was like she was hearing another voice, older and deeper, with a faint echo—so familiar, but where she’d heard it slipped around the edges of her mind.

Look deeper, holding onto the focus… holding onto yourself….

Within her was a flow, but unlike the tempestuous sky of an aura, this was the tight swirls of magma. The currents swirled into themselves, and even as they radiated a dangerous heat, there was a viscosity to it that spoke of resilience—and yet, it was still liquid.

I am not static, like a stone at rest. If I am to see myself, I must see that I am always changing, always moving. The soul is not water that can be locked in a jar, but the current of a river that is defined by its movement.

And there it was, she realized—her soul. She could not see the totality of it as an outsider, but here, within herself, she could feel it as it stirred within her. Only—there was something wrong. Or not wrong, but strange—there was a place where the currents never went, a place by her heart that thrummed along with her soul, but was empty. A void, she thought at first, but no, it wasn’t empty. There was something there, within her.

She emerged from the trance with a start, heart racing.

“Good—” Xipuatl started to say, then he saw her expression. “What’s wrong?”

“I… I don’t know,” she said. “There’s something else in my soul.”
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Xipuatl looked at Mirian, then eloquently said, “Wait… what?” Then his face turned to disbelief. “Wait, are you sure you saw your soul? The first time?”

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “I could see my aura on the outside and it was like distant weather moving across the sky, and my soul was like lava that was swirling around like it was being blended, sort of like when you make tzatziki sauce and you’re stirring really fast, except since it’s all through your body, it’s more like if your circulatory system was made of the tzatziki and your heart was a blend spell.”

She frowned.

Xipuatl frowned.

He said, “I wouldn’t quite describe the ephemeral majesty of the soul that way,” at the same time Mirian said, “Gods, that’s my worst metaphor yet, I’m so sorry.”

Then Xipuatl went back to, “But you actually… saw it?”

“I sure think so. Only… there was something there. Like a hole in it, except not a hole. I couldn’t see it, but it was like something was displacing my soul and it had to go around. Like—” She stopped herself before she said, like the tzatziki sauce going around an invisible stir stick, because there just had to be a better way.

“Have you been… cursed?”

“Loads of times. One time at preparatory school, another girl thought I was spreading rumors about her and called me a—oh, wait, you mean like a necromancer’s curse? Gods, no. I think I’d remember that.” She paused. “Can you examine my soul to see?”

“That’s not my expertise, unfortunately. If you were a plant, I could. Do you feel ill?”

“No, I feel fine. It wasn’t hurting me or anything. At least, I don’t think so.”

“That’s good, because I can’t fix curses. It’s not… soul magic is just as broad as arcane magic. Moreso, even. This is the other reason I need more people. If I’m to fill in the theoretical gaps, I need people who can look beyond my piece of the picture. Speaking of which… you brought your abacus?”

“Of course,” Mirian said, handing the jade statue back.

Xipuatl opened the door and led them to his study room. The room contained three entire shelves of books and scrolls, and a large ornate desk carved with the same forms and figures as the artwork in the apartment.

His theoretical framework was, to put it lightly, amateurish. That made sense; he was still a student. It was clear that he was taking the research seriously, though. The scrolls and books he’d accumulated were all full of hard numbers from arcane research. Several of them appeared to be recent publications from the wizards in Torrian Tower, others, from Vadriach University across the Rift Sea.

Mirian spent nearly an hour looking over his math and pointing out errors when she found them.

“So what’s next?” she finally asked, as the hour grew late.

“Years of work. Maybe decades,” he said. “Tlaxhuaco has never seen reason to quantify the spirits or the runic system or find conversion ratios. Nor have the Luminates, at least as far as I can tell in the research I’ve done.”

“The energies must be fundamentally different, if the catalysts required to access them are different.”

“Different, yes, but there has to be a transformative equation that describes it. How else does the soul produce auric mana?”

“That assumes it does. I don’t think the scholarship quite agrees on that. It’s the leading hypothesis, since ambient mana and auric mana seem to repel each other, but….”

Xipuatl sighed. “That’s the other problem. If the other fields were actually solved, this would be so much easier. Also, I don’t think looking into the auras and souls of people will be the easiest, since people are so messy and inconsistent. Sure, they can give you subjective input, but even a practiced arcanist will never output perfectly consistent energy levels. My first measurements have been plants.”

“You built something already! May I see?”

“I suppose so. You’ve seen this much.” The device was in another room, this one full of artificer’s tools. The whole setup made Mirian jealous—she would have loved to have her own personal crafting room. Xipuatl removed a cloth that was covering a large lumpy object on one of the tables.

The device resembled a tree stump, with densely packed wooden rods covered in symbols forming a circle around a mess of tangled wires, both silver and gold. Mirian studied the symbols carved into it. Unlike glyphs, which shimmered faintly with bright color pairs, the runes glowed a steady silver, like moonlight.

“What’s it do?” she asked.

“That’s the problem. It doesn’t do anything.”

“Ah. Well, what’s it supposed to do?”

“It’s supposed to measure a soul-spell. I can’t even begin to diagnose the problem, though. And the problem is—no one else can either. Tlaxhuaco hasn’t applied modern glyph artifice to their magic, and no one is allowed to study their magic here.”

“Unless you teach me,” Mirian said.

“Which,” Xipuatl said with a sigh, “I am in no way qualified to do. And probably shouldn’t do. But…”

Mirian understood. If he was right, it really was a theory that might revolutionize the way magic was understood. She still wasn’t convinced he was right, but what did she have to lose by exploring it?

“I’m committed,” she said. “And when I commit to something, I don’t back down.”

He didn’t know just how much time he had to teach her.
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She spent the rest of the cycle on the tasks she had set for herself. Xipuatl refused to teach her how the celestial runes were made, so she spent time memorizing their form and function, continuing to dig through his equations and statistics, and meditating. Magic had never felt easy to her, but for some reason, this kind did. The more she examined her soul, the more she was convinced she was right; something had burrowed into it. It was concerning, but then again, wouldn’t that disappear when the loop reset again?

Illusion Spells began to bore her. So had Artifice Design. She would need to keep the Physics and Spell Engine classes to continue her research with Xipuatl in the next cycle, but too little of her time was spent getting Torres to tell her design improvements and tips. That freed up two classes in the next cycle. Combat Magic, she would keep. Nothing could replace rote practice.

On the 21st of Solem, she walked to the spellward towers. The barrier was intact. The next evening, it was gone. Again, she wasn’t sure if it was sabotage or the arcane eruptions south of them, but the timing lined up with the latter. She’d narrow down the window further next cycle.

The day before the Akanan attack, she spent the evening with Selesia. It would have been an overstatement to say her Eskanar was getting good, but like soul magic, she seemed to have a natural knack for languages. She could say a few simple phrases and understand most of what Selesia said when she switched to Eskanar.

Together, they walked to Torrviol Lake. The setting sun scattered sparkling flames across the waters, and when they turned, the town was silhouetted by the red horizon, the sky bright with orange-brushed clouds hanging over the distant hills.

“It’s beautiful,” Selesia said, smiling.

“It is,” Mirian said, though when she saw the majestic Torrian Tower backlit by the dusk, all she could think was, It shatters tomorrow. The city is razed, and you die with it. And I can’t stop it. It still seemed impossible—and yet, she had to find a way.

They ate dinner together, and held hands as they walked back to the dorms.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Mirian said again.

The lie tasted just as bitter as the last time, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell her the horrible truth.
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This time, Mirian set up the crates she’d need to climb up the latrine shaft into Bainrose a day early and stabilized the crates with shape wood and the ground with shape stone. This meant she was watching from the parapet when Torrian Tower was bisected. The cascading explosions illuminated the approaching army. Mirian watched, noting how and where formations moved. This time, she left the spy atop the southeast tower alive. She wanted to see what he did.

In the northern forest, she could see faint flashes of light and movement around a certain area. Probably near another entrance to the northern catacombs. It was too dark and distant to pinpoint the entrance. She hoped bog lions ate them all.

Mirian continued to watch the scene unfold, creeping anger building as she watched the soldiers brutalize and murder the people they found. To their credit, the Torrviol guard that hadn’t fled with their captain tried to rally east of the plaza, but were quickly annihilated by attacks from wands and rifles on three sides. The Baracuel military was thrown back just as quickly, and that was before the airships arrived. She watched them, the two looming dreadnoughts, as they drifted over Torrviol. Soon enough, the colossal hulls were just above them. Two volleys erupted from their broadside towards the trains. The Baracuel Army wasn’t even going to get a chance to unload most of their soldiers and weapons.

Mirian was watching for the spy to give some sort of signal towards the soldiers on the ground. When he raised his wand, though, it was toward the sky.

He signals the airships, she realized. Shortly after, long ropes came down from the side of the north-most airship that was hovering over Bainrose. The ship to the south was turning counterclockwise to aim another broadside southwest. Mirian opened up her spellbook and crouched down. What she was about to do was stupid, and she wasn’t even sure what she hoped to accomplish—but there was no way she could pass up this opportunity.

She’d seen enough Akanan soldiers at this point to have a good idea of their uniforms. She cast major disguise, then stood by one of the ropes. Sure enough, soldiers began to rappel downward, one on each of the dozen ropes, lining the entire battlement. It was clear that Bainrose Castle was the most critical objective they were to seize. Interesting that they would rather destroy Torrian Tower than plunder its research and technology.

Mentally, Mirian rehearsed what she would say in Eskanar, trying to remember the correct conjugation of the verb.

Mirian took a deep breath as one of the soldiers landed by her, rifle slung over his shoulder. “Hello,” she said, which sent the soldier into a cursing fit, his words too fast for her to pick up more than that.

“East battlement. You’re supposed to stand on the east battlement, you idiot!” he finally shouted.

“Sorry. I have an important message to deliver. Concerns Bainrose. Can it…?” she asked, gesturing at the rope. She could only imply “can it take me up to the airship?” because she didn’t have the vocabulary to actually say it. Her accent was horrible, and her disguise spell barely acceptable, but the gunfire and the faint light was covering for her inadequacies.

The soldier handed her the rope hesitantly, looking her up and down.

She took it, then stood awkwardly.

“Three tugs,” he said finally.

“Thank you,” she said, and forced a smile. She pulled on the rope, then hung on for dear life.

The ascent was incredible, and she felt her heart flutter with exhilaration. It was like she was flying. The air rushed by her, and Torrviol shrunk until the people were just tiny dots and the flashes and gunfire were soft and distant.

She found herself dangling in the air, looking at a spell engine powered winch being operated by two surprised soldiers. The winch crane arm retracted, bringing her to the deck, where she gratefully let go and clutched the side rail.

“What’s the meaning of this?” asked one.

“Important message about Bainrose,” Mirian said.

“You’re not Third Company. Who are you with?”

She hesitated, trying to find the right words. “Spies,” she said. Then, “Two.”

“Two? What? You mean Second Infiltration Corps?”

Infiltration, that’s the word, Mirian remembered. “Yes.”

That was the wrong answer. The first soldier pulled out a pistol, and the second a wand. They both leveled them.

“Second’s not here, they’re down in Palendurio. Who are you really?”

One of the commanding officers shouted something, though the wind whipping by them made it hard to hear and Mirian couldn’t understand.

“Possible enemy spy, sir,” the first soldier responded. To her he said, “What’s the code phrase?”

Mirian threw her satchel at him, aiming to knock the gun aside, and drew her minor lightning wand. She dove to the side as the second soldier sent a cone of flame her way, letting the illusion spell drop to save mana. As she stood, she sent a wild bolt of lightning his way, then sprinted down the deck.

The top of the airship was like a town in miniature. Wood structures lined the center of it, with narrow alleys that let people easily pass from port to starboard. Along the deck were the winches that had dropped the assault team, and farther along, an assortment of medium gun turrets on steel platforms that could swivel. Mirian only got a glance at all of it before she ducked between one of those thin passages between the structures. There was a lot of shouting in Eskanar behind her, then a gunshot, but she heard the bullet ping! off something that, importantly, wasn’t her.

Adrenaline had her sprinting hard. She emerged to the other side of the ship, but even with the cacophony of the ship’s guns below decks and the harsh winds above, the commotion attracted looks. It took people a moment to react. One man was looking down at the battlefield with a lens spell, and only after he turned and stared did he realize what he was staring at. By the time he reached to grab her arm, she was already five feet past him. Another was bringing up a set of signal flags that seemed to be meant for the other ship and just turned and watched her go by. She heard another shot go off. This time, the bullet was so close to her head she heard the damn thing whistle past. She skidded to a stop and careened down another of the passages, this one between two rooms that were both full of wires and arcane consoles.

She heard the phrase “split up!” shouted, so that was probably the last time that trick would work.

As she rounded the corner, she saw a steel ladder to her right and took it, which led to a series of catwalks that linked the second story of the wooden superstructures on the ship. Again, she saw strange devices covered in glyphs and wires, and shocked faces who seemed totally unprepared for an idiot student from Torrviol to be sprinting past them.

There was a large structure at the end of the walkways, with large windows looking out at the rest of the ship. Mirian knew basically nothing about ships, floating or flying, but it seemed to her that a larger place was easier to hide in. She burst in, then froze.

Obviously, this was not just some random storage shed. Dozens of soldiers worked various magical devices, hitting glyphs, adjusting dials, and pulling levers. Mirian hadn’t the slightest idea of what any of it did, but it was clear she’d just stumbled onto a major control center of the ship.

All these dozens of soldiers turned to face where the door had just slammed open.

Near the back, on an elevated platform was a woman dressed in a more ornate uniform than she’d seen. The jacket was embroidered with gold thread and five golden buttons across the breast. She wore a peaked cap with the double-headed eagle of Akana over her short blond and silver-streaked hair.

Mirian didn’t know a lot about the Akanan military, but even she could tell this was someone of high rank. Behind her, she heard the shouting of the crew that was pursuing her. They’d spread out across the catwalks, and she couldn’t see a way back. She realized she’d just reached the end of her line.

“Marshal Cearsia?” one of the men next to her asked. There were three of them, each wearing fancy peaked caps of their own. Two of them had recovered their composure, while the third, a younger man with brownish hair and a slight build, stared at her open mouthed, eyes wide as a fish.

This Marshal Cearsia reacted before she spoke. The spellbook chained to her belt took on a glow as it rose up in front of her, and the pages flipped open by themselves. Mirian found herself wrapped about in force chains before she could move, and the wand she was still carrying was torn from her grasp so that it skidded across the polished wooden floor. “Clearly, I must handle this because my subordinates cannot. Command staff, back to work.” Her voice was forceful and melodious. The Akanans at their stations went back to their work, ignoring Mirian.

Cearsia’s spellbook snapped shut, then gently floated to her side again. Mirian had heard of arcanists who could use telekinetic spells to manipulate their spellbooks with perfect mental dexterity. She’d seen Viridian do something similar that first cycle, but not on this level. The marshal was clearly not just an elite officer, but a master arcanist in her own right.

“We should interrogate her,” the wide-eyed man up on the platform blurted out.

Cearsia’s eyes snapped toward him and he took a step back. “I did not give you leave to speak.”

“Apologies, Marshal, but she may have critical information,” the man said.

“Remove Officer Partting from the bridge,” Cearsia said, gesturing at the officer. She looked at the soldiers behind Mirian. “My subordinates will debrief you on this security breach. Remove this vermin, too. I have a war to win.”

“It won’t matter. The world end in four days. I need you help stopping it!” Mirian knew she’d messed up at least a few of the conjugations, but the gist of the message was clear.

“I am not in the mood to hear these Baracueli traitors mangle my language. She flew up? Let her fly down.”

Mirian gulped, but the force chains still held her fast. As the soldiers dragged her out of the room, she said, “No one in Torrviol betrayed anyone!” she yelled in Friian. “You’re murdering innocents! Five hells take you!”

She stopped shouting by the time she’d left the room. The soldiers gave her grim looks, and handled her like she was dangerous to touch, but they didn’t speak to her. When they tossed her over the side of the airship, she didn’t scream. She stayed silent as she plummeted back down towards Bainrose, back down to that gyre of death and fear—back down to Torrviol.

She met her death with eyes open.


45
Cycles and Spies



When she started dreaming, Mirian was shocked. She hadn’t realized there was any sort of time that passed between her deaths and the loop resetting. That she found herself in a dream meant that there was, which was almost as strange as the dream itself.

She was drifting in an ocean, lingering in the depths while looking up at the shimmering sun-bright waters above. The hulls of huge ships dotted the water. All around her, the waters blackened and bubbled, and she realized the sea floor was not made of silt and stone, but bones and blinking eyes, and as the water churned, great tentacles thrashed about, stirring up a black ink that seemed to contain screaming faces within it. Above, a massive anchor came down, slamming into the writhing mass, and she heard an otherworldly scream rise and echo in the depths. Mirian swam for the surface, and as she did, more anchors came down, shooting into the sea floor like meteors. The sea became choked with dust, and the thick chains leading to the ships above went taut.

She saw a sundial, the white marble brilliant in the sunlight, and then a needle fell from the sky and pierced the gnomon, making the shadow it had cast splash into writhing smoke. The smoke rose, until the sun turned red and the sky bled.

She saw Torrviol, the sky overcast, but instead of rain coming down, it was the hands of clocks, spearing the soil, sparking as they hit paving stones, slicing into roof tiles. Where they struck, tiny, disembodied hands crawled away from the craters like spiders. As the clouds parted, Mirian saw the moon above, only it wasn’t the moon, but a blinking eye, haloed by tendrils that crawled across the sky, searching.

She saw stone pillars erupting from the earth, and people made of pincushions fleeing about in panic. The clouds of ash the sharp stones kicked up coalesced into metallic needles, which in turn soared through the sky like birds, searching, until they dove into the pincushion people. When they struck, though, the doll-like people didn’t look injured, they looked enraptured. Their button-like eyes turned to the sky, where the moon-eye still looked about the land.

She looked down at herself, and she saw one of the needles had pierced her own heart. Only, when she tried to examine the needle, it changed as she looked at it. It became a clock hand, then a ship anchor, then the marble gnomon of the sundial, then a needle again, until somehow it was all of those things at once—and she looked up to see the giant eye in the void above looking at her.
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Mirian woke with a start, breathing hard. She had to clutch the bedsheets to make sure she wasn’t still falling. She looked over, where Lily still slept, and sighed. Some days, she was envious of the blissful ignorance everyone else languished in—but not all the pain and fear that would come with their end. Even that hateful marshal, Cearsia, must have despaired in the end.

Not that it made her any less of a monster. So that’s the face of the invasion, she thought. And they think that Baracuel is full of traitors. And yet, they’ve been planning this for… years, it seems. Did they really believe it, or was it just a lie they told themselves? Either way, too much still didn’t add up.

This time, Mirian was already in the gardens by Myrvite Studies when the second spy passed her. He’d come from the south-eastern path, she saw. She noted the features of his surprised face again when she said, “Nice day for a walk, isn’t it?” in Eskanar. He glared at her, then walked by faster.

By Firstday, Mirian was ready to learn more about what happened to Professor Jei. She cast the minor disguise spell that she’d hastily scribed the night before and waited in Bainrose for the professor to pass her. She immediately saw what her mistake last cycle had been; Jei didn’t head for the basement. She headed for the third floor and let herself into the inner archives of the library, where students weren’t allowed. That was going to be a problem.

She replaced her Illusions class with Divination 201, and near the end of the cycle, she examined the doors and stoneworks leading into Bainrose’s archive. Sure enough, they were warded against divination; her amateur efforts at a seeker-stone were a dead-end effort.

Mirian had replaced Artifice Design with Applied Spellcasting 203, and got Lily to give her all the notes she had taken in that class when she’d taken it two years back.

“It’s a little late to think about switching focuses,” Lily had warned when she’d found out what Mirian’s class schedule was.

“Oh, I’m just looking for ways to add to my artifice degree,” she’d said.

Xipuatl continued his instruction in soul magic. She continued her relationship with Selesia. It was predictable in a comforting way. Here and there, she picked up more Eskanar.

This time, when the spellward around Torrviol failed, she was waiting outside the south tower. As best she could tell, it was about when the arcane eruptions near Cairnmouth had occurred. That any evacuation of Torrviol would get entangled by myrvite encroachments seemed to just be bad luck.

Of course, it wasn’t the only thing. It seemed like everything was stacked against their survival, and that was before the moon started coming down. She would save her friends, though. She’d find some way. Or else, what was the point?

At the end of the cycle, she summited Bainrose again, but this time, the soldier who rappelled down reacted differently, and shot her instead. She bled out slowly on the ramparts, listening to the echo of guns tearing apart her home.
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The memory of the pain lingered in her. Her mind kept going over the agony of it, like a tongue probing a mouth sore. In the end, it was only meditation that could clear her mind, which she did in the garden by the Myrvite Studies building. She let the soft drizzle and tentative birdsong ground her in the present. After that, she lingered on a bench near the corner of the garden and saw the spy heading from one of the paths by Torrviol Lake. She mentally marked the point.

In classes she already knew too well, her mind wandered, and she thought through the different problems she was facing. The end of the last cycle bothered her. She tried to figure out why the soldier who’d rappelled down had reacted differently. The chain of cause-and-effect had to start with her. In Torrviol, it made sense things could end up radically different. She was constantly changing things. But Akana? The best guess she could come with was that she acted differently enough that the spies had changed their report, which somehow led to that specific soldier to be a little less forgiving of grammar errors that day. She wasn’t satisfied with the explanation, but she also wasn’t sure what else it could be.

When she wasn’t studying, practicing, scribing, or crafting, Mirian lurked around the second floor of Bainrose, cautiously testing the wards and locks leading to the third floor with divination spells. The problem was the wards were crafted to resist or nullify common divination tactics, which sent her back down the basement levels to scour the shelves for more creative methods than the class textbooks would teach her.

She also worked on incorporating what she was learning in Applied Spellcasting in the practice sessions in Combat Magic. After her certification, she modified the minor lightning wand to incorporate a socket. In that socket, she could add different modules. According to Professor Cassius, this is what a new generation of combat sorcerers were using in the battles with Persaman guerrillas. Fitting the glyphs into something small enough to fit on a wand required practicing the new techniques of glyph miniaturization she’d previously learned about from Torres, which would in turn be useful in making a proper seeker-stone later.

On the range, Daith was suitably impressed by her work, though adding the function lowered the resulting spell intensity. Right now, she was only adding modules that did things like increase aura penetration, making it more likely that a target was temporarily paralyzed, or another glyph set that changed the color of the lightning (which was nifty, but almost completely useless). The more complicated glyphs that Lily was working with might let her bounce the lightning from one target to another, or cause the lightning to rapidly convert to heat energy in the target, which might be useful against that horrid chimera she’d fought in the catacombs.

Her progress was slow, but steady. Eventually, she might be able to unlock a heavily warded door or win a duel against one of the spies (without sneaking up on them while they were distracted by a pitched battle), but she needed more time. Fortunately, that was what she had.

She studied the celestial runes again with Xipuatl. She caught Valen sneaking about following her, though the girl was predictably unrepentant. She died on the walls of Bainrose again.
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It took Mirian four more loops to finish tracing the route the second spy took. It might have only taken three, but she hadn’t realized she’d need to skip the end of Alchemistry to make it in time. The spy took a ridiculously circuitous route. On that twelfth cycle, though, she finally found it: the building the spies were using.

It was an unremarkable door set inside an unremarkable building, one block south of the prison and one block north of the train station. In retrospect, it was the most obvious place. It had a good view of the station, so they could watch people and goods come and go from Torrviol. It was near the guardhouse, so they had quick access to the corrupt captain. It was near the edge of town, so they could easily avoid the streetlamps if they wanted. Mirian also suspected it was near one of the secret passages leading to the underground, since she’d seen Akanan soldiers suddenly emerge in the area as the attack on Torrviol progressed.

The building next to it seemed to have an absentee landlord and was boarded up, so the first-floor apartment the spies were using also having boarded up windows didn’t draw any attention. Mirian had walked right by the place on her way to or from the train dozens of times before the time loop had started and never looked twice at it. After she watched the spy emerge from it, she spent some time examining the building, looking for any other entrances or exits. She noticed that Roland, the guard who patrolled by the train station, passed by the building frequently, and when he wasn’t on patrol, his spot on the platform allowed him to look down the street and see the entrance of the building. That made it annoying to try and cast any of the divination spells she’d need to test its wards during the day. That, and the constant foot traffic, since even when the train wasn’t running, the crates and goods they’d offloaded were still being moved about town by people with wagons and carts.

She eventually found a time at night when no guard was on patrol, though only when the midnight train wasn’t scheduled. Then she could finally open up her spellbook and cast spells without anyone wondering what she was doing. Mirian was surprised to detect few glyphs or wards. There were the usual ones that strengthened the door, and a magnetic repulsion ward on the lock to prevent easy picking (though a good thief would just use a non-magnetic pick set), but nothing else she could detect.

She was about to try using lift object to carefully align the tumblers in the lock when she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. Hastily, she closed her spellbook. Was it a guard? One of the spies?

Then she caught a glimpse of the figure as she ducked into an alley.

Of course. Valen.

Mirian quickly walked to the alley, where she nearly tripped over Valen, who was squatting down next to a barrel. Valen cleared her throat and stood, apparently pretending she hadn’t just been hiding all of three seconds ago.

“What on Enteria are you doing?” Mirian hissed, standing close to her so she couldn’t just walk off.

“I could ask the same thing of you, but one of us has class,” the other girl said, not even a hint of penitence for following Mirian in dark alleys past midnight.

“Gods above, you are so full of shit! How do you manage it?”

“Takes one to know one, I suppose,” Valen said. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were casing that house. Only, I can’t figure why that one, because you don’t board up the windows if you’re still living there.”

Mirian couldn’t think of a reasonable lie, and Valen always seemed to know when she was fibbing anyways. “It’s packed full of Akanan spies,” she said.

That actually shook Valen off her game. “Wait… what? Really, are you—wait, why would you tell me that?”

“I need you to know what I’m doing is important so you don’t go blabbing about it to the whole Academy. Which I know you would otherwise do.”

Valen blinked a few times, and Mirian realized it was probably slightly uncomfortable for the other girl to have her neck tilted up, so she took a step back. The girl finally asked, “Are you… one of the Deeps?”

“Obviously not,” Mirian said, then when that got a smirk from Valen, she realized that was exactly what someone from the Department of Public Security would say.

“That explains…” Valen started, but trailed off.

“Exactly how long have you been trailing me?”

“Ever since you started acting really strange. All of a sudden you’re skipping classes, visiting the crafting shops at odd hours to make questionable devices, taking out improbably large loans, sneaking about at odd hours—you’re terrible, you know that? Anyone trained to look for signs of an operative immediately would peg you as an asset. Whoever trained you should be fired.”

Mirian’s brow furrowed. “And who exactly trained you?”

“My dad,” Valen said with a shrug. “Not on purpose. But when he got drunk, he wanted to tell someone all the stuff he got up to.”

She thought about the situation. She wasn’t properly prepared to burst in the front door tonight, anyways. There was no point denying all the odd stuff Valen had clearly seen her doing. How do I salvage this? she wondered, and decided the best option was to go along with it.

“Listen, I’m clearly in over my head. There wasn’t supposed to be a nest of Akanan infiltrators here, and I’m not getting backup. They’re too busy down south with another, uh, incident. Which I can’t tell you about, so don’t ask. I could… uh… use some help.”

Valen’s response was to give the biggest, most genuine smile she’d ever seen on the girl. “I’m in. What do you need?”

Huh, Mirian thought. It was not the response she’d expected.


46
Infiltration



Of all the things Mirian thought she’d learn this cycle, spycraft wasn’t on the list, and Valen sure wasn’t the one she thought would teach her. Valen, in Mirian’s experience, was never particularly verbose, but she seemed to revel in two things: knowing things that other people didn’t, and being able to lord that over Mirian.

“I still can’t believe you didn’t do a proper stakeout before I suggested it,” Valen said. “You’re really alone up here?”

“I told you I can’t talk about it,” Mirian said, exaggerating the annoyance in her voice for dramatic effect.

Over the past few days that she’d been working with Valen, Mirian had discovered another truth of spycraft: it was boring as hell. She’d had to spend hours paying attention to foot traffic, waiting for the exact minute someone entered or emerged from the door. She and Valen had done several shifts in the evening, which Mirian still couldn’t believe Valen was willingly doing. Then, for some of the time, they’d both be sitting on the same bench watching the door out of the corner of their eye while Valen would see a passing ox pulling a cart from the train and say something like, “Oh, it kind of looks like you!”

Agony. But they had discovered that there were at least three spies using the apartment, and Mirian recognized two of them. One was the rooftop guy she kept stealing from at the start of each cycle, and another the one she’d been tracking over the past few cycles. The third one used his illusion spell a lot, but Mirian was pretty sure it was the guy who kept visiting Bainrose.

“You’re sure they don’t have another cell?” Valen said.

“I haven’t seen any evidence of it,” Mirian replied. She had to admit, it was certainly a possibility. But wouldn’t she have seen at least some sign of it before now? They didn’t need a second spy cell because they had the guards essentially working for them.

“Did they teach you standard Akanan operations? Why am I asking, of course they didn’t. The usual procedure of the Republic Intelligence Division is to deploy a minimum of two cells. One does the mission, and the other watches them do it. It doesn’t… either this is an unusual operation, or you’re missing the second group. Or it’s not even officially government sanctioned. Are you sure it’s sanctioned, and not, say, the syndicates?”

Mirian sighed. “I’m sure, and no, I can’t tell you how I know.”

The evening that they planned to actually break into the spy’s building, Mirian was ambushed by someone she didn’t expect: Lily.

Her roommate came in just as Mirian was preparing to leave for their break-in, and said, “Mirian, we need to talk.”

“Can it wait? I’ve got this really important study session I need to get to.”

“Wait until when? Mirian, I hardly see you anymore. We don’t talk. What… what happened? Did I do something wrong?”

Mirian’s heart broke. “I’m… sorry.” It seemed impossible to explain. How did she tell her that they’d already had those conversations, over and over again, until she’d grown sick of them? How did she say she’d heard every story from class, heard about every letter from home, and heard every joke Lily had told during Solem ten times? It had been annoying at first, and then aggravating. When they talked, she was just going through the motions. Despite her efforts to put on a pleasant mask, Lily, who knew her best, had no doubt seen through to the emotionless affect behind it. It wasn’t fair to Lily. Her friend still felt, and thought, and dreamed and lived—each iteration. Only, this version of her was damned to die in a few days. Nothing could stop that. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she finally said, seeing the pain that was in Lily’s eyes. “I just… I can’t explain it. You’ve always been and will always be my friend. So don’t worry. I’m just—I’m going to be busy. For a long time. It has to be me; there’s no one else. I know it doesn’t make sense. Maybe someday it will. I’m sorry.”

Lily said, “What… Mirian, but what is it? Why⁠—?”

Mirian thought about telling her. In a few days, it’ll be the apocalypse again. That’s my life now. It had been her life for nearly a year now, she realized. What did that mean? Was she older now? Should she have celebrated her 23rd birthday? She just said, “I’m sorry,” again, and maybe Lily heard that raw pain turning into tears. She turned and left.

When she met Valen in one of the east alleys, she helpfully said, “Well, someone had a bad evening.”

Mirian felt her sadness boil away to fury. “Don’t start. I’m not in the mood.”

Valen sighed. “You’re never in the mood. Always wound up tighter than a crossbow string, and about as resilient.”

Mirian thought about the time she’d slammed the other girl into the alley wall, and how good it had felt. Instead, she said, “You have no idea. And you should be thankful you never will. Let’s stay focused.” That last part was more to herself; she hated to see Lily hurting. Their friendship meant everything to her.

Valen rolled her eyes.

The plan was relatively simple. The spies liked to go out at night. That meant late evening was the time to break in. The cold nights meant people would be keeping indoors, where it was warm.

Already, knowing where they started was going to be helpful in future loops. Mirian had lost track of their movements for the most part, but now she could start to figure out all the different places they were targeting and why they were important. Maybe she’d find some part of the underground she hadn’t mapped, or a secret way into Bainrose. But actually getting to see the inside of their base? She was intensely curious as to what they would find.

Valen had volunteered to do the lockpicking. She had with her a set of brass picks (she’d already owned them, go figure) and had been honing the skill for years. Mirian would be the lookout, until they were inside. Then she’d be on divination duty, looking for any traps. Valen had assured her there would definitely be traps.

Even though Mirian logically knew this was a fairly consequence-free break-in for her, she was still nervous. The primitive part of her brain didn’t seem to care that no one who might catch them would be alive by the 4th of Duala. Valen was surprisingly calm about it, even though she had no such foreknowledge. Then again, while Valen had said she’d never actually broken into any buildings before, Mirian was pretty sure she was full of it. She was just way too comfortable hunched over the lock, feeling for the tumblers with her pick. Her hands didn’t even have the slightest tremble.

“Got it,” Valen whispered. She pressed down on the latch, then slowly opened the door just a crack. She listened cautiously, then continued to slowly open the door.

Mirian looked down the street again to see if it was still deserted. Then she opened up her spellbook and started casting. She went through several divination spells, but none of them detected any major glyph formations, just the usual ones used in construction. “Clear,” she said, and stepped into the entryway.

It was a small anteroom, with three pegs to hang cloaks and a wooden floor instead of the usual stone tile. The room was compact, and lightless, but there was another door at the end of it, and it looked a lot sturdier. She cast another divination spell to search for common trigger glyphs on the handle or latch, and found nothing.

There didn’t appear to be a lock on the inner door, so she turned the handle⁠—

—and her heart skipped a beat as the floor dropped out from under her. Then she was screaming in pain, her body crumpled among a bunch of wooden stakes.

“Mirian!” Valen called out, panicked.

She might have said something else, too, but all Mirian could think about was the pain. The stakes weren’t sharp, but she’d slammed down on them from six feet up and everything hurt. She was nauseous, and she was sure something was broken. Maybe several somethings. For a moment, she blacked out, then the pain snapped her awake again. Two of the stakes were still digging into her back.

She groaned, and was able to roll over so that she fell face-down into the stone floor between the stakes. These psychotic fucking Akanans. They couldn’t just design a trap to imprison someone, they had to make it hurt, too, didn’t they?

Other thoughts tried to make their way to the front of her mind, but they kept getting battered down by how much it hurt. She looked up and couldn’t see Valen. She’d probably run off. It was the smart thing to do. There was no way she could haul Mirian up on her own, especially given that her left arm seemed to be broken. Another wave of nausea swept over her.

When she looked up again, she saw the first spy, the one she kept taking the satchel from each cycle.

“You,” he said in Eskanar, apparently recognizing her as well.

A chill ran through Mirian. Trapped as she was, already inside the spy’s building, they could do anything to her. Captain Mandez had kept her starved and shivering, and that was in an official guard house. The terrible possibilities of what they might do to her in the days remaining ran through her mind. She couldn’t let it happen. She didn’t want to live with whatever they were going to do.

“You Akanan scum,” she said. “I’ve already killed one of you. You’ll just have to join him.” Then she reached for her wand.

The minor lightning wand wouldn’t have done much to the spy, but he didn’t know that. When he saw the wand come out, he did what she wanted. He reacted by drawing his own wand, and this was a proper lightning wand, one that could kill.

Briefly, she felt another burst of pain, and then nothing.
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Mirian woke, and felt terrible relief to be staring up at the dorm ceiling, the tiny hole faintly glinting. It was beautiful to be free of the pain, terrible because of a thought she kept having. Ever since she’d watched the true end of the world, past the invasion of Torrviol, she’d wondered: did the timeline persist after she died? Or did it cease when her consciousness did? She hoped it didn’t. She’d just left a hell of a mess back there if it did.

As she went about fixing the usual things and readying herself for another day at the beginning, she thought about what had happened. It was bullshit, is what it was. She’d checked for magical traps over and over and there’d been—and then she figured out the problem. She’d checked for magical traps. They’d gone and made a trap with a purely mechanical mechanism. Of course. It was a town of arcanists and magic; everyone would be on the lookout for that.

Then she’d seen that damned spy looking down at her, not even a hint of remorse on his face. The anger bubbled about in her as she waited in the alley for him to jump across the roof again. This time, when she pulled with lift object on his bag, that anger found its way into the intensity of the spell. She put in far more mana than she usually did, and yanked hard.

To her horror, the spy didn’t just pinwheel his arms and regain his balance like usual—no, his back foot slipped. For a moment, he seemed to hang in the air between the two buildings, then he came plummeting down, landing next to Mirian with a CRUNCH of bone that made her heart skip.

Oh shit, she thought. This loop ought to be different.


47
Something Different



There was no hiding what just happened. Mirian had already attracted a few strange looks when she’d started casting in the alley. Then there was the loud crack of the body hitting the paving stones, and then the contents of the spy’s satchel had spilled out across the pavement into the street. Now Mirian was standing next to a very obviously dead body, with a crowd of students staring at her, gaping.

Mirian thought fast. She needed to act surprised. That was easy, she was surprised. “Holy shit!” she said. Brilliant, she thought.

“I was… I was just trying to… I was trying to….” she stammered, and she was only half-faking it. Her brain was racing with what do I say, I can’t fuck up the cycle this fast! She could kill herself; it was an option. But if the cycle only truly reset when the Divir moon fell—she couldn’t do that to Lily. She needed an excuse that made sense.

By now, the guard from the plaza had run over. “Move aside,” he commanded, pushing a first year who was too slow to react out of the way.

“My friend—uh, my friend said they put my bag on the roof, as a prank, and so I was getting it with lift object but the—and it just fell! I swear it wasn’t me!” Mirian blurted out. It wasn’t a great lie, but it was plausible. Was it plausible?

The guard wasn’t even looking at Mirian, though. He was better at hiding his shock than the students gathered around, but his gaze was fixed on the dead spy, and his eyes were wide. He knows him.

Then, to Mirian’s surprise, Professor Seneca joined the crowd. “Bertrus, what’s going—oh my,” she said, noticing the body. But before that, she’d been talking to the guard. Wait, how does Professor Seneca know the plaza guard?

The crowd around the alley was growing. Mirian could hear that more guards had shown up near the back and were trying to get a clear path through it. Mirian felt the panic rising. Just a moment ago, she’d been thinking that logically there weren’t any consequences to the break-in, and then she’d gone and felt the worst pain of her life. That memory would live forever in her now. Worse could happen to her now if she didn’t get this right.

“Professor! Someone put my bag on the roof because—well, anyways, it was on the roof. And when I pulled it down with a spell, there was… he just came down! I didn’t—you have to believe me!” She had to get Seneca to believe her. If it was just up to the guards, they’d cover it up like they did when that other spy was captured.

Professor Seneca said, “It’s okay, Mirian. I’m sure the investigation will—wait. Bertrus, those are Academy glyph keys. Why did this man have Academy keys?” Sure enough, when the satchel had disgorged its contents, it had scattered the three keys too.

“I… I don’t know, Sefora. But I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

“Like the other investigations?”

That’s right, Mirian remembered. There’d been loads of break-ins. Every professor probably knew about them, and knew they weren’t getting properly investigated. She needed to leverage that this cycle.

But as she was contemplating what she needed to do next, Mirian realized she wasn’t the focus she thought she was. The guard—Bertrus, apparently—and Seneca were staring at each other. Then Seneca picked up the scroll that was next to the glyph keys and also unrolled it. She blinked, no doubt recognizing the Eskanar script.

“This might explain… quite a bit,” Seneca said, handing it to him. “If you need someone to assist on the cryptography, I know someone who can help.”

The Akanans probably know too, Mirian thought. I have to make sure Professor Jei is protected this cycle. Somehow, she’d stumbled on a new path she’d never considered. Perhaps she’d spent too much time looking for magical solutions to problems better solved by people.

Surreptitiously, Mirian inched away from the body and closer toward the crowd.

“Alright, everyone, move back. Move back!” Bertrus called. By now, three other guards had arrived at the front, and were none-too-gently urging students along. “You all have classes to get to. Move along! Not you,” he said to a group near the front, and he grabbed onto Mirian’s cloak. “I need witness statements. You all saw it?”

To Mirian’s surprise, Seneca stayed there, even though the belltower was chiming the hour. “Tell the class I’ll be delayed,” she told one of the students as they headed inside.

With four guards and four students, they all gave their statements simultaneously, repeating what they’d seen in a big jumble. From what Mirian could hear, they’d all seen her channeling a spell, then the body falling, but not much else. One thought they’d heard a yelp before he fell. Three didn’t. Then Mirian repeated her own story to him, heart still racing, but projecting some semblance of calm.

“I’ll need to take you to the guard post,” he said when Mirian had finished, almost apologetically.

It was Professor Seneca who said, “No, you don’t.”

“Pardon?” the guard said, and his companions didn’t seem to know how to react either.

“You know her name and description. You know where to find her. There’s only one way out of Torrviol—issue her a travel ban if you’re worried she’ll become a fugitive, but I highly doubt it. Right now, a bit of normalcy might be good for her. Mirian, go to class. Bertrus, we need to talk.”

Whatever Mirian had expected, it hadn’t been this. The guards stayed by the body, but they just watched as she walked into the Alchemistry building. The last thing Mirian saw, Seneca had raised a sound-nullifying barrier and was talking animatedly with Bertrus, gesturing at both the scroll and the keys.

Mirian sat in the back of the lecture hall, trying to ignore all the whispering and glances her way. With Seneca still outside, the whole group of students had nothing to do but gossip. Scanning the room, she saw that Calisto had managed to sit next to Nicolus, who seemed to be doing his best to dissociate from the present. Mirian could empathize.

It was likely her trainings with Xipuatl wouldn’t happen this cycle. That was fine; she could routinely examine her soul even without the four harmonizing pillars in Xipuatl’s meditation room. What else would change? It’s likely the spies work together to ambush Jei in a normal cycle. Valen and I didn’t see anyone else, and if there is, I need to learn about them anyways. If it’s only one spy attacking Jei, I might be able to help her win. She needed to save Jei. That meant pausing her Applied Spellcasting work and taking Artifice Design again. But if she did it right, she could learn the contents of the cipher-scroll, learn more about the secret project, and learn how Professor Jei did artifice. All invaluable.

I need to stop the second spy too. Given that that spy would leave for the Myrvite Studies building soon, it was likely that news of the first spy’s death wouldn’t reach him in time. The guards may have been willing to take bribes and cover for each other, but none of them had seemed eager to go report the incident to Captain Mandez.

Thankfully, no one in class seemed to be able to work up the courage to talk to the weird loner girl who might have killed a man, so Mirian didn’t have to muddle through any awkward conversations before Seneca showed up to teach.

“Apologies,” she said once she reached the front of the room. “I’ll skip the introductory material from previous classes, though you should not skip it in studying. Today I will only focus on the content from this class. As is tradition for events that may require it, the Academy will inform the Luminate Order, and should you wish to talk to a priest, they can lend both a listening ear and advice. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, don’t worry. Now, the review.”

Mirian left as soon as the class got out, immediately heading over to get a handful of brass filings from the student crafting center, then rushed to her next class.

Valen was the only one to talk to her. “Whoa, it’s Miss Murder. Anyone else on the hit list?” she said, which was both amazingly callous and quite impressive. How the hell had she heard about what had happened that fast? The girl was better informed than the Akanans.

“Shut up,” she hissed at Valen. “And please don’t talk directly at me. I don’t want to die of poison.” That insult she’d stolen from last cycle’s Valen, so it felt right to dish it right back at her.

When class was over, she “discovered” the spy, whose key predictably jammed in the lock.

“Watch out! He has a lightning wand!” she screamed, which made the spy’s eyes go wide, because he hadn’t even pulled it out when she said it. When a dozen students and Professor Viridian rounded the corner, he also realized how fucked he was.

When Bertrus and two other guards showed up, he saw Mirian and started. “You again!” Then he looked at the spy, who was sitting down and bound by a force rope spell, and Professor Viridian, who had the glyph key the spy had just tried to use. He blinked, looking back and forth between the spy and Mirian.

Mirian was sitting in the corner with her head in her hands pretending to be miserable. “Why does this keep happening to me? I’m just trying to pass my exams!”

The spy, for his part, was gazing intently at Bertrus.

“Alright, well, I need witness statements,” he said. Under his breath, he muttered, “Again.”
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The next day, after the Alchemistry exam, Professor Seneca motioned for Mirian to join her as she turned in her exam.

First, she glanced over the exam. “This is… I wasn’t even planning on grading section four because we didn’t get to it in the review, but these transformations are all right. I wouldn’t have believed it was you if I hadn’t just watched you take it right now. Something clicked?”

“Thank you,” Mirian said, smiling. “Yeah, I guess. Also, I studied. A lot.” That was true, at least.

“Are you doing okay?”

“I’m trying not to think about it,” she said. Then she added, “No.” It wasn’t the death of the spy she was talking about, though. A day ago she’d fallen into a pit trap. She’d been shot to death, sliced apart, and watched her friends die horribly. But what else was there to do but bear it? The worst part was it would all happen again.

“Do… you want to talk about it?”

“Maybe later,” she said. After I save Professor Jei.


48
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That weekend, she worked on a spellrod. She’d still need to get wands ready for her combat class, but that could wait. She needed the flexibility and durability of a spellrod; it was far easier to incorporate spell enhancements into the glyph pathways. Moreover, it would be necessary for some of the conversations she was planning on having if she succeeded.

Big if. So much could go wrong.

As she was using the lathe, Mirian caught a glimpse of Valen peering around a corner. That could be a spark in a grain silo, she thought. Or maybe a fireball. She wasn’t sure what to do to get her to stop following her, though. Insults were about as good as invitations and seemed to serve the same purpose. She adjusted the force shields around the lathe and got back to work.

By noon on Seventhday, Mirian had attracted attention of several of the workers who ran the crafting stations, most notably, Ingrid, who had an expertise with just about every machine and tool and a good eye for technique. “Who taught you your craft?” she asked.

Well, I had your help was the honest answer, since Ingrid had offered plenty of tips and sessions for her in several of the previous cycles. “My mom was a shop steward,” she said, which was at least adjacent to the truth.

“It’s fine work. I could show you some pointers,” she said, which tended to be how the conversations with her always started.

There was no point making excuses. The professors had to register projects that might use the crafting center with Ingrid directly, so she knew about every assignment, and had a nose for any bullshit story Mirian might try to tell. She just said, “I’ll definitely take you up on that later, thanks.”

That wasn’t how Ingrid, who had a reputation among the wizards for her incredible precision work, was usually talked to, and Mirian could sense her furrowed eyebrows even if she couldn’t see them. “Very well,” she said, but Mirian knew she would now be under Ingrid’s scrutiny every time she came by. Which wasn’t bad, it was just she was on a deadline.

Professor Jei was scheduled to die tomorrow.
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Firstday, Mirian ran into a tripwire she’d inadvertently set in front of herself. She was ready to pursue Jei as soon as the proctors took over. She had her spellrod sequestered in an inner pocket she’d sewn into her uniform coat and the wooden block she’d taken from the scrap pile all ready to go, and then Song Jei simply continued proctoring the exam.

Either the death of the first spy or the capture of the second spy had done it. She vaguely recalled one of the cycles, Jei had also stayed to watch over the whole exam, but she didn’t know why at the time. She didn’t know why now, either, but she had a hunch. When did Torres get me? Thirdday, right? Shit, that’s too long a timeframe. Now wasn’t the time, though. If Jei was going to live, she needed to prepare for it, and that meant performing well enough on the exam that her success was difficult to explain. On the second half of the exam, she wrote her professor a note, saying “Exactly half the information needed to solve the problem is missing.” It was simple enough, but it showed she understood the problem in a way she doubted the other students did. Of course, they haven’t had to suffer through the damned exam thirteen times.

She handed in her exam early, then went outside to think. She tried to replay the various cycles and timelines of events. The disappearance had to happen with enough time that the registrar’s office found out about it. She usually disappeared during the exam, in Bainrose. The spies loved Bainrose Castle for some reason. Maybe the ambush she was hypothesizing just happened slightly later? It was worth a shot.

Or maybe there’re more passages. Jei doesn’t take the passage in Griffin Hall because the whole class is watching. But she would know about the ones going from Bainrose to the underground too. What if there’s more than one passage down to those giant doors of stone?

Mirian stood. She couldn’t track Jei down in the underground. She still didn’t know all the passages down there, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to move silently enough that her professor wouldn’t realize someone was behind her. Maybe if she had five more years to practice illusion spells, she could maintain a silence zone and light distortion barrier well enough, but she thought she’d probably go insane if she had to spend five more years taking classes in the Academy.

She dashed back inside Griffin Hall. The last students were just handing in their exams. “Professor,” she said, smiling. She’d seen Jei actually eyeing the place where the secret door was. “I just wanted to thank you for teaching us. Your class has been my favorite.”

“Thank you,” said Jei in that thick accent of hers. “You are smart student. I can tell because you ask questions. You will take my class next quarter.”

“Artifice Design,” Mirian said. “Right? Of course I will. I can’t wait!” She then stood there. Professor Jei clearly expected her to leave, but she needed to make sure she left out the front door. “Uh, I had a question about the exam.”

Jei rolled her eyes. “Scale score. No crying,” she said again.

“Not that. I mean the second part. Was I… I mean, I know you haven’t looked at the exams yet, but was I right about the second section? That there’s not enough information to actually come up with a pathway solution? You would need another set of four-dimensional coordinates, or the energy doesn’t create a circuit. Right?”

That got Jei’s attention. Her head snapped up and she looked at Mirian like she was trying to bore holes into her. “Interesting idea. Why do you think so?”

Mirian started to explain it, as best she could. She talked about the four-dimensional paths she’d sketched to try and better visualize it, and the energy transformation equations needing to be balanced, though she was only able to muddle through it. She’d thought a lot about it, but she’d never tried to tell anyone else. One time, she’d tried to explain her second year of calculus to Lily, and Lily had looked at her like she’d turned into a chimera and grown a second head. Trying to explain this math to her friend might have caused an intracranial hemorrhage.

When Jei started walking out the front door, Mirian had to stop herself from shouting for joy. It had worked!

Midway across the plaza, Jei’s impatience was starting to become apparent. Finally, she interrupted Mirian. “We will talk again soon. Now, I have appointment.” Then she said what probably meant “goodbye” in Gulwenen, but to Mirian it was just a blur of pitched syllables.

“Thanks, professor. Good luck!” she said and headed off as if she was going to her dorm. As she neared the fountain in the plaza, she paused. This time, Bertrus was in his usual spot, not in front of Bainrose like he usually was at this hour. From the way he was watching Professor Jei, though, Mirian was pretty sure he knew something. Or maybe not. There weren’t a lot of Zhighuans in Torrviol, so she did attract stares.

Mirian moved so that the plaza fountain was between her and the guard and felt for her spellrod beneath her jacket. Wrapping her hand around the handle, she felt for the arcane catalyst. She’d set it to minor disguise already, and cast it now. It wouldn’t do to get Bertrus suspicious of her now; she still wasn’t sure whose side he was on. A few people gave her odd glances as her hair changed to blond, but she’d gotten used to that sort of thing. She set off quickly toward the castle, trying to find a balance between “quick enough to catch up to Jei” and “not so quick it would be weird.”

As she entered Bainrose, she realized that Jei had already quickened her own pace. Probably late to the meeting that would end in her death. She hurried to catch up, accidentally knocking a book out of a first-year student’s hand as she sped by. “Sorry,” she called, but didn’t slow down—couldn’t slow down now. When she got to the tower’s spiral staircase, she rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time, nearly colliding with another student.

Just before she got to the third floor, she could see a dozen steps up where Professor Jei’s red coattails were disappearing through the shutting door.

Mirian took out her spellrod like it was a rapier, spinning the lower dial clockwise. Then she gave the wooden block she’d been carrying an underhand toss toward the door and channeled.

The spike trap had gotten her thinking. Sometimes, one didn’t need dozens of fancy divination spells to get a door open.

With precision born of practice, she used lift object to wedge the wooden block between the door and frame, right where the latch would click. There was a crunching noise as the heavy door bit into the wood. Heart beating, Mirian approached the door and grasped the handle. Had it worked?

She yanked on the door, and it opened. The little wood block clopped onto the floor. Relief flooded through her. She snatched it up and went through the door. Jei was nowhere to be seen. Here, the tall shelves lined the walls and were packed with books and scrolls, but unlike in the rest of the library, they were locked behind the glowing barriers of wards. The decorations were also resplendent; the ceiling was made of carved and painted wood in geometric patterns and bordered with gold leaf. The stone pedestals and tables were made of a beautiful black marble that was suffused with white swirls of crystal.

There was no time to gape at it, though. Mirian set off past the shelves, and came to a split in the hall. She hesitated, not sure which way to go, then she heard a door slam farther along the hall in front of her. She dashed forward, where there was another split. There was a door to the left, and another to the right. She cast detect heat, and the air to her left shimmered with the lingering body heat of someone—it had to be Jei. Mirian went left. Near the door, she saw a sign that said “danger” and a bunch of other stuff, which meant it had to be the right one. Fortunately, this door wasn’t locked.

The room she found herself in was sparse compared to the lavish decorations she’d just passed. It appeared to be part of one of the keep’s towers, and outside light and a cool breeze filtered in from the arrow slits that encircled the room. There appeared to be some sort of map on the wooden table next to a pile of books, but her eyes were drawn to the column of stone in the center of the room. There was an entrance with no door; it appeared to have been removed entirely, leaving the hinges and steel mechanism disconnected from what once had clearly been one of the secret doors. That’s it, she knew, and rushed through. She found herself back on a spiral staircase, descending back down treacherously steep steps. No wonder Professor Jei took the Griffin Hall passage; if they both led to the same place, that route avoided going up and down several flights of stairs.

And down and down and down, she thought. She let the minor disguise spell drop. If she got caught now, it wouldn’t matter if she temporarily had blond hair and blue eyes or not. She was sure this led deep below Bainrose, maybe even to those doors of stone. With each step she took, she felt the urge to hurry building. As she moved, she adjusted her spellrod again so that it was on ground lightning.

She found herself at the base of the stairs, looking down a long passage. The stonework was all of the lowest level of the underground: dark granite covered in hieroglyphs, and the elegant thin arches and pillars that splayed out like ribs of stone. Along the spine-like ceiling were faint glyph lamps, painting the passage with a dusty orange glow.

A scream echoed down the tunnel.

Shit! Am I too late?

Mirian tightened her grip on her scepter, dropped her bag, and sprinted. The walls rushed by her in a blur, and her breath started coming fast and heavy. She saw the bright flash of electricity farther forward and willed herself to go faster. The tunnel opened up into a strange room full of thin pillars, crates scattered about. The same dim glyph lamps lit the room, overshadowed by the bright arc of electricity between Professor Jei and a cloaked man. Mirian channeled, and a black line appeared in the air between Jei and the man, sucking in the electricity. She had no idea if she’d been in time. Jei wasn’t moving.

The spy whirled and turned to Mirian. It was that third man, she could tell, the one that she’d followed deep under Bainrose so long ago. He fired off another burst of lightning, but Mirian’s spell nullified that too. Idiot, Mirian thought. These guys are one-trick eximontars.

Then he drew an arming sword from his belt and charged at her.

Mirian didn’t have time to change around her spellrod, and besides, the Akanan spy still had his lightning wand in his off-hand, so she needed to keep it on ground lightning in case he used it again. Winded from her sprint, she didn’t trust herself to outrun him. Instead, she settled into a dueling stance and used her spellrod to parry the first blow.

The scepter wasn’t designed to be hacked at with a weapon, but it was made of sturdy brass and balanced enough. It was also a lot better than nothing, which was what her backup plan consisted of.

The bright ringing of metal filled the room. Mirian found herself hard pressed, retreating rapidly, trying to duck around the thin pillars to get breathing room. When he overextended, she was able to give him a painful thwack! on the hand, but the problem was the spellrod wasn’t nearly sharp or heavy enough to be a threat. The spy raised his wand again, and Mirian began to channel, but it was a feint of a different kind. The man lunged and it was only her reflexes from a thousand dueling bouts that saved her from getting skewered.

Her breathing was ragged now; the chase, the sprint, and now the desperate defense was getting to her. The spy came at her again with two cuts to her side, sending her reeling backward. She landed another blow on his arm, but it barely slowed him down. This time, he did send a lightning bolt her way, and she only countered it with her own spell at the last second. He then followed up with an overhand blow that clanged off Mirian’s scepter, sending her reeling backward, where she promptly tripped over one of the boxes lurking in the shadows. She went sprawling, sending up a cloud of dust as she hit the floor.

Panic swept through her as the spy raised his sword. She did not want to be dismembered. Mirian rolled to the side as the blade came smashing down where she’d been a moment before, ricocheting off the stone floor so hard it sparked.

“Behind you!” Mirian shouted in Eskanar, hoping that he might be startled into looking away for a moment while she recovered, but she had no such luck. His blade swung out, slicing her shin, and Mirian cried out.

The spy stepped forward and raised his sword, ready to bring it down on her chest…

…and then a beam of black and red fire went right through his torso. He toppled to the ground, the clang of the sword on stone echoing, then slowly fading.

Mirian lifted her head enough to see Professor Jei. She was holding not a magic tome, nor a wand or scepter, but a glowing white orb, spirals of glyphs marking its outside. In the light of that orb, Jei stood tall in her red coat, the embroidered serpent designs glimmering in the glow. Her gaze was full of fury, but it softened as she saw Mirian.

Jei stared at her as she rose. “Mirian?” Then she let out a string of words in Gulwenen that could only have been curses. She swapped back to Friian and said, “What in five hells are you doing down here?”

Mirian just let her head fall back down to the stone floor as she caught her breath. At last, she thought.
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“Mirian?” Professor Jei repeated. “You okay?”

She was staring at the ceiling. There were strange hourglass shaped holes in it that simply led to more stone above. Near the glyph lamps, she could see the faint remnants of paint on the ceiling. Once, someone had taken care of this place. Now, it was stacked with Academy crates full of supplies, the smell of cooked flesh wafting from the dead Akanan spy. “I should be asking you that.”

“What is going on?” Jei asked. “How did you get down here?”

“Followed you. Ugh, sorry, I ran to get here. Are there, uh, cloth wrappings in any of these crates? Gods, that hurts.” She sat up so she could put her hand over the gash on her shin, which made her hiss in pain, but she knew she needed to put pressure on it. There was already a small puddle of blood on the stone. “He got my leg. I think… ah—think he hit the bone.” Her eyes were watering from the pain. Xipuatl had taught her several celestial runes used for healing; all of them involved healing plants. Once again, Mirian thought about joining the priesthood, purely for the practical knowledge. Of course, then she’d need an “Elder reliquary focus,” whatever the hells that was made out of.

Jei’s orb brightened and she let go of it so that it sort of hovered in the air next to her. Okay, that’s a neat trick. Several crate lids opened, and she brought out what looked to be a rug. With another spell, she sliced it into a neat strip. “Move your hands,” she commanded, and when Mirian did, she wrapped it like a bandage telekinetically, with Mirian’s aura seeming to give her no trouble at all with the delicate force spell. It still hurt like the hells, but at least the blood wasn’t running down her leg anymore. “Now explain,” her professor demanded. To someone who didn’t know her, Jei sounded angry, but Mirian could tell she was scared.

“That’s an Akanan spy,” she said, gesturing at the corpse. She limped over to start searching the body. Sure enough, he had a whole ring of glyph keys. “They’ve been breaking into the Academy, sabotaging things, and they wanted to kill you. Don’t know why, has something to do with the secret project under Bainrose. But neither you nor Professor Torres will tell me anything about it. I do know it’s all a prelude to an invasion.”

Professor Jei dimmed the light from her orb and watched Mirian as she continued searching the body. “That makes no sense,” she said. “Start making sense.”

“I’m a time traveler,” Mirian told her. Then she began to explain.
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Professor Jei had received a message that there was an emergency meeting about the project. That note was obviously a forgery. Once she realized it, Jei refused to continue deeper into the underground and had them return to Bainrose.

Limping up what felt like a hundred flights of stairs was agony. The steps were all just a bit too tall, and each time she put weight on her leg, she felt sharp pain. Naturally, the designers of the secret spiral staircase leading to the underground had neglected to put a railing in their design, and the narrow staircase meant that Jei couldn’t do much to help her.

Professor Jei locked the door behind them and led Mirian into a nice room where several plush chairs made a semicircle around a crescent table and a magical fireplace. The room oozed luxury, but by then Mirian would have given up her spellbook for the cushioned chair. She collapsed into it immediately, muttering, “Gods bless you.”

Jei replied, “Ah, not necessary. Stay here. I return soon.”

