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      The classroom seating was arranged in five rows of five seats each. Each wooden folding seat was bolted to the floor with its desk. Morlâ pulled down one of the seats and slumped into it.

      Bryn dropped his satchel on the desk and took the seat next to Morlâ. Several words were scratched on top of Bryn's desk, but he could read only the ones in the common language. No more university! Magic is boring! Rezal loves Gystan. The desk had an incline, and the top right corner had a recess to put the inkwell in. He placed his quills in the dip that ran along the end of the desk closest to him, pulled a papyrus stack from his satchel, and looked around the room impatiently.

      The room had three large, stained-glass windows that filtered what little sunlight there was. A tall cabinet with many doors, each with a heavy lock, stood on the other side of the room. The floor was oak parquet and well-worn, and at the front, also having seen better days, was a big, wooden desk covered in burn marks and scratches. Behind that, a small, green chalkboard was propped up on a wooden stand that you could flip over when one side was full.

      Bryn watched the old Master rummage through his desk and swivel about in his creaky leather chair.

      While some students were deep in discussion and others were still fighting over the best seats, Morlâ chatted to Bryn. "I didn't expect Jehal would teach another semester. Rumors said the elves wanted to take back the position of Master of Magic from the humans because they felt he was too old, but he's stronger than I thought."

      "Silence!" shot a powerful, thundering voice through the room.

      Bryn wondered who spoke until he saw the old Master's lips moving.

      "Don't students bow out of deference to their Masters anymore?" he growled.

      Bryn looked at Morlâ, confused. Then the elves in the first four rows jumped to their feet and bowed deeply before the Master. Bryn and Morlâ followed suit, and then sat down again. The room fell quiet; all they could hear was the rattling sound of Jehal's breathing.

      "That's better. Your manners get worse every decade. Well, we can fix that. You'll get to know me, and you'll see my classes respect the rules. As punishment for your disrespectful behavior, you will prepare a paper next week on The Colors of Magic. And one student will present theirs to the class. Now, if that person fails to bring it with them and has no excuse, they will remove themselves from my course for the rest of the semester. Do we understand each other, ladies and gentlemen? So do me a favor; be lazy this week. The class is much too full for me anyway."

      Bryn and the elves scribbled down the assignment while Morlâ sat there and stared at Jehal, who was looking over a list of names.

      "Let's see who we have here. Melvina Meadowstone?"

      "Here," came a high, shy voice.

      "Here, what?"

      The girl looked at the Master in bewilderment. Then she seemed to understand. "Here, Master."

      "That wasn't too difficult, was it?" growled Jehal. "With such astonishing elvish eyesight, you must have noticed I'm a little older than you and not so good on my feet, so bring your semester timetable to me!"

      Red-faced and nervous, the girl approached the desk, the timetable scrunched in her hand.

      The Master snatched it from her and smoothed it out. "Should anyone else wish to present me with such a tattered, dirty rag, you can take your leave immediately. Then wait a semester for the next beginners' class. I'm not signing another one like this!"

      He pinched a tiny pair of glasses to the bridge of his nose, scribbled something with a small yellow quill, handed it back to the cowering elf, and shooed her away. She found her place and slipped into her chair, seeming desperate not to attract attention.

      "Well, well, well, who do we have here?" said Jehal with cruel amusement. "Morlâ Bergstone!"

      Bryn saw Morlâ stiffen.

      "We had the pleasure of meeting last semester, did we not?"

      "Yes, Master," said Morlâ, bowing his head.

      "I hope during the semester break, you were able to discover even a tiny fraction of talent. Otherwise, this nightmare should end now. You could join Master Gerald in the garden instead and learn all about compost and hedge trimming and so on. I suspect you'll have more success there than here; let me remind you this course is for gifted students."

      "Whatever you say, Master," said Morlâ, struggling to compose himself.

      "Well, that's what I think," Jehal barked. "Now come forward so we can continue this farce."

      Morlâ moved as fast as his tiny stature permitted, an immaculate looking semester timetable in his hand. Jehal took it without looking up, scribbled his signature on it half-heartedly, and passed it back.

      He then read out the other names: Herolin Mountainsprig, Ionius Birchlea, Klabier Pineberry, Oldo Brambush … And one by one, the students went up. Finally, Jehal came to the last name on his list. "Bryn McDermit."

      Bryn leaped to his feet. "Here, Master."

      "Are you related to our new garden laborer by any chance?"

      The belittlement of his foster father stung, but Bryn refused to let it show.

      "Yes, Master. He brought me up."

      "Ah … so family unknown … the bastard house. Have you used magic before?"

      Bryn panicked. He couldn't remember how he had used magic in the forest, and Tejal had forbidden him from mentioning anything.

      Jehal arched an eyebrow. "Well, boy?"

      "No! No, Master," said Bryn.

      "Perfect, the least talented have found each other and are seated in the back row. How appropriate. Well done. Can I ask one thing though?" His voice sounded less amused. "Over the next few weeks, don't attempt to disrupt my class or hinder the actual students' progress. Can you do that?" He waved his leathery hand for Bryn to step forward.

      Bryn picked up his timetable and went to the desk. The Master grabbed it and scoffed. He flattened out the few creases, signed it, and flicked Bryn away with his hand.

      "My name, as most of you know, is Ultar Jehal. You will address me as Master Jehal. Is that clear?"

      The class nodded in silence.

      "You are here because the Lekan Gate has chosen you. And because our esteemed Chancellor has tested you and given you her approval."

      Bryn detected the merest trace of sarcasm in Jehal when he mentioned the Chancellor.

      "But don't think that's why you can do magic. Being accepted here has nothing, absolutely nothing, to do with magical talent. As demonstrated by numerous examples." He stared long and hard at Morlâ and Bryn. "Even so, those who prove themselves gifted can perform great things if they learn to control magic and have it submit to their will." He paused dramatically. "Yes, you heard that right. You must control magic, compel it to work for you." His cold eyes drifted from face to face. "By the way, how are you going to do your homework if you don't write down a word of the immeasurable knowledge I'm imparting to you?"

      Sheets of papyrus immediately unfolded, and everyone began scribbling notes. Much to Bryn's astonishment, however, Morlâ only pretended to.

      Jehal pointed his scrawny arm toward the windows. "Millions of individuals out there believe magic can grant you every wish," he mocked. "They think all you need to do is mumble the appropriate phrase—preferably one that rhymes—and that's it." He snickered. "They have no idea about the nature of magic. It is pure science. Magic, like mathematical formulas, astronomical calculations, or medical findings, always works the same, regardless of where it is and who uses it.

      "That's why it's predictable. And the better you understand it and its ways, the greater the magic you can do. So it's up to you how good you become. As with any subject, you need diligence, commitment, and superior intellect to do magic. If you have these three qualities, I guarantee you will do great things. If not, you will remain mediocre and end up a wizard in the court of some impoverished human nobleman, making fireworks and wart removal cream."

      Bryn frowned and shook out his hand, which ached from writing so much. Then Jehal was off again.

      "Non-gifted beings perceive the world using their five senses. But that is only one aspect of reality."

      Bryn's ears pricked—finally, he would hear the truth about magic!

      "When our esteemed Chancellor tested you …"

      Now Bryn was sure of Jehal's sarcasm.

      "… you discovered that besides this present 'reality'"—he made air quotes around the term—"that we are experiencing now, there exists another. This is the magic realm, but only the gifted can see it. And just seeing it doesn't mean you can use it. To control and direct the flow of magic, one must first enter its realm."

      Bryn filled his third sheet with notes, put it aside, took out a fresh piece, and continued, his inkwell all but empty.

      "Magic is like the wind or a river—it flows continuously. And like these two natural forces, we can use them to our advantage if we know how. Ships sailing across the ocean take advantage of the wind, for example, and water from a diverted stream turns the mill wheel. But no one would claim this is magic. For thousands of years, the enlightened nations of Razuclan have used this natural phenomenon to make their lives better. Magic is but another part of nature, but only a few can perform it. This is the only difference. Are there any questions so far?"

      No one dared speak.

      The Master looked at them with suspicion. "Very well. Splendid, it seems you've understood everything. So I should assume the next lecture will also be easy for you?" Again, he looked around. Even the elves found him intimidating. The Master sighed. "And before I forget, I'm looking forward to next Monday's assignment. With genius first-semesters like yourselves, I'm sure to learn something from you myself."

      This prompted an unusually large elf, whose name Bryn had forgotten, to raise his hand.

      "Ah! One amongst you who understands they may not know everything. What a shame! Your question, Oldo?"

      He already remembered the boy's name? Bryn noted with envy. Jehal's memory was impressive, and Bryn wondered if that was what happened when you spent your whole life teaching.

      "How do you enter this magic realm, Master?"

      The old magician's face lit up. "A brilliant question, Oldo, and a credit to the reputation of your people. If you want to do magic, you have to get to the magical energy first. Anything else would be complete nonsense. A dwarf would have asked me, first, how to turn stones into diamonds, and a human student, how to make someone fall in love with them." Jehal looked again at Bryn and Morlâ, triggering a relaxed giggle from the elves.

      "Very well, you want to learn magic. Let's get started." He waved his hand in the air, and on the blackboard behind him appeared a bold, underlined headline in thick, white chalk, followed by a list of points.

      

      
        
        Seeing and entering the magic realm

      

      
        

      

      
        A) Concentration

        B) Blocking out the 'normal' world

        C) Perceiving the cracks in the world (mostly visible as flickering)

        D) Seeing the realm through the pure desire for it

        E) Entering the realm (advanced and gifted students only)

      

      

      

      Jehal looked at the students. "That's all it is. We'll try it together. But don't be too disappointed; no student has ever managed to see, let alone enter, the realm in their first session. If you should notice a slight flickering, then you have made fantastic progress today. Now, are we ready?"

      All the elves nodded.

      Bryn and Morlâ gave a tentative nod because Morlâ had tried this exercise a hundred times without success and was unwilling to try it again, and Bryn didn't understand what was going on. But as neither of them wanted to draw the Master's wrath, they pretended to play along.

      Jehal stood up from his desk. "Now, take a deep breath."

      There was a deep draught from many throats.

      "Concentrate on perceiving the realm. Nothing else matters now."

      Jehal's voice seemed different. It was less bitter now, more reassuring. Even Bryn began to feel more confident.

      "Free your mind!"

      The classroom grew still; only the students' inhalations and exhalations could be heard.

      "Keep your eyes on a fixed point and hold them there! Think only of the realm and your desire to see it!"

      Bryn stared at the back of the girl seated in front of him and tried to concentrate. The Master's words seemed to wash over him, and his desire to enter the realm grew. Bryn took deep, relaxed breaths and kept his attention focused on the girl's satiny, green cloak and her thick, blond hair. Just as he began to feel self-conscious, he noticed a brief shimmering, like a heat haze you might see over a wide, empty plain on a summer day. In the next moment, his senses became significantly heightened like they had in the Chancellor's office. Now he could see that the girl's cloak was made of fine, silver-green threads and that her fine hair was not entirely smooth, each golden strand made up of tiny, overlapping plaits.

      His nose filled with the smell of Morlâ's leather jacket but also, unfortunately, his armpits. Bryn's heartbeat got louder, and he could feel the blood coursing through his veins, but he was not afraid this time. The air that left his nose sounded like a hurricane. His right hand tingled again, but this time, it was pleasant. Suddenly, the room flooded with red, blue, and yellow bands, flowing around everything like water. Colorful ribbons swirled around his fingers and grew wider further up his arms. He looked down at himself and could see the thickest of the bands wrapped around his upper body. His insides glowed like a liquid rainbow. Yellow light flowed around the elves, while Jehal was bathed in glowing red. A sideways glance revealed Morlâ covered in a band of near-transparent blue.

      So these were the colors of magic!

      

      "Come back, boy!"

      Bryn was watching himself again. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a red hand on his shoulder. It was shaking him but in slow motion. It looked funny, but he could ignore it. He was only interested in the colors. This vision was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Bursts of magnificent red light shot from the hands clasping his shoulders. Energy whirled about the room; now, ribbons of brilliant red light also began to snake around his body. Bryn found that if he touched them, they vanished into thin air, making him laugh.

      "Stop!" cried a strangely familiar voice. "What … What are you doing? Stop it now, Bryn! Come back! Concentrate on coming back to the here and now!"

      If he had come back, he would have seen the abject fear in Jehal's eyes as Bryn casually obliterated the red bands of energy the Master was manifesting.

      But Bryn was fine where he was; he didn't recognize Jehal's voice or what it was saying, and the surging energy around him consumed him.

      "Please, Bryn, wake up!" roared another voice.

      Morlâ! Though deeply lost in the magic, Bryn knew Morlâ meant something to him. His head turned painfully slowly over to his friend. He watched Morlâ's frightened face and the frantic movements of his lips. His friend wanted to tell him something. Morlâ reached out with both hands, and Bryn held them. The pale blue haze that surrounded Morlâ crept over Bryn's forearms. He felt the same fear Morlâ was feeling—the fear of losing a friend! Then, suddenly, inexplicably, everything fell silent. Bryn tried to open his eyes, but it was too painful. Utterly bewildered, he shook himself mentally and forced his eyes to open. Why was he staring up at the ceiling?

      "What happened? Where am I?" he asked, his voice weak and hoarse. A greasy, grey shock of hair fell in front of his face, and whiskers with nests of crumbs tickled his nose.

      "You're here in the classroom," said the Master. Bryn could smell his sour breath. Jehal then reached down and pulled Bryn to his feet. As he did, he noticed the fading black circle on the back of Bryn's right hand. The professor's eyebrow twitched, his surprise almost imperceptible. As quick as a flash, he regained his composure and ordered everyone back to their seats.

