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One
Detritus Lane

	Detritus Lane is a very unusual street occupied by very unusual people. It is roughly ten miles long, with one end opening into a used bookstore in Halifax, and the other into a disused public washroom in Vancouver. It also passes through most of the worst parts of Montreal, Toronto, Detroit, Chicago, Edmonton, and half a dozen other cities. The street is barely wide enough for two people to pass in most parts, paved with a mix of cracked asphalt, uneven cobblestone, and crumbling concrete. It is crammed with crooked and broken buildings that look as though they had dropped out of every era since the Vikings landed. Mud huts, battered brick townhouses, moss-covered limestone churches, rotting wood cottages, and mangled modern monstrosities all fight for space, leaving the road eternally in shadow. The architecture of many of the buildings is so decrepit and precarious that one might think they were held together by magic.

	One would be right.

	Detritus Lane is a magical street, a fairy road where a single step along it can cover a hundred miles across normal land. Moreover, it is a place where the veil between the nonmagical world and the fey realm thins and tears, where things can pass easily from one to the other. Unattended pens, missing cats, lost socks, and undelivered mail slip through these tears and come to rest in the gutters of the lane. Detritus is the place where things that have fallen through the cracks in the world come to rest, and it has been so since before humans set foot in the Americas.

	The occupants of Detritus Lane are as strange as the street itself. Some would dwarf the sturdiest of men; others are so small and delicate that they catch on the breeze. Those that one might mistake for ordinary people can often be seen holding conversations with animals and speaking in strange tongues to nobody at all. Most, though, are not delusional.

	The animals are listening. They are familiars, spirit creatures given form and life. The solitary proclamations are magical spells, used to do everything from polish shoes to move mountains. The people of the lane are witches and wizards, elves and fairies, warlocks, sorcerers, ogres, and trolls—magical folk.

	Nobody lives in Detritus Lane, not really. Many people reside there, but few would call it living. Like everything else in the lane, its denizens are those who fell through the cracks of magical society and found themselves with nowhere else to be. They are the poor, the lost, the criminal, and the exiled.

	If anyone were to truly call the lane home, it would be Kuro. He was one of the unfortunate few children residing in the perpetual gloom of Detritus. During his short life there, he and the lane had become close partners. He knew every crack and crevice along its length. He knew which shadows he could hide in and which shadows would try to hide in him. He knew which sewer grate led to an alley in Vancouver, and which closet opened into a train station in Boston. Detritus was his home, his shelter, and his only friend.

	While the labyrinthine alleyways and buildings hid Kuro, they provided little to sustain him. To eat, he had to scavenge, beg, and, as was becoming more and more common, steal. That could not be done within the lane. People there jealously guarded what few items of value they had. There was nothing to be gained begging from beggars, stealing from thieves, or scrounging from piles of refuse already claimed by larger and more dangerous scavengers. To survive in Detritus Lane, Kuro often had to leave it.

	Begging was best done in Bytown, the largest city behind the veil. It sat at the borders of the three great kingdoms of Alfheim, Acadia, and Tirnanog. Not by coincidence, Bytown was also the meeting point of several fairy roads, including Detritus Lane. It was a city of trade, where magical folk bought and sold all manner of wares, from simple foodstuffs to enchanted carriages, from kitchen tools to great works of art.

	Kuro spent many long days begging in the market. It was dull and usually cold work. His company was a ragged collection of strays, men and women with just enough connection to magic to pass through the veil between worlds, but not enough to cast any real spells. Some strays earned a living doing labour that wizards were too lazy to do themselves. Others simply found their way back into the mundane world and continued with their magic-free lives. Like most things in Detritus Lane, though, the strays who ended up there were the discarded and forgotten. They had no homes or purpose in the Blandlands, and the one thing Detritus had to spare was rent-free places to sleep.

	Kuro would sit near the entrance to Detritus Lane along with the other beggars, holding a battered tin cup and doing his best to strike a balance between looking pathetic and hopeful. If he looked too healthy and clean, he would fail to earn the sympathy of the passersby. If he were too filthy and desperate, he would frighten away potential donors.

	Being a child gave Kuro a slight advantage over his fellow wretches. He was unusually small for his age. His large ears and nose, along with his mottled brown skin and tangled mass of dark hair, gave him the look of a stray dog. Along with his mismatched and ill-fitting clothing, his appearance gained him more compassion, and therefore coins, than many of the older people who begged near him.

	That advantage had been starting to fail him recently. While still pathetically small and scrawny, he was growing older. Where he had once been an adorably pitiable child, he was starting to become a strange-faced and awkward teen. Fewer coins in his cup meant he had to spend more time stealing.

	Kuro did most of his stealing out in the Blandlands, the nonmagical world outside the veil. Blandland money wasn’t much good for anything, but its food and wine were as good as any wizard’s, and Blandlanders were much easier targets. They were broadly unobservant and were especially poor at noticing magical things. Or, rather, they were very good at ignoring things that did not make sense to them. So when a ragged boy stole their lunch and disappeared into a mailbox, they often decided that they had imagined the whole thing and went on with their day without a fuss. The few who did try to chase him would typically find that they could not follow.

	Sometimes, though, Kuro needed real money. More money than his tin cup would earn him. Those times he needed to steal from magical folk, and that was dangerous. The purses and pockets of Bytown held plenty of coin, but they also held enchantments to keep would-be thieves away. Peacekeepers and Hounds, members of the Royal Guard, roamed the market protecting the wealthy witches and wizards from scoundrels like Kuro. Beyond that were the familiars; of the pigeons, cats, and crows that fought for scraps of dropped food in the market, Kuro couldn’t tell which were simply animals and which were the conjured companions of spellcasters watching over their masters.

	That was what he had been sent to fetch tonight: money. His master needed ingredients and apparatus for his experiments and potions. Those could be neither found nor stolen. Kuro’s master had demanded it, and Kuro dared not disobey.

	Kuro wasn’t a familiar, of course. Familiars were always animals, so far as Kuro knew. Also, familiars were not flesh and blood; they were parts of their creators’ spirit, syphoned off and given form. 

	Neither was Kuro a stray or a wizard. He was a servant, made entirely for that purpose and bound to it. According to his master, Kuro was largely a failure in that regard. He was meant to be magically powerful, clever, attractive, and dangerous. He was none of those. The only trait Kuro possessed that was not offensive to his master was his unwavering obedience.

	That obedience brought him to the Bytown Market to pick pockets. He was to return with no fewer than six silver coins.

	Kuro watched the bustle of the early evening market from the litter-strewn alleyway that connected Detritus Lane to the market. Late winter snow fell gently on the slanted wooden roofs of the outdoor stalls. Vendors shouted out their wares and deals.

	“Five nickels for a fresh trout!” cried a pale fishmonger hawking the day’s catch from the great lakes in Tirnanog. Kuro’s stomach grumbled, imagining the feast such a huge fish would provide.

	“Three silver crown for a warm winter overcloak!” shouted a woman. She held up a thick fur cape big enough for Kuro to get lost in. He dreamed of wrapping himself in those furs to sleep.

	Dark-haired wizards of the Spring Court of Acadia, in fine silks and powdered wigs, wandered in and out of the permanent stores that encircled the market square. Prim and proper members of the Summer lands of Tirnanog, in their heavy wools and starched linens, bartered with vendors. Tall, broad men and women with golden hair and skin, elves from the winter kingdom of Alfheim, laughed at how the other kingdoms hunched against the cold. They mixed and mingled, talked and haggled.

	Kuro knew the sounds and movements of the market like a familiar dance. He could almost sing along to the flow and rhythm of it. He slipped into the crowd and allowed himself to be caught in the current, moving like a leaf on the wind through the crowd, too small and insignificant to be worthy of notice. So long as he kept the rhythm, he was all but invisible.

	He observed, and he waited. Picking a pocket was a game of patience and planning. Dipping a hand into a pouch was relatively easy, if eyes and attention were focused elsewhere. He just had to wait for an opportunity to present itself: an argument or an accident that would make his passing go unnoticed. If he could not find one, he would need to manufacture it.

	He passed an especially vulnerable woman. She was wealthy and distracted, trying to wrangle too many bags and an uncooperative toddler. She carried a purse in the crook of her arm, its golden clasp not properly fixed closed. She was a fine target, but hers were not the only eyes Kuro needed to have focused elsewhere.

	Approaching from behind was a man struggling with an unsteady stack of boxes in his arms. It didn’t take much to engineer an accident, just a little hiccup in the natural rhythm of the market. Kuro tripped intentionally, throwing the gait and path of the man behind him off, and the dominoes began to fall. That man bumped into another, who turned to apologize. The whole flow of human traffic moved to adjust, and the ripple became a wave of turbulent humanity that sent the already unsteady man with the boxes careening into a vendor of novelty wands.

	The boxes tumbled down, sending their contents of fairy light lanterns tumbling over the table of wands. Sparks flew, flowers bloomed, minor explosions sounded, and a couple of wands shot off like rockets as the magics in the items mixed unpredictably.

	While all eyes were on the gently exploding stall, Kuro moved past the distracted woman, casually dipping his hand into her purse. Purses like this were usually protected against magical tampering so that they could not be opened, moved, or easily cut with spells. Few, though, considered the threat of a small boy just reaching inside with no magic at all. The laziness and arrogance of wizards allowed Kuro to keep stealing from them. They could not imagine doing anything without magic, and so they could not imagine anyone else doing it either.

	This evening, that arrogance provided Kuro with a solid fistful of silver coin. Not a bad haul for one dip, and probably enough to satisfy his master.

	He wandered back to Detritus Lane casually. He wasn’t so confident in his theft that he was unafraid of notice or capture, but moving too quickly, especially in the direction of Detritus Lane, would arouse suspicion.

	Once past the threshold of the lane, Kuro’s bearing changed. He dashed down the street away from his home and ducked into a shadowy crevice between the abandoned remains of a rotting wooden schoolhouse and a crumbling doughnut store. He waited, hidden but not entirely safe. This was the worst part of any theft. He could not simply return home; he had to wait. He had to be absolutely certain that he had not been followed. If someone came looking for him, Kuro could not risk leading them back to his home. He would have to sacrifice himself before ever risking exposing the master.

	Snow drifted down slowly, melting into grey puddles of slush that soaked through Kuro’s mismatched sneakers, chilling him to the bone. His teeth were rattling by the time he had waited long enough to be confident that he had not been noticed.

	He emerged from his hiding spot, checked one more time that there was no sign of anyone following him, and began to run.

	Running was the one thing that Kuro could do very well, and it was the one joy that he was allowed. It probably wouldn’t be allowed if his master knew that Kuro took joy in it. But the master had never asked Kuro’s feelings on the matter. The master never asked Kuro’s feelings on any matter, actually. He cared only whether Kuro was useful, and Kuro’s running was indeed useful.

	It was Kuro’s only magical talent, much to his master’s chagrin. Kuro’s master had tried for years to pull the tiniest indication of magical talent from Kuro, from training to beatings, and from drownings to tossing him out the window. All the wizard had ever succeeded in doing was injuring the boy. As it turned out, what Kuro had really needed to draw out his limited talent was fear with some hope of escape, which he found unexpectedly while stealing a tuna sandwich in the Blandlands.

	Kuro had been allowed to make excursions to the Blandlands for only the past couple of years. The master’s familiar could not follow him there, so it wasn’t until the master was desperate enough for food and drink that he’d sent Kuro through the veil.

	Kuro quickly learned that Blandlanders were relatively easy to steal from. It didn’t matter as much if he was seen stealing, because he needed only to make it back through the veil to Detritus, and his targets would be unable to follow. Also, Kuro was quick, nimble, and very small, so few could follow the paths he took to escape, even if he didn’t pass back into the magical world.

	One time, someone had managed to keep up with him, though. Kuro had snatched a lunch bag, and its owner had turned out to be both persistent and athletic. He had cut off Kuro’s escape through a sewer grate and forced him out into the streets of Windsor. Kuro dove under benches, scrambled over fences, and scurried through gaps too small for a grown man to fit, but the man kept pace and always seemed to be one step ahead. He knew those streets as Kuro knew Detritus. Every time Kuro thought he had escaped, the man reappeared ahead of him from around the next corner.

	In the heat of the chase, Kuro could feel it. There was a lightness in his feet that lifted him a little higher when he jumped, a wind at his back pushing him forward and kicking dust and sand into his pursuer’s face.

	It was absurd, Kuro thought, that he would have his first awakening of magic out in the Blandlands. The magic flowed so thick in Detritus that the slime mold oozing along the rafters could conjure sparks to defend itself, and yet he’d never felt so much as a tingle. In the Blandlands, though, where magic was so thin a pixie would suffocate, he’d finally found enough fear to manifest some measure of wizardry. It wasn’t just fear. Kuro was closely acquainted with fear and had more than enough to spare. This was fear with a direction, with a purpose.

	He held tight to that purpose and left the man in the dust. He practically flew to the sewer back to Detritus. Once through the veil, he refused to let go of the feeling. As he pressed through the rushing torrent of magic in the lane, it gave the wind shape: gathering in his feet, pressing at his back, lifting him to bound over rooftops, leap from buildings, and dash up and down the street like a leaf in a hurricane.

	Kuro no longer needed to be chased to find that magic. Time and practice had made it much easier, and now it took only a strong desire to not be where he currently was. Wanting to be somewhere other than ankle deep in a slush-filled alley was more than enough to make the wind gather around him.

	He bounded up the teetering remains of an iron fire escape and began leaping from roof to roof, the wind lifting him high and urging him forward. The chill that had seeped into his bones was driven away by the thrill and exertion of the run, and the wind whipping around him dried his sodden shoes.

	As he neared the building that he lived in, Kuro slowed and returned to slinking through the shadows. Residents of the lane were well practised at ignoring the comings and goings of their neighbours, but calling attention to himself was ill advised. So far as he knew, nobody was aware of where Kuro lived, or that his master was even a resident of Detritus. It was best if it remained that way.

	Kuro slipped into the cover provided by an old phone booth across the street from his building and waited to make sure nobody was around. He watched the doors and alleys beside his building for a few minutes.

	From the outside, it was a four-story red brick building. It had, at one time, been a hardware store with small apartments above. Now, the store was dark and empty, its windows shattered and everything of value long pillaged. Its foundations were failing, and it listed to the left, leaning on a neighbouring wooden farmhouse for support.

	Using the darkness of the unlit street to cloak his passing, Kuro slid between the two buildings. He pushed open a rusty steel side door and crept inside.

	As with most of the buildings in Detritus Lane, Kuro’s contained far more space than it should. The four-story box was a seventeen-floor mess within. There were staircases to nowhere, hallways that looped back on themselves without turning, and doors whose size and location gave no indication of what might lie behind them. Some opened into full apartments, others into closets, broken bathrooms, or blank walls. Some would eject you back out into the street.

	Kuro made his way to the back staircase, avoiding the creaky floorboards and areas that had rotted away. He clambered up the stairs using only every third step. That was the only way to reach his floor, and it was difficult for his short legs. Thirteen floors up, he left the stairwell and climbed along the slanted hallway, trailing his hand along the wall. The door wasn’t visible if you were looking for it. He had to find it by feel.

	His hand found the sharp edges of a cracked cut-glass knob. He gave it a gentle twist and went inside.

	 


Two
The Master

	Kuro slid into the small apartment without a sound. It was a crooked mess of a home: unfinished brick walls at odd angles, no windows, and creaky rafters that were more termite than wood. Kuro’s master had claimed the single bedroom, leaving Kuro to build a nest in the corner of the main room from lost socks and a discarded cloak.

	A small wooden table and a large velvet armchair were the only substantial furniture in the room. The table was cluttered with a mix of the apparatus needed for magical experiments and empty liquor bottles. The chair was occupied by Kuro’s keeper and master, Phineas Hearn.

	Hearn was a haggard man. His greying hair hung in greasy waves over his sunken eyes. His unkempt beard failed to hide his sagging, hollow cheeks. His frayed clothes hung loosely on his skeletal frame, and he stank of the stale remains of the last bottle of wine Kuro had been able to steal for him.

	Hearn had once been a powerful and wealthy wizard. This fact was repeated almost nightly, in drunken tales of his lost glory. “I was a great man,” he would snarl. “A scholar, a professor, a man of the courts. But it was stolen from me! They destroyed my work, stole my wealth, and chased me from my home. Now the only one with the sense to treat me with the respect I am due is you, a pathetic, filthy failure.” Phineas would usually punctuate those last few words by throwing something at Kuro.

	Kuro couldn’t recall exactly how they had come to live in Detritus Lane. It seemed that they, like so many things in the alley, had drifted in with the fog one night and never left. If Kuro thought very hard, he could find memories of better times, before Detritus. He had lived in a real house, once, with a yard, a kitchen, and a room of his own. There had been a woman there, too, a tutor and nanny who told him stories and taught him letters and numbers. He could still remember her face, kind and sad, though not her name. He didn’t know that he’d ever known to call her anything but “Tutor.” She was not there by choice, of course. Phineas had kidnapped her and forced her to care for Kuro. Even so, she had been kind and gentle to him.

	For the first six years of his life, she had been Kuro’s caretaker, and then one day she vanished. She somehow broke the hold that Phineas had on her and escaped into the woods. Kuro wasn’t given much time to mourn her absence, though, for the night following her escape, the Hounds were upon them.

	Hounds were members of the Royal Guard—powerful mages, expert hunters, and utterly merciless. They earned their nickname in part for all having dogs as familiars, and in part for how relentlessly they would pursue their prey. It was from them that Phineas was hiding.

	In a night of howls, fire, and terror, the peaceful life that Kuro had known was torn away. The Hounds seemed to have come from every direction at once, erupting from the shadows, hands, teeth, and claws reaching out to tear him apart. He could remember the fury in his master’s curses as Phineas had drowned the house in fire and fled into the night, dragging Kuro along behind him.

	The memory of the attack may have been jumbled and hazy, but another from that time was not.

	Phineas searched out Kuro’s tutor afterwards. He believed that she had been the one to tell the Hounds of their location. She had betrayed Phineas, and Phineas was not a forgiving man.

	He brought Kuro along when he went to visit a small farmhouse in the Western Wildlands, where the woman was hiding. He wanted Kuro to understand what happened to those who crossed him.

	Phineas was not a man to do violence himself, if he could help it. That was for lesser men. Instead he ensorcelled Kuro’s tutor, bent her mind to his will, and had her end her own life.

	That night was the last time Kuro could remember Phineas laughing.

	Detritus Lane might seem like an odd place to hide for a wizard on the run from the law, given its reputation. But there are more secret doors, false bottoms, illusory walls, and hidden chambers there than in the rest of the fey realm combined. If one is careful, they can spend their entire life in the lane without anyone knowing they are there.

	Once Phineas had found their well-hidden hovel of a home, he made it his fortress and his prison. He left only in the cover of night and only a couple of times a month. As the years passed, he left less and less often, as those he went to meet were rounded up by the Hounds. One by one they were either killed or captured. As his colleagues disappeared, Phineas became more and more paranoid, until he never left the room at all.

	Nobody ever visited.

	With Phineas trapped inside, he relied on his crow familiar to be his eyes and ears in the world. He would conjure it and send it out at night to listen and watch. When it returned, he would dispel it and suck its spiritual essence back into himself, along with its experiences of the night.

	Phineas had never been a kind man, but his losses had made him cruel. If Kuro ever returned with too little to eat, he would go without food while Phineas dined. If he stole too much, was caught stealing, spoke to anyone, was seen by the wrong sorts of people, or offended or disrespected his master in any way, Kuro would be punished.

	Kuro never made the same mistake twice.

	He tried his very best to satisfy his master, though it was all but impossible. He was a loyal servant, but he knew that he had been created by Phineas for another purpose. Kuro had never been informed what that purpose was, only that he was continually failing in every regard to serve it. In the early years, Kuro had been tested regularly for signs that he was whatever he was supposed to be. By the time they had moved to Detritus, Phineas had already given up on him.

	The recent revelation that Kuro was actually magical brought on a new battery of tests. Phineas drew blood, cast spells, and inflicted physical trials of all sorts on Kuro, probing the secrets of his magical nature. It was painful and taxing, but it did draw out his abilities. Little by little, Kuro was able to call on his limited power when he needed it. He became faster, quieter, and more nimble. This made his master happy, or as happy as a man like that could be, and it made Kuro a much better thief.

	That improved skill was a curse, in a way, to Kuro. They had subsisted for some time on beggar's wages and stolen sandwiches. Experiments required supplies that were expensive, however, doubly so since they needed to be purchased from sources unmonitored by the Royal Guard. Had Kuro not been so good at stealing, the experiments would likely not have been able to continue.

	The coins Kuro had lifted in the market that night would pay for new potion ingredients, or specialty wands, or enchanted tools that would let Phineas discern the inner workings of his servant.

	Kuro approached his master and handed over the coins without a word. Phineas counted the money twice before saying “adequate.” While the sneer in his voice implied otherwise, that was the best response Kuro could hope for. Too much or too little would have earned his master’s wrath.

	“I don’t know why I still bother,” Phineas mumbled into his bottle as he drained the last few drops. “You’re old enough that any positive results should be clear by now. I’m just wasting my time on you.”

	Kuro did not know his age. His birthday had never been clear, nor did he have a calendar to keep track of days. But he knew his numbers, and he was pretty certain that he was more than ten and not yet a teenager. Phineas’s comment sparked a moment of curiosity in Kuro. “How old am I, Master?” he asked.

	“Why do you want to know that?” Phineas responded. “Would it help you fix my dinner, brew my potions, collect money, or protect us from Hounds?”

	“No, sir.” It had been a foolish question, and he should have known better.

	“Very good,” said Phineas. “Remember well, you only continue to live by my good will. Your only purpose in your pathetic life is to serve me. Any thought of yourself is a thought wasted. Understand?”

	“Yes, sir,” Kuro replied.

	“Good. Now prove you’ve some worth and find me something more to drink.”

	More liquor was Phineas’s most common demand. Years ago, he had enjoyed the bottled sensations that were brewed in Detritus, like bliss, contentment, or calm. When those became too expensive a habit, he taught Kuro to brew them. When the ingredients proved hard to come by, Phineas turned to more mundane spirits to fill the void.

	His frequent drunkenness was a mixed blessing for Kuro. It made his master less predictable, but it also afforded Kuro more freedom. Phineas could not muster the focus and precision needed to summon his familiar when drunk, so Kuro was more and more often allowed to leave without a chaperone. Not that it mattered, terribly; Kuro did what he was told. He always had. He always would. He couldn’t do otherwise. Just the thought of failure seized him with paralyzing terror. A willing act of disobedience, he thought, might stop his heart.

	Following Phineas’s demand for wine, Kuro retreated from the apartment. He climbed the five remaining flights of creaking and termite-ridden stairs to the top of their four-story building. He stepped out onto the slush-covered rooftop, and his feet were immediately soaked and freezing again. He hunched against the cold night air and began to run in hopes that it would warm him some, or at least get him out of the cold sooner.

	It was late enough that stores would be closed in the Blandlands, so he had to try his luck in Bytown. He jogged the couple of miles back to the market, then began to creep between the shadows of the darkened city. He made his way to the market square, hoping to catch someone leaving one of the several pubs with a fresh pint and a muddled mind. Instead he found the most depressing of scenes: a mother and father, dressed in bright, clean, well-tailored silks were standing with their daughter at the entrance to Wing-Tips, a fancy enchanted shoe store.

	“Happy Birthday, Evelyn!” the father beamed as the mother pulled her hands from in front of the young girl’s eyes. “Pick any pair you want!”

	“Any of them? Any at all?” the girl cried with delight. “Oh, this is perfect! Thank you!”

	“They kept the store open just for us,” boasted the mother. “Take as long as you like. Mr. Schumacher will be happy to show you whatever you want.”

	Kuro watched as the girl pranced around the store, trailing the owner behind her and commanding him to collect various shoes for her to try on. She was young, probably no older than he was, but that is where the similarities stopped. She was tall, clean, and elegantly dressed. Her skin was perfectly clear and radiantly white. Her hair hung in flawless golden ringlets obtainable only through hefty application of some of Glamour Cosmetics’s most expensive enchanted hair creams. She was rich, beautiful, and carefree.

	Kuro hated her immediately.

	The more he watched her, the more he despised her. Her radiant smile, her clean hands, her coddling parents, the perfectly good shoes that she was already wearing—everything about her reminded Kuro of exactly who and what he was: a servant, a beggar, an experiment, a failure. Despite that, he couldn’t stop watching. All he could do was stand outside, in the sinking gloom of the frozen night, and soak in his despair.

	He didn’t know how long he stood there. The girl, Evelyn, must have tried every shoe in the shop that fit her and a dozen others that didn’t. She tried ballet slippers that knew the steps to every dance, riding boots that never got dirty, sandals that kept feet warm even in the winter, and athletic shoes that ran twice as fast as the wearer. In the end, she settled on the first pair she’d tried on, what looked like high-heeled doll shoes, mirror polished and enchanted to make her move more gracefully. She looked sickeningly elegant in them.

	Kuro was still standing outside the shop, slowly being covered in the gently falling snow, when the family finally paid the shopkeeper and left.

	There, in the street, they came face to face with each other. Kuro felt more worthless than the paper bag that was wrapping the new shoes. Evelyn’s face curled in fear and disgust, and she started to back away. Her father moved to put himself between Kuro and his precious daughter.

	Kuro pulled out his tin cup and held it out to them, trying hard to hide his hate for the loving family. If they were going to spoil their awful daughter, they could at least spare a couple coins for him.

	They did not even acknowledge him. They simply moved off, down the street, as if Kuro didn’t exist. “Can I have some ice cream?” pleaded Evelyn.

	“No dear, Wartha’s is closed for the night, but we’ll be back in a couple of days, and you can have a double scoop then.”

	A white carriage pulled up next to them, drawn by a pair of sad-looking unicorns. As the family clambered in and allowed themselves to be chauffeured away, Kuro was at last free of the spell of heartsickness their presence had cast.

	“Don’t you pay them no mind,” said a tired voice from behind him.

	Kuro jumped and spun to find the kind and sympathetic face of Mr. Schumacher, the shoe seller, looking down at him, his shop now dark and closed.

	“Folks like them don’t know what it means to have it hard.” He ruffled Kuro’s filthy mop of hair. “More than one of us started our days in Detritus, though. We remember where we came from.” He looked Kuro up and down, his weary eyes settling on the boy’s feet. “Come on in for a second.” He turned back to his store and gestured for Kuro to follow with a tilt of his head.

	Kuro felt that he probably shouldn’t follow. Just being seen out at night was a high crime in the eyes of his master. He wasn’t certain he could trust the man either; Mr. Schumacher had no reason to invite Kuro inside. But Kuro was freezing, and the promise of the warmth was calling. So, too, was his curiosity. He had never been in a real store visited by fancy folk and royals, even to burgle it. 

	His feet followed Mr. Schumacher before his mind had made itself up. Inside he was welcomed by a breath of warmth and the scent of new leather. The enchanted crystals that lit the store flared back into life as they crossed the threshold, filling the store with the glow of a summer day. “Have a seat there and take off your shoes,” said the old shopkeeper as he started inspecting some shoe boxes. He picked out a couple and brought them to Kuro, along with dry matching socks.

	Kuro had never had matching shoes or socks in his life. Detritus was littered with both, but something in the nature of the magic that flowed down that street meant there was only ever one of any pair.

	Kuro watched in confusion and growing fear as Mr. Schumacher replaced his socks and laced a pair of brand new sneakers onto Kuro’s feet. “Right, then. Hop up, have a walk around. See how they feel.”

	Kuro obeyed. They felt strange, almost confining. His feet didn’t slide around inside them at all, and they were both the same weight. He felt almost a bounce to them when he stepped, as though they wanted to run and jump.

	The shopkeeper nodded with satisfaction. “They’re nothin’ fancy, but they should keep your feet dry and grow with you for a couple years, at least.”

	It dawned on Kuro that Mr. Schumacher meant for Kuro to keep the shoes. Kuro wanted to argue, to demand why, but he couldn’t talk to people. He wasn’t allowed. All he could do was shake his head violently in refusal and start taking them off.

	The shopkeeper put a gentle hand on Kuro to stop him. “Don’t think on it for a moment. I’ve had some good fortune tonight, and it’ll do me well to share that around. And I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned in close. “Them folks paid twice what those shoes were worth. Have ya somewhere warm to stay tonight?” he asked, retying the shoe that Kuro had tried to remove.

	Kuro nodded.

	“Good, now get goin’ ’fore your missed.” Mr. Schumacher led Kuro to the door and bowed him out as though he were a real customer.

	Kuro wandered back to Detritus in a bit of a daze. He kept staring at the shoes as they walked him home. They felt like a birthday present, a real gift. Not something that he’d begged for or stolen or found in the gutter, but something given freely. He felt himself smiling and a pleasant though unfamiliar lightness in his chest. The feeling was a little like magic but gentler and warmer. It chased away the chill of the night and made the half-melted drifts of dirty snow seem beautiful.

	When he hit Detritus, he let that feeling overtake him and he ran. His new shoes kept pace. Instead of having to drag them to keep up, it felt like they pressed him forward, urging him to run faster and jump higher. The slush rolled off them, and the cold air barely touched his feet through them.

	He reached his home and bounded up the thirteen flights to his master’s chamber, stopping just outside the door.

	How long had he been gone? Hours? His master would be furious. He had no wine, no ale, and he was wearing a very conspicuous pair of shoes. He could feel his master’s anger already.

	He braced himself for the worst and opened the door.

	Silence and darkness greeted him. Could he be so lucky? If Phineas was asleep, then he could go out and try again: hide the shoes and find some wine.

	He entered the shadowy chamber and cautiously looked around. Phineas wasn’t there. Had he gone out? He hadn’t left in weeks, and he always made Kuro stay in the room when he was gone, with his crow standing watch. He never left without warning. His potions and notes were also gone, the cupboards cleared out and the bed stripped.

	In the cold late winter evening, confused and frightened, Kuro sat on the floor facing the door and waited.

	



	



	Three
The Whispering Seashell

	Kuro waited nearly four full days with no sign of Phineas. His master would be furious on his return if Kuro wasn’t there, waiting. With a dwindling supply of food and a complete lack of drink, however, Kuro was forced to leave.

	He was used to being hungry. Many times he had gone without a meal for a day or two. Yet, he had standing orders to keep food enough in the house for Phineas, and there was the lingering matter of the drink he had failed to deliver.

	Kuro locked the door, slipped silently down the stairs, skipping over the ones he knew to be creaky or particularly surly, and slid down into the shadows of the alley. He picked his way carefully over to one of his favourite sewers, avoiding notice of the other citizens of Detritus. The sewer led to a tear in the veil, which let out onto a street outside a rather nice, and poorly guarded, cafe in Montreal. As he hauled the sewer lid open, something caught his eye. A familiar snarling face stared at him from beneath a heap of clutter and refuse that had accumulated against a grimy old fishing hut not two yards from Kuro. Phineas looked furious.

	Kuro fell to his knees and bowed his head in shame as he started to apologize for leaving the house. “I’m sorry, Master,” he yelped. Kuro slapped a hand over his mouth and looked around, fearful that he’d draw unwanted attention to Phineas. He continued quickly in a grovelling whisper, “I didn’t mean to leave the room, but we were out of food, and I don’t have your drink. I should have waited longer. I should have eaten less. I’ll go back right away.”

	Phineas did not respond.

	“Master, please.” His whole body shuddered with the knowledge of his failures. “I promise I’ll get you your drink.”

	Still no response.

	Kuro looked again to the silent Phineas to see if the promise would be enough to appease his master only to find that it wasn’t his master at all.

	His master’s face indeed stared out at him from the garbage heap, but it was only his face. A photo of Phineas, shackled and chained, occupied most of the front page of the Seelie Times.  Phineas looked angrier than Kuro had ever seen him. Even in a picture, that rage turned Kuro’s blood to ice.

	He hid in a crevice between two buildings that leaned against each other for support, like two drunks after a hard night out. Slowly, he began to read the article below the picture. “Phineas Hearn Captured at Last!” read the headline.

	Phineas Hearn, longtime fugitive alleged conspirator in the Coup d’ Été, implicated in the kidnapping of the heir to the Summer throne and wanted in connection to the death of Helena Vigdis and the disappearance of Vincent Black, has been apprehended. The Royal Guard raided Hearn’s residence late Tuesday evening and captured the wizard without incident.

	Phineas Hearn, formerly Professor Phineas Hearn, once lauded for his work with invasive magical species, was stripped of rank and title for conspiring against the Tirnanog throne and her peoples, and charged with treason against the Summer Court. Testimony from others close to Hearn indicate that he may have also been engaging in forbidden neuromancy and conducting illegal experiments.

	Hearn had escaped capture twice previously. He narrowly eluded the Guard when the heir was first found to have been replaced by a changeling. He was found six years later staying in a secret manor on an island off the west coast, where he again escaped from a coordinated raid by the Hounds, leaving two of the nation’s best dead.

	At that time, the Guard found the missing Helena Vigdis, who testified that she had been kidnapped to care for a child that Hearn had been keeping. Vigdis was found dead on her own property two months later. Hearn is believed to be responsible.

	There has been no sign of the child or indication of his identity. He is believed to have been lost in the fire that consumed Phineas’s home during the raid.

	Hearn was finally found in a hidden chamber of one of the crumbling tenements of Detritus Lane. Neighbours denied having ever seen Hearn enter or exit the building and claimed to be unaware of the chamber. Hearn had few possessions in the room and appeared to have been living in poverty for some time. Members of the Senate and University who had once known Hearn had difficulty confirming his identity due to the diminished state of the wizard.

	Sources inside the Royal Guard informed the Times that the capture went smoothly due to Hearn being too inebriated on Blandland wine to effectively cast spells.

	Sir Talen Dubois, recently appointed Knight Commander of the Canine Unit of the Royal Guard, released a statement today celebrating the capture of Hearn as a “great victory for whole of the Confederation and an important step in discovering the location of the missing heir.”

	Hearn is currently being held in Niflheim Prison awaiting trial.

	The article ended with a small photo of Kuro’s tutor. Helena, that was her name, thought Kuro.

	He read the article again. The Times used too many large words for Kuro’s liking. After a couple more readings, he thought he understood most of it. The Hounds had come again. This time Phineas had been captured and sent to prison. They had not come back for Kuro, though, which meant that Phineas hadn’t told them about him, or at least not yet.

	Phineas was protecting Kuro, for now. But Kuro knew that the Hounds were monstrous and relentless. It might not be long before Phineas would be unable to keep him a secret. Kuro couldn’t do anything to save his master, but he could do a little to protect him. The Hounds may have raided their room, but they probably did not find the secret cupboard.

	Kuro dashed back to their apartment. Fearful that the Hounds might return at any moment, or that they might already be there, he crept inside silently. He checked every corner and shadow for signs of wizardly presence before moving to the cabinet.

	Kuro was, of course, forbidden from opening it without specific instructions. The thought of breaking one of his master’s decrees made him weak with terror. Yet Kuro had also been ordered to protect Phineas from discovery. If he did not rescue the master’s possessions, the trouble could be far worse.

	Kuro pulled up the loose floorboard under the table and looked inside. He breathed a great sigh of relief when he found the contents of the hidden compartment untouched. He took stock of the few items: Phineas’s battered journal, his satchel full of scientific implements and alchemical ingredients, a polished seashell in a wooden box, and his enchanted cane.

	Kuro quickly gathered the first three and reached for the cane. It was a simple thing, stained black and finely polished. No taller than Kuro, it looked like nothing more than a walking stick for a fine gentleman. He couldn’t bring himself to pick it up.

	That cane had done terrible things. In all of Kuro’s worst nightmares, that cane was at the centre. It was a neuromantic cane, enchanted to amplify magics of the mind, enabling Phineas to control the thoughts and actions of people. Kuro’s hand hovered over it, fearful of what would happen to him if he touched it.

	“The cane isn’t really secret,” he reasoned. “It’s just hidden for safety. Lots of people probably had them.” He could leave it, and it wouldn’t matter if the Hounds found it. It might even look better. An empty secret cupboard is much more suspicious than a full one. He breathed a deep sigh of relief and pulled his hand away from the terrifying stick. He closed up the compartment again, being careful to leave no signs of disturbance, no indication that the floorboard had ever been removed.

	He took a final look at his home of six years. It had been a terrible place, filled with pain and hunger and nightmares, but it was the only home he knew. He was alone now, possibly forever. His only remaining purpose was to protect Phineas’s secrets in case he ever escaped.

	He found a new hiding place for Phineas’s things. Kuro knew of a narrow sewer drain that stretched many yards under the street. It branched and forked several times and had hidden paths that could be seen only if you looked at them from the right direction. Far down one of these secret paths was a slimy cistern. There, on an old rusted valve, he hung the satchel full of implements and placed the book and box inside.

	Kuro spent nearly a week calling that cistern his home, but the smell of the sewer soaked into his clothing, making it all but impossible to beg and creating a constant miasma that announced his approach and departure for any attempted theft. Washing himself and his clothes in the freezing runoff from rain gutters once was enough to convince him he needed to find a better place to hide himself.

	He left the precious objects behind. They were probably better protected there. Even if Kuro was found, they would remain safe.

	There was a lot of Detritus Lane to hide in, but Kuro didn’t feel safe in another room like the one that had just been raided. The Hounds had found it, so they could find another like it. He would need to go somewhere that nobody would choose to live.

	Near the Halifax end of the alley was an unoccupied church, a burned-out stone shell, dangerously unstable and haunted. Nobody with any good sense would go inside. Under the altar was a secret room, which Kuro had found the year before, and he thought it would make a fine place to live. It had once been a wine cellar, but the few bottles that remained had long turned to vinegar, much to the disappointment of Phineas.

	Kuro slipped in past the charred pews towards the hidden entrance to the room. He tried to ignore the skeletons in the seats.

	Something terrible had happened to this church, and it had happened so quickly and surprisingly that many of the people in attendance hadn’t had time to realize that they had died. Several wispy spirits sat quietly, still waiting for the sermon to start, their charred bones lying crumpled in the seat beneath them. One of them hushed Kuro for his rudeness when a board creaked beneath his feet, but then they returned to their eternal wait for a sermon that would never come.

	He found the cellar just as he remembered it. It had a dirt floor and a low ceiling. An adult would have to crouch to enter it. Several empty racks for bottles lined the walls, and a large wooden barrel lying on its side might have once been used to age wine. The space was cold but dry, quiet, and hidden.

	His intrusion had not gone unnoticed by the church's warden, though. A flaming phantom skull emerged through the ceiling, screaming in a voice that could stop a man’s heart. “Who trespasses in my sacred chambers?!”

	Kuro nearly jumped out of his skin at the blood-curdling shriek. But he calmed himself quickly when he recognized the fiery spirit as the terrifying but friendly guardian of the church. “I’m sorry, Reverend,” he apologized. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

	“What has happened, my son?” the spirit wailed as the rest of his ghostly form drifted into the small chamber. He still wore the dark robes and square white collar that he had in life, but he was forever engulfed in a blaze of blue flame. “Tell me your troubles!”

	“My master has been captured,” Kuro said glumly. “My home isn’t safe, and I am all alone.”

	“So you wish to stay here?” the fiery spirit wailed with furious anguish. “Of course, my son! The church is a haven for all lost souls. You are most welcome!”

	The tortured howls sent chills through Kuro’s body. He managed to unclench his teeth to thank the former priest. “It’s very kind of you. I won’t be a bother, I promise.”

	“Not at all!” The ghostly priest reached out a spectral hand and patted Kuro on the head, a sensation not unlike having icy spider webs strung through his brain. “It has been so long since we had a warm member of the parish within these walls. I only wish there were more we could do for you!”

	Kuro shook his head clear of the cobwebs and waited for the ringing in his ears to subside. “Thank you, Father John. Can you speak a little more quietly?”

	Kuro cupped his hands to his ears as the ghost howled in response. “I am speaking quietly! You should hear me shout, my dear boy. I can near wake the dead!” A flicker of flame in the priest’s left eye socket implied that he was trying to wink.

	The ghastly spirit chuckled as it drifted back up to his congregation, and Kuro felt himself smile. While heart-stoppingly uncomfortable, that conversation had been the most he had said to anyone besides Phineas in as long as he could remember.

	Over the following weeks, Kuro settled into his new life with relative ease. Phineas had trained him well to stay alive. He rarely went hungry and had to steal less often since he was feeding only himself. The priest checked in on him often. Although their conversations were few because of the ghost’s ear-shattering cry, Father John kept watch over Kuro and listened whenever Kuro wished to speak.

	That was a new experience. Nobody had ever wanted to listen to Kuro, and he wasn’t allowed to talk to people. Father John wasn’t really a person, however, so the rule didn’t apply to him.

	Kuro made another friend, of sorts, with a cat that lived in the church. Normally Kuro was wary of lone animals. Any could be a spy for the Guard, a witch’s or wizard’s familiar, watching, listening, and reporting back to their master. He was especially wary of stray dogs; everyone in Detritus was. They might be the eyes, ears, and nose of a Hound. Kuro did not suspect the church cat, however. She was a mangy little grey tabby, probably less than a year old, and it had been a hard year. She was stone deaf, blind in one eye, and had lost the tips of her ears to the frost. She was not some conjured spirit creature—she was far too pathetic to be anything but alive. Kuro named her Graeae, though she would never know it. He knew the name from a half-remembered story about a one-eyed witch and thought it suited her.

	The two kept each other warm at night in the bed Kuro had made inside the large wine barrel, from hay he had found and a warm cloak he had stolen. He shared food with the cat when she had trouble catching enough for herself, and she offered him mice on occasion, which Kuro politely declined.

	Kuro had a final unexpected companion in his life. One particularly still and quiet night, when Kuro returned to check on the sewer where he had hidden Phineas’s things, he heard a whispering. He searched the pitch-black chamber for the source and found it coming from the small wooden box he had rescued from the cupboard.

	Inside was a seashell, smooth, coiled, and delicate in his hand. He was still fearful of his master’s retribution, but he had never been specifically told not to touch it, and he was desperately curious. He put the shell to his ear. At first it sounded like a breeze pushing hundreds of leaves slowly down the street. But if he listened really closely, he could make out faint words just at the edge of hearing. The rustling leaves were a hundred whispering voices, all speaking at once.

	He pressed the spiral shell tighter to his ear and tried to pick out what was being said. He could almost follow the words but didn’t understand what they were saying. It was mostly numbers and magical potion ingredients—eye of newt, toe of frog, quicksilver. . . . But hidden among the nonsense were other half-thoughts: memories of the flavours of foods, descriptions of dresses, feelings about friends, worries about the future. They were never complete, never coherent. But they felt like secrets, like a friend telling him their private thoughts.

	As the months passed, whenever he had trouble sleeping or was awoken by nightmares, Kuro would slide down into the sewer to listen to the shell to help quiet his mind.

	 

	 


Four
Thieves

	Kuro kept an eye on discarded copies of the Seelie Times for news of his master, but he never found any. He spent weeks hiding, barely leaving his burrow, fearful that the Hounds would return for him, but they never came. They either didn’t know or didn’t care enough about him to bother. Slowly, week by week, month by month, the fear and anticipation of Phineas’s return faded to the back of Kuro’s mind.

	He still had to follow his old master’s orders, even in Phineas’s absence, but he had found ways to work within them. For instance, he wasn’t allowed to speak to people; however, much as he’d never been specifically prohibited from speaking to ghosts, he hadn’t been told not to speak near people. He found that if he spoke to the pavement and someone just happened to overhear him, Kuro wasn’t breaking the rules. Also, he couldn’t steal anything he hadn’t been ordered to take, but if he borrowed things without asking, that wasn’t really stealing as long as he left a note.

	“IOU two bagels, poppy seed.”

	“IOU one sandwich. Baloney. Slightly eaten.”

	“IOU four candles. Beeswax.”

	He didn’t think it a good idea to sign his name, so he signed it with a sketch of Graeae.

	Over the spring and summer, Kuro started to worry less about being seen, and he began to get to know the other people in Detritus Lane. Many of them were the sort that one might expect to find there: shady, secretive, and dangerous. But a lot of people were like Kuro. People who had fallen through the cracks. They were poor and mistrustful of strangers but generally kind if given the chance, and friendly in their own way.

	He even made some more friends. He visited old Mrs. Vultch a couple of times a week. She lived in a drafty farmhouse near his church and was one of the few who would go for walks along Detritus for pleasure. She worried over Kuro, telling him that he needed to wash and brush his teeth, but she knew better than to pry into the affairs of fellow Detritus residents, so Kuro did very little talking. Instead he did a lot of listening. He would bring her cakes that he found unattended at cafes. She would feed him unpleasant-tasting tea and tell him about her life.

	She was a stray who’d crossed over from a place called Victoria in the Blandlands ages ago. She had fallen in love with an elf and had lived with elves in the far north for most of her life. When her partner died a few years back, she had no way left to support herself in either the Blandlands or the fey realm, so she had ended up in Detritus.

	Mrs. Vultch had travelled widely and told him stories about the fey lands. She had been to all three capital cities. Her old home was in the winter kingdom of Alfheim, near the golden city of Saguenay, a shining beacon in the snowy wastes of the far north, a city of wood and gold, fire and fur. She told Kuro of the great mead halls filled with boisterous song, and the kind of warmth within them that can only be felt when it’s fighting against arctic cold.

	She’d been to Ville d’Ys, the jewel of Acadia in the east. She told Kuro about the streets paved with smooth marble and lined with statues. She talked about the ever-changing fashions and Acadians’ love of wigs, dance, costumes, and art. She recounted touring the gardens around the palace of the Spring Court, filled with fountains, grand topiaries, and flowers perpetually in bloom.

	She also talked about New Camelot, the greatest city in the southern kingdom of Tirnanog. It was imposing and orderly. Despite being home to the so-called Summer Court, it felt like the coldest of the capitals, a city of stone and brick, of high walls, of towers and castles. The people there were reserved and stiff but great lovers of theatre and literature.

	Mrs. Vultch had even explored the untamed Western Wildlands. They were supposed to be filled with monsters, teeming with wyverns, werewolves, and wendigo. She said that was rubbish and the only real danger out there was getting lost in the woods. If you wandered away from the fairy roads, you could wander for weeks without finding another soul.

	Her stories made Kuro imagine leaving Detritus Lane one day. He started to think of walking the other fairy roads and visiting those cities of wonder. He didn’t let it grow beyond fanciful imaginings, though. He doubted that the people of those incredible places would let an urchin like Kuro wander freely.

	Kuro also became friendlier with Mr. Schumacher, owner of the enchanted shoe shop. Whenever he was in the Bytown Market, Kuro would wander by, and Mr. Schumacher would always smile gently at Kuro and ask how he was keeping. “Staying out of trouble then?” he would ask. “There’s a good lad,” he would add when Kuro informed the paving stone slightly to the left of Mr. Schumacher that he was, indeed, keeping out of trouble.

	It was true, too. He had been keeping out of trouble. It had been months since anyone had noticed him stealing. He’d gotten so good at picking pockets that the Times had started running stories about the “Winking Weasel.”

	“Pickpocket Leaves Calling Cards”

	“Winking Weasel Strikes in the Heart of Camelot”

	“Winking Weasel Spotted in Albion Meadows”

	“Winking Weasel Strikes in the Hall of Glitnir and Chateau Charlemagne on the Same Day”

	It was all ridiculous, of course. Kuro had never been to any of those places. People just didn’t check their pockets properly before leaving Bytown and found the notes days later.

	He was also offended by the name, at first. His drawings of Graeae seemed a very good likeness, if a little rough, but he had to concede that Graeae was a fairly weaselish cat. She was long and thin, and her frostbitten ears were stubby and round. If he was very honest with himself, the picture might as well be a weasel, and the one blind eye did look like it was meant to be winking.

	Kuro wasn’t very fussy about the people he borrowed from, but he never borrowed from the pockets of Mr. Schumacher’s patrons. It was the closest Kuro could come to properly thanking the man.

	He never went back to Mr. Schumacher for more charity, and he never begged outside his store, either. He treasured the shoes he’d been given. They were his only honest possession, he thought, the only gift he’d ever received. He feared them ever getting damaged or worn out, yet he nearly never took them off.

	Phineas would have told him that this was foolish sentimentality. He would have said feelings like that interfere with rational thought and make you let your guard down. They make you weak and stupid and get you caught.

	Phineas would have been correct.

	One night, as Kuro was enjoying the summer night air on the roofs of the Bytown Market, he saw something he shouldn’t have. And having seen it, he should have just closed his eyes and moved on, but he did not.

	Kuro was not the only thief in the fey realm. He wasn’t even the only one living in Detritus Lane. He avoided other thieves and stayed away from their territory, and he never got in their way. It wasn’t a good idea to make enemies.

	Normally, if he saw a robbery taking place, he would head in the other direction as fast as possible. But this time it wasn’t just any burglary. A pair of scoundrels were forcing the lock on the back door of Mr. Schumacher’s shop. They were clumsy and loud about it, though. They didn’t even have their familiars standing guard. Amateurs. Kuro stayed hidden on his roof and watched, hoping that they would draw the attention of someone in the street. The street was empty this late in the evening, however, and the raucous noise leaking from the nearby pub muffled their incompetence.

	Kuro watched as the pair of wizards put something on the lock to break the enchantments on the door and crept inside. They emerged a few minutes later, each carrying a new pair of shoes.

	Kuro jumped off the roof, into the narrow passageway between the buildings. He used a little puff of magic to slow his descent. His feet touched gently down behind the thieves without making a sound. He crept closer through the shadows of the alley to get a better look at the pair.

	They were a boy and a girl, only a few years older than Kuro. He didn’t recognize them, but their clothes told him all he needed to know. They were neat, clean, and impractically stylish, with extra belts that served no purpose and decorative black lace fringes that would catch easily and provide no warmth. Their shoes were shined and showed little sign of wear, and yet they were stealing more. Not just any shoes, either. They were brand new athletic shoes, enchanted to make their wearer run faster. They were probably the most expensive shoes in the shop, new enough to be worthy of the front window display. These two weren’t real thieves, Kuro thought. They were hooligans, well-to-do wizards playing at theft because they couldn’t be bothered to pay for what they wanted. Students.

	Kuro hated students. They were stupid and loud and didn’t know where they weren’t supposed to go. They interrupted the rhythm of the market, making it hard for Kuro to get into people’s pockets. They always had money and never put any in his cup; instead they spent it all on useless garbage from the candy store and bought too much ice cream and then ate it all anyway, making themselves sick rather than leaving some for Kuro. They boasted and bragged and fought and shouted and made the Bytown Market insufferable at this time of year. All that, and now they were stealing shoes. They didn’t know how good they had it. They didn’t know how lucky they were.

	The girl clapped her accomplice on the shoulder in congratulations for a job well done. “Told you it’d be a snap, didn’t I, Seph?” The girl’s voice was quivering from the excitement of the burglary.

	“We’re not out yet. Come on, Bella, let’s go.” Her partner in crime shuffled nervously.

	Kuro was disgusted with them. These students didn’t need to steal. They didn’t need shoes. They definitely didn’t need those shoes. Kuro couldn’t stand the idea of letting the spoiled, greedy students take from a nice man like Mr. Schumacher.

	The pair were halfway out of the alley when a stone cracked Bella in the back of the head. She cried out and dropped her new shoes, sending them bouncing down the alley. She whipped around to face the dark passageway, her hands readied to unleash magical retribution. “Who did that?” she demanded with equal parts fury and fear.

	Kuro didn’t remember throwing the rock. He didn’t even remember moving. He imagined for a moment that he had done some magic by accident, but his arm was extended, and he could feel the damp residue of the stone on his hand. He punched himself for being so foolish.

	Seph whispered a short incantation, bringing a faint glow to his palm that illuminated the passageway in a dull white light, exposing Kuro and the clear gap in the cobblestone pavement at his feet, where he had pulled up the rock.

	After a moment’s pause as all three took stock, the narrow alley erupted.

	“Why you little,” Bella said before singing out a string of Elvis words. A blazing bolt of flame formed in her palm and shot towards him.

	He dodged under the blast, just barely. He heard a sizzling sound as it shot past, and he smelled the foul stench of burned hair.

	Looking to escape, he leapt from wall to wall, heading for the roofs. Just as he cleared the eaves, he saw Seph reach his hand above him and clench his fist. Kuro felt an invisible hand grab his collar in unison with Seph’s gesture. It pulled him earthward as Seph threw his hand down.

	Kuro landed like a cat on all fours and launched himself forward, aiming to dart past Bella into the street, but she waved her hand and spoke a short clipped phrase. Kuro skidded to a halt as a web of lightning arced across the alley in front of him, boxing him in.

	Kuro was running out of options. He grabbed a stone and was considering whether a well-placed shot would break Bella’s focus on her lightning when a fourth and fifth figure appeared, making everything much, much worse.

	“Well, well, what’s going on here?” The voice was a low menacing growl. All three children turned to see a man leaning casually against the wall at the end of the passageway, silhouetted by the night lights of the market behind him. At his feet was a large dog, resting on its haunches with the same casual confidence. “Children shouldn’t be skulking in alleys at night. Someone might get suspicious.”

	Bella panicked. Her lightning cage faltered, she sputtered out some more Elvish, and three blazing orange streams shot in rapid succession from the tips of her fingers directly at the stranger.

	He raised his hand as absently as one checks the time and with a gesture reduced the fiery bolts to harmless puffs of smoke. Each shot flared brilliantly for a moment before winking out, illuminating the stranger.

	Flash.

	Long shaggy hair, a scarred ear, and predatory eyes that shone gold in the firelight.

	Flash.

	A long coat of dark hunter green with the golden emblem of the realm emblazoned on the shoulder.

	Flash.

	The dog at his feet, grey and white with the same golden eyes and scarred ear of its master. Not a dog. A wolf.

	Seph squeaked out a desperate surrender and fell to his knees.

	“Good decision,” the man said approvingly.

	Bella shot off into the night, running as fast as her feet would carry her.

	“Bad decision.” The man sighed and pointed an open hand at the fleeing girl. He muttered something musical and clenched his raised hand into a fist.

	A glistening spider web congealed out of thin air, and Bella ran straight into it. Cocooned in the thick, sticky strands of the net, she tumbled to the ground and rolled to a stop.

	“Stay!” the man instructed, though it was unlikely she would be able to do anything different.

	“As for you.” He turned back to the alley, but Kuro had already gone. He had not waited to see the fate of the thieving pair.

	Kuro could not believe his bad luck. That was a Hound. Not just any Hound, either. It was Talen Dubois, knight commander of the Hounds. Pet wolf of the royal courts and the most dangerous Hound out there. He was probably going to catch, and quite possibly kill, Kuro.

	Phineas had told Kuro all about Talen Dubois. He had earned many names from those who feared the Royal Guard, none of them flattering. He was called Loup-Garrot across the eastern lands of Acadia, Fenrisúlfr in Alfheim, and the Dread Wolf throughout Tirnanog. Those names were given in hatred, but they were used in fear. The residents of Detritus shared a feeling that using his actual name would somehow draw his attention. He was the man that Phineas had feared the most.

	Dubois had become head of the Hounds by being unrelenting, unforgiving, and undiscriminating. Any crime, no matter how small, was worth hunting to the ends of the earth. Once Dubois had your scent, it was said, there was no place to hide. He would tolerate no threat to the royal courts, and he would kill anyone necessary to protect their rule. He had been the one to capture the leaders of the Coup d’Été when they tried to bring down the Summer Court. He had been the one to sniff out the changeling impersonating the heir to the Summer Court. He had fought on the front lines against the frost giants’ attack on Saguenay. It was also he who had led the raid on Phineas’s hidden estate and had hunted them into poverty. Phineas said that Dubois wanted them dead for the insult of escaping him. Having now seen the feral cruelty in the man’s eyes, Kuro believed it.

	Kuro sprinted through the Bytown Market, desperately hoping to make it back to Detritus Lane. He had escaped without the notice of Dubois, but the Hound’s familiar was more observant. The big wolf, called Garmr, was almost as famous as Dubois for its ferocity and tenacity, and it was chasing Kuro.

	The wolf was fast, unnaturally fast. Even with Kuro’s new shoes and a powerful wind pushing him forward, the wolf was still nipping at his heels. His only hope was to make it to Detritus, where he could disappear down any number of holes or drainpipes into the Blandlands, where the magical creature could not follow. It was a blind hope, he knew. The gasping breaths he was taking as he sprinted through the market square would likely be his last.

	Kuro reached the entrance to Detritus from Bytown in record time. He ran as fast as he could for the nearest exit to the Blandlands, but Garmr was too close behind to give him time to open the mailbox. Instead he used it as a step to launch himself onto a fire escape, from which he could make it to the relative safety of the rooftops.

	As fast as the big wolf was, it couldn’t jump or climb like Kuro. It howled at his escape, though Kuro wasn’t allowed a moment to imagine that he was safe. As the wolf cried, its master appeared in the street, sprinting with inhuman speed, bright white athletic shoes flashing on his feet.

	Kuro was shocked and appalled at the audacity of the Hound to steal the very shoes that he’d just rescued, though he didn’t take time to dwell on it. He let magic gather in his feet and swirl behind him, and he shot off along the Detritus roofs without slowing.

