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"University Square! All off at University Square!"

The driver hauled on his horses' reins and the trolley shuddered to a stop near the edge of a busy plaza. The tall brick buildings of Praxium reflected back the whip cracks and shouts as carriages, wagons and other trolleys veered around each other. Mistress Henbane found the noise distracting, as were the unpleasant odors wafting about the plaza. It did feel good to rise from the hard wooden bench, at least. She moved with the other passengers toward the trolley's rear exit.

Before she stepped down, Mistress Henbane took a careful look around. On the hilltop above the square, stern marble walls enclosed a number of dignified edifices. A fringe of trees trailed down the steep slope on the western side of it. That would be Mount Enoch University of the Arcane, and her destination. She noted its direction before descending into the milling throng.

A line of people were waiting to get on the trolley. As Mistress Henbane passed, she caught a whisper of amused disbelief. "Is that a wise woman?"

"I thought those old hags were all gone," his companion chuckled. 

Mistress Henbane caught her breath for a scathing retort. At age nineteen, she was scarcely a crone! Besides, everyone knew that the "old hags" were the most powerful ones of all. After a moment, she let the breath out slowly. The crowd was moving, and she let it carry her along. Near the tail of the line, an elderly gentleman tipped his hat to her. She nodded back with some gratitude.  

Yes, she was a wise woman. She had no time for chiding the ignorant. Mistress Rosemary had narrowly escaped death at the claws of murderous bramblecrows. It was only the most recent peist incursion. Mistress Henbane had come to uncover the source of the attacks, if she could. 

Besides, Mistress Henbane had to admit, it was she who was out of place. When necessity drove her from Warrethy's peaceful countryside to this larger city of Praxium, she somehow hadn't realized how much her practical brown dress would set her apart from the fine suits and colorful garb of the city dwellers. Not to mention how her stout form contrasted with the corsets that pinched these women into narrow silhouettes. No matter how much time she spent walking through the countryside, her size never changed. She simply would not fit into their fashionable pattern. 

Nor was she willing to exchange her elaborate embroidery for the bright patterns printed onto their fabrics. Mistress Henbane raised a self-conscious hand to tuck a few loose brown hairs back under her ruffled white cap. Old-fashioned it might be, but the stitching was matched closely enough to conceal the runes and hex marks worked into them. 

Even so protected, she felt alone and vulnerable in these unfamiliar surroundings. Thinking this, Mistress Henbane stiffened her back and resolved to ignore the gossips. A wise woman who knew the names of the gods was never alone. 

Once she left the square, the brick streets narrowed sharply. The crowding was less, at least. The buildings on either side were also of brick, with shops below and apartments above. Each facade was decorated with plaster figures and scrollwork. However, no protective runes were carved among the decorations. It was ironic that people so obsessed with bricks had forgotten where their safety came from. Another sign of how the city folk wished to ignore their ties to the rest of Chantain.

The street rose for a stretch, then leveled out, rose again and leveled out. By the time she reached the smaller square at the top of it, Mistress Henbane's legs were burning and her breath came short. Sweat was gathering beneath the stays of her bodice. Such minor sensations could not stop her from her urgent task. However, there was a guard at the college gate who might try to do it. 

The small plaza was lined with taverns and shops of various kinds. Farther back were hotels and boarding houses, where the students must live. Citizens moved about briskly in workaday jackets and gowns, but among them were a number of students in their uniform: a shapeless robe of deep blue, with a sort of beret in lighter blue. The students strolled in and out through a metal gate with a large crest worked into it. 

Through the open gate, Mistress Henbane could see the gracious buildings. Most were clad in marble, lined with colonnades or rows of small windows. Peaked roofs rose proudly toward the sun. There was very little decoration there, and not even a hint of greenery. 

Beside the gate was a very bored town guard. He didn't speak to the students passing by, but straightened up as Mistress Henbane approached.

"Good day, miss." He didn't seem malicious, but clearly did not think she ought to be coming in. 

"To you as well," Mistress Henbane replied. She would have moved past, but the guard stepped up to block her. 

"We don't generally get young ladies here." The guard spoke with genial warning.

"That's unfortunate." Mistress Henbane didn't like the implication that her gender dictated where she might or might not go. Her friend, Mr. Mathias, hadn't mentioned such a restriction to her.

"Have you come to consult the magicians?" The guard seemed to be looking for an excuse for her presence. In the interest of saving time, she nodded. 