      The elves hurried back to their chairs immediately. But Morlâ did not leave Bryn's side, even when Jehal tried to move Bryn toward the door.

      "Sit down, Morlâ," he ordered.

      "No," he shouted back.

      Jehal turned to the dwarf, towering over him, but Morlâ stood firm. Something flickered in Jehal's eyes. If Bryn didn't know better, he would think he saw a mix of astonishment and respect.

      "Morlâ, please," Jehal sighed. "I must take Bryn to the infirmary."

      Morlâ was irritated at the request, and only when Bryn signaled with a weak nod that he was all right did he go back to his seat.

      The student and the Master stepped into the hall, and Jehal closed the heavy door behind them. He stepped in front of Bryn and looked at him. Bryn saw the pupils of his tiny eyes contract. "What did you see?"

      Bryn tried to look innocent. He did not give the Master an answer. After all, Tejal had warned him not to talk about the colors.

      "Now, don't be so stubborn," growled Jehal. "At least tell me if you've experienced something like this before."

      "Yes," Bryn whispered.

      "When?"

      "At the entrance exam in the Chancellor's office."

      "And you suffered a similar episode there?"

      "I think so. I don't remember everything. But when I came to, the Chancellor's office was destroyed."

      "So she knew. Damn it, why didn't she warn me? For years I've been telling her it would happen again someday if she accepted every mongrel vagabond who passed by here."

      "What would happen again?" Bryn asked, growing more alert.

      "Oh, nothing … Did you also draw magical power from another gifted person in the Chancellor's office? Someone whose energy you could see?"

      But before Bryn could answer, everything went dark, and he collapsed. As he fell, Jehal caught him and held him in his arms with unbelievable speed and strength.
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      Morlâ came out of the forest undergrowth with the only dry wood he could find and dropped it near the small fire they had lit.

      "I was thinking—am I the only one who finds it scary that Tejal always seems to know everything about us?"

      But the others were busy setting up camp, and Morlâ's question went unanswered.

      Since they couldn't cross the Panra Pass that day, the four would spend the night in the valley in the middle of the mountains. The temperature was pleasantly mild compared to the last time Bryn was here. Their fire was not for warmth but for illumination. By early evening, it had already become quite dark under the forest's dense, green canopy. There were no dangerous animals in this part of the woods either. And at least until tomorrow, they were still under the protection of Âlaburg.

      With the camp set, the four made their way to the fire and sat down on the soft, scented forest floor. Bryn lay back to see if he could spot any stars through the dark leaves and branches. While he marveled at how relaxed their adventure had been so far, Morlâ and Filixx began to speculate on what might lie ahead.

      Bryn listened to them for a while, then reached into his pack, and took out a piece of bread. He skewered it with a stick he'd picked up and toasted it over the dancing flames, but his mind drifted back to something Morlâ had said.

      "No, you're not the only one, Morlâ! I have felt that about Tejal too. Somehow, she always seems to know you better than you know yourself. Do you know what I mean? I can't describe it properly."

      "You're right, Bryn," said Filixx, sticking some bacon on a stick. "I know what you mean."

      Bryn watched Filixx prepare his dinner and remembered something he'd once said: It does not matter how bad things get as long as you've got bacon!

      "Tejal knows our fears better than we do," Filixx continued, checking his bacon. "Either that, or she's got a damn good mind-reading spell."

      "Whatever it is, her farewell speech put shivers up my spine," said Morlâ, shuffling up to the fire with a stick full of bread. "When she spoke to me, it was obvious she was talking about my little problem with magic." Morlâ sat up and looked at the other three. "Somehow … she gave me hope. I don't know why I felt that way, but I did." Morlâ placed his bread back in the flames and chuckled wryly. "I hope she remembers that after the final exams, when Jehal tries to have me expelled."

      None of the others laughed. They knew what Morlâ meant. If he could not show any aptitude for magic by the end of the mission, his time at Âlaburg was over. He would not be allowed to repeat classes a second time.

      Filixx muttered something, threw some wood on the fire, and stared into the flames. No one said anything, but Filixx glanced at Bryn. They knew they would both miss Morlâ if he had to leave.

      Bryn wasn't sure if Ûlyėr felt the same. The orc was a mystery to him. The whole day, Ûlyėr had walked a few yards in front of or behind the other three and had hardly spoken a word to them. But he surprised Bryn when he sat down by the fire with them and appeared interested in the conversation.

      I wonder if I'll ever figure Ûlyėr out? And why did he want to come with us? Bryn knew Ûlyėr had joined the Starball team because he'd thought that if White House won the tournament, he would be asked to join the Řischnărr fraternity. But they had both heard Kuelnk say that that would never happen. None of it made any sense to Bryn, and his curiosity was getting the better of him.

      Finally, after weighing everything, Bryn turned to Ûlyėr, who seemed even more eerie than usual in the flickering glow of the fire.

      "Ûlyėr, what did Tejal mean when she said you should live your life? Don't you do that already? Somehow, I don't understand—" Bryn faltered when Ûlyėr raised his head and locked his piercing eyes on him. His mouth became dry, and his heart began to beat faster, but he kept going. "Tejal's words seemed to have a great effect on you."

      Filixx and Morlâ supported Bryn with a nod and looked at Ûlyėr. He did not react to them but fixed his eyes on Bryn, who was getting a bit annoyed about his companion's unwillingness to share.

      "I don't mean this in a bad way, and I'm not curious just for the sake of it either. Let us get to know each other because we might have to rely on one another in a dangerous situation. Right now,"—Bryn made a sweeping movement with his arm—"this is reality, not a game of Starball. Out here, we have to stick together to survive. And there will be dangers; I'm quite sure of that. For example, the Vonnyens who attacked me in winter—why wouldn't they be still out there? I'm sure they are."

      When Bryn mentioned the Vonnyens, Ûlyėr growled and bared his tusks—the first emotion he had shown all day, but Bryn could not work out whether it was directed at him or the Vonnyens. Yet, Ûlyėr refused to speak.

      Bryn dismissed Ûlyėr with a wave of his hand, lay back on the ground, and stared up at the night sky. Stinky's a dead loss, he thought. If it comes to a fight, I'll rely on Filixx and Morlâ, not him. That's for sure.

      His angry thoughts were interrupted by Ûlyėr's deep voice and halting way of speaking, and he sat up.

      "The other three nations on Razuclan believe orcs and Vonnyens resemble each other and that maybe one is even descended from the other. This is wrong! We orcs are enlightened beings with gods, stories, songs, art and culture, and our own language.

      "The Vonnyens, however, are uncivilized beasts who possess none of this. Like animals, they can only follow their instincts, which command them to kill and destroy. These creatures cannot create; they can only destroy. Vonnyens have no compassion, no sense of the beauty and uniqueness of any life. Although some of you might believe the same about orcs."

      Bryn had never heard Ûlyėr say so much before and so eloquently, but he had to push him further. "What do you mean by saying all this?"

      Ûlyėr seemed to be wrestling with himself. "I am to live my life because I am dead," he said cryptically and fell silent once more.

      The crackling of the fire and the sounds of the forest were all that filled the silence. Bryn caught the distant noise of a branch snapping under the weight of a deer or wild boar. A curious, sniffing hedgehog approached their fire, and from the darkness above them came the hoot of an owl flying off to catch something for supper.

      Ûlyėr looked at Bryn. "To the orc nation, I am dead!"

      Now Bryn remembered the exact words Kuelnk had said to Ûlyėr before the final.

      "Ûlyėr, before the game, Kuelnk said you can't interfere here because you don't exist, because you're dead to them," said Bryn pressing him one more time. "What did he mean?"

      Ûlyėr took a deep breath. He found it difficult to talk about this. "I was born the son of a great warrior, even though I never knew his name. I was born in the blood-blue birth tent of the Çawakï clan, one of the strongest and largest orc clans in the nation. Thus, I was destined to be a defender of my clan's glory and honor. But …" Ûlyėr trailed off, staring into the fire. "But I was a freak!"

      The word made Bryn flinch.

      "My birth dragged on for several days. My mother must have been in unbearable pain, but she did not make a sound. She was an orc! After they pulled me out of her womb, everyone marveled at my height and weight until …"

      Ûlyėr threw some wood into the embers. The sparks that shot into the air were reflected in his eyes.

      "… until they saw my left leg. It protruded from my body at some unnatural angle, just skin and bone. The muscles hadn't developed in the womb. It looked like a stick compared to the rest of my body. The old birth helpers spat in the fire and made superstitious protective signs against the evil eye when they saw my deformed leg. My mother wanted to know what was wrong. But the women blocked her from seeing it.

      "One of them fetched Karï, the chief of my clan, from the village. Typically, males are not allowed to be present at a birth. Pregnant females must leave the community to give birth. Often, that means they are several thousand yards away from the village. Only the old helpers are allowed to accompany and help a pregnant orc during labor.

      "After a few hours, Karï finally arrived at the tent. The old attendants had sent my mother into a dreamless sleep with poppy milk. Karï immediately decided I could not become part of the magnificent orc nation. The Rocks of Gohul would be my destiny. My nation has lived like this for thousands of years. We are a community of warriors. We spend our first seven years with our family; then, we are sent to a separate community with other young orcs. There, under the care of the Farang—the Masters—we learn to break away from our family, to break every personal bond, and to concentrate only on fighting. We enter adulthood as superbly trained warriors who know no mercy and are yearning for battle.

      "Since this kind of education can also be carried out at Âlaburg, at least to a large extent, the wise men of my people agreed to the establishment of the university in the Peace Treaty of Âla. Our ancestors believed the additional training in Âlaburg would make the orcs even better warriors and enable them to study their enemies better. The University of Peace."

      Ûlyėr made an odd snorting sound. Bryn thought that was how orcs expressed sarcasm.

      "Ñokelä is currently the Farang responsible for our training. Each clan is allowed to select the strongest from the separate community of youths, and they then fight against each other in a big ceremony. Only the winners can become students at the university. Strength and the absolute will to win are what we call the gift, not magic like the other nations of Razuclan. But this is not the only thing that distinguishes us from humans, elves, and dwarves.

      "We orcs never live on our own but always in a community. The young orcs live together. Warriors live in close connection with other warriors. The Circle of Brothers is another. And, of course, the whole clan is also our family. A single orc is nothing without others. We always bind ourselves to the group, not to other individuals. If a warrior chooses a female to mate with, this bond is rarely strong and never for a lifetime. The time a warrior stays in the world is too short to attach themselves to a single thing or individual.

      "But fate had foretold another path for me. The path of shame! Karï himself took me to the Rocks of Gohul. This is how my clan describes the canyon in the middle of the Ĕægÿ ice desert; it is hundreds of yards deep. He laid me down on the edge of the abyss, wrapped only in a simple fur blanket, and left me to the will of the gods, as generations of his ancestors had done with the children who would never be able to fight for the clan.

      "But he had not counted on the strength of my mother's will. When she came to her senses, the old ones in the blue tent told her what happened. She killed two of them and fled into the cold, stormy night. She never told me how she reached the rocks without help, but she found me—buried under a blanket of snow. She told me my hand broke through the snow when she called my name. She took it—and me surviving the brutal cold—as a sign from the gods and decided to raise me.

      "My mother then fled with me far out into the lonely, endless Ĕægÿ ice desert. After several weeks, she found a suitable place for us, far away from civilization. Because if others of my nation had seen us, our fate would have been sealed. They would have killed both of us.

      "As I grew older, I began to test my strength in the vastness of the ice desert. Alone, I ventured deeper and deeper into the white infinity of Ĕægÿ and fought with snow leopards and polar bears. But eventually, I began to ask my mother questions about our fate because I instinctively felt it was not right there. I longed for the company of other orcs. Eventually, she told me the story of my birth. At first, I hated her for it. I became convinced I should have died as a newborn."

      Ûlyėr paused again. When he continued talking, he was much quieter. "Only after my mother died did I realize the sacrifice she had made so I might live. I was not the only one who was alone. My mother also abandoned her orc community to save me. I realize that now."

      Now Bryn understood Ûlyėr better. After all, Bryn had many people who accepted him—at least outside the university. But Ûlyėr was an outsider, not just in Âlaburg but in Razuclan as well. He was destined to be separated from his fellow orcs for the rest of his life.

      "Well, the rest is quickly told," Ûlyėr continued. "After I buried my mother, I set off for more populated areas. She had given me a map before her death and warned me that the orcs would not accept me. And that's precisely what happened. I was met with hatred wherever I went since everyone knew a single orc had to be an outcast.

      "I was beaten up more than once, though an opponent never defeated me if they fought alone. So I moved from village to village until I finally met an elven delegation of the Order trying to settle a dispute between two hostile groups. One of the chiefs told them my story. It must have softened the knights' hearts. I was allowed to join them as a servant. So I lit the fire for them, went out to hunt for their food, and groomed their horses. As chance would have it, they wanted to stop at Âlaburg on their way back to prepare for another mission.

      "They had organized somewhere for me to sleep outside the castle walls. But I quickly carried some goods from their trip up to the castle, intending to leave them in front of the Lekan Gate because they told me it would be locked. But as I approached the gate, I suddenly heard a voice in my head. When the four knights arrived, they were shocked. I was taking their things through the opening gate."

      When Ûlyėr stopped speaking, there was silence for a long time. Each of the friends let their thoughts wander. Then Filixx spoke up.

      "Ûlyėr?" he began hesitantly.

      But the orc, now his usual self again, just hissed at him. "Save your pity, Filixx."

      "No, wait," said Filixx, trying to soothe him. "I want to ask something. Must a Circle of Brothers be made up only of orcs?"

      Ûlyėr frowned at him but eventually answered. "No, there is no such stipulation, but who else would join an orc circle but other orcs?"