Mirian closed her eyes. “Get Professor Seneca,” she said as Jei started to leave. She heard the professor pause, then continue out. The door shut softly behind her.

The thought of going up or down any more flights of stairs filled her with apprehension. Then she wondered what Jei meant by “not necessary,” and if she understood that “Gods bless you” was more of an idiom than an actual blessing by priests, and then she realized she had no idea what Zhighua worship practices were like. Probably, her preparatory school history teacher had mentioned it, and she could imagine that Mr. Vasquez, wherever he was right now, had broken out in a cold sweat as the premonition that all his hard work had been wasted settled on him.

She wondered who exactly Jei was getting. A priest, maybe? Were they allowed on the forbidden third floor? She considered pretending to be a Deeps agent like she had for Valen, but knowing her luck, one of them probably knew an actual agent.

It took about an hour for Jei to return—maybe more, Mirian wasn’t sure if she had nodded off. When she did arrive, she had Professor Torres and Professor Seneca in tow. Mirian could see the puzzlement in Seneca as she peered at her over her glasses. Torres’s stony brown eyes, on the other hand, revealed nothing.

“Seneca, are you part of the secret project involving the giant doors beneath Bainrose?” Mirian asked.

“Did you kill that man on the roof?” she replied.

Mirian closed her eyes, trying to will the pain in her leg to go away. “Not on purpose. I knew he’d be there, though. I knew the second Akanan spy would be in the Myrvite Studies building. I knew the third one would kill Jei if I didn’t intervene. I know where their hideout is. I know about Torres’s 500-year-old Persaman spellrod, and I made one like it,” she said, waving her scepter about in their general direction. “I know that the guards were taking bribes from the spies. Captain Mandez especially. And I know the Akanan invasion attacks Torrviol on the 28th. What I don’t know, Seneca, is whose side you’re on. How do you know Bertrus?”

Seneca didn’t answer. All three of her professors just stood around. Jei said something in Gulwenen to Torres, which she nodded at. Huh. Torres speaks Gulwenen?

“Did she tell you about the time travel? Look, is this how I acted a week ago? You’ve all taught me for, what, four years, off and on, in the various upper-level classes. Torres, I know right now you’re searching for alternative hypotheses, and that you’re smart enough to come up with several, but I need you to entertain this one: what if I’m telling the truth?”

“The most likely hypothesis is you’re a plant by a third party interested in the research,” Torres said, voice flat.

Mirian let out a groan. “Gods above, I’m going to have to explain everything again, make a bunch of predictions, and then you’ll all still skeptically think something else is going on right up until the Akanan airships are on their way over. I’ve had to do this all alone. No one wants to help, even though the world’s at stake. Gods, that sounds so melodramatic, doesn’t it? Of course it’s easier to dismiss me as a lunatic; I learned all about the mind preserving previous mental schema from Professor Viridian.”

Mirian started listing things she knew now. The passage under Griffin Hall. How to make a cartography device. Basic Eskanar. What the inside of the jail cells looked like. When she got to the chimera and the corpse under the Bainrose catacombs, Torres said, “Wait, what?”

“Nope, not explaining. Not until someone says something and you all stop looking at me like I grew a second head. Did I already use that joke? Also, I’d really like to see a healer.” The pain had removed some of the mental filter Mirian usually had up. It was easy to just say whatever came to mind, even if it wasn’t a good idea.

“Bertrus and I dated briefly when we were students at the Academy,” Seneca finally said. “We’re still friends, just not close ones.”

Torres asked, “Why didn’t you go to the mayor’s office? Or the magistrate?”

Mirian actually had thought of that during the ninth loop, and made that one of her side projects. “The secretaries won’t give out appointments to students, no matter how important I insist it is. The letter I snuck into his office never got a reply. Is the mayor really unaware of all the break-ins in the Academy and the guard’s lack of interest in solving it? Is that the problem?”

All three professors were silent, which told Mirian the answer. If the mayor wasn’t outright taking bribes, something else had bought his silence. Mirian had looked for him during the evacuation of Torrviol that second cycle, and he’d either made himself scarce or left the same way Captain Mandez had.

“So, do you see the problem? All the ways I’m supposed to be able to do things are denied to me. At first, I thought maybe by pure chance, I was the only one noticing these things. Now I know everyone knows about it, but no one says or does anything—until it’s too late. That has to change.”

“I would like to believe you,” said Torres, “but the problem is it’s not believable. How are you traveling through time? Either Song Jei omitted that part of the story or you did.”

“I did, because I don’t know. It’s connected to the…” Mirian hesitated. How would they react if she told them the invasion didn’t even matter, that even if they stopped it, they would all die anyways? That nothing they did right now mattered unless it affected her? Probably not well. “... invasion. That’s all I know,” she finished. “Sorry, my leg really hurts. Have you ever been hit by a sword?”

“Twice,” Torres said. “So I can commiserate.”

“Oh,” Mirian said.

“You were saying something about a dead Arcane Praetorian.”

“Tell me why it’s important first.”

Torres looked at Jei, who looked back at Torres. If Mirian hadn’t known telepathy was impossible, she would have thought they were using it. It was Professor Jei who finally spoke. “We are working with one. She provides security for the project.”

“I used one of Professor Holvatti’s spells on the skeleton. It’s only a few years old.”

Torres and Jei exchanged another look, this one of definite alarm.

“Are either of you going to share with the class?” Seneca asked them.

“Sorry,” Torres said. “Not until we’re… sure.”

So, Seneca isn’t part of the secret project, Mirian thought.

“Then why am I part of this? You were both very insistent I should come.”

“Without your intervention, I’d be in jail, and Jei would be dead,” Mirian said. “I need you to make sure that the guards come down on the side of the Academy and the people of Torrviol.”

“I know alchemistry, not politics,” Seneca said, then sighed. “This is all crazy. Twenty minutes ago, I was grading exams. Good job, by the way,” she said to Mirian.

“Thanks. I’ve taken that test thirteen times. I’m so sick of it,” Mirian said.

“Right,” Seneca said hesitantly. One thing Mirian was finding is that people could acknowledge her claim of time travel, but they sure as hell wouldn’t act like they believed it. To Torres and Jei, Seneca said, “I want an explanation. Or at least something.”

“You’ll get one, as much as I can tell you,” Torres said. “But I did swear an oath of secrecy. And I always honor my oaths. Always. Mirian, can you show us where this body is?”

“Not until a priest takes care of my leg,” she said. “Also, there’s myrvites down there. A chimera and a bog lion at least.”

Seneca started. “There’s no bog lions in the underground! How would it get past the spellwards? What would it eat?”

“Haven’t figured that one out myself,” Mirian said.

“I’ll get a priest. And Eskier,” Torres said.

“Who?”

“Eskier Cassius. A man who makes up for in wands what he lacks in humor. Jei, watch over Mirian. Seneca—you don’t have to stick around for this.”

“I’m not going anywhere. This is way more interesting than grading.”

Torres left in a hurry, while Seneca and Jei took seats in the other chairs around the fireplace. Mirian was glad they were done looming over her. The heat from the magical fire washing over her felt good, and the warm colors of the tapestries and rugs gave the room a particularly cozy feeling. She realized one of the end-tables was carved of chimera bone, probably the big lumpy shell of something like what she’d encountered down in the underground. Her mind wandered back to the encounter in the basement.

“That orb of yours is cool,” she told Jei. “How does it work? I didn’t even see the glyphs on it, only the—it looked like there were glyphs made of light orbiting it when you were using it. Like echoes of actual glyphs.”

“Very complicated,” Jei said. “I need to learn more words in Friian to explain. How do you say very small rock pieces?”

“Microcrystals?” Seneca asked.

“Maybe. All incorporated in tiny rock matrix.”

Mirian laughed. She hadn’t meant to, but the stress and exhaustion was getting to her. “You know ‘matrix’ but not ‘crystal’? I shouldn’t make fun, I know, you should hear me speak Eskanar. I keep messing up verb conjugations. So where are the conduits?”

“All crystals,” Jei said, trying out the new word. “So all conduit.”

“Did you make it?”

“Family heirloom.” She sighed. “Zhighua used to have the greatest arcanists in the world. Then the fifth dynasty collapsed. Very sad. No one makes the magic spheres anymore. Lost art. Torrian Tower uses the same technique too, though. Tiny glyph crystals in the structure to give it strength. But no other building uses it. Why not? How did the art get to Baracuel? Why was the art lost here too, and around the same time? Many historical riddles to unravel.”

Once again, Mirian found herself being shamed for not paying attention in history class. She hadn’t the slightest idea when the fifth dynasty was, or why it had fallen, or even that Zhighua had once been the center of magical advancement.

“May I see it?”

Professor Jei took the orb out of her satchel. Mirian ran her fingers over the smooth surface, pondering the minuscule lines of crystal inclusions that spiraled within its translucent form. It seemed like it would be impossible to reverse engineer. “How did you learn all the spells in it?”

“My father taught me. And grandmother before him. Very dangerous to use without instruction. I will explain when you take my class. Math is a better language to talk in.”

Mirian smiled at that. She turned the orb over in her hands again. “There’s no arcane catalyst?”

Jei reached into her collar and pulled out a beautiful amulet. It appeared to be a piece of amber encasing a dark looking crustacean that was utterly black, until it glimmered like abalone when it caught the light at the right angle.

“Wow, that’s beautiful,” she said. “Why keep the catalyst separate?”

“Why ever be out of contact with magic?” she asked.

Mirian had to admit there was sense to that. She was about to ask what kind of creature was in the amber amulet, but right then, Professor Cassius opened the door, flanked by his three apprentices.
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“Let’s go,” Cassius said.

Professor Torres cleared her throat.

“Right,” he said, clenching his jaw. He made a gesture, and the apprentices stood to the side like soldiers lined up for parade. Each wore the thin bronze chain of apprenticeship that went from their shoulder to a loop on their coats, dangling down across their right breasts like they were carrying a conspicuous pocket watch. They all looked identical, with the same short light brown hair and light brown eyes. If they had personalities that went beyond discipline, like Cassius, they’d masked them. They also had five wand sheaths hanging off their belts, crisp and polished as the rest of them.

All of them watched as a priest from the Luminate Order came in, glancing about the room. “You know, I have a feeling the Academy could afford to increase its donations to the temple,” he said.

“Take it up with Archmage Luspire,” Cassius grumbled.

“Oh, we have,” sighed the priest.

Mirian had gotten plenty of wounds healed, but this time, she was paying extra close attention. Without a focus, she doubted she could sense much, but she wanted to try. She watched carefully as the priest put his hand to his chest. The pose of the penitent it was called—except he must have been pressing the focus hidden under his robes closely to his chest. Mirian closed her eyes and tried to meditate, but as the bandage was unwrapped, the lances of pain shooting through her broke her concentration. Then there was that burning sensation by the wound, then blessed relief as the pain faded.

“Thank you,” she told him. What she wanted to ask was: How does it work? Are there celestial runes on your focus? What’s an “Elder reliquary”? Is it like casting a spell? Can I borrow your focus? But she knew what the answer to those questions would be already. All of it was secret knowledge.

The priest departed, and then so did they. Her leg still ached—healing was never perfect—but it was so much nicer to walk on.

They walked right down the stairs and into the second basement level. It must have been a strange sight for the other students studying there to see: a sixth-year student leading a gaggle of professors and apprentices through the shelves. “Make sure to return your library books on time,” Mirian told a wide-eyed first-year student as she passed by. She and Professor Seneca found it funny, at least.

“Let’s see… I got shot to death there, so it was… hmm… two shelves over. Here,” she said, standing in front of the blank wall.

Cassius made a face, the first chip in his stony mask she’d seen. How much did they tell him?

“There’s no record of a passage here,” Torres said.

Mirian adjusted the rings around the shaft of her spellrod, then concentrated. “Does anyone have a reveal iron spell? I haven’t had a chance to re-scribe it.”

“What is that thing?” Cassius said, scowling at the scepter.

“Spellrod. Ask Torres, she has a nicer one. Never mind, I got it.” With a grinding clunk, her empowered magnetic spell caught the lever, and the section of stone wall opened.

“Five hells,” muttered Seneca.

Mirian swapped her spellrod back to light and cast it, the steady glow illuminating the narrow passage. “Now does anyone have a mapping spell? Super easy to get lost in here.”

“I do,” Seneca said. “Ghostly trail should do the trick, no?” Seeing Mirian’s quizzical look, she said, “Illusion spell. Creates a trail of colored light as we walk so we can retrace our path.”

“Good,” Professor Cassius said. “Three, guard the door. No students in, no beasts out. Two, you’re on point with me. One, take up the rear.”

“Yes sir!” the apprentices chorused.

With Cassius’s back to them, Mirian made a face at the others. She whispered, “He calls his apprentices by numbers?” Apprentice Three shrugged. Seneca rolled her eyes and made a gesture Mirian did not expect a professor to make.

Mirian cleared her throat. “This way,” she said, resuming the lead.

She had to stop several times, backtrack once, and nearly had them walk right on by the room they were looking for, but at last they found it. The corpse looked like it had before.

“One and Two, guard the passage. Wards up, wardbreaker caution,” Cassius snapped as they gathered in the chamber.

Mirian stood by the pile of ash just north of the body.

“Well, that’s gruesome,” Seneca said. “Want me to date it?”

“I’d rather you just found out its age,” said Torres with such a straight face it took Mirian a moment to realize she did have a sense of humor after all. She bent over and picked up the note Mirian had described.

Jei said something in Gulwenen to Torres, who nodded. Then her face went white. “Song,” she said, and then said something else in Gulwenen, and Jei’s face went equally pale. Whatever they’d discovered was bad news.

“Three years, five months dead, as best I can tell,” Seneca announced.

“And shot in the back of the head,” Cassius said, in case anyone hadn’t picked up on that.

Mirian crouched down as if she was joining them in examining the corpse, placing one hand in the dirt. As subtly as she could, she felt for the half-buried wand. She grasped it, and carefully stuffed it up her sleeve, using a single finger to keep it in place.

“Eskier, this is big,” Torres said. “Sefora, Mirian’s right. We need to start gathering guards we can trust. There might be fighting. The project’s been… infiltrated.”

“Are you all going to start believing me?” Mirian asked.

“I—” Torres started, but she was interrupted by one of the apprentices letting out a series of curses that would have made any sailor blush, and then a blood-curdling roar that echoed up and down the passages.

“Bog lion,” she whispered.

Then everything seemed to happen all at once. Cassius already had two wands out, and Jei her orb. The orange light of a fire jet lit up the catacombs, then one of the apprentices gave a shout and dove into the chamber with them, kicking up a cloud of ash as he did. The other one had up a force barrier, and it shattered as something big slammed into it. The air in that area was distorted, like the way air from an oven wavered about. The bog lion was using its camouflage spell.

A shield of fire—apparently originating from Cassius—erupted around the apprentice, and there was a snarl as the blur retreated and refocused its attention on the group. With his second wand, Cassius blasted the bog lion with force. Instead of retreating, though, it attacked. Cassius put up a second fire shield around himself, and Mirian thought she saw a ghostly paw smash into it. There was an explosion of light and flames. The barrier held, though, and Cassius repositioned himself in the entrance of the chamber so it couldn’t go around. The first fire shield was still up, which made Mirian blink. He was channeling two instances of the same spell through one wand. She hadn’t even known that was possible!

“I am unfamiliar with this creature,” Jei said. “Do we want it alive or dead?”

“Dead,” Torres said at the same time Seneca exclaimed, “Oh, alive would be wonderful!”

They looked at each other, then Seneca sighed. “Dead is fine, but the mane and skin intact, if you can. It has such interesting magichemical properties.”

Both Torres and Seneca were ready with their spellbooks, but with Cassius blocking the door, they were just holding them at the ready. Jei’s orb was glowing, and once again, phantom glyphs surrounded it as the orb floated in the air above her extended hand. Mirian wondered what she hoped to accomplish. Cassius was busy harassing the still camouflaged bog lion with blasts of force, and he was still blocking the entrance. Mirian could hear its heavy paws crunching the slate and bits of bone out in the passage as it moved around, deterred by the fire, but by no means giving up on its prey.

Then Mirian remembered what Jei’s real expertise was. She was thinking in three dimensions, but Jei wasn’t. She didn’t just study math for its own sake. She was all about applied math. Mirian peered out into the passage, just in time to see a spell appear out of thin air around the bog lion, coming from behind it. An illuminating ignite spell, she thought. Burning embers of violet and green attached themselves to the bog lion, illuminating it. Mirian thought that was a splendid idea; now the thing was lit up, and a lot easier to target. But then, the myrvite roared again, and did something that caused all the air in the room to feel like it was being pulled at. Suddenly, the fire shields, the ignite, and the lights in the room winked out, plunging them all into darkness.

Mirian recast her light spell, while Cassius said, “Dammit, Song! Don’t force it to use its nullifying spell like that!” His fire shield came back up, and just in time. The bog lion, no longer camouflaged, pounced right at him, smashing into the shield despite the hiss of burning flesh coming from its paws. It knocked Cassius to the ground, though the shield still held. Now Mirian could see it in its true terrifying form. The thick mossy mane, the fury in its black eyes, the huge mouth full of needle-like teeth. Lions were cute. Bog lions were made of nightmare stuff. As the light caught it, it seemed like there was a thick tar bubbling in its mouth, like there was a churning swamp inside it.

As the bog lion came down on the shield again, Seneca sent out a flurry of force knives at its face, causing it to recoil and close its eyes. Jei’s orb brightened again, and she sent out her incineration ray again. This time, she didn’t just cast it for a moment. She speared the bog lion right through the mouth, the black and red fire filling the room with an unnatural light that seemed to sap the color of the other light sources. As the bog lion leapt away, the beam followed it. When it rounded the corner, bounding away with a yowl, the origin point of the beam suddenly snapped to a new spot, and the ray kept drilling into it. The room smelled of burning flesh, and the bog lion let out an eerie howl of pain.

The second apprentice—One or Two, Mirian couldn’t recall—sent out a few fire rays of his own as he got to his feet. Finally, the beam stopped, and Song Jei smiled. “Dead,” she said. “Very resilient. A strong soul.”

Cassius sprang to his feet with agility that seemed like it should be beyond his age. “Wards back up!” he snapped. “And I said wardbreaker caution. Wardbreaker caution protocol! What does that mean to you?”

“Sorry, sir!” said Two—Mirian was pretty sure he was Two. “Not making excuses, but that thing ate the ward faster than a starved pig at a pie festival, and that was while it was running at me!”

“It never tripped the sound ward either,” One said. He was clutching his arm, not at all complaining that there was blood running between his fingers. The bog lion’s claws had raked him. “Also, I believe my arm is broken, sir!” he reported, and then fainted. Oh, so it had done more than rake him.

“We should get out of here. I’ve taken an illusionary snapshot of the scene already. We should bring the remains. Adria… deserved better than this,” Torres said. Oh shit. They know her. Knew her.

“And we should bring the bog lion,” Seneca said. “One, you cannot believe how hard it is to get bog lion mane this time of year. And two, I want to put it on the mayor’s front porch. That ought to get him to reassess the spellward situation, which I have been complaining about for years to no avail.”

“I can carry the bog lion,” Cassius said, sheathing his two wands and pulling out a third. “Two, bandage then carry One.”

“I can carry the corpse,” Jei said. “Very gently,” she assured Torres.

“Sadly, when it used its natural nullifying spell, it erased the ghostly trail. And recall spell state is in my other spellbook,” Seneca said. “Mirian, you can get us out of here, right?”

Mirian grimaced as they all turned to look at her. “That depends,” she said. “Are you all going to start trusting me now? Kidding, sorry. Yeah, I can get us out of here.” Under her breath she added, “Probably.”
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To her credit, they only got lost once on the way out, and not for that long. The bog lion barely fit through the narrower parts of the catacombs. It had to weigh several hundred pounds, but Cassius didn’t appear to be straining at all, unlike his apprentice, who was trembling with the effort of his lift object spell. Come to think of it, the spell resistance probably made it harder to carry the first apprentice.

“I could just carry him over my shoulder,” Mirian offered, but Two just shook his head and cast a meaningful glance at Cassius.

If going past the students with four professors on the way down to the catacombs had caused the rumor mill to start turning, coming back out with an injured student, a skeleton, and a bog lion corpse was like lighting the rumor mill on fire. A crowd gathered at the plaza, including Bertrus. “Was that… inside the spellward?” he asked.

“Yes,” Cassius said casually. “Three, get the priest. Again.”

Seneca asked, “Iliya, what do I tell him? What do I tell any of them?”

Torres was silent except for the grinding of her jaw.

It was Cassius who prodded her next. “Your oath is to Baracuel first. To the Crown, to our republic, and to its people. No oath sworn can be greater.”

“And yet, in all this time, I have managed not to break any oaths. Not since I was a child. But I suppose the woman I swore it to is dead.” She took a deep breath, and looked at Jei, then back to the skeleton. “This is Adria Gavell, of the Arcane Praetorians, sworn defender of crown and country.”

“But Adria’s still alive,” Bertrus said. Then, “Oh shit.”

“Tell the magistrate,” Seneca told Bertrus. “And any guards you know can be trusted. Not the captain,” she added. “Do you know where the pretender is?”

“Then who…?” Obviously, he didn’t.

“Go,” Torres said.

Bertrus started running.

“Roland is cool!” Mirian shouted after him. Then to the professors, she said, “I’m missing something,” Mirian said. “Who’s Adria? I’ve never heard of Adria.”

“Adria Gavell was in charge of security for the project,” Jei said.

“Oh,” said Mirian. Then, “Ohhh. Oh wow. You all… alright, see, you should just tell me everything. Akana Praediar knows literally everything about your project. Gods above, they’ve been spying on it for… three and a half years? Did you know they send an army over it? An entire army group. And two airships, like you’ve never seen. Big ones, packed with artillery. Cassius, you’d love them. If they didn’t kill us all, that is.”

“I was not privy to this part of the tale,” he said. “You are… part of the Department of Public Security? Undercover?”

“I should just start telling people that. Don’t they have a special signet ring, though? No, I’m just a regular, ordinary time traveler, of the common variety.”

Cassius blinked. His two conscious apprentices looked at each other.

Seneca shrugged. “I don’t really have a better explanation at this point.”

Jei was looking at Mirian. Not just looking at her, but looking into her. She understands, Mirian realized. It was one thing to have it implied the future didn’t matter, that nothing you did mattered. It was another to believe it. She believes it now.

The crowd continued to gather, with the bog lion being the biggest talking piece. As a healer finally arrived for One, the medley of students and townsfolk continued to talk over each other.

“… ought to have a plebiscite! Mayor Wolden’s incompetence could get someone killed!”

“It already has, clearly.”

“… are the spellwards failing? Wait, how did it come from Bainrose? It’s a library…”

“… is this going to interfere with registration? I really need to get into the third year of Arcane Fundamentals…”

“… look at the size of that thing!”

Mirian let it wash around her like a river. It was comforting to see so many people acknowledging things weren’t normal. For most of the cycles, she’d kept everything to herself, and the ridiculousness of everyone going about their daily lives when armageddon was approaching was maddening.

Then the conversation changed.

“… what’s that?”

“Is that smoke?”

The crowd started to turn and point.

Mirian dropped her satchel. “Watch that for me!” she called to the group, then started running. The column of smoke was coming from the southeast of town, by the station. Before she got there, she already knew which building it would be.

She arrived panting and out of breath. Sure enough, the spies’ secret hideout was already burning. She’d arrived just in time, too. The firefighting sorcerers were already heading in, their wagon parked in the street. The shimmering fields surrounding them indicated they were prepared for heat and smoke, but they were oblivious to the real danger.

“Wait!” she called. “There’s a trap in the entryway!”

The first sorcerer stopped, hand inches from the inner door. He gave her a puzzled look, probably wondering who the weird student yelling at him was.

“Turning that handle opens a trap door. Stand—whew, sorry, been doing a lot of running today. Stand back from the room and use a force spell to turn the handle.” When they didn’t, she added, “This is the Akanan spy hideout. Someone set it on fire to burn the evidence. Going through the window is probably safer.”

“Are you an agent or something?” the second sorcerer asked.

“You know what? Sure, that’ll make things easier. By order of the Crown, I order you to not go through the front door so you don’t mangle yourself. Please.”

“I don’t think she’s actually an agent,” the first sorcerer said, but he at least came out of the entryway.

Since they were both clear, Mirian used her lift object spell, enhanced so it could handle torque on the handle. Predictably, the floor fell away, revealing last cycle’s dead-end for her. “See? This is why people should listen to me. Use the window!”

“Five hells,” hissed the first sorcerer, looking down at the six-foot drop full of nasty-looking stakes. “Yes, ma’am, using the window!”

Mirian may have had foreknowledge, but the firefighters had the advantage in power. Mirian marveled at the intensity of their spells. They pried open the wood boards easily, tearing them right off the heavy-duty bolts that had secured them. Smoke came pouring out. Quickly, they cordoned off the fire with force shields, smothering it, then gathered up the smoke and soot into black spheres that they submerged in water barrels waiting on the wagon.

Just as quickly as it went out, though, the fire reignited. “Assessment,” called the first sorcerer.

“Checking it out. Hm. There’s a spell engine—a furnace. It appears to have been… repurposed. Alright, we need to form a perimeter. Depending on how they modified it and what sort of fuel it’s using, disabling it or taking it apart could cause it to explode. Back away, people! You too, girl.”

Mirian was happy to oblige. By then, Torres had caught up to her. “What’s going on?” she asked, breathing heavily.

“Someone figured out we were coming for them. This is the spies’ headquarters. I guess they set it on fire as a last fuck-you?”

“They probably wanted to destroy all the evidence and information they gathered so we can’t use it. And distract us from their escape. Did anyone see who did this and where they went?”

“They might have gone by the underground,” Mirian said. “Say, you don’t happen to have any secret maps of it lying around? Next cycle I could block off their escape route. Exploring it myself has been a real pain.”

Torres gave an exasperated sigh. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

It wasn’t a no.
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It took a few hours for the dust to settle. By then, a few things had happened. One, the general agreement around town was a plebiscite would be called to elect a new mayor, made much easier by the fact that the Mayor Wolden couldn’t be found.

Two, the firefighting brigade had finally put out the fire, assisted by some careful consultation from Professor Torres, who had the design of a standard spell engine furnace memorized and had intuited what kind of glyph changes the spies had made to turn it into an ignition source just by turning the problem over in her brain for a few minutes. She’d helped them take it apart with the precision of a chef dicing up potatoes. Really complicated potatoes that would explode if cut wrong. Mirian was too tired to think of a better analogy.

Three, a pair of fishing boats had gone missing by the docks at about the same time the fire started. Captain Mandez had also gone missing, along with whoever was pretending to be Adria. It was possible some less prominent people had disappeared; Mirian would just have to keep her ears open.

The guards, for their part, had closed ranks, and no one was admitting to bribes. Their story was that it just had been Captain Mandez taking the bribes, and they had just been following his orders. Enough people didn’t believe this that an angry crowd had formed outside the magistrate’s office. They shouted and postured for a bit, and then the magistrate had come out to promise them she’d “investigate.” Who knew how long that would take and how much it would uncover. There was still a lot of grumbling, but the crowd had dispersed.

As evening descended, things certainly weren’t back to normal, but at the very least, everything didn’t seem like it was happening all at once anymore. Torres departed with Jei for an emergency meeting with the project team. “No, you can’t attend. And so you don’t follow us, it’s the third floor of Bainrose. Give us… give me time. I need to think before we talk.”

Mirian accepted that and watched her depart. She did stick around and watch the entrance of Bainrose awhile. Several wizards from Torrian Tower made their way over to the castle, none of whom Mirian recognized. She tried to memorize their faces. After a while, no more arcanists seemed to be going in.

Not sure what else to do anymore, Mirian went back to her dormitory, where a furious Lily greeted her.

“Mirian! What is going on!? Do you know what I’ve heard today? That guy that fell from a building and died was because of you, and that you and a bunch of professors killed a bog lion in the library, and that you found a corpse that caused the mayor to flee town? And do you know who told me?”

Ah shit. Mirian knew.

“Valen! Who you apparently have been friends with also and didn’t tell me?”

Now that caught Mirian by surprise. “She told you we were friends?”

Lily threw her hands up in exasperation. “That’s the thing you deny? That!? You’re not denying the other stuff?”

“I didn’t really help with the bog lion,” she admitted. “Too many cooks in the… well, catacombs. Lily, first, let me just say I’m really sorry⁠—”

“You could have died!”

“I did,” Mirian said, and that made Lily stop talking and stare at her. “I’m… Gods, how do I say this? How do I stay your friend when everything we do, you forget, but I don’t? Lily, I’m in a time loop. I’ve told you about it before, in previous cycles, so I know you don’t remember. I’m telling you about it now, but… you didn’t believe me back then. You humored me, sure, but you didn’t believe me. Every time I go through this, I piss someone off. Usually you. Certainly Valen. Who, by the way, is stalking me. Total creeper. The point is—how do I explain it to you? The first time I went through this loop, I watched you die. The second time, I saw it again. I’ve mourned for you, then—then here you are again, but without those things we shared. None of the things we shared, the good or the bad. Lily, how do I stay your friend when only one of us remembers what we’ve been through?”

Lily blinked, disarmed by the unexpected response. Mirian found herself in tears, kneeling in front of her best friend. “What… what are you talking about?”

“I’ve lived through this month a dozen times now. When I die, I’ll live through it again. And I will die. We all will, only, it’s just me who will remember it. There’s no stopping that. It won’t stop for—” Mirian choked on her words, unable to give voice to that terrible thought. Right now, she couldn’t even conceive of what could stop the cycles. She was focused on the attack on Torrviol because she could imagine stopping it, and maybe, just maybe, it would give her some idea, some direction. But how did one stop the apocalypse? “I don’t know when it will stop,” she whispered. “What will I say when the month repeats again, when you ask me the same question?”

“What do you mean? I… I don’t understand.”

Can’t, or don’t want to? Mirian wondered. How would she react, if it had been Lily who was chosen by fate? She wanted to be fair to Lily, but she was already sick of having the same conversations over and over again. And she could tell that despite everything she had learned, there was no end in sight. How could anything last? Selesia, she thought. I didn’t meet her this time. Maybe that’s for the best too. She yearned to hold her hand again. To go on quiet walks under the starlight. That couldn’t last either, though. Maybe I can find a way, she told herself, even as part of her knew it was wishful thinking. What kind of relationship could last when only one person remembered?

A deep pang of loneliness ran through her. She wanted to see her mom and dad again. She wanted to see little Zayd, and hear him call her Mi-Ri as he ran up and tackle-hugged her legs. She wanted to play wands with him, and listen to him make up ridiculous spells until she picked him up and spun him through the air and he was laughing too hard to imagine any more.

“Mirian?”

One of the reasons Mirian had been drawn to artifice was that it made things that lasted. She liked that. Liked the permanence of them. She liked Torrviol because it was full of things that had been laid down centuries ago, but still stood. She didn’t want to create things that were ephemeral. But now, that was all she could cling to. Nothing she built in this world would last.

“Let’s… let’s go eat dinner,” Mirian said, standing, wiping a tear away from her cheek. “I’ll tell you what I’ve been up to this past year. Valen can join us too.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Valen from out in the hall. “I was afraid things might get awkward.”

Lily started. “Was she…?”

Mirian just rolled her eyes. “It’s roast asparagus and chicken masala. You’ll say it’s just okay, and your dad made it better.”

“Not my dad,” Valen said.

“No, your dad was an abusive drunk who couldn’t boil water in a burning house. Come on, let’s go.”


52
Apprentice



That evening, over mediocre chicken masala, Mirian told Lily and Valen about the loops. Most things that happened, at least; she left out the details about the leyline explosions and the moon falling down. She breezed over how gruesome the deaths were. No need to spread the existential dread around. Unfortunately, as she talked, other students kept interrupting her story to ask her if she really killed a bog lion, so the tale was incoherent at best. It didn’t help that the events often blurred together in her memory. For example, when she tried to describe the seventh cycle, she kept mixing it up with things that had happened during the eighth and ninth.

The first time a group of students came over and asked about the bog lion, Mirian basically told the truth. The tenth time someone came over, she talked about how she had single-handedly taken it down while Professor Cassius ran for it. By the time the twelfth person mentioned it, she was telling them there was a bog lion army marshaling in the underground and it only ate people who didn’t pass alchemistry.

By then, the dining hall was clearing out.

“This is… heavy stuff,” Lily said as Mirian finished her tale. Her gaze was unfocused, and she looked somewhat dazed.

Valen had been uncharacteristically silent. They all sat, plates empty, listening to the clatter of dishes being washed and the last few murmurs of conversation as the hall emptied out. Finally, she said, “How do we have… so little time left?”

Mirian didn’t know what to say to that.

“So what do we do?” Lily asked, a hint of hysteria creeping into her voice.

“I don’t know,” Mirian said. “I mean, I have a colossal list of things I don’t know that I need to find out, but it’s things like ‘what’s the secret project under Torrviol?’ and ‘how do I get the Baracuel army to garrison Torrviol with enough force and time to repel an Akanan army group?’ and ‘Why is there a massacre in the capital, and how does that lead to war?’ How do I ask you to help with that?”

There was silence at the table. To Mirian’s surprise, it was Valen who seemed the most dejected by her story. She’d never seen such a downcast look on her before.

Mirian rose from the table. “Sorry,” she said. “Fate is cruel.” And didn’t she know it.

[image: ]


The next day, Torrviol was full of meetings. The professors who weren’t busy proctoring exams were meeting about the Academy, the spellward, and the project. The townsfolk were all meeting about the mayor, the magistrate, and about their general discontent of things. The guards were meeting with the magistrate, and the magistrate was sending out letters by carrier bird to try and get Captain Mandez, “Adria,” and the mayor apprehended on the hope that their boats had gone downriver. Meanwhile, the students were meeting to pass around rumors or just celebrate the end of the quarter, even as the last group of bedraggled students finished their exams.

She wanted to open up the wand she’d retrieved from the catacombs and see what it did, but when she went to the student crafting center, she found it closed. That was annoying. Examining the glyphs would be far safer than channeling into it with no idea what it would do. She wasn’t in a hurry to end this loop yet. She’d also need to craft wands for her certification and classes, but it seemed that was going to have to wait.

The day after that, out of habit, Mirian went to register for her classes, chalking up returning to Combat 301 this quarter as a loss, only to find the office closed. There was a big sign posted reading “Academy Registration Delayed Until the 8th of Solem” that she’d failed to read, and on her way back to her dorm, realized she’d passed at least five more of the notices on various posts and walls.

Lily hadn’t had much to say to her. It seemed the only thing she kept asking was if it was all really true. Valen had also made herself scarce, though Mirian had seen her sitting with a group of other sixth-years on some benches outside the dorms quietly commiserating. She had a good guess as to what about, though from the fragments of the conversation she heard as she walked by, Valen was keeping the details vague. She looked up at Mirian as she walked past, and Mirian could tell she’d been crying. Gods, about what? It was way more unnerving than if Valen had just done something normal, like sneak up on her in an alley or “accidentally” spill juice on her uniform.

Mirian did what she could to comfort Lily. But what she wanted was someone to reassure her. To hold her while she cried. She was the one who’d see them all die again, who was going to remember all the pain they had right now. Yet there was no one to comfort her.

It left a bitter taste in her mouth. One part of her wanted to spend some time wallowing in pity, but another part told her, What’s the point? It’ll all happen again. All you can do is keep going.

She was almost to her door when she saw Professor Jei coming out of her dorm building. “There you are,” she said. “You have your spellbook? Good. Come with me. We talk.”

Mirian joined alongside her. “Did Torres finally cave?”

“No, they are all in a big boring meeting, going ‘talk talk talk.’” Jei made her fingers open and close. “They are talking about what should have happened, instead of what needs to happen next. A room full of very smart people acting very stupid. No decision yet. What is the phrase you use? Do not capture your breath.”

Mirian thought about that. “Oh, ‘don’t hold your breath.’ No, I sure wasn’t. So what’s this about?”

“If you have been in the loop for twelve months, you are old enough to be an apprentice. The registrar tried to say it did not count, so I made up data and used scary-looking equations to prove it was true, and they, what did you say? Caved. All you have to do is pass a standard skill assessment. Very easy for you, I think. Then you do not have to worry about classes or exams. Instead, we do serious studying. That is what you need, right?”

Mirian swallowed, and held down a sob. She hadn’t expected the emotions to swell up in her, but she couldn’t help it. Someone believed her. Really believed her, not just said they did. “It is. Thank you.”

Jei shook her head. “It is you we must thank. What you have gone through… hm. I do not have the words for it in Friian. I have arranged proctor on short notice.”

The proctor, it turned out, was Professor Seneca. She’d levitated a large chest and table over to the practice range and was busy setting up measuring devices. It was strange to see the range deserted. Even at odd hours, there were usually at least a few other students.

Seneca showed her the list of things she’d need to do, and Mirian clenched her jaw. “I don’t have half these spells in my spellbook yet.”

Seneca, it seemed, was already prepared for this. She brought out a case with her own scribing materials, and set it on the table next to the detection devices she’d be using to measure her spell energy. “Apprenticeship examinations are more flexible than class requirements. Demonstrations of relevant skills can replace other requirements at the discretion of the proctor with the agreement of the master arcanist.” She glanced at Jei. “I don’t think we’ll be disagreeing about any of this. Scribe the spells you know.”

Mirian shrugged, and got to work. At this point, she’d memorized several dozen spells without even meaning to. After all, she had to use spells like minor lightning and major disguise in her classes as a requirement. And since she never experienced the end of the second quarter, the first part of the classes were stuck into her mind like nails.

“Oh that’s good,” Seneca said, watching her scribe simple illusionary cartography from memory. “I would have had to look up the third sequence of glyphs.”

Both professors patiently waited as she scribed spell after spell, and then it was time to demonstrate her casting ability. Most of her spells were of only passable intensity, usually measuring at around 30 myr. Minor lightning she managed to get to as high as 38 myr. “And that’s with a spellbook,” she said. “I know I can get it higher with a wand.”

Professor Jei had started frowning as Mirian cast, and her frown didn’t let up. When Seneca raised an eyebrow at this and asked if she was reconsidering, Jei said, “No. I just know what we will work on first.”

At the end of it, Seneca went through her results. “Great spell diversity, you pass easily there. Obviously I substituted enchantment scores for some of the spells you should be able to do, and I asked Torres earlier what you would get in artifice and she just said, ‘She made a spellrod in two days. Pass her,’ so that’s high praise from her. Spell intensity is obviously… borderline. A few of your spells dipped into the high 20s, which normally would be grounds for failure, but Jei’s taking you in as an artificer, and so the scores are weighed differently. So you’re approved for the apprenticeship, if just barely. Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” Mirian said with a smile.

“We begin tomorrow,” Jei said.

Seneca paused putting away the measuring devices. “Tomorrow is still the break. She⁠—”

“I’ll be there,” Mirian said.

“Suit yourself,” Seneca said. “I’m quite curious as to how this all plays out. Do keep me up to speed, Song.”

As Professor Seneca left, Mirian said, “She only half believes me.”

“Indeed,” Jei said. “She is looking at individual things in isolation and calculating how likely they are. In each case, there she can find an explanation, so she doubts your claim. But she is calculating it wrong. The probabilities of unlikely events must be multiplied, and for that, I find no other explanation. I do not want it to be true. The implications fill me with dread. So it is. The world so rarely gives us what we want.”

Mirian nodded. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
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They met in one of the groves just north of town. There were a few old stone benches and an overgrown fountain. Most importantly, there was no one else around. Jei wanted no distractions. Her professor looked tired when Mirian saw her. “Up late?”

“Went to the project meeting after your assessment.” Jei flapped her hand again and rolled her eyes. “Ridiculous. No sense talking about it. Inevitably, you will find the information you seek about it. However, if they share it in an official capacity, it will be better than me just explaining. As you have already figured out, two things will prove your claim until we can figure out the mechanism of travel: knowledge and ability. Each cycle, you waste time proving yourself again and again, no?”

“I do,” Mirian admitted. “It gets… tiring.”

“Like explaining the same concept to students over and over. Very boring. I do not like teaching. However, sometimes we must do what we don’t like. Today, we work on your greatest weakness.”

“Spell intensity,” Mirian guessed.

“Yes. Leave your spellbook. You will not need it. Here.” Jei handed her an amulet that looked much like the one she wore. The amber had in it a different creature, though. This one had segmented carapace and two strange eyestalks. A thin web of silver permeated the amber.

“You just want me to use an arcane catalyst?”

“Yes. What do you call them in Friian? Raw spells. The Academy teaches wrong. They spend one class on this. They should spend two years. It is the foundation. Like the trunk of a tree. Here, the instruction focuses on making as many branches of that tree as it can, with big thick limbs. And yet, the trunk remains scrawny, and the professors wonder why the tree does not grow.”

“Tree talk. Sounds Tlaxhuacan,” Mirian said.

“If we were there, they would have you training with a literal tree. The tree I talk about is symbolic. You understand?”

“I do. Ugh, I hate raw spells.”

“Because you are bad at them. Whether that was cause or effect is irrelevant to us. You must practice.”

Mirian nodded.

They spent the entire morning on it. Jei taught her forty separate exercises, each of which she called out with a Zhighuan word. The first were easy: they involved creating a single type of energy. Light. Heat. Electricity. Magnetism. Arcane. Kinetic. The next set involved displacing that energy. Moving light to create a dark patch by a candle. Bending the magnetic lines of a lodestone so there was a gap in the field. She had enough trouble doing that with glyphs and spells. Her efforts at casting raw spells were pathetic.

The rest of the exercises, Jei demonstrated, since it was clear Mirian had no chance of accomplishing them. The next set involved combining two types of energy. After that, both creating one type of energy and displacing another. Mirian watched, fascinated, as Jei pushed a steel ball right next to a lodestone, and yet there was no attraction between the two. The precision involved wasn’t as flashy as the disintegration beam, but it was no less impressive.

“You understand why, yes?” Jei asked.

“You can cast without a spellbook. A well-hidden arcane catalyst would mean no one can turn your magic off.”

Jei shrugged. “Just as easy to, say, hide a wand up your sleeve. No, all mana is raw arcane energy until it is transformed. With more precision as you feed mana into the glyphs, you waste less mana. With stronger threads of mana, the intensity takes less time to build. Your spells are faster and stronger. Eventually, you quicken them. The difference between a novice and a grandmaster playing a piano. A novice smashes the keys, slow and heavy. A master’s hands dance across like lightning.”

Mirian nodded. She wondered if Jei had seen her take the wand from the catacombs, or if the example was a coincidence. Jei probably wouldn’t care one way or another, but lots of other people would. It was evidence of a high crime. And theft. Jei knowing about it would only expose her to problems from other people, so she didn’t mention it.

The rest of the time, they spent practicing the first twelve exercises. Jei called out each exercise in Gulwenen. Mirian had no idea what the words meant, but soon enough she learned what to do. As she cast, Jei kept prodding at her aura with some sort of basic divination spell. Eventually, she called a halt. “Feel that? Feel how thin your aura is? Researchers in Zhighua think this is the optimal place. The place just before depletion. Like working muscles. You do not lift weights until you collapse, but stop just before. When your mana is this low, you know to stop. We will track your improvement. When the cycle repeats, you will report to me your starting capability and ending capability of the last cycle.”

Mirian was exhausted. She wanted to collapse into a chair. “What title should I call you? Now that I’m your apprentice.”

“Respected Jei.” She curled her lip. “No, I will teach you the word in Gulwenen. ‘Respected’ can have different connotations depending on tonal emphasis, and the connotation must be right, or it sounds strange.” Mirian had to repeat the word about fifteen times before Jei was satisfied with her pronunciation. “Close enough,” she said. “Now go eat food. Lots of it. You will need your mana replenished tomorrow.”

Mirian stumbled off to go do just that. She hadn’t even lasted until lunchtime.
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The plebiscite was in full swing that evening, with various councils of interest groups that had formed overnight speaking to the importance of their issues and proposing their elected candidate as mayor. In between shouting and speeches, groups would spread out and talk to each other, forming ad hoc alliances and pacts, then they’d gather up in combined councils and the speeches and shouting would begin again.

It all seemed overly complicated and messy to Mirian, who was used to her village elders just appointing one of their own at the head of their own council, with no need for a separate “mayor.” Of course, in a village like her own, there weren’t many outsiders. It wasn’t so small that everyone knew each other, but it was a close thing. By the time someone was appointed as an elder, they had a reputation of decades of work in the village behind them, and people knew what they were getting. It seemed to her that Torrviol’s mayor would just go to the loudest charlatan, which seemed to be what had happened last time with Mayor Wolden.

It was a moot point. She couldn’t vote until she was a full adult, and given how the time loop worked, that would never happen. Jei may have convinced the Academy registrar she’d grown older, but she doubted that the town censor would be swayed.

With everything closed, Mirian headed down to the Stygalta Arena for duels. There, a bunch of students were running their own competitions, with no referees and no Academy organizers. Mirian joined in, absolutely crushing four opponents before she sat down just to watch the bouts. A few people seemed to recognize her, but they didn’t approach. Neither Selesia nor Valen made an appearance.

The next day, the crafting station was finally back open. Ingrid spotted Mirian and raised an eyebrow at her. “Just doing a repair job on a wand. Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten your offer. Things are just busy right now.”

“So I’ve heard,” Ingrid said. “A bog lion.”

“I mostly just watched.” Mirian headed over to one of the woodworking stations, then made sure Ingrid was back at her work and no one was paying much attention to her. Then she took out the wand. It was delicate work to remove the obsidian handle. A bit of divination told her what kind of glue had been used to cement it to the wooden shaft. Next, she got a vial of chemical solvent that would break apart the bonds, and carefully used move liquid to feed it into the gap between the wooden shaft and the handle.

Mirian’s wands were cheap and easy; she took two pieces of wood, assembled the core channels and glyphs, then glued them together. This one, the core of the wand was extractable from the base of the wood shaft after the handle was removed. It meant a more sturdy construction. The beautifully carved wood remained one solid piece, so it was less likely to break, even after years of usage. She removed the inner core next, using a thin brass hook to pull it out so she didn’t risk mana conduction accidentally triggering a glyph inside it.

Once it was out, Mirian looked at the glyphs with a frown. She recognized most of them, but had never seen them assembled in this order. Whatever the spell in the wand was, she’d never seen its like. There were a dozen glyphs she was sure she’d never seen before. She couldn’t even tell what energy the wand was using. Arcane energy was being transmuted into… something. She copied down the glyphs into her notebook so she could look into it.

Given that this was the wand of an Arcane Praetorian, there was a distinct possibility that this was a wand of one of the forbidden spells.

Different spells had different levels of “forbiddenness.” Necromancy was outright banned. No one was supposed to use it. For other spells, like certain combat spells and illusions, using the spell required authorization of the Crown. A wizard researching new spells might get permission to use one as part of their project. The other people that got to use it were the royal guards: the Arcane Praetorians, the Department of Public Security, and certified military units. The idea was that they would always have an edge on lawbreakers and enemies of Baracuel. There were certain spells that you didn’t want just out there for general use. If everyone knew how to levitate for example, walls stopped being a deterrent to thieves and assassins. If everyone had access to certain potent wardbreaker spells, people were less safe.

If Mirian’s hunch was correct, that meant it was a good idea to keep her investigation of these glyphs quiet. She was in a much better situation than she had been these past few cycles, but there was no sense accidentally sabotaging that. She reassembled the wand without gluing the handle and hid it at the bottom of her satchel. There were tests she could do on the glyphs she didn’t know, but she no longer wanted to do those tests out in the open where anyone could walk by.
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If there was one thing Mirian could say about Respected Jei, it was that she was relentless. When it became clear that Mirian’s growth in casting raw spells would leave a half day open, Jei found ways to fill it. This was in addition to preparing for her lectures on the Artifice Design class she was teaching, and attempting to decode the cipher scroll the first spy had carried.

“Normally, an apprentice would help prepare and grade assignments and assist with busywork,” Jei said. “Waste of time for you. I will do it. You will train.”

They worked through the weekend, with Jei showing her previews of the lessons she planned to teach. Mirian took out as many loans as she could from the local banks so she could buy mana elixirs and artifice tools. Those were expensive, though, and Mirian hadn’t gotten the coins from the first spy’s stash this time, so she drank the elixirs in small amounts.

Even though many of the techniques used in Jei’s arcane orb were lost, plenty had been rediscovered. Jei showed her spells that grew crystals from different ingredients. They started with quartz, which just needed powdered silicon and air. Quartz, however, was a mediocre channel for mana, even when the crystal was perfectly formed (and Mirian’s were not). Corundum crystals needed melted aluminum, which Mirian had to extract from bauxite ore, which was relatively rare and annoying to work with. With her mana constantly depleted even with the elixirs, Jei ended up doing most of the work, but she described each step and spell, and made Mirian recite them over and over.

The real challenge was enchanting within this framework. The glyphs couldn’t just be scribed with ink; a glyphic crystal had to be grown inside a second crystal, and that meant growing both crystals simultaneously. Even Jei, who had spent years on the technique, found it arduous, and unlike her other lessons, she had to stop talking just so she could concentrate.

“This is fascinating stuff,” Mirian said at the end of Seventhday, “but I don’t see how it applies to what I need to be able to do.”

Jei smiled. “Torrian Tower is not the only place where this technique was used.” Then she winked.

It took Mirian a moment, then she understood. Whatever the secret project beneath Bainrose was, it involved understanding this stuff. That still didn’t make sense to Mirian. It was hard to look at Torrian Tower and think it was made before the Cataclysm. She’d learned that the pre-Cataclysm world had advanced technologies, but how had the technology still not been fully recovered in the past four thousand years? It was curious enough to almost make her regret not paying attention in history class.

When the new quarter started, Mirian trudged through the fresh snow to the place in the north gardens. She started with meditation, sensing her soul only faintly. Like her aura, it was possible to sense it, even without a focus. That was all she could do, though. She measured the currents of her aura. Still not fully recovered. So it would have to be.

She pressed Jei’s amulet to her chest and practiced. Jei was busy teaching her two classes, and Mirian had advanced beyond the topics they’d be covering already. She went through the twelve exercises again and again, until her aura felt thin, the current slow.

Lunch didn’t do much to alleviate the lethargy she felt, but it did help a little. Mirian then made her way to the Bainrose library and began her search for the functions of the unknown glyphs in the mystery wand.

Three books she checked turned up nothing. Even the Complete Encyclopedia of Glyphs and Their Functions (Fourth Edition) turned up only one of them, and it just appeared to be an obscure static glyph useful for linking flux glyphs.

She stopped by the Artificer’s Tower to skim through various item designs, seeing if any of them used the strange glyphs. A dead end, as she suspected. She headed back to the library. Several students waved at her. Mirian waved back, unsure what exactly to do with her newfound notoriety. As far as she could tell, it wouldn’t help her make any more friends. She had the feeling there was some way to use her reputation to help her, but she couldn’t figure out how. She’d never been famous before.

Well, that wasn’t quite true. She’d won that regional dueling championship, but then shortly after, moved away to the Academy, so it had all ended very quickly.

That evening at the dining hall, she and Lily chatted, though the conversation was awkward.

“I’m sorry,” Lily said. “I keep thinking—well, first, I keep thinking, ‘There’s no way this is true,’ and then I keep thinking, ‘Well, I’ve probably said that before, she’s probably bored of it.’ I… I don’t know what to say.”

“I… yeah,” Mirian said. “I don’t know what to do about that.” They ate in silence for a while. Finally, Mirian said, “Tell me about your sister. How are her expeditions to the Labyrinth going? Why’d she decide to pick that as a career, anyways? I hear it’s really dangerous.”

“Have I really not told you about that?”

“Not much. Mostly about, uh, class drama.”

Lily sighed. “Class drama is fun. Well, not the tenth time you’ve heard it, I suppose. You met Beatrice when she visited, right?”

“Yeah, she passed through. She seemed nice. Is she still up at Frostland’s Gate?” That was a fortified village, northeast of Torrviol. It was about as far away from them as Cairnmouth, but the mountain range between them made the journey to Frostland’s Gate significantly longer. Going north required going a rough and winding road up a pass that gained several thousand feet in elevation, then descended down treacherous snowfields and towering cliffs.

Going south required taking a train.

“Yup. She likes it there, the weirdo. It’s cold as the five hells and in the winter, you have to cast heat spells just to pee. I don’t know how we’re related.”

“She’s still exploring the Labyrinth up there?”

“Yeah, her team does exploration and defense. Well, everyone does myrvite defense that close to the frostlands. The spellward is constantly going down. She’s a hell of a fighter—she took down a greater wyvern by herself. Apparently, they’ve discovered a Vault there. Way bigger deal than an econode, so that’s the big study target. Torrviol Academy has dumped a ton of funding into it. If her team can actually figure out how the Vaults do their thing… well, it would be big.”

Mirian blinked. “She doesn’t go in the Vault, does she? I thought you had to be suicidal to even attempt one. And be armed to the teeth.”

“She goes in, but only to the outer rooms, and only occasionally. They keep trying to get measurements, but there’s an automaton in there that pulverizes anything they leave behind. They’ve named it ‘Scrappy.’”

The Labyrinth was constantly changing and moving beneath the ground. It required constant mapping and remapping. Sometimes it changed while an exploration group was down there, and usually, that group was never heard from again. The Vaults, though, seemed to be immune to the chaotic changes that swept through the rest of the structure. The rooms and halls always stayed the same.

If you didn’t know anything about the Labyrinth, that maybe sounded safer. But the Vaults were full of traps, myrvites, Elder automatons, and strange rooms that operated on different rules than the rest of the world. Make it to the end, though, and there was usually a celestial artifact and piles of rare materials. Any group that made it out with the treasure trove was set for life.

Of course, about one in every five groups actually made it out, and that was after they scouted and prepared for months or years.

Lily told her more about her sister’s escapades up north. It was a constant battle for survival, and not just from the constant myrvite attacks. Bad weather often stranded hunters, and the buildings and wards were in constant need of repair. Beatrice loved it all. “Because she’s psychotic,” Lily explained. “When we were little, a baduka boar got loose in our garden. We were running for our lives, screaming, dodging back and forth so it didn’t gore us. Finally, we got the gate open and shut it before it got out. When it was all over, I never wanted to go outside again. The next day, she was like, ‘That was fantastic. We should do that again!’”

Mirian had to laugh at that. “She likes the adrenaline rush?”

“Not even that, she likes danger. Which makes her perfect for Frostland’s Gate, I suppose. I, however, will be getting a career in the southlands, in a major city, where it’s warm and there’s no wildlife except songbirds and harmless insects.”

“Oh, so not Alkazaria,” Mirian said, smirking.

“What? Why not?”

“We have insects, but they’re not harmless. And don’t get me started on the scorpions. Spellwards can never quite keep them all out.”

“Oh, Gods,” Lily groaned. “Is there a repel bug spell? I can not deal with scorpions.”

“You’ll have to invent it.”

It was good to have a new conversation with Lily. Mirian had missed her friend just being… her friend.
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That night, Mirian dreamed of a tree. As she climbed through the branches, they split into more, and more, and no matter how high she rose, the branches seemed endless. She blinked, and found herself at the bottom again. She could see the path she’d taken, the broken twigs and scuff marks on the bark. Something drew her eye to the other branches, pristine and blooming with flowers. When she looked down, she realized she was standing on a platform of branches. Beneath her, the tree continued, endlessly. Other branches below were blighted or burning. Between the licking flames and withered flora, though, were spots of verdant growth. There was an emerald leaf, glittering bright in those branches. She reached for it⁠—

And woke.

“That’s it!” she said, and jumped out of bed.

“Mirian, it is way too early for that kind of excitement,” Lily groaned.

“Sorry. Be back later!” She dressed and practically ran to Bainrose.

Bertrus was outside the gatehouse. “You’re up early,” he said. “Did you really… is Torrviol really going to be attacked?”

“Yeah. Akanan army. I’ve sent messages to the Baracuel forts before to warn them, and nothing ever comes of it. Maybe if it came from a respected guard, though…? Anyways, just had a brilliant idea.”

Bertrus sighed and unlocked the door for her.

Mirian rushed down to the first floor where there was a section about older editions. She wasn’t entirely sure what the dream meant—it might not have been one of the weird dreams she kept having, though it sort of felt like one. But when she’d seen that glittering leaf, she’d realized: what was true today was not always true in the past. Some of the laws about banned and regulated glyphs were new.

She eventually found what she was looking for, gathering dust on a lower shelf: still Complete Encyclopedia of Glyphs and Their Functions, but a first edition copy. Not so old the glyphs she was looking for hadn’t been discovered, but published before they were regulated.

A smile bloomed on Mirian’s face as one by one she found almost all the glyphs she was looking for. The last one made her eyes go wide. The energy type was one she’d never used before: gravity.

She still needed to test it, but she was pretty sure she’d just figured out what the wand she had did.
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Mirian figured the hidden grove would be perfect for testing out the wand. She rechecked the wand’s core, then cemented the handle back to the shaft and headed out. The nice thing about the light snow on the ground was that it was easy to see that no one had been here except herself. Still, she looked around to make sure she wasn’t being watched, then held the wand so it was pointed at the ground. Visualizing the glyph pattern, she channeled⁠—

—and found herself flat on her ass in the snow.

Grunting, she got back up to her feet and dusted the snow and dirt off her cloak. Alright, so the wand needs to be aligned horizontally for the force to be projected down, she noted, and tried again.

This time, she floated, just an inch or two off the ground. It made her stomach flutter. It felt like she should be falling as she teetered back and forth in the air. The next feeling to hit her was elation. It was a wand of levitation! She was flying!

Mirian dropped to the ground, having levitated an inch high for all of about twenty seconds.

She tried again, this time adjusting the direction of the wand as she floated. Sure enough, the direction of the projected force could let her move about, though as she quickly found out (as she threw herself back down into the snow) there was a great deal of precision needed both in channeling the spell and directing it with the wand. Also, the spell was mana-hungry as anything. She’d gone through a big chunk of her auric mana already.

Professor Jei was right; both her spell intensity and efficiency were abysmal. Right now, the wand was practically useless in her hands, even if it was extremely cool. Reluctantly, she hid it back in her satchel and started on her exercises.

Midway through the ninth exercise, she stopped. This has me practicing all the classic energy types. But is there an exercise for manipulating gravity, too? She doubted Jei knew one. Was it even possible to use raw spellcasting to do that? There were only a few things one could do with raw mana; the shaper glyphs were critical for most spells. Still, it was worth looking into.
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It was Fourthday by the time someone finally came looking for her at the grove. By then, the snow had melted again. It was a young man wearing a blue embroidered coat. One of the mayor’s secretaries, if Mirian’s memory served. “Mirian? I’d heard you’ve been coming here.”

“That’s me,” she said. So people had been keeping track of her.

“The new mayor would like to see you. Sire Ethwarn, if you haven’t heard. Will you come with me?”

Mirian shrugged. “Sure.” Her schedule was wide open, now that she didn’t have classes to attend. She could fit her practice into any part of the day.

The man took her through Torrviol without any attempt to make conversation. Mirian looked about to see if she could spot anyone keeping an eye on her, but no one stood out. She was distracted by the people who looked and whispered as she passed. She wondered what they were saying. Were they just talking about the bog lion, the dead spies, or had they heard stories about her claim to be looping through time? Maybe Valen could tell her.

The mayor’s office had been redecorated. Gone were Wolden’s pictures of half-clothed women lounging about in forests. They’d been replaced by tasteful landscape pieces showing the different mountain ranges in Baracuel. Mirian recognized the Littenord Range—you could see it from the higher buildings in Torrviol on a clear day—and the Casnevar Range, which she’d seen from the train tracks plenty of times on her way to and from the Academy. She could only assume the one of colossal glaciers and hundreds of jagged peaks was of the Endelice Mountains deep in the frostlands, and the barren-looking ones were the Southern Range. She wondered what the Persamans called the Southern Range. Certainly not that, since it was in the northern part of their country.

Then the name “Nihayabranan” popped into her head, totally unbidden. Was that what it was called? Where had that come from? It had something to do with the end of the land, or end of the empire. Wasn’t one of the words for “land” the same as “empire” in the Adamic language? And how do I know that? she wondered.

No distractions, Mirian admonished herself. She needed to have a clear head for this meeting.

“Sire Ethwarn,” she said, giving him a slight bow as she greeted him. The new mayor was a portly man with a handlebar mustache and a warm smile. He was exactly the opposite of the other knight she knew. His hair had the faintest dusting of gray, though it was mostly hidden under his cap of office. The exotic feathers on the left side of the top hat’s red felt band looked out of place, though apparently there was a deep tradition to including them.