	Dubois gave chase.

	Kuro ran faster than he’d ever run, clay shingles bursting from the force of his feet pounding against them. A veritable gale was whipping up behind him, pushing him forward. The world started to drift by in slow motion, but Dubois was relentless.

	Kuro sped from roof to roof, under arches, around chimneys, and through trees of rusting antennas, but he couldn’t shake Dubois off. No matter how fast Kuro might be, Dubois’s ill-gotten shoes made him faster. The Hound was never more than a few yards behind him, panting like a wolf on the hunt as he ran.

	That panting might have been the only thing saving Kuro. Given a chance to catch his breath, Dubois could catch Kuro in a web as he had with the thief girl, Bella, or worse. So long as Dubois was breathing too hard to form words, and running too hard to make the right gestures, Kuro was relatively safe from magical assault. But that was clearly a temporary stay of execution. Kuro was already tiring, and even if he could outrun Dubois, the magical wolf below could follow him forever. His only hope of escape was in the Blandlands.

	Kuro dropped down a gap between buildings towards a cellar door that led to a small town in the country, but Dubois’s wolf was waiting at street level to cut off his descent. Kuro managed to catch himself on a ledge just above its snarling maw and launch himself, light as a feather, back to the roofs.

	Again and again, Dubois cut off his escape. Kuro tried to dive into a closet that led to a basement in Detroit, under a bridge to a farmer’s field, through a door that was only sometimes real, and through a phone booth to a garbage dump near Edmonton, but each time the wolf was a step ahead, blocking his path, and Dubois was barely a step behind, giving Kuro no time to rest or think.

	Kuro’s muscles burned, and his lungs ached. He was running for his life, but at the same time, it was exhilarating. He’d never felt so much magic. He could feel its shape as it flowed through him, could almost sculpt it. He wished that he would have another chance to use it, but that was seeming increasingly unlikely.

	He was quickly running out of street. The end of Detritus, a dead end to nowhere if you didn’t take the time to open the exit, was coming up fast. Between here and there, though, was his church.

	Questions raced through Kuro’s mind. Did Dubois know about the church? Was he forcing him there? Had the Hounds been watching him the whole time? Was this all a cruel trap?

	He could still hear Dubois panting just yards behind. With the slowing of time around him, the panting sounded slow, cruel, and monstrous. If Kuro was going to die tonight, he decided, he would not go without a fight.

	As Kuro reached the crumbling stone arch that made up the last remnant of his church’s roof, he spun about and kicked off as hard as he could, launching himself back towards the Hound.

	They collided midair. Kuro wasn’t heavy, but the surprise of the attack succeeded in catching the Hound off guard. They crashed down together through the charred timbers in the church. Kuro landed on top of the larger man and rolled free.

	Despite the fall, Dubois was quick to regain his feet. He leapt up and rounded on Kuro. The tips of his fingers sparked and sizzled with a spell ready to be released. He began to say something but was interrupted by a soul-rending scream.

	Father John burst from his rectory, blazing with righteous fury. “Stay away from him!” he shrieked so loudly that Kuro wasn’t sure he would ever hear properly again.

	The Hound’s face twisted into an expression of exasperated horror as the spirit flew to protect Kuro. “Garmr, hold!” Dubois shouted as the ghastly priest plunged through him, nearly freezing the Hound’s heart.

	Dubois’s wolf burst through the church doors and leapt on Father John. The fur fell away from the beast like smoke on the wind, revealing the familiar’s true ghostly spirit form beneath. Father John screamed in ear-piercing anguish as the spirit wolf bit down on his shoulder and dragged him to the ground.

	The cries of his friend in agony drove Kuro back into action. He leapt at Dubois, fists flying. He pelted the older wizard with blows. Dubois was much bigger and stronger than Kuro, though, and kicked him off with ease. With a few angry words and a sweeping gesture from Dubois, parts of the church floor formed into chains, which began to entangle Kuro, but they fell away when Graeae leapt to Kuro’s defence.

	Dubois cursed as the feral cat latched onto him, digging her claws deep into his face and neck. He tore the mangy stray off and redirected his anger at the cat.

	Everything slowed to a crawl. Kuro felt his legs moving under him. He saw words forming in Dubois’s mouth, and a light flaring in his palm. The room went strangely quiet, though he could feel himself yelling something. The air erupted in an arcing burst of electricity that shot towards Graeae, but Kuro threw himself in the way.

	He felt it hit his chest like a battering ram. There was pain, then his body went stiff, and then there was only darkness.

	 


Five
The Principal and the Hound

	Kuro was lost in nightmares. They were all of the usual ones—the night of the Hound raid, the death of Helena, a string of punishments each more painful than the last—but something was different in them this time. In each, Talen Dubois was standing in the background with a cold, grim expression, watching Kuro suffer. Also, he couldn’t wake up.

	Normally one nightmare would shake him from his sleep, but this time he just drifted from one terrible memory to another, unable to wake. Kuro wondered if he had died, if this was the hell that Father John had warned him about. He would be trapped reliving the worst parts of his life over and over, with Talen Dubois as his personal devil.

	Memories of the chase with Dubois and the fight in his church invaded his dreams, and the recollection of the shock he’d received woke him with a start.

	He immediately regretted waking. His chest felt as though it had a stake driven through it, and every muscle in his body cried out at the idea of moving. He lay still for a long time, silently ranking the aftereffects of electrocution against his other miseries. He decided it ranked close to hot oil burns in things to never experience again.

	After much deliberation as to whether he wanted to see where he was, he decided to force his eyes open. As he did, the pitch blackness in the unfamiliar room around him slowly brightened with a dull flat light, which seemed to emanate from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

	He climbed stiffly from the cot on which he had been left, and it sank into stone floor. Graeae, who was there also and had not finished sleeping, hissed at the floor for swallowing her mattress.

	Kuro scanned the room for hiding places or exits but found none. The room was entirely empty, with no doors or windows. The granite slabs that made up the walls were so neatly carved that he could barely see the seams between them. He was trapped. There was no place to run and no place to hide. His shoes were gone, his pockets emptied. This was undoubtedly a cell in Niflheim Prison. This empty stone box was probably where Kuro would spend the rest of his life. He started to panic, but a voice from behind him turned that panic into anger.

	“Good morning,” it said cheerfully. “You all right?”

	Kuro spun around to face the owner of the voice. It was Dubois, smiling patronizingly down at him. He had entered through a gap that had opened in one wall and was sealing itself again behind him.

	“Can I get you anything?” he offered. “Are you hungry?”

	Kuro said nothing; he just stared at the ground. He had heard about this sort of thing from Phineas. Hounds would sometimes pretend to be friendly. They would try to earn your trust so that you would tell them things that you shouldn’t. Kuro was not going to fall for it.

	Dubois sighed. “Well, I’m starving. I had a long night, you see: trip to the hospital, mountains of paperwork, had to write a formal apology to the Undead Ecclesiastical Society, some kid knocked me through a roof, and a cat bit me in the face. My wife is going to kill me.” He laughed and winced a little. He wore bandages on his face and hand. Kuro couldn’t help but feel a little bit satisfied that the Hound hadn’t made it out unscathed. “You know, you gave me quite the chase. You’re harder to catch than a pixie in a hurricane.”

	When Kuro was unmoved by Dubois’s attempt at a compliment, he changed tack. “I ended up missing the match last night. I’m told it was a good one. Do you follow lacrosse?”

	Kuro considered for a long time if he should answer Dubois at all. Saying nothing would surely make Kuro look guilty, but it kept him from saying anything that might expose Phineas. If he pretended to cooperate, however, he might be let go. Besides, all his orders were meant to keep Phineas from being found. He had already failed in that regard. In all likelihood, Kuro’s master was in a cell like this right next to him.

	“I don’t know who that is,” Kuro said honestly after a long pause, though he would have said the same even if he did know this Lacrosse person. “I don’t follow people.”

	“What?” Dubois replied as his face contorted in confusion. “No, lacrosse. Lacrosse,” he repeated as though the name would suddenly start to mean something to Kuro. “Have you seriously never heard of lacrosse?”

	Kuro had rattled the Hound. He considered it a victory. Likely his last, so he savoured it. Dubois scowled and ordered Kuro to sit down.

	Kuro was confused for a moment at the instruction to sit. The room was devoid of furnishing. When he turned to where Dubois was gesturing, however, he found that two wooden chairs with green leather seats had appeared, along with a large heavy well-worn desk. The Hound sat behind the desk and motioned for Kuro to sit opposite him.

	Dubois pulled a steaming cup of coffee from one of the drawers and took a long slow slurp while he waited for Kuro to get settled. Kuro tried very hard to find the chair rigid and unyielding, but it was unrelentingly comfortable. He assumed it was enchanted, probably forcing him to be comfortable so he would let down his guard. Graeae didn’t help the situation. Having noticed a warm lap on which to sleep, she’d immediately leapt onto Kuro and curled up, making it impossible for him to shift into a less comfortable position.

	“Let’s start again,” Dubois said warmly. “Do you know who I am?”

	“You’re the Dread Wolf, Loup-Garrot,” replied Kuro, trying to keep his voice from quivering in fear.

	Some of the false friendliness drained from Dubois. He seemed unfond of the titles. “I’ve been called that by some, yes,” he said, looking quizzically at Kuro, as if trying to read his mind. “I’m Talen Dubois, knight commander in the Royal Guard. And you are?”

	Silence.

	“Look.” Dubois changed strategies transparently, and his stern expression turned to one of sympathy. “I’d like to help you here, but I don’t know how unless you tell me. Just give me something to work with. Where do you live?”

	Kuro just stared at the floor.

	“Where are your parents? Can I at least tell them you’re all right?”

	Kuro kept his mouth sealed.

	Dubois slumped, defeated. “Okay, I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve forced my hand.” He opened a shallow drawer and pulled out an overstuffed manila folder and slammed it on the desk. He flipped it open and tossed Kuro a small scrap of paper from the top of the stack.

	“IOU one silver crown and three nickels.”

	Kuro broke out in a sweat, although the room was quite cool. He felt his face flush.

	Dubois leaned in and looked very sternly at Kuro. “There are nearly fifty reports in here of minor thefts in the Bytown Market, all with the same calling card: an IOU with a picture of a winking weasel.”

	Kuro almost corrected him but managed to keep quiet.

	Dubois started flipping through the seemingly endless file. “The same card seems to appear in a dozen other places around the realm, from Saguenay up in Alfheim to Camelot down in Tirnanog.”

	Talen continued to sort through the pile of notes. “There were some found outside the veil, too. From a cake shop in Vancouver and a pizzeria in Halifax. What kind of thief steals sandwiches and candlesticks and leaves apologies?”

	Kuro felt very small in front of the looming Hound and his pile of evidence.

	“Do you want to know what my staff have put together?” Dubois dug out a typed report from the pile and began to read. “Ahem. . . . The trivial nature of the crimes indicates an individual stealing for fun or practice. The distribution of incidents indicates a resident or frequent visitor to Bytown but capable of rapid travel, likely owns a high-performance broom or carpet. The frequency of crimes indicates a pathological need for theft or mischief, and the sophistication necessary to carry them out indicates a wizard with a deep mastery of charms and illusions, particularly those related to deception and beguilement as evidenced by the inconsistent witness accounts. Combined with the above evidence and given the mustelid nature of the signature, current primary suspect—” Dubois paused for effect and to survey his captive. “Sir Randolph Martin, minstrel and consort to the Spring queen.”

	Kuro exploded with laughter. He knew he had given himself away, but he couldn’t help it. He was both flattered and delighted by the idea of his crimes being pinned on some famous nobleman.

	Dubois was not laughing though. He tossed the papers aside. “Some very clever people came up with that. They’re quite convinced that one would have to be a very skilled sorcerer indeed to rob so many witches and wizards without getting caught. I almost believed it, but Randolph is more likely to put something unexpected into your pocket than take something out.” Anyway, that’s why I was there in the market last night. I was there to buy Randolph a round at the pub and ask him about it. But then I found you.” Dubois’s gold, predatory eyes seemed to see right into Kuro’s mind. “A skinny little street rat, quick as lightning, quiet as a mouse, knows all the secret places of Detritus Lane, seems to be quite protective of one of the only two shops in the Bytown Market that haven’t filed a complaint . . . and was wearing these.”

	Talen retrieved a pair of sneakers from his desk and slid them towards Kuro.

	“Those are mine,” snapped Kuro, furious that they had been taken from him. He was shocked at his own outburst, that those shoes were worth shouting at a Hound over.

	“I know,” Dubois replied.

	“I didn’t steal them,” said Kuro, grabbing them off the table and clutching them to his chest. “They were a gift.”

	“I believe you.” Dubois seemed genuine. “Who gave them to you?”

	“Mr. Schumacher,” Kuro mumbled.

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Is that why you stopped the burglars?” Dubois had clearly put all the pieces together before the conversation had even started.

	Kuro nodded.

	Dubois’s warm smile returned but seemed more genuine than before. “Mr. Schumacher was proud as punch when I told him what you’d done, including the part where you tackled me out of the air. He insists that you’re a fine boy, not a criminal bone in your body. Father John, too, screams the same. I’m inclined to believe them. I’m happy to let my people continue to monitor Sir Martin, even if they do come back glowing purple, or inflated, or desperately infatuated with an umbrella. But”—Dubois paused, and his look turned menacing again—“I could look a little closer at these reports, and you might end up in front of a formal tribunal and on your way for an extended stay somewhere unpleasant. Do you understand?”

	“So, if I tell you.” Kuro shrank down into his chair and pulled Graeae closer to him. “Then I won’t have to stay in Niflheim?”

	Dubois looked horrified at the suggestion. “Niflheim? No, not Niflheim. Never Niflheim. That’s for real monsters, murderers and the like. Not petty thieves and street rats . . . or weasels.”

	“But,” Kuro started, looking around at the polished stone walls. “Aren’t we in Niflheim now?”

	Dubois laughed mockingly. “Of course not. This is my office in the Granite Citadel.” With a wave of his hand, a window carved itself into one wall and a door into the opposite. Paintings melted out of the wall, and a bookshelf slid up through the floor. Dubois stood and hung his heavy long green uniform coat on a rack that appeared for the purpose. “I just hid everything away while you were sleeping in case your cat decided to make a mess of things, or you thought a sixty-story fall out my window sounded like a good idea.”

	Kuro dared a look out the window. He definitely wasn’t on a frozen island prison in the far north. He was still in Bytown. The Granite Citadel, home of the Royal Guard, sat on a hill at the centre of the city, a towering stone obelisk of black and grey that could be seen from any part of town. If Kuro craned his neck, he could see the Bytown Market, a tiny circle in the distance, the people so small as to look like motes of dust floating through it.

	Not being in Niflheim was a relief, but the citadel was hardly much better. One wrong word and he’d never see the light of day again. That is, if his fate hadn’t already been decided and this was just a play for more information.

	“So what do you say?” asked Dubois, as he relaxed back into his chair and slurped at his coffee. “Can you be honest with me?”

	Kuro thought hard for a moment. He considered how honest the Hound might be. He might still be lying. But then again, the Hounds had much more effective methods of getting information if they wanted to.

	“It’s a cat,” Kuro said at last.

	Dubois looked at one of Kuro’s notes and squinted a little. Kuro held up Graeae for comparison, and Dubois grinned broadly in understanding. “No. It’s definitely a weasel.” He winked as he said it and shoved the whole massive file back into its drawer. “Can we start again?”

	Kuro nodded.

	“What’s your name?”

	“Kuro.”

	“Last name.”

	“I don’t have any other names.”

	“Where are your parents?”

	“Don’t have any.”

	“So you’re an orphan? Or a stray?” Dubois asked in a sad and sympathetic tone.

	“No,” replied Kuro. “I don’t have any parents.”

	The Hound scrutinized Kuro. “Who raised you, then?”

	Kuro almost spoke, but his jaw slammed shut on his tongue as he nearly said his master’s name. He was not permitted to even think it, let alone speak it. He had very nearly disobeyed an order.

	“What are you doing?” he demanded.

	Kuro pried his jaw open, his tongue throbbing. “Nothing,” he said.

	“Good grief, you’re bleeding. Why did you do that?”

	It seemed odd that Dubois would need to ask that. Surely he’d seen someone try to disobey their master in his line of work. He probably just didn’t know what Kuro’s offence had been. Of course, Kuro couldn’t explain, as that would be a much worse offence than he’d just committed. “I had to” was all Kuro offered in explanation.

	Dubois’s brow furrowed, and he examined Kuro as if he were reading a complicated document. He rummaged in one of the drawers of his desk, which was clearly much larger than it appeared from the outside. He nearly had to crawl inside it to find what he was looking for. He emerged holding a small bottle of red liquid. He pulled the stopper and moved around his desk to Kuro. “Hold out your hand,” he instructed.

	Kuro hesitantly stretched out his arm for the Hound, who allowed a single drop of the potion drip from the bottle onto Kuro’s hand. The moment it touched his skin it burst violently into a puff of black smoke, leaving behind a small sooty mark.

	“Curious,” Dubois said to himself. He seemed to have forgotten that Kuro was listening. “Very odd.”

	Dubois wandered back to his chair, deep in thought. After staring at his steepled fingers for a few moments, he looked up and noticed that Kuro was still in the room. “Wait here for a moment,” he said, as if Kuro had a choice. He walked out of the room, and it sealed itself behind him. The window and door closed over again with stone, and all the furnishings other than Kuro’s chair retreated into the floor.

	For several minutes Kuro sat in confused and frightened silence. The only sound was the gentle purring of Graeae, who had slept through the entire exchange.

	Graeae did not sleep through what happened next. A loud clattering noise behind him made Kuro jump from his seat, sending Graeae flying. Kuro spun and tried to hide behind the chair but found it had already gone.

	An ancient-looking wizard in white robes and a stained leather apron was shuffling in through a new door in the other wall, leaning heavily on a gnarled old staff. A cart full of magical implements wheeled itself along behind him. He was so old and withered that his wrinkles had their own wrinkles, and his jowls and earlobes drooped down to nearly meet his collar. On his cart were strangely curled special-use wands, gruesome-looking metal tools inlaid with runes and crystals, and dozens of small potions that smoked and bubbled in their poorly sealed bottles. The old wizard fixed one eye on Kuro, while the other seemed to be more intent on keeping the contents of the cart in check. “Up on the examining table, if you please,” the wizard wheezed, as he indicated a long, high padded table that had wandered in while Kuro wasn’t looking in its direction.

	Kuro did not please. He dove under the table, trying to keep its legs between him and the wizard with the cart full of torture tools.

	“Oh, for goodness sake, Talen, I haven’t time for this. Please restrain your prisoner,” said the ancient wizard.

	“He’s not my prisoner.” Dubois appeared behind Kuro and grabbed him by the shoulders before he had a chance to react. “He is my guest.”

	Dubois wasn’t a burly man, but he was surprisingly strong. Kuro struggled fruitlessly in his grip as he was lifted from under the table and plonked unceremoniously on top of it.

	“If I’m your guest,” Kuro begged, “then I’d like to leave.”

	Dubois did not loosen his grip. After contemplative pause, he conceded the point. “I suppose you are my prisoner, then. Please act like it for a few minutes and do what you’re told.”

	The examiner poked and prodded Kuro with his many instruments, then stared at him through oddly shaped coloured crystals. He placed drops of an assortment of foul-smelling potions very precisely on locations around Kuro’s body: between his two smallest toes on his left foot, inside his right nostril, under each of his fingernails, and just beneath one of his shoulder blades. They variously smoked, sizzled, and tingled.

	The tests were much less invasive than those Phineas had done, and Kuro wondered what the mage could possibly learn from such trivial experiments. At one moment in the examination the old wizard had pointed his gnarled staff in Kuro’s direction, and it had taken several minutes for Dubois to coax him back out from under the table. Nothing good had ever come from someone pointing a stick at Kuro, and he had grown more than a little jumpy around them.

	Throughout the examination, the old wizard muttered to himself. It started with “How curious,” moved on to “Curiouser and curiouser,” and concluded with “Well, now, that is curious.”

	Kuro’s fear had turned towards annoyance by the end of the examination, a feeling apparently shared by Dubois. “What, if you please, Mr. Jellico, is so terribly curious?” Dubois demanded, finally losing his patience.

	One of the old examiner’s eyes stopped scrutinizing Kuro and wandered over to meet Dubois’s impatient glare. “This,” he said, pointing at Kuro as if that were an adequate explanation.

	“Some more detail, if you please.” Dubois rolled his eyes. It was becoming clear to Kuro that this was not the first such interaction the Hound had suffered through.

	“It’s a boy,” Mr. Jellico said. “Around twelve years old. Moderately malnourished. Rather small for his age. Brown eyes, brown hair, unusually large ears. Also”—the examiner paused to check Kuro over again—“he’s cursed.”

	“I already know all that,” said Dubois, his fingers tapping on the table impatiently. “What kind of curse?”

	“I don’t know,” said Mr. Jellico. “I’ve not seen one quite like it. It’s thick as tar and runs right down to the bone. It’s like he’s been stewed in it.” He seemed sort of delighted by the fact, as if he’d just found a new flavour of ice cream that he’d never tried before. “No,” he corrected “more like the curse came first, and he was grown around it.”

	“Can you remove it?”

	“Oh, yes,” Mr. Jellico replied, nodding vigorously, which made his wrinkled and droopy face flap about. “But it would almost certainly kill him.”

	Kuro returned to hiding under the table, and Dubois buried his face in his hands. “Is the curse dangerous?” he pleaded with the ancient wizard.

	“Only to him, I believe.” Both of the ancient examiner’s eyes returned to Kuro, who was peering back up at him from beneath the examining bench. He looked Kuro over once more through some tinted lenses. “Yes, I’m sure of it. No sign of leakage at all.”

	“Is there anything we can do for him?” Dubois asked.

	“Perhaps give him some bananas,” Mr. Jellico said absently. “He has a potassium deficiency.”

	Dubois buried his face in his palm. “The curse. Do we have any way of knowing what this curse does, why it’s there?”

	Mr. Jellico pondered for a moment, his eyes wandering independently as he thought. “Have you tried asking the child?”

	Dubois sighed in defeat and looked down at Kuro quizzically.

	Kuro looked back blankly. If he was cursed, Phineas had never told him, but it’s not as though his master had been very forthcoming with information. Maybe some of the experiments Phineas had done were curses. If so, Kuro hadn’t noticed any changes or long-lasting ill effects of them.

	Dubois thanked the old wizard as politely as he could and waved him off.

	Mr. Jellico bowed slightly before he and his cart disappeared through the far wall. Dubois, seeming to not realize he was speaking out loud, said in an exasperated tone, “Why is it that all of the most brilliant wizards are completely useless?”

	He shook his head and turned to Kuro. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. He looked Kuro up and down a few times, screwing up his face as if thinking very hard. “I need to go and send some letters. Can I do anything for you before I go?”

	Kuro asked hopefully, “Could you leave the window there when you go?”

	Dubois arched an eyebrow. “Will you try to escape?”

	There was an overly long pause before Kuro replied. “Yes,” he admitted

	“Right. How about I just send up some furniture and breakfast?”

	A sofa and a pair of armchairs materialized shortly after Dubois had left. A few minutes after that, the door reappeared, and a short table walked itself in, laden with food. Kuro was very suspicious of the lot. The sofa and chairs looked extremely well worn and comfortable, better suited for someone’s study than a prisoner’s cell. They were plush and velvety and warm. The breakfast had enough food to feed a family. There was french toast, eggs, sausages, and back bacon, a pile of different jams and syrup, and a whole bunch of bananas. Kuro was very nearly able to resist the allure of it all, but his companion betrayed him and shattered his resolve.

	Graeae pounced on the table and stole a glistening piece of bacon, which she dragged into an armchair and began to tear at hungrily, purring loudly. Kuro, unable to resist any longer, grabbed a sausage and joined his cat on the oversized chair. “If this is poisoned, I’m blaming you,” he said between mouthfuls.

	If the food was poisoned, it was only with the mildest of sleeping powders. After stuffing himself fuller than he could ever remember being, Kuro felt very drowsy. He curled up in the velvet cushions of the armchair and drifted off into sleep.

	Kuro was awoken by a nightmare, the usual one with Helena’s desperate eyes begging him to save her. He sat up quickly and found, rather painfully, that he was no longer in the chair. He had moved to a safer place in his sleep and was underneath the couch, clinging to a velour throw pillow. He rubbed the painful spot on his forehead where he had slammed it against the wooden frame under the couch and began to crawl out, stopping partway when someone entered the room.

	“Thank you for coming so quickly, Principal McCutcheon,” he heard Dubois say.

	“I hope this won’t take long, Mr. Dubois,” replied an unfamiliar woman’s voice. She sounded very impatient. “This is a very busy time of year. School starts next week.”

	“I know and I’m sorry, Principal, but that’s exactly why it was so urgent. You see, I have a favour to ask.”

	“I do not appreciate the military meddling in school affairs,” the woman snapped.

	“It’s not the military at all. Think of it as a personal favour to me.” Dubois tried to pacify her with a casual friendly tone, but it wasn’t working.

	“A personal favour to a knight commander of the Royal Guard is the very definition of meddling by the military.”

	Kuro poked his head out from under the sofa to get a look. The woman was a middle-aged witch in a long black skirt, with a tweed jacket over a white blouse that had a collar so stiff it could stop an axe. She had black hair streaked with grey, all pulled back tightly into a bun, which emphasized the severe look on her face. She wore cat’s-eye glasses, further enhancing the sternness of her features. Her grey eyes were cold as stone, and her lips were so pursed they looked like a raisin. Dubois, nearly a head taller than she, seemed small and childlike in her presence.

	“Now, please tell me what this is all about so I can get back to Avalon,” she demanded.

	“Of course. I’d like to introduce you to the young Mr. Kuro.”

	The Hound waved his hand, and the furniture disappeared, leaving Kuro exposed and looking very silly lying on the stone floor. “Kuro, I would like you to meet Ms. McCutcheon, principal at Avalon Academy’s junior high school.”

	“Hello,” said Kuro as politely as he could to a patch of stone slightly in front of the principal’s feet. He climbed to his feet and bowed slightly. He had the unpleasant feeling that he’d seen the woman somewhere before.

	“Pleased to meet you,” the principal replied without the slightest hint of the claimed pleasure. She looked down her nose at him and eyed him suspiciously.

	“He’s a ward of the state and just turned twelve. I’m hoping you have a place at Avalon for him,” Dubois said plainly.

	Principal McCutcheon turned her suspicious gaze to Dubois. “That’s all there is to it, then? Called me all the way to Bytown for a late addition?”

	The head of the Hounds visibly squirmed under the withering gaze of Avalon’s principal. “Well, yes,” he replied.

	“I do not enjoy being deceived, Talen Dubois.” The woman’s lips had become so pursed that they threatened to disappear.

	“He does have some special circumstances,” Dubois admitted. “I was planning to tell you in private, but—”

	“He is a thief.” She cut him off mid-sentence.

	Dubois was caught very much off guard. “How? Why do you say that?”

	Ms. McCutcheon drew a scrap of paper from her pocket and passed it to Dubois.

	“IOU 2 black buttons and one hard-boiled egg.”

	Kuro cringed. He knew she had seemed familiar. She had been eating lunch on a bench with another woman in Moncton. She’d had buttons in her pouch instead of coins like normal people. He had needed them, so he’d kept them.

	“What makes you think this has anything to do with him?” Dubois asked, avoiding her gaze.

	“Because he happens to be wearing the buttons.” She scowled at them both.

	It was true and terribly obvious. Two large black buttons were mixed among the other light brown ones that held his shirt closed. “How do you know those are yours?” Dubois posed innocently.

	“Because, Mr. Dubois, they are not buttons.” The woman had become so cross that Kuro was worried she might burst. Instead, she mumbled a short melody of words and snapped her fingers.

	Kuro froze, expecting the worst. He tensed his body and clamped his eyes shut in anticipation of pain. The worst did not come, however. All that happened was that the two buttons liberated themselves from his shirt and fell to the floor with a soft but weighty thud. Kuro risked a peek.

	The buttons were gone. They had transformed into a large leather-bound ledger and a handbag. The principal swept over and reclaimed her borrowed goods.

	Both Kuro and Dubois looked extremely guilty and tried to look anywhere but at Ms. McCutcheon.

	Kuro was the first to break the silence. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t have the egg anymore. I ate it.”

	The principal’s expression softened very slightly at this. “You may find this hard to believe, young man, but it is not you with whom I am disappointed.” She rounded on the Hound. “Come, Mr. Dubois, you have a great deal of explaining to do.”

	At that, they both vanished through a wall, and Kuro was left staring at Graeae in a completely empty room.

	It was difficult to measure time with no sun, or shadows, or clocks. It seemed like an eternity passed by and then backed up and took another pass for good measure. Kuro spent the time sitting on the floor, talking to Graeae, who, being unable to hear him, had fallen fast asleep in his lap. “Well, at least you’re comfortable,” Kuro grumbled.

	Eventually Principal McCutcheon and Dubois reappeared behind him, giving him quite a start when Ms. McCutcheon cleared her throat to get his attention. The principal approached Kuro with stiff formality and handed him an envelope of weighty paper with a red wax seal. On it was written his name in large crisp letters.

	The principal cleared her throat again and pronounced, “I would like to formally accept you into the Junior High School of Avalon Academy.”

	Kuro wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, but he was certain that Avalon was better than Niflheim Prison, so he went along. “Um, thank you, Principal, . . . ma’am.” He bowed awkwardly, unsure of the correct thing to do in situations like these.

	The formalities concluded, Ms. McCutcheon’s expression darkened. “I should warn you, Kuro, we do not tolerate theft, criminal behaviour, or rule breaking of any kind at Avalon.”

	Dubois made a strange noise as if gagging or holding in a sneeze. The principal shot him a dark glare but continued. “You will be on your best behaviour, or you shall find yourself right back here, with a sizable criminal record for which you will be answering. Do I make myself clear?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Kuro could never meet people’s eyes, but he found he could do little more than stare at his own shoes when addressing Ms. McCutcheon. There was something absolutely crushing about the weight of this woman’s gaze.

	“Very good. I shall see you at the school, next week.” She turned and wandered off through the wall. Kuro blinked, and she was gone.

	Once she had left, Dubois burst with excitement. He clapped Kuro on the back. “Oh, that is brilliant. Congratulations! You are going to love Avalon.”

	Kuro severely doubted that. He had met people from Avalon, and they were dreadful. Worse than that, he would now be one of them.

	He was a student.

	 


Six
Lost and Found

	The next couple of days were torture. Kuro wasn’t allowed to leave his cell at all. They had given him a fine collection of furniture, but no number of paisley armchairs or plush carpets would make Dubois’s office anything but a prison cell. Kuro wasn’t used to being trapped inside. He had grown accustomed to having the freedom of the whole of Detritus Lane, and with it the length and breadth of the fey realm, and much of the Blandlands besides.

	Hounds kept popping in and out to check up on him as well, and it was getting tiresome. For one, none seemed to agree which wall the door should be in, so Kuro was always on edge for someone appearing unexpectedly behind him. Also, every member of the Hounds must have independently gotten the same instruction. “Are you doing all right? Can I get you anything?” each of them said.

	“I’m fine, thanks,” Kuro always replied. He struggled every time not to say something foolish. He wanted to demand candies and ponies and sacks of gold and freedom, if for no other reason than to make them stop asking. Most of the Hounds were dark, dangerous-looking mages, however, and he did not want to annoy them. They already looked at him with disdain and seemed to be performing this duty only so that they could learn his face should he ever escape. Somehow he preferred the murderous glares of those Hounds over the suspiciously bright and friendly dispositions that some of the others put on. There is something deeply disturbed, he thought, about a chipper wizard hunter.

	As much as he hated the confinement, he couldn’t complain about the food. Three square meals a day would appear, with bread, meat, vegetables, and even dessert with dinner.

	He was desperately bored, though. The best entertainment the Hounds were able to offer were copies of the Seelie Times. While still terribly dull, reading them did consume a lot of time, as Kuro had to sound out many of the words. By the end of his second day, he’d read two of them, front to back, from headline news about a river dragon escaping to the Blandlands to back-page ads for weight-loss potions. He read a lengthy account of a recent York vs. Camelot game of what Kuro learned was a sport called lacrosse. He perused the classifieds, where people were trying to sell all manner of things, such as enchanted wardrobes, crystal spanners, manticore pups, and more. He even read the gossip columns about the romances and fashions of people too rich for Kuro to ever encounter.

	Eventually, Kuro resorted to staring at the upholstery on the sofa to pass the time. He had just about committed the paisley pattern to heart when his eyes fell on the Avalon package, which he had been pointedly ignoring. It seemed to him to be an elegantly wrapped prison sentence. He might not be going to Niflheim to join his master, but he wasn’t going to be set free either. He was being sent to another kind of jail, one with classes and tests and loathsome rich brats, and if he messed up there, then he would probably be sent to a real prison. He wasn’t sure which would be worse. At least you couldn’t fail out of prison.

	He broke the seal on the envelope and retrieved the pages within. The first was an acceptance letter, written as if he was being done a great favour by being inducted into the school.

	Dear Kuro,

	I am pleased to welcome you to your first year at Avalon Academy. Please find enclosed an orientation package and list of recommended supplies.

	Term begins on September first.

	Yours sincerely,

	Principal Liath McCutcheon

	Supplies? Kuro thought. What does she mean supplies? It seemed a cruel joke. He didn’t have a single coin to his name.

	He began to go over the list. He needed four different uniforms, pens, pencils, books, a drafting set, dress shoes. . . . If he had the coin for any of it, he wouldn’t be living in a church cellar.

	One item notably absent from the list was a live feral cat. He patted Graeae affectionately, hoping she could come with him. She wouldn’t have to spend another winter alone in the street. Avalon would, if nothing else, be warm. She’d probably be fed. She might even like it.

	“Reading through your package?” Dubois boomed excitedly behind him, causing Kuro to dive under an armchair in surprise. “I still remember my first day at Avalon. Best thing that ever happened to me. Come on, let’s get your things.”

	Dubois pulled Kuro out from under the chair, out of the room, and into the offices of the Hounds. They were in a long hallway lined with doors to other offices like Dubois’s, though the others were not currently furnished as temporary holding cells. Hounds rushed back and forth, all looking very busy and moving with great importance, many with their canine familiars conjured and close at their heels: boxers, Labradors, greyhounds, and huskies, most giving Kuro a quick sniff as they passed, committing his scent to memory. There was only one wolf, though. Only the Loup-Garrot had an actual wolf as a familiar. The huge timber wolf was waiting in the hall for his master. It lazily stretched and yawned, exposing the whole of its terrifying maw, before loping casually after them.

	Kuro hadn’t considered the absence of the wolf while he was in his cell. Most wizards did not keep their familiars out all the time, so it didn’t seem unusual for Dubois to be without Garmr. Kuro supposed the friendliness that Dubois had been faking might have been undermined by the presence of a large vicious animal. Maybe Dubois left the big wolf out to watch over his subordinates, keeping an eye on the other Hounds. Regardless of Dubois’s intentions, Kuro appreciated that the wolf had been left outside for Graeae’s sake. She likely would have been traumatized were she trapped in a room with that monster.

	Dubois pushed Kuro along, out of the Hounds’ offices and through a labyrinth of polished stone hallways in shades of grey, black, and pink. The Granite Citadel had been well named. Every surface was made of the sparkling mottled stone.

	They boarded an elevator and started to descend, which was an unsettling experience. Kuro would casually hop off a five-story building onto concrete, but trapped in a steel cage and falling at speeds that kept changing made his stomach lurch. He watched the other offices through the crisscross lattice of bars that made up the elevator door to distract himself from the sensations.

	The floors below the Hounds housed the offices of the Peacekeepers. They wore blue coats similar to the green uniforms of the Hounds but shorter, with three rows of silver buttons to the Hounds’ single row of gold. They were the only branch of the Royal Guard that actually spent any time guarding anything, watching over places like the Bytown Market and standing outside important buildings. The elevator stopped long enough to collect a pair of descending Peacekeepers and their prisoner, a wizard who looked to have drunk too much bottled confidence and was raving furiously about his inevitable rise to power.

	A few floors down, they were joined by another mage, this time in an unbuttoned grey uniform coat. Her floor was full of desks occupied by an army of very tired-looking people in matching grey uniforms, furiously working through piles of paperwork—the Ledgers. Kuro had read of them in the Times but had never seen one. From the looks of them, he wasn’t sure if any of them had ever left the citadel. Their uniforms were untidy, they were universally pallid, and they clung to their coffee mugs as though they might walk off if left unattended.

	Below that were floors full of wizards in crisp red uniforms, the Mounties. They were the mounted soldiers of the Guard, all with big familiars, like moose and bears, that they could ride when needed. A pair that joined them in the elevator did not have their familiars with them. This was pretty normal and probably for the best, as the elevator did not have room to spare for an elk or a horse. The absence of Mounties’ familiars drew attention to the fact that Dubois kept Garmr around constantly, even in a cramped elevator. He must be a very paranoid person to worry about missing the scent of a criminal even in the middle of the Guard’s home base.

	At the ground floor, the elevator opened into a veritable circus of colour and noise. Witches, wizards, ghosts, goblins, ogres, and more swarmed in all different directions. They shouted about appointments, fines, fees, complaints, missing objects, and objectionable neighbours. Peacekeepers shouted over the din, trying to provide direction to the maelstrom with little success. Kuro’s collection of companions in the elevator collectively braced themselves and stepped into the turmoil of the ground floor.

	Dubois kept one hand on Kuro as if he expected him to bolt for an exit the moment he saw one. Dubois wasn’t wrong. Given a moment unattended, Kuro could have vanished into that crowd. He didn’t try it, though. He barely considered it. Even Phineas had feared Dubois. The knight commander was playing nice for now, and Kuro didn’t think it a good idea to sour his mood. Besides, once the Dread Wolf had your scent, there was no place on earth you could hide for long.

	Kuro saw that he wasn’t the only one who feared Dubois’s wrath. Witches and wizards of all stripes, on catching a glimpse of the Hound, would stop talking, stand up straighter, act pleasant and polite, and move as if they had somewhere urgent to be that was very far from where they currently were.

	Even the other members of the Guard with them on the elevator evacuated with haste upon reaching the ground floor. Another pair of Mounties nearly joined them, but upon recognizing Dubois, they suddenly remembered something very important and rushed off.

	Three floors below ground, Dubois finally pushed Kuro out of the elevator into a deserted and poorly lit hallway. At the end of the hall was a small unattended counter guarding entry into a darkened space beyond. A sign hung above that read “Lost and Found.”

	The chamber past the counter was cavernous. The dim light from the hallway that leaked into the space couldn’t find walls or a ceiling. From the darkness came the musty aroma of neglect and the echoes of fluttering bats, creaking wood, and dripping water.

	Dubois peered into the dark space, trying to find someone to talk to. Seeing nobody, he rang a small bell that was sitting on the counter. The soft ping it made bounced around and returned, haunting and distorted.

	A feminine voice drifted back to them. “Coming!” It echoed around so much that the direction it had come from was impossible to discern, and it sounded like a half-dozen other people answered the same. Several minutes passed before they began to hear clear footsteps approaching at a run, though it was unclear if a small army was coming or merely echoes.

	Finally the woman appeared at the counter, breathing hard and covered in dirt. She wore heavy boots, thick coveralls, and workman’s gloves. On her head she was a hard brass helmet with a bright light shining from the front of it and a pair of goggles that were so greasy she probably couldn’t see through them. Around her neck hung several compasses, and each of her pockets was jammed with maps and notebooks. Her age and features were impossible to discern under the layer of dusty filth that coated her.

	“Sorry about that,” she said brightly. “I was just climbing through the shoe stacks trying to find a match to this.” She held up a woman’s riding boot. “I’m sure it’s in there somewhere. I remember seeing it come in. What can I do for—”

	She had pulled off her goggles to clean them while she spoke. She cut off when she saw Dubois and froze. Dubois waited impatiently for her to thaw, and eventually she began to sputter. “T-T-Talen D-Dubois, I mean Mr. Dubois, I mean Sir Dubois. Mr. Commander, sir. What, what can I . . . we . . . I do for you?”

	“Hello, Ms. Wong,” Dubois replied, drawing another panicked outburst from the woman behind the counter.

	“He knows my name?” she muttered to herself. “That’s probably not good. What have I done? What did I do? I don’t remember doing anything. Did someone erase my memory? Did I erase my memory? I don’t remember drinking any potions, but then I wouldn’t, would I—”

	“Emily, please,” Dubois interrupted, but knowing her first name did not help the situation, nor did demanding that she calm down. Eventually he just gave up and explained himself over her babbling. “I would like to requisition some items from your stores, please.”

	Emily reassembled her lost composure. “What?” she said, her dirty brow furrowing around the clean patches that had been left by her goggles.

	“I am not here to arrest you,” Dubois said, sounding artificially comforting and pleasant. “I have a student in need of supplies for school. He does not have the funds available, and I imagine you have some surplus.” He nodded at the dark landscape of lost items.

	“What?” Emily repeated, shocked at the suggestion, her initial fear of Dubois vanishing in a cloud of indignation. “You can’t just take things from here.” She turned and made a sweeping gesture as her headlamp illuminated the nearest piles: several hundred brooms stacked up like a bonfire ready to be lit; umbrellas by the dozen, sorted by colour, pattern, and enchantment; and a set of shelves so long that they vanished into the distant darkness, teeming with so many hats that they looked ready to topple. “They belong to people.”

	Dubois screwed up his eyes and rubbed his forehead in frustration. “I trust that you’ll be able to pick some out that won’t be missed.”

	“I. . . .” Emily straightened up and stood to attention. “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

	She opened a hatch in her counter to let them in and produced two helmets, like her own, with bright lamps and chin straps. “Do I really need this?” Dubois asked, examining it skeptically.

	“Oh yes, almost certainly,” Emily asserted. “We’ve been having problems with book slides lately. Also, you’ll want to be armed just in case.”

	“In case of what?” asked Dubois.

	“Gremlins, mostly.” Emily examined the list of supplies they would be needing and checked several of her battered maps. She scowled disapprovingly at a couple of the items and grabbed a large boar spear that was resting against a wall near the counter. “This way!” she said brightly and headed off into the gloom.

	They marched through a labyrinth of shelves teeming with assorted items, giving the racks full of old and ornery magic staves a wide berth. They marched past a hundred yards of teacups, took a left turn at a large termite-eaten stagecoach, and continued through a tunnel that had been dug out of endless piles of lost gloves.

	Dubois was often distracted by strange objects and the sounds of distant collapses, and Kuro considered he could probably make a break for it. But looking at the impenetrable maze around him, he thought better of it. He might get free of Dubois, but he’d likely starve to death before he found his way out.

	They took a sharp left around a towering rack full of eyeglasses and stopped abruptly at the base of a black and musty mountain of multicoloured fabric. “First stop, children’s clothes.” Emily gestured proudly at the enormous pile, which stretched beyond the light of their lamps.

	“Where does this all come from?” Kuro asked in wonder.

	Emily bent over and threw her arm over Kuro’s shoulder, pulling him close so Dubois couldn’t hear them properly. “Wizards,” she whispered. “They can’t keep track of anything, and they put so much magic into their stuff that a lot of it wanders off on its own. Most of them are too lazy to go look for it, too. They just get replacements. Anything that gets found ends up here.”

	“What do you mean ‘they’? Aren’t you a witch?” Kuro asked.

	“What? Nah, I’m just a stray. Barely enough magic in me to pass through the veil. Wandered in one day and never left.” Emily planted her fists firmly on her hips and puffed out her chest proudly. “I actually work for a living. Not like those wizards, just magicking up whatever they want.” She winked.

	Kuro stole a furtive glance at Dubois, who just shrugged in agreement and changed the subject. “Which are the boy’s uniforms?” Dubois asked.

	“Over on the left side. This way!” Emily led them halfway up the hill on the left and instructed them to start digging for something that fit. “Now, you can’t take anything too new. Someone could come for it. Anything more than about two years old should be fine. Their owners would have grown out of them anyway. You can tell by the smell.”

	“What’s the difference between boy’s and girl’s uniforms?” shouted Kuro across the rolling hills of grey wool slacks and sweater vests.

	“Unless you feel like wearing a skirt, there isn’t one,” replied Emily, shaking the dust out of a promising find and taking a sniff. “People just seem to feel better if I tell them there is. Try this one on.”

	It was too large, as were the next three, and the fifth turned out to be a raccoon, which hissed at Kuro and fled into the darkness. It took some time and a fair bit of digging, but they managed to collect a good supply of well-fitting outfits that didn’t smell too badly of mildew.

	Similar adventures were had collecting more clothing. They searched through rolling dunes of misplaced shoes, rummaged in the toque hills, and held their noses as they bypassed the valley of the socks. They had to take a large detour around a landslide of pocket watches to get to the pen piles. After ten minutes of failing to find a completely blank notebook to use, Talen found a few nearly empty ones and tore the used pages out, which elicited a cry of horror from Emily.

	Kuro and Emily sorted through bags and backpacks while they waited for Dubois to fight off a small contingent of curious gremlins. A canvas satchel crumbled as Kuro tried to pick it up. “Why don’t you just get rid of some of this stuff?” he asked as he tried to dust the remains off himself.

	“What? Throw it away?” Emily was aghast.

	“Or give it to people. Sell it. Anything really.” The place was a disaster, a weird and wonderful disaster, but a disaster nonetheless. It made the piles of junk that accumulated in Detritus Lane seem like anthills.

	Emily sighed and gazed warmly over her strange domain. “There’s rules. Old rules. Magic that’s soaked right into the bedrock. Someone made this place when the citadel was new. They enchanted it to always be big enough to hold whatever was lost and found again and promised to keep whatever came in till it was claimed. I don’t think they had any idea what they were doing. Typical wizards.”

	Kuro snorted as he tried to stifle a laugh. He’d never heard anyone so brazenly mock wizards. He giggled inwardly as he returned to searching the pile of bags for something suitable. A satchel caught his eye, a fine leather book bag, old, worn, and kind of small. It was simple, just a single square pouch with a flap, but what pulled Kuro to it was a large brass buckle, brown with age, embossed with a large letter K. The satchel almost seemed made for him. He admired the bag for a moment and then looked inside. It was enormous. The light of his headlamp caught the edges of shelves and drawers. The small bag had an entire room inside. Kuro shut the satchel at the sound of footsteps approaching and clutched it to his chest.

	Dubois rounded the pile, filthy and complaining to Garmr. They looked exhausted from fending off the assault by a band of curious and hungry gremlins. “Why,” he asked as he caught his breath, “are there monsters living unchecked inside the Granite Citadel?”

	“That is a very good question,” Emily replied. She looked at Talen with wide eyes through her large goggles. “Do you think you could get someone to do something about it? I’ve been sending requests for ages.”

	“Not my department,” the Hound muttered defensively.

	“You would be absolutely shocked how often I hear that,” said Emily, defeated. “The Peacekeepers told me that citadel security is a military matter and to talk to the Mounties. The Mounties say it’s a problem for monster hunters, and I should talk to the Hounds, and the Hounds sent me to the Ledgers, who assure me that my complaint has been properly filed. Meanwhile, there’s a small legion of goblins building a fortress out of old books and arming themselves with misplaced cutlery.” She looked to the Hound with desperation in her eyes.

	“I’ll, um, . . .” Dubois stammered. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	Emily pumped her fist in the air victoriously.

	Kuro was really starting to like Ms. Wong.

	Dubois scowled. “Found a bag yet?”

	Kuro nodded slightly and indicated the satchel.

	“That won’t do,” scoffed Dubois, prying the bag from Kuro’s hands. “It wouldn’t hold even one of your books. You need something much—” He cut off mid-sentence, having opened the flap. He looked inside with a mix of wonder and wariness. “Well, I see why you liked it, now. You’re lucky you didn’t fall in, or get your arm bit off by something nasty. These things are often trapped, or haunted, or both. Nope, sorry. Here, use this.” Dubois tossed Kuro a dusty red canvas backpack. It was too large for him and hung down to his thighs. “You’ll grow into it,” Dubois said.

	“If that’s everything,” Emily interrupted loudly, “I’d like to get out of here before the chimera finds us.”

	“What’s a chimera?” Kuro asked fearfully, scanning the blackness around them for signs of the beast.

	“Nasty thing,” replied Emily, gripping her spear tightly. “Three heads, big claws, breathes fire, bad temper — lucky it’s so damp in here or the whole place would have burned down by now.” She checked two maps and three compasses and started to lead them out of the cavern.

	The trip back to the counter took nearly an hour. By the time they emerged, sweaty and filthy, the citadel had grown quiet. It was well past quitting time, which Ms. Wong was happy to remind Dubois.

	Dubois promised to send someone to look into the monster problem as an attempt at an apology, then he dragged Kuro and all his new belongings back through the now empty and silent halls of the citadel.

	Kuro was placed back in his makeshift cell along with a late dinner. His possessions, Dubois said, were to be laundered in preparation for the next day. “You’ve a ferry to catch, so get a good night’s sleep. I need to go home and get scowled at by my wife for being late again.”

	Kuro sat and ate, being pointedly ignored by Graeae, who was upset for having been abandoned. He had trouble sleeping that night, but not for the normal reasons.

	His regular nightmares were replaced by the imagined terrors that awaited him at school. Having never been to school, his mind was free to fabricate horrific scenarios of punishment at the hands of the teachers and torture by the other students.

	Kuro found that he preferred his normal nightmares. When they woke him, he knew that they were in the past. These new horrors were things that awaited him when morning came, and so he resisted waking from them, for fear of finding them to be true.

	 


Seven
The Ferry, Princess

	Kuro woke with a start to the offensive cry of an alarm clock that hadn’t been there when he had fallen asleep. It rang and rattled around on top of an old blue steamer trunk that had also been left in his room overnight. A brass plate on the trunk was embossed with his name. On top of it sat a plastic container full of holes, meant for carrying cats; a freshly laundered uniform; and a note.

	“Kuro,” it read, “clean yourself up and get dressed. New socks and underwear are in the trunk as well. We will be leaving at 8:15 for the ferry to Avalon.

	“We cannot be late.”

	Kuro started to complain to the empty room about being ordered to clean himself up with no running water, but before he had a chance, a claw-foot tub strolled in and began to fill itself.

	It filled and emptied itself twice more as Kuro soaked and scrubbed free the dirt of the alley. It had been years since Phineas had bothered providing soap and hot water for Kuro to bathe in. His showers in the cold water from downspouts and rainstorms had never really cleaned him, so by the time he towelled off, the pristine white tub was stained with brown, and a stranger stared back at him in the mirror. Blemishes he’d thought were his own had been scrubbed free. He could run his fingers easily through his unruly heap of hair, and his dark eyes didn’t stick closed when he blinked. If not for his large ears and lack of height, he might have mistaken himself for another child.

	He struggled with the clothes he’d been left. He’d never had to deal with small buttons much, and the white shirt had an excess of them. It took three tries to get them all lined up correctly. The sweater vest was awkward and constricting, though he did manage to struggle into it. He didn’t even try to tie the tie, and the polished shoes and pressed pants were so pristine that they looked to belong in a display case rather than on his person. The whole outfit was stiff and heavy, and he feared he would ruin them just by moving around.

	Once dressed, he tried to put Graeae into the cat carrier. She was deeply unimpressed with being caged and complained loudly as Kuro encouraged, then coaxed, and finally shoved her into the plastic container. “Stop whining,” Kuro scolded. “They’re letting you come with me. You’ll probably get fed every day and be allowed to sleep inside.”

	Just as Kuro finished wrestling her into the case, Dubois appeared behind him. “Ready?” he asked with infuriating cheer.

	Kuro turned to face him, and Dubois’s false cheer drained from his face. Kuro’s new shirt had spots of blood and holes from his wrestling match with Graeae. Despite being clean, his unevenly brown skin made him look like he was still dirty, and his hair was an explosion frozen in time.

	Dubois buried his face in his hands. “You’re hopeless,” he said as he raised a hand to Kuro. He began to chant, and Kuro dove for cover, but the boy was too slow for the experienced Hound.

	There was a brilliant flash of yellow light, and the blast caught Kuro in the chest just before he rolled behind the tub. He curled up waiting for the pain, but nothing came. He looked down at his chest where the blast had connected and saw a ripple of gold washing through his clothes, stitching the tears back together and leaving clean cloth in its wake.

	“What are you doing?” Dubois demanded impatiently. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

	He hauled Kuro to his feet, handed him the yowling cat carrier, and grabbed the large trunk. Taking Kuro by the hand, he started walking toward the solid wall of his cell. With a wave, Dubois created a door and pulled Kuro through, out into the bustle of the office. Dubois’s wolf, Garmr, joined them again in the hall. His presence raised Graeae’s despondent wails to panicked hisses. Kuro struggled to keep himself between the two so that Graeae couldn’t see the wolf.

	Dubois dragged Kuro through the halls of the citadel and out into the bright, clean air of upper Bytown. Kuro had never been to this part of the city. Detritus Lane passed through the Bytown Market, but the citadel stood on Embassy Hill, at the centre of the wealthiest part of the city. It was far from the market, and none of the filth and rabble of Detritus Lane polluted its boulevards.

	The street was lined with official buildings and embassies from the three kingdoms, all competing for grandeur. Blocky, copper-roofed limestone buildings in the Tirnanog style competed with the sweeping lines of marble and glass of the Acadians. The grand golden halls of the elves, with their steep roofs shingled with shields and central pillars made from living trees, gleamed in the sunlight. Broad sidewalks of artfully interlocking stone stretched along both sides of the boulevard, inviting people to walk, though nobody in the area was poor enough to bother. Instead they travelled in elegant luxury within enchanted automobiles and carriages.

	The towering obelisk that was the Granite Citadel of the Royal Guard seemed out of place in such a bright and verdant boulevard, and all the more imposing because of it.

	Kuro had little time to take in the view before Dubois pushed him into the back seat of a large black sedan. Dubois shoved Kuro’s things into the trunk of the car before climbing in beside him. Garmr took the front passenger seat.

	“To the Bay Ferry, sir?” asked the driver, working to hide his discomfort at sitting next to the large fanged beast.

	“Yes, please. Fast as you can,” Dubois replied as he settled into his soft leather seat. “We don’t want to be late.”

	Kuro had never travelled in a car, and it made him uncomfortable. It was too enclosed for the speed at which it moved. He couldn’t feel the wind on his face, and the car rocked and swayed in ways that turned his stomach. To make matters worse, this driver seemed to think that having a Hound in the car gave him licence to drive recklessly, or perhaps it was the wolf beside him making him want to shorten the trip as much as possible. Regardless, he weaved through the Bytown traffic, cutting off other cars and spooking horses as he whipped around corners with little respect for courtesy or basic physics. Too much of this and the driver would discover what Kuro had eaten for breakfast.

	To Kuro’s enormous relief, it took only minutes to leave Bytown behind and turn onto Zephyr Way, a fairy road that spanned the northern reaches of the continent. Zephyr was wide and open, straight and smooth. The roadway was entirely unlike Detritus Lane. The pathway of solid rock was uninterrupted, and few buildings broke the landscape of dark pine forests.

	They did not travel along Zephyr Way for long, but it was impossible for Kuro to tell how many hundreds of miles they had travelled on that magical highway. Distance was so warped along fairy roads that they could outpace the sun. The entire landscape passed by at the same speed; the distant hills shot past just as fast as the trees at the side of the road. They turned off at an exit sign that read “Avalon Ferry Port—6 miles.”

	The road to the ferry followed beside a wide river and was excessively well tended for such a single-purpose laneway. The pavement was fresh and smooth. The tall and lush trees that flanked it were spaced evenly and sculpted to form archways.

	The forest gave way to a rather less majestic parking lot, already busy with cars, carriages, sleds, magic carpets, and other students. At the mouth of the river stood a large dock at which was parked a multilevel ferry, large enough to hold the hundreds of Avalon students with room to spare. Despite the bright white paint and the name “Princess” across the bow of the boat in gleaming gold letters, the boat was neither beautiful nor elegant. It was sturdy and solid, with a sharp prow that looked made for ramming other ships and a hull so tall that the lowest deck sat nearly a story above the water. It looked almost like a warship painted to look friendly.

	Beyond the end of the dock lay the turbulent waters of Hudson Bay. Kuro could see the edge of the veil dancing back and forth at the waterline, being pushed about by the saltwater waves.

	Kuro had overheard people talking about the edge of the veil but had never seen it. The exits Kuro used to get from Detritus Lane to the Blandlands were places where the veil between worlds was thin and torn, making it easy to pass through. Here, though, the veil was thick and strong, pressing up against the shore like a billowing and shimmering curtain of silk.

	Salt and magic do not mix. Even a circle of table salt on the ground can disrupt a spell or stop some creatures from entering or leaving. No magic at all can cross an expanse of saltwater like an ocean. Someone could exit the veil along any saltwater coast just by walking through it into the water. Once outside, however, they would be stuck in the Blandlands until they could find a way back in, usually through the mouth of a river, where the mixing of the waters thinned the veil.