      "Is there a ceremony? How do you cement the bond between the brothers?" Morlâ asked.

      Ûlyėr eyed Filixx and Morlâ thoughtfully, tilted his head back and pointed to his throat. "We make a blood bond."

      Now Bryn understood what Filixx and Morlâ were getting at and stood up. Filixx and Morlâ did the same. The three went around to Ûlyėr.

      "Ûlyėr," Bryn began. "I hereby ask to join your Circle of Brothers."

      Filixx and Morlâ echoed the words. All three friends tilted their heads back and bared their throats to Ûlyėr, just as they had seen him do.

      The orc slowly rose and dragged one of his sharp claws across his neck; blue blood trickled out of the cut. He scraped the same claw lightly over the throats of Bryn, Morlâ, and Filixx.

      Bryn felt a brief stinging across his throat.

      "Our blood has been mixed," said Ûlyėr. "You offered me your life. I offer you mine. We will fight and live together as a Circle of Brothers."
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      Bryn and Reven labored through the ever-increasing snowdrifts. The tops of the Arell Mountains were no longer visible, and the path was almost impossible to follow. Even so, the old gelding trotted toward the cabin, looking forward to his warm stable and a feed of oats. Having lost his bearings in the blinding snow, Bryn could only rely on Reven to get him home safely. In his mind, he could see the outline of the log cabin in the distance. He imagined the glow of the candlelight coming through the front window and the faint, flickering golden shadows from the fire.

      Damned blizzard! He thought again about how stupid he'd been to leave the market so late. But the prospect of earning twenty guilders this close to winter was too tempting, and besides, he didn't want anyone to accuse him of stealing.

      Despite his predicament, his thoughts kept drifting back to Drena—how lovely she was and why he hadn't spoken to her before. Now, he had to wait until next spring. And Zeffi wasn't at all enthusiastic about his interest in Drena. Bryn sighed. Who knows if she will even come back?

      His thoughts then turned to Gerald. How was he going to explain why he sold some of their best fur skins at such low prices? He couldn't tell him that the fur wholesalers from Gerundfeld and Toronham had preyed on his state of mind after discovering Drena had left. Even the ten guilders for the bearskin was a low price. They'd still have those ten if the stranger failed to pay the rest, but Bryn also knew Gerald would not touch it until it was clear who owned it. In any case, Gerald would want to know why he didn't bring more guilders back today. Had he forgotten how rare good furs had become?

      Bryn knew this only too well. In the last months, they'd seen less and less game in the forest; even in the foothills of the Arell Mountains, there were fewer animals. Neither Gerald nor anyone else could explain it. Somehow, the animals were disappearing.

      The gelding stumbled and jolted Bryn out of his anxious thoughts. Only now did he notice how cold he was. His hands felt numb. He was almost unable to hold the harness and couldn't feel his feet at all. It was so dark he could hardly see Reven's head. The snow that whipped his face also drenched his cloak and the clothes underneath, and the icy gusts of wind were making it hard to stay on his horse.

      Bryn started to come to his senses and looked around. Impenetrable darkness surrounded him and made him tremble more than the cold. He tried to suppress the panic rising inside him, but the forest around him made it seem like it was getting darker and darker.

      Where am I? He hadn't asked himself that question for years. He and Gerald knew the valley well. They'd traveled through it hundreds of times and were experienced trackers known for their sense of direction. But this night was different. Bryn felt as if something was stopping him from returning home. Not only did the wind and cold conspire against him, but his courage also seemed to have deserted him.

      Bryn tried to shake off his nervousness and fear. How could he be lost? After all, he was the apprentice of the greatest hunter in the Arell Mountains. A bit of darkness and cold couldn't harm him. He pulled Reven to a stop, got off, and started jumping up and down and clapping his wet hands to regain some feeling. Then he whooped and hollered as loud as he could, hoping the noise would scare off any danger that might be lurking in the darkness.

      Bryn tried to orient himself. Where the hell am I? He went over everything he'd learned from years of hunting with Gerald. He knew how to pinpoint his location by the stars, but they were hiding behind the clouds. He knew how to study the mountain tops and the moss on trees to work out the direction of the wind, but the peaks were no longer recognizable, and the moss was now buried under a thick layer of ice. Nothing gave him any information about where he was.

      Impenetrable darkness surrounded him. I'm alone out here. Bryn felt sick at the thought. He wheeled around in all directions, his muscles straining, trying to recognize something. Then he stopped and tried to listen for any sound, look for any movement. But all he heard was the wind slipping through the leaves of the tall, shadowed forest.

      The ancient forest of the Arell Valley was the largest closed-canopy forest in the known world. He and Gerald would often spend days, sometimes weeks, out there, hunting. To Bryn, it had always seemed endless. The upper limit of the forest was near the top of the mountains. From there, the steep, barren peaks were even more impossible to get to than a trek through the wood itself. Bryn's only hope was Reven. The old gelding knew the way home. For many years, he had been making the journey from the market back to his stable behind the cabin. The faithful animal could do it; he was sure of that. Bryn heaved his foot into the stirrup and reached for the reins to swing himself into the saddle, throwing a final, darting glance around him. As he turned to mount Reven, he thought he saw something red out of the corner of his eye.

      What was that? Something glowing? Like two embers—red, like the fresh blood from a slain boar. Helplessness and panic welled up in him as he strained his eyes against the darkness. Something is not right. Never had he seen anything like this in the valley. Or did I only imagine it?

      Despite the cold, he began to sweat. He pulled his hunting knife from the leather sheath at his side. He felt the weight of it in his hand and turned for a closer look at the spot where he thought he'd seen the apparition. Nothing there.

      "Did you see anything, old fella?" he asked, patting the horse's neck. "Come on then, take me home!"

      Reven scraped his hoof across the frozen ground as if he couldn't wait to return to his stable. As Bryn tried to mount, he heard a blood-curdling whinny. The horse reared up and leaped forward, throwing Bryn to the ground. Reven was a calm, placid creature, but something had made him crazy with fear, and he broke into gallop.

      Bryn, his foot still caught in the stirrup, was dragged along, over every bump, at break-neck speed. With the reins still in his hand, he pulled himself up, out of the way of the frozen, rock-hard ground. But his back had been severely beaten, and he wasn't sure how long he could hang onto the side of the animal like this. The ground had shredded some of his clothing, which flapped in the wind. He felt the cold, wet snow penetrate every part of his body. Reven raced through the darkness. Bryn never knew the old horse could gallop at such a speed.

      Bryn clawed at the leather reins with numb fingers—he was slipping. Again, his back slammed into the ground. He couldn't hold on any longer, and he could see Reven was still panic-stricken and not likely to settle. Bryn heaved himself up once more and twisted his foot out of the stirrup, his frozen hands letting go of the reins. He tumbled forward over the ground and came to rest with his face buried deep in the snow. He looked up, wiping the snow from his eyes in time to see his only hope of getting home vanish.

      Reven disappeared into the night.
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      In the weeks after the final, the dwarves and humans treated Bryn like a student from a real fraternity. The elves and orcs, however, openly despised him, which made classes with them torture. Bryn also sensed students were smiling at him a lot more, but he didn't know how to respond to them. He also thought a lot about Drena.

      Master Jehal continued to be hostile toward him. But after what Gerald had told him about Caoimhe, Bryn understood that Jehal was afraid of him.

      Jehal wasn't the only one. Bryn was afraid of himself! Rarely now did he enter the realm, although it got easier and easier. Bryn still feared unintentionally hurting someone because he lacked perfect control over his powers. Only in Tejal's Friday afternoon lessons did he feel safe enough to use magic, and these classes were improving his abilities enormously.

      Bryn's relationship with Tejal also improved considerably. She was glad Gerald had finally told him the truth, although she never said so openly. There must have been an agreement among the Masters, which was why Tejal had not told Bryn of Caoimhe herself. Even Jehal had kept quiet, which made Bryn all the more aware of the importance of those past events.

      The next day, Bryn recounted Gerald's story to Morlâ and Filixx; in fact, Gerald had encouraged him to do it. And when Bryn finally got an appointment to see the Five Wise Ones, which seemed to have been expedited due to his victory in the final of the Starball tournament, they were able to add something to Gerald's story.

      They knew that Caoimhe was never known as a Seer of Colors. To those who saw them, her spells always appeared red. Bryn had assumed Toulin, Houlin, Kaneg, Worin, and Lebos wouldn't know much about seeing colors since the Grand Masters had emphasized it was a great secret. But the Five Wise Ones seemed to find nothing unusual about Bryn's unique magical ability and made no secret of their findings. They assured Bryn what they knew would never leave their circle without his permission.

      They also knew Caoimhe had quite a few friends at the university, something which had escaped the Masters' notice. Credible statements from former students would prove, according to Toulin, that a secretive community had gathered around the talented girl, one that most likely shared her hatred of dwarves and orcs. The clandestine group was unusual because it included both humans and elves—a rare case of cooperation between the fraternities but one with malicious intentions. Kaneg was convinced, however, that this loosely knit group had stopped meeting soon after Caoimhe's disappearance.

      

      On a Wednesday evening, Bryn was sitting with Morlâ, who was tutoring him in Math. He was hoping Morlâ would do his homework for him, which he had to hand in the next morning. Rondo, the Gnarf worm that now lived with them in a small wooden box, watched the two friends and chewed happily on a piece of granite, which he particularly liked to eat.

      Suddenly, Filixx raced in, sweaty and out of breath, without knocking.

      "It's time!" he roared excitedly, waving around a wrinkled envelope. "At last! And in the third semester! I still can't believe it."

      "Steady there, big boy," said Morlâ. "Calm down, calm down. You nearly scared us both to death. What happened? You're now officially allowed to eat twice as much dessert as everyone else?" He grinned at Bryn, who winked back.

      "What are you talking about?" Filixx asked.

      Bryn and Morlâ burst out laughing.

      Filixx wasn't sure whether to be offended or join in. Fortunately, he decided on the latter. "No, little man. It's much better!"

      Now he had their attention.

      "Now, stop teasing us," Morlâ demanded, "and tell us what you've got there."

      Bryn recognized the seal of Âlaburg—the dove with the snake in its claws—on Filixx's crumpled envelope, but the red wax was glowing. Unlike his letter from Tejal, he could also make out a circular inscription under the seal: PEACE AND FRIENDSHIP.

      "All right," said Filixx excitedly. "I didn't want to open the letter by myself, so I came here as soon as I could."

      Physical activity was something Filixx liked to avoid, but he must have hurried to them because his clothes were drenched in sweat.

      "What's so special about this letter?" Bryn asked. "I recognize the seal, but—"

      "Yes, the seal—because the Chancellor just gave it to me." But Filixx could not get any more words out and had to swallow hard and take a deep breath. "The university … the university has given me …"

      "Filixx!" yelled Morlâ.

      "The university has given me my first mission!"

      Bryn's jaw dropped, and Morlâ's eyes popped open. A mission! It was the most incredible honor a student could receive. Only a few of the best students were chosen every semester to help the Driany Order maintain the peace. Those selected would then pick a small group of fellow students to accompany them. Their mission could take them into any of the four nations of Razuclan—the evergreen forests of the elves, the ice deserts of the orcs, the high mountains and deep mines of the dwarves, or the human territory, which, of course, Bryn knew only too well.

      Filixx stared at his friends' expressions. "I thought you'd be more pleased," he said, hesitating for a moment before saying anything more. "I was thinking … of taking both of you, you know, with me."

      Bryn and Morlâ realized what Filixx's news meant. They would leave the university and go on an adventure together. The boys broke out in cheers, throwing themselves at Filixx to hug and congratulate him.

      Once they calmed down, Morlâ tried to put his arm on Filixx's shoulder. "There, you see, my big one. All your studying, the sucking up to the Masters, and those extra chores have finally paid off."

      Filixx and Bryn laughed. But Bryn had an important question. "Where are you—I mean, where are we being sent?"

      Filixx slipped his thumb under the flap of the envelope to break the wax. As he did, the small, silver swirl of protective magic in the seal was released. He read the letter to the others.

      

      
        
        To:

        Mr. Filixx Streelman Renläer

        Âlaburg University of Peace and Friendship

        White House

        Room three

        

        Dear Mr. Renläer,

        

        We are pleased to inform you that, based on your outstanding achievements over the last two semesters, you have been chosen to support the honorable Knights of the Driany Order in a peace-keeping mission.

        To ensure that you bring this assignment to a successful conclusion, you are now obliged to choose three fellow students to support and accompany you. The selected students will be released from their regular classes for the duration of the mission, but, just like yourself, they will be graded at its conclusion. These grades will make up fifty percent of your final marks in all subjects for the current semester.

      

      

      

      At this point, Filixx stopped reading and grinned at his friends. "So two of the three positions I could fill right now, if you're both …?"

      "Yes!" Morlâ and Bryn shouted together.

      "Well, that's settled then!" Filixx said happily. "But who else should we take? Should we take a girl?"

      For a moment, there was silence. All three began to talk at once, but one name kept coming up again and again—Ûlyėr.

      "Alright," Filixx said as they slowly calmed down. "So the dream team is reunited. Let me just head over to number four and ask Ûlyėr!"

      Filixx grabbed the letter and rushed out.

      "Do you think this is a good idea?" Morlâ asked. "Ûlyėr hasn't been too unfriendly since the tournament, so …"

      "So you feel he would be a good fit, that it's a wise choice to take him on such a mission," said Bryn, finishing Morlâ's sentence.

      "Yes!

      "Well, he's the best candidate, I think," said Bryn. "Filixx does too. So I think it's a good idea."

      In the next moment, the door opened. Filixx came back to the room, and Ûlyėr followed after him, bending down to avoid the door frame.

      "Ûlyėr wants to hear about the mission first and then decide," said Filixx. He sat down on Morlâ's bed, smoothed out the letter, and read on.