“Ah, no need for titles. Just Ethwarn, my dear. Please, have a seat, have a seat.” He gestured to one of the red velvet chairs across from him. He leaned back in his own chair, smiling pleasantly. “Well, you look a lot less intimidating than the stories I’ve heard made you out to be. Ah, there’s our other guest.”

Mirian turned as the door opened again and a woman wearing a distinct red and gold coat walked in. She had her blond hair braided and bound up in an elaborate style, the same way she did when Mirian had first seen her. Her stern demeanor was also the same. “Magistrate Ada,” Mirian said.

“Oh, you’ve met?”

Mirian cleared her throat. “I suppose not.”

That had just made the magistrate uneasy. So they had heard something about her time loop, Mirian was sure of it. “So, dear Mirian, I’ve had my finger to the pulse of Torrviol for most of my life,” the mayor said. “And I dare say, I’d never heard of your name until just the other day. And it comes with the most fascinating story. I should tell you, I’m invested in Torrviol. It’s been my family’s home for generations, and I do mean invested, my dear. One of the reasons I was elected. Folks here know I’m not going to just pick up and leave like Mr. Wolden seems to have done. So you can understand that one of the rumors in particular has me… concerned.”

“Would that be the one where Akana Praediar sends an army and wipes out the town?”

“That would be the one!” the mayor said jovially. “It’s a bit of a tall tale, I admit⁠—”

“Yeah, I get that a lot. You know the dead guys were Akanan spies, right? Magistrate, you’ve looked through the wreckage in the headquarters, you must have seen the scroll before you handed it over to Song Jei to decode, right? And you have the second spy in custody⁠—”

The mayor cleared his throat. “My predecessor…” he started.

“He’s dead,” Ada said.

“When?” Mirian said, alarmed. “How?”

“Does it matter?” the mayor asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, because I might be able to stop it—next time.”

Mayor Ethwarn looked at the magistrate. “She’s consistent, at least. He died on the 6th of Solem. Isn’t that interesting?”

The magistrate looked like she wanted to interject.

Mirian ground her teeth. That was after Captain Mandez and the mayor vanished. “Then there’s still another spy. Or someone who didn’t want him to talk. Or one of the conspirators didn’t actually run. Damn! Why can’t things ever be easy?”

“Why indeed,” the mayor said, tapping his finger against his desk. “So there’s… there’s certainly some evidence of some nefarious Akanans. Some strange happenings, not the kind we like to have in this fine town. Activities my office is committed to getting to the bottom of.” He leaned in slightly, scrunching up his brow, and said quietly, “Between the three of us, my predecessor did not keep very good records of his proceedings. Quite suspicious. However, you probably understand that none of this adds up to… well. It sounds a bit ridiculous to say. Our ally! Akana Praediar!”

“Believe me, I do. So here’s how it will go down: on the 20th of Solem, there’s a massacre in the Akanan embassy in Palendurio. Don’t know why yet, I’ve been trying to solve things here first. Then something else happens over in Akana. Ships stop going across the Rift Sea. Unrelated, there’s a magical surge between here and Cairnmouth on the 22nd that damages the tracks, so all news to Torrviol stops, except messenger birds. With the spies mostly out of the way, hopefully those messages stop getting intercepted, but you’ll want to send people you trust to watch the post. I don’t know when the Akanan force lands. I do know that they attack here on the night of the 28th, and the Akanans are out for blood. They massacre everyone. They’re after… I’m sure you know about the secret project the Academy is working on, right?”

“I may have heard of it. The Academy took out… substantial loans. It’s only good business sense to figure out what they needed them for. Funny thing I learned the day after I assumed office. Torrviol and the Academy proper are in separate jurisdictions. The Academy has its own charter under the provincial governor. The guard is mutually accountable to both my office and the Archmage, bless his soul. Have you talked much with Archmage Luspire?”

This was all news to Mirian, who paid about as much attention to political jurisdictions as history lessons. “Not at all. I see him… well, once a year. At the yearly opening ceremonies. Hmm. What should I find out about him?”

“Ah, you see, I reached out to his office because—it’s Torrviol! We both live here, so it would be nice to get together. Collaborate, you know. I am told he is busy. With what, I suppose we can both only guess at.”

“I’ll look into it,” Mirian said. She’d start by asking Jei and Seneca, since they seemed the most forthcoming. “I think the attack on Torrviol has to do with the project. But… Akana has known about it for years at this point. There must be… I don’t know. I’ll be honest, the politics of it all are beyond me. I can tell you the attack is extremely well planned. And it hits just when the Baracuel army is offloading from the train. The only way the army gets here in time is if someone convinces them. And it won’t be me. I’m just some student.”

Mayor Ethwarn raised an eyebrow. “You are aware of the, hmm, distasteful goings-on in Persama by the border?”

“Yeah, the revolt. It gets suppressed. Baracuel can withdraw their troops from the south border, they just don’t seem to know it.”

“Oh does it? Well, that’s good to know. I’ll have to keep an eye on that story.”

Mirian thought back. Actually, isn’t it already suppressed? When do I first read about it? She’d thought the revolt was stopped a few days prior, but once again there was so much that had happened. She needed to figure out some sort of way to keep it all straight. Her previous strategy of keeping a tidy journal had worked fantastically—before the time loop. “You have money. I’d recommend spending it on zephyr falcons. Remember, it’s five days until the massacre in the embassy. Then the train tracks will need emergency repairs. I can also tell you how Akana Praediar deploys their army—but it won’t do any good unless we have soldiers. Can you form a militia?”

The mayor stroked his chin. “I have to admit, this isn’t at all how I thought the conversation might go. Are you concerned at all about the investigation of—what was his name again?”

The magistrate chimed in. “Gerard Wardrieu. You’d know him as ‘the man that fell from the roof.’”

Mirian looked at Ethwarn, then at Magistrate Ada. “I’m not,” she said. “You’re thinking… I think I get it. You’re thinking, what’s my financial angle? I promise you, I don’t give a shit about money anymore. When are my loans due? You checked, didn’t you?”

The mayor and magistrate looked at each other again. They had. They’d find they were all due after the 4th of Duala.

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Torrviol’s fucked,” she said. “Look, I know you don’t believe me. I’m used to that. But the more I learn each cycle, the faster I find… find a way to save it. If there’s an angle I’m missing, if there’s some weird political game being played—I don’t know what it is. I will save this place. I love it too much to let it burn. Just remember what I told you, okay?”

“I do have a good memory,” Ethwarn said, tapping his head.

“Do you want me to…?” Ada asked, gesturing at Mirian.

“No. I simply don’t see the point.” He gave a big fake grin, part of his jolly facade, and said, “Thanks for having this chat with me, dear. Have a wonderful rest of your day.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You both as well.” No sense forgetting her manners. As she left, she noted the secretary who had brought her quickly shoving something into his desk drawer. He looked startled, which was strange. The paper on his desk seemed to be about property taxes, which Mirian could not have been less interested in. “Take care,” she told him with a wave and a polite smile.

She took the stairs down and headed out the door to the street, only to nearly collide with Sire Nurea.

“Mirian Castrella?” the knight asked.

“Sire Nurea! Good to see you. How’s Nico—” And then, as Sire Nurea’s brow furrowed, Mirian remembered. “Right, we’ve never met.” She sighed. “Hello. Yes, I’m Mirian. What did you want to talk about?”

Nurea was grinding her jaw. Mirian could tell she’d become instantly suspicious. “Let’s walk. I want to lose your tail first.”

“Oh. Who’s tailing me? Someone from the mayor’s office, I know. Anyone else?”

“One of Luspire’s assistants, and an informant for the city guard,” she said under her breath. “You’re not concerned?”

“The 20th of Solem,” Mirian told her. “That’s when you get the letter from Nicolus’s uncle by zephyr falcon and decide to leave.”

“What are you—come here.” Nurea pulled Mirian by the coat into an alley and pushed her up against a wall. “Start explaining. Now.” She didn’t have her weapon out, but Mirian could see from her other hand being by her belt she could have one ready at a moment’s notice.

“I think I might have assumed you knew more than you do,” Mirian said. She nodded to where Nurea’s pistol was on her belt. “It would be really annoying if you killed me. I’d have to do this all over again. What do you want to know?”

“How do you know me?”

“Time loop.” Mirian was getting sick of retelling all the facts, so she summarized. Here, she had an overwhelming number of details that would have been difficult to explain any other way: the study sessions in the library, what Nicolus ate, how she put together the study guide, what questions were on the study guide, and several personal stories about family life Nicolus had told her as their sessions had wound down. “So I’ll ask again,” Mirian said. “What was this conversation supposed to be about before I screwed it up?”

She’d never seen Nurea so agitated. She let go of Mirian’s jacket and started pacing back and forth. “I was planning… I was planning on warning you about Mayor Ethwarn. He’s the Allard family’s tool. Their influence is limited though, they⁠—”

“Sire Nurea, I respect you greatly. You’ve been good to me. But please hear me when I say I don’t care at all about the noble families and their politics. At all.”

Nurea stopped moving and snapped her head back to look at Mirian. “You should start. Because that’s what this is all about. That’s all any of this is about: power, and who wields it. Why do you think—?” She started walking again, and gestured for Mirian to follow her. “You said it didn’t matter if we ran, that no matter what happened, everyone dies. What did you mean?”

“I mean it doesn’t matter. This is why I’m so fed up with everyone’s… well, bullshit. All this stuff, what grades people get on their exams, how much money people make, Calisto and Nicolus bickering, politicians maneuvering, spies killing people, or maybe getting offed, who’s mayor, the war in Persama, Akana Praediar’s betrayal—it’s all meaningless in the end. It’s all nothing. I’ll tell you what I haven’t told anyone else this cycle, because I know you can keep a secret: even the attack on Torrviol doesn’t matter in the end. You can’t run from this. The Divir moon falls from the sky. That’s how this ends.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Welcome to my world,” Mirian said. “So what I’m doing— and you tell me if you have a better idea—is I’m learning as much as I can about anything that stops any of this. First, I’m figuring out what that secret project is. Does it have to do with the leylines that start erupting? Or is Akana Praediar responsible for that? Or is it something else? The problem is, I’m just one person with few resources and almost no contacts. If you want the Sacristar family to survive, you have to help me help you.”

Nurea stopped walking suddenly. “So you are a con artist! You learn a few details, you tell a big lie, and then you ask for the money. I’m impressed you were able to find out as much as you did without me catching you, but⁠—”

Mirian threw up her hands. “No! Gods’ blood, you really aren’t listening? I’m not asking for money. What in the five hells do I care about money for? It all disappears! But what I need is more people looking into why the world ends. Do you understand? This problem is so far beyond me—it’s so far beyond—like, I can’t even begin to understand. You came to me, by the way, I’d just like to remind you of that fact. Which means you wanted something from me. I was listening when Nicolus talked about theories of power when he got bored of alchemistry. So what were you planning on offering me in return for sticking it to the Allards? Or was it just blatant manipulation for the benefit of Sacristar?”

That made Nurea clamp her jaw shut.

“Well, I sure fucked up this conversation, didn’t I? Oh well, there’s always next time. When you do get that letter, think of me, will you?”

Mirian left, and Nurea watched her go. Mirian was too agitated to continue, annoyed more with herself than anything.

Of course, it wasn’t over. On her way back, Valen stopped her in one of the gardens between the dorms. Her eyes had rings around them, like she hadn’t been sleeping. “Mirian. Can we… can we talk?”

She was still bubbling with fury as she replayed the conversation with Sire Nurea in her mind, thinking of all the things she should have said. She took a deep breath. “Sure. About what?”

“I… in all the loops you were in, did we ever…?”

Valen didn’t finish her thought, and Mirian couldn’t figure out what she was talking about. “Did we ever what?”

The other girl seemed to take that as an answer. She burst into tears and ran off, leaving Mirian baffled. She’d never seen Valen cry before. What had even caused it? Magic she could handle, it just took a lot of practice. What she really needed to get better at was figuring out how people worked.


55
The Cut of Truth



There was always someone watching Mirian now. As soon as she started to look for it, it was obvious. As she walked into her dorm, she caught sight of one of the people Nurea had pointed out. Oh well. Not much to be done about it. She needed to wait and see if the new mayor or Nurea would believe her.

Until then, what could she do to prepare? She had to stop bumbling about. She had plans, but they were all loose and unstructured. She needed to get ahead of what came next.

An idea struck her, and she got out a piece of parchment. She was sketching out a rough map of Torrviol when Lily walked in.

“Hey, roomie,” Lily said. “That doesn’t look like classwor—right, I forgot, you’re an apprentice now. Is that what Professor Jei has you doing?”

“No, I’m going to make a map showing the Akanan attack. This is the rough draft. There’s a bunch of fancy symbols military maps are supposed to use, so I’ll have to look them up. Then I’ll use a spell to make copies. When the Baracuel military shows up, I can hand these out. I might even send one to Fort Aegrimere early.”

Lily bit her lip. “Right. I keep forgetting… it’s still so strange. Like… it can’t be real, but then you do things, or know things… I just don’t know what to do.”

Mirian sat back. “I don’t know either. I’ve been struggling with the philosophy of it. My parents taught me to treat people right, no matter what. But everything I do is erased. The mistakes, yeah, but also the nice things. Any kindness I show—wiped out. Compliments I give—forgotten. What’s the point of helping someone if they’re just going to need that help every cycle? Is it better if I just use people to hurry up the progress I need to make? But then, what kind of person do I become?”

Lily sat down on her bed and looked at Mirian. “I… I can’t believe it. I’ve been so focused on how this affects me I didn’t even ask—Gods, I’m so sorry, Mirian. How are you doing?”

Mirian swallowed. She thought about the spike trap, about the sound the first spy’s body had made when it hit the pavement. She thought about the spy who she’d blasted off the battlements several times now, about watching the people of Torrviol get massacred, again and again. She thought of Nicolus, weeping over his dead knight, and of the wails of despair as the very sky fell. She thought of Lily dying in her arms.

Mirian didn’t intend for her words to come out as a hoarse whisper, but they did. “Not well.”

“Come here,” Lily said, and when Mirian did, she hugged her.

The floodgates burst then. Mirian hadn’t realized how much she’d been holding inside until it all started coming out. Great sobs wracked her body, and when Lily handed her a handkerchief, she soaked it. Her friend sat there and kept her arm around her until Mirian was done.

“Better?” Lily said.

“Yeah,” Mirian said, sniffing.

Lily squeezed her shoulder. “This shouldn’t all be on you. I… I mean, I’ve been focused on my classes, but that’s stupid, isn’t it? None of that’s going to matter if… hey, you said you needed a book, right?”

Mirian wiped more of her tears away. “Yeah. Modern Military Map Notation, or something. I don’t remember if it’s in the map room or the reference books.”

“I’ve got it covered,” Lily said. “And I bet I can figure out how to scribe an amanuensis spell to help you copy them.”

“Thanks,” Mirian said, and gave her a soft smile. She was glad to have her friend supporting her again, even if she knew it wouldn’t last.
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True to her word, Respected Jei was committed. When she discovered Mirian didn’t have enough money to send her map to Fort Aegrimere by zephyr falcon, she gave her the coin, then gave her even more to continue buying mana elixirs and artifice supplies.

“It is hard to commit to this path,” Jei said. “Each reminder that I must sacrifice takes more will to overcome. Even with the preponderance of evidence present, it is easy to let doubt creep in. It is… Iliya told me the phrase. ‘An existential crisis.’ Most people do not worry about death until they near old age. They cannot comprehend what they do now is in vain. I am glad I have the strength to keep my eyes open.”

“I’ll remember,” Mirian promised.

“I know you will.”

They worked through the weekend, but that was no change for Mirian. She rarely took the time to rest anymore. Jei continued to correct her technique, no matter how minor the error. “Selkus taught me the phrase in your language, ‘practice makes permanent.’ You cannot practice wrong. When you are tired, it is even more important. When you are too tired to do it right, stop. You understand?”

Mirian did. “What does Professor Viridian think of all this?”

“Most of them have an ‘alternative hypothesis,’ Viridian included. Sefora is still, what did she say? Sitting on a fence. I have done my best to convince Iliya. She is waiting on your last prediction. I must admit, it will be a great reassurance to me.”

“And what’s Archmage Luspire up to?”

Jei frowned. “I do not know. He does not talk to me, and most of his people do not talk to me. They do not like me.”

“But they… invited you. You had to travel months. Zhighua is… really far away.”

“People are messy and rarely consistent.”

“Isn’t that true,” Mirian mused.

“I am both useful to the project, and a thorn to his ambitions. In the end, it seems not to matter. Back to drills,” Jei said. “You are struggling with displacement most, so that must be our focus. First, remember that all mana you are channeling must originate from your aura, but the drop in potency from distance can be mitigated…”

Mirian sighed, and got back to her lessons.
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The night of the 19th, Mirian woke sometime before midnight and then spent a long time staring at her ceiling. When it was clear that sleep would not return to her, she dressed and headed to the plaza. The night was cold, so she cast a warmth spell and sat down on the rim of the fountain to watch. The guard on watch—it wasn’t Bertrus, he was off duty—saw her, but said nothing.

Above, the Divir moon hung ominously in the sky, like a sword dangling above them, ready to plunge into Enteria’s heart. She watched it, then her eye was caught by a bright flash in the sky. A streak, not unlike lightning, came across the horizon from the south. It flashed again as its wings unfurled and it came to rest atop the roost tower atop the Royal Courier’s building. The zephyr falcon’s wings still crackled with electricity as it let out a keening call.

She stayed in the plaza. No sense giving anyone an excuse to think she tampered with the message.

Mirian wasn’t sure how Sire Nurea figured out where she was, but she made her appearance, Nicolus in tow. She looked at the guard, then back to Mirian. I wonder if she’s trying to figure out how quickly she can shoot us both.

Eventually, she sat down next to Mirian. “What’s your source?” she said.

“Time travel. It was your uncle, wasn’t it, Nicolus? Please explain to Nurea how long I’ve been your classmate and how at no point did I demonstrate even basic conversational skills, never mind the ability to manipulate events on other continents.”

Nicolus flipped his spellbook open. It was a very nice spellbook, with gold leaf on the spine and beautiful designs framing each page. Mirian caught a glimpse of the spell on the page. It was for deconstructing light-based illusions. He started casting. Mirian waited patiently until he was done.

“How many times were we in the same class?” Nicolus asked.

“I have no idea,” Mirian said. She started counting on her fingers. “Were you in Artifice 274 with me?”

He closed his spellbook. “Yeah, it’s her. Nur, I think we need to consider what she’s saying.”

“How do I protect him?” Nurea said.

“You don’t,” Mirian said. She was beginning to see the crux of the problem. Sire Nurea had dedicated her life to protecting Nicolus. It was her entire purpose. Now she was being told he would die and there was nothing she could do about it. “I don’t know why it falls on me. I don’t know what the Gods have seen, or even if this was their doing, though I don’t know how else it could have happened. I plan to save Torrviol, whatever it takes. It’s my second home. It’s just… it’s not going to happen this cycle.” She looked up at the sky.

Sire Nurea followed her gaze to the moon above, then looked back. In a flash, she pulled out her gun and pointed it at Mirian. The guard by Bainrose started and drew his own pistol, leveling it at Nurea.

The guard, Nurea, and Nicolus all started talking at once.

The guard said, “Sire, please put the gun away,” while Nicolus said, “Nur! What in the hells are you doing?” and Nurea said, “What if I shot you right now?”

“I told you, I’ve been shot to death a lot now. I’m used to it. Do it, and next cycle I tell you something different and see what that does. Do it too many times, and I stop interacting with you and look for someone that both takes me seriously and listens.” She said it as if she had ice in her veins, though in reality her heart was hammering. It was still too early in the cycle. She needed to see how the rest of it played out.

“Sire…” The guard approached, pistol still leveled.

Nurea snarled, and holstered her gun. “Let’s go,” she said, gesturing. When Nicolus hesitated, she said, “Now!”

Mirian watched her go. There were people like Jei, who could handle the truth. And then there seemed to be the type that couldn’t. She pondered what she would tell Nurea next time. What lie explained what she knew so that people would listen, but not despair?
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The next round of despair came later in the afternoon. Mirian was in the Academy’s crafting area, watching Ingrid demonstrate how to better precisely cut and shape brass pieces. A great deal of the technique involved using force spells in the right spots and the gratuitous deployment of measuring sticks.

By then, another zephyr falcon had arrived, this one from Palendurio. Its miniature thunderclap had come three hours after lunch.

This time, the mayor came to her. He was flanked by two of his assistants, the one she’d seen and another she hadn’t. He also was accompanied by a Torrviol guard that she didn’t recognize. Mayor Ethwarn’s top hat was crooked and his doublet rumpled. This time, he looked scared.

“Tell me about what happened,” Mirian said.

“It… it happened like you said. But why would—I’ve met the governor! He’s a fine man. A fine man. Why would he order…? Something’s wrong.”

“It is,” Mirian assured him. “The army group in Akana Praediar was going to attack Persama, but now, just as it’s ready to depart, it coincidentally has a new target. There’s a lot of bad luck involved in our predicament, but it seems suspicious to me. Tell me more about the massacre. I only know what I read in the papers.”

It came spilling out of Ethwarn, while one of his aides shifted uncomfortably. A small crowd had gathered and listened in.

Rumor had it that Lord Governor Quintus Palamas, patriarch of the powerful Palamas family, had ordered the extermination of the Akanan embassy. The entire thing had been burned to the ground, the fire so intense, it had blackened most of the bodies beyond recognition. The few people who had made it out, shouting about a conspiracy, had been cut down in the streets in front of crowds of people. The attackers had been wearing the uniforms and armored masks of the Palendurio Guard. They had then retreated to the governor’s mansion. Another rumor spread that the governor was dead, maybe in retaliation, or maybe assassins had gotten to him first. Then there were whispers that Akanan merchants were planning on burning down warehouses, including the grain warehouses. Several merchants had been either driven out of town or beaten to death as fear of food shortages ignited mobs. There were clashes of mercenaries and crowds at the docks.

Mirian let the story run through her mind again, trying to memorize the details. Then she dug out a pile of battle map copies she and Lily had made, and said, “Order the maintenance crews to prepare to repair the tracks to Cairnmouth. I’ve already sent a copy of the Akanan battle plan to Fort Aegrimere, but I have more copies here. You might want to send them another one, marked with the seal of your office. Tell them you got it off one of the spies, perhaps. I’m not a strategist, I barely know anything about the military, but I imagine if you know exactly how they attack, it will be easier to fight back. And raise a militia. We will be badly outnumbered, so everyone who can fight will be needed. The evacuation of Torrviol will have to go by road. There’s banebriars and frost scarabites along the trail, so you’ll need teams to clear a path to the river.”

When the mayor left, Ingrid stared at her. “Why are you really here?” she finally asked.

“To learn from you.”

“What do you need artifice for? You know the future.”

“That’s right. I know in the future, I’ll need to be better at artifice.”

The older woman’s gaze continued to bore into her. “You don’t think we’re going to stop them?”

“I know we’re not going to stop them. Not this time. But for me, there will be a next time. You all—you’ll just forget.”

That sent a shiver through Ingrid. She suddenly turned and walked away. So did several other people in the crowd.

Scaring people isn’t going to work. Already, it was becoming clear there were people who simply couldn’t handle what the future held. But how else should she talk about it? She needed people to know the scope of the problem, or they might think they could just put it off. Would things go any better if she lied to them?

After that, word seemed to spread quickly that Mirian was more than just some student. As she left the crafting center, people were already looking at her differently. She wondered what she was supposed to do. In most of the previous loops, people had just ignored her. Now, they all watched her, but she was equally alienated from them.

She headed back to the grove to be alone with her thoughts. Jei found her there, simply contemplating the wilderness.

“They finally made their decision,” her mentor said.

“Who?” Mirian asked.

“All the wizards and mages on the project. They’ve agreed to show you.”

Mirian looked at her and stood, excitement building as she realized what Jei was talking about.

“The project we’ve been working on. The one beneath Bainrose. The one behind the stone doors.” She smiled. “Are you ready?”


56
Behind the Doors



As Mirian and Jei approached the plaza, a delegation of arcanists just outside Torrian Tower approached them. There were five of them, each wearing their formal Academy coats. Mirian recognized Professor Torres standing in the back, with High Wizard Ferrandus leading them. Mirian had seen Ferrandus quite a bit. He was always by Archmage Luspire’s side during official ceremonies. He often stopped by to observe lectures as part of his duties. He kept his gray beard braided, four silver beads on each side, and wore the traditional pointy hat of his office. That made him easy to recognize in a crowd. She wasn’t sure why she had expected the lead researcher on whatever was down there to be some mysterious figure, rather than the head wizard of the Academy. In retrospect, it made a lot of sense.

“Mirian Castrella,” Ferrandus said, peering over his spectacles. “You’ve caused quite a stir in Torrviol.”

“Honored Ferrandus,” Mirian said, tilting her head in acknowledgment.

“My colleagues have been… persistent.” He glanced toward Torres, who was stone-faced as always. “Let us talk as we walk.” Mirian walked beside him as they headed towards Bainrose Castle, and his colleagues fell in behind him. They were all older men, except for Jei and Torres. “As you are aware, it was Arcane Praetorian Adria Gavell who was in charge of project security. It seems we were played for fools. Whatever illusion magic the impostor used, our routine detection spells didn’t catch it. They also must have known Adria well, for they played her part flawlessly.”

“You knew there was a hostile force in Torrviol. Dozens of break-ins, over months. Dead maintenance staff—well, hmm, maybe not in this timeline. Either way, though. How were they able to evade the Academy’s wards?”

Ferrandus cleared his throat, and Mirian could see a slight tension in his jaw. He did not like being spoken to like that. Still, he humored her question. “An embarrassing confluence of events, I’m afraid. Archmage Luspire was working closely with Captain Mandez to apprehend the suspects. You see the problem, of course.”

“Of course,” Mirian echoed. It wasn’t a very satisfying answer. Surely Luspire would have realized he was being played for a fool when the break-ins continued, week after week. She didn’t want to press Ferrandus too hard. If he became too offended by her insubordinate attitude and stopped giving her information, that would make it that much harder in the next cycle. She had to be patient. “Respected Jei—sorry, Professor Jei—said she decoded the spy’s scroll.”

“Yes, quite an interesting mathematical formula being used in the cipher. She can show you how it works later. I don’t know how relevant it is anymore. It was directions for how to sabotage the alchemical recipe being used in some of our spell engines. That man you pulled off the roof seems to have had his eyes on Sefora Seneca’s office. Of course, since he never got there, the scroll ended up being useless. I’m shedding no tears for that criminal, though. If more of his ilk met his fate, the world would be a better place.”

Mirian nodded. Ferrandus clearly didn’t believe in the loop like Jei did. If he did, he would realize breaking the cipher was critical not for just understanding the first document, but any other documents the spies had encrypted. The fire in their headquarters had probably burned all the documents, but either he didn’t believe Mirian could go back to before they were piles of soot, or he didn’t realize that the attack would kill him soon. What was he after, then? What benefit did he hope to gain from her? Something—she was sure of that.

They made their way to the third floor again, growing silent as they passed students. The project was still secret, after all. Another indication Ferrandus believed in a future. Once they were through the door, they began winding their way down the long thin staircase Mirian had followed Jei down. “There is some debate among my colleagues. Song seems to think your knowledge originates from the tinkering we’ve been doing with the device. You are familiar with the great works of the Elder Gods?”

“You mean the Labyrinth?”

“The Labyrinth, of course, but I mean some of the other things they left behind. Strange constructions scattered here and there. Many in places that are quite difficult to study. So the discovery of one, right here where the Academy is, was quite a boon.”

Mirian furrowed her brow. “But if they’re all over the place… surely Akana Praediar has their own to study. Why would they go to war over this… thing? What does it do?”

Ferrandus let out a hearty guffaw. “If we had any idea what it did, this project would be a lot easier. Perhaps they think it’s some sort of weapon. Or perhaps it is precisely because they studied a relic of their own that they think they know how it works. We have research-sharing agreements with several of the arcane universities in Akana Praediar, though, and they’ve mentioned nothing of the sort. I know whatever you told the mayor has turned him into a believer, but I still hardly think our close ally would escalate things to war so quickly.”

Mirian opened up her satchel and dug out another copy of the battleplan. Wordlessly, she handed it to Ferrandus who paused on the stairs to open it. Annoyance passed over his face, and he handed it back to Torres.

As they resumed moving, Torres said, “The map was obviously made by an amateur, but this looks like standard Akanan assault doctrine. It approximates the usual army composition. Airships excepted, of course. That one is harder to believe, especially the size of them.”

They made it to that same basement that Mirian had saved Jei in. Dried blood still caked some of the stones. That’s fine, I didn’t need all of it anyways, Mirian thought. The torn rug Jei had used to bandage her was also still lying on the ground. Some of the boxes had shifted around, and obviously, the spy’s corpse was gone now, though there was a smear of dark soot on the floor where he had landed. Burnt flesh, streaked across the stone like a charcoal mark.

She shivered as they passed by.

The tunnels beyond seemed to link with the catacombs, but a large wooden barricade had been erected to block that passage up, complete with lines of faintly glowing glyphs that indicated active wards. The other direction led down a sloped tunnel. The dark stone was clearly ancient, while the wooden staircase leading down it was new construction. They found themselves passing by another set of tunnels, these far more cramped. A person might crawl through them, but never hope to stand. A thin trickle of water dripped out of one, while a little spell engine worked to pump it away.

At last, the ramp bottomed out and they came to a spiral staircase. This time, Mirian could see all the construction was new. Drilling spells had sliced a smooth column of stone, and then they’d gone and drawn stone from the surrounding rock to make a staircase.

When they got to the bottom, some of the older wizards were breathing hard. It was a lot of stairs. They faced a door, again, made recently. It was about seven feet tall, and made of steel and oak, glyphs scribed into every plank and bar. It had four keyholes and no handle. This was not the giant stone doors she had expected. Does the Academy team even know about that passage in Bainrose?

Ferrandus said, “Please turn around, Mirian.”

She obliged, and heard the glyph keys sliding into the locks. She felt that prickling feeling of powerful magic at work across her skin, then heard the movement of heavy steel. From what Ferrandus had just said, she assumed that opening the door triggered a divination spell. The other spells probably had to do with alarms and protection.

“There we go! And now, the Divine Monument. It’s quite wondrous to behold.”

Mirian turned, and the door lay open to her. She stepped forward into the cavernous room beyond.

Magical lanterns had been set up all around the colossal room to illuminate it, so the whole thing was bathed in an orange glow. To her left, she saw those colossal doors of stone she had marveled at—but from the other side this time. If the Academy did know about the other passage, they seemed to have decided it was easier to go around than through.

Scattered about the room were more supplies, and various spell engines, the functions of which Mirian hadn’t the faintest idea. Some were on, some were off. There were empty desks for work, and calculation machines—very expensive—atop some.

Of course, it was the colossal thing in the center of the room that drew Mirian’s eyes. It was at least a hundred feet tall, so as large as the room was, the Divine Monument, as Ferrandus had called it, took up most of it. It was higher even than the giant stone doors. It resembled a sphere made of curved spiderwebs, only no spiderweb was ever so intricate, nor as large. More, around the sphere were floating blocks; she could see nothing holding them up, but given the size and weight, it seemed impossible a levitation spell was keeping them aloft either. The material seemed to be made of obsidian at first glance, but there was a faint sheen of color to the substance that was metallic. What the color was, she couldn’t say—the reflected light looked more like an afterimage of a bright spot than anything real. It reminded her of the indigo color that an ultraviolet light spell produced. Glyphic crystals, she realized. Jei had hinted at that. It wasn’t just part of a reinforcing structure, though. The entire thing was made of glyphic crystals.

“Walk around it,” Torres said.

Mirian stopped gaping and did so. As she moved, though, the entire structure changed, with parts of the structure fading from view entirely, and other parts suddenly appearing. Moving back to where she had started, the structure went back to the way it was. It wasn’t random, then—the parts that faded from view and parts that materialized stayed consistent. Walking around it, she got the sense of a floating octahedron in the center of the room, layered a dozen times. Then it seemed more like an icosahedron with waves of curved spines surrounding it. Then a web-like sphere again.

She looked at Jei, mouth hanging open. “It’s a four-dimensional structure,” she blurted out.

“Oh, very good!” Ferrandus said. “Takes some of the duller arcanists a bit to work that out. Song, you were right. There is something there after all.”

“Can I touch it?” Mirian asked.

“Sure,” Ferrandus said, shrugging. “Takes a lot more than that to damage it.”

Mirian approached it, watching more pieces appear and disappear, until she was at the base of the structure, looking up through the incredible intricate mass of twisting strands and floating pieces. Gently, she reached a hand up, and it ran into something she couldn’t see. As she moved slightly to the left, the thing she was touching came more into view. As she ran her hand up and down that piece of the Monument, she could feel the object taking a different course than the one she could see. Vertigo seized her, and she stumbled back. “Amazing,” she breathed.

“You immediately understand why we are considering a new hypothesis,” Ferrandus said. “If there’s a… how should we put it? If there’s a time anomaly in Torrviol, perhaps this is the source. It seems to me, though, that moving an object through time would be ridiculously energy intensive. Who knows what limits the Elder Gods have, certainly not I, but one gets the sense of a certain, hmm, admiration of efficiency, when one studies the holy texts. Far more efficient to send energy through time.”

“So you got it to work?” Mirian asked.

“Therein lies the problem. No. We haven’t.” Ferrandus strolled around to one of the desks and placed his hand on one of the piles of papers atop it. Mirian could see they were packed full of the kinds of equations Jei had been teaching them. “I was rather hoping if you had a connection to the Divine Monument, it was… simple. Perhaps triggered by proximity. Or perhaps it’s another dead end. We’ve certainly run into a lot of those.”

“There’s more of these… monuments,” Mirian said. She realized she’d seen one before. A chill ran through her as she recalled the strange sanctum and eldritch titan sitting on a throne.

“Probably. Almost certainly,” Ferrandus said, taking her comment for a question. “The Labyrinth is certainly four-dimensional, which is why it’s so difficult to navigate. That, and the fourth dimension is more than just spatial; it’s tied to arcane energy in a fundamental way. The problem is the most interesting things we could study are in the Labyrinth, which is a place not at all conducive to research as our team up north can attest to. We have another bunch of wizards scouring the historical records for more examples. There are some indications the Mausoleum of Ominian was one of these structures, but that great temple would have been destroyed two thousand years ago with the fall of the Persamian Triarchy. The descriptions are of a building that changed size and structure as one moved through it. Thought to be a translation error or some other kind of misunderstanding for the longest time, but when we found this… ah, but I’m rambling. This is all to say, if you’re connected to this monument, by some sort of accidental activation or dimensional anomaly, perhaps we can get out of the rut we’ve found ourselves in. Song said you’d be game, to lightly paraphrase.”

Mirian looked to Jei, who nodded almost imperceptibly. “Of course,” she said. “What do you need me to do?”

“We’ve come up with some tests,” Ferrandus said, and when he smiled, it was one of those fake smiles that didn’t touch his eyes. Throughout their conversation, nothing Ferrandus said was rude, but Mirian got the sense that to him, she was just a pawn. Maybe she was useful; if not, she could be discarded. “Follow me.”
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Tests



There were arcane devices and spell engines all around the Divine Monument. Some were clearly for taking mana flow measurements, and others measuring various types of energy. Still others, Mirian had no idea. They had glass bulbs with strange colored fluids, twisted brass pipes snaking all over, and metallic protrusions. The glyph sequences were unfamiliar, and the devices looked hideously complex.

High Wizard Ferrandus directed Mirian to a simple chair that had been set up next to another of the devices. This one had intimidating-looking silver spikes, linked by rubber tubes that led to several glass vials full of an angry crimson liquid.

“What… does it do?” Mirian asked warily.

“We feed mana into the Monument, then look for reactions or resonance from your aura,” Professor Torres said. “You’ll feel strange. Shouldn’t hurt. No lasting side effects.”

There were more tests after that. At one point they used a drop of her blood in another machine. She kept feeling the prickling feeling of magic running over her aura. As the wizards turned on spell engines, glyphs on the Divine Monument would light up, then fade. She watched as they cast divination spells she’d never seen before. Mirian didn’t know what any of it meant.

As the tests progressed, Ferrandus was getting increasingly agitated. The wizards with him shared glances with each other, perhaps anticipating what these results would mean for them later.

On the fifth device they used, Mirian began to wonder if her soul was being affected. It was difficult to focus in on it, since it felt like her aura was being scraped at, but it seemed the devices only interacted with her aura. She searched for that strange hole in her soul. It was still there, unmoving. If the Divine Monument was interacting with her, it was in some way that neither she nor the Academy’s best arcanists could detect.

As they wrapped up the last test, Ferrandus was grinding his teeth. He approached Jei and began talking to her in angry whispers, though not so quietly that Mirian couldn’t hear him. “Worthless, Song. We have introduced this liability—for nothing!”

Jei kept her composure. “We have not tried everything. Besides, secrecy does not matter anymore. Our enemies know, and therefore we should be more generous with our allies. Selkus Viridian⁠—”

“—is not as smart as he thinks he is,” snapped Ferrandus. “And also a liability. Do you know what our potential donors were concerned about, last banquet? The Palamas were worried about him, specifically. The Bardas and Allards discussed ‘trends of worrisome research in radical ecology.’ We probably missed out on a pile of doubloons because Luspire doesn’t want to—hells, why am I bothering to rehash this? No, this isn’t a problem of needing more minds. We tried growing plants next to the Monument. Selkus would simply say we didn’t try growing enough! The brightest minds in the Academy are already here. It is not a problem to be solved by quantity. Get her out of here. I need time to think.”

Ferrandus took a position over on the other side of the room. Torres and the other arcanists stayed behind to work with the devices, though what they were doing was still beyond Mirian. Jei gestured for her to follow, and they left. She was apparently used to being dressed down by Ferrandus.

“You can see why I left my homeland,” Jei said as they walked. “After seeing it, I have spent a long time contemplating the nature of reality.”

“Yeah,” said Mirian, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say. In another life, she would have been perfectly content dedicating herself to studying it. As it was, she doubted she had anything to contribute. Still, it was good to know what it was the Akanans were after. Now she just needed to figure out what they thought it did.

As they made their way up the spiral stair, she said, “Have they figured out how to open the stone doors? There’s a faster way down if they can.”

“No,” Jei said. “Ferrandus called it a distraction. Here,” she said, handing Mirian a scroll. “The mathematical formulas you need to break the spy’s cipher. Memorize them.”

Mirian took it and placed it in her bag as they continued back up. For a while, they walked in silence. Then Mirian said, “What’s the other way in? The one through the Griffin Hall passage?”

If Jei was surprised Mirian knew about that, she hid it well. “I will show you.”

They started up the ramps, while Mirian debated whether or not to tell Jei the other revelation she’d had. As they reached the storage room, she blurted out, “I’ve seen a place that looks the same as the Divine Monument. I dreamed it.”

“Interesting,” Jei said.

Mirian told her about it: about the shifting rooms that seemed to phase in and out of existence as she walked, about the strange materials it was made of—and of course, of the colossal thing on the throne, gaping wounds all over its body. “I still don’t know what it means,” she added. “It felt… real. Even when I woke.”

“It sounds like the description the archivists found of the Mausoleum of Ominian.”

A shiver ran down Mirian’s spine. “But that was destroyed. I mean, that was part of that whole thing with the end of the Persamian Triarchy. There were those crazy necromancers sacrificing people, and then—look, I didn’t pay great attention in history class so I don’t remember the details, but even I remember that temple was destroyed. Along with the city, right? It’s one of the best documented divine interventions, even if the records of where it was got lost. My priest back home talked about it too.”

Jei looked at Mirian. “Perhaps it was a vision of the past. Perhaps some part of the Mausoleum survived. There is much still buried in Persama that archaeologists still seek. I cannot say what it means.” She went over to one of the walls, past where the patch of dried blood Mirian had left was, behind several of the crates. “Here,” she said, and pulled one of the old torch sconces. A part of the stone wall swung open.

Automatically, Mirian pulled out her spellrod and tried casting a light spell. As she started to draw mana, a wave of dizziness swept over her. The mana slipped from her grasp, and she doubled over, retching.

“You need to rest,” Jei said. “Those devices changed your auric flow. It is temporary, but it will take time to recover.”

That bothered Mirian. She hadn’t realized how screwed up her aura had become. What if it is permanent? she worried. Once again, she wondered what things came with her when the loop reset. Her memories clearly traveled with her, as did hunger pangs. But wounds didn’t. What about the state of her aura?

She kept these thoughts to herself as Jei took her through the route in the underground that ended at Griffin Hall. Mirian had mapped most of it, but missed one of the shortcuts. Jei had also subtly warded the last door from detection, making it so Mirian’s reveal iron spell would have never found the lever.

They emerged from Griffin Hall, and Jei locked the door behind them. “Go, what is phrase? Take it easy.”

“Thanks,” Mirian said, and departed, mind still whirling with the implications of what she had seen.
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Fourthday, confirmation came that afternoon that the tracks south of Torrviol had been damaged. Fifthday, another zephyr falcon arrived from the south, bearing news of the escalating conflict. Without Mirian’s forewarning, people might have simply fretted over the worrisome news. But with Mirian’s loud proclamations that it was a prelude to war, it sent waves of panic through the town. She began to hear a word whispered when she passed: Prophet.

Mirian found herself at the mayor’s office again, advising him.

“The spellwards around town and south of us all have gone down, but we can’t waste time repairing them,” Mirian told him. “Everything has to go into the evacuation of those who can’t fight, and preparations for those who can.”

Mayor Ethwarn had taken on a sickly pallor, and there was a tremor in his right hand. “How are we to evacuate if the trains are going to be commandeered by the military? The myrvite infestation on the road is bad—there’s no way we can move everyone.”

“Perhaps the commanders will let people ride the train back south once it unloads the soldiers. They’ll have added cars, though it still won’t fit everyone. With the repairs on the tracks being quicker, it may be we can fit an extra train. I don’t know when Fort Aegrimere sends their division, but there may still be time.”

The mayor wanted her to have more answers than she had. She could tell he wanted to flee, but after campaigning on the idea that “flee” was the one thing he wouldn’t do, he was having trouble reconciling his desire to protect his reputation with his desire not to be in the middle of a war zone.

After their meeting, Mirian roamed about town, taking in the changes. She watched the recently formed militias practicing in the fields, drilling with both wands and what firearms people had scrounged up. From what she’d heard, Professor Cassius had given his classes a rousing speech about patriotism and country before dismissing them. Many of his students now were arrayed on the fields south of Torrviol, sending spells into piles of stones that had been set up as targets. Cassius himself was directing drills that had arcanists and townsfolk practicing taking cover from artillery, then popping up to fire back. It was nice to see Platus among them, rather than blowing himself up like he usually did.

Professor Viridian and a dozen other professors, including Professor Eld, were scribing spells by assembly line, simply taking whatever spellbooks people passed them and copying the glyphs down as fast as they could. She noted the ground lightning spell, which would be useful against the chain-lightning artillery shells, and force shield, which wouldn’t do much to bullets, but might do much better against shrapnel and debris.

Professor Torres was leading an effort with Ingrid to build a piece of artillery atop one of the fire-fighting wagons in the student crafting center. Getting even a single weapon of that size built in five days would be an impressive accomplishment. Right now, it didn’t look like much—just a bunch of steel and scrap laid out in piles, with Torres poring over blueprints.

Not everyone was preparing for battle, though. Plenty of people were gathering up their belongings, and there was a constant stream of people heading toward the train station, where a permanent crowd of desperate people were pressing the beleaguered workers there for any information. She’d seen others crowding around the docks, trying to purchase fishing boats, as if they would be able to navigate the narrow rapids of the river.

Mirian visited the ruined building that had been the spy’s headquarters. Someone had erected a warning sign near the spike pit, and the building was mostly a mess of collapsed rubble and charred wood. The guards had already gone through looking for anything of value, but Mirian wanted to know the layout of the building. She drew a map of the rooms so she would better remember it, and used divination to find any remaining glyphs or mechanisms she might have missed. Reveal iron mostly showed a mess of nails and rebar, but she also found the remains of two safes, though each was open and the materials inside scorched beyond recognition.

She wondered what the best use of her time was now. So many things were now in motion that it was hard to keep track of everything. For now, it seemed best to stay mostly passive and observe the outcome.

As she made her way back towards the dining hall, though, she realized that passivity may not be possible. Priest Krier was leading a delegation of some dozen acolytes and townsfolk. The acolytes carried the symbolic lightbringer torches, the white fire also trailing thick white smoke. The townsfolk had with them a variety of tools. When they spotted her, they started walking right toward her. This was clearly no chance encounter. The way the townsfolk carried their tools, it was clear they had not brought them for farming or because they thought Mirian might need help repairing something.

“Mirian Castrella,” Priest Krier boomed out, clearly wanting this to be a public spectacle. It worked. Already, people were turning to see what was happening. “You stand accused of heresy. Come with us.”
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Confrontation



Anger bubbled up in Mirian as she looked at Priest Krier. Torrviol is threatened by attack, and this is how you spend your time? The acolytes with him stepped forward, torches still burning with white fire.

Mirian took a step back. “I’m not a heretic,” she said, trying to suppress her anger. “I’m just trying to save as many lives as I can.”

“You claim to be a new Prophet, but do not follow the⁠—”

“No, I don’t,” Mirian said, interrupting him, taking another step back.

Priest Krier’s eyes narrowed. “If you predict the future, then you claim Prophecy. Do you deny it?”

Mirian thought about trying to explain that she was only saying what had happened in previous loops, which was her past, but gave insight into the current future, but she didn’t think wordplay was going to save her. Instead, the anger in her erupted. “In past loops, I did come to you. You dismissed me! You did, Holy One! And when you did, Torrviol burned. Do you know what happens if I stay silent? You die. All of you do! I’ve watched as the people of Torrviol are slaughtered like animals.”

She was shouting now, with such intensity that the acolytes approaching her had halted. Krier wanted a spectacle? She’d give him one. “Torrviol and its people stand on the brink of annihilation, and this is what you think is important? You’d rather try to dish out mob justice to someone trying to warn everyone than organize a defense?”

Priest Krier’s face grew grim. “You dare lecture me—you dare lecture me? It is clear you are a heretic, as only a heretic would speak to a priest like that.” His hand went to his chest.

Mirian’s eyes grew wide. Was he about to work soul magic? What divine spells did the Luminate Order even know? She had only ever heard of the healing magic they worked—but what if Xipuatl was right?

She felt a hand on her shoulder. A man from the crowd had stepped forward. “Holy One, I beg your forgiveness, but this is not how things are done in Torrviol. If you have criminal charges to levy, they are presented to the magistrate’s office.”

There were murmurs of assent from the people gathered. “She hasn’t tried to steal your congregation, Holy One,” a woman carrying a basket of bread called out.

“You would stand by this heretic?” Priest Krier called out. His hand pressed tighter on his chest. Mirian couldn’t help but stare at that point. She felt her anticipation building.

“Follow the rule of law, priest,” an older man called out.

“He is following the highest law,” one of the acolytes said, eyes reflecting the white torchlight.

“Is that so?” the man standing by Mirian’s side said. “And what was Shiamagoth’s law?”

More murmurs echoed through the crowd. Everyone there knew it; they’d heard Priest Krier say it. Power is only righteous if it protects life.

The priest opened his mouth, then closed it.

“A wise priest once told me, ‘Live like the prophets,’” one of the women said. Krier said it regularly in his sermons, Mirian knew.

The crowd had turned against him. Mirian could tell Krier knew by the way his face shifted. The anger that had been bubbling out now was veiled by a false smile. As a priest, he had a great deal of power, especially against anyone deemed heretical. Here, though, he had overstepped his authority, and everyone seemed to know it. “Then the magistrate will hear it, just as you have all heard it. And when the case is decided, I hope you all will reflect on the choices you made,” Krier said, voice calm, but tinged with venom.

He and his congregation turned back towards the temple. Not towards the magistrate’s office, Mirian noted. Maybe he would submit the charges later, but he likely didn’t want to walk through the crowd that had formed behind Mirian.

Mirian realized she was trembling. The anger had drained out of her and left only a bundle of frayed nerves. She didn’t even like presenting artifice projects in front of class. What in the hells was she doing yelling at a priest in the middle of the street? “Thanks,” she managed, to the man who had stepped forward first.

“The way I see it, you’re doing what you think is right. And from what I’ve heard, you have seen something. I’m sorry that a disciple of the cosmic wisdom has strayed into… well, you shouldn’t need to face down a mob. Not in a civilized town.”

She swallowed and nodded. “I’ll keep trying to do what’s right,” she said. She wasn’t sure what to do after that. So many people were staring at her. Mirian hurried along, muttering thanks to the crowd that had saved her.

As she stepped into the dining hall, Mirian realized that if she was going to stir the cauldron as much as she had here, she was going to make enemies. Some of them might not announce themselves so obviously, either. There was only a short time left, but it was still plenty of time for very unpleasant things to happen. If she was going to proceed, she needed to be with people she could trust.
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She spent the rest of the day staying close to the western part of Torrviol where the militias were practicing, far from the Luminate Temple, and close to where people might be able to help her. The encounter with Priest Krier kept coming back to her. Something had felt off. He had been dismissive of her before, but not cruel. It bothered her, and it kept her nervous.

She moved back and forth between talking to some of the militia captains about what to expect from the Akanans and observing work in the crafting workshops.

Watching Ingrid and Torres work was a treat. They’d clearly worked together before, and each knew the other well enough that they rarely bothered to talk. Torres would mark some part of the blueprint, and Ingrid would start sculpting the parts, while Torres worked on finishing the glyphwork on a previous piece. Torres’s enchantment work was amazing. She didn’t seem to mind Mirian asking her about her technique, so Mirian spent several hours seeing how she prepared surfaces with alchemical reagents, then used a modified mirror motion spell to scribe with precision.

Normally, artillery used cylinders of quartzite as a mana conduit, since pure quartz crystals large enough to fit the need were difficult to find, but Jei had apparently found time to help grow a corundum crystal. No jeweler would appreciate the arm-sized ruby column she’d made since it was pale and full of flaws, but it would give the artillery piece a hell of a punch.

Cassius had come up with another idea, which was to bury spellbombs along the arc where the Akanans would set up their artillery, and wanted to know where they would have the greatest effect. Professor Cassius looked at Mirian differently as she pointed out where she’d seen the guns light up in the tree line. It wasn’t quite with respect, but maybe it was approaching it.

Sixthday, the final zephyr falcon Mayor Ethwarn had sent out returned, streaking in from the north in the late morning.

The Akanans had landed on the Baracuel coast and seized two of the villages there. Blood spatter had decorated the scroll case the communique had come in; the letter had only just made it out.

The mood in Torrviol took on an even more desperate tenor. Caravans of townsfolk and scared students began making their way south, even though the myrvite infestation south hadn’t been fully cleared. It was doubtful they would fare well. Mayor Ethwarn deputized a committee to organize the official evacuation efforts. Supplies piled up by the tracks, while the committee started issuing special passes that would let people board the first train out when it arrived. Children and their parents had first priority, and a lottery system would decide who was next. Rumors quickly started that some of the richer merchants and students were willing to buy these passes, which led to Mayor Ethwarn issuing a strong declaration in the forum that such behavior would not be tolerated.

With the invasion of Baracuel now confirmed, though, people didn’t just look to run. Militia recruitment swelled. The makeshift training grounds filled with people looking to practice spells. Unfortunately, firearms and ammunition were in short supply, and the gunsmiths and artificers in Torrviol could only work so fast.

The mayor had also appointed a council of captains to the head of the militia, which included Cassius. That evening, they invited Mirian to attend. The council met in one of the militia captain’s houses, a very nice place at the edge of town. His two servants brought platters of fancy appetizers, while a music box played a soft symphony. Mirian was more interested in the complex glyph sequences in the music box than the food, and studied it while she waited for the meeting to begin.

There were five captains, though four of them were merchants. They’d been appointed for their expertise in keeping inventories and moving goods, as well as their wealth and connections. Their knowledge of war was more dubious, so the discussion of tactics fell to Professor Cassius and Captain Moliner, a wiry woman who managed to frown even more often than Cassius. She kept her black hair short, and her pale blue eyes darted around the room like she was scanning for a mouse to snatch up. Her voice, though, was calm and collected.

“Bainrose Castle will be the command center. We’re preparing positions on the hope that the Fort Aegrimere Division makes it in time to hold them, otherwise we’ll only have small arms fire and spells to hold it. How are the strongpoints coming along?”

“Steadily,” one of the businessmen said. “The novices are diligent workers, but slow. We don’t have nearly enough bricks or stone to do a proper job. Two of the brickmakers fled town, but their apprentices are running the kilns now.”

Mirian’s eyes were drawn to the map on the table. Several glass beads seemed to represent the strongpoints in question. They were fanned out to the south and east of Bainrose, with one by the plaza and another by the forum. “Have you accounted for the underground?” she asked.

“The underground?” another of the businessmen asked.

“The spies mapped it out. Squads of Akanans will be coming through the northern catacombs directly into the library basement. One of them is the passage I showed you, Cassius. The other is nearby, but I haven’t mapped it. I don’t know if they’ll try to have soldiers rappel down from the airship if they haven’t gotten a signal from the castle, but we should be ready for it. Another group seems to make its way through the underground and pops out near the forum, behind the lines. Griffin Hall has one passage, but I don’t know where the second is. The maps are restricted.”

Cassius looked at Mirian, again seeming to reassess her. “Several of my colleagues know where those maps are. I’ll get in touch with them. We’ll need to put some blocking squads at the entrances. The militias should be able to handle that. Build barricades out of furniture, then strongly discourage anyone from tampering with them.”

Mirian examined the map for anything else they’d missed, replaying the movement of the soldiers through the fields and streets. She could hear the screaming in her mind, broken up only by the sound of artillery. “Torrian Tower can only be used at the lower levels. The top part gets blown up, and falls here,” she said, pointing. “We might disrupt their artillery enough to save the tower, but we might not. And if the artillery doesn’t do it, the airships might.”

Cassius leaned back in his chair, puzzled. “A simple artillery shot shouldn’t be able to take down Torrian Tower. The only thing with stronger construction is Bainrose, and that’s only because of the sheer quantity of stone. Do they have a… special weapon, perhaps? None of the Akanan shells I’m familiar with should be able to do that.”

“I’m not sure,” Mirian admitted.

Captain Moliner talked about deployment next. “Untrained citizens will do best on the defensive. The fallback positions will be here and here, which will still keep a corridor open to Bainrose for supplies and reinforcement. If we can hold this line between the castle and the lake and keep the station out of direct enemy fire, we stand the best chance of lasting until reinforcements can be brought up from the south. We’ll need to hold five days at least.”

Mirian felt her mouth go dry, and something must have shown on her face, because one of the businessmen said, “Is something wrong?”

She forced a smile. “No,” she lied.

“She doesn’t think we can do it,” another said, misinterpreting Mirian’s apprehension.

“She’s right,” Moliner said. “Even with all this preparation, we’re underprepared. We’ll be significantly outnumbered and outgunned. You can count the number of people who have seen combat in this town on one hand that’s missing fingers. I can’t speak to what will happen to unit cohesion or morale when these youngsters start having flame-burst shells landing near them. It might hold. It might break immediately.”

The third businessman was grinding his teeth, looking at the map. “Why don’t we simply evacuate the town? Why even try to hold, if it’s so hopeless?”

Moliner replied, “There’s simply no way to get everyone out on the trains or the roads. Not in time. We can continue to evacuate people if we hold long enough. That will take a lot of time. We only have the one route.”

The man was still looking dejectedly at the map. “It still doesn’t make any damn sense. It’s Akana Praediar. Why would they do this?”

Mirian had no answer for him.

As silence fell over the room, the mood grew dark. Mirian wanted to say something, like Don’t worry, you’ll all get another chance to get it right, you just won’t remember, but that wasn’t likely to help. They perceived themselves as people in this current moment, with lives that would either continue or end; that some parallel version of themselves with only a month of memories’ difference would survive would do nothing to lighten the shadow of doom they were living under. She felt she should say something, but was at a loss as to what might help.

She was saved by a woman bursting into the room, the orange and white cloth tied around her arm indicating her as another of the militia members. “The repair car just arrived at the station. The tracks are fixed, the train is on its way! They’re coming!”
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Morning of Seventhday, the train pulled into the station to wild cheering and celebrating. The people of Torrviol shouted and danced in the streets. Some wept, some fell to their knees and prayed. Mirian watched with mixed emotions. The hope was inspiring, and it brought a smile to her face. Inside, though, she knew how it would end. For her, the joy had that weight of foreknowledge dragging it down.

The first cars to unload did so with some ceremony; Baracuel army officers marched out, followed by disciplined lines of sorcerers and rifle infantry. Beneath those masks of discipline, there must have been a storm of emotions too. Did they know how desperate the defense would be? How little mercy the attackers would show? She wondered how much the situation had deteriorated in Palendurio or Cairnmouth. No doubt, they’d heard of the first magical eruptions.

But whatever trepidation they felt was mixed with the stirring emotions of watching a crowd cheer their arrival, praying to the Gods for the salvation that had just arrived.

Without meaning to, Mirian found that tears were slipping down her face. She turned away from the spectacle. She wanted to feel that hope too. That’s not your path, though, she reminded herself.

Mirian retreated to the militia practice grounds, but found the students and citizens were all lining up to see the army.

It was a different assistant who found Mirian, a woman with more southwestern features. “What happened to the other guy who usually gets me?” she asked.

“Dunno. No one can find him,” the assistant said.

That made Mirian pause. She’d meant the last comment as conversational filler, just an idle observation. “Do you think he… ran off? When’s the last time anyone saw him?”

“Fifthday, I think. He didn’t show up for work yesterday. Ethwarn was furious. Timmon might have tried to take one of those caravans south. Never struck me as a coward, but sometimes people surprise you. The meeting is in the heraldry room. Ethwarn wanted you to meet the general.”

Mirian followed her to the mayor’s office, then through the ornate double doors. The heraldry room had banners of most of the noble houses draped along one wall. Another was full of the portraits of previous mayors. A fine mahogany table was the centerpiece of the room, surrounded by equally fancy-looking chairs made of wood that had a deep red hue. The tops and arms of the chairs were decorated with silver that seemed like it had been hastily polished only recently, as bits of tarnish were still visible.

Mayor Ethwarn was already there, talking with a woman with gold epaulets. Atop those were little ivory lions, so that a tiny cat was frozen in a roar on each shoulder. The four golden cords across the breast of her jacket and the fancy bicorne on her head marked her as a general of the army. At first glance, Ethwarn and the general seemed about the same height and size, but unlike the mayor, there was a certain grace and power the woman carried herself with. Four officers stood at attention just behind her, while a fifth had a notebook open and was already scribbling notes down at the table.

“Ah, Mirian. This is General Hanaran. She’ll be leading the defense of Torrviol.”

General Hanaran raised a contemptuous eyebrow. “This… is your source? A child?”

Mirian bristled at that. She was a young adult, not a toddler. “What do you know about Marshal Cearsia?” she asked.

“Why on Enteria does that matter?”

“Because she’s leading the attack,” Mirian said, and sat down at the table.

That didn’t quite knock the wind out of General Hanaran’s sails, but they did deflate slightly. She turned back to Ethwarn. “I’m to believe there’s a new Prophet, and it’s her? There must be another explanation. Perhaps she knows what she knows because she’s a spy for the enemy.”

Ethwarn sighed heavily and took a swig of the wine cup in front of him before replying. “She did kill two Akanan spies right here in town. I can’t really explain away the foreknowledge. Oh, believe me, I tried. Had her followed, searched through her dorm⁠—”

Mirian sat up straighter at that. He’d what!?

“—interviewed some acquaintances, pulled all her records, and no one could find anything. No exchange of information, no fancy arcane telegraph, and certainly not an aerie of zephyr falcons hiding in her closet. The priests are furious with me, tried to go around my back, the varmints, but I’ve decided what’s important is my home, right here. Baracuel. I’ll leave it to the philosophers to figure out the how and why of it.”

“What of the airships? Did you confirm them?”

“No. No one’s seen those. Or rather, if they have, they were killed before they got the message off.”

“She’s exaggerating the size,” General Hanaran muttered. “None of the design documents in our collaborations ever attempted to lift something that big.”

