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Chapter 1
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THE GREEN TILES THAT lined the bottom half of the room’s walls smelled of coal tar. So did the plain whiter upper walls, the bed that stood against the far wall, the night-stand and the stool in front of it. Everything smelled of it, even the girl who lay curled up on the bed, bandaged hands tucked between her auburn-covered head and the striped pillow.

A sudden knock at the door caused her pale blue eyes to jerk from an unseen point through the wall tiles and turn to her left as her head started upright. She hurriedly sat up, feeling her mouth dry up as the door swung open and a white-clad nurse stepped through, followed by another woman clad in scarlet robes.

“Aunt Rose?” the girl squeaked as she recognised the second woman’s black hair and grey eyes. The woman smiled gently as she drew the stool slightly away from the night-stand, closer towards the bed, and began to settle herself on it.

“Tierologist, miss Heywood has numerous burns on her hands-” the nurse began primly.

“Tara is my niece,” the zoologist replied frostily. Her face softened again as she turned back to Tara. “Has anyone else visited you yet?”

“Mother brought me here, but hasn’t been since. Father hasn’t come at all.” She hesitated, and then the question that had been percolating in her mind for five days burst to the surface. “They don’t want me, do they? They don’t want a witch who...who can’t control it?”

“Tara, you were suffering from heatstroke, and the thermocity – the heat – had to go somewhere. If you had suffered a fit instead and knocked somebody into a fireplace, you would not have been at fault for that either.”

“What if it happens again? What if I draw more heat and can’t get rid of it?” Tara could feel the tears welling up in her eyes.

“That is always a risk with magic. There is a reason why we use wands or staffs to drain the excess thermocity back into the surroundings.” Rose lifted her right arm, drawing from her sleeve a thick wooden rod that had been topped with a metal three-tipped claw. “It’s also easier to drain it in colder climates...which brings me to my next point.”

Tara felt her stomach churn as she braced herself for the bad news. Rose leaned forward, resting her arms on her knees.

“Part of the reason that Daniel has not been present yet is that he was discussing your situation with the Collegium. You’re far more sensitive to heat than most of us, which unfortunately means that you’re more prone to meltdowns like that. That’s not your fault,” she hurriedly added, “but it does place some limitations on where you’ll be able to take an apprenticeship. I hate to say this, but he was easily persuaded that you aren’t suited to Levarche.”

The knot in Tara’s stomach grew tighter. She was being sent away from Levarche, from her home, the only town she had ever known. All because she had lost control. She flinched and screwed her eyes shut as her aunt’s hand landed on her right shoulder.

“Tara? Tara, look at me!” Rose’s voice broke into her thoughts. “There is some good news, though it may not sound like it right now. I can’t serve as your mistress for this, but I know the man who has tentatively been assigned as your master. Regardless of whether he is or not, I’ll be moving to Colwdvík as well.”

“Why can’t you? And where’s Colwdvík?”

“The Collegium’s charter prohibits family members from acting as a master or mistress. It’s supposed to stop conflicts of interest," Rose sighed. "But there’s nothing stating I can’t live in the same city as a point-of-contact, especially since it’s in the Sydfjords. They’re about twelve, to thirteen hundred kilometres from here.”

“I don’t want to leave,” Tara whispered. She briefly looked down at her arms. “W-who’s my...who am I...?”

“Bernhard von Clief, as far as I know. He’s a warlock who’s planning to retire, and his wife is a local healer.”

“A warlock?” Tara could picture the man now. Flowing beard, glowing eyes, fingers crackling with arcane energy that coursed up a staff into a ball of flame. An exotic, vicious familiar at his side or on his shoulder. Delving into lost, forbidden arts for the slightest edge over his opponents. Teetering on the edge of losing control.

This was going to end badly, she could feel it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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“TINLAND STATION!”

“Fresh fruit pies! Fruit pies, fresh from the oven!”

“Try this cheese and taste-”

“Tinland Station! All passengers-”

“Readallaboutit! Archmage’s Council deadlocked-”

“-looking to travel to the Sydfjords-”

“Sausage rolls, three for a taler! Grab ‘em while they’re hot!”

“-should embark from Platform Three!”

“This way, Tara. Platform Three, please,” Rose called, threading her way past a gaggle of vendors while effortlessly waving for a porter to handle their luggage. Tara followed, starting to feel slightly overwhelmed at the cacophony of noise and choking vapours that permeated the station.

Down a ramp that smelled of a foul, acrid liquid and back up, blinking in the sudden burst of sunlight. Past more nasal vendors, a group of blue-clad soldiers, and a fervent street preacher ranting about the word of Turscar or Brüscar or something like that. Along the heaving platform until finally, she found an empty bench to sit on and rub her eyes while Rose tipped the porter. Grand Southern had been bad enough – how was it that, only two days after she had left Levarche and its population of 5 million, a town of merely 200 thousand could seem so much busier?