      Ûlyėr didn't say a word but stood near the door, his colossal frame casting a long shadow over the others.

      

      
        
        So choose your group wisely, Filixx. Your companions, like yourself, should all be exceptionally talented if your mission is to succeed.

        

        Destination:

        

        Your mission will take you into human territory. Be aware that many humans reject the idea of magic even though it is integral to Razuclan. Therefore, be cautious using it around them, and keep the marks on your hands hidden.

        Your destination is a small village in the shadow of the Arell Mountains called Sefal.

      

      

      

      Bryn felt as if someone had punched him in the stomach. His friends noticed his reaction and tried to comfort him.

      "Don't worry, Bryn," said Morlâ. "We don't know what's going on there yet. If they're sending students, it can't be too bad, can it?"

      Bryn nodded silently, but the worry and fear for all the people who lived there and whom he had known all his life still weighed heavily on his mind.

      "Read on," he told Filixx in a scratchy voice.

      Filixx cleared his throat.

      

      
        
        Reports have been coming in for some time that wild animal attacks have been increasing in the woods near there. Groups of traveling merchants have also been attacked and disappeared without a trace.

      

      

      

      An image of Drena popped into Bryn's mind, and his heart lurched in his chest. He began to tremble, thinking Drena might have been in one of these groups.

      

      
        
        Go to Sefal and investigate what happened. If there is any evidence that magical intervention is the cause of these phenomena, stop your investigations immediately and contact the Order.

        PS: The university will provide all the equipment you require.

        You may not ask any questions about the mission to any of the Masters of Âlaburg; otherwise, your performance will be judged as fraudulent and insufficient, with corresponding consequences for your grades this semester. The aim is to prove yourself in a real situation, thereby demonstrating your suitability for further involvement with the Order.

        

        We wish you good luck!

        Yours in peace and friendship,

        The Council of the Seven

      

      

      

      Bryn tore the letter from Filixx and read through the part about Sefal again.

      "We have to leave immediately. My home is in danger and maybe the girl I love too."

      "I will accompany you!" came a deep voice.

      Bryn had almost forgotten Ûlyėr was there. But the big, powerful orc's words could not have made him happier. Ûlyėr was coming with them!
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      Sleepy, his face frozen red from the cold, Bryn was struggling to get the large bundles off Reven, his horse. Once he was done, out of breath, he unknotted the piles of animal skins, throwing them on the wooden counter of his market stand. Bryn was a slim, slightly built boy, a bit small for his sixteen years, with a thin, kind face and large, blue-green eyes. He was apprenticed to Gerald, the gamekeeper, with whom he lived. Over the winter, they would have to buy enough grain, beer, clothes, and other provisions to last the next few months with whatever Bryn was going to earn today from the skins. Soon, it would grow too cold to go hunting in the forests.

      Bryn set up his stand as usual. He was hot from all the work, and sweat trickled down his face. His warm clothes, necessary in the forest, had become too bulky and were slowing him down. He hurriedly pulled off his thick-padded gloves and his fur cap. Dark blond hair fell over his face, which he kept brushing back with a flick of his hand.

      Bryn arranged the skins on his counter—the snow fox skins on the far left, the rare red deer skins next to them, then the wild boar, roebuck, and rabbit skins, and, finally, the bearskin. He had been carrying that heavy skin to and from the village for months now, but no one had shown any interest.

      Trade on the weekly market was getting worse and worse, especially in freezing temperatures like today. Only a few merchants from Toronham or Gerundfeld now made the long journey to Sefal to buy skins, precious stones, or forest herbs.

      After several groups of merchants had been attacked in recent months in the thick, isolated forest below the Arell Mountains, many were now afraid to travel so far north.

      Bryn finished setting up and stood behind the counter. With few customers about, he decided to take a look around the marketplace. Nearby, Marel had just finished setting up his stand and was busy tying bunches of herbs to the canopy. In his shack, Hondry, the village butcher, after laying out a long string of sausages and several large hams, rubbed his fat belly and stared about, looking grumpier than usual. Across the way, several village women piled rolls of dyed, handwoven fabrics on wooden tables, the colors an odd contrast to the rest of the snow-covered scene. To his side, Krell, the old hermit, tried to sell the shimmering, bright stones he had collected from the Heling River. Bryn, however, was more interested in the wooden building diagonally behind him. Zeffi's Roasted Nuts, said the bright-colored painted letters. From its chimney, smoke wafted toward Bryn, thick with the delicious smell of roasting candied hazelnuts.

      I wonder if she will be there today.

      Bryn had not been able to stop thinking of the dark-haired girl he'd first set eyes on four weeks ago.

      His feelings left him confused. He rarely thought of girls. He never understood why Gerald talked so much to Marielle, who owned the Laughing Boar Inn, why she blushed so often in his company, why his frugal master left her such generous tips. Some of the older boys from the village were always talking about girls, especially how they looked, or making crude jokes about them that Bryn didn't understand. That kind of talk had always bored him. Wasn't it more interesting to talk about a new bow or hunting? Nonetheless, after encountering the young shop assistant in Zeffi's roastery, Bryn slowly realized that girls were more interesting than he'd thought.

      Though she hadn't been there the last few weeks, every market day, Bryn would sneak around Zeffi's lopsided old hut, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. She only turned up on market days from time to time, he learned. But that didn't dampen his excitement, and now he made his way to the roastery, furtively glancing inside.

      "We're still closed," a beautiful female voice said from the rear of the hut. "The sugar's not hot enough yet. Come back in half an hour."

      As she came closer, Bryn saw the dark-haired girl was maybe two or three years older than him.

      It was her. She was in Sefal again, finally.

      "Should I tell you when it's time?" she asked Bryn, smiling.

      He couldn't speak, startled by her sudden appearance. He noticed how hot his head was getting. Oh no, I'm blushing, he thought, embarrassed.

      "Can't you talk?" she asked him kindly.

      "Ah … er … yes."

      "Well, you don't talk much, but you're not dumb," she said, smiling. "My name is Drena. I'm Zeffi's niece from Toronham. Sometimes I help out here and my uncle pays me a few guilders—but my mother doesn't like it when I travel with the other merchants because of all the robberies in the last months. Mothers, you know …" She rolled her beautiful brown eyes. "It's nice to meet someone who isn't a bad-tempered merchant or one of those common mercenaries or soldiers. What's your name?"

      Her smile was the most enchanting one Bryn had ever seen.

      "Bryn," he said, still confused that such a beautiful creature would even speak to someone like him.

      "Hello, Bryn," she said, offering him her hand. As if in a trance, he reached out and held it. Her skin was incredibly soft and warm. "Nice to meet you. You're the one who sells the skins over there, aren't you?"

      She knows who I am.

      Bryn's thoughts began to swirl, and he almost forgot to answer. "Um … yes … yes."

      She chuckled softly to herself. "Well, Bryn, it was nice chatting with you. I have to go now or the sugar will burn. Come back around noon, and I'll give you some candied hazelnuts when Zeffi's not looking." She winked at him and turned away, dark hair swirling behind her, and disappeared into the back.

      He stood there for a while, almost unaware she had gone. He slowly walked back to his stand, where he was forced to shake off his shock so he could haggle with customers over the price of his skins.

      Bryn was having a good day at the market. He'd already sold several rabbit and fox skins, but the massive bearskin still sat there. The hazy winter sun was already high overhead, and Bryn wondered if he should accept Drena's invitation. Her beautiful name constantly echoed in his head. He was daydreaming about casually walking over to Zeffi's place and what he might say to her when suddenly, someone spoke and wrenched him out of his thoughts.

      "Are you ssselling these ssskins here?" asked a hoarse voice.

      Bryn had a hard time understanding the man's lisps and rattles. He was tall and wrapped in a black cape, with a hood cast so low over his face that he resembled a shadow. At his side dangled a large sword. And when he moved, Bryn could hear the clinking of what sounded like chainmail under his heavy coat.

      "Yes, I am. How can I help you, sir?" Bryn asked, more confidently than he felt.

      The stranger ran his black-gloved fingers over the display, prodding at the different skins.

      "What do you want for the bearskin?" he asked abruptly.

      Bryn sensed a good deal and set the price extra high for a reasonable return after the inevitable haggling. "Twenty-five guilders!"

      That was a fortune, but bearskins were rare. Hardly anyone climbed that high up the mountains to even get near the fearsome creatures, let alone hunt them. Gerald was the only one in the valley who dared. Bryn hoped the stranger would not walk away.

      "That'sss a lot for a sssingle bearssskin! I'll give you twenty guildersss, lad—and not a penny more!"

      That was almost double what Bryn was expecting. "Deal!"

      "Wrap it up for me! I have other thingsss to do. I'll pick it up shortly before the market clossses."

      Bryn took a deep breath, and just as he was about to argue he couldn't reserve the bearskin all day, the stranger said, "Here'sss ten guildersss as a deposssit. I'll give you the ressst later. Have we an agreement, lad?"

      Bryn nodded, took the money, and carefully counted the silver coins.

      "So we'll sssee each other in a few hoursss, lad. I hope I can trussst you," the stranger said and disappeared into the crowd.

      Twenty guilders!

      Bryn couldn't believe it. Gerald would be proud of him. Now they had more than enough money to see them through the rest of winter. With a huge grin plastered across his face, Bryn decided it was an excellent time to visit Drena.

      As he approached the roastery, Zeffi's old, weather-beaten face suddenly appeared in front of him.

      "What are you doing here, Bryn? You never have any money, and you certainly won't get anything here for free. So, what do you want?"

      Somewhat taken aback, Bryn stopped, but to his amazement, he said boldly, "I've come to see Drena, if you must know."

      The old nut seller raised an eyebrow. "She's not here. She left late this morning. The first blizzard of winter's about to hit, and I sent the girl off with the first caravan so she'll be back in Toronham tonight. What did you want with her?" he asked bitterly.

      Bryn's heart sunk. She's gone? His mind began to race. He'd only just seen Drena again after so long—she'd even talked to him—and now she was gone again.

      "I just wanted to talk to her, that's all," he said sadly.

      "Oh, you want to talk, eh?" Zeffi said, lowering his voice menacingly. "I know what lads like you, who spend most of the year alone in the woods, want. Well, you can't have it! Get that right out of your head, Bryn! She's too old for you anyway. What would Drena want with the likes of you?" He snickered viciously. "Besides, she'll be coming here even less now the winter storms have arrived. She'll stay in Toronham with her mother. The journey's too dangerous in all that ice and snow, even without these attacks."

      He turned to the next customer as if Bryn had ceased to exist.

      Hopeless, Bryn returned to his stand. When will I see Drena again? A peculiar, sad feeling crept upon him. Strangely enough, he'd never considered the age difference between them. Why would he? That didn't matter to him.

      Over the next few hours, with his thoughts elsewhere, Bryn let himself be taken advantage of by several customers while haggling over money. All he could think about was the beautiful Drena. Thankfully, business had been sluggish since noon, and the twenty guilders for the bearskin were more than enough to make up for those poorly negotiated sales.
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      After the swearing of the oaths, Tejal announced it was time for breakfast, and hundreds of students formed a long line down the servery counter. But Bryn, Morlâ, and Filixx decided to wait until the initial rush had subsided.

      Bryn used this time to take a closer look at the others from White House, especially those he hadn't met yet. But as he glanced around the table, he saw that most of the other students in the room were staring at him and whispering, and if he caught anyone's eye, they quickly turned away. Bryn dropped his head and kept his gazed fixed on those at the table.

      "Aren't you the popular one," Morlâ whispered.

      Opposite Bryn sat a group of three petite, brown-haired girls who clearly had dwarf blood. One was looking at his right hand from the corner of her eye. They got up together and headed to the counter. Next to Filixx sat two older, human-looking boys who seemed to be in their early twenties, their faces buried in their plates. Somehow, they had already managed to get some food and were cramming it into their mouths.

      His gaze then fell on the student at the end of the table; he was wearing a hood. Bryn peeked at his face and saw his skin was a deep, dark green. An orc! Why is he in White House? The orc stood up and went over to the counter. He was enormous, and Bryn noticed he dragged his left leg. Is that why he's in White House? Bryn was glad only one of these brutal-looking creatures was at the table. Orcs, he decided, were not his favorite.

      Morlâ clasped Bryn's shoulder. "He could have been your roommate."

      "That's Stinky?! You were going to put me in—"

      "Enough staring, kid! He doesn't like it when people do that."

      Filixx let Bryn calm down and then stood up. "Let's get some food. I'm starving."

      So they each took a wooden board, a small bowl, and cutlery off the end of the counter and waited in line.

      A ladleful of indefinable mash splattered into the bowl of the human boy standing in front of Filixx.

      "Who's cooking this week?" he asked.

      "Elves," said the boy, moving away.

      Filixx watched the grey slop land in his bowl. It smelled like roasted nuts but looked inedible. Bryn thought it looked like glue.

      "Those last five weeks flew past, eh?" Filixx pushed the bowl back over the counter. He turned to Bryn and Morlâ and, in a low voice, said, "Semesters always seem to start with weird elf food. Let's eat somewhere else."

      Bryn was confused. "Filixx, what's the matter? It's finally our turn in line, and I'm ravenous."

      "Trust me. You don't want to eat that. Elbendingen is on kitchen duty, which means grey mush and greens until they come out of your ears. And no meat! Not even a tiny bit." Filixx pushed Bryn and Morlâ toward the door.

      "What do you mean, no meat?" Bryn asked. "You cooked some lamb."

