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“Isn’t this great?” Pirelle Waith whispered,
a huge grin splitting her face. She could barely hold still. She
couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this excited. “I can’t
wait to see what it looks like.”

“I can,” muttered Alandra “Lannie” Quay,
Pirelle’s friend and roommate here at the Bellis College of
Wizardry. Lannie watched Ms. Kimba continue chalking the magic
circle on the stone floor, then shook her head. “I can’t believe
she actually has permission from the city to summon a demon.”

“The old bat has clout,” said Pirelle. “I’ll
give her that. I heard she once saved the Outer City from a
rampaging wyvern, and ever since then, they’ll let her do
practically anything she wants.”

The two young women stood in the front row of
the group of nervously waiting students in a large, unfurnished
stone room in the basement of the college’s main building. Ms.
Kimba, the college’s founder and headmistress, called this room the
Spell Chamber. The students referred to it simply as the Pit. It
was where the students practiced most of their spells and where the
faculty gave demonstrations of potentially dangerous magics. The
Pit was soundproofed, and a powerful magical dampening field
surrounded the room and prevented runaway magics from escaping its
confines and affecting the college above.

“When drawn correctly,” Ms. Kimba explained
in her dry, tight voice, “a magic circle will contain any creature
that has been magically summoned. It is not necessary that the
circle itself be perfect. We need not use a giant compass to
inscribe it, or a ruler to measure its precise diameter. It is
necessary only that the circle be complete, with no gaps, and that
the sigils be correctly drawn in the appropriate places.”

As she said this, she chalked in the last
squiggly line of one of the mystic sigils that ran around the
circle’s periphery. The diminutive old woman stood up with a small
gasp of exertion and then looked over her work, her wrinkled lips
primly pursed. She nodded in satisfaction and turned to her
students.

“Needless to say,” she added, “should the
circle be broken at any time while the summoned entity is within
it, the circle’s magic will fail, and the entity will be free to
exit the circle and do whatever it likes. Thus, it behooves you to
keep clear of the circle at all times while the entity is within
it, lest the edge of a shoe or the hem of a robe should
accidentally rub against the chalk and obliterate a portion of the
circle. And remember that you must never leave anything within the
circle, for although the entity itself cannot touch the circle
directly, it can use tools to rub away the chalk from a distance
and thereby break the enchantment.”

By now Pirelle and the rest of the students
were stirring restlessly. They already knew all this. Even though
they hadn’t had any direct experience with magic circles until
today, it was pretty much impossible for any aspiring wizard to
make it through three years of study at the college without
learning the basics of such a fundamental spell.

Ms. Kimba turned to an open door in the rear
wall behind her.

“Mr. Blemphly? Have you found the items I
requested?”

“Yes, Ms. Kimba.” Alquod Blemphly hurried
through the doorway, pushing a cart heaped with braziers, incense
burners, jars of herbs, and other goods. Barely taller than his
wizened instructor and weighing probably less than a hundred pounds
even in his wizard robes, Alquod was another student in the class,
but his academic brilliance and his fawning, obedient, almost
craven attitude toward his teacher had ensured that Ms. Kimba had
selected him for the much-coveted position of student assistant.
The position granted the student the privileges of aiding the
teacher in various rituals, of occasionally supervising the other
students, and of having special access to materials and areas of
the school the rest of the students were denied.

Pirelle was a little miffed that she hadn’t
been given the position. She certainly had the grades for it. But
she just wasn’t enough of a suck-up. Plus, there was the matter of
her occasional “antics,” as Ms. Kimba liked to call them, usually
in a highly exasperated and peevish tone of voice. Why, it was
almost as if she thought Pirelle had blown up the shed or turned
the cook into a budgie on purpose.
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