	The school was on an island far out in the Hudson Bay, so it wasn’t possible to get there without leaving the fey realm for the journey across open and often violent waters. That kept the school and students safe from anyone looking to do them harm, and the world safe from the inept fumbling of those learning the magical arts. It also contained the students. The only ways off the island were a ferry that ran only a few times a year or a very long and cold swim without the benefits of magic. Avalon was a prison, though from the excitement of the children swarming the dock, Kuro thought he might be the only one who knew it.

	As the car pulled to a stop, Dubois mumbled something that sounded Elvish and performed a motion like peeling off a tight dress. A disguise unfurled over him like a silk sheet and settled into place. Dubois was gone, replaced by a man in jeans and a flannel shirt, with a big bushy beard and a receding hairline. The disguise was convincing, though it did not hide his golden eyes or the scar in his ear. “I assume you’d rather not be dropped off by the commander of the Hounds for your first day, am I right?” The man that had been Dubois grinned, looking very pleased with himself as he pulled a toque on over his head to cover his telltale ear scar.

	Dubois wasn’t wrong. If Kuro was to be stuck at Avalon, it would be nice if people didn’t know he’d been escorted there by police. The closest he could bring himself to thanking Dubois, though, was to grunt in agreement before sliding out of the car.

	Dubois carried Graeae in one hand and had the other on Kuro’s shoulder as they made their way through to the ferry, holding him firmly in case he ran. Kuro’s already poor mood fouled more deeply as he passed happy families giving tearful goodbyes and excited encouragement to their children.

	“I love dock day.” Dubois beamed. “Never changes. The sea breeze, the sounds, the excitement.”

	The crowds, the smell, the noise, Kuro thought.

	Dubois took Kuro’s shoulder and pushed him on towards the ferry. The Hound stopped a couple of times and almost called out to people he knew as though he kept forgetting he was in disguise.

	Kuro also saw someone he knew. He spotted the unmistakable collection of tumbling golden locks and magically enhanced grace of Evelyn, the rich girl from the shoe store.

	Her uniform was brand new and looked like it had been custom tailored. Her white blouse practically glowed under a crisp grey cardigan, and she could fix her hair in the shine on her magical shoes if it ever one of her flawless ringlets fell out of place. Her perfectly pressed plaid skirt bounced and twirled with her as she greeted other students. She behaved as if they were fortunate to have the chance to meet her, waving and smiling like some sort of celebrity. She left the loading of her several suitcases to an exhausted porter.

	Kuro had just started to feel like Avalon wasn’t going to be so bad, but the reminder that he’d be sharing it with her spoiled that hope entirely. Kuro scowled, grabbed his trunk, and trudged toward the ferry.

	Dubois boarded the ferry with Kuro, acting jovial and excited. He pointed at the scenery and beamed foolishly, all the while keeping a strong hand on Kuro’s shoulder. He directed him to the upper deck, which was empty, for the moment. Once they were alone, Dubois dropped his jovial uncle act. “Listen, Kuro,” he said. “You stay up here, in sight of the ferry captain, for the whole ride. We’ll be watching. Step out of line and you’ll have a Hound on your heels before you can blink. Got it?”

	Kuro nodded sullenly.

	“Good. You’re only going to get one chance at Avalon, so don’t mess this up on yourself and go running away or stealing things. And . . . try to enjoy it. It’s great there, really. Best years of my life.” Dubois mussed Kuro’s hair in a patronizingly paternal way.

	Kuro shook off Dubois’s empty comforts. He doubted that his time would be much like the Hound’s had been. It seemed unlikely that Sir Talen Dubois, knight commander of the Hounds, had started his career as a prisoner of the state. The only optimism Kuro had in reserve was that nobody would recognize him for what he was, at least for a while.

	Dubois turned to leave, but Kuro stopped him with a shout. “Where are you going with Graeae?”

	The Hound still had the cat in her carrier with him. “Don’t worry,” he said with a wolfish grin. “She’s going to a good home.”

	“She’s not coming with me?” Kuro didn’t know whether to attack the Hound or cry.

	“Of course not,” Dubois waved Kuro off dismissively. “There are no pets on Avalon. Besides, with all the other students’ familiars around, she’d lose her tiny mind.”

	Dubois gave Kuro no opportunity to argue. He turned sharply and marched below deck, cat carrier in hand. He had tricked Kuro into cooperating by keeping Graeae around. Now that Kuro was trapped on a one-way trip to a prison island, Dubois was keeping Graeae as a hostage to keep the boy obedient.

	Kuro fumed. He saw Dubois emerge from the ship and return to the docks, where he stood watching, holding Graeae imprisoned in the carrier and grinning victoriously. Kuro looked away from the Hound, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing his tears.

	Kuro turned his gaze to watch the water beyond the veil, hoping the novelty of it would distract him from his misery. He’d pretty much only ever seen cities and had never been out on open water. He decided quickly that he didn’t like it. It looked cold, and the waves were big enough to swallow him whole should he fall in, which seemed likely given that he wasn’t allowed to leave the open deck.

	He threw himself onto a bench and dug around in his trunk for something to block the chill of the early autumn breeze off the bay.

	Kuro started to consider how much Dubois already knew. Probably everything, he imagined. He wouldn’t have been allowed to leave the citadel so easily if Dubois had thought he had any information worth torturing out of him. Perhaps he was being held as a hostage for Phineas in the same way Graeae was being held from him. It amused him a little to think of Dubois trying to level threats against his master using Kuro as leverage. If that was Dubois’s plan, he would be sorely disappointed when he found out just how little Phineas cared for Kuro. It did worry Kuro, though, to think what might become of him and Graeae if their value to Dubois ran out.

	Kuro wasn’t alone for long. A girl around his age was marched up on deck by an old woman. Kuro couldn’t see the girl’s expression well; her dark skin made her little more than a silhouette against the morning sun. But her manner spoke volumes. She crept hesitantly onto deck, clutching a cross-shaped charm on her necklace, and took a great deal of coaxing from her minder to get settled into a bench across the deck from Kuro. She looked around with wide eyes, seeming to bounce between wonder and terror with every second.

	Kuro observed the pair with some interest, doing his best to remain unnoticed. The old woman spoke in hushed tones and with a familiar authority. Kuro couldn’t understand the conversation, partly because it was too quiet and partly because it was in French, but the form was familiar. He’d had the same conversation just minutes ago with Dubois. Perhaps his situation was not entirely unique.

	The old woman left, moving with far more strength and grace than her elderly form should allow. Definitely a Hound, Kuro concluded. He locked eyes with the girl. Her fearful glance changed into an intimidating glare as they stared silently at each other. Her eyes dared him to say something, threatening to knock him senseless if he did. He recognized the stance from the laneway—not from people, but from the animals. She reminded him of a cornered raccoon, full of a ferocity born of fear.

	Kuro tried to express that he was in the same situation, that he was just as stuck here as she was and posed her no threat, but he could muster no words to pass his lips. He shrank under her dangerous gaze.

	The moment was shattered by someone’s eager cry. “Dad, come look at this!” Another girl was standing in the doorway at the top of the stairs, grinning so broadly it looked like the top of her head was unzipping. “This is amazing! Oh! You can see the veil whooshing about. The water just goes on forever, doesn’t it? And there’s a bench right at the front. This is perfect. I’m going to sit here.”

	She was thin and lanky and at least a head taller than Kuro. Her wiry dirty-blond hair was rapidly escaping the short braids it had been put into. She wore the school’s uniform cardigan and skirt, but the skirt was worn over a pair of jeans, and the cardigan had been tied roughly around her waist, likely stretching it irreparably.

	“Hurry up, Dad!” she shouted excitedly down the stairs behind her. “I found a good seat.”

	She loped excitedly up to Kuro, moving like she didn’t know where her limbs ended, and with an enthusiasm that threatened to send her toppling over the rails. “Hello, can I sit here?”

	Kuro was about to return her greeting, but the girl didn’t give him the chance. “Are you a first year too? This is the very best seat. I’ve seen them all now. They’re mostly the same, but this is way better than inside. It has a better view and isn’t all full of older students. Why is it so empty up here? This is way better than inside. You can’t see anything from in there. You picked the best spot. Can I sit here? Do you mind?”

	Kuro almost had a chance to nod before the girl was talking again, barely taking time to breathe. “Great, I’ll get my stuff. I’m Charlotte, by the way, Charlotte Cook, but everyone calls me Charlie. Well, my dad does, but that’s pretty much everyone.”

	At that moment a broad-shouldered man appeared at the top of the stairs, hauling a large hockey bag. “Hey Dad!” Charlie shouted. “I’m over here. I found a seat!”

	“Are you sure you want to be out here?” the man said. “Won’t you get cold?”

	Charlie rolled her eyes. “I’ll be fine. Just grab me my jacket.”

	The next few minutes took an eternity to pass. Charlie’s father fussed over her, forcing her to wear a coat and wrapping her in a blanket. He hugged her, and they both teared up as they shared painfully sincere farewells. Kuro did his best not to be upset about the affection she was getting, and the other girl on deck was decidedly looking the other direction.

	Finally, the ferry whistle blew, and the man pulled himself away from his daughter, wiping a dripping nose on his sleeve. “You’re sure you’ll be okay? Do you have enough blankets? Have you eaten enough? Have you used the washroom?” he sputtered as he took one last look back.

	“Oh my gosh, yes!” said Charlie, urging him away. “I’m fine. Please, you’re embarrassing me.”

	A couple minutes later, the whistle blew again, and the ferry began to hum and pull away from the dock. Charlie wrapped herself in a big blanket, propped herself against the rails, and stared steadily forward, scanning the horizon for some sign of the island of Avalon.

	Kuro looked down at the docks as the ferry sounded its horn to signal departure. There was a forest of waving hands from tearful parents and siblings too young to join the ride. One very serious man with a cat carrier stood unmoving in the crowd, staring at Kuro. Kuro did not look back at the Hound; his eyes were focused on Graeae, his only friend, trapped in a cage staring back with a look of deep betrayal. Kuro watched her, silently begging her forgiveness for as long as he could.

	The ferry slid away from the dock, towards the mouth of the river, where freshwater mixed with the saltwater of the bay. There, the veil was thin enough to pass back and forth between worlds with relative ease. The ship pressed up against the wavering edge of the veil until a salty wave crashed past, pushing the veil with it. They passed through the shimmering barrier and sloshed out into the mundane world. The hum of the magical motors cut out, and moments later, a rumble of diesel engines started up, and they began to move again.

	In an instant, the dock was gone, along with the thick forest and wide river. The only sign of the fey realm was a faint shimmer of the veil at the mouth of where the river had been. Even there, it lacked the clarity of substance that it had on the inside. From without, it looked like the shifting sheen of sunlight reflecting off silk caught in a breeze.

	The Blandlands were, as the name implied, pale and dull. They looked as though someone had washed half of the colour out of everything. The world looked, smelled, and sounded muted, like someone had put a bag over Kuro’s head. He was used to this effect in the cities, but this place was worse than most. It was rocky and populated only by sparse shrubs and windswept pines.

	Kuro wondered if he could make it to shore and live in the wilderness of the Blandlands if he dove from the boat now. But the bleak shore didn’t encourage much hope. He considered himself pretty accomplished at surviving on the streets, but there weren’t any streets to be seen, just endless hills of lichen-covered rocks and short crooked trees.

	Kuro returned from his reflections when he realized that Charlie was still talking to him, though she hadn’t bothered to face him. Her eyes were still fixed on the horizon. “What do you think your familiar is going to be? Someone said we don’t learn to summon them till second year, but I’m suuuuper curious what mine will be. It’s probably gonna be something boring and common like a housecat or a dog or a crow, but maybe it’ll be something cool like a tiger or an elephant. Wouldn’t that be awesome? An elephant would be really useful around the farm for lifting stuff.”

	Charlie continued to talk, barely pausing for breath as the choppy water slid by beneath the boat. She had grown up on a farm with her dad far out in the country, where they raised magical creatures. Her dad was a stray, like Emily from the lost and found, but her mother had been a witch from Tirnanog. Apparently, there had been a hard fight with the Summer Court to let him keep the animals when her mother had died. Strays aren’t supposed to own magical creatures. Charlie had been a loophole, though. She was a witch living on the farm, so she was the witch in charge, and her dad was technically just a caretaker. She said the rule was ridiculous because her dad knew more about the animals of the fey realm than any dumb wizard.

	She told Kuro of the menagerie of beasts that she’d cared for over the years, from the strange petrifying chicken-lizard creatures called cockatrices and the now sway-backed unicorn, whose poop smells like cotton candy, to fireproof lizards called salamanders and a family of wood sprites that stole all her pencils and used them to hunt beetles. She talked about her favourite books, foods, colours, seasons, and clothes. She talked about her hopes and dreams for school, the classes she was looking forward to, and the fantastic mysteries of the island she planned to uncover.

	Kuro was annoyed with her at first. He was sad and bitter and had no interest in hearing from someone attending Avalon voluntarily. But she was relentless. She spoke more that morning than Kuro had over his entire life. Her eagerness and bright spirit invaded his misery, and after two hours of her ceaseless optimism, he was having trouble holding on to his dread. To make matters worse, she finally decided to include Kuro in the conversation.

	“What’s your name?”

	Kuro was so surprised by having to say something, he tripped over his tongue trying to remember what it was. “Um, . . . I don’t . . . I’m called Kuro.”

	“Cool. I’ve never heard that name. Where are you from?”

	Kuro was saved from having to explain his history by a clamour at the staircase to the lower decks, as another group of students climbed to the top level.

	“Good afternoon. I’m terribly sorry to interrupt,” said a girl with a courtly Acadian accent that would bankrupt most people to achieve. “But we thought it would be ever so nice to become acquainted with our fellow first years before we arrived.”

	Kuro recognized the pompous tone of the girl from the shoe store. He looked up to see her effortlessly flowing locks cascading over her perfectly fitted uniform. She was flanked by two equally well-groomed young women. “This is Merissa Kleppmann and Sara Mahdavi, Charmed Daughters of the Summer Court.” She gestured gracefully at her partners before introducing herself. “And I am Evelyn Lemieux d’Ys. Pleased to make . . . your . . . acquaintance.”

	Evelyn’s well-rehearsed speech stumbled to a halt as she actually took the time to look at whom she was addressing. Her perfect manner crumpled as none of the three passengers on the deck paid her any mind.

	“Hi,” said Kuro, making no effort to hide his dislike.

	“Hello,” said Charlie brightly, though she didn’t even turn to face the new arrivals, still too fixated on the horizon to bother with them.

	The girl alone on the far bench glared at Evelyn with the same feral distrust that she had shown to Kuro.

	“It is common courtesy to stand and introduce oneself when being addressed,” asserted Evelyn imperiously.

	“Oh,” responded Kuro. Given that Phineas hadn’t wanted Kuro introducing himself at all, he’d never been taught how to do it properly. He thought this might be useful information but had no intention of using it to please Evelyn.

	“Well.” Evelyn’s airs of grace had all but dissolved. She forced a smile and turned to the silent girl on the far bench. “And what about you? You’re not so uncouth as these . . . delinquents, are you? Can I ask your name?”

	A stream of rather coarse-sounding French was all the girl offered the prim and proper trio.

	“Well then,” said Evelyn brusquely as she turned and marched to the door. “I suppose we will see you at school. Come on, girls, let us find peers with some sense of propriety.”

	“They seemed nice,” said Charlie without a hint of sarcasm. “Who was that talking French?”

	Kuro chuckled. Charlie was so fixated on the misty island barely visible in the distance that she hadn’t even looked to see what was happening.

	“That was our neighbour.” Kuro braved a wave at the angry French girl. “I’m not sure she speaks English, but I think I like her.”

	“Bone joor. Je me apple Charlie,” Charlie shouted loudly and slowly. “This is Kuro. Do you want to be friends?”

	There was a long pause, and Kuro watched the girl tense and relax a couple of times. “Marie,” she said at last. “My name is Marie.” She spoke with a distinctive French accent.

	“Nice to meet you, Marie,” said Charlie exuberantly. “Where are you from?”

	“Montreal,” she said cautiously.

	“Like the big city outside the veil?” Charlie chattered excitedly. “Are you from outside the veil? Are you a firefly? That would be so cool. I’ve never met a firefly. What’s it like in the Blandlands?”

	Kuro could see Marie starting to tense up again. “Charlie,” Kuro tried to interrupt. “I don’t think she knows what any of that means.”

	“Oh, I’m so sorry. So, a firefly, that’s a person from the Blandlands who’s got magic. Not like a stray, though—those are people with just a little bit and can get through the veil by accident but can’t really use any magic. Oh! The veil is what we call the wall between the fey realm and the Blandlands. It was the rainbow wall thing at the shore near the docks,” Charlie said without pausing for breath. “How long since you crossed over?”

	“About a week,” Marie said defensively.

	“Oh man, this must be just crazy for you. Well, if you need to know anything, just ask. I mean, I don’t know everything, ’cause if I did, I wouldn’t have to go to school, but I want to go to school, so it’s okay. Do you guys even know about Avalon outside the veil? Oh wait. Maybe you will be my roommate since Kuro can’t ’cause I’m pretty sure he’s a boy. What residence are you staying in?”

	“Autumn Lodge,” replied Marie, as though uncertain whether that was good or bad.

	Charlie did not leave any room for doubt.

	Though she still refused to take her eyes off the growing misty speck on the horizon, she shouted with delight. “That’s the same as me! I’m pretty sure it’s the best residence. The others sound really stuffy and boring. We get the best weather, too. What about you, Kuro? Where are you staying?”

	“I don’t know,” answered Kuro.

	“How can you not know?” Charlie exclaimed in disbelief. “It was all over the welcome package.”

	“I didn’t read the welcome package,” Kuro grumbled. He’d been so bitter about the whole situation that he hadn’t been able to bring himself to read the pamphlets.

	“How could you not read the package?” Charlie sounded scandalized. “Well, I can sort it out for you. I mean it’s pretty easy. Are you royalty?”

	“Definitely not.”

	“Are your parents landed, or titled, or knighted, or anything like that?”

	Kuro was less certain about that. Phineas said that he used to be an important person in the Summer Court, but Kuro was pretty sure that being exiled and arrested for treason and murder meant that didn’t count anymore. Also, Kuro wasn’t Phineas’s son, just his servant. “Um, no,” he replied after what was probably too long a pause.

	“Right, did anyone important sponsor you, like a patron, or a scholarship or something?”

	Kuro didn’t think what Dubois had done to get him into Avalon counted as patronage, certainly not a scholarship. “I don’t think so. . . .”

	“Well, then, you’re in with us!” she shouted delightedly. “Autumn Lodge, where us ordinary folks and fireflies go. None of that mess about court and bloodlines and succession and stuff. You’re better off with us even if we’re not roomies.”

	Kuro hoped she was right. He much preferred the idea of living with people like Marie and Charlie to mingling with the likes of Evelyn, though he thought it more likely that he’d be held in a dungeon cell than a fancy residence.

	The sun was high in the sky by the time the island of Avalon came into clear view. From the Blandlands side, it was not a beautiful place—a largely barren mass of granite slabs thrust at hard angles from the cold waters of the bay. Sparse shrubs and gnarled trees bent by the wind dotted the rocky isle. From a distance it looked covered in blowing snow, but as they drew closer, the drifts resolved into flocks of white birds.

	The ferry turned, moving as if to land in an inlet on the shore, where a small stream emptied into the bay. It was barely big enough to land a canoe in, let alone a massive boat. As the ferry grew closer to an inlet, Kuro could see a faint wisp of the veil shifting and shimmering, washing in and out with the saltwater waves. Even knowing that they were about to pass through the veil, Kuro found it difficult not to tense up as the ferry continued to drive directly for a rocky shoreline without slowing.

	Charlie squealed with glee, Marie swallowed and tensed, and Kuro just held on to his seat as the boat sped toward the rocks. Just as the prow was about to collide with land, the veil swept over them. The bleak and barren rocks were replaced in an instant with a vibrant forested island.

	The passage back into the fey realm was an assault on the senses. After hours acclimatizing to the faded colours, muted sounds, and indistinct smells of the Blandlands, the brilliance on the other side of the veil was overwhelming. The greens of the grass and trees, and the petals of the flowers in bloom, were so bright that Kuro had to squint to look at them. The scents of each individual blossom announced its presence in Kuro’s nose with such intensity that he almost choked, and sounds rang out so crisply that he could pick out which leaves on which trees were contributing to the orchestra of rustling.

	As his senses adjusted, Kuro tried to absorb some of the geography of Avalon Island. The rough outline of the island echoed its Blandlands counterpart, as was typical, but that is where the similarities stopped. The Blandlands side was all sharp angles and jagged edges; behind the veil was all gently rolling hills. Where the land outside the veil was barren, Avalon was lush and thick with trees. Despite being a dreary cold autumn day on the Blandlands side, it appeared to be a pleasantly cool spring afternoon on Avalon. At least on this part of Avalon. Directly ahead, where the ship was docking, the fruit trees were in full bloom, and birds sang in every branch. In the distance to the right, tall pines appeared to be covered in snow. To the left, the trees were tall and lush, with a full summer growth of leaves.

	The actual size of the island was difficult to determine. The space of it was warped like that of a fairy road, and distances were deceiving. The shore seemed to stretch on for miles, but the centre of the island looked so close that Kuro felt he could throw a stone at it. He knew that to be an illusion, though, as far too many trees stood between the shore and the centre for that to be possible.

	Jutting up from the centre of the island was a huge plateau. The sheer stone pillar rose fifty yards or more above the tallest trees, dominating the landscape. On it stood an imposing limestone building that looked more like a fortress than a school. It had steep slate roofs and tall pointed spires, giving it the look of a serrated blade.

	An anxious knot grew in Kuro’s stomach as the school loomed closer. The twisted space of the island made it appear impossibly close, as though standing over him and looking down in judgement. The knot unravelled in surprise as his seatmate burst into exuberant action.

	Charlie jumped from her seat the moment the ferry dock was in view like a spring that had been wound too tight, breaking her unmoving vigil. She grabbed her overstuffed hockey bag and threw it over her shoulder, knocking Kuro sideways and out of his gloom. She started scrambling to the door while shouting, “Come on, you two! What are you waiting for?”

	Kuro and Marie looked to each other with shared trepidation and uncertainty. There was little they could do, though, to combat Charlie’s insistent enthusiasm. They gathered their things and followed.

	 

	



	



	Eight
Autumn Lodge

	Evening was setting in by the time the students were able to disembark. The moment the doors opened onto the wooden pier, they began swarming out. In their grey uniforms, they looked like a wave of scurrying rats invading the pristine island.

	Up from the dock was a parking lot paved with small interlocking bricks. The varied colours of the bricks rendered the crest of the school: a raven with its wings spread, on top of a golden fleur-de-lis, inside a red maple leaf, all inscribed by an intertwining knotted pattern. Waiting in the lot were three lines of transport ready to take students off to their residences: one of elegant carriages pulled by powerful white stallions, another of ornately carved sledges pulled by caribou with ribbons and bells decorating their antlers, and finally a line of black limousines.

	Students streamed to the three lines, being met by footmen and chauffeurs who loaded their luggage and guided them to their transports. After a few moments of uncertainty on the dock, Kuro noticed a fourth stream of students, those who were not being helped aboard anything. They were stacking their luggage in a creaky old hay wagon harnessed to a sleeping grizzly bear. Those students did not wait for a chauffeur to drive them. They just walked down the road into the woods under their own power.

	Everyone except Kuro seemed to know exactly which way to go. As he scanned for some indication of what he was supposed to be doing he caught sight of a familiar face. Bella, the shoe thief, was passing her bags to the chauffeur of one of the limousines. She caught sight of him, too.

	They locked eyes, hers full of hate, Kuro’s with fear. What was she doing here? Shouldn’t she be in prison? Kuro stood, trapped in her angry gaze while other students swarmed around him.

	A booming voice drowned out the din of the crowd and broke the hold she had on him. “Any first-year Autumn Lodgers, this way, please!” hollered an enormous girl, a head taller than the next tallest student and built like the ferry they had just been riding. She grinned broadly, exposing jagged, pointed teeth, as she gathered a small flock of students and led them toward the wagon. “Stack your stuff on here unless you feel like dragging it all the way through Summer.”

	“Come on!” Charlie wrestled her overstuffed hockey bag across to the wagon, where the large girl tossed it casually onto the growing pile of trunks and suitcases.

	By the time Kuro and Marie had made it to the cart, the large girl had started shouting again. “Is that everyone? Hold still so I can count you!”

	There were fewer than ten of them, and all looked about as lost as Kuro felt. Half stared in amazement as the ornate carriages and sledges passed them by. The rest regarded the passing transports with jealousy, as it was quickly becoming clear that they were going to have to walk to wherever they were going.

	“Oh, good grief, we’re one short,” the big girl exclaimed. “I hope they’re not on a sledge to Vertheim. I am not trudging through the snow to fetch them. Hey, Pete, do you have the list?”

	An old and disinterested-looking man stirred on the bench of the wagon. He had a white beard long enough that he’d thrown it over his shoulder and a wide floppy brimmed hat that sagged down over his tired eyes. He rummaged in his brown oilskin coat for a moment and passed a crumpled piece of paper to the girl.

	“Okay, say something when I call your name,” she started, squinting to decipher the list in the fading light. “Marie Akin. . . Akinwade?”

	“Akinwande,” Marie corrected automatically. “Present.”

	“Oh, sorry,” she replied earnestly as she turned to find Marie and fixed the name in her mind. “Sean Cassidy,” she called next.

	“Here!” He was a pale boy with startlingly orange hair and green eyes. He would look every bit the part of a prince of the Summer Court if it weren’t for his poor posture and crooked teeth.

	“Charlotte Cook.”

	The name wasn’t even out of her mouth before Charlie’s hand shot up and she shouted, “Hello! You can call me Charlie. What’s your name? Are you in charge? When do we find out our roommates? Will there be dinner?”

	“Hold on.” The big girl laughed. “No, I’m not in charge; Pete is. My name is Meredith. I’m a student like you. I’m just here to do the shouting. Now, let me get through this list. Morgana Greenwood!”

	“Here,” replied a raven-haired girl quietly.

	“Do you go by Morgana?”

	“I prefer Morgan, if that’s okay.”

	“Yeah, that’s great,” replied Meredith. “Our other one goes by Anna. Oliver Kagen.”

	A rather round and frightened boy sputtered out something approaching an affirmation. Kuro guessed him to be a firefly, and he wasn’t acclimatizing even as well as Marie.

	“Magna Singh.”

	“Here.” She appeared cool and confident, purposely ignoring the passing parade and fidgeting with her long dark braid. She looked a bit of an oddity, with the features of an Alfheim elf—tall and broad, with bright golden eyes—but her skin and hair were much too dark. Mixed heritage, Kuro guessed. That was probably why she wasn’t in one of the sledges with the other children of the Winter Court residence.

	“Jennifer Tanaka.”

	“Uh huh,” replied a girl who was too distracted by the beautiful white horses trotting by to be paying much attention.

	“Ali Khaldun?”

	“Here!” a broad boy beside Kuro quickly responded. 

	“Arthur Wood.”

	Nobody replied.

	“Arthur Wood,” Meredith repeated.

	Still there was no reply, but Pete mumbled something from the wagon to which Meredith replied, “Arrived last week? Why didn’t you tell me? Well, whatever. That explains the missing one. I guess we should get going. We’ll see you at the other end.” She waved off Pete, and he rolled away, the sleepy grizzly pulling the overloaded wagon along the road into the woods.

	She called the group of first years after her. “Keep close and stick to the side of the road as we walk. It’s no good getting run over on your first day. There’s food at the other end, but we’ve three seasons to get through before that.”

	They began their march up from the docks and into the cool green woods. Flowers bloomed all around, and pink petals from cherry trees danced in the breeze. It was the most beautiful place Kuro had ever been; however, he was too distracted by another concern to attend much to the scenery. Meredith hadn’t said his name. She’d stopped after Arthur without finishing the list, and Kuro had the nagging fear that he was going to the wrong place, or that there wasn’t a place for him at all. He thought he should ask but couldn’t bring himself to raise his voice. Something about the fantasy of living in a place with people like Charlie and Marie, with food and beds, was too inviting for him to destroy just yet. He could walk with them a while longer believing that he belonged.

	After a few hundred yards, the thick woods broke to reveal a wide lawn with reflecting pools, blossoming topiaries, and fountains. Beyond them stood Le Chateau du Printemps, residence of the Spring Court. It was white walled, with arched windows that stretched multiple stories. Narrow spires reached up to the sky, competing for majesty with the willows that surrounded the grounds.

	The horse-drawn carriages pulled off the road and up the long driveway to deliver their passengers. The Autumn Lodgers grumbled about having to walk clear across the island while the Acadians rode like royalty for a tiny fraction of the distance. Someone pointed out that some of them were royalty, which was met with more grumbles.

	Charlie struck up conversation with anyone who would listen as they marched on. She hadn’t the manners to not ask questions that shouldn’t be asked of people. They quickly learned that Meredith was half-ogre on her mom’s side. Magna’s mother was an elf, but her father was a wizard who had emigrated from India. Jennifer was from Vancouver and was worried that she wasn’t really a witch. Oliver had a terrible stutter when he was nervous, and they couldn’t get anything useful out of him. Charlie’s exuberance helped relax Kuro. She walked like a marionette on strings, bounding along, lanky limbs flapping in big exaggerated motions. She also did a fine job of keeping attention away from Kuro, which he appreciated. There were a lot of questions that he would rather not answer, and Charlie was too interested in the others to ask.

	The cool spring breeze grew steadily warmer and more humid as they walked. To make matters worse, as the heat climbed, so did the road. “Welcome to the Summer Quarter,” said Meredith. “It’s dreadful hot, but it’s better than trudging through the winter side of the island.” Everyone peeled off their cardigans and sweater vests as the heat became stifling on their exhausting trip up the hill.

	The last of the limousines had passed the students a while back, but their destination became clear as the troupe crested the hill. The forest was replaced with a high brick wall. Halfway along it was a wide gate, which the limousines were turning into. A bronze plaque embedded in a brick pillar by the gate read “Summerhill Residence.”

	Summerhill was a manor of limestone blocks. Where the Chateau du Printemps had been palatial, Summerhill was stately. It was all hard lines and crisp corners, which matched well the rigid posture and reserved bearing of the students filing into its main doors.

	They walked on. The summer heat began to break, and the green leaves shifted to vibrant hues of red and yellow. Fallen leaves crunched beneath their feet as they hiked the last mile to Autumn Lodge. A chill autumn wind cut through their now sweaty shirts, and they quickly wrapped themselves again in their woolly overclothes.

	Everyone in the company except Kuro was complaining of cold, sore feet and hunger by the time they finally saw the outline of Autumn Lodge through the forest. Not that Kuro wasn’t feeling most of those things, but compared to life in Detritus Lane, this had been a pretty easy day.

	The lodge was large but nothing so grand as Summerhill or Chateau du Printemps. It was wooden, top to bottom, a great log cabin nestled deep in the woods and surrounded by ancient maples locked in perpetual autumn.

	Meredith pushed open the heavy wooden door to deafening cheers. Kuro winced and covered his ears as he followed his fellow first years into the hall.

	He was surrounded by a cacophony. Students were laughing and shouting at each other around a roaring fire in a stone hearth. A pair of girls were duelling with swords on top of long tables. Two boys batted a flaming ball back and forth across the room. A panoply of familiars—birds, bats, cats, dogs, and rabbits—chased each other around the room. The grizzly bear that had pulled the luggage wagon dozed amid the pile of unclaimed bags. A collection of tiny people, even smaller than Kuro, clambered through the rafters and dangled from the chandeliers. They dressed in brightly mismatching colours, and their long beards and moustaches were knotted and decorated with wooden beads and acorns. They looked down on the first-year students with curiosity, pointing and chattering to each other excitedly about the new arrivals.

	“Thrump!” shouted an older boy to Meredith, as he claimed his winnings from a game of cards he had just finished. “What kept you? We’re starving here.”

	“Some of the new kids have really short legs.” Meredith laughed as she herded her charges toward the dining hall. “And if you’re so impatient, you could have helped. Don’t you have a flying carpet, Park? You could have carried half of them here yourself.”

	A bell rang out, and the room attained something approaching quiet. All heads turned to Pete as he shuffled out from the kitchen in a grease-stained apron and surveyed the assembled students under half-open eyelids. He took a deep breath, as though he were about to say something, but just let it out again in a slow wheeze. Giving a small nod to the boy with the winning hand, Pete wandered back into the kitchen.

	Park climbed onto a sofa so everyone could see him and cleared his throat. “Okay, you mostly remember the drill. Any Blandlanders who don’t will be getting their memories returned in a couple hours. I’ve been assigned house spokesman for the year. Meredith is looking after the new kids. Breakfast is at seven. Lunch is usually at noon. Dinner at six. Curfew is at nine for the junior high students and eleven for the high schoolers, but then we don’t have any working clocks in here, so all that is pretty much moot.”

	That got a round of laughter from the student horde. He continued to talk as everyone filed through the doors from the lounge to the dining hall and found seats by the long rows of picnic benches.

	He explained about chore duty schedules, laundry, and bathing times, warning everyone not to keep any food inside dorm rooms in case the bear, which they called Margret, got hungry. Kuro didn’t catch much of it, though. The room was growing noisy again as people continued to pour into the dining hall. The tiny people had vanished from the rafters and were now walking along the dinner tables, handing out plates of salmon, pickle, and marmalade sandwiches to students. The servers were so small that each could carry only three plates, but the moment they put their last one down, they would vanish and be replaced by another fully loaded server.

	Kuro was interested in the diminutive waitstaff but was far too distracted watching Marie to pay much attention to them. She had been a combination of awestruck and mortified since entering the lodge. Seeing the odd little people appearing and disappearing on her table, while a fairly large bear sidled up to take a seat one bench down, seemed entirely too much for her. She gripped the cross on her necklace as though it were trying to escape, and her eyes were so wide that a bright rim of white was visible all around the dark irises. “What are they?” she managed to squeak out.

	“They’re lutin. They work here,” answered Meredith.

	Kuro knew of lutin but had never seen one. They were a kind of fey folk who ran the postal service, supposedly very shy and rarely seen. Mail would just get picked up and delivered when nobody was looking. He had never heard of them taking other jobs, but he supposed some might not like delivering mail.

	Meredith waved one over. He wore an ornately sculpted beard and moustache and a scarlet red hat. They greeted like old friends by bumping fists, which looked ridiculous given their mismatched sizes. “This is Welk. He’s been here since before I started. Welk, this is Marie. She’s new here, just in from Montreal.”

	Welk’s eyes went wide with excitement. “Oh, that is exciting,” he chittered in a voice like a chipmunk. “It is so wondrous out there, I hear. Have you used a telephone? How about a computer? Have you been on a spaceship? Have you gone under the ocean, scuba driving, I think it’s called? Are there really fish as big as a house under there?”

	Marie just sat staring, her mouth opening and closing without any words coming out. Welk leaned over to Meredith and said, “I think this one might be broken?”

	Kuro’s attention was pulled from Marie’s suffering by one of the other first years, Magna, asking one of the other lutin why they were working as servants instead of delivering mail.

	“Servants?” The tiny woman blew out her cheeks in offence, making her bushy moustache flutter. “We’re no servants!”

	She vanished and was replaced by another lutin, who continued the conversation without missing a beat. “We are no servants. If you want servants, talk to the strays they employ at one of the other residences.”

	He stuck his nose high in the air, took a step, and was gone, but another appeared to take his place, straddling Magna’s plate and wagging a finger. “We work here because of an old and sacred vow to the Autumn Court.”

	“Also the weather,” another cut in.

	“And the money,” said yet another.

	“And the food,” chimed in one serving a sandwich to Kuro.

	Sean Cassidy was inspecting his sandwich with deep skepticism. “About the food,” he said, interrupting the lutin chorus. “It’s a bit . . . weird.”

	“Is it?” said Welk, reappearing in front of Sean and joining the inspection of his lunch. “It is all things that wizards like.”

	Sean examined the contents of his sandwich. “Yeah, I guess,” he said. “But not all at once. I mean, salmon and marmalade?”

	“You get used to it pretty quick,” said Meredith, already on her second sandwich. “Just don’t think about it too much.”

	Kuro’s attention was pulled from the conversation by Charlie loudly apologizing for spilling her neighbour’s orange juice. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said as she fumbled for a napkin. “I’m Charlie, by the way. You must be Arthur. You’re the missing boy, well, not missing, but you weren’t on the boat. You got here early, right? Did you get to do any exploring before we got here? Is there anything cool to see?”

	The boy was frozen in place as Charlie clumsily mopped up the juice. He appeared petrified by any attention at all being paid to him. Arthur was a thin boy, rather tall, and unusually well groomed compared to the rest of the residents of the hall. His uniform was neat, his hair was carefully combed and parted, and he even wore his tie. He stared committedly at his plate and took several seconds to work up the courage to say “Yes.”

	Yes to what, it didn’t matter, as Charlie was back to wondering aloud about their classes and teachers and monsters hiding in caves beneath the island, guarding ancient treasures.

	Kuro sat quietly and did his best to be invisible. He still had no real assurance that he was in the right place, and the uncertainty was slowly retying the knot in his stomach. A knot that got tighter and tighter as he grew to like the lodge. It was warm, and the people were rowdy and common, and he couldn’t help but like Charlie. He knew he’d have to find out for certain eventually, but that could wait at least until after he was fed. Perhaps he could sleep under a couch by the fire and avoid the whole topic for a few days.

	As lunch cleared, the older students hauled their luggage to their rooms. Once the dining hall was adequately emptied, Pete waved the first years over. He then handed Meredith a list of room assignments, sat down, and promptly fell asleep.

	Meredith took the sheet and started reading off names. “Singh and Tanaka, room one, over that side.” She pointed to the door on the left side of the hall clearly marked “girls.”

	They nodded to each other in approval of their assigned pairing and moved off.

	“Cassidy and Kagen, you’re in room two on the boy’s side.”

	The pair shook hands and grabbed their suitcases.

	“Cook and Akinwande, room two.”

	Charlie burst with delight, threw her arms around Marie, then bounded off to their room. Marie followed in a much more subdued fashion.

	Meredith continued through the list, pairing off roommates and sending them to their dorms until Kuro stood alone. The only remaining boy besides him in the hall was Arthur, the shy boy with the neat clothes. He was still meticulously eating his sandwich with a knife and fork.

	Kuro fidgeted nervously and considered hiding. He felt exposed. Despite the friendly glow in Meredith’s eyes, her smile of jagged, pointed teeth and towering size did nothing to put Kuro at ease. He swallowed hard and felt the wind building around him, ready to push him on if he dashed for the door. A door he now saw was guarded by a dozing bear.

	Meredith looked to Kuro and back to her list of rooms several times and scratched her head. “And you are?” she asked.

	“Kuro?” he replied, voice wavering with dread.

	She went over the list again, checking over the pages of room assignments for seniors and then double-checking through the girl’s list. She mussed her hair with confusion. “Last name?”

	“Haven’t got one.”

	“Eh?” was all she could say in response. “Well, you’re not on the list.”

	The confirmation of his fears crushed his spirit, and the urge to run died. The fear faded, and he slumped in defeated resignation. He knew it had been too good to be true. Of course he didn’t belong in this place, probably not in any place. Maybe he could find a nice shed to sleep in.

	He moved to get his trunk and wondered if the bear would eat him on his way out and save him from his misery.

	Meredith didn’t move to stop him, but as he grabbed the handle, Pete roused from his slumber and mumbled something. Kuro couldn’t hear it but he could hear Meredith’s response.  “Well, you might have told me sooner. The kid probably thinks he’s sleeping outside. Kuro, hold on, we do have a room for you.”

	“You do?” A lump started to form in Kuro’s throat. A cruel moment of hope that threatened to bring tears.

	“Yeah, see.” She held up a piece of paper written in the same hand as his acceptance letter.

	He squinted to read it. “Special arrangement for a late addition. Please put Kuro in the second bed in room one.”

	“You’re in with Arthur Wood,” she said, patting Kuro on the back and spinning him to face the shy boy, still at the table. “Hey Arthur, meet your roommate.”

	Arthur dropped his cutlery and went stiff as he looked in horror at his ragged new roommate.

	Meredith slapped Kuro on the back and said, “Welcome to Autumn Lodge.”

	 

	 


Nine
Avalon Junior High

	School started the very next day with an assembly for all students. Kuro had to run to catch up with his classmates, as he’d taken too long struggling with his buttons and tie. They still weren’t right, but he didn’t want to be late.

	Being a little late had some benefits. It was the first time Kuro’d had a chance to run since his arrest. He laced up his running shoes and let the wind push him along the path, sweeping up a flurry of leaves in his wake. He caught up to the other stragglers and blew past them, his oversized backpack bouncing against him as he ran. He was so engrossed in the exhilaration of moving his legs and breathing fresh air that he hardly noticed the heat of the Summer Quarter, or someone shouting his name.

	“Wait up, Kuro!”

	The frustrated shout pulled him from his reverie. He skidded to a halt, turning to see who had called. Half a dozen Summerhill students were looking at him with disdain. They apparently did not consider running an appropriate activity for young people. In stark contrast to their perfectly groomed snobbishness, Charlie was loping up the trail, a tangle of clumsy limbs. Her hair looked like a bale of hay. She wore her uniform skirt over her uniform trousers. Her tie was tied in a single overhand knot, and she was positively thrilled with all of it.

	“You ran right past me and Marie,” she accused Kuro as she skipped to a stop beside him.

	Kuro had clearly done something to earn a reproachful scowl but wasn’t sure what. “I guess I did,” he replied.

	“But we are friends,” she asserted as if it were the undeniable truth. “And friends should walk to school together.”

	Kuro didn’t quite know how to respond. Were they friends? He didn’t really know how friends were made. Maybe a boat ride without any thefts or violence was enough. He did think he liked the strange girl, but he couldn’t imagine it being that simple.

	“Okay,” he said slowly. “So do we walk now that we’re together?”

	“No! Gosh!” Charlie flung her hands up in exasperation. “We have to wait for Marie. She didn’t run to catch you. You’re really fast, by the way.”

	Marie approached them slowly up the trail, looking very carefully put together. Her explosion of wiry black curls was tied back in a tight bun. Her clothes were neat, her shoes freshly polished, and she walked at the same unhurried pace as all the other students.

	Marie stayed quiet as they walked. Kuro guessed that she had been given about as much choice as he had in befriending Charlie. She seemed uncomfortable with how loud Charlie was and how much she stood out from the crowd.

	Kuro liked that Charlie drew attention. She was boisterous and never stopped talking. That meant fewer people were paying attention to him. Kuro also quickly found that he liked her stories. As they walked, she told three separate and conflicting tales about the founding of Avalon.

	She concluded her earnest explanation of how Avalon was a giant sleeping turtle that might wake any day and drown them all just as they reached the amphitheatre where the assembly was being held.

	It was a grand limestone basin deep in the Spring Quarter, with tiers of stone benches carved into it. The rows of benches radiated out from a broad central stage, where a dozen or so adults milled about shaking hands. Teachers, Kuro guessed.

	Charlie pushed them onto a set of benches next to Arthur, who was already waiting quietly and became flustered at having people sit near him.

	Arthur had been in bed with his curtain drawn long before curfew and was dressed and gone before Kuro woke. Kuro wasn’t sure if the boy was actively avoiding him or just very responsible. His current behaviour made Kuro think that Arthur might be trying to avoid everyone.

	They sat together, but Marie jumped from the stone bench and shouted in surprise. “The bench, it squishes,” she said pointing to her seat.

	Her reaction earned a chorus of laughter from the other students around her.

	“Well, of course it is,” answered Charlie. “They wouldn’t be very comfortable if they weren’t.” She bounced a couple of times on her stone seat to illustrate how soft and yielding it was.

	Marie lowered her head and her voice to try to shake off the attention of the students around them. “But rocks don’t squish. Not where I am from, anyway.”

	“Oh, most don’t here, either,” said Charlie. “These are enchanted.”

	The explanation did little to comfort Marie. She cautiously returned to her seat but kept shifting as though trying to find a way to make the bench less comfortable and more stonelike.

	Two swift claps echoed from the stage, cutting through the chatter and quieting the crowd. Principal McCutcheon stood at the podium at centre stage. “Good morning, students,” she began, her voice easily filling the large amphitheatre. She sounded as though she were speaking from only a couple yards away. “It is my pleasure to welcome you to this, the ninety-eighth academic year at Avalon Academy.”

	“I thought you said the school had been here forever,” Marie whispered to Charlie, calling her out on her tall tales.

	“Not the school,” Charlie corrected her. “The island. It used to be something else before it was a school.”

	McCutcheon continued her welcome speech in her crisp and precise manner. “For almost one hundred years, Avalon has been home to all students of the four kingdoms. Everyone is equal in Avalon. Here, the students of every court can come together and forge bonds that will last a lifetime, strengthen the ties between our kingdoms, and become productive citizens of the Confederated Kingdoms.”

	Kuro scoffed at that claim, which was clearly untrue. They may all be in the same school, and everyone may wear the same uniform, but who came from where was obvious. The students from Vertheim were universally taller and blonder than everyone else, and all arrived with warm cloaks over their uniform cardigans. The Summerhill kids, while much more varied in size and colour than the elves of Vertheim, all wore short sleeves, light vests, and a look of dismissive superiority. The Chateau du Printemps residents simply looked altogether cleaner and better ironed than the Autumn Lodge lot. They lounged and chatted like the Lodgers but somehow managed to look like they were posing for a portrait or waiting to be served while doing it. The Lodgers, however, just looked like poor mismatched leftovers, which is what they were.

	The students from each residence sat together, hardly mingling with the others. They were all in the same place, wearing the same uniform, but Kuro was no more their equal than he had been on the streets.

	McCutcheon wrapped up her welcome and then introduced a man she called Principal Thrymson, which confused Kuro as he didn’t know why there needed to be two principals. Thrymson looked like a man hewn from stone, his face and hair grey with age, his skin chiselled with wrinkles like crevices. His stony grey eyes seemed to stare into every student at once as he took the podium.

	“A brief reminder of some rules.” His voice was arctic cold, cavernously deep, and his Elvish accent made each syllable sound like a threat. The whole audience stiffened as though worried that they had already done something wrong. “No student should be outside the grounds of their residence past sunset without special permission. Familiars are never to be left unattended or out of sight of their masters. The Blandlands are entirely out of bounds, and crossing the veil is extremely ill advised. Junior students are not allowed on the Avalon High plateau unless escorted by a teacher.”

	Charlie let out an audible sigh of disappointment while Kuro sat relieved but confused. “If we can’t go to the plateau, how are we supposed to go to school?” he asked.

	“There are two schools,” said Arthur in a quiet and almost mechanical tone.

	Kuro started. It was the first time Arthur had said anything in his presence.

	“The junior high is on the ground,” Arthur continued. “Because junior students can’t get on the plateau by themselves.”

	Kuro examined the plateau. It rose like a pillar almost straight up, but the granite walls had cracks and crags that he could grab onto and jump off. He was pretty sure that he could climb it if he tried.

	Mr. Thrymson was still talking when Kuro turned his attention back to the stage. “Lesser transgressions will be addressed by our vice principals, Mr. Flint and Mademoiselle Lefay.” He gestured to two heartless-looking figures on the stage to his left. “It is preferable for everyone that no offences warrant the involvement of myself or Principal McCutcheon.”

	Kuro understood why McCutcheon had let Mr. Thrymson deliver the rules. When she spoke, Kuro worried that he was about to be punished. When Mr. Thrymson spoke, he worried that nobody would find his body.

	When the assembly ended, the older students were quick to head up to the high school. They were not eager to attend class. Rather they enjoyed the opportunity to show off to the new students.

	Each had a different means of getting themselves to the fortresslike school on the towering plateau at the centre of the island. A stream of them flew on brooms, carpets, and giant mortars—wooden bowls with iron rims. One rode a winged horse, another a griffin. Some enchanted their shoes to allow them to walk up as though it were level ground, and Meredith appeared to be climbing it without any magic, just using her brute strength.

	The younger students cheered at the spectacle as they walked the substantially more level route to their school.

	The junior high was deep in the Spring Quarter, not far from the ferry. That meant the Lodgers would have the longest walk, having to pass through either Summer or Winter to get there, making it all but impossible to dress for the weather.

	As they neared the school, the thick spring forest yielded to a broad lawn. The single-lane pathway of interlocking bricks they had been walking on split and wrapped around a wide marble fountain before leading up to a concrete staircase to the school.

	The school itself was not as ancient or imposing as the high school on the hill and not nearly so incredible as Charlie’s stories had suggested. It certainly wasn’t “hewn from the stones at the heart of the earth by the hands of giants.” It was instead a tall red brick building with many windows. A large clock was built into a bell tower, which rose above the big wooden doors of the main entrance. The clock’s black iron hands indicated how little time they had before classes started.

	At the doors stood Ms. McCutcheon. Kuro wondered how she had beaten them all there without messing up her hair, but there she was, still and fierce as a gargoyle. She was evaluating every student as they passed, her lips pursed and her left eyebrow raised in disapproval as they approached.

	Kuro tried to hide behind his compatriots, but he did not escape her glare. She cleared her throat as they passed. Kuro winced, expecting punishment for some unknown offence.

	“Ms. Cook,” she said in a voice so sharp that Kuro nearly apologized. “That uniform is entirely unacceptable.”

	“Is it?” asked Charlie, inspecting herself. “It’s the trousers, isn’t it? I don’t like wearing skirts without something underneath.”

	The principal took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “It is not that you are wearing trousers, Ms. Cook. It is that you are wearing both trousers and a skirt. You are required to wear only one or the other. Not both. I should say the same for the cardigan and the vest. You are wearing nearly two full uniforms.”

	“I don’t have to wear a skirt?” Charlie said in astonishment. She practically tore it off and jammed it roughly in her backpack. “Thanks, Miss!”

	Ms. McCutcheon furrowed her brow at the rough treatment of the clothing. “And the state of your ties,” she continued.

	Charlie shrugged. “I don’t know how to tie one.”

	“Then perhaps you should ask for the assistance of some of your capable peers at the lodge.” The principal gestured towards Marie and Arthur with a slight tilt of her head. “In the interest of time, though, I shall demonstrate today. Now hold still.”

	Kuro tried to pay attention to the intricate series of movements needed to create the flat and symmetrical knot as Ms. McCutcheon tied Charlie’s and then Kuro’s ties. He was distracted, though, by the other students passing by. They all seemed relieved to have escaped the principal’s scrutiny. An older girl with a much shorter skirt than the others even gave him a small salute and mouthed “Thank you” as she passed through the school doors.

	Once finished correcting their uniformity, she ushered the four of them through the doors before turning back to interrogate the next student who did not meet her standards.

	The school was much larger than it appeared from outside. This was entirely normal for buildings as far as Kuro was concerned. Pretty much all the buildings behaved that way in Detritus Lane and he thought nothing of having a class on the fifth floor of a four-story building.

	Such architecture might not be as common as he thought, though, as almost all the other first years stopped dead as they crossed the threshold and found themselves in a foyer almost as big as the building. It took considerable corralling by Ms. McCutcheon to get the group moving and headed in the correct direction for their first class: Elvish.

	As the class began, Kuro quickly realized that he had absolutely no idea how school was done.

	The teacher, Ms. Frigard, was as elven as could be: tall, strong, and blond, with golden tan skin and bright golden eyes. She seemed nice but dove so quickly into the intricacies of the Elvish alphabet that Kuro was left hopelessly behind. She had already erased two chalkboards full of letters and words before Kuro even realized that he was supposed to be writing things down.

	Numerology followed Elvish. The teacher, a Tirnanogian woman called Mrs. Lovelace, was enthusiastic and animated but appeared to also be completely unhinged. She walked only in straight lines and pivot on the spot to turn at very specific angles, which she would frequently stop the class to double-check with a large brass protractor.

	She wore a vibrant crimson dress with patterns traced all over it in gold. Her clothes matched the decoration of the classroom such that if she stood too close to the wall, she could easily be mistaken for one of the many tapestries. She had arranged the desks according to a complex set of mathemagical rules, resulting in them being scattered inconsistently throughout the room and facing in all different directions. Kuro got stuck with a bad desk and had to sit backwards on his chair for most of the class to see the teacher.

	Mrs. Lovelace spoke only in sentences with a prime number of syllables. “It is the most effective method of recollecting whole concepts, as they cannot be easily subdivided,” she explained.

	Whether or not that was true was hard to say, but the way she was constantly counting syllables on her fingers as she spoke was very distracting.

	Despite Mrs. Lovelace being energetic and encouraging, the subject matter was impenetrable. They spent their first class learning the circumstances under which one plus one could equal three and were promised that the next lesson would go on to cover the various ways one could add two and two together.

	The students left with their heads spinning.

	Evocations seemed promising in comparison based on how the class started but quickly proved otherwise.

	The teacher wasn’t in the class when the bell rang. Just as the students began to get curious about his absence, he appeared at the head of the room in a fiery explosion. He paused to pose dramatically as the smoke cleared to reveal his figure.

	He was a rather small man, thin and balding, with pointed features and a crooked nose. What hair he did have was groomed so that it stood straight out to the sides, and his beard was greased into a fine point, giving his whole head the look of a triangle balanced on end. Perhaps to distract from his unimpressive stature he dressed flamboyantly, wearing a long black coat with red with gold trimmings and a tall upturned collar.

	Just before the shock of his entrance began to fade, he began to speak in a deep, resonant voice. “Who among you have the bravery and resolve to master the subtle powers of evocation?” He raised both his hands dramatically, as though holding a weighty globe in each. “Who can bend the world with the force of their will?”

	Two desks at the front of the room raised off the floor, startling the students sitting at them.

	“Who has the inner spark to master the elements?” he challenged as he drew an amber rod from his jacket. Lightning danced along its length and arced out into the room in a dazzling cascade of blinding light.

	“Who has the grit and mettle to move mountains?” He pulled a stone from another pocket and slammed it down onto the wooden floor. As he drew his hand up and away, the stone grew into the shape of a great peaked mountain, rising almost to the height of the teacher.

	“Who can fan the flames of their passions into life?” He thrust his fist upwards and the stone erupted like a volcano, sending a great bird made of fire into the air. It soared around the room, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake.

	“Who would wade into the tempestuous torrents of the soul?” He dropped his amber rod, reached out towards the back wall, and pulled as if tugging on a long rope with both hands. He pulled forth a river of water shaped like a dragon, which splashed around the room. The water dragon chased down the bird of fire, dousing it and releasing a burst of steam. The dragon then turned and charged violently towards the teacher.

	“And who dares delve into the icy depths of their psyche?” His voice had grown to a bellow that reverberated around the class. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled a cold mist. The mist froze the steam dragon from nose to tail, leaving a sparkling sculpture of ice.

	“If you are bold enough, brilliant enough, brave enough—” he stopped abruptly, placed a hand over his heart, then continued in a more subdued tone—“then I, Stanislav Ogonov, will be your guide.” He concluded with a flourishing bow.

	The class couldn’t help but applaud the performance. Kuro had never seen anything quite like it, and he stared in wonder at the wizard, who humbly waved off the praise of the crowd. “If you all work hard, study hard, and practise often,” he said encouragingly, “you too can master all the delicate arts of evocation.”

	What Mr. Ogonov failed to mention in his introduction was the means by which they would master the arts. Over the course of the class, he filled the blackboard a dozen times with runes, equations, and diagrams. Kuro couldn’t copy fast enough to catch half of what the teacher wrote and certainly couldn’t listen at the same time.

	It also turned out that the opening demonstration had been more than a little misleading, as Mr. Ogonov later explained that by the end of term, they should be able to lift a small rock, boil or freeze a cup of water, turn rose quartz into amethyst, and possibly, if they were extremely diligent, deliver a mildly uncomfortable electric shock.

	As Kuro piled the two new evocations textbooks into his already overweight backpack, Mr. Ogonov approached him. “Kuro, lad,” he said in a casual friendly manner. “I’m a friend of Talen’s. He asked me to keep an eye on you. My door is always open. If you need anyone to talk to, just let me know.”

	Kuro just glared. As he had suspected, Dubois had spies everywhere, waiting for him to let some secret slip. Waiting for him to feel safe, complacent, and trusting. Kuro then did his best to smile pleasantly at the teacher and said, “Thank you, sir, but I am fine,” before making as hasty an exit as he could while hauling his backpack.

	By the end of the first day, Kuro’s eyes were sore from reading, his brain ached from thinking, his hand was cramped from writing, and his backpack was so laden with textbooks that he could barely lift it. He already felt two days behind and couldn’t imagine how he was going to actually pass any subjects. The only motivation he had was to stay out of Niflheim Prison, but a quiet cell in the middle of the Arctic was starting to sound pretty compelling.

	None of the other children was having as much trouble as he was. Even Marie, who had never even heard of the veil a month ago, seemed to be better suited to wizardry than Kuro. All of them had an education of one kind or another. They had read more than the occasional discarded newspaper and had written longer compositions than “IOU 4 dollars and 1 toasted corned beef sandwich on French loaf.”

	The next day saw the rest of his subjects for the term. French class was much like Elvish, utterly impenetrable. Marie, who spoke French better than English, said their version was weird and so old-fashioned that she could barely understand it. French was followed immediately by Gaelic, which would have been bad enough on its own, but Kuro’s head was filled with bits of two other new languages already competing for space.