      Filixx and Morlâ laughed, and Filixx said, "All the fraternities, including White House, have kitchen duty alternately for seven days each. And to keep it fair, every fifth week, it's everybody's turn to cook, clean up, and set the tables. And all four fraternities—you'll excuse me, again, if I don't count us bastards—have their own tastes and traditional foods, and they cook accordingly. So this week, it's the elves' turn. They're so perfect and nice, they can't harm a living soul, which is fine in a way, but it also means they don't eat meat. Hence, the roasted nut mash abomination. They'll be serving raw greens, vegetable purées, vegetable casseroles—it's a meatless horror show all week."

      Morlâ chuckled and patted Filixx on the back.

      "So nothing if you're starving. Now, you might think it couldn't get any worse with the other three, but far from it. The humans' food is boring, but you can swallow it if you add some secret spices, but it gets truly horrible when the orcs cook. They only eat meat, which drives the elves crazy. But hardly any fresh meat. They bury it or leave it hanging in the sun until it stinks, and then they serve it. That's too much even for my hardened stomach. You can only get delicious food when it's the dwarves' turn to cook. Mushrooms, mutton and goat meat, well-ripened mountain cheese." Filixx had to swallow because his mouth watered. "Mmm, that's always a great week."

      "What do we cook, when it's our turn?" asked Bryn.

      "Since I do most of the cooking, I serve excellent dwarf food. However, the others in the house like to interfere, so we always have something on offer for all four fraternities," he remarked grimly. "The week we cook is probably the only thing the other fraternities appreciate about us. During this time, the dining room is fuller than ever."

      They were now standing in front of the small ivy-covered door Bryn had entered the day before. Filixx took out a big golden key and opened the door. He came into the kitchen, and Morlâ and Bryn followed. Unlike their first visit, the kitchen was far from empty. Many elves were scurrying around gracefully, preparing the food being served at the servery counter.

      "What are you doing here, Filixx?" asked a slim, blond girl Bryn recognized as Gwendolin.

      "Hello, Gwenny! You know how much I adore that vegetable muck, so I'll make a proper breakfast for the three of us now." He then went to the big stove, where three elves were stirring huge pots, took a free stove plate for himself, and stoked the fire underneath.

      "You shouldn't call me that," she protested, but Filixx had disappeared into the pantry.

      "Hello, Gwendolin," said Bryn in a low voice.

      "Hello … er?"

      "It's Bryn."

      "Oh, yes, I remember. You caused quite a stir yesterday," the elf said with a smile. She looked at his white sash. "The bastard house, eh? What a pity. After your performance yesterday, I would have expected more from you. But you seem to get on well with this riff-raff."

      She nodded at Morlâ, whose face turned red. Just as he was about to respond, someone called Gwendolin from the dining room, and she flew out of the kitchen as if she had wings.

      Filixx waved his two friends over to a small table in the corner. Soon, a big pan with scrambled eggs, mushrooms, and bacon landed in front of them. Bryn noticed almost as much bacon as eggs in the simmering pan, and it looked delicious and smelled tempting. Filixx came back with a fresh loaf of bread and, like their own, personal cook, had even organized a pot of herb butter. He served up large portions of scrambled eggs, broke off a large piece of the bread for himself, and handed the loaf to Morlâ.

      "So, what did haughty old Gwenny say to you?"

      "The usual," Morlâ replied, sighing. Bryn began to understand what it meant to be a White House member, to not belong to a real fraternity.

      

      As the weather had improved, the three took the long way back to White House to enjoy the sunshine streaming through the gaps in the clouds.

      "Today is the last day of the semester break; you have to make the most of it," said Morlâ and Filixx agreed.

      Bryn, however, was looking forward to his first day of classes. He had never been to school, let alone university. His previous lessons with Gerald had been somewhat practical, except for the lessons in math and writing. Besides, the week was to start tomorrow morning with the main highlight—Magic. Once again, Bryn had goosebumps at the thought of what this subject might mean.

      "How long does it take to graduate here?" he asked Morlâ once he'd come out of his musings.

      "It depends on the strength of your talent. Normally, most students go to university for about ten semesters. A year always consists of two semesters, with the final exams and entrance test in the last semester."

      "How do you know how strong your gift is?"

      "I'm not the right person to ask," said Morlâ, looking grim.

      Filixx intervened remarkably fast. Bryn had hit a sore spot with Morlâ. "I will not explain to you now how the gift works or what magic is; you will learn that from old Jehal in the morning. But to answer your question—there are different levels of magical ability. With elves, for example, the level is generally high. Humans are almost as good at magic. With the dwarves"—he threw a compassionate glance at Morlâ—"there is usually only a small percentage who are truly magically gifted. Many dwarves can only perform simple spells. The usual exceptions to this rule are us half-breeds as our magic level is hard to determine. And the orcs can't cast spells at all."

      Bryn raised an eyebrow. "I thought being able to do magic was a prerequisite for admission to Âlaburg?"

      "That is also true," Filixx admitted. "Orcs cannot use magic in the traditional sense, but some of them can summon, and all of them have one crucial advantage …" He paused theatrically.

      "Which is?" Bryn asked impatiently.

      "Orcs are immune to magic. They are not susceptible in any way to the magic of anyone with the gift."

      Bryn's head spun. Magic seemed to be a complicated matter. But he would learn more about it in the morning.

      

      Arriving at the tower, the three went down to the common room and spent the rest of the day together, chatting until they all went to bed.

      Bryn extinguished the light and dropped his head on the pillow. He thought about what Morlâ and Filixx had told him about the university, including gossip about fellow students and Masters.

      "I can't believe we've got Magic tomorrow!" he said, but Morlâ did not answer. Maybe he was asleep or perhaps was silent because of his bleak situation with magic. Bryn didn't know. However, he drifted off happily even though he couldn't wait until it was morning.
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      Pleased to meet you, Bryn. I'm Morlâ," He pushed out his hand with a friendly smile, and Bryn shook it. "I'm in my third semester here and was just elected as the student head of White House. But it was no big deal; I was the only candidate." He laughed, slapping Bryn on the shoulder so hard that it made him stagger forward. "The best thing would be to first show you around the university grounds and then where you will be sleeping. After that, we'll go stuff our faces. I'm starving."

      He led Bryn out of the Chancellor's building and through the Garden of the Samuusen. The vast, snow-covered university courtyard was entirely in the shade of an enormous defense tower.

      Bryn's stomach growled. It must be late afternoon already.

      As they strolled, Morlâ decided to play tour guide. "See the buildings far left, with flowers on the front, that look like they were hewn out of a tree?"

      Bryn nodded.

      "This is Elbendingen's fraternity house. The elves live there," he whispered disdainfully. "They think they're all perfect and don't want anything to do with anyone else. Although I have to admit, the girls are stunning! And they have absolutely no interest in anyone from White House, so don't waste your time. Take my word for it." He shivered as if to shake off some nightmare. "Well, never mind … and then we have the old sheds next door, the ones with the half-timbered facades …"

      Bryn felt homesick looking at them and hoped he would be sleeping there tonight. Morlâ noticed the change on Bryn's face. "Unfortunately, they're not where you're going. Not yet, anyway. They belong to the Bond-of-Faith fraternity. Your kind lives there. You know, overgrown good-for-nothings who pray all the time—humans," he quipped and slapped Bryn on the shoulder. Once again, Bryn staggered forward. He had tried hard not to lose his balance this time, but he realized the dwarf was pretty powerful. And Morlâ had been standing on tiptoes!

      He continued walking around with Morlâ, who was still enjoying himself. "Do you see the magnificently designed houses next to the primitive huts and feeble towers? That is Ølsgendur House, the fraternity of well-bred, highly-gifted dwarves," he said in a resonant voice. "This is the building where I should be staying tonight—and every night. But that's another story."

      "Are you a dwarf?" Bryn burst out. "A real dwarf?"

      Morlâ laughed. "No, sonny, I'm just small for my age." But then he came close to Bryn. "Never ask this question to another dwarf here in Âlaburg. They will be deeply offended, and the whole of Ølsgendur will be displeased, and you will have a pile of problems. Got that, Bryn? What I'm telling you is important."

      Bryn nodded uneasily.

      "Good!" Morlâ walked away, muttering to himself, "Am I a real dwarf? Really! I'm in White House because I can't—" He realized he was on his own and called back to Bryn. "Come on! It's become too cold out here—and I don't like talking to myself."

      They walked on, and then Morlâ stopped and pointed. "And while we're talking about not offending anyone and honor and so on, be careful with this lot." Bryn looked at the dark, prison-like houses and towers on the far right behind the defense tower. "You'd better not speak to them at all. Orcs from the Řischnărr fraternity have no sense of humor. None. They will crush you if you look at them sideways. So avoid them. Unless, of course, you're able to summon like the great Tamir the Wise," he added with a grin.

      The two students hurried across the university grounds. They passed the bench where the two dwarves had slept off their big night. Though the two drinkers had gone, Bryn could see the reddish mound where their stomachs' contents had hit the cobbles a few hours earlier. He felt queasy.

      "Start of semester party" said Morlâ. "It was quite orderly this time. But there are always a few idiots who don't know how much beer and wine they can drink."

      Soon, they were standing in front of an insignificant door at the bottom of the defense tower. Sitting next to it was a demonic-looking statue with a big mouth.

      "Put your left hand in," Morlâ insisted, pointing to the gaping mouth and sharp fangs.

      Bryn inched his hand inside; it snapped shut and bit him.

      "Ouch, what the hell?" Bryn yelled, trying to free himself. "Is this a joke, Morlâ? Can you help me? This thing is going to take my hand off."

      Morlâ turned pale. "What the Ûduliý?! I thought you took the test, and Tejal assigned you to this house?" He ran toward the gargoyle and tickled it between the ears, and the pressure on Bryn's hand eased a little.

      "Pull it out if you can," cried Morlâ. "I've never seen anything like this." Again, he ran his hand over the granite beast's ears, and its jaws opened a little wider.

      Bryn seized his chance and pulled out his hand.

      "Phew, thanks, Morlâ. What was that? Is that how you greet new students here?" he asked the dwarf with a reproachful look.

      "No, no, not at all. I'm sorry. It wasn't a joke. This old head is our house totem. Only White House members can open the door by putting their hand with the magic mark on it. All other students are forbidden to enter. Their mark will not work here. Fortunately, it's ticklish behind the ears." He ran his hand lovingly over the back of the gargoyle's head, and the mouth opened wide again. "We have to see the Chancellor straight away! You can't get in here if the gargoyle doesn't permit it. Even if I open the door for both of us, the protective spell will stop you coming in. Old Tejal will be furious that we have to go back to her, but …"

      But Bryn had an idea. He pushed up his sleeve and put his right hand down the monster's throat. They both heard the door click, and it swung open without a sound.
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      Morlâ, how old are you?" asked Bryn as they stepped through the ivy-covered door and headed for the tower.

      Morlâ laughed to himself. "I'll give you three guesses, and if you can determine my age, you can be my roommate. If you don't come up with the right answer, you'll have to move into room number four. Stinky's room. And you won't like that." Morlâ stopped and turned to Bryn. "I'm the student head of White House, and we haven't had a House Master for ages; if you lose, you will have no one to complain to. Are you all right with that?"

      "All right," said Bryn. "Give me a few minutes to think it over."

      Morlâ bowed extravagantly, a gesture of consent.

      As they strolled through the university grounds, Bryn thought about what Filixx had told him. He said his mother thought he was too young at twenty-five to know about his father and wanted to protect him. And at that age, he had yet to have the ceremony of his admission into adulthood. Now the question is, at what age do dwarves have that rite of passage? And I wonder if Filixx is older or younger than Morlâ? In any case, they are both older than twenty-five!

      "Can you give me a hint?"

      "No!"

      Bryn thought about it further.

      When they arrived at the tower, Morlâ took out a golden disc he wore around his neck on a chain. He slid it into the gargoyle's mouth, and the door opened.

      Bryn meant to ask Morlâ about the disc, but he was too busy with the question of Morlâ's age to think on it further. They went downstairs to the common room, which still had a strong smell but was warm. Bryn and Morlâ dropped into a couple of armchairs and sat staring into the crackling fire.

      "So, Bryn, time's up," said Morlâ. "I have to assign you a room."

      "Are you older or younger than Filixx?"

      But all he got was silence and a stern look.

      "All right, I won't ask again." Bryn stood up and began to wander around the room. "Filixx said twenty-five is still young for a dwarf, so you are older than that." He studied Morlâ's face in the hope of seeing whether he was on the right track, but it was unreadable. Bryn sighed. "Are you thirty years old?"

      "Wrong answer. Two guesses left."

      "Are you thirty-five?"

      "One guess left. Then we'll put your things in with Stinky—and I can keep my single room."

      Bryn wouldn't share a room with someone called Stinky. The reason for this nickname was obvious. He was getting desperate. Morlâ has been here for two semesters now. Hmm … But that didn't help him. Then he had a brilliant idea. For us humans, the number seven is significant. On my seventh name day, I was allowed to go hunting with Gerald for the first time. Next summer, for Yuletide, I become a man because I'll be seventeen. In three times seven years, at twenty-one, I'll be considered an adult. He felt he was now on to something. The dwarves, who seem to age much slower than humans, are probably similar; only the time difference would be greater. Perhaps twice as much? Then Morlâ would have come here as a man, at about twenty-eight. That plus the time he's been at the university …

      "What is it then?" asked Morlâ. "Tell me—"

      "Wait, I have to do a quick calculation." After a moment, and risking everything, he presented Morlâ with the result. "You are twenty-nine years old."

      Morlâ was astonished. "How do you know that? No one who wasn't a dwarf has ever guessed my age. Can you read my mind?" he asked, half joking and half serious. "If so, that was dishonest, and you should have told me."

      "No, no," Bryn reassured him. "I did a little math."

      "I don't understand," grumbled Morlâ.

      "You don't need to. So, you better show me our room," Bryn said, beaming.