“Pardon me, madame,” somebody broke in a moment later. Tara opened her eyes to see a man in a well-tailored grey suit and white turban standing in front of them. Beside and slightly behind him stood a girl of roughly Tara’s age in a tan overcoat that looked slightly too large for her, with a blood-red scarf draped around her head and over her coat. Both had the same round jaw, aquiline noses and brown eyes, but what little of the girl’s hair that poked out from under her headscarf was a cinnamon brown to the man’s black. “Are you by any chance Rose Heywood?”

“Indeed I am. Dr Mehra, I presume?” Rose stood up. Tara hastily copied her.

The man bowed his head slightly. “Indeed, madame. This is my daughter, Seema.”

“Pleasure to meet ya!” the girl added with a cheeky grin that earned her a look of resigned exasperation.

“Seema...” Dr Mehra sighed, “is that any way to greet the woman under whom you are apprenticing?”

“No, father,” the girl replied, suddenly dead serious.

“Good.” He turned back towards Rose and shook his head. “I must apologise for her...unladylike behaviour. We’ve given up trying to persuade her to direct her studies away from these...rune circuits. Even burning a hole in her bedroom wall did not persuade her to pursue something more appropriate!” Beside him, the girl looked like she was biting back a retort.

“Tara, perhaps you and Seema should buy yourselves some tea? The train won’t arrive for another hour,” Rose suggested, digging into her handbag to retrieve her purse.

***
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“SO, ARE YOU MADAME Heywood’s daughter?” Seema began as she settled herself into a booth next to the windows, leaning forward and folding her arms on the table. Tara took the opposite seat, folding her hands into her lap. Before she could answer that, a waitress sidled over to them with an expectant look on her face. “Pitch-black coffee for me,” Seema added.

“Tea, please,” Tara managed to let out. As soon as the waitress had moved away, she looked back at the other girl. “Rose is actually my aunt.”

“Your aunt? What about your parents?”

“My parents don’t want a witch in the family,” Tara mumbled. She couldn’t look away from the white gloves that hid her bandages. “Did...did you lose control of it?”

Seema gave her a weak smile. “I overpowered a circuit that was supposed to create a light. Scorched some of the wallpaper, but you’d think I burned the house down and forced us out into the streets, the way my father goes on about it,” she finished with a roll of her eyes.

“He doesn’t approve of you creating them?”

“Nope. It’s not ladylike. Tierology or herbalism would be fine, but runes?” She paused as the waitress returned bearing a tray with their drinks. Tara handed the waitress a taler, trying not to look away at the woman’s sudden frown. Had she heard them talking?

“What happened to your hands?” Seema asked, stirring a large teaspoon of sugar into her coffee. She had her own frown on her face.

“Poor circulation. My hands get cold easily.” Even as she said it, Tara knew the other girl didn’t believe it, and was relieved when the expected interrogation didn’t happen. “I hear it gets cold in the Sydfjords in the winter.”

The grin returned, with a hint of amusement at the world to it. “One of my cousins spent a tour there with the Army. He was a bit put out to get caught in a blizzard in mid-January. You know, when it’s supposed to be mid-summer!”

“Why did they send him there?”

The other girl shrugged. “I think the Army just rotates battalions down there to screen the shores and back-country. Something about all the weirdness that comes ashore from some place called Breburg or Broberg or something like that. From what he told us, it was mostly sitting along the railway lines and ports and hoping that they wouldn’t have to call a warlock for help with something.” She paused to sip at her coffee, when something occurred to her. “You’re being sent out to Colwdvík for an apprenticeship as well? With who?”

“Rose told me his name is Bernhard von Clief. A warlock, apparently,” Tara replied. Seema’s left eyebrow jerked upwards.  

“No way? Do you know anything about him?”

Tara shook her head, hesitated, and then decided that the other girl should know. “Just that she knows him, and that he’s been planning to retire for a few years. As for why I’m being sent out to the Sydfjords...it’s for my health. My...I’m sensitive to heat. Prone to heatstroke, and then...”

“I think I can guess,” Seema winced. “So, you’re apprenticed to a warlock whose name sounds like he’s a hapless member of the criminal classes. Well, this should be interesting.”

Tara couldn’t help snorting as the image popped into her head of a warlock, eyes glowing as he launched into a grandiose speech, only to be abruptly interrupted by a pie to the face. Fireballs ready to launch as he threw open a door, only to be quenched by a bucket of water toppling onto his head. Arcane rituals negated by a carelessly discarded banana peel.

And then the humour dried up as she suddenly realised that Seema had just mentioned that the Army acted in support of the warlocks. Why would men – and women – of such power need to call on the military for help?
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Chapter 3
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THE TRAIN IN FRONT of them did not look promising. Small windows glowered at the world from behind thick iron grilles, set in a hardened steel shell that had once been royal blue. What had been a gold stripe along the sides was now a faded lemon colour, and the roof of each carriage was festooned with pipes and boondoggles that glowed or shimmered with heat. Even in the dim light of a mid-May evening, they looked dented and scratched.
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