	Nearly everyone else was glad of their next subject, music. They all thought it was easy, singing simple scales and well-known songs and doing familiar dances. Kuro was worse off than even the fireflies. They didn’t know the words, but they picked up the melody well enough. Kuro’s only exposure to music had been overhearing the occasional bawdy shanty being sung in a pub, and he’d never even seen someone dance. It didn’t help that their teacher, Miss Ligeia, kept telling them how critical their musical skill would be to their future success at the school.

	Social studies was a reprieve. Not because the subject was easy, but because the teacher was hopeless.

	He was young enough that he could have been confused for one of the high school students if not for the ill-fitting tweed suit and crooked bowtie. He greeted the class with a stutter and looked so nervous that it made Kuro feel relaxed in comparison.

	The teacher wrote his name, Mr. Widdershins, by hand on the chalkboard, where the other teachers had written by magic. Once finished, he gave a shaky smile and then asked of the class what would ultimately turn out to be a disastrous question. “Let’s see who’s been working ahead, okay?” He punched the air weakly. “Who can tell me when the three kingdoms were founded?”

	Evelyn, at the front of the class as she always was, extended her hand as though it were a flower blooming and looked around to make certain that she was the only one who knew the answer.

	“Yes, please, go ahead, um, . . .” said Mr. Widdershins.

	“Lemieux.” Evelyn introduced herself by last name, as though the teacher should be impressed by it. “Evelyn Lemieux d’Ys. The first kingdom was the Alfheim, founded in 962 by wizards crossing the Byfrost fairy road from Vanaheim. The next settlers came across the ocean on Blandish boats from France and founded the eastern kingdom of Acadia in 1607. Finally, the wizards of the British Isles claimed the southern lands in 1670 as the kingdom of Tirnanog.”

	“Oh, very good. Textbook answer.” Mr. Widdershins applauded Evelyn and slowly wrote each name on the board. “Now could someone name the capital cities of each kingdom?”

	Evelyn’s hand raised again, but so did a few others’, including Marie’s. Mr. Widdershins took down the names of the capitals—Saguenay, Ville d’Ys, and New Camelot—but Marie’s hand stayed up.

	Widdershins was surprised to find a hand raised, but he was quick to celebrate her bravery. “Ah yes, a question. Good,” he said. “Questions are very welcome in this class. There are no bad questions.” He gave a thumbs up to the class before nodding to Marie to speak.

	“If there are only three kingdoms, why did the principal talk about four yesterday morning? And why are there four residences?” Marie scanned the class quickly to see if she was asking a foolish question.

	Evelyn rolled her eyes at Marie’s ignorance, but several others in class nodded along with curiosity. Mr. Widdershins tripped over himself. “Ah, yes, good, right. Very good question. That’s not really on the curriculum this year, but very good observation.” He was visibly uncomfortable with the subject. “So, yes, there is another kingdom. The Western Wildlands technically belong to the Autumn Court, but nobody actually lives there.”

	“I do!” shouted Charlie.

	“Okay, right,” Mr. Widdershins corrected himself. “There are some brave settlers that have moved there, but the natives prefer to live outside the veil—”

	“Do you mean like Native Americans?” asked Sean Cassidy without raising his hand. “Do they have wizards? Why don’t they come to Avalon?”

	“Ah, well, that’s complicated,” said the flustered teacher, “but very good questions. Very good. Um, as I understand it, they prefer to live with their families, even those that cannot cross over. Family, I understand, is very important to them.”

	Something in Widdershins’s manner reminded Kuro of a thief in the market being questioned by a Peacekeeper. He was choosing his words carefully and trying hard to make his interrogator stop asking questions.

	“Also, yes, Autumn Lodge was built for them,” Widdershins continued, “but I assure you that they do not have any desire to use it anymore. They have made that very clear.” Before anyone had a chance to ask anything further, he changed the subject. “But like I said, not on the curriculum this term. So let’s instead open our new textbooks and read the chapter on the crossing of the Byfrost Bridge.”

	Most of the class broke into chatter while vaguely pretending to read their text. Many scoffed at the idea of choosing to live in the Blandlands, saying they couldn’t imagine how awful life would be without magic. Widdershins made no attempt to quiet them. He just sat shakily at his desk looking like he’d escaped a werewolf.

	Marie, curious but afraid to look stupid, whispered more questions to Kuro and Charlie. “All these places, Avalon, Ys, and Camelot, I’ve heard of them. Are they the ones from . . . Blandlands stories?” She was still getting used to calling her home the Blandlands and hesitated on the word.

	Kuro answered almost automatically. “No, they are just stolen names. Pale copies of the originals.” He was surprised and uncomfortable to hear Phineas’s words coming out of his mouth. Phineas had often spoken of the superiority and glory of the homeland across the ocean. Kuro had wondered why Phineas hadn’t ever gone there if it was so much better, but he’d known better than to ask such things.

	Charlie rambled for most of the rest of class about how great her home in the Western Wildlands was, how her farm had lots of interesting creatures. They specialized in breeding rare animals like wyverns and cerberuses for rich wizards. She complained that it could be a bit lonely because there really weren’t very many people around.

	“Humans,” Arthur corrected, surprising the other three as he had appeared to be actually reading his textbook and had, until that point, not spoken a single word.

	“What’s that?” asked Charlie, excited to have someone else participating in her chatter.

	Arthur continued to keep his eyes forward and nose buried in his book but replied in a robotic monotone: “There are people there, just not many humans.” He pulled the book up closer to his face to show that he had nothing more to say. The ringing of the bell distracted Charlie from probing further.

	The next class was spellcraft, taught by Ms. Crawley. She was about as different from Widdershins as could be: mature, confident, and commanding. She wore large round glasses and a neatly tailored grey morning coat, which together made her look an awful lot like her barn owl familiar, perched on her shoulder.

	She quieted the class with no more than a clearing of her throat, a trick that Mr. Widdershins desperately needed to learn. “In this class we will be learning the basics of spellcraft. That includes everything from runic theory to wand and staff work, with a strong focus on linguistic evocation, otherwise known as spells with words.” She spoke crisply, deliberately enunciating each word clearly as if dictating a letter, but also with a slight smile. “Before you ask, we shall not be learning to summon familiars.”

	A hand shot up in the front row, and without even having to look to the student, Ms. Crawley answered. “There is a full course on summoning next year. You will learn then.”

	The first hand withdrew slowly, but another rose quickly to fill its place. Again Ms. Crawley answered without the question even being asked. “For two very good reasons,” she said. “The first is that few of you will have adequate mastery of Gaelic or dance to incant the spell until next year. The second and more important reason is that people put entirely too much stock in the shape of familiars. There’s always someone who ends up with a pegasus or some such, and everyone thinks it means something. Far better for you to learn who each other is without familiars complicating it.”

	The hand with the question fell, and the class collectively sighed in disappointment, but Ms. Crawley did not let them wallow in it. “Can anyone tell me how I knew what your questions were going to be?”

	The hand of a Summerhill girl raised hesitantly. “Yes, Abigail. Go ahead,” the teacher said without having to turn to see her.

	Abigail stood and said, “Telepathy?”

	“Yes, very good. It is the first and most practised technique in the field of mentalism.” A piece of chalk began to move on its own and write the word across the board. “Can you tell me what it is used for?”

	“It’s talking and listening to thoughts.” Abigail appeared excited about the subject and bounced a little as she explained it.

	“Well done.” Ms. Crawley nodded crisply and gave an encouraging smile to Abigail before explaining more to the class. “I could hear the questions you were planning to ask. You were practically screaming them in your mind. Can anyone name another mentalist magic? Yes, I foresee that Genevieve will be able to name one of the two remaining ones.”

	Genevieve looked shocked for a moment that she’d been called on but pieced together Ms. Crawley’s clue. “Clairvoyance,” she said. “Seeing things that are far away, or in the future.”

	“Very good. There is only one left, and someone knows the answer but they’re too shy to put up their hand. It’s okay. You can tell us, Kuro.”

	Kuro choked when he was called on. He did know the answer. It had been ringing in his mind since the teacher had asked. It was one form of magic that Kuro had extensive experience with, as he had been on the receiving end of it regularly. Kuro’d had no intention of answering, but he must have been thinking about it loudly enough that Ms. Crawley had heard him.

	Kuro stood and cleared his throat. He felt a little shaky with so many eyes on him, but he tried his best not to let his voice waver. “Neuromancy. It’s controlling other people’s minds” was all he said out loud, but running through his head was a much longer explanation. It can make you feel every bad feeling there is, like all of your skin is being burned, and sand is being ground into your eyes while every bone in your body breaks. And you want to scream, but it’s like you’re drowning, and you can’t breathe at all. Or make you do things you don’t want to, or make you want to do things you would never ever do.

	His thoughts had been much too loud. Ms. Crawley had a look of horror on her face. She found her voice after a few too many moments and pasted on a congratulatory smile, as she had with the other students. “That is absolutely correct. And that is why neuromancy is tightly regulated. We won’t be doing any of it here at Avalon, so you don’t have to worry about that.” She said the last while looking directly at Kuro. “Instead, we’ll be working a lot on how to protect yourself from magic. Your own and others’. We’ll start with how to keep those thoughts more private and your mind to yourself.”

	She continued the lesson as if all were normal, but sadness crept into her normally aggressive eyes whenever she looked at Kuro. At the end of class, Ms. Crawley asked him to stay behind. “Kuro,” she said sympathetically. “I’m very sorry I heard your thoughts. It was impolite of me to be listening. It sounded to me like you knew what that kind of neuromancy felt like yourself. Is that true?”

	“Yes,” he answered hesitantly, worrying that he was somehow in trouble but seeing no way to deny what she already knew.

	“It’s okay.” Her stern features had melted away, and she looked sad and caring. “I just want to know, the person who cast it. Do you know who they are?”

	Kuro was getting suspicious. “Yes,” he said again, uncertain if it was the right answer.

	“Do you know where they are?” she asked.

	Kuro chose both his thoughts and words carefully. He didn’t want to give away any information about his master, but he was pretty sure he knew what she wanted to hear regardless of whether it was true. “Niflheim Prison,” he replied.

	Ms. Crawley visibly relaxed at the answer. “Have you talked to anyone about your . . . experience?” she said awkwardly.

	“No.” Kuro couldn’t imagine anyone caring to know.

	“It can help,” she said, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Believe me. . . . Can you keep a secret?”

	If Kuro was good at anything, it was keeping secrets. He nodded.

	“I. . . .” She paused and took a moment to swallow and steady her breathing. “I’ve had some similar experiences. Having someone to talk to afterwards really helped. If you needed someone, you could tell me. Okay?”

	Another spy. She was trying to trade a secret for a secret, but he wasn’t going to fall for it. Kuro faked a smile and thanked her before running off to alchemy.

	Alchemy should have been Kuro’s best subject. He had helped Phineas with enough concoctions and cooked enough meals that he knew how to follow a recipe. Unfortunately, he quickly discovered that skill had very little to do with success in the class.

	Most of the students from the other residences came with brand new sets of equipment. They had clean beakers, accurate scales, sharp knives, and sturdy granite mortars and pestles. Most of the Lodgers were stuck using the worn, chipped, and stained sets provided by the school, which had been used by generations of students before them.

	The Alchemy teacher was Professeur De Rigueur. He was an old man with thin and bony fingers and drooping features, though he carried himself like a Spring prince: haughty, melancholic, and detached. He wore a gaudy wig of white curls and powdered his face heavily to hide his wrinkles. He spent most of the class reclining on a velvet chaise longue he had in the classroom, draped in a silk smoking jacket, feeding himself grapes and dozing while students were busy with their work.

	That he demanded that the students refer to him as Professeur rather than by name told Kuro more than enough about him. Kuro knew the type. Most nobles wouldn’t bother coming down to Bytown Market; they’d send servants. Men like De Rigueur, though, they’d come just to show off their possessions. They’d spread stories and dangle the promise of money, but they carried little and clutched it tightly. They never gave to beggars. To men like De Rigueur, Kuro had always been invisible.

	Actual accomplishment in his class seemed irrelevant. De Rigueur was much more interested in pedigree than performance, which he made extremely clear on the first day. Before class had even started, he congratulated the students with their own supplies on their commitment to their education. As he called names on the roster for attendance, he stopped to quiz students if he found a name familiar. He had passed casually through most of the list before his eyes brightened and he called, “Evelyn Lemieux.”

	“Present,” Evelyn replied as though all in attendance should celebrate the fact.

	“Isn’t your father the great-nephew of the Winter king?” De Rigueur smiled broadly at her from behind droopy eyelids.

	“Yes,” she replied haughtily. “Father is seventeenth in line for the Winter throne, and Mother is a second cousin of the Spring queen.”

	“Very good.” Professeur De Rigueur smiled broadly at Evelyn, looking her over as if she were a prize he had won. “Very good indeed.” He noted a couple other students on their somewhat less impressive breeding. The only ones from Autumn Lodge worth pausing on appeared at the very end of the list. “Arthur Wood.” De Rigueur’s eyes opened near enough to see his pupils. “I know your father. How is he doing in his new position?” He gave Arthur a knowing wink.

	“Well, sir. Thank you, sir,” he replied politely, not lifting his eyes from his shoes. Arthur was somewhat less prideful than Evelyn and looked ready to run from the class before it had even begun. Extra attention was apparently not something Arthur was angling for.

	De Rigueur gave Arthur an unwelcome pat on the shoulder and moved on to the last name on the list. He paused on it for a moment before deciding to interrogate Kuro on it. “Kuro. Japanese name, isn’t it? It means ‘black,’ I believe. I speak a little Japanese from my time as ambassador to Takamagahara.” He paused so the room had time to be appropriately impressed.

	The professeur was incorrect. Kuro’s name did not mean “black.” It was a number from some other language. Phineas had told him. It meant that he was number nine.

	“Your family name is missing on the roster. Can I fill it in?” His eyebrows raised with inquisitive curiosity, but his skin was too loose for the effect to reach the rest of his face.

	Kuro contemplated lying to De Rigueur. This was his chance to give himself a name and a family. He even thought for a moment about saying “Dubois” just to upstage Evelyn. But De Rigueur was so enamoured with the rich or famous students, and so boastful of his own prestige, that Kuro couldn’t stand the idea of pandering to him. “I don’t have one,” Kuro said flatly.

	“Oh, now, that is unusual. I was once in Africa on safari in my youth, hunting ropen, and some of the wizards there don’t have last names either. They say it protects them from certain dark magics.” De Rigueur looked around the room to confirm that everyone was adequately interested in his story before turning back to Kuro. “Where are your parents from?”

	“Don’t have any,” scowled Kuro.

	That effectively killed Kuro in De Rigueur’s droopy eyes, though he tried one more angle. “An orphan, eh? Well done, then, making it to Avalon. Are you here on scholarship?”

	“I’m here on parole.” Kuro glared, and De Rigueur choked on his next words before they emerged.

	It was a stupid thing to say. He had just exposed himself as a criminal to his new friends. He’d probably have to lie to smooth it over, but he couldn’t help enjoying De Rigueur’s distressed expression.

	That first class involved creating a salve for burns. As they powdered their weevil proboscises and stewed salamander toenails, Charlie scooted her stool closer to Kuro so she could talk to him privately. She looked as though she might explode if she didn’t ask him about what he’d said. “Is it true? Are you really here on parole? What did you do? Why didn’t you tell me before?” she whispered.

	He didn’t like lying to Charlie. She trusted him implicitly despite his having done nothing to earn it. Misleading her made him very uncomfortable. “Well, . . . I . . .” Kuro stammered. “It’s not exactly true. I mostly just said it because he was fussing over the rich kids with fancy names.”

	“Was he?” Charlie was surprised by the accusation. “I didn’t notice that. I kind of like him. He’s weird, and he has a cool wig.”

	Arthur, who was sitting on the other side of Kuro, had overheard them and agreed with Kuro. “I was warned about him,” he mumbled. “He likes powerful people to owe him favours.” After two days of sharing a class, residence, and room with Arthur, this was the most Kuro had heard him speak. Arthur spoke only in single words most of the time, and he seemed to always be concentrating on something. At the moment, it should have been his pot of salamander parts, as it was boiling over.

	De Rigueur appeared far more quickly than seemed possible for such a rickety old man. With a dash of beaver hairs and a stir of the pot, he had set it right. “There you are, young Mr. Wood. Keep at it. You’re doing well.” He gave a conspiratorial smile and then hobbled off to pay an excess of compliments to Evelyn.

	The salve was a simple brew, and Kuro was near the first to finish, despite the shoddy equipment. He had a beaker of his sweet-smelling ointment sitting on display awaiting evaluation well before class ended. De Rigueur passed him several times as though he weren’t even there.

	The withered teacher, however, noticed Evelyn’s brew the moment it was complete. “Well done, Miss Lemieux! Well done indeed. Everyone have a look at this.” De Rigueur was falling over himself to compliment her work, and Evelyn was basking in the praise. He held up a spoon of her goop to show the class.

	He moved throughout the class evaluating the colour, texture, and aroma of each paste. When he came to the bench where Kuro, Charlie, and Arthur were sitting, he swept Kuro’s beaker off the desk and marvelled at it. “Fantastic, just fantastic. Top marks. Look at the clarity. Observe the creaminess. I daresay I’ve not seen such an excellent burn salve in years.”

	Kuro noticed that Evelyn was furious someone in the class was receiving higher praise than she had. Kuro smiled smugly at her. His gloating was cut short, however, as De Rigueur continued. “Well done, Mr. Wood!”

	Kuro’s heart sank. Arthur flushed and tried to correct the teacher, but he seemed unable to say anything at all. He just kept staring at the beaker and opening and closing his mouth. Charlie was so furious at the injustice of it that she appeared to forget how to sit up properly and fell off her chair. De Rigueur pretended to notice none of this. He just gave a congratulatory pat on the back to Arthur and moved away.

	Arthur looked utterly abashed. “I’m sorry, Kuro. I didn’t mean to. You deserve the credit. Not me.”

	“It’s all right, Arthur,” Kuro said resignedly. Kuro wasn’t overly bothered by being overlooked. He had a strong feeling that De Rigueur was one teacher who wouldn’t try to keep him after class. “Besides,” he continued, “I feel like I got something better than good grades.” Kuro looked back to Evelyn, who was still fuming. Kuro even thought that he saw one of her perfect curls fall out of place.

	



	


Ten
Mortar and Hassle

	Things got better and worse in equal measure as the weeks went on. Kuro was making some friends, but he had said too much and been too strange in class, and many people were starting to get suspicious and wary of him. Rumours were starting to circulate, likely encouraged by the shoe thieves, Seph and Bella. He was said to be dangerous, violent, unhinged, and inhuman. Students became uncomfortable around him, choosing seats far from him at dinner and avoiding him in hallways.

	His roommate was thankfully unbothered by the speculations. Arthur and Kuro had struck up a partnership in alchemy class, where Arthur was utterly hopeless. He had never so much as made a pot of tea at home and had difficulty keeping track of more than one thing at a time. Kuro helped Arthur brew his potions, and Arthur helped Kuro with his written homework, while Charlie provided running commentary. Arthur was also easy to spend time with. Being too shy to make eye contact or say more than a few sentences at a time, he never pried into Kuro’s past or noticed that Kuro didn’t look at him when he talked either.

	Kuro’s most valuable advocate was Meredith Thrump, the half-ogre girl whom Pete had put in charge of the first-year students. She thought the idea of short, skinny, quiet Kuro being wicked or dangerous was laughable and scolded anyone she caught giving him a sidelong glance. Being bigger and stronger than most of the high school boys, she encountered few who would actively disagree with her.

	Kuro also found an unexpected ally in Marie Akinwande. She was trying very hard to look and act like the students from the other residences, with neat clothes and rigid posture. She was cautious to speak, took diligent notes in class, and studied constantly. Kuro guessed that she was trying to stay out of trouble after getting arrested by the Hounds and not make the same mistakes that Kuro had in exposing himself. He was very mistaken.

	He found her by chance one day down by the shore in the Autumn Quarter. He was well up a tree that he had climbed to get some peace and quiet when she appeared. She wandered up from the lodge and sat near the shore, watching the edge of the veil get pushed around by the salty waves of the bay. Kuro thought it best to just let her be and continued to watch the sky grow pink as the sun set over the water.

	His relaxation was broken when Marie stood up and started angrily throwing rocks at the edge of the veil and cursing in French. Watching the careful and reserved girl let loose was fun, and Kuro found himself smiling. He watched her heft larger and larger rocks and toss them into the frothing waves on the far side, made blurry and indistinct by the edge of the veil. She chose one that was slightly too large for her, and as she spun herself to throw it, she lost her balance and went teetering toward the edge.

	Before he realized it, Kuro had leapt from his perch in the tree and was dashing to catch her. He snagged the back of her cardigan before she tumbled into the water and managed to pull her back, but they were both off balance, and they crumpled into a painful heap on the rocky shore, just at the edge of the veil.

	Marie threw him away from her and jumped to her feet. She looked the same as she had on the ferry when he’d first seen her, like a cornered animal. It took her a few moments to recognize him. When she did, she relaxed only slightly. “Kuro? You saw?” she asked.

	Kuro nodded. “Yeah, it’s fine. I won’t tell anyone.”

	She breathed a sigh of relief and faced the shimmering silky film that separated the worlds. “What would have happened to me if I fell through?”

	Kuro wasn’t sure, but he told her what he knew. “You’d get wet and cold, for sure. And you’d be stuck out there unless you could find an entrance. Probably the one we came through on the ferry is the only way back in.”

	She backed away from the veil and turned to walk back to the forest. She stopped after a few paces and looked at the clear expanse of leaf-covered grass between them and the nearest tree. “Where did you come from?”

	“I was up there.” Kuro pointed to the large branch he had been resting on, nearly ten yards up.

	Marie stared for a moment at the tree and the height of the branch. “How?” she started to ask, amazed at the distance he had covered in such a short time. “Magic,” she said with a glum realization that Kuro didn’t understand.

	“Yeah,” he said. “It’s the only magic I can do. I can get the wind to catch me and throw me, but that’s about it.”

	“I cannot do anything,” Marie mumbled and kicked a pile of leaves. “I think it is a mistake that I am here.”

	Kuro laughed in embarrassment. He couldn’t imagine anyone being worse at magic than he was, or feeling less like they belonged at the school. “Like nothing at all? You’ve never done any even by accident?”

	Marie fidgeted with the cross-shaped charm on her necklace and looked uncomfortable as they walked into the darkening woods. “I used to change the colour of my coloured pencils.”

	“That’s way better than what I do. Was that out in the Blandlands?” asked Kuro. “You should be able to do it bigger and easier in the fey realm. There’s more magic here.”

	Marie looked away and said, “It scared my parents.” She paused for a long time and then quietly added, “So they brought me to a priest and got me exorcized.”

	Kuro wasn’t sure what that meant. It wasn’t something Father John had talked about. “Does that mean you can’t do it anymore?”

	“It means that I never tried again,” she admitted. “I was afraid to. It’s not real magic like Ms. Crawley and Mr. Ogonov do, anyway. It’s just a dumb thing. I can’t do any of the things they teach.”

	Kuro remembered what it was like when he didn’t think he could do any magic: how much his master had loathed him for it, how much he wished he could do something, anything, to prove that he wasn’t a complete waste. He rummaged in his pocket and pulled out the stump of a pencil he had and presented it to Marie. “It’s something, though. Go ahead.”

	“I cannot.” She backed away from the pencil as though it were going to bite her.

	“It should be way easier here.” Kuro tried to sound encouraging, as Ms. Crawley was in class. “Just give it a try.”

	Marie kept backing up and found herself running into the huge trunk of a towering maple, slowly dropping its red leaves in perpetual autumn. She looked more like a cornered animal than ever. “I don’t remember how, and it won’t work anyway.” As Kuro tried to hand her the pencil, her hands retreated behind her, as if he were threatening her with a rabid animal. “It was cleansed from me.”

	“You don’t remember what it felt like?” Kuro asked.

	Marie shook her head vigorously. Kuro put away the offending pencil. He didn’t know why she was so scared, but he wasn’t going to push the point. He turned to start walking back to the lodge when an odd leaf at his feet made him stop. “Are you sure you don’t remember how it feels?”

	“I already told you I don’t,” Marie said angrily. “Just leave it be.”

	Kuro bent, picked up the leaf, and twirled its stem between his fingers. Marie’s eyes widened. It was purple. She turned and looked at the tree she had pressed herself against. Its bark and every leaf on it were vibrant purple, gleaming brightly in the last light of the setting sun.

	From that night on they became allies at school. Marie knew very little of the magical world, and Kuro was happy to explain the oddities and practices where he could. Marie helped him understand what he was supposed to do on assignments and would explain difficult passages in books to him. They bonded over a mutual dislike of Evelyn and soon found that they had become real friends.

	His best friend, though, was Charlie. Charlie had no time at all for the dark rumours about Kuro. “I’ve met squirrels more threatening than you,” she told Kuro as her way of comforting him. She didn’t care that he didn’t have parents, or that he came from Detritus Lane, or that he wasn’t any good at school. She never pried when he couldn’t answer questions, and her only explanation for why she liked Kuro was “Us weirdos need to stick together.”

	The pair were nearly inseparable. Between classes they would play in some of the less carnivorous gardens outside. They would run through the halls between classes despite comments from people like Evelyn that “proper wizards don’t run.”

	In the opinion of Kuro and Charlie, proper wizards were boring. None of the proper wizards had been to the top of the bell tower in a thunderstorm. None of them had climbed cherry trees in the Spring Quarter to watch the dawn, or searched for the entrance to the secret labyrinth beneath the island that Charlie insisted existed.

	Their favourite thing to do was to race. Kuro was much faster and more coordinated than Charlie, but she was much bigger than he was. She was a tangle of limbs when she ran, constantly looking like she was about to topple over. Kuro would have left her in the dust every time except that on most days, his backpack weighed nearly as much as he did.

	In their third week of class, something happened that helped dispel some of the rumours about Kuro, but not in the way he might have hoped: they started actually casting magic.

	Kuro was terrible at it.

	They were attempting to warm a cup of water. It was meant to be the simplest magic there was. According to Mr. Ogonov, their undirected thoughts were always being converted to heat by the magical field all around them. All they needed to do was learn to direct those thoughts and focus them on a single point.

	An indecipherable series of diagrams and formulas filled the chalkboard at the front of the class. Ogonov explained that they described the precisely correct way to think to achieve the desired result, though it may as well have been Gaelic for all Kuro could understand of it.

	The class sat silently with their hands encircling their cups of water, watching the thermometers inside do very little. Some of the well-bred students like Evelyn had their cups noticeably warming by the end of the first class. Most had them hot enough to steep weak tea by the end of the second. Kuro failed to get the water to heat at all until the third, and in that, he must have made some dire mistake, because while the water warmed slightly, his fingertips froze.

	Mr. Ogonov held up Kuro’s frostbitten fingers for the whole class to see. He lectured the class on the dangers of not precisely following instructions before sending him off to the school nurse for treatment. “You see, class,” he explained, pointing vigorously at one of the formulas on the board, “the energy for magic must come from somewhere. If you do not pull it from the environment, or transmute it directly from your thoughts through the magical field, the only source is your own body.”

	The class did not wait for Kuro to master the skill. They moved on to the next easiest form of magic: telekinesis.

	They started by trying to move peas, then pencils, then rings, then pieces of fabric. Ogonov explained that a single point, like a pea, was supposed to be easy to move. A line, like a pencil, was harder. A circle, like a ring, was more difficult still, and finally, a flat surface, like a piece of paper or fabric, was supposed to be quite challenging.

	The hardest thing to move, he said, was a volume of liquid, as you had to keep grip of the whole of it at once with your mind. He showed off by lifting the contents of a glass of water into the air and hovering it around the room in an unstable mass.

	Jennifer Tanaka excitedly asked if they could use telekinesis to fly but was shut down. “Oh goodness, no,” Mr. Ogonov said, waving the suggestion aside. “That’s terribly dangerous. You’re more likely to tear a vital organ out of place than lift yourself up. Even if you could grab hold of your whole body and lift it, doing so would likely stop your blood from flowing. Not to worry, though. Your minds are constantly working to keep your bodies safe from such things. Every living thing, even Blandlanders to some extent, is constantly protecting itself from the effects of stray magic. If that weren’t true, then a nightmare might turn you inside out.”

	Most of the class progressed quickly up to moving a ring, having it hovering through the air or spinning on their desk, and a few could keep a piece of silk level in the air. Charlie was so good at it as to be embarrassing to watch. She could lift all three at once and showed off by writing notes on a hovering sheet of paper with a flying pencil. Her writing was neater using telekinesis than it was by hand. To make things worse, she seemed bored by it. She slumped lazily on her desk while she made the objects dance and spin in the air.

	“How are you so good at this?” demanded Marie who had barely managed get the pea to move in circles around her desk.

	Charlie let her objects fall to her desk and sat up to face Marie. “It’s just practice is all,” she said, as if her mastery of the art were no big deal. “It’s the thing I learned to do on my own, like Kuro’s fast running thing.”

	Kuro had to observe this from across the room. While heating a cup of water had gone poorly, telekinesis was disastrous. He had gotten a pea to move quite quickly, but with it went the desk, as Kuro and his chair flew in the other direction.

	It wasn’t that he was some sort of telekinetic prodigy like Charlie. Instead, he was having a terrible time not conjuring the same burst of air that helped him jump and run. After his flying desk sent Magna Singh to the infirmary with a bloody nose, Kuro had been relocated somewhere safer. He stood, as his chair had also been taken away for safety reasons, in the corner. A mattress had been installed to catch him after every inevitable explosion of air.

	Others offered frequent and universally unhelpful advice almost every time he flew across the room.

	“You j-just n-need to concentrate,” said Oliver Kagen, without any explanation as to how that was done or what exactly it meant.

	“Don’t think about it too much,” advised Arthur, though it was hard to sort out what “too much” might be, especially since Arthur hadn’t blinked in minutes, he was so focused on his hovering ring.

	Kuro hoped that Charlie would be more helpful than the others given her skill, but she was just cryptic and weird. “You can’t make it move with your eyes. You gotta feel it in your brain, like how you know where your bones and the chairs and walls are.”

	The final piece of advice came from Evelyn. She waited until Mr. Ogonov was well out of earshot before strutting past his desk with a couple of her friends to offer her brand of support to Kuro and Marie. “Don’t feel bad if you can’t do it. Your primitive mind just isn’t built for such challenging things.” She and the other girls laughed derisively.

	Marie scowled briefly at the trio from her nearby seat, but she kept her cool and returned to rolling her pea in circles.

	Kuro was not so composed. He clenched his fists and glared menacingly up at the light fixture slightly to the right of Evelyn. “I’ve always wondered if royal blood really is blue.”

	Evelyn blanched at the threat and made a hasty retreat. Kuro’s dangerous reputation was good for something, at least.

	He did not get to enjoy his small victory over Evelyn for long. The next day was their final test on telekinesis. Mr. Ogonov brought them all out onto the lawn just in front of the school, where he had covered something in a large silk sheet.

	“For your final assignment you will have a chance to try out a magical transport of your choosing,” he said as he waved his hand toward the sheet with a flourish. It burst into a thousand silk butterflies that fluttered away, exposing a broom, a carpet, and a giant mortar beneath.

	He paused to let the excitement in the class die down. “Magical transports are enchanted so that they should be no more difficult to move than what you have been working with in class. The broom”—he lifted the sturdy stick with stiff sorghum bristles lashed to it—“should feel no different than a pencil.”

	He moved to the mortar, a heavy hardwood bowl with a silver rim and a broad base. “You should be able to move the rim of the mortar like you did the rings in class. Don’t be fooled by the weight of it. The enchantment should make it feel no heavier than what you’re used to.”

	Finally, he displayed the carpet to the class as though he were trying to sell it. It was plush and soft, with intricate designs worked into it. “The most challenging of the three is the flying carpet. I wouldn’t recommend trying this one unless you were quite comfortable with the silk in class. Now line up in front of the one you would like to try.”

	There was a mad rush to be the first in line. The broom was the most popular, by far, as it was the easiest and the most fashionable. Those looking to impress piled up by the carpet. Despite being the most comfortable to ride in, giant mortars were seen as old-fashioned, so only a couple people chose that. Kuro decided that it didn’t matter which one he failed to move, so he got in the shortest line to get it over with quickly.

	To Kuro’s surprise, he found Charlie at the front of the short line. He’d expected her to go to the carpet, as she was the best in the class, but she climbed into the oversized bowl eagerly. Kuro guessed that she just liked it because it was the weirdest. She nestled down into it so only the top of her head and her excited eyes could be seen above the rim.

	“At signal, lift off, fly once around the fountain, and come back. You’ll be evaluated on your stability and precision in your landing.” Ogonov snapped his fingers and a sound like the crack of thunder came out.

	The first three lifted off. Leif Ivarson from Vertheim shot out ahead of the rest on his broom, though he failed to lean in to the turn enough and nearly fell off as he rounded the corner. A Summerhill resident, Veronica Langston, inched her way shakily around the course on her carpet, mere inches from the ground. Charlie seemed oblivious to them both and flew at her own pace, smiling placidly and reclining in her wooden bowl.

	She landed casually right in front of Kuro and poured herself out of the mortar like a marionette whose strings had been cut. She grinned at Kuro as she found her feet. “That is super fun,” she said as she slapped him encouragingly on the back. “You’re going to love it.”

	That seemed incredibly unlikely. Not only did he doubt that he’d be able to get the mortar to move, he’d accidentally ended up in the same group as Evelyn. She was stepping proudly onto the carpet while tying her hair back, as though she would be flying so fast that she would need to keep it from blowing in her face.

	Before their entirely opposite displays of skill could be performed, though, the third in their trio shot off without warning. Charles Tewkbury III let out a “yip” as though he was goading a horse to move and sped off toward the forest.

	“Oh, good grief.” Ogonov rolled his eyes. “There’s one every year. Stay put. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” He swept his cape off, threw it at his feet, and stepped onto it. It carried him into the sky after the showboating Summerhiller, who was already doing loop de loops over the trees.

	Given the lack of warning against such behaviour and how ready Ogonov had been to give chase, Kuro suspected that the teacher had been hoping for an opportunity to display his own skill and remarkable cape.

	Evelyn turned on Kuro, relieved of her supervision and reason for pretending to be civil. “What are you even doing in that bowl? We all know you cannot fly. Are you hoping that an ogre will come with a matching pestle to grind you down to make his bread and put an end to your shame?”

	Her gaggle of cronies laughed along with her, and Kuro did his best to ignore her by slouching down into the bowl of the mortar.

	“Oh, l-like you're so g-great,” stuttered Oliver Kagen, jumping to the defence of his fellow Lodger. “I b-bet you’re n-no b-better than Veronica.”

	Evelyn sneered dismissively at the insult. She thrust her nose haughtily into the air, planted her hands on her hips, and began to rise. The carpet stayed flat as a board and perfectly steady as she rose nearly ten yards into the air, standing like the statue of a triumphant hero. “It's really quite a trivial thing for anyone with any skill whatsoever.”

	With Evelyn proving herself so effectively, the other Lodgers turned on Kuro to do the same. “Are you going to let her talk to you like that?” asked Sean Cassidy.

	Obviously he was. He hadn’t much choice in the matter.

	“Go on, then,” urged Jennifer Tanaka. “Show her what you’ve got.”

	Kuro wondered if any of them had been paying attention in class. He was already showing them what he had: nothing. Their urging did not cease, however, and just to make them stop, he decided to try. At least they would go back to ignoring him after he embarrassed himself.

	He did his best to still his mind, feel out the silver rim of the mortar, and pull it skyward. As he expected, it did not work at all. Like always, the air exploded beneath him. Unlike in class, though, the explosion was contained by the bowl of the mortar and directed skywards. Kuro shot up into the air faster and farther than he'd ever jumped.

	Kuro arced up and over Evelyn on her flying carpet. As he began to fall, he reached out and grabbed a tassel on the end of the rug to stop himself plummeting back down on top of his classmates. The class below him whooped with approval as though he’d planned it all.

	He pulled himself up onto the rug and waited for Evelyn to insult him. She didn’t do anything of the sort, however. All she managed was a tight squeak of a command: “Get off.”

	She hadn’t moved from her heroic pose, but from up close, Kuro could see that it was a front. She was concentrating hard and visibly shaking. His additional weight was unbalancing the carpet, and in her struggle to keep it steady, they were rising quite fast.

	Magic carpets, brooms, and the like were enchanted to drift gently to the ground if their driver lost focus. Otherwise witches and wizards would be falling out of the sky constantly. Besides, he had jumped from nearly this high before, so he wasn’t too worried about crashing. “I thought this was easy for anyone skilled like you,” he said, bouncing a little on the balls of his feet.

	Evelyn was not so calm. Rather than holding the carpet firm in the air, or releasing her control and letting it drift slowly down to the ground on its own, she overcorrected. The little ripples Kuro had made became bigger and bigger. In her panic, Evelyn flipped the carpet, sending them tumbling earthwards.

	A peaceful stillness filled Kuro as the pleasant and familiar sensation of weightlessness swept over him. He watched above him as the rug stilled itself and began a slow and safe descent of its own. He saw the distant form of Mr. Ogonov stop chasing Charles and begin racing back in a vain attempt to save the falling children. He watched the other students on the ground beneath them scattering away like frightened ants. He saw Evelyn, who did not find the experience nearly as calming, screaming and thrashing as they fell.

	Kuro rolled over like a cat and let his magic build up a cushion of air beneath him so he could land softly. Evelyn did not look like she knew how, though. Falling from great heights was apparently something else that proper witches and wizards did not do. She had completely come apart. If nothing was done, she would probably break every bone in her body on impact.

	Kuro felt for a moment that she deserved it, that she could do with a couple broken bones. His heart wasn’t in it, though. She was stuck up and mean, but he didn’t really want her harmed and certainly not dead. Even so, he was helpless to do anything. The ground was coming up fast, and Kuro didn’t know any real magic to save her.

	Or did he? He could do one bit of magic reliably, though it didn’t work quite as it was supposed to. He pulled an eraser from his pocket and held it out away from him. He tried to move it with his mind, and as always, he failed, and an explosion of air threw him violently backwards into Evelyn. She clung to his back and shrieked continuously into his ear.

	They tumbled downward together. Kuro’s intention was to cushion their fall the way he did his own when leaping from roofs in Detritus Lane. Evelyn’s panicked screams made it hard to concentrate, however, and her added bulk made it hard to get pointed in the right direction. The ground was rushing up at them frighteningly quickly. It was only a few feet away when Kuro got his hands and feet back under him, too late to build up a cushion of air. Kuro prepared himself for what would likely be a fatal impact, but he never reached the ground.

	He hung in the air, dangling by his shirt collar as if caught on a coat hook. Evelyn was caught in the same way, though she was still gripped by fear and thrashed against the invisible captor as they were slowly lowered to the grass.

	The other students rushed to variously congratulate, berate, and check up on the pair of students. There was little agreement on whether what had just happened was awesome or terrible. In the same moment, Kuro was asked if he was hurt at all and told in no uncertain terms that he would have deserved it if he’d smashed on the ground.

	The swarm was broken by the return of Mr. Ogonov, who landed and hit the ground at a run. He shouted everyone away and fussed over the two students, making absolutely certain that they were not hurt. That took considerably longer with Evelyn, who was still a blubbering mess and was quite convinced that she had, in fact, died. Kuro heard little of it, though. He was too distracted by Charlie.

	She had been in a crumpled heap on the ground when Kuro landed, and she rose slowly and clumsily. While everyone else was fussing over him and Evelyn, she’d been nursing a bloody nose. He worried that she’d been trampled in the race to evade the falling students.

	Ogonov sent everyone back to the classroom while he escorted Evelyn to the infirmary. She was clearly uninjured, but her protests claimed otherwise. Kuro hung behind, partly to check on Charlie, who was still moving sluggishly, and partly because those who hadn’t had a chance at flying were shooting him dangerously unhappy looks.

	Marie and Arthur were already helping to steady her when Kuro approached. “Are you okay?” he asked.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Charlie said, waving him away. The effort of doing so made one of her legs give out.

	“You don’t look okay,” said Marie, struggling to keep Charlie stable. “We should take you to the infirmary.”

	“No, don’t do that!” Charlie protested. “I’m fine, really.” She shook off her friends and stood on her own. She was wobbly but argued that she could walk just fine and urged the others to all go back to class. The stairs defeated her, however, and she tripped on the second one and failed to catch herself at all.

	“You are not okay,” Arthur informed Charlie as Marie helped her sit up on the steps.

	“What happened to you?” asked Kuro, fearing that her condition was somehow his fault.

	“I caught you,” she said, her head flopping to the side as she tried to look at Kuro.

	“That was you?” he asked. “That’s amazing. I thought it was the teacher.”

	“Nah, he was too far away. I could tell.” Charlie had steadied herself again and shrugged off Marie as she stood. “I’d have got you sooner, but you kept moving around and other people are slippery. It was hard to get a grip. Evelyn is heavier than she looks. You’re not but still kinda heavy.”

	“Thank you” was all Kuro could think to say. He didn’t have the words to express his gratitude for not being smashed like a bug under Evelyn. “But why did you fall down. Why can’t you walk properly?”

	Charlie pouted and looked away from the others. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

	They all agreed readily and leaned in, curious what Charlie might consider a secret worth keeping from them.

	Charlie had to chew on the words a bit before she could get them in order and out of her mouth. “I’m paralyzed,” she said at last, so quickly that Kuro had trouble understanding the words.

	“You’re what?” he asked.

	“I’m paralyzed,” she repeated, now looking ashamed and fearful. “The neck down. I broke my neck when I was little.”

	Something didn’t quite add up about her claim. Kuro didn’t know a lot about being paralyzed, but Charlie did an awful lot more moving around than he thought should be possible if she were telling the truth. “But,” he managed to say before Charlie cut him off with more explanation.

	“I pretty much can’t move without magic. I had to learn to do telekinesis on myself to get around at all, and I can’t feel much of anything on my right side and only bits and pieces on my left. Standing up and moving around isn’t so hard anymore, but I can’t do that and also catch you. So I fell down. And you’re heavy, so my brain muscles are kinda tired, maybe sprained. Can you sprain your brain? I hope not. I need it for walking.”

	Kuro was still puzzling together what Charlie was saying. Arthur was much faster at sorting it out. “So that’s why you’re good at telekinesis?”

	Charlie brushed off the compliment as if her skills were nothing special, but Arthur wouldn’t have it. “Mr. Ogonov said that it was very dangerous to use it on your body. How do you do it?”

	“I dunno, I just do,” answered Charlie. “I was really young when I started doing it. I guess I was too young to know it wasn’t supposed to work. At first I just turned pages in my books; then I figured out how to move my bones the same way. Pretty soon I was walking again, sort of.”

	Arthur continued to pry. “Can you fly?”

	Charlie shook her head. “No, I tried that once. It hurt a lot. I don’t think my bones are supposed to hold things up like that. I guess I could do it by lifting my clothes up like I did today to Kuro, but that kinda sucked, too.”

	Marie interrupted Arthur’s interrogation with her own. “Is that also why you fall down every time you get surprised?”

	Charlie nodded, her face flushing with embarrassment.

	“And why your handwriting is so bad?”

	Another nod.

	“And why you never unbutton your shirts or untie your tie, and slide off your chair when you get distracted, and didn’t move at all on the ferry ride outside the veil?”

	“Yeah,” she mumbled. “All that stuff.”

	“And why you never pick up your clothes from the floor?” Marie asked of her roommate with a half-smile and a raised eyebrow.

	Charlie’s expression shifted quickly from shame to evasive guilt. “Oh yeah,” she agreed vigorously, “definitely that too.”

	Marie stormed up to Charlie, scowling, and gave her a stiff flick on the forehead. “Why did you not tell me? I would have helped you.”

	Charlie pouted and rubbed the sore spot where she’d been flicked. “I don’t need any help. I’m fine. People treat me like I’m fragile when they find out. I’m not fragile. I’m less fragile than all of you since I’m already broken.” It sounded like an argument she’d made many times before. “I can do anything you can do.”

	Marie laughed. “You can do a bunch of stuff we can’t do.”

	That relaxed Charlie a little. “Promise you won’t get weird now that you know, and you won’t tell anyone.”

	“Of course not,” said Marie, giving Charlie’s shoulder a squeeze and staring pointedly at Kuro and Arthur until they agreed as well.

	“Yeah, no problem,” agreed Kuro once he’d caught on.

	“Sure,” said Arthur. “Everyone has secrets.”

	 

	



	



	Eleven
Samhain

	The approach of winter was accompanied by considerable excitement among most of the students. For Kuro, the excitement was mostly drawn from the fact that the weather never actually changed on Avalon, and that he wouldn’t ever be begging in a blizzard. For most other students, it was because the turning of the seasons was marked by a great celebration, with an outdoor feast, sports, games, dancing, and a huge bonfire. Even more exciting was that it would be happening up on the Avalon High plateau. All the junior high students would be brought up the huge cliffs for the celebration and be allowed to see the high school and its grounds.

	Kuro’s friends were caught up in the excitement as well, and it served to distract from Arthur’s frequent questions to Charlie about her remarkable abilities. Instead, they had taken to imagining what the celebrations would be like. Charlie speculated in grandiose terms about the “unparalleled majesty atop Avalon Peak and the mysteries hidden within,” something she’d picked up from a book. Arthur wanted to watch the high school team play lacrosse, and Marie was quietly looking forward to the bonfire and the dancing that would go with it. Kuro didn’t quite get the appeal of those things. He was excited for the food, though. He ate better at Autumn Lodge than he had before in his life, even if the lutin cooking was a bit odd. Even so, the idea of being allowed to eat a feast that had been prepared for the rich kids from the other residences made his stomach rumble.

	The best thing about the Samhain celebration, though, the thing which every student could agree was absolutely the best, was that they would have no afternoon classes. When the bell rang at the end of alchemy, Kuro jammed his books in his bag and ran for the door like every other student. He was nearly out of the room when his escape was cut off.

	Ms. McCutcheon appeared in the door, barring his way just as he was about to cross the threshold to freedom. “Kuro, please come with me,” she said with a cold authority that allowed no room for argument.

	He couldn’t remember doing anything to warrant the principal’s attention, but some whispers from Evelyn’s posse nearby indicated that they had a few ideas of what his crimes might be.

	Kuro followed McCutcheon out of the class and along several halls. She waited to speak until no other students were around. “You are not in any trouble, Kuro. There is a woman from the Guard here for you.”

	In Kuro’s reckoning, those two statements were completely incompatible. He wondered if they had finally decided to arrest him properly.

	He was led to a small room beside the principal’s office. It was overcrowded for such a small space, with a bookshelf taking up all of one wall, a plant that had outgrown its pot, and two well-stuffed velvet armchairs facing each other over a low table that would need to be straddled to climb into either. The room looked like it was meant to be cozy and friendly, but it just felt confining. Its only saving grace was that it had a single narrow window that Kuro could squeeze through in an emergency.

	Also in the room was a woman in a grey uniform coat of the Royal Guard, a Ledger. Kuro tensed instinctively in the presence of a guardswoman. She wasn’t much like the other Ledgers he’d seen at the citadel, however, and nothing like the Hounds. She had a kind face, and just a few creases around her bright golden eyes that made it seem as though she smiled a lot. She wore her uniform unbuttoned over a long flowing robelike dress, and she wore a scarf wrapped around her head. She met Kuro with a warm smile as he was pushed inside. He wasn’t certain if her apparent friendliness made him more or less comfortable.

	“Ms. El-Assar, this is Kuro,” said Ms. McCutcheon to the woman in the chair. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

	“Thank you, Ms. McCutcheon. I’ll come speak to you before I leave.”

	“If you have the time,” the principal said as she was leaving, “you should come visit the festival.”

	“I might just do that.” She bowed the principal out and turned to Kuro. “Please, have a seat.”

	Kuro was suspicious at her kindness. He took the chair closest to the window so he could leap out if things went badly.

	“Did the principal explain to you why I’m here?”

	Kuro shook his head.

	“My name is Sabine. I’m from the Office of Orphan Affairs. Have you heard of it?”

	He shook his head again.

	She sat down facing him and smiled pleasantly again. “I’m not surprised. We’re relatively small, and we mostly work with young strays. Our job is to make sure that any witch or wizard orphans are properly looked after. I’m your case worker, and I’m here to make sure you are safe and well cared for. Normally we would have met before school started, but I understand that you’re a bit of a special case. You weren’t even registered with us until after you were on the ferry.”

	Kuro wasn’t sure if that was due to Dubois plotting something or just being negligent.

	“I’d like to get to know you a bit today, if that’s okay with you?”

	Kuro remained motionless. She seemed entirely too genuine and friendly for his liking, as if she was going to try to sell him something.

	“Okay, well, you don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to. But I’d like to ask you some questions, all right?”

	Kuro nodded slowly but checked that he still had a clear path to the window. Outside he could see the other students being carried up to the top of the plateau by the teachers on magic carpets.

	“First, how are you liking it here at Avalon?”

	What a complicated question. Kuro hadn’t fully considered it until she asked. “It’s okay,” he said. “The food is good, but I don’t like being a prisoner.”

	“Why do you say you’re a prisoner?” she asked with a bit of surprise.

	“Am I allowed to leave?” Kuro asked in response.

	“Well, I suppose not right now. We don’t have anywhere for you to go yet. But I’m working to find a good home for you for the summer. But you’re really not a prisoner here, I promise. You’re a student. Just like everyone else. Okay?”

	Kuro nodded because it felt like she wanted him to. The impassable span of churning, icy saltwater bay that surrounded the island contested her point.

	“How are classes going? Do you have a favourite yet?”

	“Badly,” Kuro said. “And no, but I hate alchemy the least.”

	“Why is that?”

	“Because De Rigueur ignores me, and I haven’t exploded anything in it yet.”

	Kuro enjoyed watching Sabine shift uncomfortably while trying to process his answer. She changed the subject. “Have you made any friends?”

	“Yes.” Kuro was a little surprised at how quickly he responded. It was true, though. He really had friends for the first time in his life. Charlie, Arthur, and Marie were real friends, even if they were all a bit strange. The happy realization made his chest feel uncomfortably light and warm.

	“That’s wonderful. Do they treat you well? Do they tease you at all?”

	“No, they don't. Everyone else does, but they don't.”

	“The other children tease you? Why do you think that is?” She looked sad and very concerned. Kuro was starting to think that she might actually be a nice person.

	“Because I’m short, ugly, poor, and stupid, with no talent, name, or family,” Kuro told her as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. He did feel like it sort of hung like a sign around his neck.

	“Oh dear. Why do you say that?”

	“Because it’s true.”

	“I don’t think it’s true.” She comforted him with such compassion that he almost believed her. “You’ve had a tough start, that’s true. And it’s hard being an orphan—”

	“I’m not an orphan,” Kuro cut her off.

	“What?” She looked very confused and started shuffling through a sheaf of papers, looking for a mistake. “Where are your parents?”

	“I don’t have any parents.” Kuro was surprised Sabine hadn’t been told.

	“I, um, . . . well, . . .” Ms. El-Assar stumbled trying to make sense of Kuro. “So you don’t know your parents. That’s okay. Is that why you don’t have a last name?”

	“I don’t have a name at all,” Kuro answered, growing a little impatient with the questions. He thought that she should know these things. “Kuro is just a number. I’m number nine.”

	“Are there another eight?” Sabine asked urgently, as if he’d said something very important.

	Kuro narrowed his eyes and scrutinized the woman. She seemed so genuine, but then again, maybe too concerned with his well-being to be believed. Could she be yet another spy working for Dubois? “I don’t think so,” he said. He thought he would test her, see if she was digging for secrets. “Master never told me.”

	“Master?” she said, very interested. “Is that who raised you? Why do you call him that?”

	“I am his servant,” Kuro said.

	“What is his name?” she asked carefully.

	She had given herself away. She was just another tool of the Hounds. “He wouldn’t like me telling you,” Kuro said.

	She backed off the question and spent another twenty minutes attempting to feign friendliness, discussing his classes, living arrangements, and health, but frequently circling back to get more details on his life before school. Kuro evaded the questions. He had no intention of betraying Phineas to her.

	Kuro noticed her fidgeting with the head scarf whenever she asked probing questions. He was reminded of Dubois when he disguised himself as the lumberjack at the ferry dock, how he had to wear a hat to cover his scarred ear, checking it regularly to make sure it was in place; how Dubois could use illusions to change the look of his face and clothes but not his golden eyes. Golden eyes suspiciously like Ms. El-Assar’s. Kuro scowled in annoyance. She was definitely a spy. She might even be Dubois in disguise trying to get information.

	There was one way to be sure she was Dubois. “Can I see your familiar?” Kuro asked. Dubois could disguise himself, but no way could he conceal that monster of a wolf he kept around. Even if it weren’t Dubois, any Hound would have a dog and betray the claim that she was just there to help him.

	Ms. El-Assar, or whoever she was, tried to wave away the request. “Young people are so caught up in familiars. Mine wouldn’t really fit in here, anyway.” If that excuse weren’t enough, she feigned surprise as she looked out the window and saw the last few students being brought up the cliff. “Oh, the festival is starting soon, isn’t it? I’ve kept you too long. Go on, then. You wouldn’t want to miss the games.”

	Definitely Dubois, thought Kuro as he bounded from his chair. He dashed into the hall, out into the sunlight, and away from the Hound in disguise.

	He went to where he’d seen the other students being carried up to the plateau, but they had all gone, and no teachers were left waiting for him. It wasn’t terribly surprising, but he was a bit disappointed. He really did want to try the food.

	He decided to climb.

	Kuro had wanted to climb the cliff since he’d arrived just to see what was at the top. He wasn’t afraid of falling but expected he’d get in trouble if he were caught, and that had been enough to keep him off the near-vertical face of granite. Today was different though. He was allowed to be on the Avalon High plateau, and there wasn’t anyone at ground level to see him climbing.

	He ran around the base of the enormous granite pillar looking for the best way up. He ran out of Spring and all the way through Summer before he found a path that looked promising in Autumn. It was the route that Meredith took to get to school. It had clear ledges and crevices the whole way up. He hoped it would work for him, too. At more than twice his height, she could reach much farther than he could. Then again, she just climbed hand over hand. Kuro could leap from ledge to ledge and hang from much smaller holds.

	His first attempt ended quickly in failure. His cardigan kept getting caught on outcroppings, and his running shoes were too thick to get a good feel for the footholds.

	He dropped back to the ground, ditched his overclothes, rolled up his sleeves, and took off his shoes and socks. He placed them neatly at the base of the cliff, covered them in leaves to keep them hidden, and restarted his climb.

	He let the wind build beneath him, and he released a gust, sending fallen leaves flying all around and launching him nearly ten feet up the cliff. He caught a ledge, pulled himself onto it with ease, and bounded for the next, his bare feet gripping the small ledges like the uneven bricks in the buildings along Detritus.

	He rose higher and higher, leaping and climbing up the cliff, never pausing to look down. It was exhilarating to move freely again, without eyes on him, without fear of punishment or judgement. He found his heart racing and his face sore from grinning as he threw himself up past the tops of the towering trees.

	He took a moment, dangling by one hand, to take in the vista. A sea of red and yellow leaves stretched out beneath him, radiant in the afternoon sun, with a single splash of purple near the coast. The breeze washed over him unhindered by the trees: cool, dry, and full of the musty smell of autumn. It was breathtaking—nothing like his dirty rooftops in Detritus Lane. Here, alone on a cliff face above the trees, he almost felt free.

	He took in a deep, satisfying breath and began to climb again, turning and lifting his leg to find a foothold off of which to leap. As his bare toes found purchase on the cool stone, he heard the clink of metal on rock below him. He looked back and saw two people far below raking the leaves near where he had stowed his things.

	He dove from the cliff, looking to rescue his shoes from whoever was digging around down there. He landed catlike, on all fours, with a burst of air to soften the impact, which sent dry leaves flying up all around him. As the leaves cleared, he found his view of his shoes’ hiding spot still blocked. Someone was standing in the way. “I told you it was him,” said a boy’s voice.

	Kuro instinctively tried to bolt, but it was too late. Before he could even stand up, he felt a hand grab the front of his shirt. He was lifted off the ground and slammed back against the cliff, knocking the air from his lungs. He scrambled to free himself, but another pair of hands joined in and held him in place.

	“Sneaking away from the festival?” a very angry-sounding girl asked. “Don’t feel like watching the games?” It was Bella, the shoe thief. The other set of hands holding him could only belong to Seph.

	Kuro tried to argue, but he was still gasping to reclaim his breath.

	“We should be up there playing lacrosse, but we’re stuck down here raking leaves and chopping wood. You got us kicked off the team and two months of detention besides! We’re not even allowed to go to the festival.”

	Kuro found enough air to choke out a poorly considered response. “You would have gotten caught anyway! You’re bad thieves.”

	“Shut up!” Bella punched him.

	Kuro laughed at her. She punched like a wizard, her wrist flimsy and crooked, but it still hurt. “You think you’d be wearing those shoes around here without anyone noticing? If you were rich enough to own them, you wouldn’t have been stealing them,” Kuro mocked as he tried to squirm free.