Mirian rolled her eyes. “And if you’d developed a war-changing secret weapon, you’d tell everyone so they could prepare?”

Hanaran glared at her, then looked away. “Why is she here, again?” she asked no one in particular.

“I know how the Akanans attack. I believe you have one of my maps.”

The general looked at the crude map copy on the table. “I was told it was taken off their spies. Was I misinformed?”

The mayor cleared his throat. “We thought it a bit premature to declare a new Prophet when we sent it. Torrviol needed you to take it seriously.”

“Then you are vouching for its accuracy?”

Mayor Ethwarn clenched his jaw and looked at Mirian. Then he looked back to the general and said, “Yes, I am.”

Hanaran made a grunting noise that might have been affirmation. “It’s the obvious path for an assault, especially as they believe Torrviol is essentially undefended. The veracity of the intelligence will make little difference to my defense. And I need no encouragement to take seriously the defense of my country and people.”

The doors opened again, and Cassius, Moliner, and the other militia captains came in. The introductions were brief, and then the meeting began in earnest.

General Hanaran had brought along a much bigger map, and her assistants laid it out so it covered the center of the table. “Your militia’s plan is too basic, though it will serve a vital role in helping hold a defensive line. However, holding ground will not be enough. We need to establish positions for reliable counterbattery fire. And rooftop positions. The 6-inch guns can be loaded with airburst shells to ward away the airships—or take them down, if they get cocky. We’ll need sorcerers to help get them into position. Captain Cassius, I am told you can assist with this?”

Cassius nodded.

Hanaran continued, placing elegant wood pieces on the map to represent where her regiments would go and what the militia would need to do to support operations. Soon, the map was full of colored pieces.

Mirian quickly became lost at the terminology and concepts as Hanaran continued her explanation of the plan, the contingencies, and how the defense would progress. It was a small comfort that the businessmen captains also seemed lost, and kept interrupting with questions.

Finally, one of them said, “With respect, General, it may be the case that the Torrviol Militia may not need to know all the details of the defense. Perhaps it would be simpler to establish lines of communication bringing the militia into your chain of command, and a unified logistics effort.”

“There’s also the matter of evacuation of the civilian population,” Ethwarn said. “While I of course understand that martial law allows the military exclusive use of the train, there’s already a great deal of unrest from even the few hours of delay in letting people board. You do plan to let them leave, yes? I think the fewer civilians you have rioting and needing to be fed, the more effective the army effort will be.”

The conference turned into a mix of argument and agreement. General Hanaran was adamant the train not return to Cairnmouth, as it would then be out of her army’s reach if it was needed during the attack. Eventually, she relented, and would have the train start moving people south to the Cairn River, where a temporary camp could be established. The shorter route would allow for several trips before the Akanans arrived. Mirian mostly listened, munching on the steady stream of appetizers until she had an embarrassingly high stack of the tiny silver plates they came on, and one of the servants had to surreptitiously remove them.

Eventually, the meeting wound down. As they adjourned, with General Hanaran still giving her the stink-eye, Mirian had no real conception of how good the plan was, but it had to be better than what she’d seen before.
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Back at the dorm, she found Lily sitting in the commons holding her head in her hands.

“Hey,” she said, sitting next to her.

Lily looked up at her. She’d been crying, Mirian could tell. “It’s… I didn’t want to believe it, but it’s all really happening, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” said Mirian, putting her arm around Lily.

“I didn’t get one of the passes out of town,” she said, sniffling a little. “What should I do, Mirian? Is my sister safe? Should I go north? What happens if I stay?”

Mirian closed her eyes, and felt her own tears leaking out. She couldn’t just say it doesn’t matter. Not to her closest friend. “I don’t know. Every time is a bit different.”

“What should I do?”

“Do whatever will make you happy,” Mirian said.

The problem was, Lily knew her too well. She could see right through her. “We’re all going to die, aren’t we? Even with the changes.”

Mirian kept her eyes closed and swallowed hard. Then, reluctantly, she nodded twice.

She felt Lily start to tremble. “But… this one’s not real, right? You get another chance, right?”

“I don’t know how many I get. But I’ll see you again. I’ll see you all. And you won’t remember. It’ll still be you, just with the last month missing. So in a sense, you’ll be okay, no matter what. Because I’m not going to stop until you are.”

Lily squeezed her. “I know you will. It’s… it’s scary though.”

“Yeah,” Mirian agreed.

They stayed like that for some time, until Lily finally said, “Well, we should get some dinner, right?”

“Sure,” Mirian said, even though she’d already gorged herself on the tiny appetizers.

As they walked to the dining hall, Lily said, “Wow, how do you get used to people staring at you?”

“I haven’t. It’s still weird. Like, the other day a bunch of strangers had an argument with the priest about if I was a heretic or not, and they totally saved me. But like… what do I do about that? Am I supposed to go around shaking their hands? Just sort of say a general ‘thank you’ and then move on? Stop laughing—it’s awkward! Of course, I can take all these classes on magic, but there’s not a single one on social etiquette for time travelers.”

The stares lasted in the dining hall too. Then, Mirian caught the eye of a student she recognized, one who had been making herself surprisingly scarce this cycle.

“Hey, I gotta go talk to someone,” she told Lily.

When Valen saw Mirian approaching, she stood up and started heading for the exit.

“Hey, Valen. Wait. We need to talk.” She followed Valen out the door, and saw the other girl was running. Yeah right, like you can outrun me, Mirian thought, and broke into a run to catch her. Her stomach, full for the second time this evening, wasn’t happy about this, but she was able to grab the other girl’s arm. “Hey. Hey!” she said.

“What?” Valen snapped at her. “What can we possibly have to talk about?”

Mirian threw up her hands. “I don’t know, maybe about what’s going on in that tiny brain of yours? Every cycle you’re lurking around, then suddenly, you’re not. I don’t get you. At first, I thought you hated me. Then last cycle you ditch classes to do counter-espionage with me, and then this cycle you’re like a magnet that won’t come close.”

Valen looked at her like she’d started growing eyeballs on her face. “You really don’t know?”

“Look, I understand math and glyphs. I’ve never pretended to be any good with people.”

She looked crestfallen again. When she spoke, it was in a tone Mirian had only heard her use once before. “I never wanted to say it, because when it happens the right way, it’s understanding. People say things all the time. They profess to speak from their heart, but then forget the noises they made like a tree forgetting its leaves in winter. There’s no truth in words. Deeds are all that matter. You don’t look at what a person says, you look at how they say it. Our bodies are a jumbled up mix of feelings, ambitions, and volatile chemicals, and the mind is just a pitiful augur trying to figure it out. When people say stuff, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s not something to be said. It’s something to be felt.”

It was the most words Valen had ever spoken in a row without throwing a barb Mirian’s way. She didn’t know what to say.

Valen shook her head. “Ah, what does it matter? Tell you what. You want to understand me, meet me in the Stygalta Arena, prepared to speak a real language.”

Mirian looked at her. Five hells, really? she thought, then said, “Alright. I’ll be there in an hour.”

And Valen gave the faintest hint of a smile.
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The Stygalta Arena was almost entirely deserted. The sky was darkening, and when classes had been canceled, so had all the other activities. Mirian was still being followed—by the mayor’s new assistant and someone from the militia—which she took some comfort in. From what she could tell, the militia member was a sort of rotating bodyguard of sorts, but also to make sure she didn’t suddenly run for the hills. At the very least, it meant someone would be able to help her if another mob showed up. She showed both of them a thumbs-up before she stepped through the east arch into the building. The militia member responded in kind, while the mayor’s assistant dramatically rolled her eyes. Mirian had her dueling gear and rapier, so it was obvious what she intended.

“Valen!” she called out as she walked in.

“Right here,” she said. She was sitting by the courtyard fountain, her own rapier in hand. The first thing Mirian noticed was that there were no glowing glyphs on the blade anymore. “You can’t really die, right? Unless what you’ve been telling everyone is a load of shit. And if I die—doesn’t matter either, does it?” She stood.

“Right here?” Mirian asked. The courtyard was empty except for the two of them, and full of shadows where the glyph lamps cast them. It was a lot larger than the usual dueling circle, and it had the fountain and statues obstructing movement. “What are the boundaries?” Mirian asked, looking at the four arches that led to the courtyard. Two led to staircases up to the dueling areas, and the central arch to the eximontar track.

“Why have them at all?” Valen tossed Mirian a burin.

There was only one glyph she needed to chisel out to break the sequence. It felt strange to be destroying a part of her own sword. Part of her couldn’t believe she was doing this. It wasn’t, perhaps, the most rational thing to do. But some part of her felt like she needed to do this. Maybe she felt indebted to Valen for helping her with the Akanan spies. It had, after all, led to this cycle. Maybe the injuries Valen had inflicted on her just didn’t feel that big compared to what she’d been through. Maybe she felt a bit sorry for her because it turned out her parents kinda sucked. Maybe it was pure curiosity. Mirian had always been too inquisitive for her own good.

Maybe it was all of those things, or none of those things, and Mirian was just deceiving herself. As Valen had just said, people were messy, and as much as she didn’t understand them some days, she thought maybe that was because they didn’t understand themselves.

She finished brushing the powdered glyph dust off her rapier and tossed the burin back to Valen, then raised her blade. There was always a surge of adrenaline that came with the anticipation of a dueling bout, but it felt far more intense now. The past two cycles, she’d barely touched the arena, but it wasn’t like she was rusty.

She could tell Valen was feeling the same thing as she raised her own blade. The excitement had made her eyes go wide and she could hardly contain the glee or her nervous energy.

Valen came in fast like she normally did, but Mirian was ready for it, and ready for the follow-up feint, stepping to the side so that her opponent’s blade went flying by. For a fraction of a second, she had an opportunity to deliver a quick slash to Valen, but she hesitated, remembering the safety enchantments were gone. Instead, she circled around and waited for another attack.

The courtyard rang with steel on steel as their blades clashed. Valen, seeming to realize her aggressive maneuver had exposed her, was now more cautious. Both of them circled, looking for an opening. Mirian came in for a few attacks, but quickly retreated. As they clashed again, Mirian realized that despite what she’d said about being terrible about reading people, it wasn’t entirely true. The language of Valen’s movement told a story that she didn’t even have to think about; it was in fact entirely necessary to not think, because thought was so much slower than reaction. When she was really focused on a fight, her inner voice quieted until it was inaudible, and she simply flowed. Right now, her movements were sluggish and hesitant. She was too worried about what might happen.

Both of them were breathing hard, starting to drip sweat despite the chill in the night air. Mirian stepped back and lowered her blade, then breathed in deeply. Then she settled into an on guard position and stopped thinking.

She saw how Valen’s eyes kept darting to the fountain, and knew she was trying to use it or the walls to position Mirian in a way where she couldn’t use her footwork. She let herself be drawn forward, close to it, then went on the offensive. Their blades rang again and again, the echoes off the walls forming a chorus. When she paid more attention to her instincts, and less to her thoughts, she picked up on things. Valen’s body did tell a story: she liked to put on a brave face and talk tough, but beneath it, Mirian could see the fear in her. Not of her rapier. There was something deeper.

She came in fast, with powerful slashes forcing Valen back, past the fountain and towards the walls. When she tried to maneuver towards the arches, Mirian circled around and came in with a series of feints that sent her rival backpedaling as she failed to parry the attacks. The rapid retreat made her lose her balance. Mirian gave her no time to recover; she came in with a powerful slash that sent Valen hopping back again, only a few feet from the courtyard wall.

Mirian could read the counterattack coming, as if Valen was an open book. The way she planted her left foot, the way she tensed slightly, the way she tried to guard the space between them with tentative thrusts as she prepared.

She was ready for it. Mirian ignored the first feint, then parried Valen’s incoming lunge, closing the distance as she brought her blade around in a circle until their cross guards were nearly touching. Taking advantage of the momentum, she then pushed Valen’s blade outward hard. Her rival’s eyes widened in shock as her blade went flying across the courtyard, clattering loudly on the paving stones. She took two quick steps back, looking for an opening to retrieve her blade, but then her back hit the wall. Mirian followed, shoving her up against the wall with her off hand, then raised her blade up so that it was just in front of Valen’s throat.

Mirian couldn’t help but give her rival a feral grin. The exaltation running through her was uncontainable. She was dripping sweat, breathing hard, and her body was practically vibrating with adrenaline.

Valen looked up at her as Mirian loomed over her, her own breathing quick. Her eyes darted down to the edge of the rapier, then to Mirian’s eyes. She could feel the heartbeat of the other girl in her hand, and then she felt Valen straining to bring her head up. At first, Mirian thought she was just scared and trying to escape, but then she saw her pursed lips and the lust in her eyes.

She was trying to kiss her.

Mirian let her rapier fall to her side and let out a harsh laugh. “So that’s what this is about? Gods above, I am blind. Why didn’t you just… say something?”

“I did,” Valen said, flushing.

“Not in any language I spoke. I thought you hated me, and here I was trying to figure out why.” She stood there, rapier still in hand. Valen hadn’t moved from the wall. Mirian stood there, looking at her as if for the first time. She thought of Selesia, and felt guilty, but then shoved that guilt aside. In this loop, Selesia had never met her. Going forward, if she wanted to replicate the conditions of this cycle, she never would meet her. Mirian missed her, and the ache of loneliness she felt seemed ever-present. Was it so wrong to take love where she could find it? Who did it hurt? Or was that just an excuse she was using to justify herself?

It was the emptiness inside her, yearning to be filled, that won out. She so badly wished for someone else to share the burden she was carrying. To be with someone who understood her. Valen wasn’t that, but she was there, and she understood at least a piece of who Mirian was.

Mirian leaned over and kissed her.

It wasn’t at all like kissing Selesia. She had never had that primal desperation that Valen had. Afterward, she didn’t want to talk, just wanted to look up at the stars together. Mirian didn’t. Each time she saw the Divir moon, she remembered how this was all going to end. Still, she looked up with her.

“It won’t last,” Mirian said.

“I know,” Valen said. “Nothing does, in the end.”
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The next two days were a whirlwind of activity. No one ever made an official appointment or announcement, but it became assumed that Mirian was essentially a sixth captain of the militia. Her bodyguard became something more of a secretary as people consulted her on defensive emplacements or asked for another detail about the attack. Preparations continued, with lines of trenches being dug just around the border of the town, and dozens of buildings were knocked down so the rubble could be used to create barricades. Only two trainloads of evacuees were dropped off before the train continued back to Cairnmouth so it could get one last load of supplies and emergency recruits.

On the evening of Firstday, she saw Valen again. Again, Valen didn’t want to talk. Part of Mirian did; she liked talking through things, and Gods there were a lot of things to talk about. Part of her, though, was fine turning her brain off and just speaking—as Valen liked to call it—a real language. One that needed no translation or interpretation, the one that was a whirl of emotion and impulse.

When she looked at Valen now, she saw a different person. She couldn’t forget all those small cruelties, but she was starting to understand that Valen hadn’t seen them that way. Despite her insistence that actions and expression were a universal language, it seemed to be only partly-true. Their lives had been so different and as a result, their understanding of people diverged. Still, even across that gap, there was a connection. There was something profound in forging a chain across such a wide chasm.

Secondday, she went on a tour of Bainrose with Respected Jei.

The library was a mess. Dozens of shelves had been moved and pushed against one wall, and in such haste that hundreds of volumes and scrolls had fallen to the ground only to be trampled underfoot by soldiers as they moved in ammunition crates and communications equipment. It seemed like a desecration of a sacred place; Mirian only took solace in knowing the destruction wouldn’t last.

Soldiers were rolling out magical telegraph lines to the different command posts and through Bainrose. General Hanaran’s voice had gone hoarse from nonstop discussions as she consulted her commanders, issued orders, and pored over long lists of supplies.

In another corner, two priests and several acolytes were setting up beds for the soon-to-be-injured. Priest Krier was nowhere to be seen. “Do we know what Priest Krier is up to?” Mirian asked Jei.

“No. Rumor is he is gone. Evacuated, maybe, but he did not tell the others. They are not happy.”

Strange. Mirian wasn’t sure what to make of that. It didn’t seem like the actions of a man who thought she was a lying heretic. He’d lived in Torrviol most of his life, always making time to listen to the people of the town and help them through their problems. After every sermon, there were people waiting to talk to him. Does my knowledge of the future shake him that much? Or reveal something I just didn’t see? she wondered. Her interactions with Valen had changed how she was looking at people now. They too had come from different places and experienced different things, and it had shaped how they saw the world.

With so many new people entering Torrviol and more food redirected south to the temporary evacuation camp, food was getting scarce as the army churned through the grain silos and the Academy stores. One regiment was sent out to the lake to fish, even though they were badly needed to dig trenches and erect barricades as well.

They passed Cassius as they walked along the western wall. He looked like death warmed-over. He pushed the Academy sorcerers under his command hard, but he’d pushed himself even harder.

“Rest, you idiot!” Jei snapped at him as they passed. Cassius just rolled his eyes and made a rude hand gesture, his usual formality as depleted as his aura. But he did slouch down by one of the parapets to sit.

His efforts hadn’t been in vain, though. He and the other Academy sorcerers had managed to position nearly eight guns on the towers of Bainrose and then had managed to get more of the six-inch guns on the roof where they were currently aimed towards that spot in the sky where the airships would come from.

It was unspoken as to why Jei was taking Mirian on this tour. Most of the people knew that it was unlikely for the defenses of Torrviol to hold. Still, they clung to that hope, that they might. But Mirian and Jei knew with absolute certainty that they would not.

“When I was a girl,” Jei finally said, “One day I was tasked with watching my little sister and fixing up the garden wall. When I was pushing the wheelbarrow of bricks past her, I hit a rut, and the wheelbarrow tilted. The bricks came tumbling down. Bao was always crying. It was when she didn’t cry, I knew how bad she was hurt.”

They continued walking along the battlements. Despite Jei’s steady voice, Mirian could tell how hard it was for her to tell this story. “At first, I begged her not to be hurt. Then I knew I must act. The hospital was too far. The Baracuel embassy was close. I had heard many times how hated the Baracueli were, but I also had heard they had a priest. The priest did his best to heal Bao’s head wound. He probably saved her life. But Bao was never the same after that. The priest could not repair her mind.”

They continued walking, then stopped as Jei gazed out east, over the lake and forests, the distant hills hazy, the sky looming low with the thick bellies of clouds. “I kept the story hidden from others to hide my shame. My parents cried a lot, but they also knew it was an accident, and when they told the story, they omitted that it was I who was pushing the wheelbarrow. Some of my relatives still do not know the truth. You understand why I am telling you this.”

Mirian nodded, feeling tears welling in her eyes. She was picturing little Zayd. How would she have felt if she’d ever hurt him like that?

“For years, I hated myself, and wished again and again I could turn back time. Cosmic joke that I learn now it is possible.” She paused again, gaze still fixed on the horizon. “It would be a long time before I learned more of the language, but the first words I learned in Friian were ‘thank you.’ It is strange to think back, because had the accident never happened, I likely never would have come to Baracuel. It is a regret like no other, and yet, it set me on this path.” She paused, then said, “That should be enough. I also understand this: you cannot save every person every time. It all must serve the greater project. I hope that when this is over, what emerges is a better world.”

“I’ll try. I promise.” Mirian shook her head sadly. “No one deserves what’s coming next.”

They walked in silence after that, down to the basement where Mirian examined the defenses they’d set up. Several professors had looked up the old maps of the underground that had been locked away and found several more passages Mirian hadn’t known about, and suspected the spies might not know about them either. They’d found the passage by the market forum. Detect iron spells had even located another route no one had recorded that went from the basement up to the fourth floor. Plenty more had been walled off, or the mechanisms deliberately broken so no one could use them.

After that, they made their way along the rim of Torrviol, past hastily erected barricades as soldiers prepared firing positions and pre-sighted their artillery. As a last-ditch effort to get them out of the battle, Lake Torrviol’s fishing boats were ferrying noncombatants across the lake, because the next train would be reserved for withdrawing as many soldiers as it could, should they need to retreat. Across the lake, they might get attacked by myrvites, but the odds of that were acceptable given the alternative of staying for the battle.

They finished their route back before Bainrose Castle, making their way from the south up to the plaza, where Professor Torres had finished setting up her special artillery piece.

Jei looked out across Torrviol, taking it all in one last time. The way the glyph lamps gave the cold streets a sense of warmth. The hushed silence of anticipation, as the town braced itself. The wind whipping the rooftop banners. The last light of dusk gleaming between the buildings and setting the western clouds ablaze.

“Remember,” was all she said and clasped hands with Mirian.

They locked eyes. “I will,” she promised.
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At noon on the last day of Solem, the Baracueli scouts reported the advance of the Akana Praediar army through the old growth forest to the northwest. General Hanaran had gone back and forth about the best tactics for delaying the army, but in the end, decided an ambush was best. With bog lions and other nasty myrvites roaming the woods, sending regiments out to skirmish and retreat was too risky. The Akanan army was also better mechanized, whereas the Baracuel force had few spell wagons. A harassing force might be easily encircled, and Hanaran knew they could ill afford to lose anyone. Torrviol settled down to wait.

As evening approached, it was as if the whole town held its breath. Even the birds seemed like they’d been intimidated into silence.

Mirian found herself atop Bainrose Castle, on the southwest tower. Lily, not knowing what else to do, had joined her, and was pacing about the tower.

Valen had joined one of the militia squads, even after Mirian told her it was a stupid idea. They’d argued, but Valen had insisted on being in the midst of the fighting and told her it didn’t matter in the end anyways, to which Mirian had to grudgingly admit she was right. Still, she was feeling annoyed about the whole thing, and a bit of regret. Didn’t she want to stick together at the end, like Selesia had? As it turned out, the answer was no.

Respected Jei was helping Professor Torres calculate range tables for her special artillery gun. From their vantage, Mirian could just make the two out down by the plaza. Mirian looked at the position of the sun and felt something was wrong. Her gaze shifted to the belltower clock.

She frowned and looked to the militia member at her side. “Tell General Hanaran the Akanans have new information. Either they did reconnaissance, or spotted the scouts, or got information some other way, because they’re not proceeding on their normal timetable.”

The militia member started down the stairs. Hanaran would be in the center of Bainrose, orchestrating the defense. Mirian hadn’t realized just how involved a battle was. The Akanans had made it look effortless when they moved through Torrviol, but then again, they’d done months of preparation and faced no real resistance. Now she saw the ridiculous amount of coordination it all took. The battle lines were stretched out over several miles, from the south hills around Torrviol and all the way to the lake, though the largest concentration of force was at Bainrose and the arc around it.

Torrviol was tensed like a muscle, ready to move. On the parapets, spotters were peering through lenses or busy controlling magical eye spells to reveal enemy positions. Operators stood by, listening in on magical cables. Artillery teams were standing by at the ready, ammunition piled by their guns. Spell engine wagons stood idle, ready to ferry about reinforcements.

In the distance, she heard the first sounds of gunfire. A few minutes passed, then she heard one of the nearby battle mages using a magical eye say, “Contact, grid fifteen. They’re out of cover, at least a dozen moving.” A nearby operator relayed the message.

There was a delay of a minute, then two, then one of the guns down on the ground roared out. Another moment passed, and then Mirian saw the bloom of fire in the forest.

A few hundred feet away, another gun, this one pointing west, opened fire. Then another. Then another, the distant thundering coming from maybe a mile off. Soon enough, Mirian lost track of which spotters were providing information for which guns.

It took some time for the Akanan guns to respond. She heard them, at first thinking they were one of the Baracueli guns off in the distance. Then the shells hit. Lightning erupted in the plaza, but it stayed contained in a small area as the battle mages and a shield engine nullified the triggered spell. Across the battlements, Mirian saw shields go up. Magical eye spotters retreated into the towers, since they didn’t need strict line of sight to move their spells about.

“We should go down,” one of the militia members said to Mirian.

“No. I need to watch,” she replied. “You can if you’d like.”

Nearby, one of the observers said, “They’re setting up beyond our pre-sights. I don’t think we have anything in range of grids three or four.” A pause, as the observer listened in to a message. “Well, worth a try. I see three guns being set up. Big ones.”

The next shot that came was from the plaza—from Torres’s gun. Getting shot at in the basement at point-blank range hadn’t been so loud as that gun going off two hundred feet away. Red lightning crackled along the barrel as the excess magic discharged off it. Whatever Torres had cooked up, it had incredible power. I need some earplugs next time, she thought. Of all the spells she had scribed down, sound-dampening wasn’t one of them.

“Hit! Hit!” cried the observer, and a cheer went up along the battlements.

After that, there was too much going on for Mirian to pick out individual events. Every observer and operator was talking at once. Artillery boomed from town, from the forest, and everywhere shells fell. Fires broke out in the woods, only to be put out by enemy arcanists, while in town buildings crumbled apart as shells pierced them and erupted. The initial volleys weren’t so bad though; with sorcerers and spell engines both putting up defensive shields, the shells’ damage was limited. The counterbattery fire, as Hanaran had called it, was also doing its job. Enemy guns were either silenced by destruction or being forced to reposition.

Between the low clouds and the forest, Mirian spotted two colossal shapes moving in the distance. “There!” she said, running over to get the attention of one of the observers.

His eyes went wide. “Those can’t be airships. They’re too big to be airships!”

The conversation moved along the ramparts. Mirian couldn’t hear it, but she could see the soldiers gesturing and pointing at those incoming behemoths.

A few minutes later, General Hanaran emerged from the stairs to see for herself. She gaped at the spectacle, then looked at Mirian. “How?” the general asked.

“Last time I tried to ask, Marshal Cearsia threw me overboard,” she replied.

“Gods’ blood. Alright, airburst shells might make them hesitate, but we need to get through that armor. Arm guns seven through fourteen with magnetic ripper shells…” Hanaran retreated back down into the castle, barking orders as she went. Across the rooftops of the castle and the town, soldiers ran about, unloading and reloading guns, with cranes moving new boxes of ammunition up.

Mirian opened up her spellbook and turned to the remote speech spell. Casting it, she said, “Torres, can your cannon hit those airships?”

There was a pause, with more guns thundering. Then Mirian heard the reply in her ear: “Probably not, but it might give them a scare.”

Tension on the battlements grew as the airships approached. Mirian watched as the portholes in the hull opened and the guns bristled out.

Across Torrviol, the gun crews were scrambling to come up with firing solutions. Mirian ran over to one of the nearby guns to help out. It was, after all, just math. She argued briefly about the angle needed with one of the crew. The soldier relented, cranking the wheel that controlled the gun elevation up a few notches.

“Fire!” cried the corporal.

Guns lit up all over town. The sky flashed with airburst spells as lightning crackled out and flames like flowers blossomed in the air. Most of the shells burst too far away to do much damage to the airships, but some exploded above the decks, which must have sent the crews atop them scrambling for cover. A few well-placed shots impacted the armored hulls, though most of the power was absorbed by magical shielding, which Mirian watched crackle across the airship bottoms. The shot from Torres’s gun in the plaza went wide, streaking past one of the wings like a little angry meteor.

The volley did its job, though. Both airships veered aside, turning so their broadsides were facing Torrviol, but farther out than they usually did. Then the airship guns replied and a shot slammed into one of the nearby towers of Bainrose, sending stone crumbling, even as a spell engine shield flashed.

“Gods!” Lily cried out. “I can’t take this, Mirian, I’m going below. Stay safe, please?”

It was a ridiculous thing to ask, and just as ridiculous to promise, but Mirian did.

Over the next few hours as night fell, the battle became even more confused. Firefights between infantry erupted across the defensive line, with fireballs and lightning bolts arching through the night. The artillery duels continued, while the two airships above circled like vultures. They’d climbed in elevation and were keeping their distance, but were still peppering the town with plunging fire that even the spell engine shields were struggling to stop.

Then, another shot landed near Bainrose, but instead of exploding into lightning or fire, the shell seemed to disappear into the earth.

Then the earth shook, sending Mirian staggering.

“Damn! They’ve swapped to earth-shaker shells,” one of the soldiers cried out.

That can’t be good, Mirian thought.

Another shot hit the northern wall, and when the shell exploded, it sent fissures through the stone, sending a piece of the battlement sliding off the wall in a slide of jagged rock.

“Evacuate the walls!” one of the captains shouted.

The southwest tower practically exploded, rock cascading down as the artillery piece atop it tumbled down, crew included. There was a reason castles had fallen out of favor.

Mirian headed down the ladder, then down the spiral staircase. Stopping at the second floor, she went to the balcony and looked down. One of the priests was healing a man with a bleeding leg, while the other sat meditative, perhaps trying to recover his power. Another point for Xipuatl, Mirian thought. If the power was purely divine, one wouldn’t need to recover like an exhausted arcanist. She wondered if there was a soul-equivalent to a mana elixir.

More injured sat along the walls on cots, some in agony, some asleep. In the middle of the room, General Hanaran loomed over the battle map as her staff moved pieces about, adjusting them back as another earthquake jostled everyone. People circled her like a locust cloud, relaying orders or bringing in the newest reports.

“Get me inertial wards around the keep!” one of the staff snapped.

“Can we set off the spellbombs?” another was saying.

“Not yet,” a woman by the operators shouted. “They’re still not moving to the edge of the woods. Right now it would hit a few infantry at most.”

Mirian took note of the positions on the map as best she could. A pity; she’d thought the spellbombs were a great idea.

“They’re hitting the northern positions hard,” another said, while Mirian heard another man say, “Hold the southern guns until they’re out from behind those hills. We can’t waste ammunition on suppression.”

She made her way down to the basement next, where Professor Cassius sat on one of the study chairs, eyes hollow and face gaunt. She didn’t need to measure his aura to know he was nearing total depletion of his mana. If he continued, he might start getting soul abrasion, and that would take far longer than a few days to recover from. Not that it mattered much.

Here the bookshelves also had been scattered to the walls. Mirian could hear spells and gunfire echoing down the open catacomb passages, while soldiers milled about or rested.

“How’s the defense?” Mirian asked.

“Not good,” Cassius rasped. “They’ve been pushing harder here than anywhere. They have perfect knowledge of the areas here. Akanan earth specialists broke down several walls to flank our defensive positions. We’ve retreated to the fourth defensive line. After that, this is last line we can hold.”

“Can Hanaran send more troops?”

“The line is stretched thin as it is. We simply don’t have enough people or firepower. The other infantry is fighting war wagons with small arms and a handful of arcanists. Drawing down their numbers risks a breakthrough.”

Mirian didn’t know what a breakthrough entailed, but it sounded bad.

Another earthquake shook Bainrose. Plaster dust scattered into the air, and more books fell off their shelves. More gunfire echoed through the catacombs.

“Can you collapse the catacombs?”

“We don’t have the spell power. It’s too stable. There’s too much solid rock to move.”

The idea had been to hold Bainrose as the center of the defense, but the castle was the primary objective of the Akanans. What if we retreated, and let them have the castle? No one knows how the Divine Monument down there works, anyways. They can’t do much with it in four days.

Mirian moved back to the central hall. It still looked strange with all the shelves out of place. She found Lily crouched down in a corner. “Hey,” she said. “You doing okay?”

Lily shook her head. “I know there will be another me that wakes up after this, but… but this is me. And I don’t… I don’t want to die.”

Mirian hugged her, but that was all she could do. There were no words that could comfort her, and even the sweetest lie felt too bitter to tell.

Respected Jei found her next, spotting her from across the room. “You have taken note of the new positions? And how long it took them to shift ammunition?”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s just… it’s a lot to remember. Gods, I wish there were memory spells, or I could take just one notebook back with me.” She kept her arm around Lily.

Jei nodded. “The mind is still the frontier of magic. Too complicated. I spent many years researching it.”

She had, Mirian realized. Of course she’d tried to find a way to understand the mind. She’d wanted to fix her sister.

“You must become good at memory tricks. Repetition. Songs can help with that.”

“You can help?” Mirian said, puzzled.

Song Jei rolled her eyes. “Not me. Music!”

Mirian laughed. “Right. Right, sorry.”

“Viridian taught you many tricks too. Conceptual schema, for when you need understanding and not details. The better connected the information is, the easier it is to retrieve. Getting good sleep helps. Needing to explain or teach something forces you to learn it better. Viridian can explain it all better than I can. You know about the house with rooms trick for sorting memories?”

“Oh Gods, not that,” Mirian said, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, I guess I need to try that. Whenever I think about a house, though, I always come up with the tiny apartment my family lives in, and then it feels like there’s not enough room for everything. If I try to imagine a bigger house, I spend all my time thinking about what should be in the rooms and then it’s just me imagining how I’d decorate it.”

Jei sighed. “Discipline, Mirian. You need discipline.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

A smile cracked through the sadness on Lily’s face. “What’s your dream bedroom look like?”

“Gods, I don’t know, I never got that far in my imagination. I’d just be glad not to have to share a room with Zayd. I love him, but when he wakes up in the middle of the night, he goes straight to me and pokes me until I’m awake. And he babbles in his sleep! Total nonsense, but it would wake me up all the time.”

Bainrose shook again.

“I gotta go talk to Hanaran. We might need to evacuate the castle,” she said, giving Lily one last squeeze before she stood.

General Hanaran, however, would not discuss it. “Someone else explain it,” she snapped. “I’m busy running a war!”

One of her general staff pulled Mirian aside. “All our communication lines meet up here. It’s the central strongpoint of the line. It’s also protecting our supply routes, and it overlooks all the nearby positions we hold. I really can’t overstate how important it is we don’t retreat from Bainrose.”

“It’s also their primary objective,” Mirian said. “You might not have a choice if they break through in the basement.”

The staff member gave her a fake smile. “I’ll be sure to advise the general that.”

The ground shook again, but this time it kept shaking. There was a tremendous roar, and then Mirian could feel the pulse of intense magic as it brushed by her aura. “Torrian Tower,” she whispered.

Another tremor shook the castle. The noise eclipsed even the guns. Officers exchanged glances of fear. An operator called out, “Torrian Tower has been bisected. Two of the western streets, two southern streets, and half the plaza are blocked off. Numerous casualties.”

The acolytes rushed to prepare more spaces for the injured, but even the vast keep was running out of room. Mirian wasn’t exactly an expert on battles, but it was clear that too much of the defense hinged on Bainrose. They couldn’t afford to lose it, but they couldn’t afford to hold it, and once they did, everything would collapse.

She turned to Jei. “They always destroy the tower. Now I know it’s not just by chance. What’s there? Did the spies ever break into it? What is it the wizards are working on in there?”

Jei frowned. “Security is easy. One entrance, very hard to break into. The pretender—the one who we thought was Praetorian Adria—would have gone inside. No one else. Lots of research in the tower. I do not know what scares them.”

Damn. “Would Torres know? Cassius?”

“No.”

“Endresen then. Shit, is Professor Endresen still around? I need to talk to her.”

Jei glanced up, thinking. “I might know where. Let’s go.”

Mirian gestured for Lily to follow them. As she left, she heard the operators trying to figure out where the massive shot that had taken down the tower had come from. Wherever the gun was, it was far enough away that the battle mages were having trouble tracking it down. It seemed the Akanans were now using sound-suppression spells to help keep their artillery hidden.

As they passed through the plaza, Lily gaped at the horror of it. For Mirian, it was all too familiar. Torrian Tower had indeed fallen, the dark stone spire crumpled across the buildings. Magical energy still crackled from its interior. Everywhere, the town was pocked with smoldering craters. Dust and smoke hung in the air, with the arcanists being too taxed and busy to deal with it.

The thundering of guns, muted inside the castle, was constant outside. Spell-infused shells streaked across the sky. They ran in short bursts from shelter to shelter, and Mirian was glad they did. While under one of the spell engine shields, a shell exploded directly above them, sending out pulses of vibrations that shook the ground beneath them and sent them all sprawling. Without the shield, they’d certainly have been turned into paste.

Lily’s glasses had gone flying. Mirian picked them up and handed them to her, then pulled her to her feet. “Let’s go,” she said, though her ears were ringing and she couldn’t hear her own words.

They made it to a barricaded intersection, where a squad of Baracueli soldiers waved them through. North, Mirian could see a firefight, with rifle infantry crouched behind a barricade shooting at someone. The sorcerers near them sent out volleys of force blades, fireballs, and ripples that could only be magnetic spells, while still others worked to maintain shields that were warding against the same. Flashes of light and arcane energy lit up Torrviol like a summer storm.

They found Professor Endresen by the market forum, where a large spell engine rumbled, casting a high shield above the tents. It all looked like chaos to Mirian; everywhere, people were running about, pushing about boxes of ammunition or fossilized myrvite in carts, or carrying wounded to a set of tents where several more priests worked on healing the worst injured. In other places, groups of soldiers sat and rested, having already fought for hours. From over by the outdoor theater, there was gunfire. Soldiers still holding one of the underground passages, Mirian knew.

She glanced above at the Divir moon. It was well past midnight, nearly dawn, so it was the 1st of Duala now. Only a few days left.

Endresen wasn’t doing anything with her magic. When they found her, she was carrying a box of bandages in her arms.

“I need to know why the Akanans would find Torrian Tower dangerous,” Mirian said to her.

Endresen stared at her, then saw Jei. “Ah, you must be Mirian. Our very own resident time traveler. Now there’s a physics mystery I wish I had time to solve.” She dropped the bandages near one of the physicians and wiped her brow.

“Sorry, right, we haven’t met yet. I took your 480 class a few times. Well, the start of it. But you do research in Torrian Tower. Why are they afraid of it?”

Endresen nodded while pursing her lips, thinking about the question. “I haven’t the slightest idea,” she finally said. “I’ve been trying to isolate theorized arcane particles. No luck so far on that. My colleagues…? Lots of things. Novel alchemistry applications. Trying to create myrvite synthetics. Other arcane research—well, some don’t believe in an arcane particle; they’re positing some sort of particle-less field theory which sounds like nonsense to me. The tower’s mostly full of a lot of very fine-tuned detectors good at sensing very small things. I certainly can’t think of anything they’re doing with military applications.”

Mirian cast her gaze upward. “This is going to take so long,” she told no one in particular.

Endresen shrugged. “Good research always does.”

They helped carry more supplies, as more casualties came in. When the Kiroscent Dome was hit, they mounted a search-and-rescue effort to try and save the citizens and students who had been sheltering there. They had to abandon the effort though, as the airships were growing more daring, and a Baracueli sergeant shouted the rescue party away as observers sighted the airships coming in for another pass. They made their way back to the forum.

Around dawn, there was blessed relief from the attack as the Akanans relented. Skirmishing continued throughout the morning, but the battle had lost a great deal of its intensity.

“They’ve outrun their logistics,” one of Hanaran’s general staff told Mirian triumphantly. When Mirian gave her a befuddled look, she said, “No army moves as fast as the Akanans did forever. To make it that many miles from the coast in only a few days meant doing it without enough supply wagons. They had to carry in all that ammunition they just used, and they’ve probably used most of it. Which is good. We’re damn near out of shells and bullets ourselves. No doubt, supply caravans are bringing them more, but until then, we won’t be pressed so hard.” She looked at one of the maps longingly. “I just wish we had the numbers to circle around and cut them off. Well, and some way to take down those damned airships. I still can’t figure out how they even stay up in the sky!”

Mirian thanked her, and headed for the tent camp with the others. The dorms had all been basically leveled in the fighting, and the buildings in Torrviol were either being occupied by soldiers or were severely damaged and unsafe to stay in, so hundreds of tents had been set up by the lake shore by the fish market. Even with the amount of arcanists Torrviol had, few people had the kind of mana left to routinely cast heating spells, so a few thin blankets were all she had to ward away the morning chill. She slept poorly, waking when a stray shell landed nearby or to raised voices as people argued.

Some shift in noise levels startled her awake. When she left from the tent, blinking at the bright day, she saw soldiers and artillery moving in their direction. She realized they were hastily trying to erect another defensive line.

“Castle Bainrose has fallen,” a woman with a militia band tied around her arm told her when she asked.

“Where’s General Hanaran?”

“No one knows. Rumor is she died in the fighting. The Akanans used some sort of new magical weapon that brought down the east wall. It was like a geyser of energy. We’re all just praying they only could use it once.”

Mirian felt her heart race, and the grogginess of sleep fell off. That wasn’t the Akanans, she knew. In the distance, she could just make out the bulk of Bainrose through the dust and smoke, but the low elevation of the area and the other tall buildings were blocking too much. She needed a better view.

She made her way to the Artificer’s Tower, ignoring several soldiers who told her it wasn’t safe.

Only one of the skybridges between buildings was still intact. Mirian crossed to the center. The Kiroscent Dome was no longer blocking her view; it had been demolished completely. A massive crater had opened up near Bainrose. She could still see residual energy crackling through it, a mix of violet and orange, the colors so intense they seemed more like afterimages than anything real.

A gunshot sounded out and pinged the bridge. Mirian ducked back into the building. The eruptions happen here, too, she realized. She just had to survive long enough to see them.

Mirian made her way back down the lake to find Endresen, thinking a physicist must know something about the eruptions, or at the very least, how to study them. She’d just found Lily to help her look when a collective gasp from the crowds of people made her turn.

A bright light was growing over by the plaza in front of the castle. There was a tremendous sound, like arcing electricity. She’d only heard it once before: when she’d seen the leyline erupt. Her eyes widened, and she raised her spellrod to start channeling a shield.

The light erupted, a rainbow of colors that blinded Mirian, even as she threw an arm across her eyes. The crowd gasped and screamed, but for a moment, there was no movement. They were all blind.

Except Lily, it seemed. Her magical glasses could compensate for the incredible brightness. “What’s happening, Mirian?” she asked, shouting to be heard over the electric roar.

“Describe it to me,” Mirian shouted back.

“It’s like… like a giant lightning bolt, but it’s all the colors of the rainbow. It’s gone impossibly high into the sky, it—ah!”

As Lily cried out, Mirian’s shield evaporated, like it was a sheet of paper trying to stop a hurricane. Everything was quiet, she realized. The guns had stopped firing, but the spell engines were also silent. When she could see again, she looked down at her spellrod and found all the glyphs had burned away. When she reached for her aura, she realized it was gone entirely—scoured away.

People were shouting and running, but Mirian’s eyes were drawn to the sky. “Look!” she called out. The two airships, glinting in the sunlight high above, were smoldering with magical fire. They hung in the sky a moment longer, then started plummeting to the earth.

She wondered what had happened. Had the Akanans seized the Divine Monument and activated it, not realizing what it would do? Or was something else responsible for the magical eruption here? If the strange monument was a weapon, did the Akanans have one? Was that why the eruptions started as Akana Praediar started its war? And how did any of that connect to the second moon?

She still had so much to learn. Still, it was with some satisfaction she watched the airships smash into the ground, erupting in colossal columns of magical and mundane flame. The earth trembled with their impact. Then, it trembled again, and this time, the shaking didn’t stop.

“I’ll see you again soon,” Mirian told Lily, and gave her a hug. Cracks formed in the ground, bleeding brilliant energy.

Then the world erupted beneath their feet.
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When she awoke, Mirian lay in bed, letting the water drip down from the ceiling. It was nice and peaceful. Annoying, yes, but no one was dying, nothing was exploding, and she was anonymous again. Just some girl that no one would look at.

Eventually, she sighed, got up, and went about her morning routine. As she did, she checked her auric mana. Despite it being stripped by the magical cataclysm at the end of the cycle, it was all there. That was interesting.

For all the death she’d seen, Mirian still didn’t like the idea of killing people. Even though logically she knew the death was temporary, it still felt wrong in this visceral, sickening way. As she approached the alley by the Alchemistry building, that discomfort wormed its way through her body. Is this what I have to do at the start of the cycle now? Every time?

It was one thing to read in the newspaper about a criminal being lynched for their crimes. Usually, they’d done plenty to deserve it. These Akanan spies certainly were going to do a bunch of really terrible stuff. But technically, they hadn’t done it yet. Is there some other path? A better one? How long would it take me to find it? The first time, she’d done it in anger, by accident. If she did it again, it would be cold-blooded murder.

But it’d opened so many doors. She’d made more progress than any other cycle prior. It had given her access to the Divine Monument, and she was sure now it was connected to the eruption of the leylines. I have to find out more.

Mirian swallowed, feeling bile building up in her. Then she readied her lift object spell.

This time when she pulled him from the roof, she added a whole month of raw magic training to her spell intensity. Again, the spy fell wordlessly from the roof. Again, the noise he made as his body hit the pavement made Mirian want to throw up.

As before, a crowd gathered.

She played her part the same as she had: the hapless student, in the wrong place at the wrong time. The distress was genuine enough, just for a reason the crowd didn’t know about yet.

She wallowed in self-hatred for a while in Myrvite Ecology, then closed her eyes to breathe and meditate. There was no sense clinging to her guilt. This was the best path forward. She told herself the Akanan man had made his choices.

After Viridian’s class, Mirian played her next part: the hapless student in the right place at the right time. Valen stared at her as the second spy was led away in cuffs again, and this time, Mirian winked at her before she headed off. That ought to mess with her.

[image: ]


Her first big change came at the end of Arcane Mathematics. Last time, she’d saved Jei by a series of last-second successes. Changing her rescue was risky, but there was a greater risk that she might fail. If she was too close to Jei and got found out, if she was too far and missed her chance, if her thrown wood block missed, if she arrived a few seconds later and the third spy had finished his work—there were too many ways it could go wrong.

“You have more questions?” Jei asked as Mirian approached her after class.

“Not exactly,” Mirian said. She checked again to make sure the other students were all the way out the door, then started telling her about the time loops. “Of all the people, you understood the implications better than anyone. You took me on as an apprentice during the second semester. You told me about Bao.”

Jei’s eyes grew wide.

“Do you have to go to the Divine Monument today? I saw that too. We can talk as we walk. I know the route from under Griffin Hall now so I can show you where the Akanan spy tries to ambush and kill you in a few days. That attack succeeds, by the way, unless an intervention takes place.”

That shook Jei. She kept a stoic face, but Mirian had gotten better at reading her emotions. Of course, being terrified about your own death and deepest secrets—that seemed a good reason to feel fear.

Mirian went over and hit the hidden brick switch. Jei hesitated, then went with her. By the time they made it to the storage area that led to the Divine Monument, the professor was pale and clearly feeling unwell. “I don’t know where he hides,” Mirian said, “but he loves his stupid lightning wand. Have a grounding ward he can’t detect, and I doubt the ambush works. I know for sure you’re the better arcanist.” She looked at Jei. “I made a promise to you last cycle. I plan to keep it. I’ll give you some time to think. We have until Firstday to act.”

Her professor nodded. “Not what I was expecting,” she said.

Mirian laughed. “Still don’t know why it was me and not someone else. Maybe there’s a reason. Maybe it’s just chance. See you tomorrow.”

There was the off-chance that what she was telling Jei now would change enough of her actions to screw things up, but—well, that was going to be her future, wasn’t it? Trying anything and everything, until something worked.
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After Fifthday’s class, Mirian demonstrated two dozen of the forty raw magic exercises Jei had shown her, then explained the crystal-growing magic Jei had taught her last cycle.

When she was done, and Jei still was silent, she said, “Talk to Torres if you want. She’ll help run through alternative hypotheses with you. Firstday, though, you’ll get a note demanding an emergency meeting at the Divine Monument. You’ll be busy with exams, so you won’t have time to look into it. Here you go, by the way.” Mirian handed her all the answers to the first half of the exam. “If I ever solve the second half, I’ll let you know.”

Jei looked over the math. “You must know what I will say about probabilities,” she finally said.

“Yeah. Each individual event is explicable, but you have to look at the product of the probabilities. You’re the one who understands it better than anyone. Eventually, the rest of the town comes around on it. Mostly.”

It was clear Jei needed more processing time, so Mirian waved her goodbye, then went off to go work with Ingrid. The kind of work she’d seen her and Torres doing had been incredible. She spent the afternoon working on different surface-preparation techniques, then on the way Torres had been coaching her to manage mana conduits. There was a neat trick where the mana bleed-off from a high intensity spell could be used to cast a lower intensity spell.

Over the weekend, Mirian applied that design philosophy to something she’d been thinking about. It was halfway between a spellrod and a wand. It had far less combined spells, but when she cast the primary spell, it triggered a secondary spell. This meant she could cast minor lightning and get a force shield, and cast force blades while getting a ground lightning spell. The artifice to do this was complicated, and it was only through growing her own fine-spun quartz conduits using Jei’s techniques that she could make it.

Theoretically, it was the perfect weapon against the Akanan agents who liked lightning wands and swords. In practice, her prototype was flawed, and she didn’t quite have the kind of spell power to get the functionality she wanted. The result was a scepter that could dish out a fairly decent attack spell, but the resulting defensive shield was only partial. In fairness, Torres had applied it to an artillery piece, which had plenty of energy to bleed off. By the time she finished, though, it was Seventhday afternoon, and there wasn’t time to redo it.

She caught a glance of Torres talking with Ingrid. Mirian gave them both a little wave, but it was clear they didn’t want to talk with her yet. Hope I didn’t screw it up, she thought.
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Firstday, Mirian skipped the Arcane Mathematics exam to finish scribing a few more spells, then joined Jei at the end of class. “Have you decided yet?” she asked.

“It seems you should accompany me,” Jei said. Opening her coat, she revealed a thin brass plate that was strapped around her torso. Mirian recognized the inscribed glyph sequence immediately.

“Lightning protection. Perfect. Let’s go.”

When they got to the last secret door, Mirian drew her spellrod and got quiet. She nodded at Jei. Her professor nodded back.

Song Jei opened the door and strode forward.

Mirian had to give credit to the third spy; he was well hidden. She knew he was lurking in the room, but had no idea where, so when he burst out from behind the crates with a powerful lightning spell, it still startled her. When Jei turned around, orb already in the air, clearly not suffering from electrocution, Mirian appreciated the mild shock on his face, and then the noise he made when a battering ram of force smashed him back into the crates.

For all her preparation, Mirian hadn’t had to do much. She and Jei stood over him, with Jei wrapping force shackles around his wrists.

“Who are the others? Not Captain Mandez or Praetorian Gavell; I already know about both of them,” Mirian said in Eskanar.

The man’s eyes darted back and forth. That had clearly just unnerved him, but he only spat a curse at Mirian.

“That’s a new one. I should write it down. Why does Akana Praediar betray Baracuel? What do you think the Monument down there does?”

The spy was silent.

“I’ve been thinking about ways to make you talk,” Mirian said, switching to Friian because her vocabulary still needed work. “At first I was thinking torture, but a girl I met told me that preparing spies for torture is basic stuff, and torture sounds awful for everyone involved. Not my style. So I thought about this: self-interest. You believe in God and country, right? Do you know what happens to Akana Praediar in the end? It’s destroyed, utterly. When Marshal Cearsia’s army seizes the Monument, they trigger something big, and they all blow up. A leyline smashes it apart. After that, things fall apart.” Half of what Mirian was saying was speculation and the other half misleading, but the agent didn’t need to know that.

“So you see,” she continued, “We’re not actually on opposing sides. You work with me, and we can save both countries. Also, you’ll need my protection.”

The Akanan agent stared at her, baffled now. “You are absolutely crazy,” he said.

“Gods, I wish I was. You know what happens if you go to prison, right? The agents of the second Akanan cell poison you. Hell of a way to treat a patriot, isn’t it?”

The man blinked, but said nothing.

“Well, you have some time to think about it. You know, when you assholes captured me, you made sure I didn’t get food, water, or blankets. And you killed a lot of people. All that evil, and in service of what? It all ends in ruin for everyone. Respected Jei, let’s go.”

At first, the man refused to walk, but then when Jei showed no compunction about dragging him across the stone floor, he relented and walked in front of them willingly.

Mirian stood by the fireplace this time, thinking about how much easier it was to think without a gash in her leg. They sat the man in one of the chairs, then she watched over him while Jei went to retrieve the others. Mirian kept her spellrod in one hand and the spy’s sword in her other. It was a bit heavier and shorter than she was used to, but not unfamiliar.

The agent waited a few moments before he made his move. He stood, though the force shackles still bound his arm, that spell would be wearing off soon. “You should let me go. It’ll be easier on you,” he said.

Mirian raised the sword to his throat in one swift motion. When she tapped the blade on his chin, he flinched back. “Have a seat,” she said. When he didn’t, she said, “Ever had this exact sword cut you in the shin? I have.” She kept her eyes on him, tensed and ready for any sudden moves he made.

Something about Mirian’s gaze, or perhaps her duelist’s stance, must have finally convinced him. He sat back down in the chair, testing the force shackles, scowling. It probably wasn’t doing great things to his pride to have a student responsible for his demise—or his compatriots.

“You don’t understand what you’re getting yourself into,” he said in Friian. His accent was noticeable, but not terrible.

“Explain it to me, then,” Mirian said with a smile.

That made his scowl deepen. “How did you know I’d be down there?”

“I’ll trade a question for a question,” she said. “You first, because,” and Mirian tapped the flat of the sword on the armrest. “So what’s your name?”

“Idras,” he said with a sigh.

“Time travel,” Mirian said.

“I gave you a real answer,” he said.

“So did I. What does Akana Praediar think the Divine Monument is?”

Idras was silent. Mirian shrugged, and waited.

With Idras captured, the first difference in the timeline was done. Now Mirian needed to see what else she could change.
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At last, Professor Seneca and Professor Torres finally arrived with Jei. Seneca looked at Mirian standing over Agent Idras with the arming sword and said, “So you did kill that man on purpose.”

“Unfortunately. It changes the path the timeline takes dramatically. Respected Jei, how much did you tell them?”

Jei looked at Torres, then back to Mirian. “That the man tried to kill me. That I believe you. Not much.”

“Where did you find Seneca and Torres? So you can find them faster next time.”

“Seneca was in her office. Torres was… I think you know.”

“The King of the Grill. West-most table on the patio, sitting alone. The food was extra spicy.”

Jei nodded. Torres kept her face as blank as she could, but Mirian was getting to know her well enough to know she was disconcerted.

“I have a lot to tell you,” she said. “What’s different this time is he’s alive.” She gestured at the Akanan. Mirian had decided to tell everyone but Jei that it was the Akanan invasion triggering the Divine Monument that had sent her back. She went through the rest of the information as best she could: the corruption of the captain, the death of Adria Gavell in the catacombs, and the planned invasion. She also made sure to mention that any spies that got captured were poisoned to death, which made Idras uncomfortable.

Throughout it all, she made sure to note specific things she shouldn’t otherwise know. Things like that Torres had been hit by a sword twice, that she possessed an ancient spellrod, and the names of her contacts in the various military branches. That Seneca had dated Bertrus, and that she was working on an alchemical concoction to run one of the spell engines studying the Divine Monument. When she threw the translation of the first spy’s scroll on the table, that made Idras blanch.

As usual, there was this annoying silence around the room as everyone pondered what to say.

Torres went with, “The most logical alternative explanation is that you’re a third-party agent,” which led to Mirian tossing down another piece of paper that had that phrase already written on it.

Jei said a bunch of things in Gulwenen to Torres, with “Iliya” being the only word Mirian could pick up on.

Torres finally said, “So what did you do… last time?”

“Got Cassius, went to the catacombs, and killed a bog lion before retrieving Praetorian Gavell’s corpse. However, we need to do it slightly differently, because last time Idras here was dead, and Mayor Wolden, Gavell’s impostor, and Captain Mandez all escape. There’s more Akanan spies in Torrviol, and their presence leads to us losing the Bainrose, and therefore losing the battle.”

Seneca frowned. “Iliya, you believe all this?”

Torres said, “Song makes a convincing case. As far as I know, the only person who was working on conduit bleed-over spell resonance is… me.” When Seneca gave her a blank look, Torres said, “The two-spells-at-once thingy.”

Seneca went “Ah!” It was sort of funny that Seneca had encyclopedic knowledge of alchemistry, but didn’t care much for artifice, even though it was apparently her contributions that were critical to some of the projects.

“Can you demonstrate, Mirian?”

“Sure, get a grounding spell ready.”

As the faint hints of a shield appeared around the spellrod as she channeled lightning, Torres asked, “How did you get crystal conduits small enough to miniaturize it?”

Mirian nodded at Jei.

Torres seemed to accept that. Seneca said, “So… now what?”

“You have contacts within the guard. We need to get Captain Mandez arrested and figure out what he knows. We need to have a way to stop the mayor from fleeing so we can figure out what he knows.”

“That’s a tall order,” Seneca said. “The mayor and the captain of the guard? What’s your evidence?”

“The corpse of Adria Gavell. Which we’re going to go get after we get guards like Bertrus to help get the captain arrested. And we do need to clear out all the spies and corrupt officials. As far as I can tell, those will be the changes that tip the battle because otherwise, the Akanan army knows too much for the attack to be stopped.”

“Then why are you saying this in front of him?” Torres said, gesturing to Idras.

“Because as I said before—Akana Praediar also loses this war. If we work together, we both benefit.”

“I don’t think it’s going to work,” Torres said.

Mirian shrugged. “If it doesn’t, I’ll just try again.” She looked at Idras. The spy stayed silent. He was grinding his teeth, though, which had to count for something.
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This time, when they emerged from the catacombs with the two bodies, Idras in tow, Seneca had convinced Bertrus that Captain Mandez needed to join them, and then they needed to watch him closely. That was the best she thought they could do, since she didn’t have much information that might convince the guards specifically, especially this early in the loop. Captain Mandez kept his face blank when he saw the strange assortment of corpses and prisoners arrayed in the plaza, but that didn’t surprise Mirian.

“Tell him what I told you,” she insisted as Idras was led away by the guards. “This doesn’t have to end in ruin.”

“Do you think it will work?” Jei asked, as the guards continued away and the crowd continued to grow.

“It’s worth a try. We need to talk to the magistrate next. Assuming it’s not too late.” She glanced southward. Still no smoke yet. So what was it that triggered the spies to burn the headquarters?

Mirian had found people took you much more seriously when you said something outrageous and had the backing of three Academy professors. Before the breakthrough, going to the magistrate’s office got a secretary to roll his eyes at her. Now, after requesting a meeting, the secretary said, “Well, yes, I think she is in… let me see if she’s available.”

“Make sure you get the name of the skeleton we found right. Adria Gavell!” Mirian called after her.

Soon enough, Magistrate Ada was walking beside them, wide-eyed, reading then re-reading the tattered note they’d found by the corpse. When Ada broke through the crowd to get a look at the body and the armor it was wearing, her face went even whiter.

“I have reason to believe Captain Mandez is part of the group responsible, and has been covering up the Academy break-ins,” Mirian said. “Perhaps your office can investigate.”

Magistrate Ada looked at Mirian again, then back at the corpse. “How is it you came to possess this information?” she asked.

Here we go again, Mirian thought.
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By the end of the day, Mirian listened to the conversations on the street, then talked with Jei and Torres and was able to get a decent idea of what had happened after her conversation with Ada.

Captain Mandez had tried to make a run for it like she predicted, setting a safe in his office on fire and then attempting a stealthy escape by boat. Only, the other guards were on the lookout for it, and running for it was the worst thing he could have done. Before, there had been doubts as to his status. Running eliminated them. The contents of the safe were incinerated, but the man himself was sitting in a special cell in the Magistrate’s Building.

Mayor Wolden had seen the guards standing outside his manor “for his protection,” and apparently decided to stick around this time. He’d made a blustery speech about rooting out corruption, only to be heckled about the state of Torrviol, with the bog lion corpse in the plaza a dramatic illustration of the point. Rumor was now spreading that he had a special stash of Florinian ingots hidden in his house. Mirian wondered if that was the case; if so, it would make him absurdly wealthy.

It only took a little longer for the demands for a plebiscite to make their way around town. Soon enough, crowds were forming in the forum and the plaza.

Adria Gavell’s impostor was nowhere to be found.

Again, the guards closed ranks and pointed to Captain Mandez as the source of the corruption; they’d all just been following orders. Mirian still didn’t believe it, but with huge crowds roaming the streets, their allegiance to self-preservation had them opposing the little conspiracy, and that was what Mirian needed most.

The spy headquarters was also, so far, unburned.

That evening at the dining hall, there was the agony of needing to explain everything to Lily again. This time, no Valen skulked nearby. Mirian wondered what small change had caused that.

Lily did her best. When Mirian explained it right, she was more sympathetic, but she hated having to explain herself just to get that sympathy. It was never extended automatically. There was a certain exhaustion in needing to labor so hard just to have someone understand her, and that understanding was always incomplete.

Moreover, there was a dread creeping up on her, because she knew that isolation from normal life was only going to get worse. Right now, she could see it manifesting in her own levity in speaking to people. A year ago, she hadn’t even liked raising her hand in most of her classes. Now, she had no problem lecturing her own professors.