"Yes indeed." Mistress Henbane had come to investigate them, in fact. She didn't think he would want to hear that answer.

Still standing in her way, he pressed, "Do you have an appointment, young lady?"

Young she might be, but Mistress Henbane had had enough of his interference. She fixed him with a commanding gaze. "I am a wise woman," she told him. "They will see me."

Struck by her intensity, he stuttered something as she strode past. She chose to think of it as an apology. 

Immediately upon entering, she approached a chapel to Primus, the Cunning One, who represented humanity among the gods. A stone lantern had been set up before it, enclosing an eternal flame. Primus was only one of the many gods, but for some reason the government of Praxium had chosen to revere him above the others. 

Mistress Henbane curtseyed to the eternal flame. "O Cunning One, guide my endeavor."

A pair of students nearby paused to gaze at her with a mixture of suspicion and disbelief, bringing to mind the words she had overheard on the trolley. What cause did they have to look down on her? Why, they were hardly any older than herself! Rather than give in her irritation, Mistress Henbane chose to make use of their attention. 

"Do either of you know Mr. Ethan Mathias?" she inquired.

Both young men now appeared embarrassed, as they should be. They shook their heads, but then one asked, "What year is he?"

Mistress Henbane was taken a little aback. She was unfamiliar with the workings of the university. Still, she did recall some details of her friend's situation.

"Third year, I believe he said."

"Well then, he could be anywhere. In one of the workshops, or in the library." The fellow shrugged, smiling insincerely. "Sorry, miss."

"Mistress," she corrected. 

"Isn't Mathias at the top of the board, though?" his fellow asked. "He might be in one of the advanced study lectures."

Mistress Henbane didn't know where that was, any more than the library or workshops. However, she assured them, "I shall find him." 

She turned back to the eternal flame, raising her hands in feigned prayer, while she waited for the students to walk off. Why must magicians always be so rude? Yes, she knew that city folk thought wise women like Mistress Henbane were old fashioned and superstitious.  Perhaps this was why women were not allowed in the school. 

What fools. All of them worked magic. They ought to be allies, not rivals. Once the students had gone, and the gate guard seemed to have lost interest, Mistress Henbane invoked the god whose help she needed. 

"Dindri, Gentle Tracker, I seek Ethan Mathias." She drew his face in her mind, the square chin and narrow nose, blond hair tied with a black ribbon. He'd be in a student's robe, with the blue beret. "Friend of hounds, aid me in my search."

A puff of wind stirred the bottom of her skirt, as if a hunting hound brushed against her. Then a small whirlwind skimmed off across the paved ground. Bits of dried leaf scattered to mark its path. Mistress Henbane set off immediately to follow. 

She passed a number of students talking in groups or passing on business of their own. It was strange to be among only men. Ones who were within a year or two of her own age, at that. Mistress Henbane could not fathom why they should wish to isolate themselves. And yet, they were nothing like the wise women she knew. There was a prideful bearing, a sense that these were gallant sons of the elite. They would never serve in humble apprenticeships, as the wise women did. 

The whirlwind moved at a brisk pace, stirring up bits of grit as it mounted a marble stair. Some of the students did look around, sensing her unfamiliar magic. Curious glances followed her, but here at least no one tried to prevent her from attending to her task. 

The seeking spell led her to a tall, square door. Metal fittings gleamed in the shadow of the colonnade. She pulled on the heavy wooden panel to admit them both. 

Beyond it was a large foyer. Oil lamps burned softly on the walls, while a marble fireplace dominated one side. Several armchairs and low tables were set about it. In one of these, a dozing student stretched his legs out toward the shimmering coals. A large slate in an ornate frame hung above the fireplace. Columns of names were chalked onto it, blurred as if by frequent erasure and reprinting. As the students had mentioned, it was divided into first, second, third, fourth and fifth years, and in each column five names were printed. Mistress Henbane wasn't surprised to see "E. Mathias" was written near the top of the third year. 

She had little opportunity to study this, as the seeking spell breezed through, stirring a stack of papers left on one of the tables. The dozing student  jumped as it passed him. Blinking, he stared as Mistress Henbane strode by.

The whirlwind blew on down the corridor, where the boards were worn down by decades of walking feet. Flecks of dust glinted briefly as it passed beneath one of the lamps. Mistress Henbane gathered her heavy skirt to mount the treads of a longer stair. Her magical guide led a short way down another corridor until it stopped, bumping gently against the bottom of a closed door. 