	“You filthy little beggar.” Seph’s grip tightened painfully on Kuro’s shoulder. “We deserve them as much as any royal. We’d have said they were gifts. Nobody would have known.”

	“Sure.” Kuro tried to twist his hand free. “Just like nobody will know you beat me down here. You’ll just say I beat myself up.”

	Bella felt him trying to free his hand and pinned it painfully against the rock. “Nobody will know, because you won’t remember. You’ll have hit your head falling down the cliff you stupidly tried to climb,” Bella said with malice in her voice. “You’re going to pay for what you did to us.”

	Kuro panicked. He began to kick and flail. His foot caught Seph in the gut, forcing him to let go as he doubled over.

	Bella switched her grip to hold Kuro by the throat, pressing him hard against the cliff face and choking him so he couldn’t breathe. That freed his hands and he clawed at her wrist and arm, but to no effect. He heard her starting to cast something, beautiful lyrical Elvish words marred by the violence in her voice.

	Kuro thrashed and kicked and grabbed at the stone behind him, trying to pull himself to freedom. A shard of stone came away in his hand and he used it to slash wildly in front of him. Bella screamed.

	Her spell was cut short by a series of shouted curse words. She dropped Kuro and pressed her hand over her left eye, where blood was pouring out.

	She looked ready to kill.

	Kuro ran.

	Bella was too hurt and angry to focus on any complex spells. All she could do was condense her rage into blasts of unfocused fire around Kuro. He dashed through waves of searing heat. The leaves he kicked up ignited around him as he ran. He could smell his hair burning, and it hurt to breathe, but he was moving fast enough that Bella was having trouble keeping her fire on him.

	Kuro knew that Seph and Bella would be too slow to catch him. He just needed to get out of their range before they could do any real damage. He gathered all the wind he could behind him and pushed forward with all his strength, tearing his bare feet on the ground.

	The waves of heat vanished, and Kuro momentarily believed he had escaped the duo. The heat, though, was replaced with a figure taking shape in stride with him. It began as a collection of ghostly streamers of glowing smoke. They knotted together and coalesced into the faint form of a large snarling boar.

	It had to be Bella’s familiar. Kuro had outrun her spells, but her familiar could chase him tirelessly. It did not need her eyes or mind to control it, as it had its own. He would only be safe from it for moments longer. In its raw spirit form, it couldn’t do him any real harm, but soon the spectral form would grow skin, hair, teeth, and tusks and be as solid as he was.

	There was only one escape from the fearsome beast being conjured at his back. A familiar could not cross the veil. If he could make it to the shore, he could cross into the Blandlands and be safe.

	Kuro ran on.

	His lungs burned, and his painful feet screamed at him to stop, but the wind pushed him on, carrying him past the limits of his own exhaustion. So long as he could keep putting one foot in front of the other and not stumble, he could make it.

	Kuro flew through the forest, the solidifying boar close on his heels. The trees thinned, and he could see rippling veil at the edge of the water. A hundred yards never seemed such a long distance as he sprinted across the thin brown grass to the rocky shore with the last of his flagging energy.

	The boar was fully solid now. He could hear it breathing in time with its hoof falls less than a stumble behind him. Without time for second thought, Kuro launched himself off the rocks and through the veil into the Blandlands.


Twelve
The Warden and the Weasel

	Kuro had never passed through the veil directly. Crossing over where it was thin and torn along Detritus, or at a freshwater inlet, was relatively easy. The change was small, the shift between worlds gentle, and he could even pass unnoticed. The land on the other side felt dull and flat, like music heard through a wall, but the transition was unremarkable.

	Passing through the thick of the veil, though, was something entirely else. As Kuro crashed through the shimmering barrier between worlds, it felt as though a skin of dried glue was being peeled from his whole body. As he popped out the other side, his body felt suddenly too small for his mind, and his head throbbed with crushing pain. He had no time to reflect on the sensations, though, for gravity was not patient, and it pulled him into the roiling waters of the bay. With what little magic persisted in the Blandlands, Kuro could do nothing to prevent it.

	The icy cold water knocked the breath from his lungs, and his exhausted limbs thrashed uselessly against the waves. Kuro had never been in deeper or rougher waters than a bathtub, and he barely knew how to hold his breath. As he was buffeted about, he got a lungful of the saltwater and began to cough violently. He’d surely have drowned if the waves hadn’t thrown him against the shore. He crawled up the pile of sharp granite slabs that made up the coast of the Blandlands side of Avalon.

	The crashing waves knocked him about and more than once tried to drag him back into the water. Freezing and coughing, he managed to haul himself onto dry land, where a group of ducks clucked and hissed at him in irritation at his trespassing.

	Once he had evicted the seawater from his lungs, Kuro scanned the rocky island for cover. He was already chilled to the bone, and he didn’t know how much longer he’d last out in the biting wind. The island was a pale corpse of the Avalon inside the veil. The low rolling hills were replaced with sharp slabs of rock; the lush forest with sparse trees, thin and bent by the wind; and the only hint of the soft meadows were patches of scrub grass. As with everything in the Blandlands, it was also considerably larger. It felt like half as much life spread over twice as much land, with the exception of the birds. The island was teeming with them. The nearest shelter looked to be a dense copse of trees over a mile away.

	Kuro started to stumble in its direction, frequently berated by birds for wandering too close to their territory. He shivered violently, and his teeth rattled uncontrollably as he padded along the cold ground in his bare feet. He tried not to think very hard about his plans beyond reaching the thicket of trees, as his options didn’t seem too promising. The sun was already starting to set. It would get dark and even colder. He’d probably freeze overnight if he wasn’t dry. He could try to get back through the veil, but he could walk for hours before finding the entrance, and he wasn’t sure what kind of welcome he would have waiting when he returned; he had cut Bella pretty badly.

	As he approached the thicket of trees, a shape nestled within gave him some hope. He saw a house, more of a cottage, really. It was small, probably only a couple of rooms, but there was an electric light on and a rugged four-wheeled vehicle parked outside. If he could sneak in long enough to warm up, he might just live through the night.

	He crept up to the white aluminum-sided building, his pain and cold momentarily forgotten as all his senses became alert for any sign of the occupant. He moved like a shadow across the pine-needle-strewn ground and risked a glance inside through the corner of a small window. He caught a glimpse of an occupant. They were sitting by a wood-fired stove in an armchair with their back to the window. Kuro could see a bit of silver hair poking over the top of the chair and an arm with a plaid sleeve. It was troublesome that they were home, but the warmth promised by the fire was too tempting to walk away from.

	Kuro padded around to check for other entrances. At the side of the building, he found a window to the bedroom. Inside was a large bed covered in heavy quilts. He gave the window an exploratory nudge. It wasn’t locked. If he was quiet enough, the wail of the wind and the ceaseless cry of the thousands of birds would hide his entry, and he could hide under the bed until he was dry and warm. He might even be able to borrow a blanket that they wouldn’t notice missing, but only if he could find a piece of paper to write an IOU on.

	He gently slid open the window and snaked his way through the gap. He paused as his feet touched the floor to listen for movement in the next room.

	Silence.

	He eased the window closed and rolled under the bed. He could already feel the warmth of the small cottage starting to seep into his sodden clothes.

	He shifted to get comfortable on the multicoloured braided rug on which the large bed sat. He slid between some cardboard boxes and lost socks and came face to face with a furry creature also hiding under the bed.

	Kuro jumped in surprise but didn’t get very far as he bounced off the wooden slats just above him, making an unfortunate clatter. Kuro’s furry companion did not startle as easily, it seemed. Instead it nuzzled its face against Kuro’s affectionately and began to yowl loudly.

	The sound was familiar, loud, whiny, and uneven. It was the sort of sound made by a cat who couldn’t hear its own voice, the sort of noise that Graeae made. Kuro pushed the cat back from his face, far enough to see it clearly. He gaped. Staring back at him with her one good eye was Graeae, his first and best friend.

	Footsteps from the living room snapped Kuro back to his senses. Kuro tried to hush his cat, but Graeae continued to cry her greeting and climbed onto Kuro despite his protests.

	The door to the bedroom opened, and Kuro could see some slippered feet thump across the floor towards the bed. “Grey, what have you gotten into?” It was a woman’s voice, gruff, impatient, and worried.

	She dropped to her knees to look under the bed. Kuro pushed Graeae towards her, but the cat protested, yowling more loudly and squirming to escape his grasp. Graeae’s happiness at Kuro’s appearance would doom him. He all but threw the cat out from under the bed.

	Graeae emerged right under the woman’s nose, and she made a startled noise before reaching out for the cat and asking in a soothing tone, “What’s wrong, girl? Are you all right?”

	Kuro breathed a silent sigh of relief as the women began to stand again, but the breath caught in his throat as she said, “You’re all wet. What do you have under there?”

	The woman released Graeae and leaned back down to investigate the source of the moisture. Kuro had no escape as her eyes met his beneath the bed. A moment of surprise in her face quickly shifted to a cross accusation. “What were you doing to my cat?” she demanded.

	“She’s not your cat,” argued Kuro, averting his gaze. The warmth of the room felt as though it were draining away. Kuro shivered in anticipation of being thrown back into the wind outside.

	This was clearly not the sort of reaction the woman was expecting. “What?” she started before quickly changing course. “Who?” she tried but didn’t quite settle on it. “How?” That didn’t seem to work for her either, so she gave up on questions and switched to an order. “Get out from under my bed.”

	Kuro saw no point in fighting it. He could run, but that would just lead him outside more quickly. Even if the woman beat him for trespassing, at least he’d be warm while she did it. He crawled out and stood, dripping, waiting for his sentence.

	When she did not act immediately, Kuro risked looking directly at her. She had short grey hair but youthful features that made it hard to guess her age. She wore a heavy red and black plaid flannel shirt and jeans, not unlike the lumberjack disguise Dubois had put on at the port. Kuro thought for a moment that she might have been the Hound in disguise again, but her eyes were grey, her ears whole, and they were out in the Blandlands, so magic like that wouldn’t work. “You’re soaked,” she said, scowling. “Come on, then, before you ruin my floor.”

	Rather than being beaten, or yelled at, or even scolded, Kuro was wrapped in towels and shoved into a comfy armchair in front of a toasty wood stove. He watched his host with growing suspicion as he sat steaming by the fire. Kuro had never been caught burgling, but he was pretty certain the standard practice for finding an intruder in one’s house was not to make them tea.

	Kuro looked around the small home, trying to divine something about the woman’s intentions. The walls were lined with shelves upon shelves of books, and when the shelves ran out, the books continued, pouring out into piles on the table and desk and floor. The few parts of the walls not covered by shelves were plastered with maps, annotated in pen, and photos of birds. The desk was an avalanche of loose papers and notebooks, with a tunnel carved out for a computer. The only clear surfaces were a pair of wooden chairs at the small dining table, and two armchairs, one of which he now occupied.

	Kuro’s investigations were interrupted by a mug of liquid being thrust at him. “Have some tea,” said the woman gruffly. “It will warm you up.”

	Kuro took the mug cautiously and sniffed at the clear orange liquid within as the woman sat in a second armchair opposite him. “Are you a runaway, a dare, or an accident, then?” she asked while she opened a novel to a dog-eared page.

	Kuro didn’t answer. For one, he wasn’t sure he understood the question. Also, he didn’t know what he was allowed to say around a Blandlander, certainly not the truth. Phineas had told Kuro that Blandlanders didn’t believe in magic and thought the idea of the veil was crazy. They would lock you up just for talking about it.

	The woman nodded knowingly as she turned a page. His silence had been enough of an answer. “Runaway, then. Students out on a dare are always full of apologies and explanations, and anyone who falls through accidentally is eager to get back. How’s the tea?” She turned another page. She seemed able to talk and read at the same time, witchcraft of the highest kind in Kuro’s mind.

	“Hot,” Kuro responded, not at all sure what to think of the woman. “You know about the school?”

	“Course I do. Don’t you know who I am?” she demanded. She was upset enough to take her eyes from her book.

	Kuro shook his head.

	“I’m the Blandlands warden,” she announced, looking for some recognition in Kuro. “Don’t they tell you guys stories about me anymore? Dani the crazy bird lady? No? Nothing?” She slumped back in her chair, disappointed. “What’s your story, anyway? What are you running from?”

	“Do you live here? Outside the veil?” Kuro asked, genuinely curious but also eager to evade the question.

	She went back to reading her book while she answered. “I can’t very well live inside, can I? I’m as bland as they come. I’m not even magical enough to be a stray. Can’t see the veil. Can’t cross the veil. I’m stuck out here.” She spoke as if it was a well-practised monologue. She answered the next question without Kuro having to ask it. “I came to the island ages ago to study the birds. I found a couple of students wandering around the island, one thing led to another, now I’m the warden. I’m allowed to stay on so long as I keep other Blandlanders away, and fish kids like you out of the drink.”

	It seemed like an enviable life to Kuro. She had a warm house with a big bed and a hot fire. Nobody was around to bother her. It was cozy and peaceful. All she had or needed was books and birds and a cat. That thought brought up a point of contention for Kuro. “Why is Graeae here?”

	The cat had been trying to find a comfortable perch on Kuro for the entirety of the conversation but was upset with him at being too damp to be a comfortable seat. She was, at that moment, stretched across the back of the chair, gently pawing the top of his head.

	“The cat?” Dani pulled her eyes from her book to stare quizzically at the small damp boy opposite her. “A friend gave her to me. Why? Do you know her?”

	“Yes,” Kuro replied. “She’s my friend. She was taken by the Hounds.”

	“She’s your cat?” Dani was aghast. “Talen said she was a rescue. I knew he was up to something.”

	“You know Dubois?” The warmth that had been seeping back into him drained.

	“Sure, he checks up on me now and again,” Dani replied with obvious distaste. “He makes sure I haven’t wandered off or some such. A couple days after classes started, he showed up with this cat, said it was a gift because my last one passed on last year. Then he tells me to keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary this year, as if that isn’t my entire job.” She concluded her story by rolling her eyes, then settled back into her book.

	Dani’s dislike of Dubois spoke well to her character, as did her apparent disinterest in prying into Kuro’s affairs. She was content to sit and read while Kuro dried by her fire. The chill had gone from his bones, and he was just beginning to doze when the door burst open behind him.

	“Dani, we’re taking the boat.” It was Principal McCutcheon, and she sounded frantic. “A child is missing. Possibly drowned. Can you check your cameras for any sign of him?”

	Dani didn’t even look up from her book. “Short kid? Big ears?” she asked while turning a page.

	“You’ve seen him? Where is he?” the principal demanded.

	“He’s in your chair,” replied Dani, finally putting her book down to look the principal in the eye.

	Kuro turned around and poked his head up over the back of the chair. He waved weakly at Ms. McCutcheon. Her face, normally stony and impassive, was a storm of relief and fury. It took only a moment for her to collect herself, though. She strode across the room stiffly, deftly avoiding the piles of books. She loomed over his chair and stared down at him. Emotion vanished from her face, and her lips returned to their familiar pursed position. “How are you feeling?” she asked in a voice so flat that it wasn’t clear whether she was hoping he was well or not.

	“Okay,” he said, wishing he could disappear into the cushions.

	“I’m glad.” She did not look glad. “Could you explain to me what happened today?” She crossed her arms and waited.

	Kuro had the strong feeling of being back in the Hound office, being interrogated. He had spent enough time living in Detritus Lane to know that nothing good ever came from talking to the authorities. If everyone just kept their mouths shut, they couldn’t get in too much trouble. “Nothing,” he said.

	“A student had her face cut open, a not insignificant portion of the Autumn Quarter caught on fire, and you fled to the Blandlands,” Ms. McCutcheon said impatiently. “That is not nothing. I’ve just been speaking with Belladonna and Joseph. They’ve told me quite a story.” The principal was watching for Kuro to react. “They tell me that you stole from them, and that when they confronted you about it, you attacked them with a sharpened stone.”

	Apparently, Bella and Seph were not as well versed in the idea of honour among thieves. “What’s a rock to a pair of wizards?” Kuro retorted, frustrated that he now had to defend himself. “Besides, I never stole anything from those two.”

	Ms. McCutcheon considered Kuro carefully as he spoke. “Can I ask you, then, what you were doing in the Autumn Quarter instead of at the festival?”

	“The teachers were gone. I was climbing up after my meeting with Ms. El-Assar.”

	The principal looked skeptical. “Are you implying that you are innocent in this matter? That is difficult to believe when the school nurse is, as we speak, trying to save Belladonna's eye, which you nearly carved out of her head.”

	Kuro stomach lurched. He remembered the rock and some blood, but he didn’t really want to hurt her, didn’t really want to hurt anyone; he just wanted to get away. “Is she going to be all right?” he asked.

	“Is that remorse?” An eyebrow arched over her square glasses. She seemed to study Kuro for a long time without saying anything. She stood unmoving, unblinking, peering at him. “I’m going to ask you this once, Kuro. Did you steal anything from them?”

	“No. I didn’t,” Kuro said resolutely. He was hurt that he was being accused of stealing from those thieves.

	“I do not appreciate being lied to.” Principal McCutcheon pulled out a small piece of paper from her robes and let it flutter down onto his bed in front of him. He picked it up and read it: “IOU four sovereigns.” There was a small drawing of a winking weasel at the bottom. It looked a lot like one of his old notes.

	“I didn’t make this,” he said, staring in confusion at the piece of paper. He had not given it to them. He hadn’t even drawn a picture of Graeae since he’d arrived at Avalon for fear of being found out by the other students.

	“Oh, I suppose you expect me to believe that this just appeared in Belladonna’s pocket?”

	“I didn’t make it!” he cried. What would he even do with four sovereigns? There wasn’t anything to buy on the island.

	“I warned you when we accepted you that theft would not be tolerated. You will be punished for this.”

	Kuro climbed out of the chair and prepared himself for the worst. He shut his eyes, and his whole body tensed and waited for her to deliver on her threat, but it did not come. There was just a slow uncomfortable silence. He risked opening his eye. Ms. McCutcheon was still standing there, but now with a look of confusion instead of anger. “What are you doing, child?” she asked.

	“Waiting for you to punish me?”

	“Detention. You will be receiving detention. A month of it at least,” she replied crossly. “You will be seeing Vice Principal Flint every Tuesday and Thursday evening for the month of November.”

	Kuro wasn’t entirely sure what detention was. Other students seemed to dread it, but the few he’d known to have served one had been alive and well the next day. He took some solace in knowing that whatever it was, it wouldn’t likely land him in the hospital, or jail.

	Ms. McCutcheon threw a blanket around Kuro without even asking Dani and marched him out the door. As they left, Dani shouted after them. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Kuro. Come back and visit Grey any time.”

	Ms. McCutcheon glared daggers at Dani for the suggestion and prodded Kuro to move faster.

	It was well past dark, and Kuro was cold through again by the time they reached the thinning of the veil, where the ferry landed. Kuro was so tired when they finally reached Autumn Lodge that he could no longer keep his eyelids open. The only reason he hadn’t just fallen asleep in a bush in the Summer Quarter was the firm hand of the principal on his shoulder, guiding him home.

	Exhausted and aching all over, Kuro crossed the threshold to Autumn Lodge eager to find his bed. Instead, he found something he had not expected that made his heart ache with happiness. Four students were still in the lounge, dozing by the fire. Charlie, Mary, Arthur, and Meredith turned their bleary eyes towards him as he stepped through the door. Meredith was on him in a flash, crushing him in her strong arms and sobbing into his hair about fearing that he had died.

	Arthur stood and bowed slightly. He said, “I am glad that you’re alive,” while staring fixedly at the floor and then rushed off to his room. Kuro was touched. That, for him, was a remarkable outpouring of emotion.

	Charlie was too overcome to stand or even speak. She just grinned madly at him while tears rolled down her cheeks.

	It was Marie who finally gave him some of the admonishment he felt he deserved. She stormed over and punched him in the arm. “Don’t ever do that to us again, you understand? Never again.”

	Kuro was speechless at the reaction of his friends. He couldn’t imagine anyone caring about him enough to be that upset at his death. All he could do was apologize again and again until they finally released him to his bed and sleep. As he closed his eyes and sleep began to take him, he was surprised to find himself glad to have been brought back to the lodge. It felt almost like he had a home.

	



	



	Thirteen
Dragonfey

	Kuro’s pleasant feelings were not allowed to go unchallenged for long. Bella’s story spread quickly across the island. The belief that Kuro was dangerous and violent had redoubled, and now the whole school seemed to know that he had been the Winking Weasel, notorious serial thief. People avoided him in the hallways and clutched their bags more tightly when they passed. Every time something went missing, be it gold, glasses, or a dirty sock, he was blamed. Professeur De Rigueur had gone from ignoring Kuro to actively avoiding him and encouraging others to keep a close eye on their potion supplies. To make matters much worse, some people had started forging more notes. Whether they did this as pranks or as cover for real thefts, Kuro couldn’t know, but he suspected a bit of both.

	Even his friends, the ones who cared well enough to shed tears over his death, were wary of him. They eyed him suspiciously and didn’t have much to say to him.

	It wasn’t too bad in class—they were usually too busy to chat anyway—but dinner was a different story. They were all silent, and their eyes were evasive. Even Charlie was quiet, paying all her attention to her fish stick and asparagus pie.

	After two days of this, Marie finally broke the silence. “How much of it is true?” she asked.

	Kuro thought this very charitable of her. Everyone else just accepted the whole story. The bandage over Bella’s eye was proof enough for most. Kuro didn’t want to tell her the truth. He worried that she wouldn’t be his friend anymore if she knew that he was a thief and that he really had almost blinded Bella. He couldn’t lie to her, either, though. Not just because he was a very poor liar, but she trusted him. If she was going to stop being his friend, he thought it should be because of the truth. “About half,” he managed to mumble as he poked an asparagus floret around his plate. “I am a thief like they say. And I did cut her, but I didn’t steal anything from her, and I didn’t mean to hurt her. I just panicked.”

	There was another lengthy silence, made more pronounced by the boisterous chatter at the other tables in the lodge’s dining hall.

	Arthur was, uncharacteristically, the first to speak. “Everyone has secrets,” he said. “I can understand why you wouldn’t want to tell us this one.” He paused for a while as if he had something more to say on the subject but changed his mind. “But how did they know that you were the Winking Weasel?”

	“I don’t really know,” Kuro admitted. “Lucky guess, maybe?”

	“I’m going to ask my dad. Maybe he knows something,” said Arthur. “I’ll send a letter tomorrow.”

	Marie was not quite as quick to trust as Arthur. “But you are a thief? You steal things?” She looked increasingly uncomfortable sitting across from him. Until his confession, she might have been able to give him the benefit of the doubt. Now his criminal history was inescapable.

	“Not anymore,” Kuro said, slouching lower in his seat till his chin rested on the table. “I don’t need to here. They feed me plenty. Besides, I’m probably the worst wizard in the school. So why is everyone afraid of me? Any one of them could turn me inside out if they wanted, and they get all jumpy because I reached into somebody’s pocket.”

	Kuro must have said something right because Marie turned from wary to sullen. “You’re not the worst wizard here, either,” she said glumly. “That’s me.”

	“No way,” argued Kuro. “You’re way better than me in almost every class.”

	“That’s just the reports and things, ordinary school stuff. I’m no good at magic at all.”

	“At least you don’t blow something up every time you try.”

	They both laughed at their shared struggles, and the atmosphere at the table eased. With the release of tension, Charlie finally spoke, and it was like a dam broke. “You could have told me,” she said, grabbing Kuro and shaking him vigorously. “Keeping a secret like that. I thought we were friends. Are you really the Winking Weasel? I heard that the weasel was supposed to be a really clever witch. How did you steal all those jewels and things?”

	“It’s not like that!” Kuro retorted. “I borrowed sandwiches and loose change. I never took anything valuable.”

	“But how did you do it?” she demanded excitedly. “Are you just pretending to be bad at magic? Are you really a secretly trained ninja wizard from the Orient?”

	“What?” Kuro replied, exasperated. “No. Is that even a real thing? No. I didn’t use magic. I just picked things up when people weren’t looking.”

	“What? Like an ordinary thief?” Charlie looked crestfallen. “Well, you must have had some adventures, right? Exciting times? Daring heists? Far-flung romances?”

	Charlie had clearly read too many storybooks.

	With the returned support of his friends, Kuro felt somewhat shielded from the dirty looks and accusations of the other students. Things kept getting worse, though. He almost always had someone’s familiar spying on him, despite the rules about keeping them in sight. If ever he was found alone, he was immediately accused of attempting to burgle someone. By the third time Kuro had been cornered in a hallway by a third year shouting at him to return their enchantment homework, his friends decided that something had to be done.

	“You’ve been framed,” said Charlie at breakfast with a mouthful of waffled eggs. “Don’t you want to seek justice and clear your name? We just need to prove your innocence and show McCutcheon that you didn’t do anything.”

	“But I’m not innocent,” Kuro argued. “I really did stab someone in the face. She’s lucky she didn’t lose her eye. It’s fine, really. I’ll just do my detentions and hopefully people will forget about all this. I don’t want you guys getting in trouble because of me.”

	“It is not fine,” Marie argued. “You had to run halfway across the island yesterday to get away from that Vertheim girl who thought you’d stolen her diary. I agree with Charlie. We have to stop this before you get hurt again.”

	Kuro had hoped that Marie would have been the reasonable one. He looked to Arthur for a level head.

	“I think I’ve already found our first clue,” said Arthur, holding up a copy of the Seelie Times, which had been sent to him by his father. An article had been circled in red.

	Kuro threw up his hands in defeat.

	Arthur began reading robotically. “Winking Weasel at Avalon?” read the headline. “The Times has uncovered evidence that the attempted robbery of Wing-Tips on August the 26th was perpetrated by none other than the notorious thief the Winking Weasel.

	“While the Hound’s Office has not wavered from their official statement that there are no suspects in the crime, and Schumacher himself has been tight lipped, witnesses of the event have come forward. They confided that there had been a duel in the streets and a youth who had fled the scene of the crime.

	“All reports of Weasel activity have ceased since the incident. Who was the assailant? Is the Weasel a student at Avalon? What aren’t the Hounds telling us?

	“Are your children safe?”

	There was also a photo of some of Kuro’s notes.

	Charlie slammed her fist on the table victoriously. “That explains how they knew it was you.”

	“And how they made a copy of your IOUs,” Marie said enthusiastically.

	“What’s our next step?” asked Arthur in his unwavering monotone.

	They all turned to Kuro, as if this were somehow his idea. He stared back silently for a while before conceding. “I guess we have to prove that the notes are fake somehow?”

	The plan that they worked out was pretty simple. The other three would try to collect the IOU notes under the pretense of building a case to get Kuro expelled. While they did that, Kuro would try to find a way to prove that they were forgeries.

	His friends couldn’t be seen being too friendly with Kuro, so they only talked to each other when they could find private places to meet in secret. That meant more isolation for him. It also meant that he spent a lot of time exploring the island on his own while trying to find places to hide from his accusers. The more he looked, the more he found.

	The school itself was expansive. The insides were folded back on themselves even more than Kuro’s old apartment building in Detritus Lane. There was a corridor that had seven left turns and never crossed itself; a staircase that let out on three extra floors, which appeared largely unused; a full gymnasium hidden in a closet; and a second library inside a cupboard in the main library.

	The snowy forests around Vertheim were too cold to spend much time in outside, but a splendid garden grew in a greenhouse that was almost always empty. Despite it being fairly warm inside, the thick snow and cold weather of the Winter Quarter kept most students from wandering out of the golden halls of Vertheim. It was a shame, too, as someone was clearly tending the sprawling garden of snowblossom bushes, holly trees, and glittering icicle vines. The few students that did come to the garden tended to be in pairs and were far too involved with each other to notice a small boy doing his homework in a back corner.

	In the Summer Quarter, he found a secluded grove of elephant ferns with leaves so big he could lie on them. Other students avoided the grove as it grew out of a rather smelly bog. Nobody else seemed to consider using the leaves as support. Kuro would lie in the hot summer sun, safe from almost anyone.

	The Spring Quarter was the busiest, having the junior high, the amphitheatre, the Chateau du Printemps, and the best weather, so Kuro didn’t hide there often. When it rained, however, the spring forest emptied of other people, and the air filled with the rich scent of wet soil and new leaves. One tree had a particular hollow that he could sit in to watch the raindrops on the river.

	Kuro’s best hiding spot was one he could use only rarely. Dani’s house in the Blandlands took almost an hour to get to from school, and he had to leave before her dinner was delivered. Every night, Ms. McCutcheon would come with food and wood for Dani, and it didn’t seem like a good idea for her to find him outside the veil.

	Kuro used that refuge sparingly. Only when he was completely cut off from his friends and unable to hide elsewhere would he risk slipping through the veil by the ferry dock and taking the long walk in the cold up to Dani’s place.

	She was always pleased to see him. She made him foul-smelling tea, told him about the birds on the island as she worked or read, and tried to send him home with books. Kuro played with Graeae while he listened to stories about ptarmigans, snow geese, and pintails and politely refused to take books that he knew he wouldn’t be able to read.

	Playing with Graeae was strange. On the streets, they had been partners. They had kept each other warm, safe, and fed. Seeing his scrawny ally become plump and playful warmed his heart. Even if she had been taken from him, Kuro was grateful to Dani for taking such good care of the battered stray cat.

	One thing Kuro couldn’t hide from were his classes. They continued their relentless progress, leaving Kuro further and further behind.

	Everyone else, even Marie, could do simple evocations now. They could all reliably get textbooks to float, boil a kettle, and freeze an ice cube, and some of them had become so skilled with illusions that they could make lights dance around the room.

	Kuro still had not successfully cast anything that he was supposed to, though his skill was slowly improving. As long as he was calm and focused, he could reliably get nothing at all to happen. He hadn’t thrown himself or anything else across the room or been sent to the nurse in days. Mr. Ogonov even congratulated him for his “dedication to overcoming his deficiency.”

	That praise did not prevent Ogonov from also drawing attention to Kuro’s alleged crime spree. “There has been something of a rash of disappearances of late,” he said in class the last week of October. “I thought it might be of interest to learn a finding charm.”

	Several members of the class glowered at Kuro at the mention of missing items.

	“It is a relatively simple charm,” Ogonov continued. “But very different than anything we have tried yet in class. Unlike our previous evocations, this one requires the use of a magical implement, a dowsing rod.” With a flourish, he revealed a tapered stick a little longer than a pencil. “You must first choose the object you wish to find. It must be something you know very well, something dear to you, and something you can picture in your mind perfectly. Something that you have put a little bit of yourself into. Things that you have made yourself are very good choices, as are cherished mementos. People and pets won’t do. They have too much mind of their own. Everyone, now choose an object!” He punctuated his instruction with a burst of brilliant blue flame from his palm.

	Kuro knew exactly what to look for. He had only one precious possession, and it had been missing since the fight with Bella and Seph—his shoes. He was a little concerned that the rod wouldn’t be able to distinguish his shoes from any other pair. He was considerably more worried that he would detonate some portion of the classroom.

	“Once you have your object firmly in mind, extend your index finger and balance your dowsing rod on top of it,” instructed Ogonov.

	There was a clattering of rods falling as students fumbled to find balance points. Kuro, for once, didn’t have a problem following instructions. His little twig had a well-placed crook, and it sat, wobbling only slightly, on his outstretched finger. He closed his eyes and imagined his shoes. He pictured what they looked like, remembered how they felt on his feet when he ran, felt their absence tug at his heartstrings.

	His rod started to rotate on his finger as if a nail had been driven through it. It spun slowly in one direction, then the other, like a compass needle.

	“Now that everyone has their dowsing rods ready, hold that object firmly in your mind and focus your intention steadily forward in a low G flat.” He pounded on the appropriate piano key to help people tune their thoughts.

	Kuro tried his best to match the note with his mind, but the wand shot off his finger, bounced off his face, and spun across the class.

	“Don’t worry if you don’t get it the first time,” said Ogonov as he levitated Kuro’s rod back to him. “It is a more advanced evocation than we have tried before.”

	By the end of class, about half of the students had succeeded in getting their rod to obey. Kuro had no luck in getting his rod to stay on his finger. He was annoyed at himself. He wanted this evocation to work more than any other. It almost seemed to be working, too, but as soon as he tried to tune his thoughts, it just shot off across the room in no particular direction. Complete failure aside, the class had given Kuro an idea.

	He waited around after class for a chance to talk to Ogonov in private.

	“Excuse me, sir,” said Kuro as politely as he could. “Could I have a moment of your time?”

	“Of course,” replied Mr. Ogonov brightly. Ogonov was almost always friendly to Kuro. Kuro assumed it was a continued effort to win his trust as a spy for Dubois, but he could use that friendliness to his advantage. “What seems to be the trouble?”

	“I was just wondering,” said Kuro, trying to sound innocently curious. “If there is an evocation to help people find lost things, is there an opposite one, to help lost things find their owners?”

	“Are you perhaps looking to have some things find their way back to where they belong?” Ogonov had a twinkle in his eye and a warm smile on his face. He had misunderstood Kuro’s intention and thought that Kuro wanted to return stolen goods. Fortunately, he thought this was a course of action worth supporting. “Well, there is a returning charm. It’s quite a complex spell that high school students learn in advanced spellcraft. I could give you the name of a book in the library that would have it.”

	“Thank you very much, sir,” said Kuro gratefully.

	“I doubt you will be able to cast it yourself,” Ogonov warned. “But I do always encourage students to study ahead, don’t I? If you need any help at all, I’ll be happy to show you how it’s done.” Ogonov gave Kuro a wink as he scrawled the title of the book on a piece of paper and sent him on his way.

	It was a start. Kuro was certain that he wouldn’t be able to cast the spell, but maybe Charlie would be able to. She was the best of them at magic. If they could get it to work, maybe they could get the IOUs to fly back to their creators. It was worth a shot.

	He didn’t have time to get to the library that day, though. He had to dash to make it to French on time, and he and his classmates barely had time to choke down lunch before spellcraft.

	They slid into their seats, still shoving pickled beet and herring sandwiches into their mouths. They had spent the past couple of months learning about the nature of magical fields and how they bent space within them. It was Kuro’s least unfavourite class, partly because Ms. Crawley had been reasonably kind to Kuro, and he felt as though he was actually learning something, but mostly because until this point, he hadn’t had to do any magic. Today promised to rectify that.

	Ms. Crawley had informed them last class that they would be starting to practise protective magic this week. Kuro anticipated a day of getting blasted around the room as he failed to defend himself, or worse, blasting himself around the room as his spells backfired.

	Ms. Crawley entered the room obviously concealing something behind her back. She wore the same tight expression she always did, which made her lips look a bit like an owl’s beak, but a hint of mischievousness sparked in her large eyes.

	“I promised that this week we would begin training you to better resist the effects of magic,” she began. “But a shield can only be tested if you have something against which to defend yourself. To that end, we shall begin by learning your first spell.” Her voice was dark and filled with ominous portent.

	“Wicked!” blurted Charlie excitedly.

	“Of course,” continued the teacher, “you will need to practise the spell on something other than each other while you master it. Can anyone tell me,” she said as she brought her hands out from behind her back and displayed what she was holding to the class, “what this is?”

	She held up an iridescent black and blue blur of legs, spines, and teeth.

	“That’s a dragonfey, ma’am,” said Charlie immediately, not remembering to put up her hand. “They sometimes nest in our crabapple trees. They eat a lot of pests like mice and locusts, but they can get really bitey if you disturb their nest, but the nests are sometimes hard to see because they’re made of leaves and—”

	“Thank you, Charlie,” Ms. Crawley interrupted, though not vigorously enough to give Charlie any pause.

	“They love sweets,” she continued, not pausing for breath. “And I ate a big lollipop right under a tree with some in them once, and they were all over it, and their jaws got stuck and—”

	“Thank you, Charlie,” Ms. Crawley repeated more crisply.

	She put the angry little creature into a wire mesh cage on her desk. It settled enough that they could get a clear look at it.

	It was like a dragonfly and a lizard had made a very angry baby. It had six spindly legs, each with razor sharp talons at the end, and four insectoid wings, which buzzed loudly as it fluttered around its cage. It had a long thin tail that trailed behind it, and a wide mouth full of vicious fangs that it gnashed at the class. The whole thing was covered in black scales that glimmered purple and blue when they caught the light.

	“This is, as Miss Cook correctly identified, a dragonfey. They’re nasty little guys and will nip off a finger if you let them. Fortunately for us, they are also very ticklish, what with having an extended rib cage and six feet.” She took a minute to smile at the class as they stewed in their confusion. “The spell we will be learning is the tickling spell.”

	She distributed a small caged dragonfey to each desk, with strong warnings to keep the doors sealed.

	The warning was immediately ignored by Charlie, who had pulled a honeycomb and raisin cookie from her bag and had her ferocious critter eating out of her hand.

	“In most ways, a spell is no different from the evocations you’re all becoming so accomplished with.” Ms. Crawley nodded to the class encouragingly, though Kuro didn’t find her words terribly comforting. “The only difference is that you can bind up more nuanced thoughts and manipulate energy more precisely with the use of words. To cast a spell correctly, you need to say the words but also have a really good understanding of what they mean and push them out with intention. It is still your thoughts that matter most; the words help add clarity and complexity to those thoughts, and the sounds help to give shape and direction to the spell.”

	She paused a moment to let the students absorb what she’d said and get accustomed to the furious little monsters on their desks. “Can anyone remember what the first word you learned in Elvish class was?”

	There was a murmur of uncertainty. “Hlàtr?” Jennifer Tanaka proposed hesitantly.

	“Good, and what does it mean?”

	“Laughter,” said several people confidently.

	“Does anyone think that an odd word to be the first you learn?” asked Ms. Crawley with a mischievous smirk.

	The class nodded in agreement.

	“Ms. Frigard starts with ‘hlàtr’ because we need you to get very familiar with it before this lesson. The tickling spell is one of the simplest spells there is—just one word and no complicated movements. You just have to point—” Ms. Crawley turned to face the caged dragonfey on her desk and extended her right index finger towards it—“know the words and fill them with their meaning.” She closed her eyes for a moment as if to meditate on the idea. “Then speak them perfectly with the full weight of intention . . . Hlàtr.”

	She spoke the single word in a light and bubbly tone, almost a laugh in itself. A flurry of ghostly orange petals extended from her finger and swirled around the dragonfey. The snarling beast immediately dropped to the floor of the cage and started squirming and chittering out a squeaky little giggle.

	She went over the finer details of the spell a few times and then released the students to practise on their own.

	Some of the more skilled students, those for whom Elvish had been spoken at home and who had private tutoring before coming to Avalon, mastered the spell in minutes. With a bright and light “hlàtr,” a small blast of orange petals shot from the tips of their fingers and tickled the dragonfey for a moment, making the tiny monsters giggle and squirm.

	Kuro took some time to build the courage to try the spell. He’d never done any magic on a living thing before and worried for its safety. With much of the class already tickling their dragonfey mercilessly, he steeled himself and pointed at the cage on his desk.

	Everyone in the seats around him paused their work to drag their desks to a safer distance. The scraping of legs drew the attention of Ms. Crawley. “What’s all this, then?” she demanded as several students ducked behind their chairs for cover.

	“Kuro’s a m-menace,” said Oliver Kagen. “Never know w-what w-will happen when he d-does magic.”

	“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” replied Ms. Crawley. “Get back in your seats and stop bullying your classmates.” She obviously hadn’t been speaking to Ogonov much.

	“No, it’s okay,” said Kuro glumly. “This dragonfey should probably be hiding too.”

	“Just take your time and relax,” she said comfortingly. “Nothing about this spell can do any harm. The worst you can do is to have nothing happen at all.”

	Being watched by the teacher and the entire class did not fill Kuro with confidence. His insides felt hollow and his hands clammy. His arm felt like a piece of rubber as he raised his hand to cast. He pointed and in his bubbliest voice said, “Hlàtr.”

	A stream of black ash spewed from the palm of his hand and engulfed the little dragonfey. It stopped fluttering and collapsed, unmoving, to the bottom of the cage. The class gasped in horror, and Ms. Crawley’s eyes went wide.

	She rushed over to the cage to inspect the fallen dragonfey. She risked opening the cage door and prodded the comatose creature. “Curious,” she mumbled very quietly to herself. Then, more loudly so the rest of the class could hear, she said, “Just stunned. A good tickle will get him right as rain.”

	She pointed her wand at Kuro’s dragonfey and said, “Hlàtr.” Unlike the fleeting burst from her demonstration, she maintained her focus, and the petals continued to swirl around the tiny monster. It started to stir, then to snarl angrily at the magical assault, but finally yielded to the tickling and started to giggle and squirm.

	Mercifully, the bell to signal the end of class rang. “Please bring your dragonfey back to the front and read pages 104 through 127 in preparation for next class!” shouted Ms. Crawley above the din of students rushing to escape the room. “And Kuro, please stay behind, if you have a minute.”

	Kuro caught a sympathetic look from his friends as they exited, but they were still pretending to not get along, so they couldn’t do much more than that for him. He sat, defeated, in his chair. A second teacher was about to scold him for dangerous foolishness in class over which he had no control.

	Ms. Crawley fetched one of the short student chairs and pulled up close to Kuro. She looked down at him with her large quizzical eyes, which her glasses magnified absurdly. “How did you do that?” she asked without a hint of accusation. She seemed genuinely curious.

	“I don’t know,” said Kuro. “Everything I cast comes out wrong.”

	“Could you do it again?”

	She brought out a caged dragonfey and set it down for him. Kuro did his best. He thought hard about the word, focused on his understanding of the word, pointed, and said, “Hlàtr.”

	Exactly the same thing happened, a burst of ash and a crumpled pile of dragonfey.

	As Ms. Crawley revived the creature, she muttered to herself, “Fascinating.” She examined the dragonfey closely before reviving it with a vigorous tickle, and then asked him to do it again.

	He did, with the same effect. Once she had the thing back up and about, she turned to Kuro wearing a tight little smile. “How very curious.”

	“What is so curious?” Kuro grumbled. “I’m just bad at spells.”

	“No,” contested the teacher with absolute certainty. “You are not.”

	Kuro stared at the dragonfey, still unmoving in a pile of its own limbs. It did not look like he had successfully tickled it. “Huh?” he asked, scratching his head.

	“Your problem is not that you are bad at casting spells,” Ms. Crawley stated firmly. “You have cast the same spell three times in a row without fail. That’s quite good for someone new to spellcraft. The issue is not with your ability. I believe it has much more to do with your relationship with the language. Do you know what spell you just cast?”

	“The tickling spell, but very badly,” Kuro replied.

	“You did not cast Hlàtr, not even a little. What you cast is a rather nasty debilitating spell: Dolor. It is, as you might guess, not one we teach in this class. Where did you learn it?”

	“I didn’t,” Kuro said defensively. “I’ve never heard of it before.”

	“Truly?” She tapped her small beaky nose with her finger as she considered Kuro. “Can you tell me about your strongest memories of laughter?”

	Kuro felt his blood drain from his face and his chest constrict. The memory of Phineas’s hollow laughter following the murder of Helena crashed over him in waves. Kuro couldn’t speak. Just shaking his head in refusal was an effort.

	Ms. Crawley’s brow furrowed in concern, but she did her best to move on. “Then this all makes sense.” Ms. Crawley seemed quite satisfied with herself, but Kuro was still completely in the dark.

	“What makes sense?” he asked, somewhat afraid of what she’d been able to divine from his reaction.

	She began to explain, sounding much more like a teacher again. “The power of spells is that words carry meaning when spoken, and the specific words that you use matter because their cadence and melody help to sculpt the magical effect. That’s why we must say ‘hlàtr’ and not ‘laugh’ for the spell to work, and we must say it in a specific way. Does that make sense?”

	Kuro nodded. That part he understood. They’d covered it in class pretty extensively, but he couldn’t make sense of why she was repeating it to him.

	Satisfied with his response, she continued to lecture. “The actual words do not really matter, though.”

	Kuro goggled. “But you just said—”

	She gave him a quieting glance and spoke on. “Words, themselves, don’t have any power. If you write it in a book, it’s just a word. The real power comes from the meaning you give it when you use it. It is your thoughts that drive the magic, not the words. So if, for example, you associate a powerful feeling of grief with the idea of laughter and speak the word ‘hlàtr’ with the cadence of ‘dolor,’ you might end up inflicting concentrated sadness on a dragonfey instead of tickling it.”

	“Is that what I was doing?” Kuro demanded, horrified at what he’d done to the little monster.

	“Yes,” Ms. Crawley said, as though apologizing. “The dragonfey was not injured or unconscious; it was just too sad to move.” Ms. Crawley looked sympathetic. “I’m sorry I made you cast it so many times. I didn't recognize it at first. I’ve never actually seen it done. Most people can’t cast dolor. I couldn’t even if I tried. You have to truly understand the feeling. . . .”

	She stood and shook off the sense of gloom that had settled in the room. “Perhaps we should have you try a different spell,” she said brightly, as if the rest of the conversation had never happened. “Gráðr, maybe. It makes things hungry. How does that sound?”

	Kuro nodded his agreement. Hunger was certainly something he had much more experience with than laughter.

	Ms. Crawley spent the next hour going over the details of the spell with Kuro. It was more complicated than Hlàtr. It still had only the one word, but Kuro had trouble getting his mouth to wrap around the consonants correctly while rising and falling in pitch appropriately. There were also more motions. It wasn’t just pointing a finger; a couple of sweeping gestures had to be done at just the right speed, and Kuro’s musical skill really hadn’t improved much.

	After working on each piece separately for a while, they tried to put it all together. Ms. Crawley demonstrated first. As she moved and sang out the word, a blue mist trailed from her hands, which she gathered and pushed toward a dragonfey.

	As the mist settled on the creature, its behaviour shifted from furious to ravenous. It scurried around its cage trying to find something to lock its jaws on. Ms. Crawley pulled out a bit of maple toffee from her desk and slipped it into the cage. “It would be cruel to leave it in that state,” she said as they watched it gnaw gleefully on the sticky ball. “Ready to try?”

	Kuro tried to swallow his nerves as he mumbled, “Okay.”

	Thankfully, Ms. Crawley did not direct him to try his first shot at the dragonfey. She had him aim at a pencil instead. Kuro did what he’d been taught as well as he could. He focused on the idea of hunger, swung his arms up and down and back to guide and collect the energy of the spell as he sang out the word, “Gráðr,” and then pushed it forward.

	The effect was familiar and explosive. A burst of wind shot him backwards across the room and sent the pencil and the desk it had been on flying in the other direction.

	Kuro wasn’t hurt, having become fairly well practised at catching himself after these incidents. Ms. Crawley, though, was shocked and worried. “Oh my goodness, are you okay?” she asked, running to help Kuro up.

	“It’s fine,” he replied, straightening his clothes. “I’m used to it.”

	“This happens often?” she asked, her concern shifting quickly into curiosity.

	“All the time. I have a special desk in evocations so I don’t hit anyone.”

	“Curious,” she said before shaking some stray thought away and returning to the task at hand.

	“Try it again, but don’t try to force the spell into shape. Allow the words to form it for you. Remember, wizards are lazy; they wouldn’t do it if it was hard work.”

	She was right about that. Wizards never did anything that magic couldn’t do for them. Maybe he was putting too much effort into it. He relaxed, let himself be unmotivated, and did his best to ignore his ever-present worry. He cast, and nothing happened.

	“Well, that’s an improvement of sorts,” said Ms. Crawley approvingly. “Now let’s work on crisping up your intonation.”

	Another half hour passed with nothing happening. He was starting to get frustrated and hungry. Dinner had probably started. He worried that he had gotten soft since being here if being a few minutes late for a meal had started to bother him. He ignored the grumblings in his stomach and pressed on.

	Ms. Crawley was impossibly patient. She’d watched him fail to cast the spell a hundred times and never wavered in her encouragement. She was alert and attentive to his every motion. She made tiny corrections to his form and celebrated when he made progress. Kuro had never had anyone pay so much attention to him, or care about his success. He started to wonder if this was what it was like to have a parent.

	An hour in, and he was just about ready to give up when something happened. He felt it. The words meant something. They connected to the growing hunger inside him and became entangled in the motion of his hands. They knotted together, and a wisp of blue mist drifted from his hands and evaporated.

	Ms. Crawley applauded loudly. “That’s it. That is it. Did you feel it?”

	“Yeah,” said Kuro. “I think I did.”

	“Do you want to try it on a dragonfey?” Ms. Crawley asked.

	“Yeah,” repeated Kuro. “I think I do”

	He faced his tiny adversary in its cage. It scrambled to attack him through the mesh and made an angry squeaking noise. Kuro relaxed, got lazy, let the word form in his mind and then in his mouth. He waved his hands and said in a long breathy sigh, “Gráðr.”

	A stream of blue mist flowed out and encircled the little monster. As it settled, it stopped trying to attack Kuro through the cage and started scrambling for something to eat.

	“Well done.” Ms. Crawley smiled as she pushed a toffee into the cage. It wasn’t just a tiny smirk but one that reached all the way up through her cheeks to her eyes, turning them into joyful crescent moons. “I am very proud of you.”

	Kuro felt his eyes get wet and his chest get heavy. He tried to thank her, but he kept choking on the words as his heart seemed to be trying to crawl up his throat. All he could do was nod.

	“Keep practising and you’ll have it mastered by next week,” said Ms. Crawley, patting him on the back and handing him his bag. “Now go get some dinner before it’s gone.”

	Kuro was just about to leave the class when Ms. Crawley called him back. “One more thing before you go, and I don’t think I need to say this to you, but if I find that anyone has been rendered catatonic with grief, you’ll be in front of the principal so fast your head will spin.”

	 

	 


Fourteen
Mr. Flint

	Kuro dashed back to Autumn Lodge as fast as his feet would let him. He’d have sprinted the full distance, but his legs kept insisting on skipping gleefully instead of running, which slowed him down. The delight at actual success made him giddy all over.

	He reached the dining hall just as everyone was clearing out from dinner. He spotted Charlie amid the swarm and fought through the surge of students towards her. He scampered up to her and began to tell her all he’d learned that day, forgetting all about their plans to pretend to be enemies. He’d barely gotten three words out when something grabbed him by the collar and hauled him backwards. “Thinking of skipping detention, are you?” said the assailant in a nasal and malicious voice.

	Kuro craned his neck to identify his assailant. The man looked prematurely old. His hair sat unevenly, brushed up from one side in a poor attempt to hide his balding head. His face was creased with lines from permanently scowling eyes and sneering lips. He wore glasses low on his nose so he could gaze disdainfully over them at students. It was Mr. Flint, the vice principal.

	Kuro hadn’t yet had the displeasure of meeting Ms. McCutcheon’s lackey, but he had heard of him. If Ms. McCutcheon was the judge of Avalon Junior High, Flint was the executioner. By all reports, he revelled in his duty to punish the students, and his familiar, a sneaky little ferret, was constantly on the prowl looking for children putting a foot out of line. “You’re mine tonight, boy.” Flint’s face twisted into an approximation of a grin.

	Kuro’s heart sank. It was the first Tuesday of November. He had detention. All the delight at finally casting a spell eroded under Flint’s twitching scowl. He slumped and allowed himself to be led off by the vice principal.

	Flint led Kuro all the way back to the school and up to the fourth floor, where the alchemy laboratories were held. He shoved open the door of one of the rooms and pushed Kuro inside.

	Something had gone terribly wrong in that room. The class normally smelled of dubious concoctions, but tonight it stank like rotting manticore entrails and mouldering socks. Kuro was slightly glad that he had missed dinner, as there was nothing in his stomach to expel. Bluish black ooze dripped from the walls. It covered the desks and soaked the books and bags that had been abandoned by the class in which the pungent catastrophe had happened. “Explosion in a third-year class,” said Flint in a sadistically gleeful tone. “Clean it up. No magic.”

	He shoved a bucket of soapy water and a sponge over to Kuro, before fleeing the stinking room. He left his ferret to stand guard and ensure that Kuro did his duty, though the conjured creature couldn’t bear the smell either and watched from the hallway.

	Kuro started to scrub, beginning at edge of the class and working inwards, climbing on shelves and hanging from beams to get to the many splashes of putrid goop. The bucket must have been enchanted, for no matter how many times he rinsed his sponge, the water stayed clear and clean. He worked slowly towards the epicentre of the explosion, a split and mangled silver beaker sitting on a desk in the third row. The work was tiring, but not nearly as bad as he had expected. He wasn’t being whipped or tortured, and he was allowed to swing from the rafters and climb on desks. If it hadn’t been for the smell, he might have even enjoyed himself.

	It was nearly midnight by the time Flint was satisfied with his work. “That’ll teach you for stealing, boy,” he said menacingly. “Count yourself lucky. In the old days they’d have had you caned and expelled.” He licked his teeth as though he longed for the opportunity.

	“That’s sort of more what I was expecting,” said Kuro. “This wasn’t really that bad.” He realized as soon as the words had left his mouth that it that it had been a foolish thing to say.

	“Not that bad, eh?” Flint’s eyes narrowed. “Well, I’ll be seeing you again on Thursday, won’t I? We’ll see if we can’t find something more appropriate to your crimes. Now get to bed.” He shot one last haunting glare at Kuro and vanished down the darkened hallway.

	Kuro began making his way through the empty school. The halls were dark, and even his nearly silent steps seemed to echo loudly through them. It felt more like home, in Detritus, quiet and full of secrets. He knew that he should head back straight away. He was tired and hungry, and if he was caught out and about, he risked more detentions, but he couldn’t help the urge to wander freely, without the weight of suspicion from the other students pulling him down.

	He found a staircase he’d never taken and climbed it until he reached the roof. He breathed in the cool spring air, heavy with the smells of fresh blossoms and the sounds of cheerful frogs singing. On the edge of the building, he sat and dangled his feet over the high wall, looking up at the silhouette of the high school on the plateau, with a nearly full moon glowing behind it. 

	The freedom of the night was intoxicating. Kuro leapt from the wall and landed like a cat on the soft grass. He strolled casually back to Autumn Lodge, enjoying the peace and solitude.

	The island was a different world at night. The huge moon bathed it in cool blue light. Glowbugs danced with each other in the grass. Pixies left glittering trails as they flitted between flowers, drinking nectar and collecting berries. Thorny quillblossom bushes, normally a barricade of needles, opened their delicate white blooms, which glowed brightly in the moonlight.

	The air warmed as he moved to the Summer Quarter, and the songs of frogs shifted to the rhythmic buzz of cicadas. The air grew heavy and humid, but the normally oppressive heat of the quarter was broken by a gentle cool breeze. Kuro was startled by movement in the woods. They were still and quiet in the day but had come alive in the night. Eelvines, docile and lazy in the sun, shifted and slithered along branches as they vied for better basking locations. A family of skunks wandered past, waddling with confidence and barely giving Kuro a second glance. Larger things moved deeper in the woods, too, but Kuro thought better of investigating. Charlie would judge him harshly for his lack of curiosity, but if a single one of her stories was true, he did not want to meet what roamed the woods at night.

	Autumn Quarter was different again, but unlike the other two, it was quiet. The only sounds were of the rustling leaves. If anything was alive in the autumn night, they were much better at keeping hidden than in the warmer quarters. The chill air cut through Kuro’s uniform, and he hurried to the lodge.

	He crept into the lounge, trying not to disturb anyone. A couple of high school students were exchanging affections in a dark corner, and a senior slept amid a pile of textbooks and paper, pen still in hand.

	Kuro shook the worst of the leaves and dirt from his clothes into a low-burning fire and climbed behind a couch. He had been sleeping there the past few weeks since being exiled from the dorms by the other boys for fear of him stealing their things. He couldn’t complain too much, though. The fire was warm and the cushions soft. It was still better than his old bed in Detritus.

	Kuro woke early and starving. He sat alone at breakfast, gorging himself on split-pea waffles and watching Charlie and the others from afar. Kuro desperately wanted to talk to his friends but couldn’t find an opportunity. People or their familiars always seemed to be around, and his friends were doing a good job of keeping up the ruse of being enemies. It would be the weekend before another of their planned meetings, and Kuro had to keep all his news bottled up for days. He also had another detention before then.

	He made sure to show up to his next appointment with Flint on time and with a full stomach. He faced the vice principal on the steps of the school with steely resolve, ready for whatever misery he could dish out.

	“Last time was too easy for you, eh?” Flint sneered. He carried a pair of thick rubbery gas masks and a large canister with a pump on the top. A long hose attached to it had what looked like a shower head at the end. “Not a proper punishment, was it? Well, let’s see how you feel about dragonfey. There’s an infestation of them in the Vertheim greenhouse and—”

	“Dragonfey?” Kuro interrupted. “No problem. One minute.” He ran into the schoolhouse, despite Flint cursing after him to stay put. He returned minutes later hauling a large empty cage and bag of sweets from Ms. Crawley’s desk.

	“What’s that?” Flint demanded.

	“It’s a cage,” explained Kuro. “Don’t worry. I left a note.”

	Flint was not at all happy with Kuro’s eagerness, but he didn’t seem to know what to do with a student who walked willingly to his detention. He just sneered and muttered to his ferret about the falling standards at the school, then led Kuro out to the greenhouse in the Winter Quarter. A “Caution, Dragonfey. No Entry” sign had been added to the door since the last time Kuro had visited.