What she wanted to do was go for a nice run, but with the Impostor still at large and things not at all settled, she knew it was a bad idea. Instead, she found herself heading two dormitories over and knocking on a door she’d never knocked on before.

“What are you doing here?” Valen asked when she answered the door. She was already in her nightclothes, though she quickly cleared her surprise off her face.

Mirian couldn’t help but look behind her. Her room was full of clutter, the papers on the desk in such a mess Mirian had to resist the urge to burst in and start cleaning. This was contrasted with the second half of the room, which was mostly empty. The second bed in her room was made up perfectly and untouched. Her memory was hazy, but she’d thought Valen had a roommate. Apparently not. “I need your expertise,” she said.

Valen scowled. “Sorry, I don’t take charity cases.”

Mirian ignored the casual insult. “I want you to run a spy network.”

The other girl opened her mouth, then closed it. “What?” she said.

“Your dad was part of the Deeps. You know spycraft. I can only be in one place at once, and going forward, when I’m around, everyone is going to be watching.” Mirian didn’t explain beyond that. She knew Valen had already been keeping her finger on the pulse of events.

“Why would I do that?” she asked.

“Because you want to. And I think we can work out a… reward system,” Mirian said, and gave her a wink.

About a hundred emotions played across Valen’s face in quick succession. “Since when did you… well, I guess it must be true. Damn, you’re evil, you know that? All right.”

“Good!” Mirian said, and then they started hammering out the details. She explained about the headquarters, how to decode the Akanan ciphers, the spies being poisoned, and the mysterious second cell. It was that second cell she wanted her to start looking into. It wouldn’t be a real spy network, of course. Even with her free loan money, Mirian didn’t have the kind of funds to pay salaries. But it would take advantage of the myriad of social connections Valen had. She’d learn that much more this cycle.

When she left, Mirian was feeling quite pleased with herself. As she walked back to her dorm, though, she saw the orange flicker of light on the low-hanging clouds above Torrviol. Then she smelled smoke, faintly, on the wind.

She’d been too slow to move, she realized. The spy headquarters building was burning again.
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The day after the fire was the 6th of Solem, the day the spies would be killed. Exams were still going forward for students, so everyone except Professor Jei was busy. Despite the stir Mirian had caused, it would still be at least a few days before the illusion of “normal” would be shattered for most people. She was beginning to think of it as the “denial” phase.

Mirian and Jei headed over to the town jail.

She hadn’t been there since the second cycle, and had made it a point to avoid the place. The jail was a small, squat building at the edge of town, quite ugly compared to anything surrounding it. Three lights shone from the barred windows. Two of the prisoners would be the spies; Mirian had no idea who the third was. A short hallway joined it to the Torrviol Guard’s Headquarters, a much nicer building decorated with the orange and white banners of Baracuel, with statues of lions figuring prominently.

She’d seen the captain’s office, the interrogation room, and the evidence storage room the last time she’d stayed. While the Magistrate’s Office on the other side of the block had its own people and rooms for dealing with evidence and investigations, its function was more for the official trials and sentences.

As they approached the entrance, they saw a man working on replacing the front door’s locks. That made sense. The entire Akanan network probably had the keys to the guardhouse by this point.

They made their way to the public lobby of the Guard’s Headquarters. The inside wasn’t all that spacious, since the building was an old, converted barracks, but there were several benches for people to sit on, pegs for hanging cloaks, and a desk for the attendant on duty.

The desk attendant seemed busy with paperwork. Mirian had never quite understood what they did all day, but it seemed to involve filling in forms, stamping paper, and otherwise moving things from one pile to another.

Mirian had no idea what one was supposed to say in situations like these, so she said, “Hi, is there a procedure for visiting the prisoners to talk?”

Jei, meanwhile, sat on one of the benches, pretending not to do anything at all.

The attendant looked up at Mirian, annoyed that he had to interrupt his paperwork. “You submit a formal request through the magistrate’s office. The prisoner must also accept your visit. Magistrate Ada must approve it, which she won’t, because the prisoners are accused of being enemies of the Crown and state. Is that all?”

Mirian had expected the conversation to take more time. Jei needed a bit longer to finish what she was doing. “Uh, what if I have information that the imprisoned spies might be assassinated?”

“Do you have that information?”

“Yes.”

The attendant frowned. “Should I expect an angry mob? I thought they were mostly angry at Mayor Wolden.”

“No, not them. Some other part of the spy network.”

“You would also report that to the magistrate’s office. What did you say your name was again?”

“Mirian.”

“Oh. You’re the one who… listen, you need to talk to the magistrate. Or the Luminate Order, really, I feel like they’re the ones who have the pedigree to handle, ah, cases like yours.”

She looked back at Jei, who gave her a subtle nod. “Thanks!” Mirian said, and went for the door. As they passed the locksmith, Roland, the guard she’d met so many cycles ago, walked in. He gave Jei a dirty glare, then walked past them heading for the jail.

As soon as they were outside, Mirian said, “I don’t think it’s him, I think it’s just his shift. What was that about? Does he… do you know him?”

Jei shrugged. “No. He doesn’t like me.”

“Why?”

“I am Zhighuan,” she said simply.

“Oh.” Mirian wrinkled her nose. “Oh.”

They took a seat on a stone bench in sight of the entrance, then each cast disguise spells. Most of town was busy in the forum with the plebiscite for the new mayor, so few people were on the street. She could vaguely hear the ruckus coming from several blocks away.

Mirian had prepared a copy of a spell Jei had taught her. It was also part of the illusion sub-school. It involved linking with a small magical device that could pick up sound waves. That would let them eavesdrop on the lobby. If anyone was going to visit the prisoners today, they should be coming from the magistrate’s office, and then they’d need to file the request with the attendant. Mirian and Jei could listen in every time someone went in the front door, while not causing the conditions that might lead the would-be assassin to abort their attempt. Mirian needed to catch them.

She’d decided there was no way the magistrate’s office would move fast enough to save the spies from assassination, even if they did believe her. It was also possible someone from the magistrate’s office was responsible. She and Jei had planned to spy on the guests entering the facility instead. At worst, the responsible spy would be someone already in the Guard’s Headquarters, narrowing down the field considerably. At best, they’d walk right through the front door.

The next few hours were full of interminable waiting. Mirian hated having nothing to do. Practicing magic right there would look suspicious—they were disguised as townsfolk, not students—and if they talked about Zhighua or magic, that would also be suspicious. So they just sat. The weather wasn’t even nice.

Three hours into the wait, two different couriers had delivered letters, but the interaction had sounded normal, and they’d gone right out. The locksmith had finished with the front door and bid his farewell. Mirian discovered the identity of the third person in the jail when a woman stopped by with a writ from the magistrate saying she could visit. Apparently, the man was her husband, and he’d gotten into a bar fight the night before over who the next mayor should be. The squabble had turned into a full-on brawl, and he’d accidentally killed another man. That gave Mirian pause. She hadn’t even considered knock-on effects like that from her actions.

Another hour passed, though, and Mirian was so bored she turned her attention to anything that could be interesting. She was so busy watching a bird flutter about, trying to decide if it was a common redwing or a myrvite rubywing, that she almost missed when another man walked into the mayor’s office. She’d let the eavesdropping spell lapse to save mana, so hastily dug into her bag to open her spellbook and reactivate it.

“—to check on the prisoners,” the man was saying. The voice was slightly distorted by the spell, but she thought it sounded familiar. Mirian cursed herself for her inattention; she’d missed getting a good look at him before he entered.

“Go ahead,” the desk attendant said.

No writ from the magistrate? Is the desk attendant another corrupt official? Mirian stood. “We need to go in.”

Jei stood with her.

“Ah, you’re back,” the desk attendant said as they entered. “Do you have the writ?”

“Who did you just let in? They didn’t have a writ.” Mirian could hear the door down the hall closing as whoever it was made their way to the jail. She glanced at the logbook on the desk. She could see the names of the other visitors—the couriers who had made deliveries, and the woman visiting her husband—but no new names.

“You know, a bit of polite formality would do you some good,” the attendant said, annoyance creeping into his voice.

“This is important. Who was it?”

The desk attendant rolled his eyes. “I don’t report to you.”

“Aren’t all visitors supposed to sign in? Why didn’t they have to? I think the magistrate would be interested in that,” Mirian said.

He let out an annoyed sigh. “Officials of Torrviol don’t need to, because that would just be annoying. You’ll notice the guards don’t sign in either. Imagine how ridiculous it would be if each guardsman had to sign in and out every time they left on patrol or had to run a quick errand. So go ahead; tell Magistrate Ada. I’m sure she could use a laugh.”

Mirian glanced at the door further into the headquarters. Every moment they were delayed might count. She looked at Respected Jei, then at the door again.

Jei jerked her head towards the door leading past the lobby into the guard house.

Mirian nodded. Without a word, she made for the door.

She heard the squeal of the attendant’s chair as he hurriedly stood. “Hey! You’re not allowed to—you’re not a government official!”

While Jei delayed him, Mirian went in. Torrviol was a small enough town that it didn’t have a huge guard. There weren’t personnel to waste on just standing around in hallways that were generally empty, guarding buildings that no one but a fool would break into. With only one real way out of town, any prospective criminals usually didn’t have long careers. The only things stopping her from walking in, then, were social conventions and consequences. Sure, most rooms were locked, but the hallway was open.

Mirian remembered the route to the jail from her stay there; it wasn’t particularly complicated. She went forward, right down a hall, past two offices. One person looked up as she passed, but must have assumed she had permission, because he stayed silent.

She heard footsteps rounding the corner from another adjoining hall, in front of her, and pressed herself up against the wall. There was a muffled commotion behind her, but she kept her eyes forward. A man rounded the corner, coming from the small kitchen that supplied the jail. Why they needed a kitchen for stale bread and nasty porridge, Mirian hadn’t figured out, but whatever fare was being delivered today smelled a lot better than what she’d gotten.

Then she recognized the man. The mayor’s assistant! Why is he delivering food to the prisoners?

He hadn’t bothered looking down the hall, so he hadn’t seen her. Mirian hastened to follow him, because right now, the door leading to the cells was open.

She burst into the jail area just behind him, before the door could shut. The six cells were lined up in a row. A little table nearby was covered in paperwork, the ink on some of the papers still fresh. Roland was opening up the slats to the cell doors so the food could be delivered. When he heard Mirian, he turned and reached for his pistol. “What in the five hells?” he swore.

“This man’s a spy!” Mirian blurted out, pointing at the mayor’s assistant. “The food’s poison!”

Roland kept his hand on his pistol. “Students aren’t allowed in the… oh, it’s you. The one who….” He trailed off, then looked at the open slats. The prisoners could hear their conversation.

“Well, my just reward for offering to help,” the assistant said sardonically. He laid the three plates on the table, then turned and said, “Is the paperwork done?”

“As requested,” Roland said. Then to Mirian, “You really need to leave. How did you get back here anyways?”

Mirian planted herself in front of the door so that the mayor’s assistant couldn’t leave without pushing her aside. “Eat it, then,” she said, in Eskanar.

The man rolled his eyes, but Mirian could see faint tension in his neck. “I’m not interested in your paranoid delusions, girl. And I’m certainly not eating this slop. You know, Roland, there’s plenty of cells here⁠—”

“What did she ask you to do, Timmon?” Roland asked. His tone had shifted from exasperated to cautious.

“What do you mean? She asked me to eat….” The assistant trailed off, before the realization of what he’d done hit him.

Mirian looked at Roland. “Did you know he was fluent in Eskanar?”

Timmon looked at Mirian, then back at Roland. “Are you seriously entertaining this? Out of the way, girl.”

“If it’s not poison, have a bite.” She said it loud enough she was sure the prisoners could hear. They needed to know that for all their loyalty, their masters would rather kill them than even attempt to save them.

“Get out of my way,” he snapped.

Roland was staring at Timmon now. “You seem a bit nervous. You know, let’s just make sure there’s no problem. Have a bite of the bread.”

“You’re not seriously⁠—?”

“Humor me,” said Roland, this time with more authority.

Timmon had grown quite tense by now, and his eyes were starting to dart about. The room had grown silent, only to be broken by hurried footsteps and then the door opening again behind Mirian.

The desk attendant burst in. “I am so sorry. This girl just—uh. Is everyone okay?”

“Yeah. Our honored assistant here was just going to have a quick snack before we got on with our day.”

“I am not,” he snapped. “You insult my dignity.”

“You insult mine,” Roland spat back. “Wolden never asked for these forms, did he?”

There was another moment of silence as Timmon stared at Mirian, not speaking. Then, in a flash, he reached for something concealed in his belt. He only got the pistol halfway drawn. A single shot rang out, the CRACK of the gun deafening in the small confines.

It was a clean shot, right through his head. Timmon crumpled to the ground like a sack of flour. Roland lowered his smoking pistol.

“Bloody hell,” the desk attendant said. “Wait—I don’t… I don’t believe this! Timmon? Oh Gods. But he’s… Mayor Wolden relies on him. Oh Gods, he’s dead! I’m going to be sick.”

Mirian felt blood dripping down her face from where some of it had splattered her.

A voice came from the third cell. “Let me see him,” the man said. Mirian recognized it as Idras, the third spy.

The desk attendant went back into the hall and started retching. Roland gave a grim look to the corpse, then turned to Mirian. He jerked his head at the cell.

“Let him see,” Mirian said.

Roland nodded. “You know what happens if you try anything,” he said, and unlocked the door.

Idras stepped out. He looked quite different when not in the shadows. He was gaunt in a way his cloak had hidden, though very clearly Akanan. “Damn,” Idras said upon seeing the corpse. Then he walked back into his cell and sat down, looking dejected.

Roland locked the door behind him. “The curse of the guard,” he said. “And there I was, thinking I’d like something to alleviate the boredom. Mirian, fetch the magistrate, if you would. She’ll want to see this. Hell of a mess we have here.”
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When the dust had settled, Magistrate Ada approached Mirian. She still looked properly regal in her red coat of office, but the sleepless nights were apparent in her eyes. “The prisoner says he’ll talk to you,” Ada said. She paused, then added, “How did you know?”

Mirian looked past her, to the interrogation room where Idras was sitting, body still hunched. “I’ve seen other possible futures. They don’t end well.”

Already, her knowledge seemed to be otherwise inexplicable enough that Ada merely looked at her and had no response.

“I’ll see him.” Mirian was nervous with anticipation. How much would Idras tell her? And how much of it would be true? Was he truly shaken by the betrayal of his fellow spy, or was it just an act?

“We’ll be just outside, if you need assistance. Torrviol will appreciate what you learn.”

“My second home,” Mirian said, smiling. She wondered what Ada felt. How much would she trust a stranger with knowledge of the future, if she were in her shoes? Mirian walked into the interrogation room. It was strange. It wasn’t so long ago that she’d been sitting on the other side with Captain Mandez’s cruel eyes staring her down. This time, she was sitting on the other side of the table.

“Hi,” Mirian said, because she didn’t actually know how to interrogate someone.

Idras didn’t look at her, nor at any of the decorations around the room. He just looked at an unremarkable spot on the table. Finally, he started to speak. “You were right about one thing. I am a patriot. God as my witness, I have only ever served and loved Akana Praediar.” Mirian heard the crack in his voice as he swapped to Eskanar and said, “And now here I am, in my colleague’s room.”

Mirian had to think about the Eskanar word for “colleague” to make sure she hadn’t missed a second meaning of it. “So, Captain Mandez wasn’t just taking bribes.”

Idras swapped back to Friian as he said, “No. I may as well tell you his real name is Nathanial Hache. I don’t know how he ever managed to pass himself off as southern Baracueli.” Idras winced. “He would have given the order for my assassination. I was at his son’s wedding.”

Mirian’s mouth went dry. That was a kind of ruthlessness she couldn’t even comprehend. She let Idras continue.

“It is not how the Republic Intelligence Division is supposed to act. Something has gone wrong. You say this all ends Akana Praediar. How?”

“It has to do with the Divine Monument,” Mirian said.

“Is that what you call it? I’m not privy to the classified information, but I know the name. We call it the Ancient Weapon.”

Mirian thought about what she’d learned from Nicolus about politics. “Powerful enough that Akana doesn’t even trust an ally with one?”

“Of course we don’t trust you with it. You’re already using it on us.”

“What? That can’t be right. No one on the project can figure out how it works. You must know that—with all the break-ins, you must have seen all the reports.”

Idras was still staring at that spot on the table. He ground his jaw a bit, lost in thought then said, “The reports didn’t add up with the information we got from the break-ins. They were… mixed. I assumed that one group of researchers was being deceived by an inner circle that had made a breakthrough.”

Mirian thought. “You know about the underground passages, but did you ever actually get into the room with the monument? Or Torrian Tower?”

“No, of course not. That would have been…” He trailed off. “Her code name is Specter, so that’s what we call her.”

“Adria Gavell. Or at least, her impostor.”

Idras nodded. “Then I was a fool. Never trust a double agent; they’ve already shown they have no reservations about betrayal.”

Double agent. So the Impostor is Baracueli? “You don’t know who the Impostor is?”

“Someone with pull. She outranked Adria, before her death, and Hache was ordered to take directions from her. The reports she gave us… does Archmage Luspire truly not know what the device down there does?”

“No one does. Or at least, they sure didn’t seem to. If Song Jei and High Wizard Ferrandus don’t know, then who would?”

Idras sighed. “I suppose the signs were there. They were desperate enough to put a Zhighuan on the project. Wouldn’t have been needed if it was working. Specter’s played us all for fools, then.”

Mirian bristled at the barb against her mentor. She’d been feeling all that sympathy for the man, and then his casual prejudice came out like bile. Remember that, she chided herself. She suppressed her anger. In the end, those comments didn’t matter. All of it would be erased. She continued. “Has Akana Praediar uncovered their own ‘Ancient Weapon’?”

“Something like that. It was Divine in origin, we know that much. The details are above my station.”

“Who would know?”

“The research was done somewhere near Arborholm, but the researchers must have come from Vadriach University. I can’t even begin to tell you all the layers of secrecy around… all of this. I’m not just talking about the Ancient Weapon. My cell is part of it too. It all fits under the banner of an operation secret enough I don’t even know the name of it. I’m actually not even supposed to know the operation exists, but my superiors aren’t as clever as they think they are. But if we’re starting to kill our own, then something has gone very, very wrong.” He shook his head. “Why? Has fidelity lost its meaning?”

Mirian knew enough of Akana Praediar’s geography to know Arborholm was one of the major cities. It was about the same latitude as Torrviol. Vadriach, of course, was the capital of Akana Praediar. Its university was doing cutting-edge research on magic, and was responsible for the fancy spell engines all the classrooms used to project illusionary diagrams. “So this is all part of… some other project?”

“I wish I could tell you more,” Idras said. He shook his head again. “Timmons was the only face in the second cell I knew. We coordinated. I don’t know the others. I can also tell you we’re not following the standard operating procedure, so I don’t know how many you’ll have to hunt down.” He paused, eyes still fixed on that point on the table, like if he stared long enough, it would tell him something important. Then he finally looked up at Mirian. “How does it happen? How does Akana Praediar fall?”

“You do something with the Divine Monument. Blow it up, try to activate it, I don’t know, the Akanan army obviously doesn’t let me watch—and then the leylines start bursting out of the ground. Everyone dies.” There was no need to tell him about the moon falling. She needed Idras to believe his actions would stop what was coming.

Idras leaned back in his chair, examining Mirian. He had an intensity to his gaze. “But the device—it can reach through time. Maybe it’s sent more than you back. If it has… well, God save me, I have no idea how the leylines work, but… if it can reach through time…?”

Mirian thought she understood where he was going with this. What if it had sent more than Mirian back? What if it had also sent some big energy pulse? “When is Akana Praediar… attacked?”

“Oh, it’s been happening for several years, at this point. It was when a factory in Ferrabridge exploded five years ago that the operation began. Two thousand dead, like that,” he said, snapping his fingers. “I volunteered for whatever they needed, no matter how dangerous. As I said, I’m a patriot. I would do anything for my country.”

“That wouldn’t make sense. I return to the 1st of Solem. Never any earlier.”

“Then I don’t know. But you know what happens next. How do I help you save Akana Praediar?”

After that, the conversation became about the details of how the spies relayed messages and what they would need to tell the army. Idras looked baffled when she brought up the future incident in Palendurio. He seemed to think that Akana Praediar would simply proclaim that Baracuel had been using a secret weapon to the world, and that would be casus belli enough. After all, he’d been assured by his superiors that the connection between Torrviol’s secret project and the magical explosions in Akana Praediar had been proven by researchers in Vadriach.

The spies, it turned out, had found an old, ruined spire about a mile north, well hidden among the towering trees. There they’d set up a zephyr falcon roost, secured by its own tiny spellward around the base. They’d been pilfering the fossilized myrvite they needed to run it from the outpost towers around Torrviol.

Whenever they wanted to send a message, they stole some pigs from the nearby farms and slaughtered them along the route. This, of course, lured out larger myrvite predators, who weren’t going to resist a fresh, easy meal. Busy with easy food, they ignored the spies as they made the journey back and forth, but then the myrvites stuck around the area looking for more food. It kept the ruined spire protected, but not in any way that seemed suspicious.

The farmers in turn assumed the myrvites had just gotten by the spellward somehow, which also explained why so many people were angry with Mayor Wolden. The bog lion corpse was just the final straw.

And if there’s myrvites all over the north forest, why wouldn’t a few try to make dens inside the catacombs?

In the end, Idras agreed to testify both against Captain Mandez—or Nathanial, since that was apparently his real name—and Mayor Wolden, who Timmons had leverage over. He also agreed he would write and sign a message to his superiors asking them to call off the attack. He would mention that the Academy was going to allow an Akanan team from Vadriach to examine the Divine Monument, and that Specter had been filing false reports. This meant Mirian would need to get Archmage Luspire to agree to all that, of course. Mirian relayed all of this to Magistrate Ada.

Getting Archmage Luspire on board sounded simple enough, especially with the support of several professors and the town’s magistrate. However, if there was one thing Mirian had learned so far, it was that if something sounded simple, it wouldn’t be.
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When Mirian and Jei were at last alone in the grove north of the gardens, it was a relief. Already, she was having nostalgia for the simplicity of being a student. The time loop had taken away the stress of classes, and she’d just been able to learn, and enjoy learning. It was the thing she was good at. This other stuff that involved talking to people, politicking, and stirring up the entire town for a war—it was absurd. Once again, she wondered: Why me?

“What do you think of the Gods?” Mirian asked Respected Jei. She remembered her discomfort at a comment she’d made about blessings or something.

“In ordinary circumstance, I would never answer that,” Jei said. “But I will tell you. I do not believe they are divine.”

That struck Mirian as strange. “But you believe in their… existence.”

“Only a fool would not. The evidence of their existence is in historical record, and in much circumstantial evidence. How else we explain things like the Monument? But why does this make them divine?”

“The words of the Prophets. The first ones. They said as much. And the Gods created Enteria. The Labyrinth is proof enough of that.”

Jei pulled out her orb and let the dappled sunlight play off it so that plants nearby glittered with the refractions. “Empires rise and fall. We have lost many great techniques. No one can create the ancestral orbs anymore, even as our knowledge in magic advances in other ways. Imagine an unlearned human encountering a spell engine a thousand years ago; it would seem an impossible feat. Perhaps so advanced they would consider it an Elder artifact.”

“I think I get your point. But the Elder Gods—I mean, there’s a qualitative difference, isn’t there? They can manipulate parts of the world we can’t even see. And time itself, if I’m any indication.”

Jei shrugged. “I do not seek to change your mind on this. Only to answer your question. I will add one more thought: the words of the prophets have been changed. Through centuries, the documents that exist in Zhighua and the ones in Baracuel have diverged in big ways. I cannot say if this is deliberate interference, or translation and translation again shifting meanings piece by piece. But the differences exist. With the originals missing, which is true? There would be no schisms in the religious orders if absolute truth were knowable. Religion becomes another tool of power, like crowns and laws and rifles.”

Mirian considered that as she looked about. With winter’s approach, the surrounding forest was a mix of skeletal branches and evergreen needles. Here and there, myrvite winterbloom flowers defied the seasons, pale petals resembling snowflakes. “So what philosophy do you follow?”

“One similar to yours, I think. We gain ethical codes from family. From the society around us. And just because I do not believe the Elders were divine does not mean I cannot appreciate their teaching. Does this satisfy you?”

“I just keep wondering why I was chosen. Of all the people—why would I get sent back in time?”

“Perhaps you weren’t. Perhaps it was chance. Many things are.”

“A cosmic accident? Maybe. Maybe that would make more sense. I just… I guess it’s all speculation at this point. I still don’t know how to figure out how it all works, never mind the why of it.” She shook her head to clear it. “Well, what’s the curriculum? After I master your foundational techniques.”

Jei picked up a dead leaf from the ground and examined it. “I wish I knew how much time you had. I must believe the time you have is finite. But I must also look at the task that has been set before you. I consider it will be impossible without an understanding of magic that exceeds anyone in the Academy. Therefore, I must prepare you to make discoveries. After you have mastered the foundations, we must expand your knowledge of the glyphs, until it becomes like another language to you.”

“I bet Seneca can help with that.”

“So I imagine. You must learn what you can from everyone who is worth learning from.”

They were silent for a time. The wind rustled through the trees. A few birds tweeted out tentative songs. Mirian took a deep breath. “Well. Might as well get back to it. What exercise should I start with?”

“Twelve through twenty,” Jei said. “You must work on introducing no oscillation when you displace energy. Doubly so when working with two energy types. I will demonstrate, and you will copy. Pay attention to the initial formation…”

And for a time, Mirian could forget all the things she needed to do, all the pieces on the board of life she needed to move about, and just—learn. She practiced until her aura was as bare as the deciduous trees, then quaffed a mana elixir and practiced more.
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The next day, while Respected Jei worked on getting an appointment with Archmage Luspire, Mirian went to see if she could reclaim an old new friendship. She headed over to the lakeview district to an apartment surprisingly close to Xipuatl’s place, and knocked on the door of Nicolus Sacristar.

Naturally, it was Sire Nurea who answered, left hand still lingering on the doorknob, right hand casually close to her belt.

Mirian gave the honorary bow to her and said, “Hi. Do you know who I am yet?”

“Yes,” said Nurea, stone-faced.

“Great! Can I talk to Nicolus about⁠—”

“No.” She started to shut the door.

Mirian stuck her foot inside slightly. “Oh come on, give me more than five seconds! You know, last time you approached me. Listen, I can help House Sacristar.”

Nurea looked unimpressed. “I doubt that,” she said, and started putting pressure on the door while Mirian kept her foot there.

The conversation hadn’t gone at all like she’d planned. Both Nurea and Nicolus were clever about gaining social advantages, negotiating deals, and getting people to help their interests, so she’d thought that was the tactic she needed to lead with. Mirian realized she’d miscalculated, though. That might work on Nicolus, but Sire Nurea prioritized one thing above all else: her ward’s safety. For her, the other stuff was just a consequence of that primary motivation. “I can save Nicolus’s life,” she said.

That got Nurea to stop. “Are you threatening us?”

“What? No! Gods, would you stop being so paranoid for once? Look, whatever you want to believe about how I got it, I have knowledge of the future. Knowledge of several futures, at this point—so I know you. I know Nicolus. I’m his classmate, not some Palamas baron. We were study partners. We read alchemistry books in the library together. He got grease on the pages.”

Nurea was still glaring at her, but she’d stopped pushing on the door, and her hand wasn’t so close to her belt anymore. That was progress.

“Look, Akana Praediar’s planning some sort of war. You won’t learn about it until Nicolus’s uncle off in Akana Praediar sends a letter on the night of the 20th. That’s your first piece of information. For free. Because I care about Nicolus.”

“He’s never mentioned you.”

“Because he doesn’t know me yet. But I know how the war goes. I know where it’s safe, and where it’s not.” She didn’t mention, nowhere is safe, because then Nurea would really not listen.

Nurea looked her over, like she was a fancy painting she was assessing the value of. “What do you get in return?”

“If I stop the attack, my friends don’t die. You’re not the only one protecting someone.”

That seemed to finally get through to Nurea. Mirian saw it in the way her gaze softened. She wasn’t seeing Mirian as her opponent anymore. “Alright. We’ll talk. Do you like tea?”

“Yes, please. Something floral.”

Sire Nurea, it turned out, had a cabinet full of exotic teas, most of which Mirian had never heard of. Well, everyone needed hobbies, didn’t they? While something called “velvet winter’s sorrow” brewed, they talked.

“Nicolus is out drinking, then?” Mirian asked.

“Of course,” Nurea said with a sigh.

“Doesn’t he have registration today? No, wait—I bet I know. There’s some weird bureaucratic process where you can submit registration early by proxy, but only if you fill out four different forms that each cost a hunk of silver to obtain.”

“So you do know me,” Nurea muttered. Louder, she said, “There’s only three forms involved, but you’re not likely to get the last one approved unless your family donates substantial amounts to the Academy. Anyways, I’ve told Nicolus to hurry back. He needs to hear whatever you have to say.”

“Oh?”

“You spend five years at this place tutoring someone in magic and you pick up a thing or two.” She did not elaborate on the spell mechanism she’d used.

They were sitting at an ivory-topped table by the window sipping the tea when Nicolus burst in. The tea tasted vaguely minty, but with lavender notes and some other flavor that Mirian couldn’t quite place. She turned as the door opened.

“Nur, this better be good because I was winning five-one in Juggler’s Jig and I’d—oh. You. I know you. You’re that weirdo who does calculus for fun.” Nicolus looked at Nurea, made a face, then held up a finger. “Nope, don’t say it. That was undiplomatic, which is a weird word. Sounds like someone didn’t get a diploma. Sorry, you’re that awkward girl who perseveres in class and is really c… uh….”

“How much have you had to drink?”

“Two pints.” When Nurea glared at him, Nicolus admitted, “Okay, four. Maybe six. Look, this was our big celebration, no one looks for a forbidden party in the morning.”

“And I did intend to honor your day off, but plans change. This is Mirian,” Nurea said.

Nicolus froze. “Ohhhhh shit. Wait, you’re Mirian? You killed a guy.”

“Nicolus.”

“Right, five hell—Nur, give me a damned elixir, I know you have one.” Quieter, he said, “I can always punish my liver later.”

Nurea went to one of the cabinets and pulled out a small red vial, which she feigned throwing at Nicolus. He seemed to be used to this tactic, though, because he just rolled his eyes and held out his hand until she placed it there, then chugged it and put his head down on the table. Nicolus would sober up in a few minutes, Mirian knew, though the process wouldn’t be pleasant. Practical alchemistry at its finest.

“So why are you coming to us? What’s the offer?” Nurea said.

Mirian told them, going with the same basic story of the war and leyline eruptions that she’d told the spy. She talked about the study sessions, and what she’d learned from the spies. She didn’t mention Nurea dying in the train car. “So, I need your help. Nicolus, your uncle knows something. Even the spies don’t know about the attack on the embassy planned in Palendurio, but somehow, your uncle does. I need to know what he knows. He may be key in stopping the war from even beginning.”

Nicolus, who by now was sitting upright, said, “Huh.”

Nurea had started grinding her teeth.

Mirian knew she needed to start addressing Nurea’s concerns. She said, “If Idras’s message to Akana Praediar works, we may have time. A lot more time.” The lie felt bitter coming off her tongue, but Nurea wasn’t a fool. Mirian had constructed her story carefully, but not well enough.

Nurea clearly suspected Mirian was planning for future cycles, which meant they would die in this one. “I need a map and a timeline of the magical eruptions. A backup plan. I won’t accept a deal otherwise.”

Mirian closed her eyes. She could make up something, but it would only take one zephyr falcon arriving with news of an early eruption Mirian didn’t know about for the scheme to evaporate weeks early. From what Idras had said, she was beginning to suspect these magical eruptions weren’t exactly new, they were just dramatically increasing in frequency. “I don’t have that yet.”

Nurea’s eyes narrowed. “Then there’s no deal. I need assurances that my ward will stay safe. I need⁠—”

“Nur, she can’t,” Nicolus said.

“Boy, don’t interrupt. My decisions take precedence in matters of⁠—”

“Not a boy anymore. I know you’re still thinking of that pudgy little toddler who liked to play on high stone walls and sneak into the armory, but I’m an adult now. I’ll have full rights in a year. And this isn’t something you can control, any more than she can.”

Sire Nurea stood, smashing her hand down on the table hard enough Mirian involuntarily scooted back in her chair. The knight was livid, but she didn’t say anything, she just stared at Nicolus.

Nicolus didn’t flinch though. “Mirian, how many times have you died?”

“Thirteen.”

“Nur, you can’t protect me from the world forever. And I have been listening.” He stood and put his hand on his knight’s shoulder.

Sire Nurea closed her eyes. She was holding back tears, Mirian realized. This was her nightmare: something she couldn’t protect him from. “I can’t,” she said.

“You don’t have to. I’ve got this.” He squeezed her shoulder.

Nurea nodded, then left, her cloak swirling as she grabbed it and put it on, not slowing as she walked out the door.

Nicolus stared at the closed door for a bit, then looked at Mirian. “Sorry about that,” he said. “There’s… a bit of a history there. Nothing you need to worry about.”

“She’s pulled a pistol on me several times.”

“Right, fair enough, you do need to worry about it. We’ll work something out. I can get a letter off to my uncle. How much do you know about what the Sacristar family has been up to?”

“A little. You’re trying to shift the Sacristar holdings to something more modern. Getting a foothold in Akana Praediar, since the other noble families have too tight a grip on the new industries in Baracuel. Your uncle’s establishing key contacts there. Where is he, exactly?”

“Vadriach. Well, he bounces back and forth between there and Mercanton. They’re both practically right next to each other, it’s only a few hours on the train. Vadriach has all the politicians, Mercanton has all the big money.” Nicolus sat back down, and looked out the window, out at Torrviol Lake. “Uncle Alexus has his finger on the pulse of Akana. There’s… rumors. Something big in the works. I thought he meant investment opportunities. He’s mostly been looking into joint stock companies, especially those that are starting to corner key parts of the spell engine market. ‘Follow the energy,’ is what he likes to say. And he’s not wrong. Civilization is built on it.”

Mirian frowned, not entirely sure where the conversation was going. “Like magical energy?”

“If it turns a wheel, it counts. The more wheels it turns, the more important. Magic is important, but an individual spellcaster can only do so much. Spell engines are a key part of society now. They’re used to build things on scales we could only dream of two hundred years ago. They keep the myrvites out. They’re used to make and do everything. Transportation. Clothing. Buildings. Tools.” He paused. “Weapons.”

“You’ve talked about this all before, though not as directly.”

“Have I? Well, I need to lay the theory out, because if there’s a war, it’s about control of energy. That means spell engines, and the two critical components that run them: fossilized myrvite and conduit crystals. Everything else is too dispersed to corner the market on, despite what Calisto likes to say. The war in Persama is about fossilized myrvite. The war in Zhighua is about conduit crystals. Oh, the politicians and press will tell you it’s about religion, or dignity, or civilizing projects, or protecting people, or even some ridiculous high-minded ideal they read in a philosophy book, but it’s not. But you’ve just said there’s a third source of energy.”

Mirian gave him a quizzical look. “I did?”

“Well, maybe we can’t control it. But even if we can’t, enough people in power just have to think we can, and they’ll fight for it. The Divine Monument. If Akana thinks it’s a weapon that can control something like the leylines, and more, it’s a limited resource that can be decisively controlled, it becomes a third pillar of empire. Whatever else people are going on about, it’s all a veil. Regular people care about things like having a good life, eating well, talking with friends, and finding love. The elite care about power and control. They obsess over it, and are terrified of losing it.”

“And what about you?”

Nicolus turned and looked at her. “I think that those who have power get to decide what kind of world we have. I’d like to make the one we have… better. Wouldn’t you?”

“Of course,” Mirian said. “I just… I never saw that as a possibility. Except, now I guess I have to… I need to understand it all. So I can save—but I guess this is about more than just saving Torrviol, isn’t it? It’s just—it’s all so big.”

“I’ll help you,” Nicolus said. “Not altruistically. I’m already way too jaded for that—nasty part of studying political economy is it does that to you—but because I want to have a hand in how the world turns. So in exchange, I want in.”

“You want… in?”

“Yeah. Whatever project you end up building.”

“I don’t know what I’m building,” Mirian said.

“If what you’ve told me is true, you’ve got a lot of time to figure that out. Me, I guess I won’t remember saying all this. But you will. And every person you talk to will give you this small piece of themselves and their ideas. You get to carry those pieces of people into the future. Gather enough pieces, and you’ll assemble something the rest of us can only dream of.”

Mirian scrutinized him, and this time she saw more than just a handsome young man, and more than an easygoing study partner. She felt… different about him, in a way she didn’t fully understand. “You know, Nicolus, you’re a lot smarter than you pretend to be.”

Nicolus gave her that big goofy smile of his. Mirian liked that smile. It was so genuine. “Don’t go spreading that around. I have a reputation to maintain. So you’ll do it?”

“I’ll do what I can. You’re in.” She reached out her hand, and they shook on it. Briefly, she thought again of the last time their hands had clasped. The world had been ending. This time, she felt like it was a beginning. She’d found a second person who understood—really understood—the implications of the time loop.

“Great. I’ll start drafting a letter to Uncle Alexus tonight. And I’ll give some thought into how to better facilitate our partnership in the future. Because… we’re all going to die again, aren’t we?”

Mirian took a deep breath in. “We are. Over and over. But I won’t give up. I promise.”
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The next person she needed to talk to was Valen. She still had mixed feelings about her. Valen was loyal, but somewhat unpredictable. She was interesting, but annoying. And because of the way she felt about Mirian, she was easy to manipulate. But she also knew she was being manipulated, and seemed to revel in it. For all that Mirian understood the girl, she was still alien to her.

Mirian cast a disguise spell before meeting up with her, then used the code-phrase to identify herself that Valen had insisted they use. It all seemed a bit ridiculous, but Valen was enjoying her role as spymaster.

“How’s it been going?” Mirian asked as they walked through the north gardens by the Myrvite Studies building. They could hear the calls of the wyverns in their pens, which Mirian remembered Valen enjoyed listening to.

Valen rolled her eyes. “It’s a mess. No one knows what’s going on, but that doesn’t stop them from loudly proclaiming what they think as objective fact. Mayor Wolden’s definitely out, though. Archmage Luspire doesn’t know if he should cancel classes or not. For all the people who’ve heard that you’re at the center of this, plenty have no idea. They’ve heard that it’s Professor Cassius who’s time traveling, or think you’re not a student at all, but just pretending to be one. You got to interrogate an actual Akanan spy?”

“Yeah.”

“So envious.”

“I learned how they’re relaying messages. Magistrate Ada is going to have people keeping an eye on the derelict tower north of town, but the more eyes we have looking for people moving out of town, the better. There’s definitely a second cell, and the Impostor is a Baracueli. Is there a Deeps unit here in Torrviol?”

“You don’t know that already?”

Mirian glared at her.

“Fine. I don’t know either.”

“Can you… ask your dad?” Valen hadn’t said all that much about her father, beyond his exploits as a spy.

“I can, but I don’t think he’ll say much. And I’ll have to dig him up from the cemetery in Cairnmouth first.”

Mirian grimaced. “Eugh. Don’t think you mentioned that before. Sorry.”

Valen shrugged. “Eh. I’ve had time to get over it. If there is a Deeps unit here, there would be at least four of them. But there’s too many Akanan spies for that. Unless they all managed to be turncoats, which I really doubt. But maybe there’s a syndicate presence. They don’t care all that much for nationalities.”

“You don’t know that already?”

Valen rolled her eyes again, which was her favorite pastime. “I’ll look into it. Also, I sent a letter to my brother in Fort Aegrimere like you asked. It’s a fort, though. There’s not going to be suspicious activity that isn’t related to the infantry hiding all the drinking and gambling they’re secretly doing.”

“Excellent,” Mirian said. Then she raised an eyebrow. “Ready?”

She could see Valen’s haughty attitude draining out of her, replaced by wide-eyed anticipation. “Yes,” she whispered.

Mirian leaned over and they kissed, just for a moment. It was gentle, and tantalizing. When they were done, she wanted more, and she could tell Valen did too. But she stopped, and stepped away from her.

Valen stayed there a moment, eyes closed, then said, “Ohhh, you’re evil, you know that? Alright, I’ll see you around.”

As she watched Valen go, she still didn’t know what to think about it. It still felt weird to have power over someone, but that was exactly what Valen had said she enjoyed when they’d mapped out their deal. She had to give her credit: she knew what she liked, and unlike Mirian, she didn’t seem to carry any self-doubt with her.

She thought of Nicolus. What am I building? she wondered. She realized that some part of her still thought there might be a “normal” after this. That when it was all over, she would graduate, and her family would cheer as she walked across the stage. Then she’d settle down in a cozy artifice shop and create a nice, subdued life. Just a dream, she thought. She let her disguise spell fade away, flecks of light breaking off her like leaves falling, and headed back into Torrviol.

For now, she would keep her focus here. Somehow, fate had conspired to make the town a fulcrum, where armies and spies clashed over a relic of the Gods. And whatever future she was building, she wanted to keep this second home of hers safe.
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The start of this loop had been a whirlwind. Mirian was relieved when the next few days were more subdued. Sure, there was still the chaos of the plebiscite, and people still stared at her wherever she went, or asked her if she could tell their fortune, but there wasn’t the constant feeling of being rushed. She met with the magistrate a few more times, and both Nicolus and Valen twice more. She was still busy, but relative to what she’d just gone through, it was nearly relaxing.

There was that anticipation hanging over her. She’d made yet more changes to the cycle, and something unexpected still could come out of nowhere, like Priest Krier leading a mob, or—or what? And that was the problem. There was going to be something, and she didn’t know what that something was.

She did have a plan for heading off Priest Krier, though. Seventhday, she went to his sermon.

Mirian had heard his lecture several times during the earlier cycles before she stopped going to the temple. As far as she could tell, it hadn’t changed. Likely, he was reading directly from the notes on his podium. As he talked, her eyes drifted to the statue of the Ominian that loomed behind him. She thought of the colossal statue in her dreams, wounds leaking ichor. She had now seen it too many times to have any doubt; if one of the Gods was responsible for her predicament, it must be the Ominian.

When the sermon ended, she waited patiently for her turn to talk, ignoring the pointed stares and whispers.

“Holy One,” she said. “I have been a faithful adherent to the Luminate Order all my life. Now, I see possible futures. What does the Luminate Order wish of me?”

Priest Krier’s wrinkled face creased as he examined her. “The other priests and I have been discussing that, actually. It’s… a bit strange. We’ve been struggling to find precedent in the holy texts for a situation like this. The Prophets were all devout of the Order, not simply members. And thus far, the Gods have continued their usual silence. It might be more comfortable to discuss this over tea.” This time, his expression and tone didn’t hold the pity for a suspected lunatic they’d held a year ago, but nor did they hold the righteous fury from last cycle.

Mirian hadn’t intended to go anywhere in private with him. She’d chosen to talk to him after a sermon specifically because she wanted an audience that could intervene if he tried something. Maybe he was still intending to do something, but it didn’t feel like that. Still, it would be safer to stay in the central sanctuary. “No thank you, Holy One. It feels right to talk where they can watch,” she said, gesturing at the statues and reliefs that loomed around them in the deep shadows of the temple.

Priest Krier nodded. “I often do my best thinking here. It is comforting to know that, despite their own trials, that we are held sacred by the eyes of the Divine.”

Her eyes lingered on the statue of the Ominian. “I think I’ve seen another statue of Them. Only, the temple is strange and shifting, and Their wounds are bare.”

“And what did this statue of the Ominian look like?”

Mirian described it for him as best she could. The black ichor that dripped from the hollow wounds. The strange rock that was carved to look like wings and eyes, the body full of gaping maws. The strange images that played through her mind.

When she was done, Priest Krier had a stunned look. He was silent for a long time. Then he said, “You speak of mysteries that are sealed to all but the Order. Do you think the Ominian speaks to you?”

“Maybe. Not in words, though. It’s more like… symbols. Concepts. Sometimes, I think I know what something means, and other times, I don’t know.”

“The Elder Gods are not like us. The holy texts are clear that they experience the cosmos in ways we cannot conceive. The Second Prophet said, ‘What we see as a line, they see as an infinite plane. When we see a sealed tomb, they see both the bones interred and the path they took before they came to rest.’ He began the Order’s tradition of the new Prophets speaking to the old. Perhaps you will find wisdom in the words of the other Prophets.”

“Would I be able to… join the Luminate Order? As an acolyte?”

“Likely not. There’s a doctrinal problem. The Fourth Prophet said clearly, ‘No Prophet can be an acolyte, for they breach the mysteries of the Order like a tree’s roots sunder the soil.’ A Prophet must be declared by the Pontifex, or in his absence, by the council of archbishop electors. We have already sent word to the Great Sanctum in Palendurio and await the response.”

Huh, thought Mirian. The world must end before they ever get it. The crisis in Palendurio probably doesn’t help. “I want to make sure I stay in the good graces of the Order. I have always been faithful to the Gods.”

Krier smiled, and there was a genuine warmth to his smile that Mirian didn’t expect, especially given her last two encounters with him. “I would expect no less from one who has been smiled upon by Them. You have nothing to worry about from the Order. If you wish to read from the holy texts, the temple’s doors are always open to you.”

“Thank you. I’ll do that some time,” Mirian said, and gave a shallow bow with her hand over her heart, as was traditional. As she left, she could only feel bafflement. What chain of events had caused that man to whip up a mob? Had she missed something? Was the Impostor responsible, still pulling strings in Torrviol? If the Impostor was in Torrviol, why wasn’t she trying to kill Mirian? She didn’t really take all that many precautions. Surely a woman who could impersonate an Arcane Praetorian could break into her dorm and kill her. Why hasn’t she? She’d been assuming that was because she fled Torrviol, but as the mayor’s assistant had made clear, at least one of the cells was staying behind.

Well, they could hide as they liked. She’d find them all eventually.
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The relative calm continued to prevail in Torrviol. As the second quarter began, Mirian took her place as an official apprentice of Jei. On Firstday, the plebiscite nominated Sire Ethwarn again as mayor, and the next day the city council confirmed his appointment. The spies continued to lay low. Through this, Mirian continued her preparations. She’d prepared a series of battle maps to show Professor Cassius and Captain Moliner, assuming they ended up in the same roles as militia captains, and then General Hanaran when her forces arrived. She continued to train with Jei when she could, without her when her mentor was busy with classes.

Jei also managed to convince Professor Torres to give her special instruction in artifice from time to time. Despite her proficiency, Torres always had suggestions or corrections. As they worked, Ingrid often stopped by, sometimes to watch, sometimes to add advice of her own.

Secondday, though, was when Xipuatl joined Nicolus in studying for Spell Engine Alchemistry. Mirian instructed Nicolus to make sure those study sessions would happen, then arranged to meet them in the library.

On her way to the study room, a boy, a fifth-year by his uniform, smiled and said, “Hey, you’re the future-girl, right? What’s my future?”

Normally, Mirian just glared at them, or told them it didn’t work like that, but this time, recognition surfaced in her mind. There were too many thousands of people in Torrviol for her to know individually, but she had seen him while watching from the parapets of Bainrose, several times. “You try to cross the Academy plaza during an Akanan artillery barrage and get your torso blown apart.” She stated it simply, like one might comment on the weather.

The boy gave a nervous laugh, trying to act like the words hadn’t just made his face blanch. “Good one,” he said, then hurried away. She caught him whispering to his friend, “Shut up! I did not!” before she was out of earshot.

She was relieved to be in the study room. Mirian still wasn’t used to all the staring.

Familiar faces greeted her.

“Good to see you for the first time again, Xipuatl,” she said.

Xipuatl glanced at Nicolus, who shrugged. “She did the same thing to you?”

“More or less,” Nicolus said.

“And you really believe her? I mean, I’m the first to admit our understanding of magical theory has massive gaps, but time magic⁠—”

“Your family’s Elder reliquary is in your meditation room, behind a permanent illusion in the stone wall,” Mirian said.

Xipuatl said something in Tlaxa that she guessed was probably a string of curse words.

“I’ll give you the same offer I did with Nicolus. You want a unified theory of arcane and soul magic? I’ll help you with it. But I need your expertise in soul magic.”

Nurea, who was standing in the corner, now back to her usual statuesque composure, raised a single eyebrow. Nicolus said, “He’s exempt from prosecution, due to the heritage clause. There’s no risk to us, only her.”

Mirian said, “Xipuatl, do you want more details?”

“That would be… nice,” he said. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not the most trusting individual.”

“Trust is for idiots,” Nicolus said.

“You just told me you’re taking the risk and trusting her,” Xipuatl said.

Nicolus grinned. “No inconsistency there.”

Mirian sighed, then summarized Xipuatl’s own theories. Then she told him more about the cycles, what she could do, and what she couldn’t. Once she’d done that, she could already sense the answer. Xipuatl was cautious, but by now she knew this passion of his for solving this particular mystery of the cosmos was irresistible. “Dammit, I’m in,” he said.

Mirian smiled. “Glad to have you on board.”
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Perhaps her conversation with Priest Krier had ignited the dreams anew, or perhaps it was just a coincidence, but that night, Mirian dreamed of the Mausoleum of the Ominian again. As she walked through the middle of the central sanctum, she realized that it now felt familiar. Though the walls and alcoves shifted as she walked past them, they faded in and out of view in familiar patterns. There were the statues of strange beasts with dozens of eyes and tentacles. There was the relief of the great beast with a torso made of hundreds of pincers, with eyestalks that looked like claws. There was the twisting latticework that shone with colors that defied description. She knew that if she walked a few more steps, another set of statues would fade, and a wall of the constellations interspersed with black, rippled stone carved with gaping maws would appear.

When she had first seen it, the place had terrified her. Now, it still unnerved her, but the familiarity was comforting.

Nicolus had said she would bring with her pieces of the people she talked with. Professor Viridian might have said something similar—that every person was affected by their environment and experiences. Nothing existed alone.

She held on to that idea. She was so far from normal now that she often felt isolated, but she needed to remember that every experience she had mattered. It all served a purpose, a path forward.

Mirian sat before the strange and colossal statue of the Ominian and looked around the room. There was no need to build an imaginary house to try to categorize her memories; this one was perfect. She began to sort through what she remembered. Her lessons in cosmology and religion could go there, by the starfield. Each constellation might represent a God, and each star a story. Her lessons in illusion could fit within the shifting latticework around the ceiling; she could recall Professor Marva lecturing, and put her memories of it there, along the white stone that dripped like stalactites. Professor Endresen’s physics lessons melded into the pillars that supported the right wall. Viridian’s ecosystem lessons went into the pillars along the left.

She thought of Daith, the boy from her Combat Magic classes, and put his conversations next to the scorpion-like beast, with carapace-like layered feathers. She thought of Selesia, and put the moments walking hand in hand with her by the dark, empty windows that looked out to a night brimming with stars.

Little by little, she sorted, categorized, and thought.

Behind her, the Ominian watched.
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The next day, she went through two more mana elixirs in her practice session with Jei, using one before lunch and another after. With both Nicolus and Jei helping to supply gold to her endeavors, money had ceased to be a problem entirely. She could buy whatever materials she needed for artifice; the constraint began to be the supply. Torrviol only had so many myrvite parts coming in that could be used to make elixirs or rarer artifice components. For example, only one box of manticore parts was delivered per week, so there was a hard limit on how many mantic tails and sacs she could get ahold of. She might try to order more, but by the time she dispatched the orders and the merchants in Cairnmouth got ahold of the goods and shipped them north, they would already be getting to the part of the cycle where the train broke down and then the army took them over.

A spell of dizziness hit her just before dinner, so Mirian spent at least an hour sprawled out on her dorm room bed in total exhaustion, while Lily talked at her. She was conscious enough to murmur “uh huh” and “wow” and “really?” at the appropriate times, but not much else.

After dinner, she met briefly with Valen again, still feeling woozy. The big news was that Mayor Ethwarn had ordered his predecessor’s home investigated ahead of the trial on corruption. The spy Idras had helped point the guards to a secret room behind a bookcase. Valen was beside herself. “A sliding bookcase, accessed by pulling the right two volumes? Absolutely classic!”

That had revealed a stash of documents and reports, as well as a stash of three Florinian gold ingots. Each ingot was worth a thousand gold coins—only, there was a problem: the ingots were fakes. They were lead with gold leaf over them, not solid gold. But stranger still, the magical seal of authenticity seemed to be real. “Someone’s got connections. Big connections. Even the syndicates never got their hands on genuine Florinian seals,” Valen said. “Damn, Mirian, you look awful. I mean, like, sick, beyond your usual terrible visage that makes children cry.”

Despite that, Mirian still wasn’t done. She had to keep pushing herself. She went east behind the dorms into the more forested area. A shattered clay alcohol jug indicated she wasn’t the only one who ever came back here, but for now, it was deserted. She took out the wand of levitation she’d pilfered from the catacombs, and channeled.

Exhausted as she was, she still managed to hover above the ground a full five feet in the air. She returned to the ground, a triumphant smile on her face. It was nice to know all her hard work was paying off.
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Mirian met with the newly elected Mayor Ethwarn on Fourthday again. She had wondered if the election would turn out the same way. After all, the process was a messy thing involving most of the town, and she’d changed a lot of variables this cycle. She’d thought that with so many hundreds of people vying for the office and different interest groups making and breaking their hourly alliances that even small changes would lead to a different result. Instead, it seemed his prominence in town, the connections he had, and the money he’d thrown around to build support had outweighed all of that.

Their discussion was similar enough. She made her predictions, and he sent out his zephyr falcons. It would be a few days yet before her predictions were confirmed, and the militia started to organize and train. Her battle maps were already ready, so she focused her efforts on magical research and practice. A few times, she stopped by the Luminate Temple to read the holy texts, where a friendly Priest Krier had already prepared several volumes for her to pore over. It all still seemed strange. Her best guess was that the death of the spy who was working as Mayor Wolden’s assistant had somehow influenced events. Perhaps if he was left alive, he falsely reported Mirian spouting blasphemies. Perhaps all she needed to do was check in before her reputation got out of hand. She came to his Seventhday sermon. This time, it had changed, from a lecture on Xylatarvia to more about the tribulations of the First Prophet.

Meanwhile, Jei had continued to harangue Archmage Luspire about a meeting, eventually roping in Professor Torres (who in turn talked to Cassius and Seneca) to help her. The Academy staff, annoyed that Luspire had done a terrible job handling the break-ins, mostly had no problem needling him to respond to some part of the developing situation, whether that was the fact that foreign spies had been running rampant in the Academy, or that time travel might be possible.

Finally, he agreed to meet on Secondday.

Respected Jei found her in the grove before the appointment, practicing. “Sloppy,” she said after observing Mirian go through the middle group of exercises.

“Sorry. I’ve been having these… dizzy spells lately. I keep losing focus.”

“Hmm. Rest, then.”

Mirian shook her head. “I still have a few elixirs left. I can keep going.”

Jei raised an eyebrow. “Spellcasting is more than simply using mana. If you use your mind, it is connected to your body, and bodies need rest.” She said a phrase in Gulwenen, then said, “It means, ‘only the fool breaks themselves into pieces to cover more of the ground.’ Do you have this expression?”

“Probably. I can’t think of it at the moment. The meeting is soon, right? I should probably get ready.”

“Yes. And I will tell you what I have discovered,” Jei said as they began to walk towards Torrian Tower.

“Oh?”

“I do not have many friends among the professors and researchers. Many people are like Roland. You understand. I have worked to ‘be friendly.’” Jei put on a fake smile. It was mildly disturbing, and looked unnatural on her face. “This is how Baracueli act. Many smiles, even when you are not happy and you are just doing simple things like talking about work. You must smile to reassure them all is well, or they get nervous. I have been smiling and talking. Also, if you bake people pear tarts, they like you a lot better, and they tell you things they did not before.”

“Pear tarts… should I be taking notes?” Mirian asked.

This time, Jei gave one of her genuine smiles, a subtle smirk that barely moved her face. Her laughter was in her eyes far more than her mouth. “This is all to say, I have been getting people to tell me what the Archmage is up to. He wants badly to leave this, what was the word? Backwater. Instead, he wants to go get an appointment at Vadriach University.”

Mirian snorted. “Well that isn’t going to happen.”

“Yes. Unfortunately, Medius Luspire is very smart, and smart people are the best at deceiving themselves.”

“Huh. I never thought of it like that. So… has he been working with the spies like the mayor was?”

“Maybe. If he did, he was more clever. He met with Captain Mandez regularly, but those were official meetings about the break-ins. No obvious bribes or any other connections anyone I talked to knows about. Maybe he was just thinking about his career. Ghellia—sorry, you do not know first names—Professor Marva, did you have them? The illusionist?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Smart. They know more than just illusions. Good to talk to about spell efficiency, and maintaining concurrent mana flows. Anyways, Marva heard that Luspire went on a trip to Vadriach two years back. They did not treat him well. He was quick to judge me for being from Zhighua, but he was baffled that the Akanans might do the same to him for being Baracueli. Probably the only time he encountered prejudice. Marva thought this was very funny.”

“Okay. It shouldn’t be that hard, then, right? He wants to be buddy-buddy with the Akanans, inviting their team to check out the Divine Monument should be exactly what he wants, right?”

“No,” Jei said.

Mirian made a face. “Really? I guess I should expect that by now. Why not?”

“Because if our research team makes a breakthrough, he gets to claim credit, and that guarantees he gets recruited to Vadriach University. If the Vadriach researchers come here, why do they now need him?”

“Oh. Ugh. So what do I do?”

Jei said, “If I knew, I would tell you. But inevitably, you will discover this.”

She sighed. “I suppose I will.”

Mirian had never actually been inside Torrian Tower before. At the gate entrance, an attendant and special Academy guard allowed them in. The short entry hall quickly spilled out into a cavernous central room. Tiered balconies of black and white stone from the higher levels overlooked the first floor. Dangling from those balconies were the ancient red and white banners of Torrviol, before it was incorporated into Baracuel during the Unification War. High above on the ceiling she saw beautifully gilded honeycomb vaulting in a style she’d previously only seen in Alkazaria. Along the balconies, she saw researchers wearing their formal robes striding about. Her arcane sense could feel how much magic was flowing through this place.

They crossed the room, which turned a corner and led to the stairs. As they did, Mirian observed that several arcanists had disassembled part of the stone facade around the archway and were taking readings on the glyphs. She recognized the sequences immediately; they detected both weapons and illusions. The Impostor must have found a way to bypass it, if she was disguised as Gavell, Mirian realized. And they don’t know how she did it.

The spiral staircase wrapped around the circumference of the tower, making for a long trek up to the upper floors. Along that staircase were portraits of the archmages of the Academy that had come before Luspire. Everything was made of the same white and black polished stone, and each tapestry or rug had a decidedly crimson theme to it. Archmage Luspire’s office was on the sixth floor. On one end of the room was the singular balcony of that floor, overlooking the interior room that dominated the lower levels. On the other, a vaulted window looked out at Torrviol, the overcast light from it mixing with the warm glyph lamps. Ornate bookcases lined the walls, interspersed with small red marble statues of the Gods atop pedestals. A second door led out of the room, presumably to his personal quarters.

As soon as Mirian saw Archmage Luspire, she could see what Jei had described. While he still wore the formal embroidered cape of his station, he wore a suit that looked more like what the Akanan arcanists preferred, and unlike most of his male colleagues at the Academy, he was clean shaven. The faintest hints of wrinkles had started to crease his face, and his dark brown eyes projected an easy confidence.

“Archmage,” Mirian said with a short bow.

Luspire said nothing; he merely waited for everyone to be seated. High Wizard Ferrandus had joined them, as had several Academy officials Mirian didn’t recognize. He frowned, then said, “So, do you already know what I’m going to say next?”

“No,” Mirian said. “Every cycle is different. Should I just…?”

Archmage Luspire made a “hmph” sound.

Mirian blundered forward with the conversation. “The, uh… well, I believe you’ve been informed why I’m here. The Akanans should be invited to help research the Divine Monument so they know it’s not a weapon.”

“Do you know it’s not a weapon?” Luspire asked.

“Well, I guess not. But we—that is, Baracuel—are certainly not using it as one right now. That’s what the Akanans think.”

“Is it?”

Mirian bit her lip. She didn’t realize that would be a point of contention. In truth, she had little idea what regular people in Akana thought. Had Idras been lying to her? “Key people in the Republic Intelligence Division think it. Anyways, it could stop the war before it begins. Otherwise, Torrviol is turned into rubble and the leylines erupt.”