      "All right, roommate," sighed Morlâ, standing up. "Follow me. I'll show you the legendary White House room number one."

      They crossed the common room to a set of small, wooden stairs. It had three steps, which led to a red, oval door with a worn gold door handle resembling a lion's head. Morlâ opened it and showed Bryn a long, dim hallway lit by several spherical lamps that ran along the wall.

      "Over there." Morlâ pointed to two white doors on the right side of the hallway. "These are the washrooms. We have running water, and sometimes, it's even warm!"

      On the other side of the hallway were several doors of various colors with golden numbers painted on them. The first door was black with a golden eighteen, the next was purple and had the number seventeen, and so it was all down the hallway.

      Bryn looked at the different doors with anticipation.

      Near the end of the hallway was a dark green door with the number four on it. It was heavily damaged and hung crookedly on its hinges. It didn't close properly and looked as if huge claws had left deep scratches in the wood. And the golden four hung upside-down on a nail.

      Morlâ pointed it out as he passed. "I was so sure you were going to end up in there."

      Finally, they came to a blue door, and Morlâ rummaged in his trouser pocket for a small, silver key. The large lock clicked, and Morlâ pushed open the door.

      "Welcome to room number one. Your new home, Bryn. May we both have successful and good times here and do honor to Âlaburg and White House."

      Bryn stepped tentatively into the small, windowless room. A few small lamps were already lit and bathed the space in a pleasant light. Each half of the room had a wooden bed. The one on the right had been made up with a big, comfortable pillow, new bed covers, and a thick, warm blanket.

      The left side of the room clearly belonged to Morlâ. On the walls hung some charcoal drawings of other dwarves. Bryn guessed they were probably family. On his desk lay sheets of papyrus covered with runes, which Bryn could not decipher. Neither could he identify the remains of the food scattered over the desk. Morlâ's bed was unmade, and the covers needed washing. In the corner was a big leather satchel filled with old books, writing tools, and papyrus. Morlâ seemed to have carved strange signs or symbols on the outside of it, but Bryn decided to ask about them later.

      Next to the satchel was an object that caught Bryn's attention. It was a long, bent iron rod with a wooden handle. At the end of the rod was a golden star, which sparkled despite the dim light. Before he could ask about it, Morlâ started shouting.

      "Damn! Damn it! How did she know?"

      Bryn looked at Morlâ and followed his gaze to Bryn's bed. On the snow-white blanket lay the few belongings Bryn had taken when he fled the cabin with Gerald. There was also a leather satchel like Morlâ's. Next to that was a white sash with a strange, interwoven black emblem and an envelope with a red seal.

      Morlâ was angry. "Did you discuss which room you would be in with the Chancellor? Are you her new little darling, now, are you?"

      "Morlâ, think about it," Bryn said, getting annoyed. "You chose this room for me, remember?"

      The dwarf murmured to himself. "You're right, but how does she know everything, and how did she get in the room?" Then he turned pale and began to rummage through the messy pile of papyrus on his desk.

      Bryn fell back onto his bed. It was soft. He stretched out his arms, smiled, and broke into a huge yawn—that's when he remembered the envelope. It was made from thick, cream-colored papyrus and felt good in his hand. He took a closer look at the seal. It depicted a dove with a snake in its claws. The writing below it was indecipherable, as if it was done in a hurry. As Bryn broke the wax, a small, silvery whirl flew out from the seal. It spiraled to the ceiling with a soft ringing sound and then disappeared. He glanced at Morlâ for an explanation, but he was still sorting through his desk. This university is a strange place. Inside the envelope was a letter written in black ink with meticulous handwriting.

      

      
        
        From:

        Raisar Merhorna Elisa Tejal

        Grand Master, Chancellor, Keeper of the Seals, Supreme Peace Keeper, Healer

        

        To:

        Bryn

        White House

        Room no. 1

        

        Dear Bryn,

        Welcome to Âlaburg. As Chancellor, I am delighted to welcome you as a new student and a future guardian of peace. Unlike your fellow students, you do not know anything about the true nature of Razuclan. Therefore, you will have to learn twice as much as they do. But I am sure you will succeed. Your talent is extraordinary, if what happened in my office earlier is any indication. Please do not talk about what happened with any Master or student. And above all, do not mention that in my test, you saw three colors! This is for your own good. I will find out what this means, and then you and I will talk and decide how to continue.

        Enclosed is your timetable. Morlâ will help you find your way around as you both are taking almost the same subjects. He did not make significant progress in any subject except Math in the last semester. He will be repeating all the others. Morlâ will explain everything else and show you around.

        PS: Don't forget your punishment on the weekend in the gardens.

        PPS: I have made Gerald the acting House Master of White House; inform Morlâ about it. He can pass this on to the other residents.

        PPPS: You do not need to hide this letter; no one but you can read it.

        PPPPS: This does not apply to your timetable; you must show it to your Masters before starting all your lessons.

        

        In friendship and peace!

        

        Tejal (Grand Master, Chancellor, etc.)

      

      

      

      Bryn read the letter three times until he was sure he had understood it. He could hardly believe it. He was a student of Âlaburg, and Gerald was his House Master! The events had come thick and fast in the last few days, and Gerald had a lot to explain.

      Bryn put the letter down and noticed Morlâ looking at him with suspicion. But he didn't want to tell him what was in it right now, partly because Tejal had asked him to and partly because he was still annoyed with the challenge Morlâ had set him over the room.

      "Gerald will be the new House Master of White House, and we both have the same timetable. The rest of the letter is only a bunch of welcoming words."

      "Gerald as in your foster father? I've never heard of a Master by that name."

      "I have never heard of such a Master either."

      "This is going to be fun. We here in White House don't have an official House Master because we are not a fraternity. That's why there is only one tutor here. Usually, the untainted, virtuous lecturers are too respectable to accept a position here. For decades, White House students have managed their own affairs. Who knows what kind of improvements Gerald may try to bring about here? We'll see. But I have a few things to sort out now, Bryn. I'll see you tonight at the latest." Then he grabbed some sheets of papyrus off his desk and raced out of the room.

      Morlâ's heavy footsteps echoed down the hallway, and Bryn heard the door to the common room slam. His new home fell quiet. Only then did he notice how exhausting the last days had been. He threw the things on the bed to the floor and curled up in the blanket. But his final thoughts before falling asleep were of Drena.
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      On his way to White House, Bryn stopped to breathe in the air. It smelled of spring for the first time this year—like early blossoms, green buds, and the first, warming rays of the sun. There was no other way to describe it, but it felt like life was awakening after a long winter. Lost in thought, he enjoyed the scent and the tranquility. As it was dinner time, the university lay deserted. The students were probably enjoying the food of the Řischnărr fraternity in the dining room. Bryn was not sorry to miss out on that. He'd had enough of giblets and blood pudding for the week.

      "Oh, young McDermit," a deep voice boomed to his left. "What are the odds of us meeting here?"

      Bryn jumped in fright. He had been sure until now that he was walking all alone. Cautious, he turned to his left and saw—nothing.

      "Down here," the baritone teased. Bryn glanced below and saw a dwarf—not just any dwarf but one of the Driany Knights who had arrived Sunday afternoon.

      Bryn apologized right away. "I'm sorry, Knight. I didn't notice you."

      "It happens, but most people never forget me after one encounter," he said with a wink.

      Bryn continued on his way together with his odd companion. The stout dwarf was eating something bloody and greasy, and shreds of it were hanging from his beard—definitely orc cuisine.

      Bryn's first impression of the knight proved right. Up close, his clothes looked shabby and unkempt, full of stains and holes. He had swapped the chainmail vest he wore on his arrival for a colorful floral shirt that fell to his knees. It had also seen better days. His hair, like his beard, was gray, and his face was furrowed with wrinkles. He must be several decades old.

      His bulbous, red nose indicated he was quite fond of drinking, but he didn't reek of alcohol. Either he hadn't been drinking tonight or was stuck with a big, red honker.

      "Do you mind me walking with you?" he asked guilelessly, looking up at Bryn and right into his eyes for the first time.

      Bryn's breath caught. In those brown eyes glowed infinite wisdom. The dwarf seemed to be looking straight into his soul. Next to him, Bryn felt stupid and insignificant. Now he understood why the fat, unkempt dwarf was a Driany Knight. He had to possess a wealth of knowledge and understanding of the world that few living beings on Razuclan did. Bryn now remembered dwarves lived much longer than humans. Morlâ even claimed that some of the oldest of his nation were over five hundred years old.

      All this crossed his mind in such a bewildering flash that he almost forgot to answer. "Certainly not, Knight! It is an honor to have you walk with me."

      "An honor, Elmar, did you hear that? Clearly, he doesn't know you yet," said a female voice, this time to Bryn's right.

      Bryn turned around once more. There stood the elf who had arrived on the weekend. She beamed at him, then the wind blew some golden strands of her long hair into her beautiful face, and Bryn started blushing. It bothered him a lot, but he hoped nobody would see it in the twilight.

      The elf, dressed in plain, tight, white linen clothes, didn't seem to notice. She was merrily chatting as if they had known each other for ages.

      "I hope our esteemed Grand Master Boulderstone is not boring you, Bryn? Sometimes, he can be quite soporific, particularly when he meets strangers who dare not interrupt him."

      Boulderstone snorted loudly but did not attempt to defend himself.

      "No, no, Ms …" Bryn didn't know how to address the elf and blushed again.

      She gracefully managed the situation with a sweeping movement of her hand and a short bow. "My name, young Bryn, is Isilmar Morningsky. Like our mutual friend, I am also a Grand Master—only taller!"

      Only now did Bryn realize his mistake. A Grand Master. And two of them! He stopped and bowed, but he'd halted so abruptly, the others kept walking. Both Grand Masters turned around to look for him. Bryn's face was red, and he bowed once more.

      "There you go!" said the dwarf. "And I thought Tejal said these new students hadn't been taught anything."

      "Leave him be, Boulderstone. The three of us met by chance on an evening stroll—don't spoil it now. And little did Bryn know what illustrious acquaintances he would make today." The three then resumed walking, and Morningsky continued talking. "It's good to be out. The Řischnărr evening meal is lying heavy in my stomach. Tonight's menu seemed even more gory and putrid than when I was at Âlaburg."

      "I found it tasty," a deep voice boomed from the shadows a few yards ahead.

      Bryn was too startled to hide it from his two companions. The abrupt appearance of a stranger shrouded in darkness brought back memories of his encounter with the Vonnyen in the wintry Arell Forest.

      Morningsky looked at Bryn and smiled. "Orr, you're scaring our young companion. Not everybody knows that an orc three-yards tall with arm-length horns and finger-sized fangs can be as tame as a cute little wood mouse. Step out of your dark corner."

      Bryn struggled to avoid flinching again when the giant dark orc appeared from behind a tree. He towered above them all by several feet. His twisted horns were painted red, making him appear even more dangerous. When he tried to smile—Bryn hoped it was a smile, at least—bright white fangs shimmered in the growing darkness, meant for more than just feeding. In a few long strides, the orc stood in front of them. His every move exuded tremendous strength. Bryn could see the numerous muscles under his dark skin. It had not occurred to Bryn that someone this big could move so gracefully and silently.

      "Sorry, young McDermit, I didn't mean to scare you," he said, offering Bryn his right-hand claw.

      Bryn took hold of the massive hand with both hands but still could not fully grasp it.

      "I don't want to nitpick," Boulderstone said, "but Orr is also a Grand Master, Bryn. So …"

      Bryn immediately bowed, and Orr flashed his brilliant white fangs at him again.

      Morningsky glanced at Boulderstone. "I told you it was best not to have Orr speak to him first," she said, giving Orr a good-natured nudge.

      Bryn realized then that his encounter with the three Grand Masters was no coincidence.

      What do they want from me? he wondered. But since he dared not ask them, he just walked alongside them. They wandered across the vast, darkening grounds of the university in silence. The Grand Masters had distracted him somewhat, and he soon found himself at the rear of the mighty tower with his small group, still quite a way from the entrance to White House.

      Finally, Grand Master Morningsky broke the silence. "Well, I never expected the four of us to go for a stroll together."

      "Let's stop playing games," Boulderstone gruffly cut in. "The boy must have realized by now this is no chance meeting."

      "Are you sure, Elmar?" She gave Bryn an inquiring look, but he couldn't utter a word. The whole situation was just too strange.

      "Are you all right, little human?" Orr inquired, which intimidated Bryn even more.

      "Yes," Bryn whispered.

      "See," Boulderstone teased Morningsky, "Orr does have a gift for handling humans. We should have made him talk to Bryn first!"

      "Nonsense. I should have been first. All humans love elves." The Grand Master spun around, her golden hair flying seductively around her head.

      "We should have intercepted him at Tejal's office straight away," the orc said in his deep voice.

      "I've had too many bad experiences in that office," Boulderstone countered. "Nobody will ever make me go in there again. Taking him out of his room at night when he's fast asleep, as I suggested, would have been the best solution. But we also—"

      But Bryn had had enough of listening to their secret plans, and he erupted angrily, "What do you want from me?"

      "Well, well, well. There might be more to you than meets the eye," Grand Master Boulderstone said with some delight.

      The group had come to a halt, their focus on Bryn. Three different pairs of eyes studied him carefully.

      "Apologies for our little charade, Bryn," Morningsky said. "We didn't want the other students to know we had to talk to you. This whole situation seems, well, complicated enough as it is."

      "Utterly!" Orr snorted. "The two human fools—no offense to you, young McDermit," he added, "would have killed each other, if—"

      "—if," interrupted Boulderstone, "you had not saved their lives with your remarkable abilities."

      Bryn fumbled for something to say. Uncomfortable being the center of attention, he didn't feel like a hero at all. And he still didn't know how he had done it.