	“A couple of elves had to go to the nurse last night after they disturbed the nest.” Flint looked eager to throw Kuro into the greenhouse and leave him to be devoured. “We’re to clear them out.”

	He handed Kuro a gas mask and shoved the spray canister over to him before pulling on a mask of his own and drawing an amber rod with a wooden handle. “You spray the plants with pesticide, and I’ll deal with the flying ones.” He illustrated his intention by launching a crackling shower of electric arcs from the tip of his rod.

	Kuro looked at the canister and rod uncertainly. “Do we have to kill them?” he asked, already feeling bad enough for having grieved the one so badly with his magic.

	“What else do you do with pests?” demanded the vice principal, his harsh nasal voice muffled by the mask.

	“You put them in cages,” answered Kuro, “and feed them well enough to keep them from causing trouble.”

	Mr. Flint had no response and could do nothing but watch as Kuro abandoned the pesticide and pushed inside the greenhouse armed only with his cage and candies.

	The dragonfey were not hard to find; the greenhouse was absolutely buzzing with them. They were everywhere, flitting about, tearing leaves from holly trees, making a mess of snowblossom bushes, and devastating the poinsettias in their hunt for prey.

	Flint charged his rod. Electric sparks arced from it, ready to shock anything that dared to enter his space, likely to its demise. Kuro ignored the violent man and instead made a pile of unwrapped toffees in the cage.

	One dragonfey took offence to the trespassing of humans into their domain and buzzed towards them, screeching and gnashing its teeth. Kuro did his best to stay calm. His plan had seemed quite reasonable before he was actually facing an uncaged and angry monster. He started to wave his hands as he’d been taught and to sing the single word. He felt the connection and the idea of hunger following his palms through their path. With growing confidence he sang out, “Gráðr!” as he pushed his hands forward.

	The dragonfey crashed into the wave of blue mist that washed forward from Kuro’s hands and started to buzz manically in circles, its territorial zeal forgotten and replaced with frantic hunger. Kuro approached it and offered a toffee. It attacked the little brown ball with ferocious glee, its teeth and claws quickly becoming stuck in the surface. Kuro picked up the incapacitated creature and gently placed it in the cage.

	Flint gave a dissatisfied snort but did not interfere as Kuro continued to ensorcel and bait the dragonfey into the cage. Half an hour later, Kuro was confident that he’d caught all of them. Together, Kuro and Flint cautiously pulled the large leafy nest from its hiding place in a holly tree and tossed it into the snow outside.

	Flint’s eyes held almost a glimmer of approval as he finally removed the unnecessary gas mask, but it vanished as Kuro began the motions to cast again.

	Kuro had spotted a huge dragonfey, more than twice the size of the others, with an extra pair of wings and a bloated abdomen, creeping down the roof of the greenhouse towards them, crawling on its six limbs. It was right behind Mr. Flint.

	“Attack me, will you boy?” Flint yelled, his whiny voice cracking as he ducked away from the puff of mist from Kuro’s spell. “Think a wizardling like you could best me?” The tip of his lightning rod began sparking violently. “Time to get what you really deserve.”

	The dragonfey leapt straight through the cloud but instead of searching for food, it became even more enraged and dove straight for Flint’s back, fangs bared.

	Flint meanwhile had charged his lightning rod, and a bolt of lightning split the air, narrowly missing Kuro as he dove out of the path of the arc, launching himself forward and placing himself between the dragonfey and the vice principal. He cast the only evocation he could in the moment that might buy him some time. He focused his thoughts and tried to lift a leaf in front of him, and the evocation misfired as it always did. The air between them exploded. A burst of wind knocked Flint sprawling onto his hands and knees, while Kuro and the dragonfey queen were sent crashing into the greenhouse wall.

	Flint rolled to reclaim his rod and growled at his familiar to attack. Kuro ignored him, instead scrambling to find the calm needed to cast a spell. If hunger wouldn’t distract the queen, he would need something stronger. He stood shakily and let himself remember the horror of laughter.

	Neither the dragonfey queen nor Flint was so patient as to give Kuro time to find his focus.

	Flint chased Kuro around the greenhouse, peppering the garden with bolts of lightning, singeing plants and leaving charred craters in trees.

	The queen, now both angry and ravenous, chased Flint, half slithering, half galloping along the ground.

	The creature was intercepted by an unexpected ally. Flint’s ferret, apparently more observant than Flint himself, shot past Kuro and attacked the dragonfey. They tangled into a ball of claws, fangs, scales, and fur as they tore into each other.

	Flint, unable to see the raging battle through the flower beds, shouted at his familiar, “Sigmund, what do you think you’re—”

	Flint’s words caught in his throat as his familiar’s was torn out by the vicious dragonfey queen. The conjured ferret burst in a puff of spiritual smoke that returned to its creator, bringing all the experiences of the familiar back with it.

	Flint’s momentary shock at the sudden flood of new memories was enough for Kuro to take a shot. The slavering dragonfey queen took off and flew for the throat of the dazed Mr. Flint.

	Kuro pointed at the giant dragonfey, let the horror of his master’s laughter flow through his arm, and said, “Hlàtr.”

	The queen crumpled mid-flight. She thumped harmlessly off Flint and fell, sobbing, to the soil.

	 


Fifteen
Solstice

	The principal paced back and forth in front of Kuro, tapping her fingers on her desk sharply as she passed. Kuro had been pulled out of evocations class and was sitting on a hard wooden chair in her office. She made several passes of Kuro, alternately scowling at and scrutinizing him as if she were hoping he would give up some kind of secret just from inspection. Her mood was so foul that it was sucking the warmth from the room.

	“Kuro.” She said his name as if it were an accusation. “I woke this morning to find that Sycamore Flint had penned a formal recommendation to excuse you from completing your assigned detention. Do you know how many times this has happened in the history of his tenure?” She did not wait for Kuro to respond. “Once. And it was because the student had broken both of their arms while carrying out his instructions.”

	She paused, waiting for some admission of guilt from Kuro. But Kuro wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be guilty of.

	“Furthermore, Beatrice Crawley is asking why she has fully two dozen more dragonfey in her classroom than she did last night, and Gustave De Rigueur is asking permission to do a new class activity with the unfertilized eggs of a live dragonfey queen which he has mysteriously acquired.”

	Kuro couldn’t believe that he was being scolded for helping. “Why don’t you ask Mr. Flint? He was there.”

	“I did.” Ms. McCutcheon’s fierce eyes seemed to cut right through him. “And the story he tells sounds more like the work of a talented high school student, not a bumbling junior-high freshman.”

	“No! I just got lucky,” Kuro pleaded. “I’m useless, ask anyone. I can only cast three spells, and two of them always come out wrong. I’m not pretending.”

	“One of them is a powerful offensive spell,” she countered. “One that is not taught or used at this school.”

	“I learned it by mistake, I swear.” Kuro felt his eyes getting wet and his chest growing heavy from the injustice of the accusations.

	“I’ve heard of more thefts, as well. With notes.” She crossed her arms and pursed her lips as if she’d just brought down an inescapable trap over him.

	“They’re fakes!” shouted Kuro, tears starting to flow. “You think I’m smart enough to be a secret super-wizard and stupid enough to steal from people and leave them notes telling them I did it? I can’t be both, can I? And how am I supposed to steal anything? I’m always being watched. Everyone already knows I’m a thief.”

	Ms. McCutcheon considered him coldly for what felt like an eternity, her angry eyes seeming to peer into his soul. “Go,” she said dispassionately. “You will be late for your next class.”

	The meeting with the principal changed nothing. His detentions remained, as did his reputation as a scoundrel. If anything, his situation worsened, as being called to the principal’s office was never a good thing and made for more variety in the gossip already surrounding Kuro.

	Saturday arrived slowly, but with it came a chance to really talk to his friends again. Kuro waited for them in a forgotten corner of the second, inner library. He hoped that one of them could make more sense of the returning spell than he could. He hoped they would remember to come.

	He had taken out the book that Ogonov had suggested and found the spell without issue, but it didn’t make any sense. The instructions were so complex and foreign that he couldn’t tell if it was just advanced or if he’d taken out a German copy by mistake.

	Arthur was the first to arrive.

	He walked stiffly, eyes fixed on the floor in front of him. Kuro guessed that appearing incredibly anxious was Arthur’s way of looking nonchalant. “Hey,” he whispered, not raising his eyes from the floor.

	“Hi,” said Kuro, much more at ease. Kuro had made sure the area was empty before he’d sat down. Also, something about Arthur’s awkwardness made Kuro feel more confident about his own lack of social grace. “How are you?” Kuro felt strange having to ask the boy who was supposed to be his roommate and friend, but they’d barely said more than “pass the squid ink” to each other in the past week.

	Arthur slowly relaxed, or relaxed as much as he ever did, and sat down. “I only have one note so far,” he said, a little ashamed. “How are you making out?”

	“I have a spell.” Kuro pushed the book over to Arthur. “But I don’t think I can cast it.”

	Arthur looked it over and then turned the book the other way up just to check that he was reading it the right way round.

	Charlie and Marie also found their way to them eventually. Charlie crept through the library as though she were breaking into a high security vault, sidling along bookshelves and ducking quickly around corners while walking on tiptoes. Marie just walked up, sat down, and waited for Charlie to finish her clandestine approach.

	Charlie had done no better than Arthur. She was too well known as Kuro’s friend and was a terrible liar.

	Marie, on the other hand, had collected seven. Unlike Arthur and Charlie, who were only children, Marie had four brothers and sisters and had gone to a Blandlands public school. “Tricking other children is basically our national sport,” she explained. “These wizard kids are clueless.”

	None of them could make any sense of the spell. By the end of their meeting, they’d each gathered a small pile of reference books just trying to figure out what the words meant. They concluded that it was one-third Latin and two-thirds Gaelic. Eventually they gave up and just spent the rest of the afternoon doing homework and talking.

	Kuro was finally able to tell them all the excitement of the week, from exploring the island to casting spells. At Charlie’s insistence, he cast Gráðr on her. She could resist it pretty well, but even so, she couldn’t help but gnaw on the remains of some maple jerky cookies from her backpack.

	He told them about the dragonfey and his adventures in the greenhouse. Charlie was enthralled and demanded that he embellish the stories more for her entertainment. Marie was scandalized that the staff would endanger a student so. Arthur was unsurprised at the whole thing and said his dad had told him stories about his detentions. “One time he had to clean out the Chateau du Printemps stables with a spoon and a toothbrush,” he said earnestly. “He was a pretty bad student.”

	As supper drew near, they started to clean up and separate, promising to meet back the next week with more notes and ideas. Kuro would keep working at the spell, though none was very hopeful about it.

	The weeks began to go by more quickly. Classes were still largely terrible, but he was getting used to the routine: blow himself up in evocations, be ignored in alchemy, dance poorly and sing worse in music, not be able to hear Widdershins over the chatter of the class in social studies, spend hours listening to words he didn’t understand in the three languages, have his brain turned inside out in numerology, and sometimes actually do something right in spellcraft.

	Detention still happened, and even though Flint never mentioned the incident at the greenhouse again or the note he had given to the principal, he assigned only small and relatively pleasant chores. One night, Kuro’s task was to bring a case of Blandlands cola to the lutin, who were so thrilled that they demanded he join them for its consumption.

	Dubois returned twice in the guise of the government orphan watcher Ms. Sabine El-Assar. He appeared for monthly check-ups on Kuro, claiming it was to make sure he was doing well. Kuro was amused that Dubois would dress as a woman repeatedly just to fail to get information out of him. Kuro also started to enjoy the cat and mouse game. Dubois would pose innocent-sounding questions, trying to trick Kuro into exposing secrets about his master, and Kuro would dance around them, providing evasive and unexpected answers.

	Dubois pried with questions about Kuro’s parents and family. Kuro responded with stories about his cat and Father John. Dubois came at him sideways with questions about how he learned to read and what kind of education he’d had. Kuro said that he’d learned everything he knew from the Seelie Times. That elicited a brief look of distress from the disguised Dubois.

	Kuro’s favourite question was when Dubois asked him about his heroes. “I suppose I should say it’s someone like Talen Dubois,” Kuro started. “He’s supposed to be powerful and all that, but if he were really that great, he’d have found the Summer heir by now.”

	Kuro knew that was a sore spot for Dubois. The paper talked about it a lot. Kuro enjoyed watching Dubois try to maintain his composure and stay in character as Sabine after that one.

	He pretended to adjust his head scarf and shuffled through some papers uncomfortably. It was delightful.

	Dubois asked some other, much crueller questions, as well. Kuro wasn’t sure that Dubois knew that they were mean. They seemed like they were meant to be innocuous filler, maybe to make Kuro feel safe and confident. Things like “What do you want to be when you grow up?” and “What do you wish people thought of you?”

	Kuro had never really thought about the future. His greatest hope when he’d lived on the streets had been that he would still be alive when he grew up, and he had never wanted anyone to think anything of him. It was safer that way. Now, though, the ideas of having friends, a family, and a home seemed possible, and this haunted him. Did he really deserve any of them? Would he ever be able to escape his life as a thief? Could he ever be anything more than a servant? Kuro didn’t really believe any of it could happen, but now that the ideas had taken hold, they had started to eat away at him.

	The worst question, though, came at the end of their meeting in December. “If I could cast a spell and make all of your problems go away,” Dubois asked in his badly faked Arabic accent, “where would you most like to be?”

	Kuro knew the answer in his heart, but he refused to say it aloud. He just stared back at the warm pretty smile and kind golden eyes Dubois was faking. The Hound had won. Kuro had to concede.

	The place that Kuro wanted to be more than anywhere else in the world was right there, at Avalon. He didn’t even need Dubois to magic away his problems. Even with half the school treating him like a hardened criminal, Kuro was still happier at Avalon than he had ever been in his whole life. He hadn’t even known what it meant to be happy until he’d come.

	He loved the lodge with its weird food and the warm fires and his soft bunk bed. He loved the island, how there were always new places to find, and the barren Blandlands side with its warden and her unpleasant tea. He liked learning, even if it was hard and he kept messing up. He even liked some of the teachers, especially Ms. Crawley. He thought he might even miss Mr. Flint if he had to go. More than anything, he loved his friends, Marie, Charlie, and Arthur. The idea of having to leave them and be alone again hurt his chest.

	“You don’t have to answer right away,” said Dubois. “It’s just something to think on.”

	Dubois, in his grey uniform jacket, lavender dress, and scar-covering head scarf patted Kuro on the shoulder, told him that he’d be back in January to check up on him, and left him to his tortured thoughts.

	Still stewing over the fear of losing his friends, he went to dinner, where those feelings were further abused. Meredith interrupted dinner to announce the details of the holidays, when Kuro would be all but abandoned. “The ferry is leaving on December eighteenth. It comes back on January first. Anyone going home for the holidays needs to fill out the forms that are being passed around now and get them signed by your parents or you’ll be stuck here. So get them to the lutin to be delivered before it’s too late.”

	From that moment on, nobody spoke about anything but Winter Solstice break. Kuro felt like the only one still paying attention in class. Even the teachers mostly gave up on teaching new material and turned to seasonal filler. The halls were buzzing with talk of presents and candy and debates as to whether Santa Claus visited children in the Blandlands. Kuro was constantly reminded of just how alone he really was.

	His friends tried to be sympathetic, but they couldn’t contain their excitement. Charlie rambled endlessly about all the animals on the farm that she missed. She worried about the old nag of a unicorn that had faded from white to grey, and she desperately wanted to see the chimera cub that had just hatched.

	Marie was excited to see her family. She missed her brothers and sisters very much, but she worried often about how to explain what she was doing at Avalon. Her siblings would all want to come back with her, but they weren’t magical and were all too young anyway.

	Arthur thought that Solstice was the best time of the whole year. He almost vibrated with anticipation at going to see his parents and sister and promised to send presents. Apparently, his family were just as eager because he was sent home on a special trip a day before anyone else.

	By breakfast on the eighteenth, Kuro was feeling very abandoned indeed. He had always spent Solstice alone. Even Phineas had found places to be on Solstice Day, but now that Kuro had people to miss, it would be much more lonesome.

	Almost everyone was in warm travelling clothes, ready for the trip across the now frozen bay. The strong prow of the ferry could break through the ice, but it was expected to be a cold and bumpy ride. His friends were being as apologetic as they could, but their warm holiday wishes just made him want for them to stay even more.

	After a hearty breakfast of sweet potato pancakes with apple butter and pickles, Kuro saw off his friends. He wanted to walk down to the docks with them, but in an effort to maintain their ruse of unfriendliness, he kept his distance. He watched Charlie and Marie board the boat from the lot where the sleds, cars, and carriages of the other residences were dropping off their students. It wasn’t only students boarding, either. Most of the teachers as well as footmen, maids, and staff from the other residences were leaving.

	He was just turning to walk back to the lodge when Evelyn decided to stop by. She had dismounted from one of the elegant chateau carriages, followed by her ever-rotating entourage. Never wanting to miss an opportunity to point out her superiority, she paused to offer her form of holiday wishes. “Oh, it must be so hard being a stray dog at Solstice. Nobody to love you. No presents at all.” Her voice was dripping with condescension.

	Her simpering followers laughed and pushed past him roughly. Far from deepening Kuro’s self-pity and loneliness, Evelyn’s derision improved Kuro’s mood considerably. For one thing, it reminded him that she would be gone for nearly two glorious weeks, a blessing in itself. More than that, though, Kuro hated the idea of her being right and decided to enjoy himself over the holidays. Head held high, or as high as he could hold it as he was very small, he marched back to his home in Autumn Lodge.

	The lodge was almost completely empty. Fewer than a dozen students were still there. To his delight, he found that Meredith Thrump had stayed. Even after finding out he was a thief, Meredith had done her best to protect him. “Nobody’s perfect,” she had said, and few were willing to disagree with her in her presence.

	Kuro spent that first day just running and climbing by himself. With no other students to get in the way, the grounds were his to explore. His many nights with Flint had taught him of several hidden passages throughout the school, and he aimed to find them all before the other students returned.

	He arrived at supper that day dirty, sweaty, out of breath, and utterly satisfied. He hopped happily into the lodge and tripped over himself when he saw what had happened to it.

	A pine tree in the middle of the room was so large that its top branches pressed against the ceiling. It was decorated from top to bottom with glittering glass orbs of every colour. Enchanted icicles hung from the branches, and silk garland crisscrossed strings of popcorn, which was being nibbled away at by glittering fairies who nestled among the needles.

	While the tree dominated the space, it was by no means the only change. Several tables had been replaced with a huge candle holder with eight extra arms. Each candle was nearly as big as Kuro and their unprotected flames covering the timbers above in soot and threatening to burn down the lodge. Holly leaves and cedar boughs hung from every rafter. An unreasonably large log had been shoved into the central fireplace and was slowly starting to smoulder away. A goat’s skull with ivy entangled in its horns hung over a gingerbread house large enough for Kuro to sleep in. Candy canes were placed in the corners of pentagrams; wreaths of oranges and pomegranates adorned doors; Margret the bear had bells and ribbons wrapped around her, and she munched lazily through a pile of watermelons.

	The lutin, who had obviously enacted the miraculous and baffling display, argued gleefully with each other as they continued their festive decorating. They were all in great disagreement about exactly how humans celebrated Solstice, and their solution was to include everything they had ever heard of.

	Most of the tables had been removed to make space, and everyone was eating at one long central table. It wasn’t just Autumn Lodgers, either. The very few students left behind in the other residences joined them, as did the remaining teachers. Kuro crept in and took a seat beside Meredith, who welcomed him heartily and filled his plate with roast chicken in spinach whipped cream.

	Kuro knew only one other student at the table, and he was as unhappy to see her as she was to see him. It was Bella. She was engaged in conversation with a Vertheim boy, but she shot Kuro a dirty look when he sat down.

	Kuro had made a point of avoiding her since their fight in the woods. This was the first time he had seen her up close since then. She had a thin scar on her cheek and eyebrow where his rock had cut. When she turned to face him, he saw that the wound had gone much deeper. Her hazel eye had been slashed from bottom to top, and while her eye had been fixed by the nurse, the iris had not healed cleanly. It looked like she had replaced her eye with one from a cat.

	Kuro felt very guilty about scarring her in his panic and stared fixedly at his food for the rest of dinner.

	Being at the table with the teachers was strange. They chatted casually, reminisced about years past, and called each other by their first names. It was unsettling to listen to Ms. Crawley and Mr. Ogonov call each other Beatrice and Stan while laughing about old students and telling Mr. Widdershins stories from years past, as it was his first year teaching. They seemed almost human.

	Kuro retreated the moment it was polite to do so and went to his dorm. It had been months since he’d been able to sleep in his own bed. With most of the other students gone, though, there wasn’t so much opposition to his entering the dorms. He nestled into his warm, soft bed and had a truly peaceful sleep.

	The second day started much as the first, but he knew that he couldn’t just spend the whole vacation playing. He was behind in every single class except alchemy, and he had made no progress at all on the returning spell. After a quiet afternoon spent in the library struggling with an essay on the Treaty of Confederation of the Four Courts for social studies, he went down for dinner.

	He was expecting much the same as the night before, but upon entering the dining hall, he was tackled and thrown backwards into the wall.

	“Kuro!” the assailant shouted. “I was looking everywhere for you!”

	It was Charlie.

	Kuro stared up at her, dumbstruck. He couldn’t express how happy he was to see her, or how confused he was at her presence.

	Charlie, true to form, did not make him wait long. “I got all the way to the docks on the other side, and Dad had sent a message that there was a huge snowstorm and he couldn’t come get me. He’s a stray, right, so he has to take a truck. Well, I guess he could have rode a unicorn or something but we don’t have one that could carry both of us and my stuff, and they can stand on top of snow on their own but not with riders, so he had to take a truck, but he couldn’t because of the snow. Anyway I had to wait for the next day when the ferry could make a special trip and then come all the way back, and there were only two other people on the ferry, and it was really boring, but I had a pretty good book to read, but I couldn’t turn the pages outside the veil, so that was no good. I tried to find you when I got here, but you weren’t around, but you’re here now, so that’s fine. So guess what? I’m staying here for Solstice. Isn’t that great?!”

	She spoke so fast that Kuro had to play it back to himself more slowly in his mind to understand it all. Once he realized what she was saying, he threw his arms around her in a tight hug without even thinking. He knew that he should be sorry that she wouldn’t be able to spend the holiday with her dad, but having Charlie around was probably the best present anyone could have given him.

	That evening, hiding behind the enormous tree in the lodge lounge, they set about learning the returning spell in earnest. After several hours, they hadn’t gotten much past the starting gesture for how to hold their right hand. They were about to give up for the night when Meredith wandered past and took an interest in their activities.

	“What are you two up to?” she asked in her usual boisterous way.

	“Nothing,” replied Charlie much too quickly while slamming the book shut.

	Meredith, while being very kind and protective of her first-year charges, was also no fool. She tromped over and grabbed the book they were working from. Charlie and Kuro waited nervously as they watched Meredith’s brow furrow and twist. “That’s a tricky bit of magic for a first year. What do you want this for?”

	Charlie started making very bad and unbelievable excuses, but Kuro had another idea. If anyone was going to help them, it would be Meredith. Also, she was in high-school. She could probably cast the spell in her sleep. Maybe she could teach them to do it.

	After a few tries, Kuro managed to stop Charlie explaining how she had accidentally brought a magical lamp with a genie inside back with her on the ferry and how they needed to return it to its rightful owner before the genie got angry.

	He started to explain the truth. As he spoke, Meredith’s usually bright jagged grin fell, and her eyes grew dark. When he got to the part about Bella forging a note to mark Kuro as a thief, she exploded.

	“She did what?!” Meredith bellowed loudly enough to rattle windows. “Kuro, come with me.”

	Meredith grabbed Kuro’s arm and dragged him out of the lodge. “Where are we going?” he asked.

	“To visit a friend,” she growled, pulling him through the darkened Autumn woods towards Summer.

	Kuro wanted to protest, but Meredith’s determined fury kept him quiet as he tripped along behind her, stuck firmly in her strong grip. She pulled him all the way to the Summerhill Residence. She stomped up the intricately interlocking stone pathway and slammed open the massive wooden front door as if it were cardboard. The noise echoed through the expansive entryway of the nearly abandoned manor.

	Summerhill was nothing like the warm welcoming cabin of Autumn Lodge. The entry hall had spotless marble floors and soaring arched ceilings. Every surface was crafted by a master woodworker’s hand, stained dark brown and polished to a mirror shine. Tapestries and paintings hung on every wall, showing great scenes of glory, from dragon slaying to battles with troll armies. Great golden candelabras and chandeliers lit the halls with warm lights. As beautiful as it was, it felt hollow, sterile. Kuro was afraid to touch anything for fear of leaving fingerprints. He hesitated to even walk on the floor and risk ruining the perfect mirror finish. “Are we supposed to be in here?” he asked meekly.

	Perhaps he was too quiet, as Meredith did not respond nor show any sign of the reservations that Kuro had. She pulled him along the marble corridor to a grand gilded set of double doors. Meredith pounded on them and yelled, “Belladonna! Get out here!”

	The door swung open a few moments later with Belladonna behind it wearing an expression of annoyance. “What’s with the racket, Mer?” Bella asked before she saw the boiling rage in Meredith’s eyes and noticed Kuro, half hidden behind her. Bella’s eyes went wide, and she slammed the door.

	“Don’t you dare,” Meredith snarled. “You talk to me or you talk to McCutcheon. Your choice.”

	The door slowly opened a couple of inches, and Bella looked out at them with her scarred eye. “What do you want, Thrump?” Bella asked, saying the name like a curse word.

	“I want you to explain to my why, exactly, truthfully, you are not on the lacrosse team this year?” Meredith’s eyes had narrowed murderously.

	“Didn’t he tell you?”

	“I want you to tell me.” Meredith stood back, crossed her arms, and waited.

	“Casting dangerous spells without supervision,” replied Bella coldly.

	“That’s it?” replied Meredith, even more icily. “Nothing to do with burgling a nice old man’s shop?”

	The two older girls glared daggers at each other for a long time, and Kuro desperately wished to be somewhere else. It looked like either one of them could explode at any moment.

	Bella started in a hushed tone. “The Hound said he’d keep that a secret. No harm was done. The shoes went back; the shopkeeper forgave us. Just a stupid mistake. Then this monster shows up at school, probably telling everyone.”

	“Tonight was the first I’ve heard of it,” replied Meredith.

	Their voices started to rise, like a slow-burning fuse.

	“He got me arrested.”

	“You did that yourself.”

	“He attacked me.”

	“He’s twelve.”

	“He’s a menace.”

	“You framed him!”

	“He deserved it! Look at what he did to my eye!”

	“In self-defence!”

	Their voices were cracking and echoing down the empty corridors. Candles sputtered, and the air temperature rose and fell sharply as their powerful thoughts interacted with the magical field. Kuro couldn’t believe that anyone would get this angry on his behalf. He couldn’t even get this angry on his behalf.

	“He is a thief!” shouted Bella.

	“So are you!” thundered Meredith.

	“You don’t understand. You don’t know what it’s like. To be surrounded by rich kids and be laughed at just because you can’t afford fancy clothes and magic brooms!”

	“You think that I don’t know what it’s like to be the butt of jokes?” A pair of nearby candelabras toppled from the force of Meredith’s anger.

	“He got me kicked off the lacrosse team. It’s his fault. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at, and he ruined it.”

	“He’s one of us, Bella. One. Of. Us.”

	“Seph broke up with me.”

	“Not. His. Fault.”

	Tears were streaming down both girls’ cheeks, and their voices had turned very cold.

	“I thought better of you, Belladonna”

	“I thought we were friends, Thrump.”

	“So did I.”

	The waves of undirected emotion that had been causing havoc through the hallway stopped, and the air grew cold and still. Both girls raised their hands at each other and began to mutter spells.

	Kuro didn’t want this. He didn’t want anyone to get in trouble, or get hurt or killed. He grabbed onto Meredith’s wrist with both hands, trying to stop her attack. He was little more than a nuisance to the huge girl. He dangled helplessly from her arm. “Please, don’t! Not again!” he pleaded. “I’m sorry, Bella.”

	He waited for the spells to start flying but the girls just stood, frozen halfway through casting, tears flowing openly.

	“You’re sorry? You are sorry?” Bella choked on her tears and anger. Slowly, she lowered her hands and hung her head in defeat. “You’ve made your point, Thrump. Go. Please, go.”



	



	Sixteen
The Locket

	Once safely back in the lodge, with tears dried and breathing back to normal, Kuro asked Meredith about something that hadn’t made sense in their shouting match. “Meredith, what did you mean when you said that I was one of you?”

	“You’re an orphan, right? Like me and Bella.” She looked at Kuro with a sad sort of empathy.

	“No, I’m not,” Kuro replied.

	“What? I thought you’d lost your parents. You don’t even know your last name.”

	“I don’t have parents,” Kuro informed her.

	“What?” She shook her head and laughed at Kuro, as though he had just claimed to be a very talkative teapot. “You’re a funny kid. Of course you do. Everyone’s got parents. Even if you don’t know who they are. Doesn’t matter, though. You’re alone, like us. We don’t have anyone looking out for us, so we look out for each other. Or we’re supposed to.” Meredith sighed. “Bella forgets that sometimes. She’s got a good heart, when she remembers to use it. She just tries too hard to prove that she’s as good as the kids with rich parents.” 

	“Why is she in Summerhill, then?” demanded Charlie, inserting herself into their conversation. “Shouldn’t she be at the lodge with us weirdos?”

	“She probably wishes she was, but she’d never say it out loud. She has the terrible luck of having a fancy family name with none of the fancy family that usually comes with it. The Spring Court sponsors her just cause of her heritage, so she’s stuck in that stuffy residence with the rich kids.”  She smiled and ruffled her juniors’ hair. “Now get to bed you two. We’ll work on that spell of yours another day.”

	The next day was Solstice Eve. Meredith refused on moral grounds to do any work at all and instead forced as many students as she could outside for a snowball fight in the Winter Quarter. She challenged a match of Autumn Lodge versus everyone, which went very well at first.

	Witches and wizards, broadly speaking, never learn how to throw a ball properly. Athletics are thought to be for mundane folk who don’t have better ways to get things done. The couple of practised lacrosse players were the only ones who could really hit anyone, and the addition of Meredith to the Lodgers’ side provided an unfair advantage until the magic came out. Soon, the seven Lodgers were sorely outmatched by a battery of snow cannons and fortified walls of ice conjured by the couple of Vertheim residents, who had more experience with ice and snow than anyone. The battle raged on till late in the afternoon, when the sun sank too low to see clearly, and everyone was too exhausted and caked in snow to continue. They all went back to Autumn Lodge for hot apple cocoa soda and gingerbread.

	Bella was notably missing from the battle.

	Charlie kept Kuro and Meredith up as late as possible telling ghost stories. She was a very good storyteller, though some of her haunting climaxes were diminished by the fact that Kuro had lived with actual ghosts.

	Far too late at night, Kuro climbed exhausted and happy into bed and went to sleep.

	He woke earlier than he would have liked because of Charlie’s excited laughter echoing up from the lounge. He stretched, yawned, clambered out of bed, and nearly broke his neck tripping on a pile of junk and paper someone had left at the foot of his bed. He cursed and blearily made his way out to see what Charlie was so excited about.

	“Presents!” she shouted. She was wearing an oversized red sock on her head and grinning furiously. “Happy Solstice! Get your presents so we can open them.”

	“I don’t get presents.” Kuro yawned. “But I’d like to watch you open yours.”

	Charlie looked affronted. “You had better have presents. I got you one.”

	“You did?” Kuro asked in shock. “What is it?”

	“I can’t tell you. You have to open it. Don’t you know how this works?”

	“No,” Kuro admitted. “I’ve never gotten a Solstice present before.”

	“Well, go and get them, and I’ll show you.” She shooed him out, back to his dorm.

	Kuro returned to his room, and as he stepped inside, his jaw fell open. The pile of trash he’d tripped over wasn’t trash at all. It was a pile of packages. A pile. Some were neatly wrapped in shimmering multicoloured paper with bows, others roughly wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine for the post. He had to use his bedsheet as a sack to get them all back to the common room in one trip. By the time he got back, Meredith was there, too, groggily sorting through her pile of packages.

	“What’s going on?” Kuro stuttered.

	“Yule!” Charlie exclaimed as though that explained everything.

	“But where did they all come from?”

	“That’s what the cards are for. They tell you who sent them,” she explained patiently. She went on to describe the elaborate ritual for opening presents. They first had to be appreciated for their aesthetic qualities. One had to admire the paper and the bow and the effort that was put into wrapping it. Then each needed to be gently shaken so that one could guess their contents. Only then could they be opened.

	They all had one matching package, a small square white box with a very neat red bow and a card with “L. M.” written on it in impeccable handwriting. “That’s from McCutcheon, same every year,” said Meredith. “Go on, pull the bow.”

	Kuro pulled the red bow, and the box started to transform. It bloomed like a flower, each of the petals becoming thick and fully transforming into a beautifully arranged collection of lollipops, a rainbow of saltwater taffy and candied apples, with a small fleet of licorice witches flying in circles around it.

	“She’s just showing off,” said Meredith, opening her own and picking out a taffy to chew on. “Word to the wise, the licorice witches are vile, but McCutcheon loves them. I think she gives them to us so we’ll share them with her.”

	They started opening presents in turn. Marie and Charlie had both made him cards. From the looks of them, they had done them together. They were on the same thick paper and used the same red ink, but that is where the similarities stopped. The card from Marie said “Joyeux Noël” on the front in neat and careful script and had a simple message about peace and joy on Christmas inside. Charlie’s writing was as uneven and lopsided as she was. The front of the card just said “Solstice!!!” and the inside was an almost illegible mess of writing that started with her being sad to leave him behind and by the end talking about feeding cookies to a hydra.

	Arthur had sent Kuro and Charlie actual presents, which must have been delivered by the lutin post in the night. Kuro’s included a cream that would cause beards and moustaches to grow. He had given Charlie a brush that changed the user’s hairstyle at random. She was distracted for the next fifteen minutes trying different hairstyles, all of them shocking and terrible.

	Kuro was confused by the gift, especially the card, which said, “You might find this useful.” Kuro wondered if it was a joke, but he hadn’t seen any sign that Arthur had a sense of humour. He couldn’t actually imagine the stoic and shy boy laughing.

	Kuro added Arthur’s card to the other two and started to feel very guilty. “I didn’t get you anything.”

	“Course you didn’t,” Charlie replied while admiring her latest hairstyle, a large pompadour in the shape of a sailing ship. “That’s not the point, anyway.”

	Kuro tried to hide his tears by digging out another box, a small and simply wrapped package. The card said it was from Sabine El-Assar. Meredith piped up again, though her jaw was mostly glued closed by toffee. “That’ll be a book,” she mumbled.

	Kuro opened it, and it was, indeed, a book: Balthazar Saeed and the Mystery of the Sídhe Queen. “How did you know?” he asked.

	“Sabine’s pretty predictable,” she replied, waving a new copy of Beyond the Veil—Adventures in the Blandlands.

	“Do you know him, I mean, her?” asked Kuro confounded.

	“Of course, she’s my case worker. Has been for years. She’s great. Tries really hard. Tough to get me adopted, though, when I’m bigger than most of the dads.”

	Kuro had a sudden sinking feeling that he had been very mistaken in his suspicions of Ms. El-Assar. He doubted that Dubois would have been secretly working with all the orphaned children at Avalon for the past several years. He was left with a haunting feeling that she might actually be the compassionate person she pretended to be. He tried to banish that idea by convincing himself that she was, at least, reporting to Dubois, and that the strange and nonsensical answers he’d been giving her were not completely without cause.

	Kuro had another mysterious package. It was soft and pliable, which Charlie had taught him meant clothes. The card was unsigned but had a note in a sloppy scrawl: “Kuro, I hope you are finding a home at Avalon. School can be pretty heavy, but this might ease your burden.”

	That didn’t make any sense at all, but he opened the package regardless. Inside was a familiar brown leather book bag with a brass letter K on the buckle. It was definitely the one he had picked up in the lost and found, but someone had polished the leather and fixed the worn stitching.

	He stared into the cavernous interior of the sack in disbelief. Inside was a large dimly lit space filled with shelves and drawers, all cleaned and freshly varnished. He found that the mouth of the enchanted satchel could stretch quite wide, so he laid the bag down and climbed inside. He checked through the various drawers, finding them all empty, and found a place on a shelf to store his new book. He crawled back out of the bag to find Meredith and Charlie staring open mouthed at him.

	The three of them played with the mysterious bag for a while. They worked to see what the largest thing they could put inside was. They managed a large potted plant and a wooden stool, but the armchair got stuck, and they had a hard time retrieving it. Meredith had to haul on the chair leg she could reach while the two other children pulled the bag in the other direction.

	Meredith was very impressed with it and said that she thought those kinds of enchantments were really expensive. “Who sent it?” she wondered.

	“I think it’s from Ms. Wong at the lost and found,” said Kuro. “I can’t believe she fixed it up and sent it to me.”

	Kuro’s last package was nearly lost amid the pile of torn wrappings. It was an uneven mess of a package, hastily wrapped in brown paper. A simple note on lined paper said only “I’m sorry.”

	He tore it open to find his shoes, full of leaves and covered in dirt but otherwise fine. Had Bella really had them the whole time? Had she taken them as further revenge? “Look! Charlie, look! She gave them back!”

	Charlie didn’t respond. She was sitting very still and quiet, clutching something tight to her chest.

	This seemed very wrong to Kuro. Charlie never sat quietly. He didn’t think her capable. Charlie was unflappably passionate. She could be ecstatic, furious, devastated, exuberant, but never subdued, never quiet. “Charlie, what’s wrong?”

	“What?” she said in a sad soft voice. “It’s nothing. Just. . . .” She pushed the card over to Kuro.

	My dearest Charlotte, 

	I’m sorry you couldn’t make it home for the holiday. I hope you are with friends there. We’re all fine here, despite the snow. You should always be with family for the Solstice, so I thought I should finally pass this along to you. If you can’t be close to us, at least you can have us close to you. It was your mother’s. She would want you to have it. Keep it close to your heart, as you are always in ours.

	Merry Solstice

	Love,

	Dad

	“It’s my mother’s locket,” said Charlie, wiping a tear from her eye. She struggled to open the little silver pendant. “It has pictures inside of my mom and dad from before I was born. Have I ever told you about my mom?”

	Kuro shook his head.

	“Dad says she was a great witch. An enchantress, and a Valkyrie before that. I didn’t know her much, though. She disappeared when I was too small to remember. Nobody knew where. Just vanished one day without a trace. She came back one day when I was five. She had been kidnapped by a warlock. The Hounds had finally tracked her down and freed her. For two months it was like she’d never been gone, like I had a whole family. She was really smart and pretty and nice, and then. . . .” She trailed off, partly because she was struggling to keep her voice steady, and partly out of frustration at being unable to open the locket. “You have small hands. Can you get this open?” she asked, passing it to Kuro.

	Kuro took the circular pendant from Charlie. It was silver with an elven world-tree pattern on it. He popped it open with ease and caught a glimpse of the faces within before he could hand it back.

	Kuro’s heart stopped at the sight of Charlie’s mother. He knew her. She was younger and looked happier and healthier than he remembered, but that young witch in the picture haunted his nightmares. “What was her name?” he asked with what little breath he could muster.

	“Helena,” replied Charlie. “It’s a pretty name.”

	“Helena Vigdis,” muttered Kuro in horror. It was her. Without a doubt, it was the woman who had been his tutor and caregiver for the first years of his life. It made a sick sort of sense, given how Phineas thought. He needed someone to raise a young child, so he just found someone that was already doing it. No need for training or uncertainty about qualifications. It was deeply, sickly rational. Of all the cruelties that Kuro had suffered, of all the beatings and hardships he’d gone through, the feeling in his heart at that moment was far worse than any of them.

	Kuro had always feared his master, but he had never hated him. Now. . . now Kuro understood what it meant to truly hate someone. What they meant when they talked about evil. He hadn’t just murdered a woman. He had torn apart a family, Charlie’s family, and Kuro had just stood by and watched it happen.

	“How do you know her last name?” asked Charlie innocently.

	It was too much. Kuro ran. He dropped everything and ran from the lodge. He flew through the forest as fast as his feet could carry him, not even looking where he was going.

	 

	 


Seventeen
Feast

	Kuro sat hidden in his hollow beneath a tree in the Spring Quarter, wishing some monster would emerge from the pelting rain and eat him so he would never have to face Charlie again. A rustle of brush nearby made him think that his wish might be granted, but instead of a monster, one of his running shoes hopped out from beneath some ferns and into his lap. It was followed shortly by Meredith.

	“I figured out that returning spell,” she said, trying to get Kuro to smile. “That shoe really knows who owns it.”

	Kuro did not look up.

	“What’s wrong, Kuro? What’s going on?” She sat down in the rain, letting the muddy ground soak her skirt beneath her. “Charlie’s beside herself thinking she did something wrong. You need to go talk to her.”

	“I can’t,” said Kuro.

	“Of course you can. Whatever it is, Charlie will understand.” She leaned in and put a large comforting hand on his shoulder.

	“You don’t understand. I can’t,” Kuro repeated.

	“You need to face these things. Trust me. I’ll be there to help. I promise. You can do it.”

	Maybe she was right. If any person deserved to know the truth, it was Charlie. He’d never disobeyed an order before, certainly never knowingly. If he could do it, then he should.

	He nodded slowly and let Meredith help him up and lead him back to the lodge. Just thinking about what he had to say made his chest tighten and his knees go weak.

	They shuffled into the lounge, trailing mud and water behind them. Charlie was still sitting where he had left her, surrounded by discarded wrappings. She looked hurt and confused, and her sailing ship hairstyle was listing badly to one side.

	Kuro tried to take a deep breath but found he could manage only small gasps.

	“Charlie,” he said to the floor, completely unable to meet her eyes. “I know what happened to your mother.”

	“What do you mean?” Charlie asked. “I just told you what happened to her.”

	“No, I mean. . . .” His jaw clamped shut, his need to obey his orders fighting his need to tell his friend the truth. He continued through clenched teeth, “I know why. I was there.”

	His head started to spin. He wasn’t getting enough air.

	Charlie’s face twisted in confusion and sorrow, but she hadn’t noticed what he was doing to himself yet. That was good. She would probably try to stop him.

	“My master. . . .” Tears and sweat were streaming down his face as he forced out the next words. “He took her. . . . To raise me.” His knees gave out, and his head was getting light from the pain in his chest. He fell to the floor.

	“What are you doing?” cried Charlie.

	“He made me watch.” He could feel his heart slowing, a single beat a second. “When he killed her.” His vision was growing dark. “My master was Phineas Hearn,” Kuro confessed, and everything fell to silence and darkness.

	He woke in his own bed. Had it been a dream? His head ached, and his body felt heavy and tired.

	“How are you feeling?” The worried voice beside him sounded familiar but strange. He looked over to see Ms. McCutcheon watching over him. Her normally stiff face was soft and tired. Her brow was furrowed, but in the wrong direction, making her appear concerned and compassionate rather than angry.

	He waited a moment before answering, taking time to see if his body would seize up again. “Okay, I think,” said Kuro.

	“Good,” said the principal. “I think that we need to have a talk.”

	Kuro had already had a very difficult day and really wasn’t prepared for this at all. He pulled the covers up over him and tried to hide.

	“Earlier today, my gift opening was interrupted by a young woman confessing to crimes against you and others and demanding a just penalty.”

	Kuro peeked back out over the blanket.

	“Belladonna insisted that you were innocent and claimed full responsibility for your fight and admitted to forging the note. I had to check her for curses to be sure she hadn’t been ensorcelled.” She looked at him suspiciously. “I went to find you to discuss the situation only to discover you unconscious on the floor.”

	Kuro nodded.

	“Meredith also told me that you claimed to be the servant of Phineas Hearn. Is that also true?”

	“I can’t tell you. Please don’t make me tell you,” Kuro begged quietly from behind his blanket.

	“You mean that, don’t you? You can’t tell me.” She pondered him for a moment. “Is that what happened? Did you say something you shouldn’t have?”

	“I don’t know,” Kuro muttered. “Maybe. I’ve never done it before.”

	“It nearly killed you.” Ms. McCutcheon’s eyes became so soft and sad that she looked like a different person. “You are an enigma, Kuro. And I fear that I may have misjudged you. I’m sorry.”

	Had she just apologized? Kuro was beginning to suspect strongly that the principal was either drunk or had been replaced by a very poor impersonator.

	“About these other notes,” she said, as though coming to a decision just then. “I will look into them. Is none of them yours?”

	“No, they’re not,” Kuro muttered, afraid of being accused of lying again. “But it’s okay. We’re sorting it out.”

	A more familiar look of incredulity and suspicion crept back into her face. “Sorting it out how? Nothing will be bettered by more rule breaking.”

	“No rule breaking. I promise,” Kuro defended quickly.

	“Well, I do prefer it if students can sort out problems on their own. If I had to step in every time there was a conflict, I’d be regarded as a tyrant.”

	Kuro refrained from informing her that she was already widely regarded as a tyrant.

	“If it gets out of hand, though, do come to me.” She almost looked as though she was going to put a comforting hand on Kuro but thought better of it. “Now, if you are up to it, dinner is being served. You have a very worried friend waiting for you, and I don’t think you will want to miss this dinner.”

	Kuro climbed shakily out of bed and allowed himself to be led to the dining hall, but not before grabbing his new bag. Raucous noise was coming from within the hall, a cacophony of unfamiliar voices talking all at once.

	Ms. McCutcheon opened the door to a bizarre spectacle. Lining the benches of the dining tables were lutin, dozens of them. Some Kuro recognized from serving dinners and cleaning the lodge, but there were many others, young and old. They were dressed in what Kuro guessed to be formalwear, with brilliant feathered caps, intricately woven sashes, and checkered tunics with puffed and slashed sleeves. The women had their moustaches waxed and sculpted into ornate patterns, and the men had braided bows and bells into their beards. They were standing on the benches engaging in what appeared to be competitive politeness.

	“Allow me,” one squeaked as he picked up a platter and attempted to serve another.

	“No, no. I couldn’t possibly. Allow me,” another responded, deftly snatching the platter and trying to dish out some food before the duel of propriety could turn against her again.

	“It’s the lutin’s Solstice feast,” explained Ms. McCutcheon. She had a look of exasperation as she spoke. “The Autumn Lodge staff invite their whole families, and we make the meal for them, whatever they ask for. For reasons I cannot begin to fathom, what they ask for is always Blandlands takeout.” She gave Kuro an encouraging shove into the hall. “Enjoy the feast,” she said before turning to leave.

	Kuro looked at the piles of food lining the tables. Far from the normal spreads of freshly cooked meats and vegetables, the table was littered with cardboard containers filled with fried rice, fish and chips, and hamburgers.

	Moving like giants among the lutin were the other staff and students who had remained behind. Kuro noticed that they, too, were sporting beards and moustaches for the occasion, though the majority were false, tied on with string or stuck on with glue. Suddenly Arthur’s strange gift and cryptic message made sense, though Kuro couldn’t figure how he could have known about the feast. Regardless, he dug the little jar of moustache wax out and smeared some on his face. In moments, a full bushy beard sprouted from his face.

	Kuro spotted Charlie, laughing and talking with a lutin. Charlie also saw Kuro. She climbed off the bench and ran to him but stopped before she reached him. She looked conflicted. Her eyebrows had a brief wrestling match as she decided what she felt, then she stormed up and punched him hard in the arm. “Stupid,” she said firmly.

	“What?” Kuro wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but it wasn’t that.

	“That was stupid,” she repeated. “You didn’t have to tell me. Not if it was going to hurt you.”

	“I did,” Kuro pleaded. “It was my fault. You had to know.”

	“No, I didn’t. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change anything.” Charlie’s unflappable certainty was starting to shine through again. “You’re my friend. I don’t care where you came from. Now stop being dumb and come eat.”

	Charlie was clearly furious at him, but the only thing he could do to appease her seemed to be eating french fries and enjoying it.

	Dinner was ludicrous. The lutin talked all at once and barely managed to eat anything because they were being too deferential to each other.

	“Oh, I couldn’t possibly. Clearly that cheeseburger was meant for you.”

	“Not at all. It would be my deepest pleasure if you were to enjoy it in my place.”

	And so all the best seats and the best food went unclaimed due to the lutin being too polite to take it. Two young lutin, named Ingot and Lichen, refused to let Kuro touch the food until they had properly braided and decorated Kuro’s beard. Charlie made the mistake of replacing her moustache with one grown from Arthur’s magic moustache wax and was also prevented from eating while the lutin fussed over sculpting it appropriately for the occasion. The only explanation any of them was willing to give for any of it was “tradition.”

	Meredith explained what little she understood between bites of egg rolls, her small handlebar moustache bouncing off her top lip as she spoke. “Solstice is New Year’s for lutin. They grow their moustaches and beards all year for Solstice and shave them off at the first dawn of the year. It’s really rude to show up without one. The Blandlands food is ’cause the lutin can’t go outside the veil, so it’s a treat to them when they get to eat it.”

	“It really is a terribly misleading name,” an elderly lutin woman interrupted. She had been walking along the table pouring drinks. “Their food is delicious. Would you care to sample some of their finest root beer?” She presented a large plastic bottle of fizzy brown liquid to them as if it were the finest of wines.

	Meredith bowed her head graciously and presented her glass to be filled, while Charlie loudly demanded further explanation. “I thought lutin could go anywhere. That’s why you deliver the mail, isn’t it? You can just go ‘pop’ and be anywhere you want.”

	“Oh no, dear, not at all,” the woman explained while pouring out a small glass for each of them. “We can only go places that we’ve been, and never outside the veil. I wouldn’t even believe the veil existed if I hadn’t seen humans walking back through it with my very own eyes.”

	“You can’t see it?” Charlie exclaimed, nearly falling off her chair in surprise.

	“Is there something to see?” A neighbouring young lutin was suddenly curious. “I’ve heard that humans see water on the other side. Is that true?”

	“It’s absolutely true!” Charlie gathered a bit of a crowd as she started to tell stories about what the veil looked like and what was on the other side.

	It quickly became clear to Kuro that Charlie had rarely, if ever, left the veil. In her tales, cities were clean and idyllic, full of glass skyscrapers with airplanes flying between them. Her oceans were teeming with boat-eating whales and mile-long squid. Not seeing anything to be gained by correcting her, Kuro took the opportunity to eat a cheeseburger and enjoy the clamour of the lutin.

	He noticed Bella at the far end of the table. She was sitting with the few other Summerhill students. Kuro caught her eye with a wave. He wanted to thank her for returning his shoes. He had mostly forgotten her other offences against him, now that he had them back. A quick look at her scarred eye reminded him that she probably had not. He smiled weakly at her, but she did not return it. She only nodded slightly and returned to talking with her friends. Kuro wasn’t sure what this meant, but he had the sense that she wasn’t going to attack him again.

	Dinner drew to a close, but it took some time for the students to escape the overwhelming niceties of the lutin. They made their way back to their dorms, laden with as many plastic-wrapped snack cakes, sodas, and chocolate bars as they were unable to refuse, and went to bed.

	The rest of the break passed much too quickly. Kuro and Charlie split their days among exploring, cooking, and homework. They weren’t supposed to have any homework. Almost everyone else had finished their assignments before the break. Kuro and Charlie, though, were both slow at writing, so they had a lot of catch-up work, with reports on the lineages of the royal families of the courts and magical field theory. It was terribly boring stuff, but fortunately Meredith was equally bored with her own work and was more than happy to help her juniors with what she claimed was much more interesting subject matter.

	In the evenings, they practised magic. Charlie was quite good at it and was extremely happy to give Kuro lots of advice. He was making slow but steady progress and could now reliably heat a glass of water beyond tepid, and he very rarely destroyed anything when trying telekinesis.

	Before bed each night, Charlie read Kuro’s book to him. She enacted the daring escapes and harrowing battles of Balthazar Saeed as he stole ancient treasures from terrifying monsters around the world. Meredith and the other left-behind Lodgers joined most nights to watch her bound from couch to couch and duel shadows with a fire poker, all while reading aloud.

	They had to feed themselves since the lutin fasted after Solstice and weren’t too keen on cooking during that time either. Kuro found that he enjoyed his turn to help prepare meals. He was actually reasonably good at it, and cooking with all the right ingredients, none of which he had to steal, was a novel experience.

	Despite their fun, and Charlie’s unflappable attitude, Kuro worried about her. She acted as though everything were fine, that what Kuro had said about her mother had not bothered her at all. But even though she played, laughed, and complained as normal, her hand often went to her chest, where her locket hung, to make sure it was still there. Kuro also noticed that when she thought nobody was around, her bluster would fade, and she would look very sad and lonely.

	They had also been working on the returning spell with Meredith. Despite its difficulty, Charlie had a decent handle on it and could make Kuro’s shoes walk over to him and his book bag inch its way towards him, but not even Meredith had managed to get it to return an IOU note back to the writer. “Time for some expert advice,” Meredith said over breakfast on New Year’s Eve. “We’re not getting anywhere with the spell we have, and everyone will be back soon. Maybe it doesn’t work on paper, or maybe notes just don’t know who owns them. I don’t know. I’m going to ask Crawley if there are other spells that might do the trick.”

	Charlie and Kuro celebrated their dwindling hours of freedom as best they could, running through the snow-covered fields around Vertheim, climbing trees to pick fresh fruit near Summerhill, and splashing around in the fountains of the Chateau du Printemps.

	As night settled on the last day in December, they were startled by explosions outside. They ran to the windows to see fire dancing in the sky over Avalon. Brilliant red, blue, and yellow flames chased each other above the treetops. Charlie grabbed Kuro and pulled him outside to get a closer look.

	In the snowy fields outside Vertheim, they found a group of high school students showing off their evocation skills. Charlie added the little balls of light she could conjure to the display.

	One by one, the other leftover students joined them in the snow, filling the sky with light. The streaks of flame were joined by arcs of lightning, dancing sheets of rainbow colours, and streams of mist that left trails of snowflakes glittering in the moonlight.

	Soon, their display started to attract teachers. Ms. Crawley and Mr. Ogonov took it as an opportunity to show off and launched a display of their own, trying to upstage each other. Far from the simple evocations of the students, they performed complex spells that required continuous motion and chanting. Ms. Crawley conjured a great soaring bird of smoke and flame, which dwarfed Vertheim and bathed the snow in an orange glow, while Ogonov created a massive dragon of mist, which thundered with the lightning that flashed constantly within. De Rigueur provided commentary, mostly noting how the Chinese wizards had mastered enchanting fireworks and how he had the honour of joining the emperor for a display during a Lantern Festival in his youth.

	It all ended with a startling climax, as an enormous white tiger made of smoke and light roared down from the clouds. Students dove for cover as it crashed down on top of them, filling the field with a thick haze.

	The smoke began to swirl in a tighter and tighter vortex until it coalesced into Principal McCutcheon. Her entrance earned a round of polite applause from the other teachers while the students picked themselves up off the ground and out of the bushes they had dived into.

	“Happy New Year, everyone,” she said with a tight smile. “It is now past midnight, and I would encourage all students to return to their dormitories.” She said it in the typical Ms. McCutcheon fashion, making argument and dissention all but impossible.

	They shuffled back into their dorms, at first complaining about having to do so, but then moving on to complain about how cold and tired they were from standing out in the snow for so long.

	Kuro was just as tired as the rest of them, but that didn’t help him sleep. He had gotten comfortable with Avalon being so empty. The idea of swarms of students returning tomorrow clung to him and crawled through his mind like centipedes chasing sleep away. After hours of restlessness, he decided to give up and raid the kitchen for some leftover Solstice treats.

	As he wandered out of the dormitories, he found that he was not the only one failing to sleep. Charlie was sitting at one of the tables in the lounge, illuminated by a beam of moonlight falling through a half-shuttered window. She had her locket open and was looking at the pictures inside with such sadness that it hurt Kuro’s chest to watch.

	He froze, not sure what to do. Should he quietly retreat and leave her to her thoughts? Or should he try to talk to her? What would he even say? “I’m sorry I stole your mother and got her killed” didn’t seem like a very comforting way to open the new year. His decision was made for him, though, by a log in the low-burning fire that decided it would be a good time to pop and crack.

	Charlie’s head snapped up, startled by the noise. Seeing Kuro, she quickly stowed her locket and put on a brave face.

	“Hey!” she said brightly. “I didn’t know you were still up.”

	“Couldn’t sleep,” replied Kuro. “I was going to see if there were still any swiss rolls left from Solstice.”

	Neither moved for a while, both wanting to say something but neither able to. Eventually, the weight of silence became too much, and Kuro managed to ask, “Are you okay?”

	“Yeah,” said Charlie, waving it off as if it were a silly question. “Just . . . thinking.”

	“Okay. I’ll let you think,” said Kuro moving towards the kitchen, but wishing he could do more for his friend.

	He turned to leave, but as he reached for the handle of the door to the dining hall, Charlie spoke. “Kuro,” she said in an unusually quiet voice. “Principal McCutcheon said . . . I shouldn’t ask you things. That it could hurt you.”