Mistress Henbane murmured, "Go with gratitude, Dindri, Gentle Tracker." The whirlwind puffed away. Feeling her breath after the stairs, she paused a moment to press a hand to her side. It was a reassurance to feel the stitchery of protective runes upon the stiff bodice. 

The metal doorknob was cold beneath her hand as she pushed the heavy door inward. The furnishings beyond were simple: a well-used wooden table and chairs. One wall was filled by bookshelves. Some of the books were open on the table. The other wall was covered by another large slate, ready surface for an elaborate diagram drawn with several colors of chalk. On the outside wall, a pair of narrow windows admitted extra light for the trio of students clustered around the slate. All three of them turned sharply at the sound of the door opening. 

"Now see here," complained one of the students, a thin man with tousled black hair. "This is a private study!"

But a familiar figure lit up at the sight of her. "Mistress Henbane? How good to see you!" 

When Mistress Henbane first encountered Ethan Mathias, he had been listless, drained of power by a spiritual parasite. His eyes had been dull and pouchy, blond hair barely staying in its ponytail. The difference now was marked. Gray eyes were keen beneath the blue beret, and a pair of small medallions glinted at the collar of his student robe. She noted also a stitched rune there — the same she had taught him, although clumsily executed.

"Mr. Mathias," she greeted him. 

Mr. Mathias moved forward with unfeigned surprise and pleasure. After he hastily wiped the chalk from his hands with a handkerchief, she allowed him to shake her hand. "I was not expecting this visit."

"A visit from a wise-woman, no less." So said the third young man, a pale-cheeked blond with sharp blue eyes. "Who's breaking the rules now?"

He sounded humorous, but there was an undertone Mistress Henbane didn't like.

"Honestly, Mathias," the black-haired man complained. "We have a task at hand."

Mistress Henbane realized that Mr. Mathias had not yet released her hand. Although she was not completely opposed to this, she gently extracted herself. The blond man's grin spread with malicious delight. 

"There is nothing untoward about seeking new sources of knowledge," Mr. Mathias spoke with a hard edge to his tone that Mistress Henbane couldn't have imagined previously. 

"New ones? Or very old," taunted the blond.

"Please, introduce me to your friends," she said. Mr. Mathias darted her an anxious glance before complying. 

"This is Todd Jackson and Edward Pierce." He indicated the dark-haired man and the blond respectively. "We've been assigned a joint project. May I present Mistress Henbane, from Warrethy." 

Mr. Mathias spoke in a clipped tone. And now she understood his displeasure. Mistress Henbane seemed to recall that he suspected either one of these men had somehow afflicted him with the spiritual leech over a year ago.

"Mr. Jackson." Mistress Henbane extended a hand, which the dark man reluctantly clasped and then immediately let go. The other showed no such hesitancy, but gripped her fingers with an overly familiar grin. "Mr. Pierce."

Mistress Henbane used that moment of contact to take in what she could of their essence. It wasn't that she cared about these men, but she did want them to know she had their names. And from the touch of hands, she had the feel of them. If any unpleasantness came her way, she might be able to track it back to them.  

Particularly of Pierce, who kept his grip on her hand far longer than decorum allowed, and all the time smirked at Mr. Mathias. She withdrew her hand forcefully. 

"Forgive my interruption," she said to the two others before turning back to Mr. Mathias. "May we discuss that matter of last summer?"

"It remains mysterious?" He frowned, then a darting eye reminded her that the others were still present. Jackson had turned away, raking his hands through his hair in irritation and then restoring his beret to its place. By contrast, Pierce was openly listening to their words.

"It does," she admitted. "In fact, the situation has progressed." 

"Well don't keep us in suspense," Pierce interjected. "You were so worn down in the spring, Mathias, but now you've taken back the top spot. What happened?"

"None of your business," Mr. Mathias snapped. 

Mistress Henbane regarded the young man coolly. As she had seen, Edward Pierce was plump, with pink cheeks and greedy blue eyes. Yet there was bulk under his baggy student robe, a sense of physical confidence. Unlike the sour-faced Jackson, Pierce's gaze didn't veer from hers. In fact, he smirked at her disapproval. What an odious person. 

"Did I pry into your student project?" Mistress Henbane retorted. "Or is it your habit to intrude into the conversations of others?"

Pierce showed a flash of irritation at this, but then his smile widened. "It is how one learns the most interesting things, at times."
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