      "Anybody would have done the same thing," he mumbled.

      Orr put his heavy hand on his shoulder, causing Bryn to crouch a little. His big head dropped down close to Bryn's face. "No, young human, not everybody would have done that. No one acted, except you. No one! Like it or not, this is a heroic deed, and I want …" He looked briefly at the other two Grand Masters. "We want to thank you. What you did for MacRallen was huge and deserves credit. He is not only our brother in the Order but also our friend, and you have saved him."

      The other two now approached Bryn and put their hands on his shoulder. Filixx had once explained to Bryn that this was considered a great honor in the magical world. When gifted people came directly into contact, their energies briefly merged and surrendered to the others' power.

      The Grand Masters spoke as one. "We thank you, Bryn McDermit. The Peace Keepers of the Driany Order owe you a debt of gratitude."

      Bryn was speechless.

      "Is there anything we can do to thank you? Being Grand Masters, we have considerable influence," Boulderstone said.

      A million ideas raced through Bryn's mind. Maybe now he could transfer to the Bond-of-Faith fraternity and be among humans again? Or no more kitchen duty? But Bryn had only one true desire, which he hoped the learned Driany Knights could grant him.

      "I want to know who I am and what I am."

      His three extraordinary companions glanced knowingly at each other.

      "A wise decision, young human," said Boulderstone, "and one that shows great character. Only by knowing about ourselves can we fully live our life and define and share it with others." He was silent for a moment, but neither Morningsky nor Orr seemed willing to add anything more. When he spoke again, his voice was so soft that Bryn could hardly hear him. "Knowledge, young Bryn, can also be a burden. Are you sure this is what you want?"

      Bryn's short, firm nod was answer enough for the Grand Master, who sighed. "Very well then. What you are is not so easy to define, but I will share what I know of what it means to be a Seer of Colors."

      Excitement coursed through Bryn. So that was what the magical community called beings like him. He was a Seer of Colors!

      "As you know," the dwarf continued, "the three magical nations on Razuclan can only access their respective magical energies in the realm. For humans, the color of their magical energy is red; for elves, it is yellow, and for us dwarves, it is blue. This is mainly due to the origin of the energies scattered across the continent."

      Bryn nodded for the Grand Master to continue.

      "So much for the rule. The exceptions that confirm it are those known as Seers of Colors. But only a few have appeared over the centuries. I do not know of a single student of Âlaburg who possessed this ability. Except you, of course," he added, smiling. "This is why the Chancellor didn't find anything on similar cases in the university archives. She deliberately withheld her limited knowledge about what it means to be a Seer of Colors, as it is one of the best-kept secrets in the magical world. Only a few Grand Masters know and may share this information. Luckily, one of the leading experts in this little-explored field of magic stands right before you." Boulderstone grinned. "A Seer of Colors is capable of extraordinary feats of magic. Though I've never heard of one being able to attack an orc with their powers."

      Orr made an indefinable noise, which gave Bryn the shivers.

      "If any of them ever abused their power, the consequences for the magical balance throughout Razuclan would be disastrous. The same danger exists in your life. You have to learn to follow the true path of magic and avoid being tempted by the realm's exciting possibilities. Moreover, every enemy of free and peaceful magic on Razuclan will also become your enemy, as you already know from painful experience."

      Images of that icy cold night, the deserted clearing, and the murderous Vonnyen flickered through Bryn's mind.

      "More than any other gifted being, you must be careful about controlling your abilities to avoid irreversible damage to Razuclan," Boulderstone advised him.

      Bryn realized what he'd meant by burden. Taking care not to be the reason for the world's end was more than one person could bear. Now he understood Jehal's reaction. But he couldn't accept what he was hearing.

      I didn't choose this, Bryn thought grimly.

      "The Order, therefore, imposes a vow of silence on anyone who possesses this information," Boulderstone finished.

      "And, of course, my diligent sister adhered to that," Morningsky remarked, winking at Bryn.

      That explained why Tejal hadn't told him straight away he was a Seer of Colors and why she was crying after the Grand Masters arrived at the castle. Hopefully, the sisters were only shedding tears of joy then, but Bryn doubted it. He remembered an old human saying that he had never understood as a child: When elves cry, hard times follow.

      "You, too," the old dwarf continued, "should share this knowledge only with the ones you trust. I will not commit you to silence because being a Seer of Colors is part of your nature, and you cannot hide it from everything and everyone for the rest of your life without losing your true self."

      Bryn was grateful because he had to talk to somebody about it. He could hardly wait to tell Gerald, Filixx, and Morlâ, even though he didn't know whether his roommate still trusted him unconditionally.

      "The science behind a gifted person becoming a Seer of Colors is a matter of debate in the magical community. Some believe that the so-called 'impure or bastards,'" said Boulderstone, "absorb both of their respective nations' energies. An explanation that is almost certainly impossible in your case. Another explanation is that gifted ones who have spent a long time away from their own people's realm absorb the energy of their respective locations to become a Seer of Colors. But this, too, is out of the question. You are too young for such a transformation to be possible. Furthermore, since you began to live with Gerald, you have always been in human territory." The dwarf sighed. "You see, I can tell you what you are but not who. The source of your extraordinary talent lies in your provenance. Unfortunately, we have no information about that either."

      Bryn's high spirits evaporated. He had wanted to learn about his origins, but the Grand Master's words crushed his hopes.

      Orr sensed Bryn's disappointment. "Let us clarify one thing. We may not know yet, but one day, we'll find out." The giant orc crouched down to look Bryn in the eye. "I promise that on our travels and missions, we will always keep our eyes and ears open to find out the secret of your origins."

      For a long time, Bryn said nothing and just stared into the orc's black eyes, watching his small yellow pupils constantly dilate and constrict. Still devastated, all Bryn could manage was to thank him.

      Nothing more needed to be said or done, and the Grand Masters and Bryn continued their evening walk in silence. As they got closer to the door to White House, they bid him goodbye, one after the other. The last to depart was Grand Master Boulderstone.

      "Bryn, even if you don't know where you're from, you know who you are."

      The boy looked confused.

      The dwarf laughed. "Think about it. In your short time as a student here at Âlaburg, you managed to be the first gifted being to defeat an orc with magic. Your powers terrified Master Jehal; he no longer wants to teach you. You became part of a Starball team and saved the life of a Grand Master, a Master, and several fellow students. And you still wonder who you are? For me, it is simple. You're an excellent young wizard."

      The old dwarf chuckled again and disappeared into the dark, leaving Bryn alone but with a smile working its way across his face.
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      Now that Bryn and Morlâ had talked things over, Starball training was better than ever. The team was now allowed to train almost every day as it was only one week until the first spring full moon. The following Saturday, the first part of the university competition would be held.

      After one of their many practice sessions, Bryn told Filixx and Morlâ all about his meeting with the Grand Masters. As usual, Ûlyėr left immediately after training, so the three could discuss Bryn's news. They did not come up with extra insights. Still, Bryn was glad he finally had someone to talk to about being a Seer of Colors.

      In the evenings after training, the boys usually collapsed into bed. That night, Bryn lay there thinking that at least they wouldn't come last in the tournament this year, which would be much better than the achievements of the previous residents of White House. Gerald's training tips had proved to be incredibly useful. Bryn was amazed that his foster father was such a great Starball coach. With his help, they could perhaps surprise one or two of the other fraternities.

      More than once, Bryn dreamed of lifting the trophy while the rest of the university cheered for White House team. When he woke up, it always seemed highly unlikely. But the idea was deeply ingrained in his subconscious.

      

      Thursday rolled around—the last day on which the players had to attend lessons. The Friday before the tournament weekend, they were supposed to get ready for the competition.

      Bryn was more than happy about it. For the last few weeks, classes had been even more strenuous, something he would never have believed possible. But the great rivalry among the House Masters had resulted in them favoring the students and players in their respective fraternities and harassing everyone else whenever possible. Since Gerald did not take classes, the White House team was at a particular disadvantage. There was no one in the university to protect them from the other Masters or pester the other fraternity teams on behalf of White House.

      Jehal, the head of Bond-of-Faith, presented some magical artifacts in his class. He ordered Bryn and Morlâ to look into their capabilities. Alas, he had conveniently forgotten to mention that some of them could cause severe damage. One artifact was a particularly harmless-looking dried troll ear, still adorned with a sparkly earring. Bryn was pretty sure that its effect was to petrify his opponent. That the two friends survived this class unscathed was pure coincidence.

      Even the prudent Master Tieffenor couldn't resist the challenge of the competition. Ølsgendur hadn't won a title for generations. Being their House Master, he wanted to support his players as much as he could. According to Filixx, the Master had asked him after a lesson to search the archives in the university's basement. He had to look for scrolls about the Rebellion of the Wolf Men in the interim between the First and Second War of the Nations. As it happened, the doors were closed earlier than usual on that day. After a futile search, Filixx found himself locked up in the huge basement vault. Only his resourcefulness, which included getting hold of some fake university keys, had saved him from spending the tournament weekend underground, surrounded by dusty scrolls of papyrus and mice.

      Even Ûlyėr was not safe from being messed with. After his seminar on Healing with Master Winterblossom, the House Master of Elbendingen fraternity, his appearance in the university dining room seemed far too cheerful and happy. Filixx recognized it as the symptoms of an elvish love potion, given 'accidentally' to the giant in class. But the orc soon recovered, and by evening, his familiar bad attitude was back. When Bryn greeted him in White House hallway with a friendly 'hello,' the orc pushed him aside and stepped into the bathroom without a word.

      Master Ñokelä, the House Master of Řischnărr, was his usual self. He treated the students of White House with the same unfairness and severity they had grown accustomed to in the past months. An increase in his bullying was just impossible.

      Bryn's great advantage in the current situation was that Morlâ, Filixx, and even Ûlyėr were all affected. At least the team members could bond over the bad behavior of the Masters.

      

      The four players were in the dimly-lit common room, sitting around the fireplace. None of them noticed that the fire was about to go out. They wore anxious expressions, and Morlâ even had beads of sweat on his forehead. The only one not showing any sign of anxiety was Ûlyėr—at least Bryn couldn't detect any in his dark face.

      They had the room all to themselves for the night. It was one of the things Gerald had managed to arrange for them. But it was the end of a long, hard day and the last evening before the tournament, and their team captain was once again lecturing on rules and tactics.

      "Morlâ, we know the rules," Bryn protested.

      "Listen up, everybody," Morlâ replied with renewed tension in his voice. "The other teams are just waiting for it—one single rule violation, and they'll exclude us from the tournament. So, one more time."

      Bryn glanced at Filixx, who rolled his eyes, and they went on pretending to listen. Both boys knew Morlâ needed to reassure himself, and he droned on and on about all the tournament proceedings.

      "We're playing a total of four games, and we're going to win them all if we can. All of us will have to play because we don't have a fifth man." His eyes lingered on Bryn. "Each of us is only allowed to play once. For every victory, two points will be awarded. The top two teams will play against each other in the final on Sunday to decide who wins the University Cup. Always remember to defend our Harel Star or touch the opponent's. You have to defend or conquer the star at least twice in three rounds tops. Attack and defense alternate in each round. The third round is open. Any more questions?"

      The others shook their heads.

      "Fine," Morlâ said, still somewhat nervous. "Now, off to bed. We start early tomorrow."

      Morlâ remained in the common room. He unfolded a stack of papyrus, all covered with arrows, player's names, and fraternities, and started fretting over potential strategies and game plans like he had done hundreds of times over the past months.
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      Bryn steadied himself on his feet, shivering with cold, soaked to the skin, trying to process what had happened. Had he really seen something? If so, what was it? Could they have been red eyes? Once again, panic flooded him, but he scolded himself and tried to repress his fear.

      Though it was dark, Bryn started walking so he could at least get warm. He headed in the direction in which Reven had taken off, but he had no hope of finding the horse. The narrow forest path was unrecognizable in the snow, and the darkness made it impossible for Bryn to get a real sense of direction.

      The walking calmed him down and sharpened his senses. The rhythmic movements were comforting and kept him focused. But his progress was slow as the snowdrifts were so high now that he had to wade through them in some places. Often, he sank or slipped, catching himself at the last moment, which wasted precious energy. While Bryn could still see his breath hang in the air, he used it to keep his breathing steady. It helped him stay warm, but at the same time, he felt that his strength was fading, and he knew he wouldn't last out here for long. Even so, he launched himself into the next snowdrift.

      He paused at a spot that appeared more sheltered and bent forward, his hands on his thighs, taking several deep breaths. The hard slog was taking its toll. Bryn's mouth tasted of copper, and he could hear blood pulsing in his ears and rushing through his body. He was exhausted, and the thought of sleep began to lull him into unconsciousness. But Bryn knew if he rested here for even a minute more, he would never see home again.

      As he struggled to straighten up, he again thought that he noticed something out of the corner of his eye—something red and glowing. Now he was sure! Bryn squinted through the dark but saw nothing. Then he noticed something else he'd caught at that first encounter with the red eyes but had forgotten entirely because his horse had spooked—the stench.

      With this wind and the cold, Bryn thought he would not be able to smell anything—unless snow had a smell. Still, something was making him nauseous. The stench reminded him of moldy wood and mud drying in the sun after a flood, mixed with the bloated, decaying, maggot-infested carcass of a cow or sheep.

      Bryn didn't know what frightened him more—the red eyes and the smell or the idea that he had imagined them both out of sheer panic! Still, he tried to run away as fast as possible from where the stench was emanating. But he was running deeper into the forest, in the opposite direction of home.

      Silent and unseen, a tall figure followed close behind Bryn. The wind caught the hood of his heavy, black cloak, and his red eyes flashed in the darkness. He adjusted the hood to hide his eyes and ran toward Bryn.