	Kuro stopped. It was true. There were a lot of things that he wanted to tell her but couldn’t. He wished Ms. McCutcheon hadn’t said anything. “It might, yeah. But it’s fine. I don’t mind,” he said.

	“No! No. Don’t worry about it.” Charlie tried to hide the pleading in her voice, but she was a bad liar. “Sleep well!”

	Kuro moved to leave again, but his legs were like lead. “What do you want to know?” he asked.

	“Nothing,” she insisted. “It’s fine, really.”

	Kuro thought hard about what Phineas’s orders had been. Keep him secret, never reveal anything about him or what he does or where he goes. Phineas had only ever been concerned with himself; he’d never thought to order Kuro to silence about the woman that had died other than Phineas’s involvement in it. With some creativity, Kuro could work around his orders. Just as he never talked directly to anybody or actually stole anything, he could talk about Helena Vigdis.

	He walked over and sat on the floor at Charlie’s feet. “Asking won’t hurt me. Only answering. Ask me whatever you want. If I can’t tell you, I won’t. But if I can, I want to.”

	Charlie had run out of energy to pretend. She pulled out the locket again and looked into it. “It’s just . . . I never got to know her. What was she like?”

	Kuro found he could tell Charlie that with ease. “I don’t remember that well,” he started, grabbing a warm quilt from a sofa and wrapping himself in it. “I was very young when . . . when she was around. But I remember her being soft, and her voice was pretty. She told me stories. Some were in that Balthazar book. She was really patient. She taught me to read and count and cook and clean.”

	They talked long into the night. Kuro drew out every faint memory he had of her and carefully wove Phineas out of the stories. Charlie listened, teary eyed but always asking for more. The sky was getting light by the time he got to the end of his stories.

	“Thank you” was all that Charlie was able to say at the end of it all. She slid off her chair and smiled weakly at Kuro before shuffling off to bed, still clutching her locket.

	 

	 


Eighteen
An Empty Library

	On the first of January, the other children returned, and the grounds of Avalon were once more abuzz with the noise of students.

	Kuro and Charlie met Arthur and Marie down at the docks, having all but forgotten their artificial enmity over the break. Charlie took one look at Marie and exclaimed, “Your hair looks amazing!”

	Marie’s thick black hair had been woven into dozens of ropelike braids that coiled around her head and tumbled down her back. “Oh my gosh! So does yours!” Marie replied immediately.

	Charlie’s strawlike blonde hair was standing on end in a violet-tipped Mohawk. She had been using Arthur’s magic brush every day, and it never failed to produce something noteworthy.

	Their enthusiasm was interrupted by insipid tittering from nearby. They turned to find Evelyn standing directly behind them. Normally she kept herself as far from them as possible, so Kuro doubted that it had been by accident. She tossed her flawless cascade of golden curls back over her shoulders and beamed at them with her vibrant smile.

	“So good to see you again,” she said with malicious civility. “And it’s so nice to see that you’ve done . . . something with your hair.” Charlie almost thanked her, mistaking it for a genuine compliment, but Evelyn continued before she had a chance. “It’s so heartening to see people like you aspire to something more than what you are.”

	She and her entourage erupted with laughter. Marie was barely fazed. She responded with a rude gesture and turned her back on them. Charlie was more deeply wounded and sulked, slouching deeply and tripping over her feet.

	Kuro, hoping to lighten the mood, asked Arthur about his holiday.

	“It was great,” he said without a hint of emotion. “It’s nice to see my family again. Did you like your present? Was it useful?”

	Kuro admitted that the moustache wax was indeed useful. “But how did you know I’d need a beard?” he asked.

	“My dad told me about the feast,” said Arthur as though it were obvious. “He used to stay at the lodge over the break when he was a student.”

	Kuro wanted to ask more, but he was cut off by Evelyn loudly recounting her Solstice holiday to her current collection of friends. Kuro did his best to ignore her. Her haughty voice was worse than nails on a chalkboard. It became impossible to block her out, though, as she was speaking to make sure all around could hear her. “Papa was telling me all sort of stories about the school. Did you know that Ms. Crawley was a suspect in the kidnapping of the heir to Summer? Oh yes, apparently she was tried for treason but got off on some technicality.”

	Kuro scowled at the suggestion. Ms. Crawley was Kuro’s favourite teacher. He assumed that Evelyn didn’t like her because Ms. Crawley was too clever to fall for Evelyn’s false charm. He resisted the urge to argue with Evelyn. He couldn’t think of anything to say that was better than screaming “No” at her anyway.

	She continued, her voice becoming even more arrogant and contemptuous, “Even worse, Papa says that the school has admitted a changeling.” She said the last word loudly enough to get the attention of everyone around her and stared at Kuro, waiting for a reaction of some kind.

	Kuro did react. He was at first dumbfounded by the accusation. He’d no idea what she was talking about. Then he laughed at her, thinking that she’d made a very silly mistake in imagining that he was a changeling. Then doubt crept in. He didn’t know very much about changelings. Maybe he was one, after all. Finally he realized that his flurry of emotions and lack of retort probably made him look suspicious.

	Thankfully, Evelyn and her crew peeled away to mount a chateau carriage, though the suggestion of a changeling in their midst had stirred the students around them into fervent speculation.

	In hopes of dodging further suspicion, Kuro attempted to join back into the conversation that Charlie had been quite successfully maintaining on her own. Yet, he noticed that something wasn’t quite right in their group. Arthur was walking even more mechanically than usual, staring straight ahead and taking long measured breaths.

	“Are you all right, Arthur?” asked Kuro, letting Charlie’s recounting of the Solstice Eve snowball fight cover his voice from eavesdroppers. “Arthur?” he repeated when Arthur did not respond.

	“What?” Arthur’s head snapped around suddenly, eyes wide with panic for a moment. He turned back and steadied himself just as quickly. “Yes. Thank you, I’d love to,” he said in his unwavering monotone.

	Kuro was not quite sure what to do. “What’s going on?” Kuro whispered as he leaned closer.

	“Nothing,” said Arthur sharply. “I mean, . . . I’ll tell you later. After dinner, let’s go for a walk. I could use a walk.”

	Kuro’s curiosity made the journey back to the lodge pass agonizingly slow. Dinner dragged on intolerably, and even the corn and cashew-stuffed ham seemed flavourless in anticipation.

	After dinner, Arthur led them to the school to explain himself, but he was thwarted by the locked doors. “I didn’t think of that,” he said as he stared helplessly at the heavy wooden doors.

	Kuro’s time with Flint in detention had taught him many things about the school, not the least of which was that it was anything but secure. He left his friends at the front door and climbed. The door to the roof was never locked. He went inside, darted through the empty halls, and moments later was bowing his friends into the darkened building.

	Arthur led them to the library and searched out a book. He knew exactly where to find it, walking straight to a specific shelf and grabbing a huge leather-bound book with a large rose on the cover: The Continuing History of the Summer Court.

	He flipped quickly to a specific page near the back of the book and passed it to Charlie, pointing out a specific paragraph. “Could you read this, please?”

	Charlie took the book with glee and began to read in her best storyteller voice. “The confirmation of the Summer heir was to be held on the day of the first summer equinox after their birth. As the sole survivor of the royal family after the Coup d’ Été, the heir would have held the throne of Tirnanog from that day forward.

	“The event drew representatives from many noble houses, including some from across the oceans. During the confirmation, though, the infant was revealed to be an imposter.

	“Shortly before the child was to be presented to the assembled nobility under the noon sun of the equinox, a young guardsman, Sergeant Talen Dubois, interrupted the ceremony.

	“He had been tracking the exiled and shamed former Marquis of the Golden Valley, Claudius Roche. His scent was found in the Summer Palace, and the guardsman tracked it to the heir’s crib. Out of fear of Sergeant Dubois’s wolf-shaped familiar, the baby in the crib grew claws and fangs to fend off the beast, revealing itself as a changeling.

	“The search for the true Summer heir continues. Many associates of Claudius Roche have been captured and questioned, but no more information on where Roche or the heir are has come to light.”

	“That’s me,” said Arthur as he took the book from Marie.

	“You’re the heir to the Sun Throne?” Charlie exclaimed as she grabbed and shook Arthur with delight.

	“No,” he replied, “I’m the changeling. That’s why I brought you up here. It’s what Evelyn said. I think she knows, so soon the whole school will, too. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but, well, my dad thought it would be good for me if I could keep it a secret.” Arthur fell silent. He tensed as though preparing for a blow.

	“That. Is. So. Cool!” Charlie exclaimed as she grabbed Arthur by each shoulder and beamed at him.

	“That makes sense,” said Kuro, nodding along. He understood not wanting to stand out. “But don’t worry about it. I’m pretty sure Evelyn thinks I’m the changeling.”

	Arthur shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense. You look too weird. Changelings try to look like normal people.”

	Kuro tried not to be insulted. Arthur wasn’t wrong. He wouldn’t have been anyone’s first choice as a disguise if they were looking to blend in.

	Marie sighed audibly. She had been waiting quietly in hopes that someone would explain what was going on, but as that hadn’t happened, she asked, “What is a changeling?”

	“It means he’s a shapeshifter,” explained Charlie, not waiting for Arthur. “He can transform into anyone. Can you? Can you do it?”

	Arthur was looking more stiff and tense than usual, staring solidly at the floor. “Yes,” he said hesitantly. “But, I’m not good at it. It’s hard. Most changelings don’t ever change. They just copy somebody in the Blandlands and stay that way forever. They can’t change shape out in the Blandlands.”

	“So you’re a wizard and a changeling?” Charlie stared at him as though he were an exotic animal at a zoo. “That’s supposed to be really rare, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah,” he replied.

	Arthur stopped talking and steeled himself for something. He lifted his eyes to face his friends, and then did something that none of them expected. Something they didn’t even imagine him capable of. Arthur relaxed.

	The tenseness in his posture and brow faded. His stiff expression and intense eyes softened, and the features on his face began to change. His nose broadened and flattened a little like Marie’s. His eyes became larger and brighter, like Charlie’s. His hair fell out of its perfect part and became longer, thicker, and brown like Kuro’s. His features continued to shift between conflicting facsimiles of theirs. He smiled weakly at his friends.

	“I’ve been trying to look normal all year,” Arthur explained. “It takes a lot of concentration. If I get too excited or anything, I start changing shape kind of uncontrollably. It’s really embarrassing.”

	Kuro was trying to process it all. It was hard to imagine Arthur being anything but entirely ordinary. The boy staring at him now seemed the opposite of everything Kuro had known him to be. He was slouching and disordered, and his face was full of feeling. Kuro felt a pang of betrayal that Arthur had kept this a secret from them, that he had pretended to be someone he wasn’t. On the other hand, Kuro knew that it would be wrong to hold that against anyone, especially Arthur, who had stood by Kuro when he had been exposed as a thief. He had been a good friend, and Kuro wasn’t about to turn on him now.

	Charlie was able to put her feelings into words before Kuro. “There are so many questions. I don’t know where to start. What happened to the heir to Summer? Can you turn into a dragon? Who are your parents? What does it feel like when you change shape? Do foods taste different if you use a different tongue? Is it something you can teach us to do, or do you have to be born with it? Have you ever used your powers to infiltrate an international spy ring and save the world from the machinations of a despotic dictator?”

	The questions poured out faster than Arthur could even comprehend, let alone answer. He just stared at Charlie, wide eyed and open mouthed, his features shifting to match hers as he blinked uncomprehendingly.

	And then he laughed.

	He exploded with joyful unrestrained laughter and doubled over. It looked like a laugh that had been building up all year had finally been allowed to escape. His hair tumbled through the colours of the rainbow, his face turned wolflike, then catlike. He grew a plume of feathers that smoothed into scales and then back to flesh.

	Marie backed away, putting a chair between her and Arthur. Charlie clapped delightedly. Kuro just joined in laughing.

	It was a good laugh, longer than any Kuro could remember. By the end, his belly hurt, and he and Arthur were leaning against each other for support. Marie, though, was not laughing. She was standing as stiffly as Arthur ever did and was biting her lip anxiously. When Kuro noticed, he did his best to choke back his giggles. He worried that they’d insulted her somehow.

	Marie wrestled with her thoughts for a moment longer before saying, “I guess I should say mine, too.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Kuro.

	“My secret. You all told me one of yours. I should tell you mine.” She still looked conflicted. “It’s only fair. You’ll probably think it’s silly though.”

	Charlie’s eyes grew wide with gleeful anticipation. “Oh, I knew there was something! Let me guess. You’re a werewolf, right? The Blandlands are just full of them. No, you’re secretly a princess. Or a pirate! No. You’re a werewolf princess who was captured and raised by pirates!” Charlie paused, eagerly awaiting confirmation from Marie.

	Charlie’s imaginative speculation had taken the wind out of Marie’s sails. She shifted and cast her eyes around the empty library. “No, it’s just . . . well, my parents don’t know I’m here.”

	“Haven’t they noticed you missing?” asked Kuro.

	Marie shook her head. “No, they think I got a scholarship to a fancy Blandlands school. They’d never let me come here if they knew. They think witches are evil.”

	Charlie scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. Have they ever met a witch?”

	“Well, no,” confirmed Marie.

	Arthur looked horrified, his whole face drooping in disbelief. “That’s awful. What did you tell them when you went home at Solstice?”

	“Not much, really.” Marie shrugged. “I wouldn’t have been able to tell them anything even if I was allowed to keep my memories.”

	Kuro almost missed that last bit; she had said it so casually. “Wait, what?” he interrupted.

	“Don’t you guys know?” Marie asked in surprise. “It’s the same for all the Blandlanders. Mr. Flint keeps our memories of the school when we go home so we don’t go blabbing about magic schools and getting ourselves put in mental hospitals. He puts them in seashells. All I could remember were hazy things about some people and the grounds. Nothing about classes or magic at all. The weirdest thing is that I didn’t notice not remembering. It just felt normal to me at the time.”

	Kuro was appalled. Not only because he knew that messing with people’s memories was dangerous, but it was also supposed to be illegal. Phineas was a powerful neuromancer, which was one of the many reasons the Guard was chasing him. Kuro shook his head. He’d been starting to trust the school and had even sort of gotten along with Mr. Flint, but this tore all that down. They were just like Phineas after all.

	“Well, we should probably get back,” said Arthur, carefully reassembling himself into his familiar neat and stoic self. “We don’t want to look too suspicious.”

	The others agreed, but just as he was reshelving the book, Charlie stopped him with another question.

	Her eyes narrowed, and she leaned in towards Arthur. He literally shrank beneath her scrutinizing gaze. “If you’re not the heir to Summer, who’s your dad that you keep talking about? It’s not the king, is it?”

	Arthur corrected her quickly. “I told you, I’m not the heir at all. I was an imposter. After I was discovered as a fake, they were just going to throw me in an orphanage, but somebody adopted me instead. They raised me like I was part of their family, like a human kid.”

	“Who did?” pried Charlie. “Like someone in the court? Why aren’t you at Summerhill, then?”

	Arthur’s hair turned a murky blue and tumbled down over his face. He sighed deeply and conceded. “Promise you won’t get weird?” he pleaded.

	Charlie looked like she was about to say something foolish, so Kuro interrupted. “Of course we won’t get weird. You’re our friend. Right?”

	Marie nodded. “I can’t imagine you telling me anything that would seem weird anymore.”

	Charlie agreed as well, in her own way. “I promise to not get any weirder than I already am.”

	Arthur retrieved the book and opened the cover to a large colour illustration on the page following the ones they’d read. He pointed to the proud man depicted in it, standing heroically in front of the Summer Palace, a large wolf at his side and a clawed baby in his arms.

	“No way!” said Charlie with deep admiration.

	“Who’s that, then?” queried Marie, completely missing the importance of it.

	Kuro remained silent. He was so mortified that he was unable to form words. It was Talen Dubois.

	
 

	 


Nineteen
The Distracting Draught

	Kuro immediately regretted promising Arthur that he wouldn’t treat him differently knowing that Dubois was his dad. Arthur thought so highly of his adoptive father that Kuro was certain their friendship would not survive him finding out what Kuro thought of the man.

	He imagined the conversation where he told Arthur that Dubois had attacked him, taken him captive, held him in a windowless cell, interrogated him, experimented on him, and forced him to be held in Avalon like a prisoner. He did not expect it would go well. He briefly considered that Arthur might even be one of Dubois’s spies, but Arthur had been too genuinely unaware of Kuro’s circumstances for that to be true. Still, he might be passing information to Dubois unwittingly.

	It was a frustrating twist of fate. Arthur was happy to finally be able to stop pretending around his friends, and Kuro had to start again.

	The other two had taken the new information in stride, though Marie lamented how ordinary she felt. “It’s not fair. You’re all master thieves, shapeshifters, and unicorn herders. I’m just a Blando kid. I’m so boring,” she complained late one afternoon in the library at one of their secret meetings.

	“I’ll trade you for a finished essay,” replied Arthur. He gave up working on his social studies homework and let his head fall onto the desk.

	Marie was much better at homework than any of them. She had more practice writing assignments, and she wrote so quickly and neatly that it looked like a magic of its own. Kuro felt that he would gladly trade situations with Marie. He couldn’t keep pace even with Charlie.

	Kuro didn’t have much chance of getting his essay done in the company of his friends. While Marie was happy to help him, any assistance she could give was ruined by Charlie’s incessant questioning of Arthur.

	“So what do you really look like?” asked Charlie, failing to write even one sentence since her last interruption.

	“I don’t really look like anything,” replied Arthur. “That’s kind of the thing about changelings—we can change.”

	“Can you turn into a dragon?”

	“I don’t think so. . . .” Arthur’s skin turned scaly and red as he pondered the possibility. “I can’t change my bones much. I can’t grow a tail or wings or anything.”

	“Can you grow extra eyes?”

	The pair continued endlessly like that: Charlie probing every aspect of Arthur’s abilities; Arthur being mechanically forthright.

	Problems with IOU notes continued, as did their plans to collect them. Meredith insisted that she had something almost ready for exposing the authors of the notes, and she just needed a week or two more.

	Until then, Kuro was stuck being alone much of the time. He was back to sleeping in the lounge and wandering the island by himself. It was easier, in some ways. Charlie seemed to have mostly gotten over the news about her mother, but he sometimes caught the sad distant look in her eyes across the room in class. Going back to his old habits also meant he had to spend less time hiding his feelings about Dubois around Arthur.

	Kuro still looked forward to their secret meetings, but he was no longer the only one. Arthur appeared at them early and eagerly, as it was the one place he felt comfortable relaxing and letting his appearance drift.

	Arthur’s secret remained among the four friends. Evelyn continued to make comments reminding Kuro that she knew there was a changeling around. While the comments were directed at Kuro, they made Arthur very uncomfortable.

	She was a favourite pet of the Professeur in alchemy class and used that to make Arthur’s life there miserable while appearing entirely innocent. She asked things like “Could you tell us more about the uses of changeling blood?” and “Is it true that fey folk in disguise can be exposed with the use of cold iron?” De Rigueur would always indulge his favourite student, and Evelyn would look smugly at Kuro as Arthur squirmed.

	“You should just let it out yourself,” advised Marie. “Don’t let her hold it over you. Just get it over with. Do it quick, like ripping off a Band-Aid.”

	“Like doing what?” asked Arthur. “It’s fine, really. Kuro’s right. She doesn’t really know it’s me. And it doesn’t bother him. That’s way better than the whole school being afraid of me.” His hair changed length and colour three times in that conversation, and his eyes kept shifting to match who he was talking to.

	“Why would people be afraid of you?” asked Marie. “That’s silly.”

	“People don’t trust changelings,” said Arthur. “They think we’re monsters that eat children and take their place. I don’t even know if they’re wrong. Changelings hide. Even from each other.”

	Kuro’s next visit with Sabine El-Assar was more uncomfortable than usual. He spent most of it trying to decide whether she was Dubois in disguise, or if she really was just a nice lady that had been assigned to make sure he wasn’t going to turn into some kind of villain. He shuffled around in his chair, trying to get an angle that would see under the head scarf to check for Dubois’s scarred ear but had no luck.

	For her part, Sabine was frustratingly friendly and failed to ask any suspicious questions at all. She asked about his studies and his friends but was pleased to let him give vague answers. She asked cautiously about Solstice and seemed genuinely delighted that he had received more than just the book she had sent. As he left, an older boy walked happily into the room and started chatting like old friends to her about his holiday.

	Kuro grudgingly concluded that Sabine was probably not Dubois in disguise. If she was even a spy for him, she was probably a reluctant or unwitting one. Kuro found that he was disappointed. He had enjoyed being obstinate and evasive when he thought Sabine was Dubois. Now he was just being rude to a nice woman. More than that, he was a little offended that Dubois wasn’t even bothering to come in person to check in on him.

	He left the meeting and dragged his feet a little on the way to alchemy. At what point he appeared was largely irrelevant for his grade. De Rigueur treated Kuro as if he weren’t in the room. He received a grade of “poor” on every potion he made, regardless of its efficacy. He imagined that De Rigueur would gladly give him a blanket grade of “unacceptable,” but he might have to actually evaluate Kuro’s work to justify failing him.

	Kuro couldn’t wait too long, though, since Arthur still relied on Kuro a bit for help. Arthur had improved considerably in the class; he could reliably stir his cauldron in the correct direction and hadn’t burned anything he wasn’t supposed to since before the holiday. The real reason that Kuro and Arthur kept working together was Evelyn. She gloried in De Rigueur’s praise. She was also top of every class she was in. It felt good to be able to knock her down a peg in alchemy by helping make Arthur’s potions better than hers.

	As Kuro stepped into alchemy a couple minutes late, he was surprised to see that De Rigueur wasn’t there. In his place was a skeletal elderly man wearing a vibrant orange scarf. The man looked rather familiar, as though Kuro might have met him before. He thought for a bit but couldn’t quite remember meeting anyone that had worn such a bright scarf. He worried that he might have been someone he’d borrowed from without permission.

	The man at the front of class began speaking as though it were perfectly normal for him to be teaching. He didn’t introduce himself or explain De Rigueur’s absence. “Today, class, we will be working on a much more subtle concoction than we have to date. We shall not be growing or shrinking anything or changing its colour. No, nothing so ostentatious. Today we will be brewing a distracting draught.”

	Kuro was pleased to hear that. He had helped Phineas make it several times back in Detritus Lane. Phineas used it when he was going out, though Kuro never knew exactly what it did. Having some experience with the process should make it easier. Also, maybe this substitute teacher would be less unpleasant than De Rigueur.

	Oliver Kagen put up his hand and asked what the whole class was wondering. “Excuse m-me sir, b-but where is P-Professeur De Rigueur?”

	“Whatever do you mean, Oliver?” The strange man removed his scarf, and the room gasped. “I’m right here.”

	It was Professeur De Rigueur. It had been him all along, but the scarf had been just so distracting and out of character for him that he had been entirely unrecognizable.

	“That is the effect you are aiming for today,” he announced proudly. “A good distracting draught will make you a stranger to your closest friends.” He walked behind a folding dressing screen as he talked.

	A man walked out the other side a moment later. He must have been waiting back there since before class had started. He was old and thin and wore a very silly straw hat with a wide floppy brim. “With it,” the man said as if continuing a sentence, “you can befuddle your own mother just by wearing something unexpected.”

	The class waited for Professeur De Rigueur to emerge from the screen as well, but he did not. The strange man who had been hiding behind it just continued to talk. “It is the simplest potion for disguising oneself. It’s not normally on the curriculum as it isn’t all that useful in everyday life, and it can be hard to get enough of the main ingredient for two whole classes. Dragonfey eggs contain a substance that makes them very difficult to notice.”

	The man removed his hat and tossed it aside dramatically, revealing himself to be De Rigueur and eliciting a gasp from the class. “Fortunately, an unnamed Autumn Lodge student captured a live dragonfey queen before the holiday, and she’s produced enough eggs for us to work with. I’ve had them fermenting for the past three weeks.”

	De Rigueur winked knowingly at Arthur, apparently believing him to be the brave monster hunter. Arthur reacted in his usual way: by deflating slightly and not lifting his eyes from his desk.

	The potion was relatively easy to make, though it smelled awful while it was boiling. Fermented dragonfey eggs were not a delicate perfume. They drained the eggs, powdered some elan horn, and simmered peacock feathers in the mixture.

	De Rigueur had brought an assortment of odd clothing that he kept putting on to befuddle the students. Even though Kuro knew that the man wandering the class was the same man who had taught them all year, he appeared to be a complete stranger. Kuro’s mind was convinced that De Rigueur would never wear a fruit-covered hat, or a colourful sash, or fuchsia gloves, and he could not convince himself to take notice of any other feature.

	At the end of class, to test their potions, they all put on bits of De Rigueur's strange apparel, and De Rigueur tried to guess who each student was. Those with weaker potions were easier to pick out. Charlie was one of the first ones caught, partly because she didn’t try very hard in alchemy, but mostly because she didn’t stop talking. Those with stronger brews were effectively impossible to recognize, so he mostly just matched up size, shape and colour, which meant Marie was caught out rather quickly.

	The class dwindled down to four. Kuro had a pretty good idea who the two remaining girls were. One of them was definitely Evelyn, and the only other girl not out was Magna Singh, another Lodger. Kuro was able to reason which was which, as Evelyn was far too blonde to be the brunette standing next to him with a voluminous feather boa.

	De Rigueur had obviously worked it out as well, but he made a show of having trouble discerning between the two. He puzzled over them before calling out Magna, leaving his favourite student the top mark among the girls.

	Then it was down to the two boys. Kuro was still trying to sort out who the other boy was. Brown hair, snub nose, blue eyes, vibrant pink shawl. He couldn’t place him. Probably a Summerhill boy from the look of him. Kuro looked up and down the class at the students who had been picked out already. The only person he didn’t see there was Arthur. Arthur must be sick, Kuro thought. He was often sick, and he never wore pink shawls.

	That wasn’t right. Arthur had been there that day. Kuro had helped him with draining his dragonfey eggs. He looked again at the boy on his right. “You cheater,” Kuro muttered, and the boy tried to contain a smirk. Arthur had changed his features to better disguise himself.

	“Hmmm,” said De Rigueur loudly. “I’m genuinely puzzled. I’ve two remaining boys here, and only one missing student. So which one of you is Arthur, and which one jumped back in line after you were called out?”

	Kuro rolled his eyes and sighed quietly to himself. De Rigueur had failed to recognize him only because he had forgotten that Kuro existed.

	“Well, I’ll admit that I’m amazed at your abilities, Arthur. But I’ve caught you out.” He pointed at the shawl-covered boy next to Kuro. “Your height gave you away. Honestly, it is all that I could pin on you.”

	Arthur made a bit of a show of getting tangled in the shawl as he took it off. When he managed to get his head out from under it, he had changed his face and hair back to normal. He winked at Kuro as he walked away.

	De Rigueur looked up and down the collection of students and turned back to Kuro in confusion. “All right, young man, take it off. Reveal yourself,” De Rigueur ordered.

	Kuro removed the oversized purple top hat he’d been wearing and tossed it aside proudly. De Rigueur made no indication of recognition.

	“Did you come in from another class?” asked De Rigueur.

	Even without the distracting hat, De Rigueur still didn’t recognize Kuro. Kuro wanted to believe that it was because his potion had been extra potent, but he knew the truth. De Rigueur paid so little attention to Kuro that he wouldn’t have recognized him on the street if his name had been written across his shirt.

	“As you say, sir,” Kuro agreed, not seeing a point in fighting it. “I’ll just get my bag and go. Sorry to cause any trouble.”

	“No, none at all,” laughed Professeur De Rigueur. “Terribly good trick. I was quite the prankster, myself, back in my day. Off you go, then, before your teacher misses you.”

	Kuro grabbed his book bag, slid his beaker of potion quickly onto one of the shelves inside it while De Rigueur wasn’t watching, and quietly left. He heard De Rigueur congratulating Arthur and Evelyn again for their excellent performance on his way out the door.

	Kuro was very discouraged. He had really started to care about school. Sometime over the past few months, he had started wanting to stay, to come back next year and see his friends. It hurt that the only class he was really any good at was also the class in which the teacher didn’t acknowledge that he existed.

	The pot full of distracting draught in his satchel offered some consolation, though. De Rigueur would make everyone else dump theirs. The professeur was always very careful about it. He had told them that he’d had to be ever since an incident when some Vertheim boys made all of Summerhill weightless for most of an evening. In being beneath De Rigueur’s notice, Kuro had won a small victory.

	He scrounged through the drawers in his bag for something to wear and found the ribbon from one of his Solstice present wrappings. He tied it around his head, took another sip of his potion, just to be sure, and walked proudly through the halls.

	Nobody took any notice of him. There were no suspicious glares. Nobody crossed the hall to avoid him. The looks he got were from people who seemed unsure if they should greet him or not, uncertain if they knew him personally.

	This is going to be great, Kuro thought.

	 

	



	


Twenty
Return to Sender

	 

	The next few days were wonderful. Kuro was nobody again. It was even better than going unnoticed on the streets, because he was being ignored as an equal. He could walk through the halls freely, smiling cordially to people who would put on an uneasy smile as they tried to put a name to his face.

	He struck up a couple of conversations with other students in the halls about the weather, the upcoming lacrosse game, and the unfairness of homework. They all talked with him politely and happily shared their opinions, though they were a little uncertain about the moustache he had grown using the cream Arthur had given him. He felt like a normal person. He knew it was temporary; his potion wouldn’t last out the week. It would spoil even if he didn’t drink it all, but he would take as much advantage of it as he could.

	He decided to join the hunt for IOU notes. He wasn’t as practised at the art of deception as Marie was, but he had seen professional swindlers at work enough in Bytown Market to have a grasp of the basics. First, he needed to find his marks and establish a bond of trust. This part was easy. He found small groups of people, and as he walked past, he pulled a fake IOU out of his pocket. He made as though he had just found out his candy had been stolen.

	Often the students were sympathetic and offered condolences, especially the older ones. A couple of times he was even given replacement candy. When he met someone who had also received a note, they were often eager to tell him of their own losses and commiserate.

	The next part of the plan wasn’t as easy. He needed to convince them to give him their notes. Talking wasn’t his strong suit. He was much better at hiding, being quiet, and going unnoticed. He also didn’t like lying, especially as many of the students were quite upset at their losses. He didn’t think it right to deceive them further. Fortunately, he had some truth on his side. He could tell them he had heard that an Autumn Lodge high schooler was trying to make a case with the notes, and that he thought he would turn his note over to Meredith Thrump.

	A few of the students he was talking to gave Kuro their notes to turn in with his. A couple of others promised to pass their notes to Meredith themselves.

	The con was easy, but he left every encounter with his hands sweaty and his heart pounding from fear of being caught. He didn’t understand how Marie did it so casually. It was also hard to stand and nod along as people spoke poorly of him. Normally people were polite enough to not share their opinions of Kuro with each other in his presence. Since the people he was talking to didn’t recognize him, however, they held nothing back. Being reminded that he was a short, funny-looking, big-eared, no good, stupid, worthless thief got pretty hard to hear.

	By Saturday, Kuro had run out of distracting draught. It didn’t matter, though. He had collected four IOUs and brought them proudly to the secret meeting with Arthur, Charlie, and Marie. He hadn’t had an opportunity to properly brag about his week’s activities and was eager to share. He bounded into the disused basement classroom they had agreed to meet in but nearly tripped over himself when he saw a huge bearlike figure looming in the dimly lit room.

	He leapt back and conjured a light to better see the uninvited guest. A glow flickered at his fingertip for an instant and then exploded, launching him backwards into the wall.

	The huge figure rose and ran to his aid. He felt very foolish as Meredith’s familiar jagged grin came into clear view. “What are you doing here?” Kuro asked as he picked himself up off the ground.

	“I’ve come to collect the notes you have,” answered Meredith in her deep joyful voice. “I’ve got something sorted out.”

	 “What is it?” he asked eagerly.

	“It’s a surprise,” said Charlie grouchily before Meredith could answer. “She won’t tell us.”

	“I said you would know tomorrow afternoon,” Meredith defended. “It’s going to be great, I promise.”

	Kuro had no choice but to agree. He rotated his bag around to an angle where he could reach the drawer he had been keeping the collected notes in and pulled out the small stack. With his own additions and the ones from the others that week, they had nearly thirty of them.

	Meredith collected them all and stuffed them in her own satchel. On her way out the door, she stopped to look suspiciously at Kuro. “My classmates, Marcelle and Hannah, both gave me notes, telling me that a very short Lodger with a moustache had told them I was collecting them. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

	Kuro was about to explain eagerly about the potion and his clever method of collecting notes, but something in her voice gave him pause. “Why do you ask?” he said, avoiding her eyes.

	“Because the unsanctioned use of potions and spells, particularly mind-affecting ones, are the sort of thing that could get you in a lot of trouble, and I’m kind of responsible for the younger Lodgers. I can’t think of any with a bushy moustache, though. Can you?”

	“No,” replied Kuro. “That would be a very odd thing for a junior student to have.”

	“Well, since I can’t identify the student, I suppose there’s nothing I can do. But if I get any more reports of suspicious activity, I’d have to look into it. Understand?”

	“Yeah, of course,” said Kuro.

	The rest of the day moved like molasses in Alfheim. They all had a mountain of homework that needed doing, and the only thing on any of their minds was Meredith’s surprise. Tomorrow had never seemed so far away.

	They collectively worked through the incomprehensible algorithms for numerology. They were learning various ways to divide things by zero. This was a particularly frustrating unit as whenever they successfully solved a problem, the page they were working on would cease to exist. Mrs. Lovelace had told them this was a good sign, but it made it very difficult to refer to past problems for help.

	Charlie made a small error on one problem and accidentally caused her work to multiply uncontrollably. They had to flee the room before the mass of expanding paper trapped them inside and crushed them all. They took this as a sign to stop working and turn in for bed.

	Kuro had more trouble sleeping than usual. He trusted Meredith that whatever her surprise was, it would be good, but he really wished that she hadn’t told him to expect a surprise. It made him anxious, and that turned into a restless night plagued by nightmares when he could sleep.

	He dragged himself, bleary eyed and late, to school. Something very odd was going on. On his walk to school, he could see a steady stream of high school students descending the cliff to the junior high on their summoned winds, winged horses, and enchanted carpets.

	Upon entering the school, he was directed to leave again and head to the amphitheatre.

	As he picked his way through the crowd to where his class was sitting, he noticed Meredith talking to Bella on a higher tier of benches. Bella was nodding resignedly. Then Meredith walked out of the bleachers and down to the stage.

	On the stage were several teachers, including Flint and Ms. McCutcheon, along with their counterparts, Principal Thrymson and Vice Principal Lefay from the high school. Also lounging about on stage were a half-dozen lutin. Meredith was speaking to Ms. Crawley and one of the unfamiliar teachers, a relatively young man with a calculated quantity of stubble and wavy hair carefully styled to look as though it hadn’t been.

	Ms. Crawley smiled and nodded to Meredith, then made her way to a lectern at centre stage. She waited for the students to notice her and quiet down before she spoke. “Thank you all for your attention. We have a special demonstration today.” Kuro thought he saw a slightly mischievous smirk creeping out through the teacher’s carefully controlled calm. “One of our students has been working with myself and Mr. Pendragon to develop a new spell, along with the help of some of our lutin staff. We thought you would all like to see it first, before we publish it more publicly.”

	Ms. Crawley waited for the polite clapping and curious chatter to settle before continuing. “It is a spell that returns mail to the sender, even if the sender is unknown. This has been quite a tricky bit of magic to work out. It combines two familiar spells, a returning spell to have objects return themselves to their owners, and the enchantment used to help direct postal lutin to return regular letters to their sender. We have had a unique opportunity to test it out as several notes from an unidentified source have been circulating this year. I am quite pleased with the result.”

	A murmur started to pass through the crowd of students. Many eyes turned to Kuro. For the first time, he did not feel the need to shrink under the accusing gazes. Instead he scanned the assembly for guilty eyes.

	“I’ve one here to demonstrate with,” said Mr. Pendragon with a roguish smirk. He held up a torn piece of paper with the letters “IOU” clearly visible. He walked over and handed it to Welk, the lutin, then started to cast.

	Mr. Pendragon and Ms. Crawley had to cast simultaneously, one in Gaelic, the other in French. They moved in separate rhythms, and their voices varied from harmonies to unpleasant dissonance. Welk, one of the lodge lutin, stood in front of them holding an IOU note. After a few seconds, Welk’s eyes brightened, and he gave them a thumbs up before vanishing.

	All eyes turned to Kuro, but Welk did not appear anywhere near him. The audience was murmuring quiet accusations and insults, but not loudly enough to drown out the loud and bright voice of Welk calling out from the back rows of the amphitheatre. “Letter for you, Miss!” he said.

	All eyes snapped to the bench where Welk was politely presenting the IOU to Bella, who accepted it, looking grim but unsurprised.

	The entire student body gasped. One of the Summerhill boys stood and started shouting. “That’s rubbish. Everyone knows who makes those notes.”

	“Sit down, Hugo,” Bella growled and yanked the older boy into his seat.

	Mr. Pendragon had apparently been expecting this. “Bella has already confessed to the forgery and has served her sentence. What was it, Bella, the cost of framing a fellow student for theft?”

	“Two weeks of night detention,” she said loudly enough for the whole assembly to hear. She looked simultaneously angry, ashamed, and somehow very smug.

	Pendragon continued, his bright, friendly voice starting to turn darker. “I’ve heard that there were other similar notes as well. Does anyone have one we could test the charm on?” There was a rustling of bags, and several hands went up with scraps of paper in their fingers. Some of the teachers at the front produced small piles of their own, and Meredith held up her stack.

	The mood of the assembly was changing. Eyes had turned from Kuro and were now looking around warily at other students. Ms. Crawley and Mr. Pendragon started casting their spell over and over as the lutin grabbed notes and delivered them back to their authors.

	As the notes were delivered around the room, angry shouting and fevered denials filled the amphitheatre.

	Kuro was startled by a sudden fight erupting right beside him. Oliver had tackled Sean and was screaming bloody murder at him. His attention was torn from that by a shriek of indignant fury and denial as a note was politely dropped into Evelyn’s lap.

	It looked like the entire school was about to hurtle into an all-out brawl when the room fell suddenly, utterly, magically silent. The only remaining noise in the amphitheatre was the gentle swishing of Principal McCutcheon’s skirts as she walked calmly from her seat on the stage to replace Ms. Crawley at the lectern. The fighting stopped. Everyone looked up, curious and frightened of what she might do.

	Ms. McCutcheon looked out over the students with an expression so severe that several visibly shuddered under it. She stood unspeaking for an agonizingly long time, her disapproval falling over the room like a crushing weight. “I am,” she began, her voice cold and level, “exceedingly disappointed. To think that given the slightest opportunity, students at this school would descend to theft, would betray the trust of one another, and would without shame allow an innocent to shoulder the blame. If I had not seen it for myself, I would not have believed it.”

	Her anger was palpable, and several students looked ready to run. “The very notion that students here would abandon all of the values Avalon espouses, nobility, honour, integrity, and discipline, is appalling. It is not only a failure of the individuals, but of those who allowed this to happen and to carry on for so long: their friends, their family within their residences, the school as a whole, and in this I include myself. We should all do better.”

	The magical silence faded, but it was barely noticeable. The guilt and shame hanging over the room had stolen away their voices. Even the victims of the thefts were shamed for blaming Kuro so readily.

	“The penalty for each forged note will match that described by Belladonna. Vice principals from both schools shall be speaking with each of you to arrange your detentions.”

	Kuro could see Mr. Flint and Miss Lefay making lists of who had received a returned note.

	The students were growing restless and angry again, but before a new riot could erupt, the principal continued, “Consider this an opportunity to prove ourselves better people in the second half of the year, to encourage stronger relationships and heal some of the damage done by the choices made by several of you.”

	“I should also remind you”—a sharpness to her voice cut down the rumbles of rebellion—“that the punishment being prescribed matches that given to someone with the strength of character to admit to their wrongdoing and make efforts to atone to their victim. I have faith that the rest of you will demonstrate similar integrity. If I find over the coming days that this is not the case, and my faith has been misplaced, myself and Principal Thrymson will have no choice but to meet with you personally, likely in the company of your parents.”

	Ms. McCutcheon gestured to the mountain of a man who was the principal of Avalon High. He nodded slowly in agreement while his eyes bore holes into the guilty students.

	Ms. McCutcheon left the lectern, indicating that the assembly was over and that students should return to their classes. Many angry glares shot between students as they filed out of the amphitheatre. A few people fled quickly, pushing through the crowd and running to return their stolen goods before Ms. McCutcheon or their victims could mete out any more serious retribution. Only one person was looking at Kuro with any particular interest: Evelyn Lemieux.

	Her eyes were knives as she tried to glare Kuro to death. She had her forged IOU crushed into a ball in her hand, and her flawless ivory skin had turned an ugly shade of red. The problem was of her own making, but she looked at Kuro with such enmity, such unbridled loathing, that Kuro couldn’t help but smile.

	 

	 


Twenty-one
Lunaseed

	Kuro’s life improved considerably after the true authors of the IOU notes had been revealed. He still wasn’t very popular, and some were still distrustful of him, but people were taking much less notice of him, which was a far more comfortable state. He also received a few unexpected apologies. The girl who had chased him across the school for stealing her diary was deeply sorry, and a few thieves said sorry as well.

	One of the many benefits of having his name cleared was sleeping in his own bed. He had been welcomed back to the dorm by the other boys. Oliver and Sean in particular were both very apologetic. The dormitories were not full, however, as Sean Cassidy had taken Kuro’s place sleeping behind the couch as penance for forging a note. His note, as it turned out, had been a prank on Oliver, and he hadn’t stolen anything at all.

	Oliver said the thumping he had given Sean in the amphitheatre was more than enough to satisfy him. Sean, to his credit, said that it wasn’t Oliver’s forgiveness that he needed. He didn’t feel right without serving some kind of sentence.

	The best part of the whole business being done was being with his friends again. They no longer had to pretend at being enemies and could sit close together in class, though Charlie and Kuro were often separated for talking anyway. They could share meals, play at breaks, and work on homework together in the lounge and library. Kuro was, for the first time in his life, happy.

	He even had some hope for the future. He was almost passing all his classes. With Ms. Crawley’s help, he was almost keeping up with his classmates in spellcraft, and he was starting to get the hang of numerology. Evocations was the only class where he was still really struggling. Kuro just couldn’t get his thoughts into the shapes that they were supposed to be.

	Sabine El-Assar’s visit in February brought good news as well; he would have a place to live for the summer. There was space at the orphanage where Meredith and Bella lived. He was so excited at that news that he completely forgot to feel like a prisoner in the school. He was starting to feel like he had a home and a family at Avalon. He no longer dreamed of escape, and his only thoughts of his master were of loathing instead of loyalty.

	He dashed to potions class to share the good news with Charlie and the others. Class was just getting under way when he skidded into the room, having run at irresponsible speeds to get there. He slid to a stop beside Evelyn, who glared at him with unrestrained hatred.

	Evelyn had been caught as a note writer, but she had suffered little for it. She was too clever and popular to lose any followers. The girl she had stolen a notebook from was a pimply and awkward girl named Genevieve Frunklestein, who was frequently the butt of jokes from Evelyn’s troupe. Evelyn had somehow come out ahead and seemed more popular than ever.

	She had not taken the detentions well, though. She had vehemently claimed that the punishments were draconian and that her very important parents would not stand for it. She had, of course, never actually told them about it as that would admit some fault. Flint had made her clean the girl’s washrooms without magic for one of her detentions. Kuro expected it was the first time she’d cleaned anything, or been punished at all, for that matter.

	Evelyn couldn’t bring herself to take any responsibility for it, and so she blamed Kuro. She had moved from being dismissive and disparaging to actively despising him. This shouldn’t have made Kuro happy, he knew. It was unwise to make enemies. If you were to have enemies, it was far better if they did not know it. These were lessons taught to Kuro by Phineas, and even though Kuro had come to loathe his old master, he saw wisdom in those words. Regardless, he couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of satisfaction that she now hated him as much as he hated her.

	He had found that the best way to infuriate her was to ignore her. She couldn’t stand anyone not caring what she thought. Kuro smiled politely at Evelyn and hurried to take his seat beside Arthur.

	The commotion about Kuro being innocent had forced De Rigueur to take some small notice of Kuro again. With that, he bothered to recognize that Kuro’s work was pretty good. Consequently, Arthur had been awarded bonus marks for helping Kuro with his potions. Arthur tried to argue that it was the other way around, but De Rigueur wouldn’t hear of it and gave another bonus mark for humility. This, too, angered Evelyn. Ironically, it was only because she had demanded so much of De Rigueur’s attention that he had never noticed what was really going on.

	They were to be making a blooming brew that day, which when poured on seeds would cause flowers to grow much more quickly. Evelyn, in a transparent attempt to garner more of the teacher’s approval, was handing out flowerpots.

	De Rigueur lounged at the front of class while he explained, “Evelyn was kind enough to help me prepare these pots for you before class. Each should have a different kind of seed in it. If your potion is successful, you should all get a surprise when your flower blooms.” He clapped his hands once to indicate that it was time to get going. “Instructions are on the board, and I expect a healthy bouquet on my desk by the end of the day.”

	As they went about milking the honeydew from giant aphids and simmering it in dragon spittle, Kuro noticed that Evelyn was acting very strangely. She was unusually quiet, neither bragging to her followers nor asking De Rigueur about changeling-related facts. She kept glancing mischievously at Kuro, though. It was very fishy.

	As the class drew to a close, De Rigueur rose from his chaise and called them all to attention again. “All right, it smells like nearly all of you have a good hearty blooming brew, but we won't know unless we test it. All together now, ladle out a good dollop into your flowerpots.”

	Everyone poured a spoonful of the thick brown ooze into their pots and waited for something to happen. Soon several small green sprouts started to poke through the surface. Before any flowers could bloom, Evelyn ruined the suspense by putting up her hand. Kuro waited for the inevitable misplaced jab at him about changeling trivia.

	“When I was fetching the pots from the greenhouse for you, professeur, I saw a container labelled lunaseed. What is that?” She asked sweetly, feigning curiosity.

	De Rigueur, never missing a chance to show off his expertise, explained. “Lunaseed is used to grow moonblossoms. Moonblossoms are very interesting flowers, you know. They glow bright white like the moon the moment they bloom but fade to a dull grey within seconds.” He illustrated the effect with a little illusion. “Shapeshifters like lycanthropes, kelpies, and changelings cannot stand them when they bloom; it drives them feral. They have long been used as a means of detecting fairy folk in disguise. It was once thought that it was the light they produced, but an old colleague of mine has determined that their pollen contains a hearty dose of cold iron, to which most fey are badly allergic. Fascinating, no?”

	Kuro looked to Arthur. He wasn’t really paying attention. Evelyn’s attacks on him had become so routine as to be dull.

	Evelyn continued her assault. She shot a devious look at him and Arthur before she started to speak again. “Oh, are they dangerous at all? I think the container had spilled onto our flowerpots,” she said in her sweetest, most innocent voice.

	Just as she said it, the first flower bloomed, filling the class with cool white light. Kuro looked around at the pots. Dozens of sprouts were growing quickly. Blooms started bursting open all over. Kuro looked to Arthur. His face was twisted in pain and concentration. He was gripping the table, white knuckled, as if trying to use it to hold himself in place. His hair was falling in and out of his perfect part. His lip curled fiercely, and Kuro could see that his teeth were shifting and twisting in his mouth.

	Evelyn faked a scream and pointed at Kuro in feigned horror but quickly realized her mistake as her scream had broken Arthur’s concentration. With his focus broken, his shape started to shift violently. Spines erupted down his back, his teeth grew sharp and jagged, scales and feathers sprouted all over his skin, and his hands elongated into claws.

	Arthur started to panic, shrieking and growling and thrashing his arms to keep other students away. Kuro grabbed him around the waist and tried to keep him from hurting anybody, but his shifting form was hard to keep a grip on, and Arthur was bigger than Kuro.

	Arthur snarled viciously at the girl who had done this to him and bounded across the classroom at her, Kuro in tow. He bore down quickly on Evelyn, snapping and growling. She had frozen in place. Her prank had worked, but she had not been prepared for the result. Kuro, still being dragged behind Arthur, heard himself yelling for Evelyn to run.

	Arthur was inches from Evelyn and looked to be lunging for her throat. Kuro heard De Rigueur casting a spell. Before either had a chance to connect, Arthur was intercepted by a flying stool. It yanked him from Kuro’s arms, carried him across the room, and pinned him against the blackboard.

	With Arthur knocked clear, De Rigueur’s spell missed the mark, and the silky violet streamer struck Evelyn. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she dropped limply to the floor. De Rigueur squeaked like a terrified mouse at what he’d done.

	Kuro ran to help Arthur, who was struggling to escape the cage made by the legs of the stool. Charlie called out to stop him, though. “It’s okay,” Charlie said calmly. “I’ve got him.”

	Kuro turned to see Charlie lying limply on the floor and focusing her attention and considerable telekinetic skill on the stool. She slid the stool down the wall lowering Arthur with it that his feet were touching the ground. “You’re okay, Arthur. Nobody’s going to hurt you,” she said in a soothing tone as if she were talking to a spooked animal.

	Kuro heard De Rigueur start to incant, making a liar of Charlie. Kuro jumped in the way, blocking Arthur from whatever De Rigueur was going to cast. “Get out of the way, boy!” De Rigueur shouted. “It is not safe.”

	Kuro didn’t move. He put his arms out to the side and tried to block more of his friend. With Arthur held firmly in place, Charlie managed to move herself. She struggled to her feet and moved to put a calming hand on Arthur’s head. “You’re fine. That’s right, you’re okay,” she kept repeating over and over, and Arthur’s growls slowly faded into wheezes.

	“Move!” pleaded De Rigueur, trying to find a gap around which to fire. He found none, mostly because Marie had added herself to the blockade. “Miss Akinwande, please get out of the way. This is very dangerous.”

	Kuro risked a peek over his shoulder. Charlie had let the stool fall away, and Arthur was standing freely, though she looked ready to pin him down again should the need arise. It didn’t look like she would need to, though. Arthur was breathing more steadily. He was still an untidy assortment of shifting shapes, colours, and sizes, but the panic had faded from his eyes.

	“Get. Out. Of. The. Way,” snarled De Rigueur, his usual passive attitude completely gone. He stopped trying to aim around Kuro and instead levelled his outstretched hand at him. “You don’t understand the danger you’re in.”

	Kuro stood firm and backed closer to Arthur to better block the way. To his complete shock, he bumped into someone. Sean Cassidy had also joined the blockade, and he saw Oliver Kagen moving to do the same. Magna Singh joined them a little more cautiously, followed by the other Lodgers, Jennifer Tanaka and Morgan Greenwood.

	Kuro stared defiantly at De Rigueur and the frightened collection of other students. The teacher considered carefully, not lowering his hand, but not moving to cast either. Minutes passed as the lunablooms burst with bright white light. Finally, the last one faded to grey, and the rasping wheeze of the monster shifted into the sniffles and sneezes of a sad boy.

	De Rigueur still didn’t lower his hand. “How are you feeling, Arthur?” he asked in a tone that was both wary and warm.

	“I’m fine,” mumbled Arthur. He had made no effort to return to his usual form, though he looked mostly human again, and while his eyes were downcast, they did not stare so fixedly at the ground as normal.

	“Would you accompany me to see the nurse just to be sure?” asked De Rigueur.

	“Yeah, all right.” Arthur shouldered his way through his housemates. Kuro still tried to block him from De Rigueur, not trusting the teacher. “It’s okay, Kuro,” muttered Arthur. “I’ll be fine.”

	He slouched out of the room in front of De Rigueur, who had lowered his hand but still moved with caution. “Class is dismissed,” he announced on his way out of the room.

	Everyone was a little uneasy as they slowly fetched their materials and books and shuffled quietly out of the classroom. Everyone except Kuro and Marie, that is.

	They had not forgotten about Evelyn. She still lay unconscious on the floor at the edge of the room, where De Rigueur had accidentally hit her with a spell. Kuro looked down at her helpless form and fought the strong urge to kick her.

	“She should probably go to the nurse as well,” grumbled Marie, nudging the unmoving girl with her foot.

	Evelyn did not stir.

	Kuro grudgingly agreed. They shouldn’t just leave her a heap on the floor, as much as they wanted to. It took some effort, but they managed to shove her into Kuro’s book bag, then trudged down the many flights of stairs to the ground floor. Marie suggested how pleasing it would have been to just dump her out at the top of a flight and watch her tumble down, but the smile in her eyes told Kuro that she didn’t mean it.

	They deposited her as unceremoniously as they dared on the floor outside the large oak doors to the infirmary. Kuro felt it best not to have to explain why they were in the possession of an unconscious girl or how they got her there, so they knocked on the door and ran when they heard feet approaching. Not before leaving a little something for Evelyn, though.

	Kuro’s altruism had already been stretched to the limit, and the idea that Evelyn probably wouldn’t suffer at all for her actions seemed extremely unjust. Also, Kuro still had a little bit of moustache cream that Arthur had given him for Solstice, and Marie had her own contribution to make.

	Arthur didn’t return for any classes that day, nor did he appear for dinner. The school was buzzing with the news of a changeling on the island, though, which quickly got twisted. There were stories of a bloody attack and rumours of a death. Kuro did his best to quell the gossip, but his small voice had little impact on the chattering horde.

	When Kuro returned to his dorm room that night, Arthur’s clothes were gone, and his trunk was missing. Kuro was mortified. He worried that Arthur had been expelled or worse. He rummaged through the remains of Arthur’s things and found a dirty sock that had been missed. Mustering some optimism, he cast the returning charm on it and let it lead him to his friend.

	He was still not very good at it. The sock pushed itself reluctantly along the floor like an inchworm. It took minutes to even get out to the lounge. When he got there, it did not lead him to the door as he had expected. Instead it brought him to a familiar dark corner behind a large sofa, where Kuro had slept for much of the year. There, curled into a corner and wrapped in a blanket so as to be almost invisible, was Arthur.

	“Are you all right?” asked Kuro as he rushed over to his friend. “Did De Rigueur hurt you?”

	Arthur had his face buried and did not answer right away. Slowly he lifted his head to look at Kuro. His hair was hanging down over his face in dark green tangles, as if he were wearing a wig of seaweed. His eyes, bloodshot from crying, peeked out between the tangled mats. “I’m fine, Kuro,” he said unconvincingly.

	“What are you doing here?” asked Kuro. “Are they kicking you out of school?”

	“No,” mumbled Arthur. “I’m not in trouble or anything. I just didn’t think the others would want to share a dorm with a changeling.”

	Kuro imagined that Arthur might be right about that. He remembered how the other boys had treated him when they’d thought he might steal from them. They would probably like a changeling even less, especially if they believed any of the stories of him turning into a violent monster in class. Kuro wasn’t going to let his friend sleep alone, though. “Wait here.”

	He pulled the pillows off his and Arthur’s beds and started dragging them back to the lounge. He was intercepted by Oliver and Sean, who both looked worried. “Do you know what’s happened to Arthur?” Sean asked fearfully.

	“He’s sleeping in the lounge,” replied Kuro, giving each boy an accusing glare. “He thinks you’re afraid of him. I’m going to join him.”

	Kuro did his best to storm defiantly out of the dorm, but that is very difficult to do when carrying a large pile of bedding. It ended up being more of a surly shuffle, but he hoped they got the impression anyway.

	Kuro delivered the bedding to Arthur and set himself up beside him. “Thanks,” said Arthur, still sulking.

	“Not at all,” said Kuro.

	Arthur was quiet for a while as he arranged his blankets and fluffed his pillow. Slowly Arthur’s hair returned to its normal sandy blond colour and shortened enough to let his face show through. He seemed to be making no effort to keep his appearance stable. Eventually, he broke his silence. Speaking quietly, so the others in the lounge wouldn’t hear, he asked, “Can you tell me what happened in class after the flowers bloomed?”

	“Don’t you remember?” asked Kuro in astonishment.

	Arthur looked ashamed. “Only sort of. I remember feeling really sick, and a really bad headache and a pain in my chest. I was scared and couldn’t see clearly; my eyes were changing too fast. Then it’s sort of hazy until I woke up with Charlie petting my head like a dog.”

	Kuro explained as best he could about his shapes, his trying to attack Evelyn, Charlie trapping him, De Rigueur blasting Evelyn, and the whole class standing in the way so De Rigueur couldn’t attack again.

	“Did they really do that?” asked Arthur, getting a little teary eyed again.

	“Yeah, they did,” replied Kuro a little bitterly. Something he hadn’t been able to express had been clawing away at the back of his mind since it had happened. “I guess they like you better than me. Nobody would have stuck up for me like that.”

	Arthur opened his mouth to argue, but he didn’t get the chance. They were both startled by a voice from above them. “It’s n-not like that,” said Oliver defensively. He was poking his head over the top of the sofa and looking in on their hiding place. “Look, we m-messed up once. We d-didn’t want to d-do it again. I just kept seeing Ms. McCutcheon’s angry face in my head, yelling at us that we should do better, and then all of a sudden I was standing there with you.”