Luspire raised a finger. “That is the claim I find quite fascinating. Can you explain the mechanism by which the leylines erupt? My colleagues certainly cannot.”

“Well, the Divine Monument being blown up is the only direct cause I know about. I don’t think it’s the only cause, but you don’t have to understand a mechanism to understand the result.” Mirian had remembered Professor Endresen saying something like that in her physics class.

Respected Jei interjected. “You know she doesn’t have that data because she’s a student. You do have leyline monitoring data, and you know they’ve become dramatically more volatile in the past decade. Why ask questions when you already know the answer?”

Luspire smiled. “I’m attempting to establish what she does know. Not very much, I must say. Your argument on probabilities is completely bereft of hard numbers.”

Jei glared at him. “No social science can calculate the probabilities of knowledge and events, but one can use qualitative groupings of event rarity based on general expectations, as Talmi et al showed in their book on social prediction theory.”

“I don’t particularly want to rehash that argument,” Luspire said with a sigh. “The Divine Monument represents a potential revolution in magical thinking only comparable to spell engines. It is the Torrviol Academy’s great discovery, and it should be our names that go down in history.” He looked at Ferrandus, who nodded his assent.

“That revolution won’t happen,” Mirian said. “Akana Praediar attacks Baracuel in four days. You’ll be getting the first news of the embassy attack in Palendurio tomorrow. You need to send a zephyr falcon to Vadriach as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Mayor Ethwarn has been saying as much. This all seems quite implausible to me. I am in regular contact with Vadriach University, though, and the only thing that happened over in Akana that might be considered a magical eruption can easily be attributed to a faulty spell engine that ignited a store of fossilized myrvite.”

Then either Idras is lying, or being lied to, or the information is being suppressed, Mirian thought. Already, she could tell she wasn’t going to convince the Archmage this time. But it had revealed several critical things: that Torrviol Academy was already studying the leylines, and that there had indeed been a large magical explosion in Akana Praediar. It would also open up a new line of questioning with Idras.

With the Archmage making his position clear, the meeting went through a bit more back and forth between them. Luspire did his best to say as little as possible and be as dismissive as possible. It was clear he was having the conversation so that he could say he’d had it, rather than because he wanted any productive discussion. Just as Jei had said, he was smart enough to find an alternative explanation for anything Mirian brought up. Then Luspire announced he had another meeting, and the conversation was over.

As they left, winding down the long staircase, Mirian told Jei, “I don’t know what I’d do with it, but I’d like to see that leyline data.”

“It’s an older project. Funding for it was cut off a few years back,” Jei said.

“Huh. Wait, they had evidence the leylines were destabilizing, but stopped studying it? How does that make sense?”

“A great many things in this country do not make sense to me. I can get you the reports, though. Now you know what Luspire will say, and can prepare for it.”

It was clear that Luspire hadn’t really intended to listen to what she had to say. He’d wanted to relieve some of the pressure he was feeling from the mayor and staff. At least next time, she could come to him with more information about Akana, and more information about the leylines. Bainrose Library could provide her an archive of newspapers from Akana to study, and Nicolus could probably help fill in the details.
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In her practice session with Xipuatl later that day, Mirian started as she always did by examining her soul. She was disturbed to find streams of energy splaying, like someone had been picking at pieces of a spool of thread and left loops dangling out. Is that just something souls do? she wondered. She ignored it, and worked on the exercise Xipuatl had assigned, which involved trying to connect her soul with the soul of one of his myrvite plants he’d brought in. Mirian was surprised to find the exercise trivial.

Xipuatl was equally surprised. “That usually takes people a lot longer,” he said. “Huh. I guess we can move on to plant healing. I hear it’s a bit different than what the priests do in the hospital, but I have no idea what the priests actually do. Alright, I’m going to tear one of the leaves slightly. The soul reflects the body, and the body the soul, so you should see the energy of the plant disrupted. Like with arcane magic, each person sort of creates their own mental picture of what this looks like, so I can’t tell you exactly what it will look like, only that the place where the wound is will feel different.”

Mirian nodded, and then brought her focus back down to her soul. She was finding it easier and easier to move back and forth between her mental picture of the soul-world, as she thought of it, and the material world. As Xipuatl talked to her, she cast her spiritual gaze out again. Finding the wound took no time at all; as she examined the faint soul of the plant, she could easily see a place that she imagined as full of dark, sparking light that contrasted the smooth, silver lines that wrapped around the rest of it.

Healing it was considerably more difficult than finding it. It took her eight attempts, with Xipuatl coaching her through how the energy flow should feel. When she was done, she meditated again, and tried to soothe the wild places in her own soul, but to no avail. She left, still wondering what it indicated.

Jei was busy sorting through the research archive to find the papers on leylines, and Magistrate Ada was interrogating the false captain, Nathanial, again, so Mirian went again to the grove to practice, bringing the wand of levitation with her. She started as usual with her raw magic exercises, trying to suppress that woozy, tired feeling that kept creeping up on her.

Both the winter chill and the birdsong faded from her mind as she practiced, focusing everything on getting the exercises not just right, but perfect. But the threads of mana were coated in metaphorical grease. At exercise twenty, the frustration overtook her and she stopped. She switched to what she thought of as her arcane power exercise. She brought out the wand of levitation again and channeled, trying not to hold anything back.

Her aura flared as she rose, and then a wave of nausea hit her. The wand slipped from her fingers. She crashed to the ground in a pile and blacked out.
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When Mirian woke, it took her a moment to overcome her disorientation. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. The wand of levitation was still lying in a patch of dirt where it had rolled. She could tell she’d have a nice handful of bruises. When she stood, her vision briefly narrowed, and the nausea hit her again. She stumbled forward and braced herself against a nearby tree, the tactile sensation of the rough and cold bark grounding her.

She pocketed the wand, then slowly made her way back to town, occasionally stumbling as she walked.

What is going on? she wondered. Is it the time loop? Something with whatever is in my soul? She needed to talk to someone about it. But who?

The most obvious place was the hospital. The priests knew soul magic, even if they called it something else, and more importantly, they knew the soul magic of people, not just of plants like Xipuatl. She made her way there. Something about her must have looked awful enough, because after talking to the desk attendant, she didn’t need to wait long. She met with Cleric Marovim in one of the ritual rooms, a younger man who she’d seen before at the hospital, but never properly met. His dark hair and olive skin marked him as southern Baracueli, and both of them were happy to speak Cuelsin. Northern Baracueli rarely bothered to practice the language much, but it was the language she knew better.

As he pressed his hand to his heart, Mirian was pleased to discover she could feel the faintest signs of him working soul magic. It was much like the subtle tingle she felt at arcane magic, but different. As with arcane magic, it was an entirely different sense that defied easy description, but she thought of it as having a different color.

Cleric Marovim closed his eyes as he worked, hands hovering over Mirian. After a moment, he opened them. “You have Soul Destabilization Syndrome. Probably the worst case of it I’ve ever seen.”

Mirian wracked her mind, but came up with nothing. “What’s that?”

“Your soul is… chaotic. Parts of it are breaking loose. The soul, mind, and body are all linked in the holy triarchy. Disrupting one causes the other two to suffer. This is why healing the soul also heals the body. However, the reverse is true, which explains your symptoms. Frankly, I’m surprised you were able to even walk here.”

“Oh,” said Mirian, fear gripping her. That sounded bad.

“There are several causes. One, you have been attacked by a necromancer. I don’t see any curses binding you, but necromancers do sometimes directly attack the soul. I don’t suppose that’s it?”

“Certainly not,” Mirian said, though as she said it, her own self-doubt crept in. Were there any necromancers hanging around Torrviol? Had one of them secretly attacked her? It seemed like the sort of thing she would have noticed, though.

“The next likely cause is the over-consumption of mana elixirs,” Marovim said, and immediately Mirian thought oh shit. The look on her face must have been enough for the cleric, because he said, “Ah. That would be it, then. How many mana potions have you had in the last few days?”

“Two a day. Well, sometimes three, if I’m doing extra practice.”

Marovim’s face went white. “Per day? And how long…?”

“Two months.” She wasn’t sure how the time loop affected that, and she was sure the cleric didn’t either. “I was only drinking one every few days before that…”

“Xylatarvia certainly smiles on you, then. You must have a strong soul. Most people would be dead. Soul-death is… not a pleasant way to die, I have heard.”

“Oh,” said Mirian again, feeling the floor drop out from under her. Could the time loop even save her from that? It felt like one of those things she shouldn’t try to find out. “It’s A-class mana though, just like what our auras make. Why…?”

“I heard of a man once who died from drinking too much water. Everything is dangerous if you have enough of it. One of the professors might be able to tell you more about the arcane science behind it. There’s an alchemistry professor who I’ve heard is quite brilliant at that sort of thing.”

Great, he means Professor Seneca could have told me. She felt like an idiot. “Right. Uh, how many mana potions are safe to drink, for future reference? I must have missed the day they talked about it in class….”

“Two per week. Per week,” Marovim said, adding raised eyebrows to the emphasis. “Some people tend to do okay with three. Usually, it’s not a problem because no one needs that much mana—or has the money for it. You’ll want to lay off the mana elixirs for a few months.”

“And can I cast spells? Is that dangerous?” Mirian wanted to ask about using soul-magic, but that wasn’t likely to go over well, or get an answer.

“I would lay off the spellcasting for at least a week.”

Eugh, Mirian thought. That was going to be annoying. “Is there anything you can do to help?”

“Usually, yes. But at this level of destabilization, it would be dangerous to do anything. Sometimes, time is the best healer.”

Mirian thanked him, then went to rest. She’d need it; tomorrow she’d be meeting with Mayor Ethwarn, and the militia preparations would begin.
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Respected Jei was able to get her both the leyline data and access to research on the Divine Monument again, though this time through less legitimate channels. She seemed as surprised as Mirian to learn that mana elixirs could cause such a problem. “It has never come up before,” she said, and seemed to be embarrassed that she hadn’t known.

After the meeting with the mayor, Mirian spent the rest of the day reading and discussing the notes with Jei. Her mentor weathered questions for hours before finally saying, “I will have a headache if we continue. You need rest too.”

The next day, Mirian met with Professor Cassius and the newly appointed Captain Moliner to go over Akana’s plan of attack and the defense of Torrviol. This time, she could say with some confidence that the Baracuel Army would arrive on the 25th, well before the Akanan spearhead made it to Torrviol, and could plan for their deployment.

Barred from magic, including even artifice, Mirian had a great deal of extra time, even with her meetings with the militia and mayor. She went to the Luminate Temple, where Priest Krier had prepared more texts for her to study. No rancorous mob ever made an appearance; whatever had stirred them up, she had clearly headed off. As the Battle of Torrviol neared again, a great deal more eyes now watched the edge of town. Mirian used her new connections in the government to get Valen appointed as an intelligence agent of the militia, so she had her finger on the pulse of more than just the rumors; she could convey to Mirian the official reports of other agents.

Valen called the operation “shabby” and “amateurish,” but on Seventhday, after the arrival of the Baracuel Army, a patrol picked up an Akanan agent making a desperate dash for the woods. It was no one Mirian had ever seen or heard of before, but she memorized her name and face. She was one of the train workers, it turned out. The spies really had insinuated themselves everywhere of any importance.

In the evenings, Mirian sat down with Nicolus with old Akanan newspapers she’d checked out from the Bainrose archives and talked politics over dinner. To Nurea’s horror, Nicolus would use the pages of newspaper to wipe his hands. “What?” he said when Nurea looked aghast. “They’ll be good as new soon.”

Firstday, the letter from Nicolus’s uncle finally arrived.

Mirian met him in the living room where several plush, embroidered couches were positioned to look out the large eastern facing window. Nurea had made up little slices of bread with olive oil, diced olives, and a delicious sharp cheese, and so they ate those while Nicolus read the letter aloud. “Dear Nicolus, I hope this finds you well, blah blah blah, there’s the code phrase that means he really wrote it under his own power. I am in—in hiding? Gods’ blood! Hold on, hold on.” Nicolus stopped reading out loud, his eyes rapidly skimming the letter. When he was done, he set it down, leaned back on the couch, and said, “Mirian, you’ve got your work cut out for you stopping this war.”

Mirian groaned. “There’s always more to it, isn’t there?”

“Yeah,” Nicolus said. “The Akanans are saying a Baracueli guy assassinated their Prime Minister. That’s why they declare war.”

Mirian sat upright abruptly. “What!? When?”

“The 21st. He says the war fever is insane. Prime Minister Jondar Kinsman is—was, I guess—incredibly popular. Five hells. And yeah, there’s magical eruptions there. Now they’re blaming them on Baracuel. Before that, at least one explosion was blamed on a Persaman terrorist group called the… hold on, his handwriting is atrocious. Is that an ‘a’ or an ‘o’?”

Nurea, who was in the other room but clearly listening in, called out, “Dawn’s Peace.”

“Dawn’s—yup, that’s the one. Oh, I’ve heard of them. They’re giving the Baracuel Army a hell of a time in Rambalda and Mahatan down south. They’ve sabotaged a bunch of fossilized myrvite mining operations, too.” Nicolus tapped his chin thoughtfully. “And if you can’t stop the war… you’d have to get really good at convincing people things via bird. Do you know what happens to our armies down in Persama?”

“No,” said Mirian, head still spinning. “I’m trying to get a handle on one thing at a time. Actually, that’s a lie. I’m trying to learn about the Divine Monument, increase my magical ability, learn soul magic, learn Eskanar, figure out all the ridiculous Akanan machinations going on in Torrviol, and improve my artifice.”

Nicolus laughed. “Fair enough. I thought of a good way to meet, by the way. On the 1st of Solem, I sneak out at night to go sit by the lakeside.”

“What!?” Nurea said from the other room.

“Not a kid anymore!” Nicolus called back, and rolled his eyes. “I swear. Anyways, I’m looking for some peace and quiet. There’s the exams coming up, and all this drama with these girls—I think you know Calisto, I won’t bore you with the other two—and my dad had just sent me another letter about some more family property he’s putting me in charge of… and I just need time to think. I don’t know why, but looking out on dark waters soothes me, you know? The spot is north of the docks, just south of the spellward. There’s this little ruin there, a bit overgrown, and it’s perfect. You’re far enough away from the lights that it’s just the moon and the stars on the water.” Raising his voice slightly, he said, “And I’ve only been attacked by a bog lion there once.”

Mirian could just make out Nurea grumbling something about how she’d be glad if they ate him.

“She knows I’m just messing with her,” Nicolus said. “So, I figure, you meet me there, then tell me about something from my childhood that I don’t talk to other people about. When I was little, I had an obsession with cows.”

Mirian snorted. “Wait, that’s what you’re going with?”

“Yeah. My dad took me out to the pastures because he wanted me to start bonding with an eximontar—we have this whole family tradition of riding—but I was just fascinated by the belted cows. They were black, with this white middle, and the hair was all wavy and curly, and I just couldn’t tear my eyes away. My dad was nearly apoplectic that he couldn’t get me to look at anything else. He picked me up and placed me in the next pasture, but I ran off and ducked under the fence so I could stare at them again.”

“That’s hilarious. Why is that the story you don’t tell anyone?”

“Because it’s stupid! Also, my dad later beat it into my head that real men aren’t fascinated by the color patterns of grazing bovines, so when I was a teenager I was totally ashamed of it all. Also, he made me help butcher one of the cows when I was ten. Now I know kids will just latch onto certain things and you can never predict it, and it was just funny, but you know, it’s not the kind of story you tell your drinking buddies. So basically nobody except my dad and two household servants know about it. I was like, four or five, Nurea wasn’t even there.”

Mirian shrugged. “I guess it works then. Kind of an asshole move by your dad.”

“Yeah, he’s usually not that bad. He just had these terrible visions of me refusing to take my role in the family because I was going to go be a farmer and overreacted. Even smart people can be really dumb. Turns out, absolutely no risk of me becoming a farmer, I would die first. Way too much grunt work. What about you? What were you like as a kid?”

Mirian looked out the window, out where the wind was stirring up white caps on the lake. “I had a terrible temper. For the longest time, certain things would set me off and I would just snap and start screaming or fighting. Like when someone would slam a door open, or when another kid took a toy I was playing with. My parents got a specialized cleric to work with me. That’s basically as early as I remember. Not nearly as funny.”

“Any hilarious toddler stories?”

Mirian thought back, letting her eyes wander around the room. There was an old mechanical clock in the corner that neither Nurea nor Nicolus had bothered to wind. All the tables were finely carved, with glass ornaments embedded in the swirls of wood. The curtains that were drawn to the side were embroidered with the winged eximontar of the Sacristar family. As her eyes carelessly brushed past these things, her mind found nothing. “My parents never talked about what I was like when I was a toddler,” she said. “I had a really bad dream once. I remember the cleric and I talked about that for a long time, and he helped me forget it.”

Nicolus made a face. “Really? A bad dream?”

“I dunno. It’s all fuzzy. I guess I just don’t remember. Any other details in your uncle’s letter I should know about?”

“Not really. He scolds me for not going down to the Palendurio estate with the rest of the family and says I need to get caught up on the rest of the family plan. Only, I don’t know how he thinks that’s going to happen, because the family plan was to move to Akana Praediar. Even illusion magic couldn’t save me; I don’t speak a lick of Eskanar. Oh, and ‘invest in secondary war industries.’ Thanks, Uncle Alexus, like I couldn’t figure that one out. Not that the Palamas and Corrmier families would ever allow us to get a controlling stake.” He sighed. “Not as helpful as I was hoping. I suppose we’ll have to experiment with phrasing. And if you start our alliance earlier, maybe we can get two letters back and forth.”

Mirian was silent. She’d gone back to looking out at the lake.

Nicolus looked out with her, tossing the letter onto a nearby side table. He took a deep breath in. “Have we ever… you know…?”

“We held hands, as the world ended,” Mirian said. “You were… in pain.”

He didn’t say anything to that. The wind had ceased, and the white caps on the lake had faded. They could see patches of light scattered about where there were breaks in the clouds, mixed up with the patches of snow that still remained from the little they’d gotten. “I suppose it’s true that you start to realize what really matters when you don’t have much time left.” He looked at Mirian and gave her a sad smile. “In some ways, I envy you. In other ways, I don’t. It all rests on your shoulders, doesn’t it? How much time do you get?”

“I don’t know,” Mirian said. She still wasn’t even sure if she was getting older or not.

“That’s the normal state of things. No one ever knows how much time they have left, until they do. When they find out, some take it well, some don’t. I should have talked to you years ago. I always had an excuse, though.” He shook his head.

Mirian looked at him. “Wait… really? Am I really that oblivious? You had a crush on me, all this time? But you didn’t even try to learn my name?”

Nicolus sighed. “You can’t really be blamed for missing it, because I hid it. I could list all the reasons I made up in my head. A lot of them were great, really convincing. Like I didn’t want to get you entangled with Calisto—she can be a real nasty enemy to have—and I didn’t want to ‘distract’ myself from the path I was going to have to take. My parents want me to marry some rich Akanan. So I thought, why even begin something that has to end? I told myself it would only hurt you, and hells, I didn’t even know you, not really. You were just that smart, cute girl in class.”

“I… I don’t know what to say.”

“Then don’t, until you’re ready. For me, it will always be ephemeral. For you, it’ll last for… as long as it lasts. It’s up to you now.”

Mirian swallowed. “That’s not fair,” she said, choking slightly on her words.

“Life never is,” Nicolus said.

“We’ll… talk later,” Mirian said, rising abruptly. “I need some time.”

He smiled, though it was a sad smile. “You know where to find me. And for the record… I’m sorry.”

Mirian left and wandered about Torrviol. By now, she had minders who had joined her as soon as she left the Sacristar apartment. Together, they inspected the defenses of the town, though Mirian’s mind was fully elsewhere.

By chance, the clouds had parted so there was a gap in the sky above. She could just make out the faint outlines of the Divir moon, hanging above them all like a sword.

In two days, the Battle for Torrviol would begin again.
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The morning before the battle, Mirian visited Mayor Ethwarn in his office. He hadn’t been meeting there lately, and when she arrived, she could see why. He’d had all of the nice wooden facade torn off, and two artisans and an arcanist were busy putting it back up.

“What happened with the walls?” Mirian asked.

Magistrate Ada paused glancing through her papers and said, “The previous assistant had a magical listening device. It was linked to a bunch of hidden glyphs in the office. We wanted to make sure we removed them all, just in case.”

Mirian thought back to the assistant hastily stuffing something away into his desk last cycle. “That explains quite a bit. Where did you end up finding the hidden glyphs?”

The arcanist paused his work to show her. Mirian closed her eyes and thought of one of the alcoves in the Ominian’s throne room so she would better remember the exact spots.

“Is that head spy talking yet?” Mayor Ethwarn asked.

“The false captain? No,” Magistrate Ada said. “But the Department of Public Security finally responded. There is supposed to be a unit here. Actually, they were insisting it was up here, in contact with me, and that they’d been receiving the regular reports with no interruption, so I must have been mistaken. It took quite a bit of hammering to get through that particular bureaucratic wall.”

“They do know there’s about to be a war on, right?” Mayor Ethwarn sighed. “Government,” he said, shaking his head. Mirian wasn’t sure if he had fully internalized that he was also part of the government now. Magistrate Ada didn’t say anything.

“How goes the evacuation?” Mirian asked.

“Well enough. You were right about the banebriars to the south, of course, but evacuating across the lake is much easier. The palisade is already up, and while it’s no spellward barrier, it has enough enchantments on it to do the job. Boats are already moving people across the lake. Most of the civilians should be in the clear by evening. General Hanaran is quite pleased too, because it means no one’s hassling her about the train, and it gives her more flexibility for her defense.”

“And the passages?”

“Construction teams finished blocking them off yesterday. The arcanists have scattered explosive traps around too. The people of Torrviol are resilient,” the mayor beamed proudly. “Those damn traitors will pay.”
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This time, Mirian had warned General Hanaran that Bainrose was the enemy’s primary objective and could give her a general idea of how the battle had progressed. How much of the strategy the Akanans used was contingent on what their spies delivered, she would have to find out.

Mirian took her position up on one of the towers of Bainrose again. Nicolus, Lily, and Xipuatl all stood with her. Nurea had gone across the lake with the other refugees; she had no idea what Nicolus had said to her for that to happen. Valen had opted again to fight with the militia. When she looked at her friends standing with her, it was with a mix of joy and grief. Joy, because they were here with her. Grief, because she would watch them die again. How many times would she watch that? The sting had lessened, but would she ever be numb to it? Would I ever want to be numb to it?

She cast those thoughts aside and focused on the task at hand. She needed to remember the changes and remember the battle. For now, they would die, so that in some distant future, they might live. Mirian blinked away her tears and swallowed her sorrow.

This time, Hanaran had deployed several of her regiments two miles outside the spellward to hit the Akanan column before it was deployed. They would try to periodically hit the enemy as they fell back, partially to delay them, but mostly to make them spend blood and ammunition on something that wasn’t the primary defenses. The forest was perfect for covering the operation. The dense foliage blocked them from the sight of the airships, while trunks and roots slowed any advance to prevent encirclement. Torrviol arcanists had also worked to carve out trenches and felled some of the large trees to slow the battle wagons and artillery further.

This time, the fighting started a few hours earlier. The deep rumble of distant guns first told them of the engagement. Periodically, the Baracueli scouts would send up three flares of light in a row, the color combination informing the watchers from Torrviol what the Akanans were doing. That was further supported by remote eye spells all across the developing front.

Hanaran had paired Mirian with an observer on the tower, so that as they magically communicated with command below, she would also learn it. Red, blue, and red flares went up in the distant forest, followed by red, green, and red. “The Akanan advance has halted again in the center, but is continuing in the north. Another attempt at an encirclement,” the observer said. Ten minutes later, it was a red, white, and red flare, almost directly west of them, past the shallow hills the dorms were on. “One of their divisions has broken off the main group and is deploying along that path. The western line can expect contact with the enemy soon.”

By the time night fell, General Hanaran had pulled all her forward units back, and the artillery on both sides was thundering out. The two airships had taken several aggressive approaches throughout the evening, but several hits to their hulls had taught them caution. Mirian got a sense that the Akanans had a much worse idea of Baracuel’s force disposition, but they had by no means come in blind. More spies to find, she noted.

Two hours after midnight, the artillery barrage intensified. It felt more like a storm than a battle, with bright spells flaring across the front. Blossoming flames and jagged lightning crisscrossed the battlefield. Here and there, screams echoed up to them.

“Is it always like this?” Nicolus asked. He had grown sullen as the battle progressed.

“No. Usually it’s a one-sided massacre. This is…” What did she say to that? Better? It was still horrific. But if the war couldn’t be prevented, what else was there to do but fight? “… it’s usually worse.”

“I’ve always thought that if people were logical, we’d all never fight a war again. My dad always told me I was being naive. My mom always told me the realities of war would change my mind.” Nicolus shook his head. “But I was right.”

Mirian watched as another artillery barrage crashed down on the eastern line, sending up gouts of flame where she knew soldiers had just been. The Baracueli artillery responded a moment later, and near the tree line, wind and lightning swirled about from a storm-shell. Above, the airships loomed like colossal vultures circling a corpse. The rooftop artillery had them hanging back, but little by little those guns were being knocked out.

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “So we just do the best we can with the hand we’re dealt. Maybe someday…”

Nicolus raised an imaginary mug to the sky. “To someday!” he said and quaffed the nothing with gusto.

Off to the east, the dormitories were on fire again, the roiling black smoke blending into the scattered low clouds. An Akanan battle-wagon moved to the north, only to erupt in flames as the Torrviol guns opened up on it. Then the first earthshaker shell hit the northeast tower of Bainrose.

“Airships are coming in for another sortie,” the observer said. “Right at us. Everyone, below!”

By the time they made it to the ground level, Bainrose Castle was shaking violently. Parts of the vaulted ceiling and chunks of the wall rained down, and the soldiers had to shout to be heard as the tremendous roar of explosions came again and again.

“General, the castle can’t take much more bombardment,” one of the officers called to Hanaran. “They’ve been able to maneuver too many artillery pieces into position. We’re getting hit all across the defensive arc.”

Just then, a messenger came up from the stairs. “Captain Cassius says our position will be overrun soon. Enemy geomancers have opened up holes all along the basement on two floors. We either need reinforcements immediately, or to order the withdrawal before we’re penned in!”

Hanaran nodded, but whatever she said next was lost to the sound of another bombardment. A huge chunk of stone fell from the ceiling, then froze in mid-flight as two sorcerers caught it with a force spell and gently redirected it to an empty spot.

“Sir?”

“I said give the order!” Hanaran shouted. To Mirian, she asked, “What happens next?”

“Something happens to the Divine Monument,” she said. “I intend to find out what. I’ll see you again. We’ll do better next time.”

Hanaran shook her head. “You really believe it, don’t you? Shiamagoth save us. Alright, let’s go. Let’s go!”

As the General and her staff evacuated, Mirian turned to her friends. “I’m heading down. Do you want to come?”

Lily shook her head. “I’d rather go. I don’t want to be… trapped down there.” She shivered.

Nicolus shrugged. “I’ll come. Might as well.”

Xipuatl looked between the two. “I suppose I will too,” he said.

Jei didn’t say anything, but Mirian already knew what her decision was. As they made their way to the outer part of the tower, a soldier warned them off, telling them the third floor had collapsed.

Mirian let out a curse. “That blocks the passage. We need to go to Griffin Hall.”

Jei shook her head. “Too dangerous. And there’s likely Akanans in the underground. The inner staircase is behind here,” she said, pointing at the stone wall. “Move back.” She pulled out her orb. It hovered above her right hand, glowing, as she extended her left towards the wall.

Mirian felt the pulses of magic before she saw the effect. Cracks ran through the stone wall, but it wasn’t mere force Jei was applying. The composition of the rock changed, from the hardy gray stone to something crumbly and pale. When Jei finally did pull it apart with force walls, the stone crumbled without much resistance into a pile of dust.

Xipuatl said something in Tlaxa, then followed it up with, “There’s no way the general arcane theory has incorporated that into its framework. Mirian⁠—”

Bainrose shook again, kicking up a cloud of the dusty rock.

“Now isn’t quite the time. I promise, I’ll look into it.”

They filed through the hole in the wall and started descending the hidden staircase. The bombardment had dislodged a support stone midway down the stairs, and they had to duck under a partially collapsed arch.

As they passed through the storage room, they could hear the muted sound of gunfire, coming perhaps from behind the secret door, or maybe echoing through the partially collapsed tunnels nearby. Bits of debris kept coming loose from the ceiling. Mirian prayed they wouldn’t get trapped by a collapse and slowly suffocate.

Close to the lower passages, the sounds of a pitched battle grew. As they descended another of the stairs, they practically ran into a Baracueli army unit in the dim light. “Gods, you scared the shit out of us,” one of the soldiers said. “Are you… militia? Reinforcements? The enemy arcanists are trying to open up a tunnel between the catacombs and this spot. We can’t hold them much longer.”

Mirian’s mouth grew dry. “Bainrose is being evacuated,” she said. “General Hanaran just gave the order.” The colored bands on their arms and their Academy dress already indicated their status as militia.

“What? Shit!”

“There’s a passage opened up on the first floor,” Mirian told them. “I don’t know how much longer the castle will hold.”

“Sir,” another of the soldiers said. “Our orders were to hold, even if the castle was evacuated. Our fallback position is still clear. Until then, we need to prevent the rest of the army from being overrun.” Several of the other arcanists looked up from their work. Based on the pages of the spellbooks Mirian could see, they were casting remote earthshaping magic and divination.

The first soldier looked up the way Mirian’s group had come, then back toward the wall. “If we stay here, we’re dead,” he said. “I can’t believe the captain meant to assign us a suicide mission.”

“But it’s insubordination. Even if we lose the surface, the passages aren’t cut off⁠—”

“If it’s any consolation, it doesn’t matter much what you do next. No one survives this battle.”

The first soldier stared at her. “What in the five hells do you know?”

“Never mind,” Mirian said. “We’ve been ordered to secure the lower door. Good luck. Let’s go,” she told the group. Another of the battlemages whispered something to another as they passed, while a third gave her a suspicious look.

Fortunately, Jei had the key to the final door guarding the Divine Monument. When she opened it, though, a bolt of force nearly skewered her—she raised a shield just in time.

“Medius, you fool!” she snapped.

Medius Luspire stood before the Divine Monument, a harrowed look on his face. “Those bastards are shaking apart my Academy. You’ll forgive me for being twitchy,” he shot back.

“Should I have knocked?” Jei spat.

“Never mind,” the archmage said. “You’ve seen what those Akanan quislings brought. This is our last hope,” he said, turning to face the Monument.

Something had broken in Luspire. He strode around the room with a careless bravado, examining parts of the Monument before activating spell engines with the flick of his hand. High Wizard Ferrandus and two assistant arcanists were moving above, checking readouts and adjusting knobs in a flurry of activity that was meaningless to Mirian. The only thing she wondered was: Does he get it to work?

Archmage Luspire turned back to Jei and said, “Well, don’t just stand there! We’re so close to turning it on. We’ve got the resonance topography of each glyph, and we’ve tracked the energy cascade. All we’re missing is… damn it all to the five hells! What are we missing?”

He didn’t seem to expect Jei to answer, or to care much that she and Mirian had brought others, though he did cast Mirian a withering glance before resuming his pacing around the structure.

Xipuatl gazed at the colossal machine with awe. “This is…” He started to mutter to himself in Tlaxa, then trailed off entirely.

Nicolus didn’t say anything, just stared up at it.

Mirian could appreciate their stunned silence. The way the surreal colors shifted subtly in the light, the way the entire thing shifted as one moved—it was truly amazing.

Down here, the bombardment wasn’t so bad. Something about the room seemed to keep the worst of the shaking at bay, though they could still feel the periodic tremors.

Luspire stopped striding about, then raised his hand and cast a spell directly into one of the device’s features. The hairs on Mirian’s arms stood up as she felt the surge of arcane energy from the archmage. Even without a measuring device, she could tell the power he was putting out dwarfed anything even two dozen students could muster. For a moment, energy crackled along one of the twisted spines of the device. There was a whirring sound, and something in the device shifted. Mirian’s heart beat faster with anticipation. Did they figure it out?

Then the energy faded, and the device settled again.

Whatever Luspire had just tried, it clearly had been his last idea. He sat down hard in a nearby chair. Ferrandus looked at him, then powered down the spell engine he’d been operating. The assistant arcanists looked equally sullen.

“What happens next?” Nicolus whispered.

“I don’t know,” Mirian said. “That’s why I’m here.” Nicolus looked at her, and she could tell he was thinking about what he’d said, and wondered if she had a response yet. He was too much of a gentleman to say anything, though.

Mirian circled around the Monument, getting a sense of the pattern in how it changed. “The way it reflects light… and the texture of it. Xipuatl, doesn’t it remind you of your relic?”

“Reliquary,” he said. “And yes.”

“Isn’t a reliquary a container?”

Xipuatl thought about that. “… yes? That’s the translation. I mean, the literal translation is ‘container of holy of Elder-Gods,’ but that’s a bit of an ungrammatical mouthful in Friian. I’ve always heard ‘container of holy’ translated as ‘reliquary.’”

“Right,” Mirian said absentmindedly. “But maybe that’s the missing half of the equation. What if it needs soul magic to work?”

A muffled explosion echoed through the chambers, snapping Mirian’s attention out of her thoughts. She looked for the source of the sound. Xipuatl pointed it out to her. “Look,” he said.

The colossal door on the far side of the chamber now had cracks running through it. Another explosion sounded, this one louder, and the cracks splayed out farther, forming a jagged web.

“Damn. Damn!” Luspire shouted, and rose to stand in front of the doors of stone. He started casting some form of force-spell to brace the door.

Respected Jei went to stand by him, her orb hovering over her hand. It glowed brightly as she worked to repair the door, the very rock recrystallizing itself through her magic.

It wasn’t enough. Five more explosions came in rapid succession, and the stone cracked apart completely. Archmage Luspire let it fall. His spellbook hovered in front of him, glowing, and Mirian could see his fingers twitching.

The dust never got a chance to settle; one of the Akanan arcanists on the other side of the door swept it aside. Standing in the adjoining room were some three dozen spellcasters, the Akanan blue and white marred by grime and blood splatters. Heading the group was a woman Mirian recognized, not just by her peaked cap or the gold-embroidered jacket, but by her cruel stare. Her gaggle of assistants were behind her too.

“Emera Cearsia, you rat,” Archmage Luspire snapped. “I would have thought you of all people had more character than to lead this band of traitors. What happened to fidelity and friendship?”

That’s interesting. He knows her.

Marshal Cearsia’s scowl deepened. “And yet here you are, standing by the very instrument of your betrayal.”

“As you can see, it doesn’t bloody work. And if it did work like you think it does, do you really think I wouldn’t be using it to scour your little band of vermin off the face of Enteria? Nevertheless, I recognize my position. Give us all safe passage, and it’s yours.”

Silence fell on the room, then. The eyes of all the Akanans were on the archmage—except one, Mirian realized. One of Cearsia’s assistants was staring at her, even though she and her friends were partially obscured by the Monument and taking no action. When he realized she saw him, he looked back toward the archmage. He was that officer who had spoken up on the airship’s bridge, she remembered.

Cearsia’s spellbook rose from her belt to hover before her. None of the Akanan arcanists lowered their wands.

Luspire understood the answer he’d been given. “So be it,” he said.

When Luspire began cast, Mirian could feel it clear across the room. When Marshal Cearsia started, the sensation was similar. If she wasn’t an actual archmage, she was damned close.

Mirian had heard that Luspire fought with fire, but fire was an understatement. He sent out scattered beams of coruscating light, then followed it up with a flurry of fireballs. The heat was intense enough Mirian felt like her skin had just been sunburned, even though the Monument was between them and all the energy had been directed forward towards the Akanans. Nicolus put up a heat shield around the three of them as they crouched down behind a spell engine.

The problem was, Luspire wasn’t fighting just any group of arcanists. He was fighting elite Akanan soldiers. As soon as he’d started channeling, they’d raised dozens of overlapping shields that shimmered with blue light. Though near the edge of the formation, two of the sorcerers were screaming from the fire that had pierced their shields, the rest of the company had weathered the attack.

Cearsia led the counterattack, responding with a spell that created writhing force chains that spat out blue flames. They smashed into a prismatic shield Luspire had erected. Jei’s hasty shield shattered instantly, and she was sent flying headfirst into a wall. Mirian winced at the impact, and the unnatural angle that her neck was bent at.

Ferrandus and the assistants joined in, with Ferrandus unleashing magnetic pulses that crushed several soldiers in their own armor before he was put on the defensive by torrents of lightning pouring from the enemy sorcerers. As the Akanan sorcerers came at the wizard with different spells, it was all he could do to maintain his defensive shields.

“Shit!” Nicolus shouted over the fray. “What do we do?”

Fire continued to spill from Luspire, coming out in waves like a burning heartbeat. “Doesn’t matter,” Mirian said. “There’s no winning this.”

For all Luspire’s power, it wasn’t close. For every spell he unleashed, there were a dozen spellcasters to shield against it, and a dozen more to hammer him with their own. His prismatic shield was the only thing that prevented him from instantly dying; Ferrandus and the assistants died within seconds as blades of force and crackling lightning finished overwhelming them, smearing them into bloody paste across the ground. For a moment, the chamber crackled like a thundercloud; bright lightning, burning force chains, and pulses of flame ricocheted off shields, spread across the room like a grasping hand, and the ground shook.

Then it was over. Archmage Luspire’s shield cracked apart in a brilliant chromatic burst and he was smothered by fire and lightning. His charred body remained upright for a heartbeat, then fell to the floor, cracking apart like charcoal.

The spellcasting stopped, and Marshal Cearsia’s commanding voice called out, “Secure the area, bring down the explosives. Set them at each… hells, why does it keep moving? Just encircle the damn thing with them.”

“Marshal,” said one of her assistants, the brown haired one, the same one that had been staring at Mirian. “Shouldn’t we seize it? If we could turn it against Baracuel⁠—”

“Officer Partting, if I have to write you up for insubordination one more time, I’m just going to have you shot,” Cearsia snapped at him. “Follow your orders.”

He looked at Mirian and her friends. “Very well. And what should we do with the students?”

The marshal turned and started walking away. “Put the animals out of their misery.”

The officer looked at them, then looked to the soldiers nearby. For a moment, the man hesitated. Then he nodded.

“What did he say?” Nicolus asked.

Mirian turned to her friends. “I’ll see you soon,” she said. She stepped forward so they’d kill her first, and closed her eyes so she wouldn’t see the force-blades as they entered her.
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Steering the Ship



When she killed the first spy for the third time, Mirian felt like a puppeteer, controlling her own body, but separate from it. She pulled her own strings, yanking on panic here and fear there, then made herself feel dejected to fit the part. She didn’t need to fake it much. She really did feel terrible killing the man. Playing the deceitful role made her feel like she had a layer of grime about her.

In the gardens, when she had a chance to rest, she meditated, and examined her soul. It was harder to see the details without the Elder reliquary, but she could see enough. Pieces of it were still frayed like threads sticking out, though the worst of the damage had faded.

Then it must be my soul traveling back. It was the only part of her that didn’t reset. And the body and mind are reflections of the soul.

That night, she was exhausted, but she trudged her way over to Torrviol Lake all the same. The trail to the ruin was overgrown, and Mirian stumbled twice making her way through the tall grass and half-sunken paving stones. At some point, this had been a road. She wondered where it had once led to.

Sure enough, there was a ruined building just south of the spellward and by the lakeside. It seemed to have once been a two-story affair, but most of the bottom half had sunk into the mud, and the roof had long since vanished. Vines and moss covered most of the walls, while the grass and shrubs nestled by it were slowly cracking apart the base; maybe in another century, they’d be done. The eastern wall had already collapsed into the lake, where waves gently lapped at it.

The second story walls were intact enough to block the view of the inside, so it was only as she was climbing up the last part of the slope of rubble that she actually saw Nicolus. It was dark enough he was practically a shadow, sitting with his knees tucked in, apparently oblivious to Mirian’s approach until she said, “Hey.”

“Carkavakom’s balls!” Nicolus said, startling. “Five hells, bit late to be sneaking up on people, isn’t it? Do I know you? And how’d you know I’d be up here?”

“Sorry, thought I’d been noisy enough you’d hear me. To answer your questions, Mirian Castrella, time traveler,” she said, holding out a hand. “We died a few hours ago, so I get to do this again. You’ll never remember it, but we made a deal.”

Nicolus tentatively shook her hand. “Did I, now? Then I suppose you know what I’m going to ask.”

“Not exactly, every cycle is different. But, yeah, sort of. You told me the cow story.”

Nicolus’s voice turned incredulous. “I told you the cow story?” Muttering, he said, “Why would I tell you the… listen, can you send messages to the other me, and tell him he’s an idiot?”

Mirian laughed.

“I do know you,” he said. “You’re…”

“… that girl you’ve had a crush on, but never talked to.”

Nicolus grimaced. “Gods, I hope this isn’t Calisto’s idea of a joke.”

“No,” Mirian said, sitting next to him, and then she explained. Nicolus sat quietly for most of it; maybe the tranquility of the dark waters calmed the part of the brain that felt the need to always crack jokes. When she was done, she fell as silent as the waters.

“Shit,” he said, and then he sat there, looking at her. Finally, he said, “If I’m a fool for believing you, I guess I’m a fool.”

Mirian smiled. “Good to have you back on board. Now, I’ve been thinking about what we can ask your uncle…”
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On Firstday, Mirian managed to harangue the guards into raiding the spy’s headquarters before they could burn. Even with them on the lookout for traps and triggering glyphs, they missed something, because they were evacuating the building a few minutes later, several of them swearing, one of them singed by flames. Mirian watched the building burn and felt her resolve harden. Later, she’d need to get more details about the traps and layout in there from the guards. Whatever secrets the Akanans had hidden would see daylight, eventually.
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With Nicolus recruited early, Mirian also worked to better incorporate Xipuatl into her little alliance sooner. Unlike Nicolus and Jei, he didn’t think some story from his childhood would do much good. “Then I’d just think you were creepy, and were part of a spy group trying to get leverage on the Yanez family,” he explained, once Mirian had gotten him on board.

It didn’t matter much. With Nicolus helping convince him, it didn’t take long. Soon enough, she was back to studying soul-magic. She was pleased to see the frayed pieces of her soul had healed. The only thing that still remained was that strange hole inside her, filled by something invisible. She bothered Xipuatl to start teaching her more about the celestial runes. They were key to his unified arcane theory, but now that she suspected they also were connected to the Divine Monument, it wasn’t just curiosity or convenience motivating her.

Talking to Professor Seneca about mana potions turned out to be extremely useful, once she got past the “Wait, you didn’t know that? I covered that in my 202 class!” part.

Mirian, embarrassed, claimed she must have been sick that day, though in truth, she had no recollection. What Seneca did have was knowledge of dozens of studies concerning mana elixirs and auric mana as well as a recent one she’d worked on for the Academy. It didn’t take long for them to come up with a reasonable estimate as to how many elixirs she could safely take. Despite the priest’s warning, Mirian landed on four per week. And, unlike most arcanists, she could actively monitor her soul for abnormalities, now that she knew the fraying threads indicated a problem.

Saving Idras and the other spy was easier now that she could simply show Magistrate Ada (and a flustered Mayor Wolden) the magical listening glyphs hidden in his room. The fourth spy made a run for it as Mirian unveiled the glyphs, but Mirian had prepared Bertrus to be on the lookout for that, so he didn’t get far.

When it came time to interrogate the third spy, Idras, Mirian tried to practice her Eskanar. The second spy seemed to know about thirty words in Friian, so learning more Eskanar would let her talk to him. Unlike Idras, he stayed as silent as the false-captain Mandez when he was caught. But if she could get him to talk, maybe she’d discover something new. She also had a feeling she wasn’t going to really figure out all the insane things going on without going to Akana Praediar, so learning Eskanar seemed an inevitable necessity. However, she quickly realized a few hours per cycle of conversation wouldn’t do much to teach her anything, so she had Nicolus help find her a language tutor.

Speaking Eskanar reminded her of Selesia. She hoped she was doing well, but couldn’t bring herself to recruit her into her little band of allies. It felt… selfish.

Mirian found her way back to the Luminate Temple, too. Again, Priest Krier seemed quite happy to help, and was content to wait on the Grand Sanctum’s verdict before he passed any judgment. Mirian also pressed Magistrate Ada to annoy the Department of Public Security earlier. If they sent someone up earlier, maybe she could make some connections and start to figure out why the Deeps thought they had an entire unit in Torrviol when they had, apparently, no one.

It all kept her incredibly busy. Far too busy to reflect, or to think too hard about the impossible task before her. That was for the best, she thought. She still didn’t know how many chances she had, but if the last one came and she had wasted time wallowing in self-pity, she would never be able to forgive herself.
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Archmage Luspire and High Wizard Ferrandus sat across from Mirian again. As Mirian described Luspire’s combat spells to him, he kept his jaw firmly clenched.

“… and you and Marshal Cearsia know each other,” Mirian finished.

“I’ve heard enough,” Luspire snapped. “We’re done here.” He stood.

That made Mirian give Jei a confused glance.

“Why did you agree to the meeting?” Jei asked.

“You know very well why.” To Mirian, he said, “I don’t know how you infiltrated my quarters, but⁠—”

“I didn’t infiltrate anything. How would I?”

The archmage glared at her, clearly not happy about being interrupted by an inferior. “As I said, we’re done. See her out.”

Everyone reacted differently to being bombarded by their own secrets. Luspire obviously hated it. His cape caught a subtle crosswind as he strode away, and he didn’t look back. Ferrandus nodded towards the door, and Mirian went.

When she talked it over with Nicolus later that evening, he said, “Oh, he’s got control-brain.”

“What?”

“People with power think differently than normal people. Luspire is used to being in control of everything. Everyone around him is constantly showing him excessive respect. Then you barge in there and screw up his self-image and prove to him there’s this huge thing that he’s powerless over. He has a big emotional reaction, and you can’t overcome that with anything you say. Retroactively, he’ll justify it, because he’s smart enough to think of something. You know, there’s some really great books in my library about how people think⁠—”

Mirian waved him away. “Gods, I’m reading enough right now. Jei has these three volumes on glyph-phrases, and Professor Torres keeps handing me tomes on artifice, and the worst part is, she’s still finding ones I haven’t read. That’s on top of the military books I got so that I know what the hells everyone’s talking about when they talk about ‘flanking’ ‘fronts’ and ‘spearheads.’ So, if Luspire won’t listen, how do I… what do I do?”

“You read the books I was recommending, since they’re obviously better. Nah, whatever, I can summarize. Basically, you need to find a way to prove your point, but in a way that doesn’t get him all defensive. You have to be subtle. Make him think he’s clever. Make him think there’s some way he can control you. Play to his pride.”

“And how do I do that?”

“You’ve got time, right? Figure out more about him in one cycle, then use that in subsequent cycles. Get him to open up a little bit. It’s called establishing rapport; you want to quickly find connections and bond with people. That’s what people with charisma naturally do, but it can be learned.”

“Just ‘establish rapport.’ The man is like a magnet that only repels. How, exactly?”

“Well, there’s this book I can recommend…”

Mirian gave a melodramatic sigh. “I’ll get around to it, eventually.” That, and several thousand other things.
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Previously, Mirian had paid close attention to the surface battle. This cycle, she focused more on the developments underground. Torrviol was too honeycombed with passages for blockading them to do much but give the geomancers more work, and it was clear the Akanans had a complete map of the underground so they were able to quickly adapt. Teaching Jei’s recrystallization spells to the militia and army was a non-starter; the glyph sequences were ones no one but Jei was used to, and the inks they needed to scribe the spells would need to be mixed from ingredients they hardly had any of.

As preparations for the battle began, she helped Cassius and Moliner plan their part of the defense.

It failed utterly. Mirian had envisioned employing clever attacks, withdrawals, and flanking maneuvers to repeatedly ambush the Akanans, giving and then retaking passages so that the underground assault was either delayed or pushed back entirely. However, the books on tactics hadn’t quite prepared her for the realities of battle. There were communication breakdowns, messengers who got lost, unexpected setbacks, and tunnels that collapsed, none of which she’d planned for. Underground fighting was also not something the Baracuel Army trained for, while the Akanans had clearly trained in exactly that.

Just how long have they been planning this war? she wondered. And how can they pretend we started it when they’re the ones who have been preparing for it?

It didn’t help that in the later stages of the attack, Marshal Cearsia and her elite company left the airships and personally led the charge. Archmage Luspire could not be convinced to leave the Monument and help the defense. He was far too stubborn to listen to anyone else.

Bainrose fell again. Respected Jei managed to cast a hidden watcher spell that the Akanans weren’t familiar with in the Monument chamber before they fled to one of the last evacuation boats, and confirmed that Cearsia personally oversaw the bombs being laid out. That was expected. What wasn’t was when Jei said, “One of her assistants just attacked her. It seems he wanted to stop the detonation. She killed him very fast, though.”

“One of… does the assistant have brown hair, perhaps?”

Jei frowned. “Ah, they found the spell. I think he did. Lanky, a bit short. Turned into a pile of ash before they dispelled my watcher. Is it important?”

“I don’t know,” Mirian said. “I’ve noticed there’s some things that seem to happen no matter what. Mayor Ethwarn, for example, gets elected even if dozens of things have changed. Professor Viridian, on the other hand, needs only the tiniest change and he’ll give a totally different lecture the next day. Some people are more… spontaneous?”

“Selkus never did plan his lectures in advance. He advised, ‘go with what feels right.’ Iliya advised the opposite. Perhaps it is a difference in thought patterns.”

“Probably. But then it ends up meaning there’s people that are damn near impossible to predict the actions of. Which can be bad, if I need a certain outcome, but I guess it’s good if I need something big to change.” She looked back at Torrviol. The whole town was burning, and the western half of the sky was blotted out by smoke. “It’s like trying to steer a ship with a twig, though. I can sometimes get it to start moving in a different direction, but there’s so many things I can’t control.”

The boat they were on shook as a massive explosion erupted from the plaza in front of Bainrose, cutting the conversation short.

Jei looked back, eyes widening as the light burst forth, and then they were both momentarily blinded by the raw magic spewing into the sky.

“That’s it, then,” Mirian said. “Thanks for everything.” She gave Jei a hug. Jei froze up, then awkwardly patted her on the back as their vision returned.

When the leyline erupted, being halfway across the lake didn’t matter much. The land split apart, and Mirian watched the brilliant rays of chromatic light shining out like the fissure held a second sun, and then the final eruption incinerated them both.
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Repetition



Five loops later, Mirian had grown frustrated with the start of the cycle. It seemed no matter what she did, the spies’ headquarters caught on fire. Idras was still forthcoming if his life was saved from assassination, but only to an extent. He seemed conveniently forgetful from time to time, and claimed to have no knowledge of how the security measures in the Akanan headquarters actually worked.

Mirian was sure there had to be some sort of glyph-phrase the spies carried on them that disabled the traps, but though the spies had been thoroughly searched, neither she nor the magistrate could find anything. The spies’ clothes had been torn apart, looking for glyphs woven into the lining, their boots ripped open to see if the glyphs were in the soles, and an arcanist had gone over both the items and the people with dozens of divination spells.

Divination spells of the headquarters themselves uncovered several traps, and Torres had helped Mirian figure out a way to remotely disable the spell engine that was responsible for the first few blazes.

But there was a backup trap, and while the fire it started was smaller, it was targeted in a room full of papers and safes where all the critical documents clearly were.

Mirian consulted with several professors both about divination spells she could try and how anti-divination wards worked. Despite her advancement in the subschool, she could detect nothing she hadn’t found already. And yet, the headquarters always burned. Raiding it early just meant they tripped some sort of trap. Waiting so they could analyze it further didn’t work; someone was still triggering the immolation mechanism, and in a way that neither she nor the Torrviol guard could detect.

She was starting to become convinced there was still a spy in the guard, but Magistrate Ada’s background checks came up with nothing concrete, and the guards always covered for each other. Valen had some helpful tips, but it wasn’t exactly something she could crack open. She was there for gathering rumors and keeping Mirian’s ego in check.

Archmage Luspire proved equally as frustrating. The problem was he was a man who was used to people trying to manipulate him. Of course he was; he was a Gods-damned archmage, and everyone wanted him for something. Mirian had never been good at manipulating people in the first place, and the mindset that Nicolus’s weird books wanted her to adopt was antithetical to her usual way of thinking. She usually ended up pissing him off, which made getting access to the Divine Monument harder, not that she thought she was going to make much headway there. Even Respected Jei was struggling with the sheer length of the glyph-phrases that they’d deduced the device was using. Dozens of expert wizards had spent years on figuring it out, and Mirian was still essentially an apprentice. Still, she studied what they had discovered as best she could.

In the battle, things were going better. With now nine spies either dead or captured almost immediately in the cycle and the ruined spire they’d been using to send zephyr falcons put under guard, the Akanans no longer could know Baracuel’s exact disposition and strategy before the battle even began. By now, she could help Torrviol hold out until midday of the 1st of Duala. Then the same supply issues that were plaguing the Akanans started impeding the Baracuel Army’s effectiveness. While ammunition could run out, the battle mages and sorcerers simply recovered their mana, and then the enemy still had their four to one advantage. When Akana Praediar launched their midday assault, it came all at once, and it seemed unstoppable.

But even that delay had taught her something important: the leyline eruption didn’t occur until the Divine Monument was destroyed. What that implied about the rest of the magical catastrophe that swept across Baracuel and ended with the moon falling, she didn’t know. Her focus was here, and here, she could start to make a difference. Mirian began to hope that maybe winning the battle here did stop the moon.

It was that hope carrying her now. She still dreaded dying. It never stopped hurting. Nor did the pain from watching the faces of her friends turn to despair as they understood—really understood—that they would die.
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Nicolus sat next to Mirian on the couch reading, then rereading the newest letter from his uncle. It was the second they’d received this cycle. “I think we’re getting to the limits of his knowledge about this all. But yes, he has heard whispers. At one of the Mercanton banquets, he overheard someone say something cryptic about an ‘event’ in Palendurio. He didn’t think to mention it until we did, because he doesn’t seem to realize what they mean by ‘event.’ And there’s another thing. Prime Minister Jondar Kinsman is extremely popular with the regular people of Akana—but the upper crust there hates him. They spent the entire time just complaining about him.”

Nicolus put the letter down. Mirian stared out the window, contemplating it all. “So they know something about the conspiracy there. Maybe once I learn Eskanar, I can stop it. But I’d have to spend my time in Mercanton, or maybe Vadriach.”

“That’s a week to get there at least,” Nicolus said. “Only a day to get to Cairnmouth, two to get to Palendurio, then another day or two crossing the strait, but I’m guessing you don’t have the identity papers and seal you’d need. Not that hard to get, but it takes weeks to get through the approval process. Faster if we forged some documents that show you taking an Academy-sponsored trip. Nurea can probably help with that, she has some contacts in Cairnmouth.”

Mirian raised an eyebrow. “Syndicate contacts?”

Nicolus laughed. “Yeah, I guess you must already know about that. Anyways, probably four days is the minimum to get there, if you figure out some sort of trick to find quick passage and a way to speed through customs.”

“Not so bad. It’s this place I understand, though. Maybe I don’t even need to get to Akana Praediar. Besides, I don’t speak Eskanar nearly well enough yet. And I wouldn’t even know where to begin in… like… I mean, isn’t Mercanton bigger than Palendurio?” Mirian was only just starting to get a handle on Torrviol. She didn’t want to start all over in a new place, cut off from most of the allies and resources she could count on.

“Three times as big. It’s massive. Well, if you change your mind, let me know. I’m sure I can get us in contact with Uncle Alexus. No clue how he’ll react, though. He’s a bit of an odd one.”

They sat in silence for some time, watching the winds across the lake. Then she leaned into Nicolus, letting her head rest on his shoulder. He was solid, like a rock amidst the waters. A now familiar comfort to hold on to. Eventually, she put her head up and looked into his eyes, and watched his breath catch as her lips curled into a smile.

“All this time…” Nicolus whispered, but Mirian silenced him with a kiss. With his arms wrapped around her, their tongues entwined, she could escape the exhaustion that dragged at her, forget the inevitable pain that was coming, and simply exist in a moment.
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The war came to Torrviol again, and Mirian led a mixed unit of militia and army arcanists through the underground. By chance, Daith, the student from her combat classes, was part of the unit, though Mirian didn’t mention their history. As she was assigning attack spell groupings, though, she remembered to have him use magnetic spells.

When they came to the spot in the brick tunnels, Mirian called out, “First and second squad, we’ll hit the Akanans from behind. Third squad, watch our backs and keep the escape route clear. Ready?”

“Ready!” came the reply.

Mirian nodded to Jei, whose orb lit up as she carved a hole in the ceiling. A mage moved the debris off to the side while Jei worked. When the hole was finished, a few skeletons rained down with the dirt as one of the catacomb alcoves collapsed into the tunnels. Another mage gathered the dust cloud into a tight ball and set it aside so no one would cough and alert the Akanans. With the passage opened, Mirian used her wand of levitation to ascend from the tunnel into the tight passage. She cast a quick divination spell to detect any nearby illusions, and found none. “Clear,” she whispered, and anchored a knotted rope to the wall with a spike of force, then tossed it down.

One by one, they climbed up. While the third squad took up positions and began fortifying the area with wards and enchantments, Mirian moved them through the maze of tunnels. She’d worked to memorize the extensive map of the northern catacombs, which was where most of the underground fighting took place.

“You five, through that tunnel. You five, through that one. The rest of you, with me. All three of the tunnels emerge on their flank. On my mark.”

The Akanans had their own geomancers carving tunnels as they needed, so the tactic wasn’t unfamiliar to them, but Mirian had found they didn’t expect a unit to move up a level, and they thought their flank was secure. From the shadows, she unleashed coruscating lightning, an enhanced spell that sent out more light than electricity, and so was perfect for blinding the Akanans.

The command to attack was, “Company, retreat!” in Eskanar. No one in her unit would confuse the meaning of the foreign words, but the surprise attack and the command might cause the Akanans confusion. As soon as her bolt flashed out, a mix of spells and gunfire came from the tunnels, smashing into the dozens of enemy soldiers. The rifles targeted the auramancers first so that their spells could hit the others unimpeded.

The fighting was brief and brutal. Two militia and ten Akanans died within minutes, and then Mirian pulled her force back.

“Set the explosive traps along this section,” she said after they’d descended back down through the hole. That would kill an unsuspecting squad as they tried to retake the area, then block a key route through the catacombs that would make it easier to bottleneck the Akanans in the northwestern tunnels.

It was strange to be commanding people, and stranger still that they followed. She wondered what they thought of her, and if they really believed what she foretold.

Then they moved east. The Myrvite Studies building was full of some very hungry beasts, and she intended to unleash them on the Akanans who were trying to push into the building. The angry wyverns would inflict the most damage, then fly north toward their nesting grounds, where they would further disrupt Akanan logistics. That in turn would let Hanaran push reinforcements into the north forest and cut off the Akanan entrances into the catacombs. With the felled trees and trenches they’d prepared earlier, the armored wagons the Akanans used to support their infantry would be unable to aid the push, and the cover from the forest and communication delay between the army and the airships would prevent an aerial assault from hitting them until it was too late.

“Come on,” she said, hurrying forward. “We win, or we die.”

They died again, but by then it was just before midnight on the 2nd of Duala. It was the longest Mirian had gotten in the battle yet.

When she awoke in her bed, the exhaustion hit her. By then, she hadn’t slept more than a few hours over two days. Her body had slept—this new one, at least—but the fatigue seemed to travel with her in her soul. Come on, Mirian, she chided herself, wishing she could just close her eyes. You’re close. There will be time enough in this cycle to sleep.

She sat up in her bed, ignoring the drip, drip, drip of the water from the hole above her bed plinking onto her head. Then she took a deep breath and stood.

She had a war to win.
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Three cycles later, Mirian woke to Lily shaking her. “Mirian. Mirian! Don’t you have class or something?”

Groggily, Mirian opened her eyes.

“What is… what just hit me? Is that water? Wait, is that a hole in the ceiling?”

Mirian closed her eyes again. She could hear Jei scolding her about pushing herself too hard. Whether or not she wanted to overcome her exhaustion, it seemed her body had other ideas. If the water hadn’t been splashing her on the face, she might have closed her eyes again. “Made it to the 3rd of Duala,” she muttered. “Just one more day….”