	“Really?” Arthur and Kuro said together, unbelieving.

	“Yeah,” replied Oliver resolutely. “Now m-make some space.” He threw his pillow and blanket over the back of the sofa and started to climb back to join them. He was followed by another hail of pillows and blankets, and Sean Cassidy clambered over.

	“What are you doing here?” demanded Kuro.

	“Same as Oliver,” said Sean indignantly. “Besides, I’m still sleeping down here this week, remember?”

	“Aren’t you afraid of me?” asked Arthur, pushing himself back into the corner away from the boys.

	“I mean, a b-bit,” admitted Oliver as he laid out his bedding. “B-but you’ve had lots of ch-chances to k-kill us and take our p-places this year and you haven’t. I’m not s-so worried.”

	The four boys had never really spent time together. They started to share their adventures of the year so far. Oliver and Sean’s hadn’t landed them in the nurse’s office quite as often as Kuro’s, but they had been in a brawl with some Vertheim boys, and on the winning team of a junior lacrosse tournament. Oliver had also singed off his own eyebrows in evocations class, and Sean had made a turnip explode all over himself when he was trying to practise telekinesis.

	They weren’t able to talk for long before being overheard. Charlie’s head, with hedgehog-like hair, appeared over the back of the sofa, grinning. The boys barely got out half of an explanation before she loudly declared “Sleepover!” and ran to get her things.

	She reappeared soon after, dragging her bedding and a reluctant Marie. Their growing pile of bedding soon attracted Meredith’s attention, who resigned herself to keeping a responsible eye on the impromptu slumber party and claimed the sofa for herself.

	Word spread, and the party grew. Soon half of Autumn was camped out in the lounge room in solidarity. The story of the day’s events was retold a dozen times, usually by Charlie, getting more elaborate every time. The older students applauded the first years’ bravery at standing up to De Rigueur. They comforted Arthur’s worries about being a changeling, though he was forced to spend five minutes changing his hair colour.

	He was so embarrassed by the attention that he was having trouble turning it and any other part of himself any shade except fuchsia.

	It turned out that Arthur wasn’t the only oddity in the room. He was comforted by Meredith, who talked about her ogre heritage. A fairly short high school senior with unusually large feet explained that his grandfather had been a barbegazi, and a girl claimed that she was one sixty-fourth djinn, but it didn’t do her any good.

	The room was boisterous and joyful, and every square inch of space was covered with blankets, pillows, and loudly talking students. It felt to Kuro like his first real night at Avalon. It didn’t feel like a prison, or like everyone was spying on him. The whole lodge was together and happy. The older students shared stories with their juniors about past adventures. Charlie’s magic brush was passed around the room, and half the students ended up with strange hairstyles. Seniors showed off their trickiest spells, turning pillows into marshmallows and making silverware waltz. A few of them got together and enchanted the hardwood floor to be soft and yielding like the stone benches in the amphitheatre.

	Slowly the chatter in the lounge died down, and everyone started to drift off to sleep much later than they should have. Kuro’s was the last set of eyes in the room to shut. He was too happy to sleep and didn’t want the return of classes the next day to spoil his mood. When sleep finally took him, he had, for the first time in his memory, pleasant dreams.

	 


Twenty-two
The Blue Bowler

	Evelyn did not appear in class the next day, or the next. Rumour was that she had been knocked into some potions by De Rigueur’s spell and was covered in fur. Kuro knew the truth but kept it to himself. He smiled inwardly, remembering the large moustache and goatee that he had painted on her face, and how Marie had turned her hair and new beard bright green before leaving her at the infirmary. It was an image that would keep him grinning in the darkest times.

	Arthur had become much more relaxed. Though still quiet, shy, and awkward, he smiled more openly and laughed more often. He had also become vastly better at magic since he no longer needed to concentrate on staying the same shape.

	Not everyone was as comfortable with Arthur as the Lodgers. Many distrusted changelings and would cross the hallway or classroom to avoid him. Others, Evelyn included, made cruel remarks, jeers, and implied threats. Arthur pretended that it didn’t bother him, but he avoided going anywhere without the protection of a couple of friends.

	A side effect of not trying to stay the same shape meant that he rarely did. He would change based on his mood and often started to look like the people he was listening to if they talked for too long. That meant he frequently took on the appearance of Charlie or his teachers. An hour listening to Mrs. Lovelace talk about geometric formulas one day had him looking like a cubist rendition of the teacher.

	United with his friends, the final months of school flew by for Kuro. All too soon, that ease and comfort was replaced with the horror of final reports and the looming threat of exams. While he had improved a lot since he’d arrived, he still struggled through every assignment. He felt almost good enough at reading, writing, and magic to start the year, not finish it.

	He sat in the library with his friends, attempting to work through Charlie’s chatter, when their session was interrupted by a surprise visit from Sabine. Kuro had already seen her earlier in the month and believed everything to be arranged for the summer.

	“I’m very sorry,” she said politely to the four of them. “Could I borrow Kuro from you? I have some exciting news for him.”

	She led him back up to the castle and waited until well out of earshot of other students before starting to explain. “It looks as though you won’t have to go to the orphanage after all,” she said warmly.

	Kuro couldn’t understand why this was good news. “But I want to go to the orphanage. Meredith says it’s nice there,” he pleaded.

	“Oh, that is sweet,” Sabine said consolingly. “I’m sure that you could visit if you want, but we’ve found a better place. We’ve found your family.”

	Kuro was so surprised that he tripped over his feet and nearly fell flat on his face. He didn’t have any family. Phineas had been very clear about that. He was an experiment. Phineas had created him from raw materials. Had he lied? Was Sabine mistaken? Did Kuro actually have a real family?

	Sabine led Kuro to the room where they normally met. She opened the door and gave Kuro a little nudge to walk inside. A man was in the chair where Sabine normally sat. He was well dressed in a crisp grey business suit and wore a bright blue bowler hat. He sat with the posture of a very proud man, straight backed, one leg crossed casually over the other, exposing a well-polished shoe. His face was hard to read. He was clean shaven and looked a little bit weathered. His lips were spread in a broad warm smile, but his eyes remained distant and judgemental. The man seemed strangely familiar, but Kuro couldn’t recall knowing anyone, or stealing from anyone, who wore such a bright blue hat.

	“This is Mr. Jonathan Smith,” said Sabine. “Your uncle.”

	The man stood up. “Thank you, Ms. El-Assar.” His smile grew even wider as he surveyed Kuro. “We had all thought you were lost in the accident with your parents, Albert. I’ve not seen you since you were a babe in arms. That’s your name, Albert. I’m told they’ve been calling you Kuro.”

	The voice was familiar. Kuro knew it. He just couldn’t place it. He’d heard it before, but it was like a dream he’d forgotten. “Come here and let me look at you,” the man said warmly.

	Kuro felt his legs moving beneath him automatically; the very thought of refusing to do what he was told made him weak. It was Phineas Hearn. It could only be him. He had to obey the voice of his master even if he didn’t recognize it. Phineas was using a distracting draught and that ridiculous blue bowler to disguise himself.

	Kuro looked closer at the man. He wasn’t sure he would have recognized him even without magic. He looked healthy, strong, and self-assured. He smelled clean, and his clothes were neatly pressed. He moved with confidence and precision. The only thing that was really the same as the Phineas Kuro knew was the eyes. They were still cold, calculating, and filled with loathing. “How—” Kuro started to say, but he was cut off.

	“Don’t say another word,” said Phineas. “We’ll have plenty of time for questions later.”

	Kuro’s voice evaporated, and his jaw clamped shut.

	Phineas seemed very pleased with that reaction. “Go get your things and hurry straight back,” he said loudly. Then he leaned in closer and said, “And any of my things you happen to have. Do you understand?”

	Kuro nodded. His body walked itself to the dorm and started throwing his few possessions into his book bag. The few students studying in the lounge took no notice of him as he entered and left without a word.

	It was terribly unfair, Kuro thought. He had finally felt at home, felt what freedom was like. Before he had come to Avalon, he’d never known what he was missing. Going back to Phineas would be a hundred times worse now. He wished that someone would notice him, that he’d run into a teacher, that they would see something was wrong, but the grounds were empty. Everyone was either in class or studying for exams. He walked back into the meeting room with his belongings loaded into his book bag and looked helplessly at Sabine, but she seemed oblivious. She smiled at him and patted his head.

	“I’ll be taking him to meet the rest of the family now,” said Phineas. “No need to worry. Follow me, Kuro.” He led Kuro out of the meeting room, down the stairs, and out along the paths to the ferry dock.

	“I’ve spent the last three months trying to find you, boy,” Phineas complained once they were out of earshot of anyone. “I expected you dead, and instead I find they’ve made you into a wizard.” Phineas seemed disgusted by the idea. “Where are my things? My notebook and my shell, do you have them? Tell me. Where are they?”

	Kuro’s jaw finally unclenched. “No, master,” he said sullenly. “I hid them in Detritus.”

	“They were already hidden,” Phineas snapped and raised his hand as though to hit Kuro.

	“I feared they would be found if the Hounds came back.” Kuro shrunk back.

	Phineas looked around and lowered his hand. He was unwilling to risk being seen delivering a beating on the grounds of the school, though his anger was still palpable. “They did return. They found my cane and used it to condemn me. It bore the history of the things that it had done. Why didn’t you hide that?” he snapped viciously.

	“You ordered me never to touch your cane,” Kuro snivelled.

	Phineas’s expression softened to one of interest rather than rage. “Following my orders even in my absence? Better than I expected. Much better.” He was speaking to himself more than Kuro.

	They reached the empty docks and continued along the pier toward the edge of the veil. Before they crossed through, they heard someone calling to them. Phineas whipped around and raised a new cane. Kuro felt the electric charge building up on it to attack whoever approached. He turned, fearful of who might be unlucky enough to find them.

	Charlie was running as fast as she could down the pier after them. “Wait!” she yelled. “You can’t go.”

	Run away, thought Kuro as loudly as he could. Don’t come. He’ll kill you.

	Phineas did not reach for his cane, though. He relaxed and returned to his smiling false affectation. “Tell me, is that a friend of yours, Kuro?” he said pleasantly.

	“Yes,” said Kuro, unable to resist his master’s order.

	“I suppose they’ve taught you some magic here, haven’t they?” He patted Kuro on the shoulder paternally as Charlie ran closer. She was nearly at the gates.

	Charlie staggered to a stop a few feet from Kuro and Phineas, the veil shimmering next to them. “They said,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “They said you were leaving.” She gulped down some air. “Leaving without saying goodbye. Not allowed.”

	Why had somebody told her? Kuro’s heart was pounding in his chest. Maybe Phineas would let her go. Maybe he would want to keep himself secret.

	Phineas crouched down and whispered darkly to Kuro, “Show me what they’ve taught you. Show me that you’re loyal to me. Get rid of her.”

	Kuro looked into Phineas’s eyes. There was no question what Phineas meant, but his words had left room for Kuro to interpret.

	Kuro raised his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said to Charlie, who was completely bewildered by Kuro’s actions. “Hlàtr,” he said sadly as he swept his hand forward and pointed toward Charlie.

	A stream of black ash flew out and hit her square in the chest. She dropped to the ground and lay motionless.

	Kuro walked over to her unmoving body and checked her pulse.

	“Impressive. I don’t know that one. You’ll have to teach it to me,” commented Phineas, unmoved by the apparent murder he had just witnessed. “You’re finally achieving your purpose. How is she?”

	It did not surprise Kuro that Phineas didn’t know about a spell that would make people laugh or make people sad. Such things were beneath him. Kuro moved to check on Charlie. She was catatonic with grief. “About as you would expect,” answered Kuro.

	“Excellent. You never forget your first.” Phineas smiled in approval. “Get rid of the body. We don’t want to be found out too soon.”

	Kuro dragged Charlie’s limp body out through the veil at the end of the ferry dock. After passing through, he was immediately knee deep in the surf and had to fight to keep Charlie’s head above water. Hoping that the veil would obscure his actions enough from Phineas, he wrestled her up a little distance onto dry land and in clear sight of one of Dani’s bird-watching cameras. He just hoped that she was keeping an eye on them. He knew that Charlie would be trapped there, unable to move out in the Blandlands without her magic to help her, but that also meant she couldn’t get back up and risk Phineas realizing the ruse. “Someone will find you here,” Kuro said. “I’m sorry.”

	As soon as Kuro had returned through the veil, Phineas said, “Come, we must be off before any alarm is raised.” Tied up to the dock was a motorboat, which Phineas must have stolen from someone in the Blandlands. He dropped down into the boat and with few muttered words and a gesture had it untie itself. “Get in.”

	Kuro climbed into the boat, which Phineas guided out of the freshwater inlet, through the veil, and out into the salty bay. Once clear of the veil, Phineas started up the engine, and they roared across the choppy water.

	Kuro watched the rocky bird-covered island fade from view behind them, wondering if he would ever return.

	 


Twenty-three
The Return to Detritus Lane

	They tore across the bay faster than seemed at all safe. The boat bounced over the choppy waves and felt at constant risk of capsizing. Kuro wondered where Phineas had even learned to drive a Blandlands boat, or if he was just making it up as he went.

	Phineas had the foresight to dress for the journey, but his consideration had not extended beyond himself, so Kuro was soaked and shivering from the icy spray off the water by the time they had crossed the bay. Once close enough to see the shore clearly, they slowed to cruise along it, looking for the visible shimmer of the veil that would mark an entrance.

	After a fair time searching, they pushed through the veil and into the Feylands at the port where ferry to Avalon was docked. Once through, the gasoline engine sputtered out, and Phineas had to push the boat the rest of the way to the dock with magic.

	Not wanting anyone coming or going from the island in any kind of hurry, Phineas sank both his boat and the ferry. He did it casually, with a simple spell that turned their metal hulls into sugar, which quickly dissolved out from under them.

	They had remained silent for the journey, but now that they no longer had the roar of the engine or the din of the wind rushing loudly in their ears, Kuro couldn’t help but ask some burning questions. “Master,” he said as submissively as possible. “Where have you been? I heard that you were taken to Niflheim Prison.”

	“Oh, I was,” replied Phineas, a sneer on his lip.

	“But how did you escape?”

	“The same way I got you at Avalon,” he gloated. “Through the front door.”

	“You were released?” exclaimed Kuro in horrified amazement.

	“Oh, no,” laughed Phineas. “Not exactly.” He leaned in close and whispered to Kuro. “Don’t tell anyone, but the inmates are running the asylum.”

	Kuro wasn’t sure what that meant, and Phineas refused to elaborate. Instead he got into a waiting car and, barely giving Kuro time to seat himself, sped down the road away from the docks.

	“Where are we going?” Kuro risked asking.

	“We’re going to fetch my things in Detritus,” he explained. “Now be quiet. Your time away has made you unpleasantly talkative.”

	They did not take the normal route from the docks to Detritus, east to Bytown and then to Detritus by way of the market. Bytown was far too infested with the Royal Guard. Instead they turned away from Bytown and shot along the fairy road that spanned the northern reaches of the Feylands. Within an hour they were crossing the western mountains and pulling to a stop outside a dilapidated farmhouse standing alone near the coast, the wilds reclaiming its untilled fields.

	Phineas hid the car, driving it into a thick stand of bushes, where it wouldn’t be seen from the road. He led Kuro through the fields to a crumbling shed. He pushed Kuro through the doorway, and Kuro tripped out into a maintenance closet in the Blandlands.

	Kuro felt foolish for being surprised. Detritus Lane had many such gateways. He should have known that similar openings would exist along other fairy roads. Kuro didn’t know how Phineas had come to learn of this particular exit, but he could guess at why they had used it. If the Hounds were somehow following them, they would have a much harder time keeping their trail through the Blandlands.

	Phineas pushed Kuro out of the closet into a busy bus terminal. The signs told Kuro that they were in the city of Vancouver. He had been there before, but not this part of town. Detritus never let out anywhere so clean.

	His master’s discomfort at being outside the veil was obvious. While the Hounds would not be able to follow him here by any magical means, he too was all but powerless. He kept a firm hand on Kuro as they walked through the streets. Kuro could feel tension building in Phineas’s grip as they moved, and he looked with suspicion at everyone they passed.

	The quality of the buildings and the cleanliness of the streets waned as they marched on, until they finally pushed past a couple of homeless people begging on the streets and into a familiar public washroom badly in need of repair. Kuro knew the place. The stall on the end led to Detritus. Kuro suspected that Phineas had learned this passage from watching Kuro through his familiar, back when he had been sober enough to bother with such things.

	They walked in through the stall and out through a gap between buildings in Detritus. Kuro found his bearings and led Phineas down the cobbled street to where Kuro had stashed his master’s belongings. Dark eyes stared out at them from darker shadows as they passed. Phineas sneered at the filth in the streets and the uncouth people. It seemed he had become too good for such things during his time away.

	Kuro found the drainpipe that led to the cistern in which he had stowed the items, squeezed inside, and started to worm his way along. He was surprised to find that it was a tighter fit than he remembered. He had grown some over the year at Avalon, in both length and girth. He reached the fork in pipes and took the third, unseen path, slid down the slimy incline, and felt around in the darkness. He found the collection just as he had left it: hanging from a valve in Phineas’s old leather satchel. He checked the contents, and all seemed to be there: the journal, the equipment, and the box with the whispering seashell.

	He hauled himself and both of his bags back out of the hole and emerged filthy and panting. He didn’t even have a chance to brush himself off before Phineas had grabbed his satchel and started rooting through it. He pulled the notebook out and leafed through it quickly, then pulled out the seashell and put it to his ear.

	While Phineas was distracted with inspecting his lost belongings, Welk, one of the lutin from the lodge, appeared in front of Kuro. If Kuro hadn’t been ordered to silence, he would have shouted in surprise. The lutin handed over an essay that Kuro had submitted to Ms. Crawley, winked, and vanished. Scrawled in large red letters across the front were the words “We’re coming.” Kuro, confused, shoved the paper in his satchel, hoping Phineas wouldn’t see.

	“What was that?” demanded Phineas, hearing the flap of Kuro’s bag close. “Tell me.”

	“A lutin delivered some post to me,” said Kuro, unable to lie to his master.

	Phineas briefly scanned the lane for threats before grabbing Kuro and rushing for a Blandlands exit.

	Kuro caught sight of Welk’s wide lutin eyes appearing and disappearing in the shadows between buildings as they ran along the lane.

	When they reached the exit back to the washroom in Vancouver, Phineas paused to check for observers. He caught sight of a barn owl, perched on a nearby building, observing them with interest.

	He recognized the danger and turned to grab Kuro, but in that moment, the quiet of Detritus Lane was split by the crackle of electricity. A cage of lightning appeared around Phineas as Ms. Crawley stepped from the shadows between buildings and put herself between him and Kuro. Across the alley, Principal McCutcheon lighted gently on the ground, having apparently leapt from high above. She drew an amber wand, which she charged, ready to unleash a storm of lightning should Phineas try to do anything foolish.

	Kuro looked up to see where she had come from and saw Charlie, cackling victoriously, on a magic carpet with Sabine. Charlie had a dowsing rod balanced on her finger which pointed directly at Kuro.

	“How?” demanded Phineas, furious when he saw Charlie alive and well.

	Ms. Crawley answered. “Did you really think that Kuro would murder someone? He merely paralyzed Charlotte and hid her outside the veil.”

	“Why you little—” Phineas started to say, but Ms. McCutcheon waved her wand threateningly.

	“Manners please,” she said condescendingly. “There are children present.”

	“How did you find me so quickly?” growled Phineas.

	This time Ms. McCutcheon answered. “Your kidnappee helped to develop a system by which the lutin of Avalon can find a student quite easily. Also, Kuro has slightly sticky fingers,” she said with a hint of approval. “He seems to have stolen something precious from Charlotte when he was hiding her in the Blandlands.”

	Kuro pulled Charlie’s locket out of his pocket and let it dangle on its chain. He felt compelled to explain, “I was just keeping it safe for her, actually. I’m not allowed to steal.”

	“How did you find her? Where did you even get a boat? You should have been trapped on the island,” Phineas grumbled.

	“Do you honestly believe that we don’t monitor the Blandlands side of Avalon?” asked the principal, insulted at his insinuations. “Or that we don’t have a means of leaving the island without a ferry? What sort of establishment do you take us for?”

	“An embarrassment to magical practice everywhere,” replied Phineas coldly.

	Ms. Crawley reclaimed the conversation. “Would you care to tell us who you are and why you have kidnapped one of our students?”

	“Why, of course.” Phineas’s initial fury was quickly being replaced with a calm and calculated anger. Slowly he removed his bright blue bowler hat and let it fall to the ground.

	“Phineas Hearn!” exclaimed Ms. Crawley in shock and fury. “You monster, I should kill you where you stand.”

	“Manners, Beatrice,” he said, smiling maliciously. “There are children present.”

	Ms. Crawley looked ready to act on her threat. “You enslaved my mind and then stole two years of my memories when you were done with me. Two years of my life, and I have no idea what terrible things you made me do.”

	Kuro looked between the two. This explained what Ms. Crawley had meant about having had similar experiences to him.

	Phineas was far too calm for his situation. Something wasn’t right. “Dear Beatrice. I never enslaved you. I never had you under any sort of spell. You assisted me of your own free will. I just kept your memories when we were finished to protect you.”

	“Liar!” shouted Ms. Crawley.

	“Am I?” He retrieved the seashell from his bag and crushed it in his hand. Whispering silver threads flowed from its remains toward Ms. Crawley and wove themselves through her eyes and nose. Her jaw went slack as the stolen memories returned to her all at once, and the lightning cage she had conjured faded.

	“You can stop whatever it is you think you are doing right now, Phin.” Ms. McCutcheon’s commanding voice.

	Phineas turned to face the principal. “Oh my, you remember me.” His voice was dripping with arrogance. “I’m flattered, but I must refuse. You see, I have the advantage. It’s three against one, and I have two hostages.”

	“What in the world are you talking about? Stand down,” ordered Ms. McCutcheon.

	“Sabine, please come down here!” shouted Phineas. “And Beatrice, would you kindly keep hold of my disloyal servant.”

	Ms. Crawley turned on Kuro and grabbed him firmly. She dragged him in front of her to face Ms. McCutcheon and conjured a blade in her hand to hold against his throat.

	Sabine on the carpet was wrestling to keep Charlie under control as they wafted slowly downward.

	“You see,” said Phineas casually, “Ms. El-Assar is currently under my control, and my young assistant Beatrice has always been on my side; she just didn’t remember. Isn’t that right, Beatrice?”

	“So it seems,” replied Ms. Crawley.

	“Drop your wand,” Phineas ordered.

	Ms. McCutcheon looked between the two women she had brought as allies. Slowly she lowered her amber wand and let it clatter to the ground, the electric charge it had stored releasing harmlessly into the pavement. “Just don’t hurt the children,” she pleaded.

	“Oh, what a lovely day,” gloated Phineas. “I’ve my research and assistant restored and a principal of Avalon on bended knee before me.”

	Phineas leaned on his walking stick and continued to gloat, but Kuro had a hard time listening because someone else was speaking to him. Ms. Crawley’s voice echoed around his head as she spoke directly into his mind. “I need you to trust me. I’m going to do something. The moment I move, I need you to grab Charlie and run. Nod if you understand.”

	Kuro didn’t understand much of what was going on, but he understood the instructions. He nodded, and the whispering continued. “Three . . . two . . . one . . . go!”

	Kuro burst forward with every bit of magic he could muster. A jet of blue light shot over his shoulder from Ms. Crawley toward Sabine. Sabine reacted quickly to block the spell, but it hadn’t been aimed at her. The magic carpet unravelled beneath her.

	She and Charlie started to fall, but Kuro was quick enough to get under them. He tried to catch them the same way Charlie had caught him and Evelyn months earlier, with an explosively predictable result. The air burst, flattening Kuro against the ground, and throwing Charlie and Sabine in opposite directions.

	Kuro peeled himself off the pavement and prepared to flee, but Phineas barked an order at him: “Get back here.”

	Unable to disobey, Kuro spun on his heels and shot back toward Phineas, but he ran straight past. He had to follow orders, but he only had to do what he was told, nothing more. He flew past his master and dashed down the street toward where Charlie had landed.

	She had barely managed to untangle her limbs and right herself when Kuro grabbed her wrist and began dragging her away from the battle that was erupting behind them. Before he could really get his feet moving, Phineas managed to spit out another order between his spells.

	“Stop!” shouted Phineas.

	Kuro’s muscles seized, and it was Charlie’s turn to pull. She yanked on his arm and shouted for him to move, but she wasn’t strong enough to move both of them at any speed. Kuro could hear the cracks of lightning and feel the waves of heat behind him as Sabine and Phineas traded evocations with Ms. Crawley and Ms. McCutcheon. He could also see wisps of glowing smoke knotting themselves together a few feet from them.

	Sabine and Phineas were summoning their familiars in moments between hurling balls of fire. The shape of Phineas’s crow formed quickly, but Sabine’s was taking longer due to its size.

	It quickly became clear why she had refused to do so back in their small meeting room in Avalon. It was huge. It had hide like armour plating, legs like tree trunks, and a horn on its nose nearly as big as Kuro. “A rhinoceros!” shouted Charlie in momentary delight, before the giant creature turned its attention to them and started to move their way. It was still just the smoky impression of the beast, but it was rapidly condensing into something very solid and very dangerous.

	Kuro felt Charlie’s grip on him slip as she started to back away. He knew that he needed to find a gap in his orders, but it was hard to think when a giant was stomping toward him. He had to stop.

	He had stopped.

	He hadn’t been told for how long, though. That was good enough reasoning for his feet, at least. They started running again before the rest of his mind had caught up.

	His movement spurred Charlie to do the same. She turned and ran, fighting to keep pace with Kuro. Her legs were a tornado of motion, and her upper body was nearly still. Kuro couldn’t tell how much she was running and how much she was just pulling herself forward with magic, but she was clearly pushing herself. Her face was twisted in pain at the effort.

	The rhinoceros gave chase. Even as it grew skin and bones and became a solid creature, it remained incredibly fast. Despite its enormous mass, it was gaining on them.

	Kuro could feel the wind gathering behind him to push him still faster, but if he let it, Charlie would be left behind. He begged the wind that had saved him so many times to share, to spread wide and carry them both, but it was no use. They needed another way out.

	Kuro looked to the roofs, his usual means of escape, but Charlie couldn’t jump like he could, and Phineas’s crow was above them, following their path and guarding any attempt to climb.

	They were approaching a narrow side street. A sharp turn down an alley too small for the monster might work. Kuro grabbed Charlie and shouted to turn. They shot sideways into the passage between a rotting cabin and abandoned coffee shop.

	He was right in guessing that the rhino couldn’t turn quickly or fit easily; however, it did not appear to care about those inconveniences. It cut the corner, smashing through the glass walls of the coffee shop and tearing open the side of the cabin to get to the children.

	Without the walls to contain it, all the extra space that was folded up inside the buildings came spilling out. A flood of wood and glass, stairs and sofas, poured from the gash. It slowed the beast but did not stop it.

	They zigged and zagged through back alleys while the rhinoceros tore up buildings in their wake. If ever they were close to evading the monster, Phineas’s crow would screech out to guide the rhino to them.

	While Kuro guided their flight, Charlie did her best to fight off their pursuers. She picked up pieces of loose debris with her magic and hurled them at the familiars. She couldn’t lift anything large while also concentrating on running, certainly nothing that would dissuade a rhinoceros, but the sticks and stones she could hurl helped to keep the crow at a safe distance.

	“We need a Blandlands exit!” shouted Kuro.

	“I can’t move out there!” replied Charlie.

	“Not for us!” Kuro changed direction, bringing them back closer to Detritus Lane proper.

	He scanned the lane for familiar passages. They were nearing the back end of the lane, far from Bytown and near Kuro’s church. His best option was a closet in a nearby rotting bookstore. He pulled Charlie forward with new purpose, even as the crow betrayed their location and the rhinoceros charged out into the street.

	“In there” was all Kuro could sputter out as he ran them toward the front of a derelict shop.

	Kuro had a moment of fear that they’d be crushed between the rhino and the wall before they could get in, but the door flew open on its own. Charlie stumbled from the effort of splitting her attention, but Kuro caught her well enough to direct their tumbling collapse into the store.

	He pulled her up and helped her stumble to the back of the store, where a large crooked cabinet stood with one door hanging half open on broken hinges. He could feel the pounding feet of the rhino at full charge through the floor.

	Kuro turned with his back to the cabinet and held Charlie’s hand as the rhino crashed through the front window of the store and barreled toward them. It reared its head, ready to sweep at the children with its massive horn.

	Kuro let go of Charlie and tossed her locket into the air between them. He tried to hold it there with his mind and failed explosively. The burst of air sent Kuro one way and Charlie the other. The locket flew high, and the doors of the cabinet burst inward. As powerful as the blast was, it did little to slow a charging rhinoceros, which crashed headlong through the closet and out into a grimy public washroom in the Blandlands.

	They could hear screams and panic filter through the veil as the Blandlanders reacted to a full-sized rhinoceros emerging from a toilet stall at high speed before dissolving into luminous smoke.

	The remains of the rhino streamed past the children, returning to Sabine. Kuro hoped that the infusion of memories from her familiar would distract her as it had Vice Principal Flint, giving Ms. Crawley and Ms. McCutcheon an advantage. Regardless of how the fight was going, in moments Sabine would know their location. With all their backtracking through the side alleys, they weren’t as far from where they started as Kuro would have liked.

	Kuro’s legs were heavy from running, and his chest complained for more air than he could give it, but he managed to stumble over to Charlie, reclaiming the locket from the splintered wood, shattered glass, and shredded books that littered the floor.

	She was in worse shape than Kuro. She could barely move one limb at a time and was fighting to stifle a nosebleed. “We need to go,” Kuro said, pressing her locket into her hand.

	“I don’t think I can,” replied Charlie, who struggled to even get the locket into a pocket.

	Kuro could hear the crow outside calling, betraying their position. How long until the rhino returned, or a victorious Phineas appeared?

	“I’ll carry you,” said Kuro. “Get in my bag.”

	Charlie looked for a moment as though she would argue, as if she wouldn’t suffer the indignity of being carried in a satchel. When she failed to get both her legs to obey her at the same time, however, she conceded and flopped gracelessly into the bag.

	Kuro ran from the devastated bookshop at speed. He considered hiding, but Phineas’s crow was watching. Fleeing to the Blandlands was a good option, but he had no idea what would happen to Charlie in his bag if he did. If he was going to do that, then he had to put her somewhere safe before he did. He could think of only one safe place left in Detritus.

	His feet carried him to his church before he had even finished forming his plan. It was just as he had left it: burned out and gutted, with the spirits of several parishioners waiting for a sermon in their scorched pews.

	All he needed to do was make it to the hidden stairs beneath the pulpit before the bird saw what he was doing. He could toss the bag down, and Charlie would be safe so long as Kuro led the crow away.

	He didn’t make it.

	“Stand still, you insolent weasel!” shouted Phineas from the doorway.

	Kuro’s feet ground to a halt. He tried to move, to think of a way around the order. He hadn’t said for how long again. Kuro managed only one step before Phineas added, “And stay still!”

	Kuro turned as best he could to see his master. He was no longer the well-dressed gentleman who had taken him from the school. He was filthy, singed, and bleeding. He looked haggard and out of breath. He limped in the doorway and levelled his cane at Kuro. Kuro glanced around, hoping for rescue, but there was no sign of Ms. Crawley or Ms. McCutcheon.

	“They’re miles away. They don’t know the lane like we do, and Sabine is leading them on a merry chase.” He raised his cane, and with incredible malice in his voice, he began to chant a dirge of a spell.

	Kuro shut his eyes and waited for the end. He felt cold, a cold that ran straight to the bone and numbed the mind, but it did not hurt. It was slightly peaceful. That was, until the screaming started.

	“How dare you commit violence in my church!” cried Father John.

	Kuro opened his eyes. He was not dead; he was inside the ghostly priest. Kuro saw a violet glow on Father John’s chest where the dark spell had landed. It was rapidly fading. Father John’s flaming skull was blazing brighter and brighter with righteous fury, filling the burned-out church with ghastly light. “How dare you assault one of my parishioners!” he screamed so loudly that Kuro’s ears were left ringing.

	The other ghosts were rising from their pews. Their normally placid faces were twisting and turning monstrous with anger. “How dare you!” Father John screeched once more before charging. The ghost screamed so loudly that Phineas dropped his cane and covered his ears.

	Father John passed straight through Phineas, and the wizard staggered backwards, shocked by the cold. He shook off the feeling and tried to cast a spell that could ward off a spirit, but another flew through him, and another and another. His crow tried to come to his defence, shedding its feathers and fighting the ghosts spirit to spirit, but it was quickly overwhelmed. The entire congregation was flying through Phineas again and again. He was clutching his chest and shivering, but still he staggered toward Kuro with hate in his eyes.

	While the ghostly assault was not enough to stop Phineas entirely, it slowed him enough for a counterattack, though Kuro was still fixed in place, trying to think his way out of the orders he’d been given.

	Kuro saw his bag, lying on the ground nearby, move. Some blond bangs and a nose poked out of the opening. A heavy wooden pew lifted off the ground and flew straight at the embattled wizard. It knocked him from his feet and pinned him to the stone wall of the church.

	Phineas howled with pain and anger. He fought to push the pew off him with the force of his own mind. Even with the continued assault of the ghosts, it was clear that Phineas would soon overpower Charlie’s defence. Kuro did not want to know what Phineas would do to her in retribution if he freed himself. Kuro did not want to give him the chance.

	He wanted to disobey, but his body was refusing to move. “Charlie,” he said through clenched teeth. “I need you to raise my hand, point it at him.”

	“I can’t do it to other people,” she said. “I could hurt you.”

	“It’s okay, I trust you,” Kuro assured her. “And if we don’t do something, he’s gonna hurt us both.”

	Kuro felt a tug in his arm, like a cold hook through his wrist hauling it upward. Charlie levelled his hand at Phineas. Through the pain in his wrist and the thought of the betrayal he was about to commit, he could not find the focus he needed for the spell. The words escaped him. All he had was the fear of the moment. His head spun with his disobedience. His breaths became shallow, and his racing heart was slowing to a sluggish walk.

	Phineas saw Kuro weak and shaking, with a trembling hand outstretched. He saw him there and laughed. “You cannot stand against me, can you, boy? I made you. I own you.” He laughed again.

	It was the hollow, callous laugh of a man who knew nothing of joy. It was the laugh that haunted Kuro’s dreams and shook him to the core of his being. It was exactly the laugh that Kuro needed to align his mind and feelings into a single focused thought.

	 “Hlàtr,” he sang out with all the sadness and despair he carried with him. An ashy torrent flowed from Kuro’s finger and poured over Phineas. Tears welled up in Hearn’s eyes, and his face twisted in anguish before the sadness overtook him completely and he went limp.

	Kuro felt the penalty for his disobedience crash over him like a wave. He smiled with victorious freedom as the world sank to black, and he, too, tumbled to the ground.

	 


Twenty-four
Headaches

	Kuro woke not long after with his head throbbing, and his chest felt as though someone were sitting on it. Sabine and a pair of wizards in white he didn’t know were tending to him. Sabine looked battered and distressed but relieved when Kuro awoke.

	Kuro sat up and looked around. The church was busy with people. A dozen dangerous-looking mages in green uniform coats were talking to each other: Hounds. Several of them pointed charged wands or loaded crossbows threateningly at Phineas, while their canine familiars, including one large wolf, held him in place. Despite being bound and gagged, his eyes burned with a fury that made Kuro want to run.

	Ms. Crawley was standing apart from the others, looking very dark and unsettled. She was leafing through Phineas’s journal and scowling at what she saw.

	Father John was trying to calm the other spirits in the church without screaming too much, with mixed success. Ms. McCutcheon was there as well, unkempt, but apparently unharmed, judging by how furiously she was arguing.

	The man she was engaged with was, of course, Talen Dubois. He was attempting to treat her dismissively and was failing completely, to the obvious amusement of some of the other Hounds.

	“You knew. You bloody well knew, and you didn’t tell me,” scolded the principal.

	“I suspected, Liath. It was only a suspicion,” soothed Dubois. “I couldn’t be—”

	“Don’t ‘Liath’ me, Talen Dubois.” Her brow furrowed so deeply that Kuro thought her eyebrows would touch. “He could have died. He very nearly did. What could be gained from keeping a secret like this?”

	Something about that accusation struck a chord with the Hound. “Look,” he said testily. “I thought it would be better if he didn’t have it hanging over his head.”

	“And we would have been much better prepared to deal with it if we had known.” Ms. McCutcheon grabbed him by the collar and pointed at Phineas with obvious disgust. “And wasn’t he supposed to be in your prison?”

	Dubois cringed at the accusation.

	Kuro could have watched this all day. Seeing Dubois dismantled like a truant child was delightful. He wasn’t allowed to enjoy it for long, though. Sabine, who was helping him to sit up, cleared her throat politely to get the arguing pair’s attention and said, “He’s awake.”

	Ms. McCutcheon looked deeply relieved, and she swept over to him. “Kuro, how are you feeling?” She doted over him, checking his wounds and looking so worried and maternal that Kuro thought she might now be ensorcelled. 

	“I’m fine,” answered Kuro, though the splitting pain in his head said otherwise. He felt like his brains were going to leak out his nose.

	“Kuro . . .” She paused and looked very apprehensive. “Do you know what happened to Charlie? We can’t find her. She disappeared with you at the beginning of the fight and—”

	“She’s in my bag,” interrupted Kuro. He looked around for it and found that he was lying on top of it. He opened it up and yelled inside. “Hey Charlie, you okay?”

	Charlie was sitting on the floor inside his bag, leaning against some shelves. “Yeah, fine. Did we win?” she shouted back. They didn’t need to shout, but something about the space inside the bag made things seem farther away.

	“Yup. Everything is fine now, I think. Do you want to come out?” He laid the bag on its side and allowed Charlie to crawl out.

	Ms. McCutcheon’s caring expression slid from her face. She did not look at all pleased. “Where did you get that?” she demanded.

	“I don’t know,” said Kuro, pulling it tight to his chest protectively. He didn’t want it taken away, and he definitely didn’t want to get Ms. Wong from the lost and found in trouble for it. “I got it for Solstice. There was no name on the card.”

	She turned away, her expression frozen in frustration. “Dubois!” she bellowed.

	“How did you—” Dubois started before collecting himself. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“You sent a twelve-year-old boy an illegal magical artifact as a Yule gift?” Ms. McCutcheon had returned to her full principalness and was scolding him harshly. “What were you thinking, putting a magical field container in the hands of a child?”

	“It’s not illegal,” Dubois defended. “It’s properly registered.”

	“So you’re abusing your influence as a commander of the Guard, then?”

	Kuro looked at his bag, conflicted. Dubois had given it to him? Why? Did it matter? It was one of the two things he owned that he really cared about. Having it come from Dubois kind of spoiled it. Even so, he hoped desperately that it wouldn’t be taken from him.

	“Look,” said Dubois, attempting to stand up to Ms. McCutcheon. “He stumbled across it in the lost and found and seemed quite fond of it. I just thought he might not have much of a Solstice, so I sent something along.”

	They continued to bicker back and forth, but Charlie distracted Kuro from the show. She stood beside him, her eyes fixed on Phineas, who was still being held in place by several Hounds. “That’s really him, isn’t it?” she said a little distantly.

	Kuro nodded slightly.

	Charlie’s fists clenched, and her eyes started to shine with moisture. She walked shakily between the arguing adults and stood facing the bound wizard. She stared for a few moments, then began to shake, whether out of rage or sorrow or both, Kuro couldn’t tell. Without warning, she lunged forward and swung wildly with her clenched fist. She landed a solid hit right in his face before a pair of Hounds grabbed her and dragged her away. “You stole my mother!” she screamed.

	Sabine ran to her and put her arms around her, letting Charlie sob into her shoulder.

	“What was that about?” asked Dubois, shocked by the display.

	Ms. McCutcheon got very close to Dubois, forcing him to look her in the eye. “That is Charlotte Cook, Mr. Head of the Hounds. She is Helena Vigdis’s daughter.”

	“Oh” was all Dubois could manage.

	“Kuro’s best friend.”

	“Oh,” repeated Dubois, looking very uncomfortable.

	“Again, something we could have been prepared for if you weren’t keeping secrets from me.” The principal’s words were crisp and cutting.

	Dubois was rescued from further assault by one of the Hounds. “Boss, why are we keeping Hearn here? Can we bring him back to Niflheim, already?” said the grizzled, angry-looking woman with a slobbering boarhound at her heel.

	“Because I want him to remove the curse from Kuro,” explained Dubois.

	“What curse?” demanded Ms. McCutcheon, rounding on Dubois once more, their brief ceasefire ended.

	“Kuro is cursed,” Dubois explained. “A curse we couldn’t identify.”

	“And you saw no reason to let us know that there was a potentially dangerous curse wandering around campus?” complained Ms. McCutcheon. “Or did you need to keep it to yourself in case you could ever use it to your advantage?”

	“I thought he would be safe at Avalon,” said Dubois accusingly.

	“I thought Niflheim was inescapable,” countered Ms. McCutcheon.

	“Please stop fighting in front of the children,” interrupted Sabine sweetly. “They have had a very difficult day.”

	Dubois calmed a bit at Sabine’s scolding and glanced almost apologetically at Kuro. “Look, the curse was too dangerous to Kuro for us to remove, and I wasn’t going to let Phineas know we had Kuro in custody or give him any access to him. We weren’t even certain that Kuro and Phineas were related. But since that cat’s out of the bag, as it were, now seems a fine time to undo this thing.”

	Dubois turned his attention to the bound Phineas, and the captain’s familiar, the large wolf Garmr, growled menacingly. “How about you do your one good deed for the day and tell us how to break that curse?” Dubois suggested with ice in his voice. Phineas replied only with a cruel and victorious grin.

	“He can’t.” Ms. Crawley had remained silent and unnoticed until now. She closed Phineas’s journal and walked over to where Kuro was sitting. She knelt down and spoke directly to Kuro, where the others had only spoken to each other. “It’s baked right in,” she said. Her eyes were full of deep sadness and Kuro had a hard time looking into them. “Worked into every cell of your body from the moment you were conceived.

	“What are you talking about?” interrupted Ms. McCutcheon.

	Ms. Crawley responded to Ms. McCutcheon but didn’t look away from Kuro. “We created you. It took years of experimentation to mix Blandlands science and technology with magic to make you. You were our only success. None of the others survived incubation. You’re the world’s only half-lutin.”

	It was true. Phineas hadn’t been lying when he’d said that Kuro was just an experiment. “Why did you do it?” asked Kuro.

	Ms. Crawley sighed very deeply before continuing. “We were going to overthrow the government. We needed soldiers. Powerful wizards who could go anywhere and do anything they were ordered and be perfectly loyal to their masters. So we combined the genetics of a witch and a lutin and built in a curse from the beginning to make him unable to disobey. The hope was to make a unit that could cast like a wizard, travel like a lutin, follow orders without question, and be indistinguishable from a human. It looks like we may have failed more or less on every front. Particularly that obedience part.” She tousled Kuro’s hair affectionately.

	“You are saying ‘we’ a lot,” said Dubois suspiciously.

	“Yes,” Ms. Crawley responded, not turning away from Kuro. “I helped. I was on the team. It was Phineas, a master neuromancer; Roche, a master enchanter; Vincent, a stray geneticist; and myself, a spellcraft specialist. Until today I had believed that I was under Phineas’s control the whole time. All I remembered of those two years were hazy dreams. It seems the truth was that they had stolen my memories. They were returned this afternoon.”

	“If you were on Phineas’s side, why did you help me today?” asked Kuro.

	“Because, Kuro,” Ms. Crawley smiled softly. “I have had twelve years to become a better person. I made some very bad choices when I was younger. I don’t think it was their intention, but they gave me another chance at doing better when they took my memories. Phineas thought I would join him again once I remembered. I almost did. But I have spent the last decade learning and teaching. I’ve taught students to defend themselves from people like him. I am not the person he thought he knew.”

	“Are you going to have to go to Niflheim?” asked Kuro quietly.

	“Probably, yes,” answered Ms. Crawley as she brushed some of Kuro’s hair out of his face.

	“So you’re not coming back to teach next year?”

	“I’m sorry, no,” she said softly.

	“So. . . .” Kuro’s mind was turning over ideas slowly, still several steps behind in the conversation. “If you helped create me, does that make you my mother?” He wasn’t sure why he asked it. A small part of him just thought that it wouldn’t be so bad if he had one, and that she wouldn’t be the worst option.

	She put her arms around him and hugged him tightly. Kuro had never been hugged like that before. He didn’t really know what to do. He felt glad and sad at the same time, and tears started flowing freely from his eyes, though he wasn’t crying.

	“No, Kuro,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’m no more your mother than Phineas was your father. I’ve no right to be, either. I did terrible things, Kuro. But at least one good thing came of my mistakes. I’m very proud of who you have become. You’re already a better person than I’ve ever been.” She released him and held him at arm's length, as if to appraise him, and nodded approvingly.

	“Will I ever see you again?” asked Kuro.

	“I hope so,” said Ms. Crawley with a forced smile. She turned away from Kuro to face Dubois. Her teary eyes turned hard, and her face stiffened with resolve. “Here,” she said, handing him Phineas’s journal. “This should explain a great deal. I recommend destroying it. I’m ready to go when you are.”

	“Thank you, Beatrice.” Dubois looked conflicted. “You’re a very clever witch,” he said. “If you made a run for the Blandlands now, I’m not sure I’d be able to track you down.”

	She did not act on Dubois’s suggestion. Instead, she presented her hands to be bound. “I expect I will need to be gagged as well.”

	“Yes, I suppose you will,” said Dubois, accepting her surrender reluctantly. Dubois turned to Ms. McCutcheon. “Will you be all right bringing the children back on your own? I could provide an escort.”

	“Thank you, Talen,” said Ms. McCutcheon, her voice finally friendly towards the Hound. “Sabine, would you be able to take Miss Cook home to her father? I think she may need to spend a few days with her family. I will be along as soon as I can to explain what has happened.”

	Charlie and Kuro hugged before they left. “Thanks for coming to save me,” he said.

	“Anytime,” she answered, and they hugged again. “I’ll see you soon. Don’t have any fun without me.”

	Father John screeched his farewells too, and wished Kuro well. Kuro promised to visit whenever he could, and this seemed to please the tortured spirit very much.

	Some Hounds drove Kuro and Ms. McCutcheon back to the ferry dock. Dani’s motorboat was moored there, and she was waiting for them at her Blandlands dock when they arrived, at last, back at Avalon. She held Graeae and paced anxiously.

	Upon their arrival, Dani hugged both of them in relief and informed them that they were never to do that to her again.

	Kuro looked up at Ms. McCutcheon. The tyrant he thought he knew wore a warm and gentle expression and hugged Dani back with equal relief. He wondered how many other students had been allowed to see her like this: dishevelled, warm, and smiling. He suspected it was very few, for the moment they passed back through the veil, her appearance righted itself. She muttered as she walked away from the ferry dock, and as she did, she slowly reverted back to the Ms. McCutcheon he knew. Hey grey-streaked hair returned itself to a tight bun, her clothes righted and mended themselves, and the warmth and fatigue drained from her face, leaving her once again grim and proper. Once finished with herself, she did the same to Kuro, and his filthy, tattered clothes mended and cleaned themselves.

	“That should save us some questions,” said the renewed Ms. McCutcheon in a businesslike tone. “I will take you to the infirmary. Your wounds should be properly attended to by a nurse, and I suspect a quiet night’s sleep would do you some good.”

	They didn’t receive a single suspicious look on the way to the infirmary. Nobody they passed seemed to have even noticed them missing. The nurse took him in and had him drink a concoction that made him very sleepy.

	He fought it for a little while. His head was racing with the day’s events, but he had been exhausted before the drink, and its encouragement to sleep was more than he could contend with. His last thoughts as he drifted off to sleep were of Ms. Crawley and what she had said. He laughed to himself about the idea of him being a soldier. For once, he was glad to be a failed experiment.

	 


Twenty-five
School’s Out

	Kuro stayed in the infirmary the next day. He was well enough to leave, but he wasn’t ready to face a full day of class, or deal with whomever they had enlisted to replace Ms. Crawley.

	He refused to explain to Arthur or Marie what had happened until Charlie returned. He gave the reason that Charlie would tell it better than he could, which was true. He also felt that parts of the story were Charlie’s to tell, and he didn’t have the right to give them away.

	Kuro was right to wait for Charlie. She returned that weekend filled with her usual zeal. Her recounting of the story required her to leap between tables and swing from rafters. They spent considerably less time running from a rhinoceros in her version, and much more time beating up Phineas. Kuro decided her version was by far superior to the actual events.

	Arthur was thrilled by the story and oddly happy that Kuro was a half-lutin science experiment. He liked that he wasn’t the only one with a weird heritage. Marie was reluctant to get caught up in the excitement of it and said that wizards were all completely nuts. She insisted that it wasn’t normal to have your counsellor mind controlled or your principal get into duels in the streets. Despite that, she was the first to demand more whenever Charlie included a dramatic pause in her telling.

	Before they knew it, they were back to classes as though nothing had happened. Exams were fast approaching, introducing Kuro to a new form of misery. He had never studied for anything in his life, and he was having a hard time convincing himself that it was important after all he had been through. Marie, however, had no intention of letting him fail and dragged him and a similarly unfocused Charlie through their work. “I don’t want to have to go making new friends next year if all of you fail,” she explained.

	Kuro’s heart ached every time they had to go to spellcraft. Ogonov had replaced Ms. Crawley for the remainder of the term. He was very capable and knowledgeable, though he spent more time showing off than Ms. Crawley had, and he didn’t have the patience that she did. Kuro couldn’t help but think about Ms. Crawley languishing in a cell in Niflheim. He wished that she had run when Dubois had given her the chance and hoped that she was being treated well.

	Exam time came, and with it, hours of sitting in silence in a prisonlike room. It took all his resolve for Kuro not to flee from every exam and run into the Badlands to play among the fledgling birds there. With great restraint and threats from Marie that she would tie him to his chair, he managed to make it through all of them.

	The final day of school came faster than Kuro wished. He would have been happy if that last month had gone on forever. Kuro was surprised to discover, in the end, that he had failed only a single subject: evocation. He would be repeating it next year, but that wasn’t so bad, he thought. He might be ahead of the class this time. Also, it reminded him that he would actually be coming back next year, a thought that he couldn’t have imagined himself being happy about ten months prior.

	He did have a victory to celebrate when they received their final grades, though it had nothing to do with his own marks. Evelyn had finished top of their year in every subject except one: alchemy. Arthur had received top marks in that class, a fact he felt extremely guilty about, given that Kuro was solidly at the bottom.

	The ferry ride back across the bay the next day was bittersweet. Charlie, Arthur, and Marie were all happy to be seeing their families again, but none was happy to be leaving the others behind. Arthur finally got to ride with them on the same trip, and it became very clear why he hadn’t before. As he passed through the veil, his ever-shifting appearance scrambled and got stuck. He spent the ride looking much more like Marie than she was at all comfortable with.

	Kuro had a growing sense of apprehension about leaving Avalon. It felt like home now, and a part of him feared that if he left, it wouldn’t be there when he came back. He watched it fade into the distance behind them until it was completely out of sight.

	All four promised to try to visit each other, but none knew if they would be able to. They weren’t even certain they could write to each other. Charlie and Arthur could exchange mail via lutin post, but Marie informed them that they would have to use ordinary mail if they wanted to send letters. She also tried to explain about computers and email, but computers didn’t work properly behind the veil; they had too much energy whizzing around inside of them and started having thoughts of their own. Kuro didn’t even know where to tell them to send letters yet, but he took all of their addresses.

	As they disembarked, Kuro was quickly abandoned. Charlie and Arthur ran to meet their waiting families. Marie was put on a bus with the other fireflies and driven off toward their Blandlands exit.

	Charlie pulled her father over to meet Kuro before they left. He was a broad strong man who wore work boots and well-worn jeans and smelled like hay and dirt. He smiled at Kuro and extended a hand, but his eyes were despondent. Kuro thought that he must know who Kuro was and what had happened to his wife because of him. Kuro accepted the handshake and said “pleased to meet you” as apologetically as he could.

	Charlie noticed none of this and began recounting the last couple of weeks to her father as soon as the handshake broke. Kuro started missing her the moment she turned away. He could hear her boisterous voice even after they closed the doors on their rusty pickup truck.

	Arthur’s adoptive family was there to pick him up. His mother and little sister were waiting, though his father was notably absent. Arthur’s hair turned a swirl of neon colours as he ran up to greet them.

	Despite not being there to meet his son, Dubois was not entirely absent. A familiar lumberjack was standing alone on the dock. The disguised Dubois nodded to Kuro, inviting him to come speak to the Hound.

	The other children of the orphanage were still saying goodbyes to friends or waiting for Meredith, who had taken it on herself to speak to every parent of every first-year Lodger, so he lacked an excuse to refuse.

	“Dubois?” Kuro asked accusingly when he was close enough to speak to him without being overheard. “Shouldn’t you be with Arthur?”

	Dubois chuckled. “It’s best if people don’t connect him too much with me. He has enough to deal with without everyone knowing he’s the son of the Dread Wolf.”

	Kuro couldn’t argue but was annoyed that it meant he was stuck talking to Dubois instead. “What do you want?”

	Dubois smiled wolfishly. “Just keeping an eye on you.”

	“Still?” complained Kuro. “Am I still on parole?”

	Dubois sighed heavily and put a hand on Kuro’s shoulder. “You were never a prisoner. I’ve been trying to protect you.”

	“Didn’t work very well, did it?” Kuro scowled at the Hound.

	“No, it didn’t,” Dubois admitted. “Look, I’m used to keeping secrets. It’s part of my job. It’s also something of a bad habit, if you ask my wife.” He tried to laugh casually, as if that were a joke of some kind.

	“Or Ms. McCutcheon,” added Kuro.

	Dubois tensed as though he was going to defend himself, but he let it go. “Fair,” he conceded. “The point I’m trying to make here is that they’re right, and there are some more things you should know. When we returned Phineas to Niflheim, he was still in his cell. Somebody had cursed a stray to look like him and swapped them.”

	“I thought that was impossible,” Kuro replied, skeptical of anything Dubois had to say. “You can’t alter living things.”

	Dubois corrected him in a low voice. “It’s not that you can’t. It’s that you shouldn’t. It’s complicated and dangerous magic to mess with. A tiny mistake can do terrible harm. The man in the cell was not well at all.”

	“Why are you telling me this?” asked Kuro suspiciously.

	“Because it means you still might not be safe,” Dubois explained. “It means that someone helped Phineas. Somebody with access to Niflheim. Somebody inside the Guard. Somebody willing to let a stray die just to get Phineas out. Also, Beatrice told us that Claudius Roche was working with them to create you, and we’ve never caught him. I don’t think he’ll come after you again, but, well, we have people keeping an eye out anyway.”

	“Where is Ms. Crawley?” interrupted Kuro. “Is she okay?”

	Dubois looked away from Kuro. “She’s under house arrest. She’s being very helpful in our investigations, and her record is very good, but. . .” Dubois sighed. “My authority only goes so far. She’ll have to stand trial. I’ll do all I can for her, I promise.”

	Kuro nodded sadly. Dubois sounded truly unhappy about the situation. It might have been the first thing he’d ever said that Kuro fully believed.

	“I believe your fellows are calling for you,” said Dubois. “Good luck. And take care of yourself. And . . . don’t do anything reckless.”

	Kuro left Dubois and joined the dozen or so other orphans as they hauled their overstuffed trunks and suitcases onto a big yellow bus, which took them to the outskirts of Bytown.

	Standing alone at the end of an empty country road was what looked like a small fortress. A high stone wall stood against intrusion or, more likely, prevented the residents’ escape. The front doors were heavy iron and looked to have a dozen locks. A thick, wild, thorny hedge surrounded the base of the wall. Above the door hung a roughly carved wooden sign: “Bytown Royal Orphanage.”

	To Kuro’s baffled astonishment, the other children ran happily to the door of the terrifying prison and pulled their things inside. Kuro followed, feeling numb and much less hopeful for his coming summer months.

	He stepped through the door and out into another world. Inside, the walls were bright white stone and barbed-wire free. The grounds were filled with well-tended gardens and old trees. Several small cottages surrounded a central manor, where a kind-looking matron stood waiting to greet the returning students.

	Meredith was immediately set upon by several small children, the oldest of which couldn’t have been more than six. She laughed and picked them all up in one arm, hugging them so tightly they looked like they might pop. Another girl not much younger than Kuro ran to greet Bella. They looked very similar, and Kuro guessed them to be sisters. Bella proudly showed off her scarred eye to the girl.

	Right in the centre of it all, surrounded by a small pond filled with purple fish, was a statue of a familiar wizard. It was tall and bronze. On its base was a metal plaque that read “In recognition of our founder and key sponsor, this statue is dedicated to Talen Dubois.”

	Kuro stared at the statue. “Dubois,” he grumbled. “Why is it always Dubois?” At least, he thought, he would have something to practise his evocations on over the summer.
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