Lily made a face. “What are you talking about? Also, how late did you stay up studying last night? You look terrible.”

By then, Mirian had already missed her window of opportunity to catch the first spy in her usual spot. No doubt, she could chase him down or storm the headquarters or do something to get the cycle on track, but the very idea of it just made her want to close her eyes again. “I’m skipping Alchemistry. Just gonna sleep for a bit longer. Don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll ace it.”

Lily said, “Who are you and what have you done with Mirian? Last night you were convinced you were going to fail.”

Last night. “Last night” had been nearly two years ago now. She’d been fighting the Battle of Torrviol for a year. It seemed like a lifetime ago. The magnitude of it all felt like it had its own gravity, like the shadow she was tethered to was made of iron and to even get up she’d have to drag that weight around. She closed her eyes and saw the statue of the Ominian looming over her.

You understand, she thought. She remembered the words of the Prophets she’d studied with Priest Krier. Your sacrifice was out of love.

Love. She thought of the word as she looked at the black ooze calcified around the statue’s empty wounds. It had been nearly three years since she’d seen her family. Nearly three years since Zayd had run up to her and hug-tackled her legs and screamed “Mi-Ri!” By now, she should have started that cozy artifice shop in Madinahr like she’d planned, where she’d only be a two days’ walk from home.

Home, she thought. She hadn’t seen her village either. Their apartment wasn’t much, but she missed it.

Mirian drifted back to sleep, ignoring Lily as she puttered about and talked at her. When she woke up, Lily was gone, though she’d set an alarm candle to go off soon. Mirian took the nails out of it and blew it out. She knew what she was going to do. She could take a break for one cycle.

She was going to visit her family. She was going home to Arriroba.

Mirian changed into the single outfit she’d brought that wasn’t an Academy uniform, though she only had the one cloak. Then she left a note for Lily telling her not to worry and that she’d worked everything out with the Academy, took out a loan at the bank so she’d be set for money, and then set off.

Some sort of issue with the primary spell engine delayed the train, so it was late in the evening when she arrived in Cairnmouth. She took lodging at one of the inns. The bed was clean and the shelves dusted, but the walls inside were thin. She could hear the people in the room next to her having a muffled argument, while the people above her were possibly preparing for a floor-stomping competition and had decided to get in some last-minute practice. Mirian slept poorly. The breakfast made up for some of it. Whatever butcher they’d gotten the sausages from knew a thing or two about flavors, and it complemented the sauteed apples and toast perfectly.

In the morning, Cairnmouth was claustrophobic as always, with too many people packed between the equally tight buildings. It was nice to see the colorful outfits people wore, rather than the elegant but ultimately drab colors that resulted from the Academy’s dress code. It was not nice that they all seemed to be in a hurry and had no compunction simply bumping into her. This was not Mirian’s first time in a city, so she kept her hand firmly on her bag so that pickpockets wouldn’t try to get adventurous with it.

She coughed up the silver she needed for a room on one of the sleeper cars, and took the next train to Alkazaria.

The room was quite small, but it had a nice plush carpet, and it was nice to take her boots off and wiggle her toes in it. She stuffed her bag in the closet, then sat on the bed. The sheets smelled freshly laundered, and there was a little desk she could pull out so she could write while sitting on the mattress.

Mirian hadn’t brought any of the books she’d been studying with her. Instead, she pulled out some drawing paper and her pen set and went about sketching pictures for Zayd. There was already a drawing and a letter in the mail, but Mirian would no doubt beat it to Arriroba. Zayd always loved the drawings she made for him. One time he’d gotten so excited, he’d torn off a piece and eaten it—though to be fair, he had been three at the time. These days, he would turn the drawing over and use a charcoal stick to scribble spirals and lines all over the back of the drawing to add his own contribution. Mirian would always hold it up and praise his masterworks.

Gods, I miss him, she thought. And her mom and dad, too. In the dry summers of southeast Baracuel, they’d bring a pack of ingredients and cookware to make spiced lamb tagine, hiking up to the overlook grove, where hardy trees and cliffs sheltered a view of the south. As the stew cooked, they’d read books together while a cool breeze passed by (or in Zayd’s case, play with the children of the other families who joined them there). On clear days, they could see the ocean, and if it was really clear, they could just make out some of the mountains across the East Sound that separated Baracuel and Persama.

There wasn’t much to do on the train, which had been her intent. She knew she needed to force herself to relax. She spent the hours reminiscing about home, drawing, and just getting lost gazing out the window. It was nice. Gradually, the landscape went from forests to fields to finally foothills as they passed north of the Casnevar Range. Once they crossed the Cairn River, the foothills faded into the scrublands, and it started to remind her again of home. She liked the vast stretches of shallow hills and the subtle mixes of oranges, browns, and yellows that were painted in the stones and shrubs. Something about the steady motion of the train and the low rumbling of the wheels lulled her to sleep easily.

The second day of traveling, her guilt kicked in and she felt she was wasting time. After wandering back and forth between the train cars and impulsively buying a full meal from the diner, Mirian went back to her unit and pulled out her spellbook. First, she kept it closed, going through Jei’s forty exercises twice. Then she perused through her spellbook and remembered how useless the damn thing was before she started scribing useful spells in it.

Her mind wandered as she contemplated magic, and she found herself wondering if certain glyph combinations might lead to viable spells. Likely, someone had tried them, and maybe they’d failed, but she no longer had libraries or professors to check with. She’d spent a great deal of time scribing spells formulaically, and found the idea of scribing creatively a fun way to pass the time.

And if she accidentally incinerated her spellbook, so what? It would be good as new soon enough.

Sixthday, she arrived in Alkazaria as evening was approaching.

Alkazaria was a port on the East Sound, and also sat astride the mouth of the Ibaihan River. It was dominated by dozens of thin white spires that rose high above everything else. It was another of the ancient cities, so it was encircled by a massive sandstone wall that stretched for miles around the city. Once clustered only inside the great walls, the flat-roofed buildings common to the region now spread well outside the wall, dispersing into surrounding farms. Even from a distance, Mirian could see the city center, where great temples and the Alkazaria Citadel clustered across the central hill.

Alkazaria was also called the “City of Temples,” and for good reason. Hundreds of temples dotted the city, and the people took great pride in them. Each of the white spires represented a destination for holy pilgrims, where they might visit sanctums dedicated to both the Gods and Prophets.

The train passed right by the First Spire. Below that thin marble tower was a shrine to Altrukyst, welcoming travelers into the city. Unlike western Baracuel, where the statues were drab, the statues of the Gods here were clothed in bright raiment, and equally colorful ceramic tiles decorated the walls by landmarks like the statue. Only the train station seemed out of place; the wrought iron columns and glass ceiling felt far too modern to quite fit in a city brimming with more traditional forms of art and architecture.

The city was far more open than any of the west Baracuel cities, with broad avenues lined with strip-gardens of cacti and succulents that thrived in the arid environment. The shops along the roads had sliding screen walls on the front that opened up in the day, and they were all mixed together with the carts that unfolded into their own open-air shops. Crowds casually strolled throughout the city, and the relaxed atmosphere made the city far more welcoming than the packed streets, narrow doors, and iron-grated windows of Cairnmouth.

Mirian bought a cheese-and-lamb stuffed flatbread from a cart vendor, then a decorated cloth napkin from an amused vendor another two blocks down. The western train station and the eastern train station were about a mile apart from each other. The city had long talked about connecting the routes, but a great deal of large and wealthy households occupied the strip of city around the Ibaihan River, so it had stayed talk. People had to walk, and merchants dealt with the hassle by hiring spellcarts to move their goods.

As she watched a spellcart’s front wheel get caught in a pothole in the street, Mirian thought about how gravity magic would make both trains and carts so much more efficient and easier to take care of, though she understood why that magic was widely banned. It was just as easy to use those glyphs to hover over guards and into buildings. Almost every window in Alkazaria was open as a way to keep the buildings cool. Anyone trying to protect anything would have the hassle of fortifying every entrance and window with wards.

When she arrived at the eastern station, her drifting thoughts were brought back down to earth by an angry crowd that was milling about the ticket booth.

“What’s going on?” she asked a man.

“They’re saying we can’t go east anymore!”

“And they’ve taken down the schedule entirely,” a nearby woman bemoaned. “Not even a guess as to when the train will be running again.”

Mirian could see the beleaguered station attendants were explaining the situation to the crowd, and moved closer to hear the details.

“… and the locomotive wizards want to try to find the source of the issue,” one of the attendants was saying, raising his voice to be heard over the crowd. “Also, the engine is still on the track, so it needs to be cleared, and we need to get a replacement engine. All tickets can be refunded, but simply put, while we’re working as fast as we can, it’s going to take quite a bit of time.”

It took Mirian a bit longer to gather the details, since the station attendants didn’t want to send anyone into a panic by explaining the full situation. It seemed the spell engine of a train had somehow gone into catastrophic failure halfway through the route, causing two cars to derail. The subsequent spell engine fire had caused molten iron to crust over both tracks on the eastern route. The fixes would take at least a week, maybe longer.

“I could walk to Madinahr in a week!” Mirian complained to the little crowd that was discussing the rumors.

One of the women replied, “Seems you’ll have to. The roads are still under the spellward, but they’re too rough for the wagons, so feet and camels are all that’s left. I’ve heard some merchants are working on organizing some caravans.”

Mirian had ridden camels a few times as a girl, and had discovered they both had a mutual distaste for each other. Instead, she opted to buy an eximontar. Down here, there was a hardy breed that was better adapted to the dry conditions, and they moved quite a bit faster than camels. She’d taken the mandatory eximontar riding classes at the Academy a few years back, so she at least knew the basics of riding and caring for the beasts.

“And you know you have to be an arcanist to ride one, right?” the merchant she was buying from said. “Are you an arcanist?”

Mirian put her hand on the spine of her spellbook and let the coins she was paying with spin about in a spiral, then added a few different colors of lights to the mix, before letting it drop to her hand.

“Right, sorry, you just looked a bit young. Also, arcanists are usually wearing those fancy hats.”

“Never much cared for the hats,” Mirian told him.

She named her mount Desert Rose, since the patterns and color on the eximontar’s soft carapace reminded her of gypsum roses, and the animal’s eyes reminded her of the flower with the same name. As she gently stroked the carapaced head of the beast and fed it a trickle of mana, she could see the intelligence shining in her vivid pink eyes.

Next, she sold her satchel and a few bottles of scribing ink so she could get a proper traveling pack and food for the road. Despite the road being broken up and washed out in several places along the route, there were plenty of villages between Alkazaria and Madinahr, along with rest stops where caravans used to stop each night where there was plentiful fresh water. Just in case, Mirian cut the binding on her spellbook, extracted the arcane catalyst, and wove it into the lining of her waistband. No matter what happened now, she’d be able to use magic. That would also make feeding mana to the eximontar easier. The pages with spells, she bundled together with twine, and the rest she discarded. The lighter she traveled, the faster she’d get this annoying part of the trip over with.

Her eagerness to see her family and village again kept her focused on speed as she traveled. Mirian trotted past other groups on the road, often going around the trail onto the beaches that paralleled the coastal route to avoid some caravan or cart that had gotten stuck on the road.

Some of them gave her glares as she passed by without even asking if they needed assistance, as was the expected thing to do when traveling. Wouldn’t matter if I helped them, she told herself. They’re all doomed anyways.

She rode, dismounted so Desert Rose could rest as they walked, then mounted again. The hard pace let her make it to the second rest station on the route. The rest stations weren’t anything fancy; large standing stones had been erected around a central obelisk, with hardy yucca trees and colorful succulents wrapping around the stones. Before the spellwards, the standing stones had been enchanted with more traditional wards to keep away myrvites and other beasts, while the cindergold blooms repelled most vermin and insects from the campsite.

To her dismay, Mirian found that the travel-obelisks at the rest stations had been allowed to deteriorate as the road was neglected in favor of the railway. The old stone needles carved with glyphs had been in use before there were spellwards protecting the road and just needed mana infusions to provide a nice, comfortable bubble of warmth for sleeping in. It was necessary. Here, the days were warm even in the winter, but the nights brought a horrid chill. Mirian had planned on being able to use the obelisks, so she hadn’t bought any heavy blankets or a tent, just the bedroll.

Several other travelers who had arrived were arguing about if they should start trying to uproot nearby shrubs to build a fire. With a sigh, Mirian pulled out her ink set and got to work on the damaged glyphs. What they really needed for the repair was the crystal-myrvite organ powder mix that could then be turned into a cement that would last in the stone, but Mirian knew she could heat-treat her inks once applied to at least get the glyphs working again. The other travelers grew silent, especially when they noticed she was working without a spellbook. Though her arcane catalyst was at her belt, to them it must have looked like she was casting without any aid.

When the last glyph was in place, she charged the obelisk with mana, and felt the pleasant warmth emanating from it. It was far beyond what she had been able to do even a year ago. Once, she might have run out of mana just fixing it. Now, she had plenty left over.

She ignored the stares of the other travelers, got out her bedroll, curled up, and closed her eyes. It had been a long day. The eximontar clacked around a bit on its six hooves, trying to strip leaves from one of the hardier shrubs before it gave up and settled down. With the mana-bond in place, she knew it wouldn’t stray. Mirian quickly went to sleep.

She dreamed of tunnels where the walls moved like flesh, eyes in the walls opening up and watching her, where she wandered for hours. Unintelligible whispers surrounded her like a haze as she moved.

When she emerged from the tunnels, she found herself looking out across the familiar arid landscape. In the distance, she saw the colossal statue of the Ominian from the mausoleum she dreamed so frequently of. She could instantly tell that’s what it was; it had the same swirling colors, the same whorls of eyes and wings carved into it—but it was different, too. Here, it was standing and unwounded. It looked out across the landscape in silence, so she looked with it. Together, they gazed across the gently drifting hills and watched the cool ocean breeze race across the fields of golden grass, watched the multicolored leaves of shrubs dance and sway in that wind. High above, distant cirrus clouds stretched across the top of the sky, while vultures circled and birds flitted about through the fields.

She awoke to a feeling that was difficult to describe. This place, she thought. This land. The words and images lingered, even as her morning grogginess and the exact events of the dream wore off.

It was early dawn when she set out again. The other travelers were still sleeping. As she left the warded area behind, the bitter chill of night washed over her. She ignored it and pressed on.

Home called to her.
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The second day on the road was as uneventful as the first. Thankfully, the next rest station’s obelisk was in better shape, and the travelers there thanked her for charging it. It had a minor mana leak, but was functional without repairs. The third day, she saw several traders pointing out to sea as she neared them. When she turned, she saw the thin spines of a leviathan cutting through the waters, dark body the size of a ship just visible on the surface.

That was strange. Leviathans rarely came into the East Sound, and it was rarer still for them to come to the surface. She stopped Desert Rose, and while the eximontar eyed the nearby foliage, Mirian watched the colossal creature swim along the coast. It was a majestic sight from the shore. From the sea, it must have been terrifying. A little flock of fishing boats from a nearby village—sails dwarfed by the size of the spines—tacked hard to shore and beached themselves. She could hear the distant echoes of their shouting far down the beach.

Eventually, the leviathan slipped under the water, and she rode on. It was only the second time she had ever seen one. When she was a child, her parents had taken her on a long tour of the country in an extended family vacation. They’d sailed along the Rift Sea, and they’d seen a leviathan off in the distance. The crew had immediately gotten to work on charging spellward buoys while the sorcerers had gone to starboard so they could watch it in case it approached. Thankfully, it had wandered off, but the whole crew was on edge the rest of the day.

Mirian ate simple lunches of bread and olive oil so she didn’t have to stop. Just after lunch, Mirian made it to the wreck.

Five repair cars waited on the train tracks that lay just north of the road. About a dozen workers mostly stood around, some leaning on shovels, while two sorcerers worked on levitating steel wreckage off to the side. The spell engine clearly had ignited; metal slag had melted and spilled all across the tracks, then hardened into a shiny lump. The engine car itself was unrecognizable. Two other cars had derailed, though they’d only partially melted in the heat.

Mirian could tell it was no ordinary accident, though. Anyone not an arcanist might have missed it, but there was a hole a few dozen paces from the tracks. It was only about a foot wide, and had already collapsed into itself, but she could still feel the arcane energy lingering in the spot. She paused, then rode over to see it.

“Hey! This is a work zone. Dangerous, yeah? Back to the trail!” one of the workers called.

“Just checking something out,” Mirian said, and dismounted so she could trudge up to the spot.

“Can you⁠—?”

“Yeah, I’ll deal with her. Hey!” One of the workers jogged over. “This area’s not safe. You can watch from the road if you want, but we need to keep people from the site. The sorcerers are moving around some heavy stuff, and there’s no telling if everything here is done burning.”

Mirian ignored him. There were enough people standing around, it was clear they didn’t think it was dangerous anymore. What they didn’t want was a critical detail spreading. This wasn’t just a spell engine catching fire. One of the magical eruptions must have triggered it.

It’s still so early in the cycle, Mirian thought. She’d looked at the data Respected Jei had given her. She knew that there weren’t even any tests on the Divine Monument on this date or any of the past few days. That, and what the Akanan spy had told her all made it clear: something else was going on.

The magical eruption had been a small one, thankfully, or the entire train might have been incinerated and everyone killed. This was the first time she’d actually seen the site of an eruption, though. Naturally, she didn’t have any measuring devices or useful divination spells.

“Did you hear me?”

Besides, this is your break, Mirian told herself. “Sure. Good luck,” she told the worker, and headed back down to Desert Rose, who had clamped her mouth down on a nearby shrub and seemed to be trying to pull it out of the ground by shaking her head back and forth.

“I’m sure you’ll find another just like it,” she told the eximontar. “Let’s go.” She let a trickle of mana distract Desert Rose and led her back to the trail. Then they were off again, trotting down the road.

In the sky above, she watched a pair of two-headed vultures soar over the road, landing on the beach where they started tearing at some washed up carcass. Then she saw a lightning scorpion cross the trail ahead of them, and she realized what she’d just seen. Myrvites, crossing the road like the spellward wasn’t even there.

Of course the spellward went down. The eruptions always disrupt the barrier, she realized. So much for an idyllic ride along the coast; she’d need to watch for the nastier myrvites. The last thing she needed was to be ambushed by a manticore and be stuck full of poison needles just before she made it to the safety of Madinahr.

In the end, it wasn’t a manticore. It was a desert drake, sunbathing in the middle of the road, thick front claws dug into the corpse of a half-eaten man. She rounded the corner of a bluff, and there it was. The corpse’s pack still lay in pieces by the side of the road. The desert drake snapped its head towards Mirian.

The tide was in, and here the bluff was steep enough she couldn’t just go up it. While there was a bit of beach left to the side, desert drakes could move fast, despite their bulky size. There was no way she was just going to go around it.

This drake was larger than a bull, and while “human” was a perfectly acceptable meal, she knew it could feel the magic radiating off of Desert Rose. It moved forward in little bursts, then froze. Readying to charge, she knew. At least this species of drake couldn’t fly, though it still did have stubby wings protruding from the scales on its back.

Her eximontar made alarmed clacking noises with her mandibles. Mirian quickly dismounted and opened up her pack, digging into the bottom where the spellbook pages were. She snatched out the only two pages that were going to do anything here: a flame beam and force razor spell, each of which were practice spells for novices, not combat spells. They would just have to do. She tossed the pack to the side of the road so it wouldn’t be in her way.

The desert drake crept forward again, eyes darting between her and the eximontar. Mirian shooed Desert Rose back while keeping her eyes locked on the drake. As the beast backed up, the drake froze again, beady eyes watching her.

Precision would be key, she knew. Hitting the drake on the scales, especially with a fire or cutting spell, would do next to nothing. She had to target the vulnerable parts. The closer the range, the more damage she could do, but she also needed to make sure the drake didn’t get its claws into her. One swipe could be fatal.

The drake’s muscular legs tensed.

Mirian loaded her own legs and got ready to dodge.

The desert drake charged forward, huge bulk coming right at her. Mirian started with the strongest force razor spell she could muster and aimed it right at the beast’s eye. Then she flung herself off the road and into the sand to her right. The myrvite loosed a chittering roar-hiss. It started moving erratically, but Mirian finished tumbling down the shallow slope and bounded to her feet, circling around on the side she’d just blinded. The beast caught sight of Desert Rose, who was now galloping away back down the road.

The last thing she needed was the two myrvites chasing each other back the way they’d come for who knew how long. Mirian sent a flame beam into the side of its head near the ear hole, which caused the beast to recoil first, then turn. It made a low growling noise, then charged again.

This time, Mirian was only just able to scramble out of the way as a huge claw came lashing out to smash her. She rolled, then dashed behind it, leaping over the tail as it too tried to swat her. She grabbed a rock from the bluff and pitched it at the drake’s head, then sent another flame beam at it, channeling the spell until she could smell burnt flesh.

The overgrown lizard charged again, but Mirian ducked to her right again on its blind side, so it only swatted at the cliff, sending up a cloud of dust. She froze as the drake did. They have poor eyesight, right? Thanks, Professor Viridian, never knew that would come in handy. The drake slowly moved its head side to side. Mirian kept still. When the world’s smallest landslide tumbled down the bluff face, causing the drake to still again and cock its head, Mirian took her opportunity, sending a force razor at its other eye. The blades sunk in deep, and the drake let out another roar, then burst toward her. This time, there was nowhere for Mirian to go. She pressed herself up against the cliff and tried to breathe as quietly as she could.

The desert drake came close enough that Mirian could have reached out to touch it. It was scrunching up its face and making a weird sound, then its tongue would dart out. Shit, they can sense heat, can’t they?

As the drake turned towards Mirian, she channeled one more time, pouring as much mana as she could into the spell so that the beast’s spell resistance wouldn’t hamper the cut. As its tongue darted out again, she slashed through it, then sent pulses of fire at it again and again.

The tormented lizard finally had enough. It turned and lumbered off, running from the small but very painful prey. Mirian watched it go, then finally let her breath out. It had come within inches of just being able to bite her in half.

She’d learned two things. One, if she ever wanted to take a break again, she’d still need a weapon. Two, drake breath was horrendously stinky.

Mirian retrieved her pack, then jogged down the road to retrieve Desert Rose, who was staring intently at a little crab on the beach, while the little crab danced back and forth snapping its pincers menacingly. Between over-enhancing her spells and charging the traveler’s obelisks, Mirian’s mana was running low, but she still had enough to encourage Desert Rose to pay attention to the road again.

As they passed the dead traveler—it was absolutely gruesome, the drake had taken several bites out of him and his head was gone—Mirian said a prayer to Xylatarvia. His soul would not find peace, she knew. Time and time again, he would die in this spot, time and time again, his body ripped apart, over and over and over and over until⁠—

She didn’t want to think about it. But she couldn’t run from it, either.

Mirian traveled on.
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The fourth night, Mirian found a village to rest in. With the spellward down, it was better to have actual watchers on alert, and the village was thankful to know where the spellward was down (and why), and that she’d chased off a desert drake. One of the women offered her a bed and refused any of the coins she had, which wasn’t much at this point. Mirian ate at her table with her husband and daughter. While she regaled them with tales of Torrviol Academy (before the time loops), they told her funny stories from the village.

One of the adolescent boys had thought he’d found the mother of all oysters, and was sure he’d bring back a pearl that would make him rich. Instead, he’d stuck his hand into an octopus that had been hiding inside the empty shell, which had panicked and latched onto his arm. He’d emerged on the surface screaming bloody murder about how it was dragging him to the depths for at least a minute before it just let go of his arm and swam off, leaving him thoroughly embarrassed.

It was nice to relax and laugh a little. Mirian thanked her hosts profusely before she set off again in the morning.

She reached Madinahr just after sunset, only to find the gates closed. At first, the gate guard wouldn’t let her in.

“It’s too late,” he said. “Rules are when the spellward is down, the gate stays closed.”

“Then why does the city bother manning the gate at night if you’re just going to tell everyone to go away?” Mirian snapped.

The guard hesitated. “Your accent is very good. But it is quite suspicious for a lone Persaman to be entering the city at night, is it not? Especially with the revolt going on down by Rambalda. Spies are not welcome in Madinahr.”

Mirian gaped at him. “You think I’m a spy? I was born in Arriroba! My father teaches the school there and we traveled to Madinahr once a month for years! I went to Madinahr Preparatory School!” Mirian looked at the guard. It was dark enough she hadn’t recognized him at first, but now she did. “And so did you. You also did dueling, yes?”

The guard’s eyes went wide, and he blushed. “Oh shit. You’re… oh. Sorry. We’re… uh… a little on edge here, what with the sabotage on the train tracks and the army being pushed back. Really sorry about the mix-up.”

As he opened the gate, he continued to apologize, mixing in rambled comments about the “revolt in Persama” some more, and Mirian wanted to tell him that he didn’t have to worry, it’d be suppressed in a few days if it wasn’t over already, but that would lead to too many questions, and she was too tired for that. She promised she wouldn’t report him or anything, which made the man relieved. Here, at least, guards can actually be held accountable. Not that it mattered much.

Mirian sold the rest of her inks and her scribing pen at the night market, then used her coral beadcoins to get a hot meal at one of the taverns by the docks. While raucous sailors drank and told tall tales, Mirian let both the sound and the smells of the kitchen wash over her. The fresh-caught fish prepared in a proper spicy sauce was divine. She’d missed eastern cooking so much.

Madinahr had several inns scattered near the bay, and Mirian picked the familiar Sound and Stable since she’d been there before and, as the name suggested, it had a stable for Desert Rose. That left her with about two silver drachms and a string of beadcoins, but money had stopped mattering to her. If she needed more, she could take out a loan or sell Desert Rose. She’d only sold her artificing supplies because it was convenient, and the banks didn’t open until morning.

The next morning, old memories came flooding back as Mirian started up the road to Arriroba. The spellward on that route was intact, and because there was no train to Arriroba, the road was well maintained. It was a two-day walk to her village, but now that she was so close, Mirian had no urge to hurry. The trail’s familiarity was already putting her at ease. Each curve in the trail, each farm, each mill, even the grooves in the road—it was all familiar. She remembered walking along it so many times with her parents.

She waved to the locals when she saw them. A few she recognized, like one of the older men tending his olive trees, or a woman who ran one of the mills by the river, though she didn’t know their names.

Her final stop before her home was Altrukyst’s Warm Candle, the inn she and her parents always stayed at whenever they needed to travel to or from Madinahr. The innkeeper, a middle-aged woman named Pardia, greeted Mirian with a smile when she walked in. “Mirian! Now that’s a surprise.” Her brow furrowed slightly. “Thought you’d be in school. Everything’s okay?”

“Yeah, yeah. Just taking some time off. I’ll take the usual.”

Pardia smiled and took the silver drachm Mirian slid her. “The usual” was whatever Pardia decided to cook and a room. She and the other guests ate with Pardia at the large dining table, and Mirian was content to listen to how the countryside had fared since she’d been gone. Only once did her smile falter as one of the men mentioned a strange sight one night, like a little fountain of light bursting out of the ground.

Giddiness seized her the next day as she approached her home. She knew it by the way the river bent, knew it by the western bluffs, knew it by even the smell of the soil.

Home.

She got a few stares as she trotted into the village, but she just waved. She used a mana thread to get Desert Rose to go run off to the grazing field where the eximontar could spend the night with the oxen and the camels. When she got to her family’s apartment, the one above the weaver’s shop, something felt wrong. The windows were dark, even though the family always had a glyph lamp on—Zayd didn’t like the dark, and both her parents loved reading in the evening.

When she tried the door, it was locked. Now that was really strange. They rarely locked the door. It was Arriroba—no one locked their door. A thousand thoughts raced through her head. Did something happen? She feared the worst.

Mirian channeled, tapping the tumblers in the lock into place, then walked in, heart pounding. She trod carefully, like the floor was delicate. “Hello?” she asked.

But all the rooms were dark. The sheets were neatly tucked in on the beds, the kitchen tidy, the living room books all neatly shelved—but it was empty.

Her home was empty.

A single thought in her mind eclipsed all others: Where is my family?
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She left her family’s apartment in a daze, heart still hammering. She knew there were things she could do, people she could ask. Hells, she could ask anyone, it was Arriroba, she knew half the town. But in that moment, she couldn’t find any words, just that thought repeating over and over: Where are they? Where are they? She sat on the wooden steps leading up to her apartment and looked at the ground.

It was Grandpa Irabi who approached her. That’s what everyone called him, even though he had no children or grandchildren, but he was a kind old man who liked looking after people, and everyone in Arriroba had an affection for him that made him family. During the summer festivals, he sat at a different family table every night, and that only because there was one of him.

“Mirian,” he said in that quiet, deep voice of his. As always, his white beard was neatly braided into three rows. “No one expected to see you back. Something’s wrong, then.”

Grandpa Irabi always knew. Mirian said, “Where are they?”

“They’re fine. Their letter must not have reached you yet. Or maybe they wanted it to… they probably wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Mom knows I hate surprises,” Mirian said.

“Sometimes she remembers that. They’re on a trip with Zayd. They came into some money. A nice man with more silver than sense came through town and purchased some of your mother’s woodwork for a very fine price. They’d always wanted to take Zayd on a trip like the one they’d taken you on when you were young, and they wanted to see your graduation. So they set out.”

Mirian’s breath caught in her chest. It was good to know they were safe. But she had wanted to see them. She needed to see them. “Where did they go?” she said in a little voice.

“All around. They left a few weeks ago. I know they were to visit Alkazaria—well, no real way to get anywhere without going there first. Then they were going to go west. ‘See what’s to be seen,’ your father said. They, ah, didn’t precisely leave an itinerary.”

Of course they didn’t. And why would they? Why would they expect she would abandon the Academy and try to visit them? She stared back down at the ground.

“You want someone to listen to you, you know Grandpa Irabi always has an ear for you,” he said, and reached out to squeeze her hand.

“I know,” Mirian said.

She didn’t even need to say it. Grandpa Irabi knew. “You need some time. Go ahead. I’ll have dinner ready for you when you come back. And I’ll see that your new steed behaves.”

Mirian managed a smile and a nod, and then she was walking to the bluffs.

She was surprised to discover, as she searched inside herself, a new capacity for emptiness. It felt like her ability to feel sorrow had evaporated, like all the emotions in her had been replaced by a dark and empty shell, like if she examined her soul, she would see the flowing light replaced by shadow and stillness.

Mirian made her way up to the trail, just like she had a thousand times before, and soon enough, she was sitting on the cliffside, looking out over the south as the sun sank into the west. Out that way, the bellies of the clouds all ignited, while the rest of them turned that soft velvet purple. The sky’s blue slowly faded, and the first stars came out. Mirian watched this all and still felt nothing. Thoughts flitted about, but they came and went too fast to notice, gnats buzzing in a cloud.

When she got back to the apartment, Grandpa Irabi had left her a warm meal, just like he said. Logically, she knew it was full of flavor, but she ate it mechanically and then slept.

When she dreamed, the statue of the Ominian was still watching the sunset. She watched it with Them. When the night had finally settled, the statue turned to face her. In the night’s shadow, she could make out nothing, no features, only its colossal silhouette against the backdrop of stars. Somehow, though, she knew. They understand.
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In the morning, Mirian went through the motions of taking care of herself. She headed over to the bathhouse—Arriroba still had the traditional structure, as most apartments still lacked running water—and took a much-needed dip in one of the heated pools. It was a relief to change into a fresh set of clothes once she was clean. Then she fed Desert Rose a trickle of mana, then herself a light breakfast of bread left over from her journey. She didn’t bother flavoring it with anything.

She found herself going through her room. There was her medallion for winning the regional tournament. There was a pile of old drawings in her desk, with Zayd’s scribbles decorating them. There was a wooden statue of Eintocarst that she’d made in the woodshop her mother worked at, complete with its tiny wooden abacus and her sad attempt at carving a chimera. There were letters from her friends both in preparatory school and her school here in Arriroba. She ran her fingers over the paper.

In the back of her desk, she heard something metal clang. She reached back and pulled out an old ring.

At first, she had no recollection of it. It was a black band with silvery-white decorations that reminded her of wings, or maybe a rib cage. She didn’t even remember what it was made out of; the primary metal was so dark it was nearly black, and the white metal didn’t seem like anything she was used to working with. Professor Torres would be gravely disappointed in her for failing to recognize the material, she was sure. Turning it over in her hands, she found a spot where someone had carved the initials G.N. into the black metal. It was her dad’s ring, she remembered, finally, though those weren’t his initials. Had it belonged to one of his grandparents? She couldn’t remember. She had the faintest recollection of a thin silhouette handing it to her, and holding it tight in her little fist. It had seemed bigger back then. Keep it close, he’d told her, and she had, though she couldn’t remember why. Then she’d hidden it, though she couldn’t remember why either. It was important, though. She knew that. She put the ring back and closed the drawer.

For a few hours, she sat in her family’s apartment, not bothering to open the shutters on the window, not bothering to light any of the oil lamps. Eventually, she got up and forced herself to go at least through the motions of relaxing. She went around her village, checking in on people she knew, and kept things vague about why she was back. Most of the people she’d known as a child were gone, off to other towns to make a living, but a few remained. She ate well; it was good to taste the flavors of home. It wasn’t miserable. In many ways it was nice.

But it wasn’t fulfilling.

She found herself talking to Grandpa Irabi again. He went on a walk with her through the outskirts of the village, where they passed by groves of fruit trees and vegetable fields. Arcane pumps were busy pulling water from the nearby river, and some of the spray misted onto them, which was a welcome relief from the heat. It wasn’t exactly hot; it was still winter, but she’d grown used to Torrviol’s climate.

“I needed to see them,” she told him. “It’s been almost three years.”

Irabi didn’t say anything, he just kept listening.

Mirian said, “The world ends on the 4th of Duala, and any time I die, I get sent back. It’s been happening for two years. I needed….”

“I understand,” Irabi said.

That was what Mirian loved about Grandpa Irabi. He didn’t question, or prod, or say “well, that’s really unlikely,” he just accepted her story, and was there to listen. She told him more about the problems she was having, and he nodded along. He wouldn’t have any solutions, she knew.

When she was done, she sighed. “I suppose I’ll keep going,” she said. “It’s what I have to do.”

“It is,” the old man said. “But for now, you will have to stay here and eat good food with good people. You will join me each night, and we will talk and laugh until the stars come out. You will play with the children, and show them your magic, and watch as they gape with wonder. Then, on the 4th of Duala, we will watch the moon fall together, from the bluffs, and drink wine. We will toast to the Gods, for they have chosen wisely.”

Mirian laughed at that, then burst into tears, then wiped them away. “It’s good to be home,” she said. “At least I have my Grandpa Irabi.”
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She did just that. Sometimes, as she was showing off a fancy show of raw magic to a group of children, or when she was laughing over a joke at dinner, she could forget the time loop, forget her despair, and just be present. Sometimes, the feelings of joy stayed muted, and she spent an evening in silence, putting on a fake smile in the hope that it might become real.

It became her habit to watch the sunset from the bluffs. There, she could more easily see the magical eruptions as it grew dark. For an hour after the sun set below the horizon, she would count them as they grew more frequent. Soon, it was more than just the eruptions. She saw an aurora glow in the sky, curtains of light that flickered orange and violet, forming strange patterns across the dome of the sky.

Each night, the Divir moon glimmered above, like an especially large and bright star, just southeast. She watched for changes in it. Had it grown a little brighter? Why didn’t it stray from its spot in the sky, when everything everyone knew about physics said it ought to move like the Luamin moon?

She ended each night by meditating, mentally tracing the outline of her soul. It was still bright, despite what she felt.

True to his word, on the last day, Grandpa Irabi brought a bottle of wine when they met on the bluffs. “There’s a beauty to it,” he said.

By then, half of Arriroba had fled. Some north, some south—anywhere they thought they might be safe. It wasn’t just the violent geysers anymore; leylines broke through the crust of the planet, scouring everything nearby. By the end, every few minutes another would breach the surface, flickering with light so bright even the highest clouds reflected it.

The Divir moon brightened. It had started falling. Auroras swirling like slow-motion storms decorated the sky. Thunder rolled across the land, the sound of the eruptions coming from every corner. The southeast horizon flickered like lightning. Somewhere west, Nicolus had died in a train car. Back in Torrviol, Valen had died fighting in the Kiroscent Dome. Lily had probably died in the fields, going back for her spellbook. Respected Jei had been dead for weeks, her body never to be found. Somewhere else, little Zayd was crying with her mother and father as the world died.

“There is,” she agreed, watching it all with dry eyes. “I guess, no matter how far I run, it will always be there. And back again I go. Philosophers said you can’t recross the same river twice, but I’ll cross it again and again, the same waters rushing past me until I know every drop by heart.”

Irabi nodded. “But you can’t cross the same river twice, even if the water is the same. Because you will change, and when you stand in the river, you are as much a piece of it as the banks that confine it and the stones that part it.”

Mirian took a deep breath. The moon was much brighter now, and the sky had begun to take on an unearthly brightness.

“I’ll stop it, eventually,” she said, as the sky began to blind them.

Grandpa Irabi smiled at her. “I know you will.”

The world became incandescent, and all was fire.
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Mirian returned to her work in Torrviol.

By now, she had a foundation in the celestial runes, and Respected Jei had moved her focus from raw magic exercises to channeling exercises. She was also continuing to bring her up to speed on the latest magical research. The more Jei taught her, the more she began to agree with Xipuatl: current arcane theory had a lot of math that accurately described energy transformations but had no explanation for where missing energy was going. The problem was not conceptual; it was pretty easy to understand that if the soul and celestial magic were both in play, that explained the missing energy. The problem was measuring celestial magic. Xipuatl had no way of doing it, and as far as Mirian could tell, none of the fancy equipment in Torrian Tower could either. It was like they were trying to measure the height of a cliff, but no one had invented rulers yet, never mind trigonometry.

If it had been arcane glyphs, Mirian could have used what she knew to simply build a yardstick herself. However, Xipuatl knew only a handful of celestial runes, and creating them was no simple task. Runes could only be crafted by drawing power from a soul. Xipuatl’s myrvite plant collection was a good start, but several of the runes he knew required dangerous myrvites only found in Tlaxhuaco. Both of them were sure the myrvites around Torrviol could be used to make runes, but he didn’t know those runes.

While it was clear that Mirian had a natural affinity for learning soul magic, Xipuatl was running out of things he could teach her. To expand her repertoire of celestial runes, she would need to learn new runes, learn the special materials needed, and learn what kind of souls she could draw from. All of this knowledge was simultaneously highly illegal and a closely guarded secret by anyone who knew. Priest Krier continued to be kind to Mirian as she studied the words of the Prophets, but politely rebuffed any attempts she made to learn anything about the secret knowledge the Luminate Temple possessed. Her divination spells of the Temple had turned up nothing, which made sense given they couldn’t detect the type of magic she was looking for.

Mirian thought she was reaching a dead-end. Instead, she stumbled upon the solution to a totally different problem.

It was several cycles after her break. Mirian had taken to wandering around town with Xipuatl’s Elder reliquary hidden in her coat so that when she came across one of the common myrvites in town—like moon flickers or prism moths—she could practice feeling and connecting to their souls. Xipuatl hadn’t actually given her permission to do this, but he had given her a key to his apartment, and while he was attending class, he wouldn’t miss it. Unexpectedly, the moon flickers seemed to figure out that she was reaching out to their souls. When she did, the orange spots under their wings fluoresced and they made this rising, rattling call that clearly communicated their displeasure with her.

As interesting as that was, though, it was when she was passing by the burnt-out husk of the spies’ headquarters that she made the breakthrough. She was trying to find bone-rats, which had eluded her despite being a common pest in Torrviol. Instead, as she extended her soul sense, she felt something else, and realized it was coming from the inside of the building.

Mirian looked around. She was being followed by the usual crowd at this point in the cycle—a man from the mayor’s office, another from the Academy, and someone else who she suspected was linked to one of the myrvite organ smuggling operations. They were used to her prodding about in the ruined building looking for clues, so she went straight in.

The walls were blackened, and walking through the rooms kicked up ash and the smell of smoke. She found what she was sensing right where she might expect—beneath the floor just in front of the door to the room where all the important papers were stored. There wasn’t much left, but as soon as she was close, she recognized it. It wasn’t a glyph. It was a celestial rune. She’d never found it because it was embedded on the inside of the stone floor tiles, and she’d been looking for arcane glyphs.

One of the Akanan spies knows celestial magic, she realized. Did that mean a priest was part of the operation? Is that why Krier was stonewalling her? Or did Priest Krier not even know? Another possibility struck her, assuming Xipuatl was right: one of the spies was a necromancer.

She stared at the rune for a long time, memorizing the shape of it. Then she broke her connection with the reliquary and established it with her catalyst. She used one of Jei’s spells to carefully detach the section of the stone from the floor and brought it with her to study in Xipuatl’s apartment.

“Tell me what you know about this,” she told Xipuatl when he returned from class.

“It’s a chunk of rock,” he said.

She handed Xipuatl the Elder reliquary.

His brow furrowed in concentration as he examined it. “Well, shit,” he said finally. “It’s a celestial rune.”

“I know that,” Mirian said. “What’s the rune do?”

“No clue. Haven’t seen it before.”

She made an exasperated noise. “Can the runes and soul magic be used enough like arcane magic to trigger a trap? Perhaps some sort of fire trap that catches a whole apartment on fire?”

Xipuatl looked at her, then looked down and noticed the soot on the chunk of tile. “This is from that building that burned? The one with the spies? Wait. How would they…?” He trailed off, lost in thought. Then he started pacing, back and forth, back and forth, which was how she knew he was really cooking up some special ideas. Mirian let him.

“Celestial magic isn’t quite the same as arcane magic,” Xipuatl said. He was thinking out loud now. “It can’t do energy transformations the same way. And it nullifies arcane energy on contact, which is why souls are spell resistant. Sort of. Sometimes. But the myrvites… Viridian’s royal cordyline created the burning crown as it sensed its own soul damage, so there must be a mechanism. Yes,” he said, finally looking up at Mirian. “It wouldn’t work the same way as arcane glyph phrases, it would have to be set up totally differently, but yes. Then that’s it.”

“The rune-phrase would have to be simple, though. How can it differentiate between souls?”

“A spirit-construct, but there’s no way they’re using those. So necromancy. Not just what the Luminates say is necromancy, either, I mean real necromancy, where you modify a person’s soul. Tlaxhuacans don’t do that, so I can’t help you there, but that’s what it must be detecting.”

A curse spell, but a harmless one. This detects it. Which means I would be able to detect it.

Mirian perked up. “I’m borrowing this. I’ll be right back,” she said, grabbing the reliquary again.

“That’s….” Xipuatl held up his hand, then grimaced dramatically, then said, “I really hate this time loop shit. The reliquary really can’t be… it’s one thing to logically know it’ll be back with me no matter what happens, but it really doesn’t feel right.”

“Promise,” Mirian said, hiding it back under her coat.

Xipuatl took a deep breath. “Okay.”

Mirian didn’t quite run to the Magistrate’s Office, but only just. She burst in and before the desk attendant could even say “hello,” she said “I need to see Mandez. The false captain. Nathanial.”

The desk attendant opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again, then looked towards the door.

“Let her in,” came Magistrate Ada’s voice from the other room.

The attendant nodded toward the door.

Mirian went in.

“He’s not talking to anyone,” Ada said.

“I don’t need him to talk,” Mirian said. “I just need him restrained.” Realizing that sounded weird, she added, “I mean, I’m doing a… divination thing. I just need him to not move or attack me.”

Ada raised an eyebrow. “All the hard work of your professors, and you’re calling it a ‘divination thing’?”

Mirian laughed. “Only the best.”

It took a few minutes to set up. Mandez—or Nathanial, rather—liked to resist anything anyone did. They had to send in two guards to get the manacles on him, and Nathanial fought the whole time. It wasn’t the first time, either; he was covered in bruises and marks. When he was restrained, arms spread wide and the chains latched to the walls, he stopped, forehead bleeding slightly from a cut. One of the guards gave him a nasty kick in the shin with his steel-tipped boot, as a parting gift to his former superior and traitor.

Mirian waited, composed if not actually feeling patient, and then stepped into the room.

“I won’t tell you anything,” the former captain said, and then spat in her face.

“You are a real nasty piece of work,” she said, and made a little force barrier between his face and hers so that his second glob of spit hit it. Then she focused in.

Nathanial’s soul was a wild thing. She’d come to start thinking of souls as having different colors and textures. His was like a sea at storm, though the waters of his soul felt more crimson than gray. The rune that was carved into it stood out like a beacon to her.

There it was, she knew. The Akanans did have a necromancer, and the reason they’d never successfully disabled the trap in the spies’ headquarters was because the soul-magic was completely undetectable by standard arcane magic. Because of that, whoever this necromancer was hadn’t even been particularly subtle. She backed up, keeping her focus on Nathanial’s soul, and found she could sense the rune even ten feet away.

She thanked Ada, then left the special cells and made her way down to the jail where Idras and the other spies were being held. She didn’t even need to have the guards let her in. From the other side of the cell walls, she could stand and sense their souls. One by one, she let her soul-sense brush by them. Sure enough, each one had the exact same rune embedded in them.

Not only had she just found the answer, she’d found a way to identify other spies they hadn’t caught.

[image: ]



The second breakthrough had been a long time coming.

“Archmage Luspire,” said Mirian, curtsying as he greeted her in his office with the usual crowd. Jei sat at her side, with High Wizard Ferrandus and Luspire’s aides across from them. To Ferrandus she said, “And yes, I do know what you’re going to say,” which made Ferrandus recoil visibly. To Luspire, she said, “But not you. Through the cycles, I’ve found certain people who aren’t predictable. Professor Viridian is one. You’re another.”

The archmage tilted his head slightly and his lip twitched with the hint of a suppressed smile. That meant he was interested.

“Something happened with the Divine Monument. My memories of the first cycle are… fragmented. The Akanans attacked Torrviol, as I said, but the battle went differently than it has all the other times. All I remember was that you were there, and the machine… activated.” The part about Viridian was true enough. Luspire, however, was predictable. When she started like this, he liked it and went from trying to shut her down to listening.

“So the Monument can move people through time? I must admit, none of our calculations imply such a thing is possible.”

“You’re right again, which is why I think—well, I don’t think the Monument is doing it. I think it contacts something else.” She let that statement linger. Archmage Luspire didn’t like things being explained to him. But if she gave him just enough information, and he came to the conclusion she wanted….

“Interesting,” Luspire said, and glanced at Ferrandus.

Ferrandus frowned and shrugged, which meant plausible, maybe. Mapping out their nonverbal communication had taken some doing. Mirian didn’t think she would have even thought of paying such close attention to such details without Nicolus’s book and his own coaching.

Mirian deployed the final lie she’d been working on. “I’ve been studying the Prophets. They’re all… so different from me. It doesn’t make sense that I was incorporated into the time loop. I think someone else was intended, because as much as I’ve tried, I think this task is beyond me. I want to set things right, but I don’t know enough.”

There. Now it was up to Luspire to reach the conclusion that he so badly wanted to be true. He hated that some random student had been chosen by the Gods, and yet she was irrefutable proof of that. But what if he had always been intended to be the chosen one, and her only purpose was to right that mistake?

“Well, you probably haven’t had sufficient instruction,” Luspire said, not even trying to sound condescending, but it bled into his voice anyways. More, he knew Jei was right there, and that Mirian was acting as her apprentice. It was a nasty thing to say, but it was also exactly what Mirian was hoping for.

“I’m learning about the Monument as best I can,” she said, false dejection hiding her exaltation.

“And yet, we can do better. Put her on my schedule,” Luspire said, then stood while one of his assistants pulled out a ledger.

“Shall I clear—?” the assistant started, but Luspire just waved his hand. The specifics were beneath him.

High Wizard Ferrandus gave a brief glare at Luspire’s back, then quickly masked it. “I suppose we should bring her up to speed. Professor Jei, this might lead to a reallocation of your duties, you understand?”

“I do,” Jei said, affect flat as usual.

“Mirian, someone will be in contact with you concerning your new schedule.”

“Understood. Thank you, High Wizard,” she said, and gave another curtsy. Best to keep Ferrandus on her side as best she could.

When they departed, Mirian said to Jei, “Sorry. You deserve more respect than that.”

Jei shrugged. “What we deserve is rarely what we get. I still understand. This is for a greater purpose. You will do what you must.”

Mirian nodded. “And yet… I hate it. My parents always told me to respect the truth. And it’s not like I haven’t told white lies before, but… this feels different. I’ve never gone into a conversation trying to outright manipulate a person, with my lies all preplanned. It makes me feel dirty.”

“You will do what you must. Just hold on to the purpose behind it. The place in your heart,” she said, touching her chest. “And celebrate your victories. You must. They help move you.”

That was true enough. She felt bad for blatantly lying to the Archmage, but at the same time—she’d done it. She’d gotten Luspire to work with her. The very gates of the Academy lay completely open to her.
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That High Wizard Ferrandus opened up his personal notes to Mirian was nice. That she suddenly had her own secretary appointed to her was convenient. The real prize, though, was that Archmage Luspire himself started teaching her for an hour each day.

His instruction was held in Torrian Tower, in a practice room one floor above his personal quarters. There, two dedicated spell engines created complex shielding around a target area, while another could call up useful diagrams. It also had several luxurious chairs and a small desk that Luspire casually levitated to wherever he needed it. Luspire liked to sit while he taught.

For all that his condescending attitude was abrasive, Mirian had to admit it was also earned. Medius Luspire had not tripped and stumbled into power. He had encyclopedic knowledge of spells, and had extensively read the research on how to both build auric mana and bolster spell intensity, then put that knowledge into practice.

For their first meeting, he studied Mirian’s current training regimen and then made several adjustments. Jei’s channeling exercises, he disapproved of. “But I’m sure it can’t hurt,” he added. “There is no simple solution to power, in case anyone tries to delude you. You must master every aspect. Focusing on a small subset of spells is a false path that is quick, easy, and ultimately leads to a dead end where that small handful of spells is your end-all be-all.” And with that, he handed her a curriculum that involved studying and casting hundreds of different spells across every subschool she’d heard of, and several that she hadn’t.

“Academy scribes will help copy the spells you need.” Then he leaned back in his chair, staring out the window at Torrviol. “What do you remember?” he asked.

He meant about the fictional first cycle she’d concocted. “Not much. It’s these fragments—but they’re incomplete. If only I could piece them together.”

“Hmm,” Luspire said. “It’s a pity our understanding of the mind is so limited. Of course, short-sighted fools banned the most promising magic that might study it.”

That made Mirian’s heart race. Luspire was obviously talking about necromancy. Did he know any? Or did he know anyone that did? Mirian stayed silent.

“I have some ideas on how it might activate. But they’re risky. And we don’t know what kind of capacity the Monument can handle. But I must have solved it before. But how to recreate the circumstances of the discovery…?” He pensively stroked his chin. The very model of the contemplative gentleman. Then he turned and smiled at Mirian. “I’m glad you seek to set things right.”

She could see him thinking about what he would do with foreknowledge, already making plans. That smile was, frankly, terrifying.

But Mirian smiled back. “It’s my duty. Not just to Torrviol, but to Baracuel.”

“That it is,” he muttered.

The next day, his lessons pushed her to the brink of exhaustion. The day after that, nearly to collapse.

“Yes,” Archmage Luspire said after their fourth lesson together. “You have potential. It will take some time, I suppose. I wonder how much?”

As long as it takes, Mirian thought. And even though her aura felt like it had been blown about in a storm and even her body ached, she still had a sense of elation walking down the steps of Torrian Tower. Things were falling into place.


77
The Room of Secrets



The next cycle, when the Torrviol guard went to raid the spy’s headquarters, Mirian and Jei accompanied them. By now, Mirian knew far too many details about the guards for them to be able to dismiss her, and like with Luspire, she’d had practice navigating the conversations with them. She did the verbal equivalent of strong-arming them into accepting her presence, then helped carefully direct the raid.

“There,” she said after they were past the first trapdoor and the second glyph-trap. She pointed at the nondescript spot on a rug, beneath which was the paving stone with the runes. “Avoid that spot at all costs as we get into the room. There’s a special trap there, completely undetectable by standard divination, and I don’t know how to disable it.” No need to tell them about the runes or the possible necromancy connection. And no way was Mirian duplicating an unknown rune and imprinting it on their souls, even if she had the faintest idea how to do that. Mirian had already checked the souls of these guards for that telltale rune last cycle, so she knew they weren’t spies themselves.

“Then how do we get in?” Roland asked. “Is there another secret door?”

Mirian jerked her head at Jei. “Through this wall,” she said.

Jei looked at Mirian, raised an eyebrow, then shrugged and brought out her orb. She started transforming the bricks in the wall, then telekinetically peeled the section away. Several shelves full of paper came with it, splashing across the floor, but the room lay open.

Her heart raced. No fire. Had they done it?

She’d never been inside the room before. It was disappointingly typical; it looked just like a small office, complete with organized filing systems.

“We need to get as many papers as we can to Magistrate Ada’s office. Which is hopefully all of them. This building is still rigged to burn.”

Mirian tried the drawers in the large wooden desk and found them locked. She didn’t bother picking them; it would take too much time. Instead, she used force spells to crack open the drawers, tearing apart the wood. Bottles of magical ink and scribing tools clattered onto the floor. She rooted through the rest of it, finding more arcane materials, but not what she was looking for. Mirian had scribed several divination spells already, and deployed those now; a refined version of the detect passages spell she’d started using so long ago.

A faint glow settled in on the back of the desk. There seemed no way to access it. Likely, there was some secret switch or sliding compartment. Mirian didn’t bother looking for it. She tore the entire top of the desk off.

Jei said, “Good channeling efficiency and precise force application. You have been practicing.”

Mirian smiled. “I’ve had a good teacher.” Inside the desk, she could now see the small mechanism that protected the hidden compartment. Inside that compartment was a small, ornate chest, about two handspans wide, and half as long. The chest was wooden, with strange bronze bands wrapped around it. The dark wood was carved with swirls and whorls reminiscent of the statues in the Luminate Temple. When she attempted to rip it open with magic, the spell’s energy dissipated like it had just hit an especially strong aura. Interesting, she thought.

“Try to open it,” she told Jei.

Jei’s spell also fizzled. She tried again, pouring enough power into the spell that Mirian felt the flow of mana through the air near her. Again, the same result. “That must be studied,” she said.

Mirian didn’t need any convincing. The guards had called a wagon to transport all the papers to the magistrate. She tucked the chest under her arm and followed the guards as they headed to Ada’s office.
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It didn’t take long for their bounty of papers to yield results. Most of the documents didn’t even need Jei’s algorithm to be deciphered, just a simple translation.

“Gods above,” Magistrate Ada breathed as she started sorting through them. “This is everything. This is… everyone. I’ve never seen such a well-documented scheme.”

Ada’s self-control was usually unflappable, but as they continued going through names and documents, Mirian watched her fingers start to shake. She could see why. Mayor Wolden wasn’t the only official implicated. Several professors and city councilors, a dozen well-regarded merchants, and half the Torrviol guard were implicated. All of them had either been blackmailed, intimidated, or bribed. The spiderweb had wrapped around the entire economic and political power apparatus of Torrviol. Mirian even recognized a Bainrose librarian’s name on a list of bribed officials. There was also an ominous note, unsigned, that read, I’ll take care of the Archmage.

Mirian hardly had to manipulate Ada; with so many people implicated, she needed someone she could trust, and Mirian was the obvious choice. Mirian recruited her Eskanar language tutor to come help decode the documents, which Ada paid the woman extra for. The tutor had no soul-mark, and didn’t seem to be one of the targets.

While Ada’s office worked on the translation and documentation, Mirian studied the strange chest they’d found. They kept it in the Magistrate’s Building, with guards on the lookout for anyone that might come to try and retrieve it. It was clear to her the box was using some form of soul-magic, and while she helped ward the room with arcane glyphs, she knew those glyphs might very well be useless at stopping celestial divination magic—if such a thing existed.

Her attempt to use Xipuatl’s Elder reliquary failed utterly. The runes he had taught her were insufficient for affecting the chest in any way, though it was interesting to try to analyze it. As far as she could tell, there was mana inside the material of the chest, somehow, not in a flow-state.

“Another thing that contradicts the standard theories,” Xipuatl noted. “I wonder how many people know how to do something like… this.”

Mirian contemplated the chest. The bronze bands were not actually made of bronze, but some other metal she couldn’t identify. “It doesn’t look ancient. But maybe it came out of the Labyrinth?”

“Either way, it should have been a discovery presented to the wizards of Baracuel, not hidden away for whatever nefarious purpose.”

With magic unable to open it, Mirian brought the chest down to the crafting center, where Ingrid could help her use more mundane ways to crack it open. She made sure to have an escort while moving the chest around; she still didn’t have any idea what the Impostor did during the cycle. So far, nothing she’d done had brought her out of the shadows, but Mirian suspected that if successfully cracking open the spy’s headquarters didn’t lure her out, nothing would.

First, they tried chiseling open the gap between the lid and the body of the chest so they could fit a bar in and lever it open. However, the chisel only sparked and blunted as they hammered it in, and it would neither fit in the gap nor damage the wood enough to make one.

The band saw broke trying to cut the chest open, sending out a shard of metal that nearly hit Ingrid. With the drill press, Jei and Mirian maintained force shields around the device while Ingrid lowered the machine down. The drill scuffed the hells out of it, but it also made a horrible screeching noise and started melting the drill bit, so they stopped.

Ingrid, now more determined than ever to get it open, next suggested they make the chest cold. Since they couldn’t use magic on the chest directly, Jei and Mirian worked together to use heat displacement spells to get a bath of water below freezing, with a special mixture of salts keeping the water from actually turning solid. Then dunked the chest in there, let the metal turn brittle, then set it on the anvil press.

The anvil press did the trick.

As the pressure increased, the bronze bands groaned, then cracked apart. Mirian jumped back as cobalt flames engulfed the chest.

“What is it?” Jei asked.

It took Mirian a moment to realize no one else could see the flames. She still had Xipuatl’s Elder reliquary with her. “The soul-magic is doing something,” she whispered to her. Gingerly, she put her hand towards those flames, then snatched it back when she felt the burn. Not on her flesh; she’d glimpsed the flames searing the weave of her soul, and felt a sensation like no other. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. “Stay back from it. Some sort of spell. It looks like an enchantment undergoing rapid exomagical decay, though.”

Gradually, the ghostly flames subsided. The wood was no longer dark, but bleached and yellowed like a rotten tooth. “I think it’s safe now. Those bands—they were some sort of binding agent. Like a Girad sequence for stabilizing flux glyphs,” Mirian told Jei. She wondered if celestial runes had their own stable and unstable runes.

The lock was still intact, so Jei used a shape wood spell, and this time, there was no magical resistance to stop it. The wood split apart into thin tendrils, revealing the contents of the chest.

Inside were three small myrvite skulls. Each had been engraved with what Mirian was sure were runes, so that tight bands of writing crisscrossed the heads and jawbones. Next to them was a wand. The strange texture and color of the wood reminded her of Xipuatl’s Elder reliquary.

“Necromancy,” muttered Ingrid, and made a holy sign against evil.

The problem was, Mirian had opened the chest in public, so there was no hiding the contents. Ingrid had immediately summoned Magistrate Ada, and Ada demanded it be locked away.

“I understand you’re a… you have extra knowledge. Maybe future knowledge. An undeclared Prophet, I don’t know, but I can’t make an exception,” Magistrate Ada told her when she protested. “Studying necromancy is illegal. This thing must stay locked up here.”

Mirian argued the point briefly, then accepted the verdict. She knew where it was. She knew how to open it. There was always next cycle. She would figure out how it worked.
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Near the end of the cycle, Mirian was lying in bed with Nicolus, staring up at the ceiling while Nicolus read his uncle’s latest letter. Nurea had just handed it to him then left. It had taken Mirian a bit to get used to Sire Nurea walking in on them, completely unimpressed by whatever state she found them in, but apparently she was used to this sort of thing. Minus the time travel, of course.

“Let’s see… blah blah blah, it’s actually from him, here we go, the interesting part. The investigator he hired—ugh. Dead. Had his tongue cut out too. Wow, these guys are serious. I mean, of course they’re serious, they’ve got wealth that makes the Palamas family look like paupers. But someone is watching their backs, too. How many times have we tried to get information on this business magnate?”

“Three times,” Mirian said absentmindedly. She hadn’t expected a different outcome. She’d memorized a list of names of Akanans who had foreknowledge of the assassination, but had learned nothing real about them except that Nicolus’s uncle was in the circles of a bunch of very wealthy Akanans. He’d actually seen Sylvester Aurum, the richest man in the world, at one of the parties. The people she was trying to get information on were relatively smaller players, though they were all still richer than the Sacristar family. Uncle Alexus had sent them plenty of cryptic comments by these people that were incredibly suspicious, but had gotten nothing else.

Nicolus said something else, but Mirian’s mind continued to wander. “What kind of person will I become?” she asked the ceiling.

“Whoever you want to be,” Nicolus said, only hesitating a moment.

“Can I, though? I don’t want to be a liar and a manipulator, yet here I am, lying to the Archmage himself, trying to move your uncle about like a board game piece.” And getting Valen to do whatever I want, because every cycle start, she’s still smitten with me. And it’s easy now, especially now that I know what she likes. But she didn’t say that thought out loud.

Nicolus was silent for a while, then he said, “Those are the traits that society selects for. Like how we were talking about Sylvester Aurum. He’s smart, sure, but imagine if he refused to manipulate people on principle. No one would know his name. People who are too honest are too willing to charge a fair price, and a fair price never made anyone into a spell engine mogul. He had to be absolutely ruthless when he was acquiring his competition, because there’s certain character traits that get you power, and certain character traits that don’t. At least, that’s the way things are.”

Mirian sneered. “That’s from that damn book.”

“Yeah. But he’s not wrong. Imagine the most honest, kind person in the universe…”

“Grandpa Irabi,” Mirian said instantly.

“Great. And is he ever going to be rich or powerful? Is he ever going to rule the world?”

“No chance at all. But he should. That’s what I’ll do. Reinstate the monarchy and name him King Irabi.”

Nicolus laughed and put his arm around her. “You know, that wouldn’t be so bad. That’s one thing I’ve started wondering about, you know. See, under ordinary circumstances, people are constrained by historical circumstance. We make the best choices we can, but those choices only come once, and we can never go back to them. But you…”

“Yeah,” Mirian said, liking the way his arm felt around her. She had a list of spells to practice and a meeting with Mayor Ethwarn later, but she just wanted to lie there, maybe all day. You could, she told herself. There’s always next cycle. But something in her wouldn’t let her. Too much was at stake. She could glut herself on free time, but it felt wrong to waste it when she didn’t know how much she had left. Still, it was nice to take these moments.

Naturally, that meant Nurea burst in again. “Mirian, Captain Cassius wants to see you. The militia found something as they were working on the perimeter defenses out in the forest. Something Cassius was pretty sure you’ve never mentioned.”

Mirian closed her eyes, just for a moment. Shit, she thought. “Alright. Let’s go.”

They dressed quickly, with Nicolus tagging along because he was curious.

Cassius met her near the dorms, where several students were working under a militia volunteer to dig yet another trench west of the hills. “It’s several miles past the spellward,” Cassius said. “I assume you know nothing of that area.”

“Correct,” Mirian said, wondering what her old combat magic professor thought of her. Throughout the cycles, he had stayed reserved—a committed patriot for Baracuel, and serious in everything. What would it take to get you to open up? What might you tell me? she wondered, and disliked the thought, because it felt like she was thinking about him the same way she’d thought about that secret chest she’d found with the wand and the skulls in it.

They walked quickly, but it still took quite some time to get there, winding through a makeshift trail while the trees loomed over them. Several militia members were standing around what they’d found, and what they’d found was impossible to mistake.

Mirian’s heart raced. “Is that an airship?”

It was about twenty feet long, the wooden hull reinforced with a whitish metal she assumed was titanium, since that’s what she’d heard they reinforced airships with. It had a small cabin, with room for supplies and the pilot’s seat and not much else. This was like the other ones she’d seen in Baracuel, and nothing like the titanic warships that would be coming in a few days. Its long slender wings folded to the side, the fabric that connected each skeletal pole hanging loosely. A branch was firmly wedged in one of the wings, probably from when it descended through the canopy. The whole thing was covered in pine needles.

“Indeed,” Cassius said. “Akanan design. Sadly, it appears to be missing its most interesting components. The levitation enchantments have been stripped, the fuel is used up, and the spell engine is missing its glyphic core. Completely unusable without them. But very interesting. It seems to have been sitting here for some weeks.”

How many weeks? Mirian wondered. Would the airship be here already when the cycle started? Or had something she’d done caused it to appear? She wracked her mind for what she would have done. It was an Akanan airship. She wasn’t interacting with them.

Except you are, she remembered. As the spies were captured, one could have easily sent off a zephyr falcon back home and triggered some sort of response. It could easily be something the Impostor had requested. Or, it might even be someone figuring out that Nicolus’s uncle was being suspicious and deciding to check up on his family members. Or maybe it was always here.

Either way, there was another player in this game of war and death she hadn’t accounted for.


78
Reconnaissance



The next cycle, Mirian rushed to the site of the airship. It was empty. She set alarm wards down in the area, but by the end of that loop, they were never triggered. Militia scouts didn’t encounter it there, or in any other part of the forest near Torrviol they investigated.

“Maybe they land somewhere random each time, based on a whim. Maybe even small changes in how the spies are captured or how we word the letter to your uncle shifts things. Damn! How do I recreate the circumstances when I don’t even know?” Mirian ranted one evening to Nicolus.

Nicolus didn’t say anything, because he quickly learned each cycle that Mirian just liked to vent her frustration sometimes.

“I’ll narrow down the possibilities. We’ll try wording the letter to your uncle exactly the same next cycle, and see what kind of variations that brings. Thanks.”

“Happy to help,” Nicolus said, still lounging in his chair, snacking on an exotic cheese. “How’s that training with Luspire going? Still extremely weird to watch the shy girl with anxiety suddenly casting spells with the big mage-man himself.”

“Miserable. I never worked this hard for classes, I just thought I did. His theory is, by casting a wide enough array of spells, the brain creates new conceptualizations that make casting any spell easier, because the subconscious mind is making connections, even if the conscious mind is overwhelmed by the information.”

Nicolus nodded. “That’s a lot of fancy words.”

Mirian leaned over and punched him lightly in the shoulder. While Nicolus pretended to be grievously injured, she said, “Anyways, it means on any given day, I’m casting one hundred different spells in practice cycles. The Academy scribes keep getting these looks of total dread every time Luspire walks in to tell them what he wants in my spellbook next. Or rather, my second spellbook; he filled the first one.”

“Is it working?”

“I think so. Something is working. Most of my spells are measuring at 60 myr on the tri-point energy meter. That’s non-fire spells, by the way, because fire spells are always measured at a higher relative output so Luspire’s assistant isn’t including them in the average.”

“Oh. That’s pretty good. What’d you start at?”

“I was topping out around 36 myr with my best spell. That was embarrassing.”

Nicolus raised his eyebrows. “Wow. That’s… that’s a hell of an improvement. You’ve been at this for just over two years? That still puts you in apprentice territory, but that’s what your average certified mage hits. Why the focus on power, though? It seems like a knowledge problem.”

Mirian looked out the window, remembering the fleet of fishing boats packed with civilians as they crossed the lake, only to be vaporized. “Because it’s the battle that I think is critical. I can stop the Akanans from destroying the Divine Monument. I just need to get on one of the airships.”

She watched as Nicolus’s face shifted through three different expressions. Then he said, “Ohhh! That’s why you want the Eskanar lessons. The ships must take off from somewhere, right? You can sneak aboard before they do.”

“Sort of. But not quite,” Mirian said.
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The first night of the battle, Mirian slipped out of the command center and walked to the gardens by the Myrvite Studies building, just south of the forward trenches. She’d already said her goodbyes to her friends, and had told Luspire she was buying him more time to get the Monument working.

Likely, the battle would go far worse this time because she wasn’t helping organize the critical actions in the Underground, but it would be worth it in the end.

It was dark in the gardens, except for the occasional flash of light from the fighting. The gardens themselves were still and empty. She shed her cloak and changed clothes, the night air chilling her as she did. The Akanan uniform she put on wasn’t a perfect match, as it was the work of one of the local tailors referencing an out-of-date book on military dress and Mirian’s half-remembered descriptions of the uniforms she’d seen on the airship. It wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny, but it would reduce the amount of mana she’d need to use in her illusion spell, and that was key, because she was about to burn a lot of mana.

In her left hand, she held a mana elixir. In her right, the wand of levitation.

Mirian channeled, and felt that exhilarating vertigo as her feet left the ground. The wind tore at her with freezing claws. Her hands felt like they’d been dipped in ice water, but the elation overcame it as she flew up. A thousand feet up, the view of the battle was heart-stopping. All across the miles of front around Torrviol, she could see spells and shells splashing bursts of light around the battlefield.

She changed the angle of her wand slightly so that her flight path took her northwest, over the Akanan lines. Even in the dark sky, with the clouds hanging low, the Akanan airships stood out because of their sheer size. That, and the flashes of the guns as they came in for another bombardment. A flash of light illuminated the hull of the lead ship. Both began to curve across the sky as Mirian approached, rising fast.

She could feel her aura stripping itself bare, and popped open the stopper of her elixir and gulped it down as fast as she could. It was more difficult than she’d anticipated, and the wind splashed some of it into her face. As it did, her flight path changed as her right hand moved slightly. Mirian was relying on inertia to help her reach the airship, but it also made her flight harder to control. She adjusted as best she could, aiming to land at the rear of the second airship. Hopefully, this was the ship without Marshal Cearsia.

As she approached the deck though, Mirian realized she was coming in way too fast. Desperately, she tried to correct her course, but with her aura nearly depleted, she found it impossible to put out enough force. Panicked, she redirected the angle of the wand, but then she was flying too low. She slammed into the side of the airship⁠—
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—and woke up in her bed, the ceiling dripping.

The next time she tried it, she adjusted her angle, and brought along a feather landing wand, a spell that used overlapping force shields to cushion falls, and adjusted her angle. She still came in way too fast, smashing into the aft deck like an incompetent meteor. The force cushion bounced her off a wall, which let her tumble down from the second deck to the main deck, banging her shin on something metal at some point in the jumbled tumble.

Hissing in pain, she stashed the levitation wand and pulled out her minor disguise wand. She’d worked with Professor Marva to get the details on looking more Akanan right. A subtle shift in skin tone, a slight change in facial structure, and making her hair dirty blonde did the trick. She checked herself in a pocket mirror, then stood and dusted herself off, just as two crew members rounded the corner.

“What’s going on?” the first man said.

“Sorry. Bit embarrassing, I tripped,” she said in Eskanar.

The second man looked up at the walkway. “From there? Do you need medical attention?”

“No, no, I’m fine. I got lucky, I know that could have gone a lot worse.”

She expected them to interrogate her, and she’d have to deploy her story about being new to the airship, and also her family was from west Akana Praediar hence the accent, but they just told her to be more careful and went back to their duties. Either spotting or maintenance, she thought. Her nighttime flight had another advantage: most people were belowdecks. No one wanted to be up top where the freezing winds scoured away all the heat unless they had to. Clearly, they hadn’t seen her come in. Hopefully, no one had.

Mirian’s instinct was to slouch and keep her head down, but Marva had coached her to keep her head high and act like she belonged, so she tried to do that, correcting her posture when she noticed herself slipping. Mirian had no information about the airship, and Nicolus’s uncle hadn’t been able to get them anything, so her plan was to just figure out how it worked.

Mirian strode to the nearest stairwell and headed belowdecks to find out what she could.
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Getting caught, when it didn’t involve the bridge and Marshal Cearsia, usually meant being thrown in the brig. She actually preferred getting tossed overboard, because that was fast, whereas in the brig she languished for a day or two until the Akanans blew up the Monument and the airships fell from the sky. The anticipation of waiting for that was miserable.

Over the course of six more cycles, Mirian continued to map out the Akanan Dreadnought Class airships. Republic’s Justice was the airship she usually landed on, and it had the benefit of not having Marshal Cearsia on it. The Might of Liberty was the flagship, and the crew was more alert and had better wards up. They usually caught her within hours of her landing, whereas the other ship’s less disciplined crew often let her wander about for a whole day.

The process of learning the ship had sped up considerably when Mirian ate lunch with one of the engineers on the Republic’s Justice who kept trying to flirt with her. Mirian managed to talk her way into having him show her a schematic of the ship, complete with neatly labeled decks.

Once she knew where to find things, she spent more time in command and control, and more time mapping out what the colossal spell engines on the ships did. She memorized glyph sequences, though at this point, she could read arcane glyphs better than she could read Eskanar. Here, a conduit sequence. There, a heat regulation ward. She learned the divisions on board and got better at pretending to be a maintenance mage.

How the airship actually stayed up continued to elude her. The engine room had its own security detail overlooking it, and asking about that security protocol or how the ship worked immediately made her look suspicious.

When she got caught, she spent the time in the brig repeating what she’d learned in her mind, connecting it to previous knowledge, and then sequestering it away in that strange mental dreamscape where the Ominian’s empty eyes watched over her.
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The second spy’s name was Ayland. He spoke almost no Friian or Cuelsin, so their conversation was entirely in Eskanar. Getting him to talk once he was captured took some doing. She finally found the way to do it was to start talking about her own life, and then mention her frustration with the corruption of the guard and the double-agent Impostor who was still eluding her.

“It’s not just your own spy agencies,” he finally said one day. “The RID has its own… problems.”

Learning that the Republic Intelligence Division was just called by its acronym had gotten Mirian into hot water on the airship. There were all sorts of little details for sounding like native speaker that she was learning. “Yeah?” she said casually, because casual was the way to go to get him to say anything.

“I found out this project is off the books, you know. Operations are supposed to have chain of command you can follow. Only, there’s missing links. I sent some memos about my concerns with the operation, because it violated protocol. When I was last at RID headquarters in Vadriach, I looked for the memos. They were supposed to be in the records department. Records department had no communications coming out of Torrviol. Then I got a letter from my mom, saying some strange people had visited the house and talked about the patriotic work I was doing. I got the message.”

It set the record for the most consecutive sentences Ayland had ever said to her. “Well… wait. Then who’s running this operation?”

Ayland shrugged. “It was made clear to me this operation was too… delicate. So they won’t tell me. A security risk if I got captured. I told Idras. He brushed me aside. I don’t think he was part of it; I think he doesn’t like to think about it. Makes him question too many things he believes. Specter, though, she knows.”

The Impostor. Still hiding in the shadows after all this time. “Whoever she is, either the Department of Public Security doesn’t know, or just won’t say. But what if… what if they have their own rogue operation?”

Ayland shrugged again. He did a lot of shrugging. “Our governments work very closely. Before I was transferred here, I worked in the same building as Baracueli agents in Persama. I’d be more surprised if they didn’t.”

Maybe that explained why Magistrate Ada kept running into a brick wall when she tried to get the Deeps to come up and deal with the problem. They stonewalled and delayed endlessly. Maybe this had to do with what Nicolus kept talking about when he mentioned “motivated incompetence.” If there were people in the Deeps who were also part of this, they wouldn’t want any of it to see daylight. But why would they want war between the countries?

“Another layer. Always another layer,” she muttered.

Ayland shrugged.
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They were in Xipuatl’s meditation chamber with the door closed. This time, Mirian had covered the ornate chest with a small cloth as she loaded it onto the cart taking away the spies’ things, then snuck it out in an oversized satchel she’d purchased when no one was paying attention.

Xipuatl looked at the wand and three skulls with more than a little apprehension. He’d reluctantly agreed to host her efforts to understand it but was clearly having second thoughts. “You realize these are definitely the tools of a necromancer, right, Mirian?” he finally said. “And not, ‘technically necromancy because the Luminates declared all forms of soul magic as necromancy after the Unification War’ necromancy, but actual necromancy?”

“The Impostor is clearly using soul magic. I have to know how it works,” Mirian said.

“Yeah. And if you fuck up your soul with that thing, does the time loop fix that?”

Mirian’s mouth grew dry. She was pretty sure it didn’t, given that her soul damage from mana elixir overuse had transferred between cycles. I have to figure it out. Too much was at stake for her to shy away from this, no matter how dangerous it might be.

Mirian closed her eyes and laid her hand gently on the strange wand. The first thing she found was that the wand had a different feel to it than Xipuatl’s reliquary. If connecting to his Elder reliquary was like walking through the deep shadows of a forest, connecting to this one was like passing through a dark field in a fog.

She tried using it to connect to one of Xipuatl’s myrvite plants, like she had a hundred times before with the other reliquary, but was broken out of her focus state by how intensely difficult it felt. Not only could she not reach out to the plant’s soul, she could barely even perceive it.

Xipuatl’s soul, however, blazed bright, far brighter than it usually did. When she explained this to him, he said, “I didn’t know the Elder reliquaries could be different. All the ones in Tlaxhuacan are like mine.”

As for the skulls, there seemed little Mirian could figure out. The runes were all unfamiliar, and they seemed to need the soul energy of something other than a plant to work. At least one of them probably helped create the strange imprinted symbols on the souls of the spies, which implied the spell also needed a human soul as a target.

That, she was profoundly uncomfortable with. Mirian had grown up listening to the sermons of the Luminate Temple, and desecration of the soul was one of the great sins.

They ended up buying a pair of chickens from the market to experiment on: one to act as the soul powering the spell, and the other to act as the target. However, this magic was completely outside Xipuatl’s expertise, and with no idea how to link the energy flows of the runes on the skulls, or how to properly channel the soul energy, the chickens ended up entirely unharmed. After several frustrating hours, Mirian gave up. Trying to figure out soul magic from pure experimentation might work eventually, but it would be slow. She had the tools now, but she needed to find a proper teacher, one whose expertise went beyond plants.
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As the 28th of Solem came, once again Mirian found herself looking over a map of the battle with General Hanaran.

Already, the Akanan attack was bogged down. “They’ll try to spearhead here,” Mirian said, pointing at a section in the forest. “At the same time, they’ll put heavy pressure south to try and encircle our forces north.”

Hanaran and her subordinates all had that look to them again, the one that radiated discomfort, skepticism, and fear all at once. Mirian had to remind herself that this was all new to them, and once again they were coming to terms with their existential crises.

Mirian looked at them and, with as much righteous fury as she could muster, said, “This is the one where we win,” not because she believed it, but because she’d found it helped settle their dread and focus on the battle. To one of Hanaran’s officers, she said, “Do you have a levitation corps?”

The officer cleared his throat and looked to Hanaran, who nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “They deployed south to hit Rambalda though.”

Mirian scowled. “To fight Persama? The revolt is suppressed. It should already be won.”

“So you’ve said,” Hanaran said. “And yet, my division was almost called down before we got word of the crisis in Torrviol, and that was before Akanan forces started helping them. The reports I heard were that every garrison is hard-pressed, and the enemy relentless. If we win here, my orders are to immediately send half of my division to reinforce Alkazaria.”

That gave Mirian pause. She clearly remembered reading about the southern revolt being subdued, and several of the Persaman leaders executed. But that had been a public paper, right before information from the south ceased. Had it just been propaganda to assuage fears? Had there been a renewal of the attack she had never heard of? Or was she drawing enough Baracuel forces north that the southern attack became more effective? Either way, this is the critical battle. If there was still a crisis in the south when she won, she’d deal with it later. Assuming there is a later. But stopping the Divine Monument from being destroyed still seemed like the best bet for stopping whatever was happening to the leylines, and then she just had to hope that was connected to the moon.

“Am I wrong?” General Hanaran asked.

Mirian shook her head. “I may have been given inaccurate information about that. It hasn’t been my focus, for obvious reasons. The magical eruptions are connected to what happens here. If we fail, they get a lot worse.”

“Worse? There was a town south of Palendurio that was simply wiped off the map!” one of the officers said.

“Worse,” Mirian acknowledged.

“Are there… more of these Monuments?” another asked.

“I think so. And I think one getting destroyed in Akana is what sets off the initial eruptions.” It was pure speculation, but she said it confidently because projecting confidence made people trust her in other aspects. “Anyways, you can move the 34th arcanist brigade north along this route—they’ve left a gap in their lines—and hit a convoy of supply wagons that are undefended, then pull them back to here, where they can reinforce the 5th artillery.”

She could see it all in her mind’s eye. And soon enough, she’d be flying up to board the Republic’s Justice again.

When there was a lull in the strategic planning, Mirian pulled aside one of the logistics assistants and asked, “How would I go about requisitioning more levitation wands?”
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On the 10th of Solem, on the 48th cycle, Mirian began to assemble her assault team. She sat down with Professor Torres and showed her the schematics she’d been working on. The blueprint of the airship was covered in notes and shorthand for glyph sequences.

Professor Torres sat there, stunned. “This is incredible,” she said.

“You helped me put it together.”

“But you did this from memory.”

“Yeah,” Mirian said. “Tell me about it. If I never map Rodgier conduit networks to Leishire binding sequences again, it will be too soon. Obviously, this isn’t the whole thing—which is insanely more complex—and they’ve still never let me near the engine room, but it has what we need. Communications and steering. These are the key systems you’ll be modifying,” she said, and pointed out several labeled spell engines and conduits. “We’ll have several hours to work, but the longer it takes, the more we risk capture.”

Torres looked at her. “The plan, frankly, sounds insane.”

“That’s fair,” Mirian said. “Jei and I will help install the modifications. You’ll need to pre-prepare the artifice we need.”

“I’m still teaching classes,” Torres said.

“After I talk to the Archmage, classes will be canceled on the 20th. That gives you seven full days to prepare, and feel free to half-ass your lessons. Everyone will understand soon enough. Don’t talk to Luspire though. He’s… volatile. But I need him.”

Torres shook her head. “You were so normal when I taught you two weeks ago.”

Mirian smiled. “A lot has changed for me since then. I have to go. I have more people to talk to.”

“Who else?” Torres said.

“Our resident master illusionist, Professor Marva. They’ll make sure no one questions us while we’re aboard.”

She left Torres to look over the blueprints, and headed to Castner Hall.
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On the 26th of Solem, they found the damned airship that had been eluding Mirian hidden in the forest again, but this time it was five miles north of the spellward. Captain Moliner found it by accident as they were preparing terrain for the skirmishing team that would be hiding in the north forest. A divination spell they were using to double-check the defensive wards they’d be retreating to picked up something strange, and when they investigated, there it was.

It had been several cycles since Mirian had bothered directing the militia that far north. Once the Akana army was fully deployed on the 2nd of Duala, they would circle around to hit the rear of the Akanan convoy. Mirian hadn’t bothered using that particular tactic recently because she’d already established it worked, and the prior teams had never seen the airship.

“Of course, it’s a small airship, so it’s almost entirely chance we found it,” Moliner told her.

Mirian looked over the small craft. There was a wyvern corpse next to it, and it still had a mouthful of conduit crystal it had been tearing out of the ship to eat when it had been discovered.

Captain Moliner could tell something was wrong, probably because Mirian was grinding her jaw and scowling. “Have you… seen this before? Does this change our plan?”

“I’ve seen a variation of it. No change to the plan,” Mirian said. “Any indication of where the pilot went? Anything they left over?”

“If they left anything, the wyverns ate it first. It’s been thoroughly stripped, probably by the pilot, because the glyphcore appears to be missing. Unless these wyverns knew how to use a screwdriver…”

Mirian stopped paying attention because she’d heard it all before. She’d tried to replicate the circumstances with Nicolus, then again with how the spies were captured to see if either one was causing the airship to be sent. In the end, she decided it was, like Viridian’s lectures, an unpredictable variable that she would never pin down with certainty. Since it didn’t seem to affect the information the Akanan army was getting, she’d been ignoring it; she was busy enough with Luspire’s training, investigating soul-magic, and masterminding the defense of Torrviol. Now she was wondering if that was a mistake.

As far as she could ascertain, whatever ridiculous conspiracy was going on in Akana Praediar was impossible for her to stop. There were too many people involved, and she still didn’t understand how they were involved or who had actually recruited the assassin. Alerting Uncle Alexus to the assassination of the Prime Minister did nothing to stop it, and usually just got him killed. It would be far simpler to win the battle here. It would be extremely useful to be able to have such an airship, because then she could just get to Palendurio or even Vadriach in a day or two, but right now it seemed like a waste of time. For all she knew, the airship pilot had been eaten by a bog lion anyways.

“What should we do about it?” Moliner finally asked to break the silence.

“Nothing,” Mirian said.

That night though, she had a new dream. She was kneeling in front of the statue of the Ominian again, the grand sanctum of the Mausoleum looming above her, but unlike all the other times, she wasn’t alone. Some four dozen others knelt, their faces and bodies obscured by the deep folds of robes and cowls.

Who are you? she said, or maybe thought; no sound carried in this room. Whenever she walked through it, she felt her footsteps, but they were always silent. The figures turned to her, but their faces were empty. She turned to the Ominian, and the statue’s head was looking down at her. Its empty eyes bore into her, and she knew its gaze could see through her very bones.

She alone rose to stand before it. I’m almost there, she told it.

It only stared, the silence in the hall deepening.
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“Another successful withdrawal,” one of General Hanaran’s colonels reported. It was the evening of the 3rd of Duala. “The enemy is now hesitant to move forward.”

Mirian turned to the general, who as usual at this point in the battle was looking at Mirian with something between respect and fear. Hanaran said, “We’ve had no reports from the northern strike team. Have they disrupted the Akanan logistics?”

“They have,” Mirian said. “Marshal Cearsia will next prepare a desperate thrust into the center to reach the Underground. Harass the southern and eastern Akanan lines as they withdraw, then let them overextend into the trap.” She turned to look at the militia members. Valen stood beside Captain Moliner. She was scared, Mirian knew, but determined. She was the perfect person to help lead the defense of the Underground; after all, Mirian had nearly the full month to prepare her. “Start deploying to the tunnels. This is the one we win.”

When she said it this time, there was no false conviction. She meant it. Both Valen and Moliner saluted her and left.

Hanaran said, “As long as the Akanans have those airships, there’s no way we can cut them off. Every time we push a front, they’re the only thing preventing us from reaching a breakthrough.”

“You have the levitation wands?” she asked one of the lieutenants.

“Yes, ah… sir?” He was at a loss for titles. The man presented a box to her.

“Good. I’ll take them now. In a few hours, they’ll be taken care of.”

General Hanaran shook her head. “The airships? You’re actually serious. When you first described your plan… but now I think you have a chance. Ominian watch over us.”

“They are. Watch for the signal,” Mirian said, then headed for the Monument. She wound down the now familiar staircases and halls and through the security door.

Archmage Luspire was in front of the Monument, raised hand trembling as he channeled into it. “Damn. Damn! I was sure it would work,” he said.

Mirian strode up behind him. “You need more time. Days, not hours.”

“But I did it before!” he snapped. “You told me I did!”

“In circumstances we can’t recreate. But you know how close you are. If the Akanans reach this room though, they’ll do so with overwhelming force. We can stop them before that. Make them pay for what they’ve done to Torrviol.”

Archmage Luspire turned to look at her, face a mix of wild emotions he was barely containing.

“Marshal Cearsia is in command of the airship.”

It was fury that emerged as the victor in the Archmage’s emotions. “Damn her,” he snarled. “After everything I gave her. You have…?”

Mirian handed him a levitation wand.

“Of course. My best prepared student.”

She smiled at him. “You’ll need to carry three, plus the artifice Torres has prepared. Marva doesn’t have the spell power, and we’ll want Torres to be fresh.”

“To plan B, then,” Luspire said, and they moved up to the garden.

Jei, Torres, Cassius, and Marva met them in the courtyard. “Go ahead, Professor,” Mirian said to Marva. Marva’s major illusion spells were, in a word, perfect. When they were done, there was no sign they weren’t part of the Akanan’s 7th Airborne Engineering Division.

Cassius looked himself over with disgust, while Luspire seemed pleased with the result. Marva cast a separate spell for themself. That’s interesting, Mirian realized. I didn’t even feel them cast it. Were they simply that efficient at illusion?

“The sooner this is done with, the happier I will be,” Respected Jei said.

“Remember, if you start speaking, the game’s up. I’ll do the talking. The crew up there is exhausted, but they’re well trained. Ready?”

The team murmured their affirmation. Luspire looked up at the sky.

“For Baracuel,” Cassius said.

“For Torrviol,” Mirian echoed.

Archmage Luspire encircled Torres, Marva, and the two crates of supplies with a force binding spell, then began to levitate. Mirian and Cassius rose after him, shooting into the sky.

She always found exhilaration in flying, but this time, the anticipation of the coming assault magnified it. As they approached, Archmage Luspire created a thick cloud that obscured the darkening sky further. They descended onto the rear deck of the Might of Liberty, Cearsia’s flagship. They were the more disciplined crew, so the plan would be harder to implement on the ship, but they were also far faster to react if something went wrong on the other ship. This was the better target.

Their landing was as graceful as could be expected. Jei was four meters off the target, and Luspire bounced one of the crates off the railing but quickly recovered with a modified force cushion. Mirian signaled for them to follow. Their first target was a key spell engine that generated several dozen remote speech spells.

As they entered the first room, a man wearing a lieutenant’s uniform said, “What are you doing here?”

Mirian didn’t break her stride. “Enemy fire just hit the seventh conduit of your engine. Damage is mostly superficial but communication with the Republic’s Justice forebridge is down. Our orders are to split the channels of the fourth conduit and reroute until there can be a permanent fix. It’s already noted in the damage log.”

“Belay that,” the lieutenant snapped. “We should have gotten confirmation. I don’t recognize you, who sent you?”

“Captain Markus. Ask him if he’s authorized my team’s repair of the aft communications, but please hurry, because my team has six more patch jobs to do and we’ve already been chewed out twice.”

Mirian assumed an expression of barely contained frustration.

One of the crew looked at the lieutenant, who then curtly nodded at her. “Aft communications hub to Captain Markus, confirming authorization of…?”

“7th Airborne Engineering Division, Falcon Team,” Mirian said.

“—Falcon Team’s patch job to aft communications.”

There was a pause, then the remote voice spell carried the reply. “Confirmed.”

The real Falcon Team had a different communications repair job on their schedule, and was actually off shift right now, sleeping in their bunks, but scheduling had been disrupted enough everyone expected everyone else to be working doubles and there were dozens of minor repairs no one could get to. Despite the perception of the Baracuel crews on the ground, the hits of the light artillery had done significant damage. Though she couldn’t predict what communications would be hit, the glyph-phrases on the aft towers were always hit by shrapnel, so there was always at least one communications repair job needed, and if it was low priority, it went to Falcon Team. With how many sorties the airships were running, no one had time for the minor jobs.

“Sir, I’m not able to reach the Justice’s forebridge,” another communications officer confirmed.

That was because the captain of the Republic’s Justice had relieved the forebridge crew since they had been awake and on duty for twenty-three hours and he assumed the main bridge’s second team wouldn’t need the support.

Meanwhile, Marva was taking mental notes on exactly how the communications crew sounded. They had, Mirian had learned, gotten very good at mimicking voices and appearances. That would come in handy for the penultimate step of the plan.

“Go ahead,” the lieutenant snapped. “But be quick about it.”

“We’re trying, sir,” Mirian muttered, glaring at him. Then she nodded at Torres, who got to work.
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Over the course of the next two hours, they visited four spell engines and three conduits. Mirian and Torres had changed several dozen key glyph phrases. It was when they visited the last spell engine that they finally got caught.

“I’ve ordered no repairs. Wing control is running smoothly,” she said. “Who are you?”

That was too bad, Mirian thought. Usually, the flameburst shells did enough damage to the wings that there was at least one repair job needed.

“Falcon Team, 7th Airborne Engineers, the bridge ordered we⁠—”

“Falcon Team. No you’re not,” the woman said. “Falcon Team is off duty right now.” She blinked, looking at them, then her eyes narrowed. Her hand went to her pistol at her side. “Explain yourselves, now.”

Mirian looked at Cassius. “Kill them,” she said in Friian.

The woman’s eyes went wide. She drew her pistol, while another went for a wand, but it was too late. These were crew, not battlemages or infantry. Cassius speared them in the heart one by one with an empowered force lance, Luspire joining him only after a moment. Within seconds, all six of the Akanans in the room were dead.

“Last job,” Mirian said. “No need to hide it. Set the spellbomb.”

Torres opened the last crate. The nice thing about a spellbomb was it didn’t look like much, unless you knew what the glyph sequences meant. One of the Akanan inspectors they’d encountered earlier had missed the explosive sequence Torres had hidden in her artifice even after looking at it.

As Torres set them up the bomb, Cassius used a collect liquid spell to pool the blood from the bodies in the corner. Marva looked away from the carnage, looking nauseous.

“Respected Jei, please seal the door behind us,” Mirian said as they left.

She did, using fuse metal to subtly seal the door on the inside rim.

The last place they stopped was an empty cabin Torres had set up their own spell engine in. “Go ahead and trigger it,” Mirian said.

Torres muttered, “Gods, I hope this works.”

“I’m pretty sure it will,” Mirian said. She’d never actually gotten this far before.

There was a hum and a whir as the spell engine came to life. The glyphs began to glow, and all of a sudden, Mirian could hear communications from the bridge and the hubs. Dozens of voices, all at once. “Master Luspire, sir, it worked! We need the cloud off the starboard side.”

The Archmage grinned. “On it.” He left the room and looked out over the deck. When he started channeling, Mirian could feel it. Likely, several of the mages on the ship could as well. Another reason to move quickly.

Mirian hit one of the glyph switches on the triggering device Torres had made, and an explosion rocked the ship—key conduits leading from the bridge to the first and second communications hubs. Mirian nodded at Marva as she hit a glyph on their spell engine, tapping into the remote speech spells of the hubs. Marva’s modify voice spell changed Mirian’s voice to mimic the woman they’d heard in the last communications hub, which, thanks to their sabotage, was now isolated from the airship. In their place, they’d linked their own spell engine, if only for a few minutes.

But a few minutes would be all they needed.

“Steering, this is Command,” Mirian said. “We just took a bad hit from artillery. Adjust your heading two degrees west and take us another five hundred feet up. Confirm course change.”

“This is Steering. Command received. Two degrees west, five hundred feet up. Confirmed.”

Mirian hit another switch so that the spell was in contact with another area. “Fire Control, this is Command. We need the artillery that just hit us silenced. Prepare a full salvo. Starboard guns, firing solution at minus twenty degrees. Fire in two minutes. Confirm.”

There was a pause. “Command, this is Fire Control. Republic’s Justice is on our starboard side, but we have no visual. Confirm order?”

“Checking,” she said, because that was the procedure. She waited a few seconds, then said, “Both ships are correcting course to hit the target. Spotters have visual on the Republic’s Justice and it is out of our firing arc. Order confirmed.”

“Firing solution at minus twenty degrees, one minute fifteen seconds. Confirmed.”

Mirian didn’t smile. Instead, there was another emotion swirling in her. Apprehension? No. Satisfaction? Not quite. A feeling of horror, for all the deaths she’d just ordered, but a feeling of righteousness too. For all that they looked and acted human, these Akanans had coldly massacred the people of Torrviol, and it was only her actions that now stopped them. It was time that the horrors they had visited on others came to them.

Mirian turned off their spell engine and joined Luspire by the railing.

The guns roared out, a full broadside. But instead of hitting the town far below, the cloud just below them glowed with orange flames, as the full salvo of explosive shells slammed into the other Akanan airship’s unprotected deck, the plunging fire smashing into the superstructure and right through the center of it. The bright flames blew apart the Archmage’s cloud, revealing the Republic’s Justice below, now awash with multicolored flames as tens of thousands of glyph phrases and spell engines went into catastrophic failure, burning with arcane fire. If Torrian Tower being shattered was a sight of awe and horror, this was ten times that; the colossal ship began to point towards the ground, streaming fiery smoke as secondary explosions cascaded through it.

“Got the bastards,” Luspire said. “Now to the bridge. I can’t wait to see the look on her face.”

Mirian waited a moment longer. Even in the howling winds, she thought she could hear the screams below. Or perhaps it was the shouting of the crew here, as they realized what had just happened.

“Never in all my years,” Respected Jei said.

“I know it shouldn’t, but it feels right,” Mirian said. “They killed Lily. Tore her apart. I’ve watched them butcher so many people, time and time again.”

“Then let us end it,” Jei said. “I hope you are right. I hope this stops the rest of it.” Mirian had told them all about the leyline catastrophe, though she’d left out a few crucial details.

“I hope so too. Let’s go,” she said.

More explosions rocked the Might of Liberty as the last of their spellbombs detonated. The airship listed, the starboard wing now a mess of tangled titanium and steering and the rest of communications was cut.

They headed to the bridge. Marshal Cearsia would be waiting for them.
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The plan was that they all surround the bridge together, but Archmage Luspire had other ideas. He rushed ahead of the group, hovering above the deck with the levitation wand. As soon as he encountered a group of Akanan crewmen, bumbling out of one of the cabins in the superstructure, he seemed to forget that they were all disguised. Immediately Luspire let loose with an incineration ray that he swung around the deck, setting at least one structure on fire.

So much for a stealthy approach, Mirian thought as she got a whiff of burnt flesh and wood smoke. For how smart the Archmage was, he could be surprisingly shortsighted. This was still an airship full of enemy soldiers, and it would only take one lucky pistol shot to kill any of them.

“Why is he going ahead?” Jei asked.

“Don’t know. Change of plans, we follow him. We have to take the bridge, and fast. There are two elite infantry companies on this ship. Communications are down and it’s dark, so it should take some time for them to organize and figure out what’s happening, but if enough of them show up, there isn’t a mage alive that could hold them all off.”

Luspire was now some fifty meters ahead of them, his spellbook hovering over his hand as he sent out clusters of fireballs. Mirian clutched her own spellbook so it wouldn’t bounce on its chain and sprinted forward. As she ran, she flipped to the page that had amplify sound and shouted, “Fire! Fire on the foredeck!” in Eskanar. Hopefully, that sent more Akanans running to the wrong end of the ship. She then closed the book and put on another burst of speed, jumping over a tangle of warped metal that had fallen over the path, just as Luspire reached the bridge.

She looked behind her. Her professors were arcanists, not athletes, and only Cassius regularly exercised by riding his eximontar. Some of the glyph lights on the deck were out, but she could just make them out, gaining, but slowly. The ship was now listing a few degrees to port, enough to make moving across the deck that much harder. She could also make out Akanan crew members emerging from below decks. She had to hope the chaos kept them from organizing a defense.

Luspire smashed down the door to the bridge with a force ram, then bellowed, “Emera Cearsia, you traitorous wench! We had a deal.”

Mirian approached the door, taking a position on one of the walkways so that a nest of pipes gave her cover. From inside, she heard Cearsia shout out, “One that you and your treacherous kind trampled on. Stand down, and I may show you mercy.”

“We both know it’s not in your vocabulary, my dear. However, I will let you surrender the ship. It’s that or death. And when you arrive at the gates of hell, I dare say your soul will weigh you down to the fifth circle, kinslayer.”

Cearsia responded with her burning chains spell, which the Archmage countered. The pages of his spellbook began to blur as he flipped them back and forth telekinetically, and his prismatic shield flared up around him, just as more spells erupted from the bridge. That Luspire retreated out of the door and behind a nearby cabin told Mirian he’d realized his mistake. Peeking out around the corner, Mirian could see that a unit of the elite arcanists were already on the bridge and had taken positions by the windows; likely, they’d rushed there as soon as things started exploding on the ship.

For all that Mirian had grown, she still wasn’t a match for a trained arcanist. They had years more of training, and spellpower she was closing in on, but still couldn’t match.

But she also hadn’t lived through these years of the apocalypse without learning a thing or two.

Mirian let loose a barrage of arc lightning, aiming for the metal frame of the door. The electricity arced into the cabins, not powerful enough to kill, but certainly enough to cause muscle seizures. Any dropped wands or momentary paralysis would help give Luspire an edge. As far as she knew, no one else could cast a prismatic shield that warded against basically all types of energy, so they would always be vulnerable to something.

Next, she sent an arcing flame missile over the bridge so that it would land on the opposite side, which hopefully would draw their attention that way. When she heard gunfire echoing out, but no shots toward her, she thought she’d succeeded. She then ducked back behind the pipes, as Luspire sent a coruscating star spell into the bridge. Briefly, it was no longer night on the ship; the spell’s brightness rivaled the sun. Then the spell went through the door to the bridge.

It had likely just blinded a bunch of Akanans, but it had also just sent a signal to anyone on the deck where the action was. She could see crew members scrambling into action even as she caught sight of the other Torrviol professors finally making their way to her.

Mirian was thinking they’re still disguised as Akanans, so we might be able to position them as reinforcements and still get off a surprise attack, and then the mass dispel spell hit. It had to be Cearsia’s; it erupted outward from the bridge in an arcane pulse, silencing Luspire’s spell, and she watched the illusion around her break apart into strands of light. When she looked back again, it had traveled far enough to hit the professors too. The only illusion that seemed to have held was Marva’s, which didn’t make sense because they’d maintained all the illusion spells. Did they know a spell that was resistant to being stripped, but it only worked on themself?

There wasn’t exactly time to interrogate Marva. Mirian saw a crewman on the lower deck do a double take as he looked up and suddenly saw a bunch of Baracueli crossing the upper catwalk. He drew his pistol, but Mirian let out an incineration ray first, setting his shirt on fire, though he was likely dead before he hit the deck. The years of leading battle groups through the underground asserted themselves, and Mirian started issuing orders. “Jei and Torres, take up the rear, we need shields and suppression spells. Cassius, Luspire needs help on the assault. Marva, see if you can draw people away from the bridge!”

Mirian sensed another pulse of arcane energy as someone on the ship initiated the fire suppression spell engines. Immediately, the flames around them died and the ship darkened. The deck flickered with the light of Luspire’s spells as he continued to attack the bridge, but with spell engines now continually outputting a fire-suppression ward, he was forced to swap to a new style of attack. He set a blade wall spell by the portside wall, which started sending out sparks as it shredded the wood and metal, then blasted the bridge with a continuous barrage of force missiles.

The problem was, the arcanists in the cabin were bunkering down, and Mirian could feel them layering up their defenses with wards and shields. They knew they didn’t need to go on the offensive, and the critical steering controls they needed were on the bridge. Seizing the secondary controls on the forebridge wouldn’t work, because the primary controls could override anything they did. Fire spells were also Luspire’s most powerful, and the suppression ward had further disadvantaged him.

Professor Cassius joined Mirian behind the cluster of pipes. “You’ve done this before?”

“Not precisely. But I’ve—shit. A unit is coming up from the aft. We need to kill them before they get to the bridge.” They had just come out from a rear hatch on the starboard side, some dozen meters past the bridge where Luspire couldn’t see them, and were creeping forward.

Cassius didn’t hesitate. Perhaps he’d been in similar situations when he’d fought in the Baracuel military. He targeted the riflemen first, using a quickened mass force lift to snatch all five of their rifles up at once and flinging them away. The auramancer with them extended his spell resistance outward, so Cassius’s follow-up bolt of lightning did little but spark about them.

Then he paused, not sure how to deal with the auramancer. Maybe whatever campaign he’d been on in Persama, he’d never had to deal with them. Mirian, on the other hand, had fought her fair share. She used force grasp to lift a spike of charred wood that Luspire’s blade wall had produced, then used another to pick up a large chunk of warped metal from the deck. While she lifted the metal over the heads of the Akanan unit, she positioned the wooden missile between herself and the Akanans and sent it into a spin.

When she sent the wood spike forward, she already knew it would get blocked. But while the sorcerers were busy putting up force shields in front of the auramancer, they weren’t looking up. Mirian dropped the heavy scrap onto his head and he crumpled to the deck like a bag of apples. “Auramancer down,” she said, then rushed to put up a grounding force shield as the Akanan sorcerers retaliated with a barrage of lightning spells and force blades.

Now they had a problem. While the fire suppression wards were up, any fire spells were so greatly hampered that only someone like Luspire could cast through them, and even he was opting for a strategy focused on force and lightning attacks. But the sorcerers they were fighting had layered themselves with magnetic, grounding, and force wards so that even without the auramancer there was no chance of just the two of them getting through the defense by conventional means.

“Maintain our defense,” Mirian said. “Get ready to hit them with lightning.” Then she took advantage of the fire suppression ward. It worked by displacing heat. Heat displacement spells were rarely used on the offensive, but the ward gave her an opportunity. She targeted the sorcerer maintaining the grounding spell by rapidly moving heat from the air around him, and the outer layer of his skin—all she could manage given the natural spell resistance. Normally, this might have given him goosebumps and made him shiver a bit, but by funneling the heat in a pattern that matched the ward’s conductive lines, her spell was magnified sixfold. It didn’t kill him, but it did send him into cold shock. As the sorcerer started to hyperventilate and look around in panic, he dropped his wand, and his ward vanished.

That was all they needed. “Now!” Mirian said, and both she and Cassius slammed the sorcerers with lightning spells. Mirian’s arc lightning mostly kept them stunned, while Cassius’s chain lightning left charred flesh.

With that squad taken care of, Mirian checked behind them. Jei and Torres were fighting someone but, given the sound of sporadic gunfire and haphazard spells being flung their way, it seemed they were fighting regular crew, not trained soldiers. Meanwhile, Luspire was keeping everyone in the bridge pinned down, but each time he tried to advance, he was forced back by a barrage of spells. There had to be at least eight casters in there, and one of them was Marshal Cearsia. They also seemed to have access to engine-generated wards. If an Archmage couldn’t get through those defenses, the rest of them didn’t stand a chance.

Unless…

“The portside guns should still be loaded. Cassius, can you lift one?”

He looked at her, face grim, then at the spellfire between the bridge and Luspire. “Maybe,” he said. “It would take everything I have.”

Mirian took a deep breath. “Then I’ll levitate us both.” She wasn’t sure she would have enough mana. She’d used a lot to even make it to the ship, and had already used one mana elixir. But they had to try. “Get ready.”

She wrapped Cassius in a force hold and pulled out her wand of levitation. Clenching her jaw, she channeled. It wasn’t even just that she had to levitate both of them; she also had Cassius’s spell resistance sapping energy from the force hold spell. Her aura began thinning at an alarming rate as she moved them over the side of the ship and in front of a portside artillery gun.

Cassius started getting a magnetic spell ready to rip off the armored panels securing the guns, but Mirian said, “Wait, there’s a hidden release!” The schematic she’d seen had shown how to open up the side panels so the guns could be loaded or offloaded from their firing ports. She closed her eyes, then sent arcane energy pulses into where she knew the sequences were, using raw energy that mimicked the needed glyph output.

The steel armor panel cracked open, then the howling wind caught it and tore it off, the metal plate nearly hitting them as the wind whipped it past them. A shocked gunner stared at them, then dove for a safety handhold so she didn’t follow it.

Cassius tensed as he grabbed the artillery piece. There was a groan, then the sound of metal screeching as he ripped the gun off its mount. “Go. Go!” he shouted.

Mirian’s aura was nearly depleted. She moved them up as quickly as she could, eyes locked on the approaching deck rail. She strained to keep both the levitation spell and force spell going, now struggling to even find mana to channel into them. It was like grasping at the wind.

With one final mental heave, she got Cassius to the deck, but as she released the force hold spell, she lost hold of the levitation spell too. Desperately, she let her wand fall so she could reach out with both hands for the railing—and her fingers brushed it.

But it wasn’t enough to hold on to.

She fell.

Cassius saw her and tried to reach down, but he missed. As Mirian fell, she saw him trying to cast a spell, but he’d used the last of his mana too.

Briefly, Mirian thought how ironic it would be if the events she’d set in motion stopped the apocalypse and therefore her time loop, only for her to die. The airship seemed to move away from her in slow motion. At least falling is a quick way to go, she consoled herself.

Then she was suddenly wrenched upward by an invisible force.

Jei! she realized. She was leaning over the railing, orb in hand, a determined look in her eyes. Her aura must have also been nearly stripped, because even as it lifted her up, she could feel the force hold spell failing. Just as she was in reach of the airship, the spell failed.

Mirian felt the sensation of plummeting again, but this time when she reached out for the railing, she grasped it. She felt a sharp pain in her shoulder as her weight yanked her down and slammed into the side of the ship. The railing was so cold it burned her hands, but she grit her teeth and heaved herself up.

Jei said something in Gulwenen, then breathed a sigh of relief. “That was all I have,” she said.

“I’m out too,” Cassius said. He looked up at the bridge. Beyond, they could see the flashes of light from Luspire’s battle. “Medius must be reaching his limit. But this gun’s pointing the wrong way.”

“And Torres?” Mirian asked.

“With Luspire now. We split up. There’s another squad harassing him. We killed two, he killed three more, then they got into the bridge.”

So up a level and on the other side of a raging firefight. Not where she could help.

Mirian looked at the heavy artillery piece they’d brought up. It stood as tall as she was and was made of steel. “It’s on a swivel. Breaking it from the deck might have damaged it, but we still might be able to move it.” She looked around. One of the nearby corpses was an engineer. Mirian rushed over and grabbed a bottle from his satchel. “Lubricant!” she said, then splashed it around the base of the gun. “Push with me,” she said.

Cassius was in pretty good shape for his age. Jei wasn’t. It was mostly Mirian, and she’d already injured her shoulder, but she pushed with everything she had. There was a groaning sound, then the gun moved, creaking as it did.

The explosions and gunfire echoed across the ship, and the freezing wind seemed to intensify. Then, when it was only a few degrees off, she heard gunfire close by, and sparks erupted in front of her as a bullet pinged! off the barrel.

Shit, someone’s shooting at us!

“Cover!” Mirian shouted and dashed behind the artillery piece as several more shots rang out.

Cassius joined her, crouching down.

Jei didn’t. Mirian’s mouth grew dry. She looked back over to the corpses where she’d just taken the lubricant off the engineer. There was a pistol lying by his side, but no cover between her and the corpse. She closed her eyes and visualized her aura. There was so little left, but there was something left. Not enough for any major spell, but the pistol wasn’t heavy. She lifted up her spellbook from the chain it was on. Several of the pages were torn up, but lift object wasn’t. Hand trembling, she ran her fingers across the glyphs.

Mirian had fired guns so rarely in her life, but she knew pistols were notoriously inaccurate at range, and there was no way she was going to hit someone in cover, in the dark, while freezing winds buffeted them. Instead, she peeked out from the gap between the barrel and the body. She could just make out their attacker, lying prone on the deck. She moved the pistol silently in the air until it was just above him, rotated it, then used the last of her mana to press the trigger.

The gunman jerked once, then was still.

Mirian rushed back around the gun. Jei was clutching her stomach, hand red. Blood was already pooling where she sat. “No,” she said, when Mirian knelt by her side. “You need every second. Look.”

Luspire had stopped casting offensive spells. He was being hit by a barrage, and it seemed to be taking everything he had just to keep his prismatic shield up.

Mirian swallowed a sob, then stood and heaved herself against the gun, every muscle in her body straining. She let out a primal roar as she pushed, not even meaning to. With another creak of steel, the barrel moved, until it was in-line with the bridge.

“Now it’s just math,” Jei said, voice hoarse. She smiled as if she’d just told a joke, then her face went slack, and she keeled over. Her orb rolled out of her hand and onto the deck.

Mirian swallowed again. Part of her wanted to stop fighting, right here and now. To fail, just so there’d for sure be another cycle.

But what if she never got a better chance? What if the time she’d been given ran out?

Mirian cranked the barrel up so it was level with the bridge. Then she depressed the firing glyph.

It was like thunder and lightning. Her ears rang and eyes were blinded, but when her vision cleared, she could see the smoldering ruin in the gun’s path.

She rushed over and grabbed the rifle from the man she’d just killed, then walked towards the smoldering wreckage.

Archmage Luspire landed by her side as she entered, face grim.

There had been at least a dozen people inside the bridge. Most of them had been torn apart; that there was anything recognizable at all was only thanks to the layers of shields they’d had around it. The roof and most of the walls had been blown off entirely so that what was left was a warped titanium framework and jagged wood.

The elite arcanists were dead, as were the crew. Cearsia’s first assistant was intact enough to be recognizable, though his legs were gone entirely. Her second assistant, the one who always acted unpredictably, was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he’d just been vaporized.

Cearsia herself lay by the wall, more pincushion than woman now with how much shrapnel was in her. Her breathing came in gasping gurgles as her lungs filled with blood.

Mirian stood before her, rifle in hand. “What would it take for this war to never happen?” she said.

Even at death’s door, the rage in her burned. She looked up at Mirian, eyes having trouble focusing, then spat blood at her.

Mirian said, “It could all be avoided. No one needs to die.”

Cearsia didn’t say anything to that. It seemed to be taking all her strength just to keep breathing. Soon enough, that would stop.

Luspire looked at Mirian, then looked back down at the marshal. He had never talked to her about Cearsia. Not how he knew her, and certainly not how he felt about her. But in his eyes, she could see the faintest hint of sorrow. “Let’s go,” is all he said.

“Torres?”

“Dead,” he said grimly.

Mirian’s gut wrenched again. “Marva?”

“Don’t know.”

“Jei died. Cassius is—there he is.”

Cassius made his entrance limping. Mirian wasn’t sure when he’d been hit in the leg or what had hit him in the leg, but she could see a fresh piece of cloth tied around his thigh, stained with blood.

Mirian went to the primary steering control panel. By some miracle, it had survived the blast. She hit the glyph for “descent,” then increased speed to full. The ship shuddered, then listed farther to the side. “It’s done,” she said. “Let’s get off this ship. Master Luspire, can you levitate all of us?”

He looked back at Cearsia one last time, then they left.

There was a loud cracking sound, then an explosion on the port side and the ship tilted even further. Mirian looked around for Marva, but they were nowhere to be seen. She grabbed onto a nearby rail so she wouldn’t slide off. She heard screaming as several Akanans did tumble overboard. The tilt continued to increase.

“We have to go,” Luspire said. Then quietly, “Sorry, Ghellia. You deserve better.” He lifted them off the deck, and just in time. The Might of Liberty’s list to port was now over twenty degrees, and as piles of debris slid that way, they only weighed the ship on that side further. It was a race now to see if Mirian’s command to descend would crash the ship into the ground before it crashed itself.

Archmage Luspire took them back east, the ship having gone way off course when their sabotage had taken out the steering. In the distance, they could see the burning wreck of the Republic’s Justice, and beyond it, Torrian Tower, still standing tall.

Mirian watched as the Might of Liberty finally hit the ground, the impact powerful enough to shake the trees beneath them even from a mile away. The ship erupted with brilliant rays and glyphfires so that the bellies of the clouds above them flickered with prismatic light. For a moment, the airship burned like a second sunset, and then the sky settled into night again.

When they landed in the plaza, a cheer went up. Some people started singing Baracuel’s national anthem.

Luspire brightened a bit at their reception, though Mirian thought the joy was a mask. She couldn’t bring herself to put on a smile herself, she was just too exhausted to pretend.

General Hanaran burst from the entrance of Bainrose, her assistants hustling to keep up. “By the Gods, you did it! With the airships out of the equation, we turned the flank of the surface army’s thrust and trapped the rest of the Akanans in the Underground! They’ve been surrendering en masse. I… I don’t believe it. No one’s won a battle where they were this outnumbered since the Unification War!”

“The lieutenant I appointed?”

Hanaran put a hand on Mirian’s shoulder. “Died bravely. Her defense of the catacombs helped us hold the center.”

Poor Valen, she thought. Now, she really didn’t know. Would she see her again in another cycle? Or would she never see that infuriating smirk again, never feel the heat of her touch? At least her family would be safe, wherever they were. She so badly wanted to see Zayd again.

“You… it came to pass as you said. What happens next?”

Mirian looked upward. There was a gap in the clouds, and the Divir moon hung in that spot like an omen. “This was as far as I saw,” she said. “Now I… I don’t know. Strange. After all these years.”
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The celebrations the next day were bittersweet. Despite the ban on alcohol in Torrviol, the stuff was everywhere. Across town, people consoled each other over lost friends and family, and celebrated in joy, as people praised the great victory. She found herself acknowledging so many thanks and salutations, she lost track. After years of having to fight to first be heard, then believed, it all felt surreal.

The Myrvite Studies building, though full of holes from artillery shells, had to be repurposed as a prison so that they had somewhere to put all the surrendering Akanans. Mirian’s plan had worked, and they’d encircled almost the entire army.

That evening, Mayor Ethwarn and General Hanaran held a grand ceremony in the forum, stretching all the way to the theater. Logistics still hadn’t caught up to the army, so most officers were missing their dress uniform, but the general and a few of her close staff had theirs. Many buildings were partially collapsed, but for all that it had been battered, Torrviol stood.

The lion banner of Baracuel whipped in the wind. Some townsfolk wore the patriotic colors of orange and white, while others wore the mourning of black. Plenty were still across the lake, waiting for the boats to finish returning everyone to the city.

First, an aide coached Mirian on where to go, how to stand, and what her signal would be. Mayor Ethwarn gave a long speech to the heroes of Torrviol, praising the militia, then praising the army. When it was done, General Hanaran spoke. She first recognized Luspire, Cassius, and two of her captains that had led key pushes that allowed the encirclement. One by one, they were called up and awarded medals.

Then General Hanaran said, “But without the visions of this citizen, the battle simply would have been impossible. She has left no doubt in my mind that the age of Prophets has come again. What death Torrviol has faced is far too great, and yet, it was her advice that led to this victory. Without her, there would be no Torrviol left. She led the assault on the two airships, and it is her battle plan that I followed. I recognize Mirian Castrella as Hero of Baracuel, the highest honor any citizen can have bestowed.”

The crowd erupted in a raucous cheer, and Mirian found herself blinking back tears as she summited the steps to face the crowd. The applause washed over her like the tide, and she found herself thinking, It’s worth it. In the end, it’s worth it.

Again, she found herself turning to face the Divir moon, and her heart swelled. It was the evening of the 4th of Duala, and it wasn’t falling.

It’s not falling.

She wasn’t naive enough to think it was all over yet. And a part of her hoped it wasn’t, because she still needed to do it right. Save Jei. Save Marva. Save so many others who had fallen needlessly. Bring the Impostor to justice.

But she’d saved her friends and knew she could save them again. And more, she’d discovered a crucial connection. What she did down here mattered.


Epilogue



That night, after a town-wide feast, Mirian found herself back in her dorm room.

“I’m so glad it’s over,” Lily said. “I still can’t believe… like, you’re a Prophet. That’s a thing from the history books. You. And you led a battle and everything. It still doesn’t seem real.”

“I know the feeling,” Mirian said. She looked at Lily, and felt a sense of sorrow. How did she tell her what really happened next? It seemed unbearable, after all the celebrations. “I have to… go see something. I have to know if… I’ll be back, okay? Don’t worry.”

Lily must have seen the facial expression she’d made. “What is it?” she said.

“Don’t worry,” Mirian repeated.

She went to the top of Torrian Tower and looked up. The strange auroras dancing across the sky. People had noticed, of course, but they didn’t know what it signaled. They were stronger tonight, and the last train that had come up had mentioned eruptions near Cairnmouth. How long had she delayed the end? Days? Weeks? She didn’t know.

But as she watched the sky and waited, hope swelled in her again. “It’s not falling,” she whispered to the wind, as the stars twinkled. She closed her eyes and let the winter wind brush aside her tears. At the very least, for one more day, the world would keep turning.

She descended from the tower, the mix of emotions overwhelming her, and as soon as she got back, she gave Lily a hug.

Lily hugged her back. After a while, she asked, “You okay?”

“Not yet,” Mirian said. She wondered how long it would take to come to terms with it all. “I’m… gonna go see Nicolus,” she said. She wasn’t sure what to tell him. They’d both been assuming everything they were doing was temporary. For the first time, she could conceive of a future where it wasn’t, or at the very least, where they might have more than just a single month of shared memories. With Valen dead, though, and Selesia a stranger, she needed someone who could hold her. Lily was her best friend, but she needed more than that right now.

She made her way across town, smiling and acknowledging the people that greeted her, then up to Nicolus’s apartment. Strangely, the door was already open.

“Hello?” she called.

Nicolus came through the door smiling, but the smile looked wrong. Then Mirian saw the pair of feet sticking out from the living room door. Sire Nurea’s boots.

“What’s going on?” she said. Was Nurea dead?

When Nicolus spoke, it was with a voice that wasn’t his. For one, the Friian was horribly accented, and his voice was pitched too high. “Ah, you’ve spoiled the surprise. Still, I have absolutely had enough of your meddling,” he said, and drew a pistol.

Mirian’s eyes went wide, then her ears were ringing again as she stumbled back, clutching her belly. The second shot went into her head.

She woke up in her bed, the ceiling dripping again, and all she could think was: What in the five hells was that?
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