      An icy cold penetrated Bryn; he felt weak and disorientated. But he kept running as fast as he could. Even though he doubted what he'd seen and smelled, his instincts screamed that he was in danger.

      Bryn plodded onward. He felt the blizzard had turned against him, forcing him backward toward the ominous presence. Dread overwhelmed him, and his stomach flipped so violently it started to ache. Glancing around for probably the hundredth time, he could see nothing, only darkness. Meanwhile, the snow was almost up to his hips, forcing him to crawl. The forest was dense and completely black with no sound from any living thing—only the wind howled in his ears. Bryn didn't know if it was exhaustion or if the forest was completely silent. His lungs were burning. He had to stop and take a deep breath. Again, his mouth tasted of copper.

      The sound of a twig snapping! Bryn knew that could only be a living thing. It sounded deafening—like if he'd pressed his ear to the village church bell as it rang. The tense concentration of the last minutes had made his ears extra sensitive. Now he knew something was following him. He had to keep going, but his body refused to move.

      He heard several branches breaking in quick succession, the sounds much closer this time. The disgusting musty stench filled the air. Something was coming straight at him. He took cover behind a big oak tree, unsure which direction the sounds had come from, and pulled out his hunting knife. It appeared tiny to him now, more like a toy than a weapon. Still, he pointed the blade to where he expected his pursuer to come from and held the handle with all his might.

      Without a sound, a large shape emerged from a thicket a few yards in front of Bryn. It wore a black cloak with the hood up and was turning the head in all directions. Bryn watched for a moment, but he wasn't sure if the shape was looking about or sniffing the air. Suddenly, a gust of wind whipped off the hood covering the face, and the stranger froze. To Bryn's horror, he saw a pair of red eyes glaring at him.
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      Bryn threw up in the sink again.

      "Take it easy, son," said Gerald, patting his back.

      The enormous pressure on Bryn and all the excitement were taking their toll. Bryn nodded and tried to focus on something other than the awful taste in his mouth.

      "Feeling any better?"

      His stomach did feel calmer, but that was probably because there was nothing left to come out of it.

      "Get yourself cleaned up, and I'll see you in the common room."

      Bryn lifted his head and caught sight of himself in the mirror. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin yellowish and pale, and a bead of sweat was running down his forehead. Anyone might have assumed—and reasonably—that he was seriously ill. But Bryn knew otherwise. Tejal's decision yesterday had taken the pressure off the rest of the team but not him. Bryn was sick from worrying about this afternoon's game.

      After their win yesterday, the supporters from White House and, much to Bryn's surprise, many humans and dwarves had formed a crowd and cheered the team to the tower. Everyone knew making the final was White House's most outstanding achievement to date.

      Even so, Bryn knew that not winning the title would be an unmitigated disappointment.

      Bryn also thought about Morlâ, Filixx, and Gerald. They had all spoken to him at length on the way back and assured him no one would be angry if he did not win. But they never forgot to add what it would mean for the despised bastard house to win the Starball title. Bryn wanted this victory too. Everyone who had looked down on him and his friends, the pure and the perfect, the ones with a family, a home, and a nation and fraternity that wanted them—Bryn wanted to show them all.

      Bryn also wanted the victory for himself. He wanted to make history. He wanted to be among the first from White House to win the title.

      

      Bryn shuffled into the common room and found the whole team waiting for him.

      "Bryn!" Morlâ cried. "You're looking so much better!"

      Bryn acknowledged his captain and lowered himself into an armchair. "Thanks."

      "Bryn …?" Bryn frowned and looked over to see Filixx standing near the door, the Harel Star in his hand. "We have to leave immediately … you spent quite a while in the bathroom—otherwise, we'll lose because we're late."

      With his other hand, Filixx brought out a snow-white cape from behind his back and gave it to Bryn.

      "I ironed it myself."

      

      Bryn realized it was late when he saw that the castle courtyard was empty. A few students still roamed around, but most of them had gone to the stadium.

      My friends were waiting for me! It warmed Bryn's heart. His teammates had given him time to collect himself, and moreover, nobody had put him under pressure—not even Ûlyėr. He couldn't disappoint them now. Bryn started walking faster to get the air into his lungs. Although he still had a sour taste in his mouth, his courage was returning. Whatever happened, he knew his friends would remain his friends. And that was the most important thing.

      The small delegation rounded the last bend before the stadium.

      "Well, look who we have here," came a deep, halting voice. "It looks like a pack of cheats."

      Kuelnk was standing in their path, along with ₱yzu and two other enormous orcs Bryn had not seen before.

      "What do you want?" Morlâ growled, reaching under his cape to ensure his club was still there.

      "What do we want?" Kuelnk sneered while the others laughed. "We want our team in the final. Not a team of cheats and bastards. Řischnărr would have swept you away if we had entered."

      "But you didn't," snapped Filixx.

      ₱yzu glared at him, and the other two flexed their muscles; then, like a pack of wolves, they began to circle the boys.

      "It wasn't our decision, Kuelnk," said Morlâ, trying to placate them. But it fell on deaf ears. "It is what it is."

      "No, dwarf. None of you are going to the game—especially not this freak. That will be how it is," said Kuelnk, pointing his claw at Bryn.

      At that moment, a huge claw landed on Bryn's chest, startling him. It gently pushed him back. It was Ûlyėr, maneuvering himself between Bryn and Kuelnk.

      Ûlyėr straightened up and took another step forward. For the first time, his teammates could see he was much taller than the other orcs facing them. And, somehow, he seemed even more threatening than usual.

      "Nobody touches Bryn!" roared Ûlyėr at a volume Bryn thought impossible for even an orc. Ûlyėr crouched into an attack position, claws clenched, and bared his huge yellow fangs.

      Bryn's eyes widened. After their lousy start that first day of training, he'd assumed Ûlyėr would remain hostile toward him forever. Yet, since then, all Ûlyėr had shown Bryn was a complete lack of interest. He would never have expected Ûlyėr to defend him!

      "Stay out of this, Stinky," Kuelnk spat. Ûlyėr did not react, staring steadily at Kuelnk like a hunter readying for the kill. "You can't interfere here because you don't exist. You're dead to us, Ûlyėr. And Řälärm will never accept you into our fraternity. Even as I speak, it's like I'm talking to myself!"

      The other Řischnărr students roared with laughter.

      Before the situation could escalate, they heard Master Tieffenor's raucous laughter. He had turned the corner with Gerald. Immediately, the four orcs ran off and disappeared into the commotion in front of the stadium.

      Without delay, the team also made for the stadium. And when they appeared in the arena, a thunderous applause rose from the crowd. Most of the students seemed to be there for the otherwise unpopular bastard house. However, the elf supporters, all dressed in yellow and blue, did not join in. Instead, they showered the spectators with beautiful, scented flowers.

      "I think that's their way of booing us," Bryn quipped.

      The only one Bryn could see in black was Master Ñokelä; the other orcs were boycotting the game. In solidarity, Ñokelä refused to sit with the Chancellor in the official stand, but that didn't seem to dampen the atmosphere.

      Jehal was refereeing the game and called the captains to the court to nominate the players. This was a farce as everyone knew who was going to be playing.

      "Representing Elbendingen," announced Gwendolin, "is Mahir Cedarseed."

      She was a young elf from the second semester and the fifth member of their team. For White House, Morlâ nominated Bryn.

      With his teammates' words of encouragement in his ears and the Harel Star in his hand, Bryn walked into the court. Only now, as he positioned himself on the left side of the court, did he notice how heavy the star was.

      An unusual calm came over Bryn now that the game was about to start. He had blocked out the cheers and noise from the crowd to such a degree that he hardly noticed his opponent.

      "Are you both ready?" Jehal's harsh tone tore Bryn from his daydream. Without waiting for the players' answers, Jehal turned the hourglass over. The finale had begun.

      The slim elf stood there, not moving. Mahir closed her eyes and mumbled something. She's summoning some beast, Bryn thought. His panic rushed back. His heart was pounding, and his blood pulsed in his throat.

      What can I do? The elf still had her eyes closed and was reciting some verse. It's probably some huge, elvish beast that'll tear me to pieces. Bryn tried desperately to enter the realm, but it was no good.

      For the spectators, two players standing around not doing much was boring. They had been looking forward to a gripping and eventful finale. Bryn could hear the first boos.

      I can't listen to this. I must concentrate!

      His left foot suddenly sank into the wooden surface of the court. How is that possible? It destroyed his concentration, and the realm closed to him. Then his right foot also sank. What is going on here?

      Bryn turned to the Harel Star, relieved to see it still standing there, radiating light. Then Bryn sank down to his waist.

      The ground beneath him gave way further, leaving only his head above the surface of the court. So this is her spell! Being swallowed by the Starball court must have made a grotesque sight. Dread overwhelmed Bryn. Moving his limbs or breathing was becoming more and more difficult. Enormous pressure was building up around his body; he began to panic. Until now, he hadn't realized he was claustrophobic! Freeing himself from this spell was all that mattered now. He thrashed about as best he could and twisted and turned his head, but nothing helped.

      Bryn let out a spine-chilling scream.

      "1-0 to Elbendingen," cried Jehal. "Well done, Cedarseed. I had no idea you were so good at using the Hypnosis Spell." He didn't bother to look at Bryn but yelled in his direction, "You can stop squirming, McDermit. No one hurt you—or should I say, no one ever hurt you," he snickered, much to the audience's delight.

      Bryn realized he'd only been lying next to the extinguished Harel Star, thrashing and screaming, believing the ground was swallowing him. Now he wanted the ground to open up and swallow him. If he could have quit the university then and there, he would have. Bryn stood up and tried to ignore the mockery and laughter from the crowd.

      "Concentrate," Morlâ whispered to him. He grabbed the Harel Star and ran back through the gap in the perimeter fence.

      Easier said than done, thought Bryn, feeling even more depressed. But Jehal didn't give him a second to think. Without waiting for Bryn to signal he was ready, Jehal turned the great hourglass over again. Bryn had three minutes to touch Elbendingen's star. He attempted to enter the realm one more time and failed. He quickly realized that to have a chance of winning, he had to rely on himself and not magic. The timer continued to run down mercilessly; a third of the sand had gone through already.

      Mahir seemed utterly calm and composed, and Bryn's thoughts became more fraught. While he straightened his cape and regained his footing, she shot a spell at him so quickly that Bryn only avoided it by diving desperately into the air. Then she retreated to her position in front of her shining Harel Star, her tactic effectively keeping Bryn at a distance.

      Bryn thrust his hands into his trouser pockets, as he always did when thinking. A glance at the hourglass told him more than half the time had already passed. He had to do something, or he would lose the final. He found something hard and round in his pocket—a hazelnut. Last night, Gerald had talked him into eating some for the game because they were energizing. He had one left over and took it out.

      It reminds me of Drena. The thought of her reawakened Bryn's fighting spirit. I must touch the Harel Star any way I can.

      Once again, he looked at the little nut. Bending down, he picked up a splinter from the hole the star had made in the court. Pricking his finger with it, he covered the hazelnut in a thin layer of blood. With fifteen seconds left, the stadium had turned into a frenzy of yellow and blue.

      Bryn ran toward the elf; again, she unleashed a spell on him, which he managed to avoid. He feigned left, and the second flash of angry yellow energy hit the floor next to him, leaving a black, smoking hole. Now he was ten steps from the star, and the last grains of sand were in the timer's neck.

      Knowing he had only one shot, Bryn aimed. Just as he did, a charge of energy came straight at him. Time seemed to still. The shimmering golden spell crawled toward him. Bryn knew it would hit him. Closing his hand around his little projectile, he squeezed his eyes shut and threw it with all his might.

      The elf's spell hit Bryn and hurled him several yards through the air. He landed hard on his back, winded and with a painful burning sensation in his chest.

      I didn't make it was all that flashed through his mind.

      But Morlâ, Filixx, and Ûlyėr were in each other's arms, screaming with joy.

      Bryn sat up and saw that Elbendingen's Harel Star had gone out.

      Jehal examined the hourglass and kicked it. But the spell that stopped it precisely when the star was touched had left some grains of sand in the neck of the clock.

      "1-1," said Jehal, "though more than likely the result of foul play."

      Gwendolin yelled at Bryn, "How much more cheating are we going to see from you in this tournament?"

      But the rules were clear. A player had to touch the opposition's star. Which part of the player touched it did not matter—even if it was only a drop of blood.

      Bryn would have liked to go over to his teammates, but he still had to survive the decisive open round.

      Gwendolin brought out Elbendingen's star and sent Bryn a look far fouler than he would have expected from such a pretty face. Now both Harel Stars were on the court.

      "Are you ready?" Jehal asked.

      Both players nodded, not taking their eyes off each other. It was now down to the two of them. No timer, no excuses, and no mistakes that could be corrected. The decisive game for the Spring Championship was about to begin.

      

      Bryn watched Mahir start to put a Coat of Protection Spell around herself—like MacRallen had in that memorable lesson. But she needed several attempts to do it. Bryn tried, without much hope of success, to enter the realm. But almost immediately, he began to feel the familiar tingling in his right hand, and on its back, the black circle appeared. His senses sharpened abruptly, and the world filled with flickering bright colors.

      Bryn could see that Mahir had also entered the realm. Yellow streams of energy were flowing toward her, swirling playfully around her slim frame. Her Coat of Protection Spell was almost finished. Bryn had to hurry so she didn't attack him first. He could well do without another encounter with one of her spells.

      Bryn also began to spin a Coat of Protection Spell around himself—and not a second too late.

      The first golden flashes of energy hit his protective sphere. For a moment, he felt he was looking through water. As Bryn struggled to see, the elf ran across the court to touch the White House star. Only at the last moment did Bryn notice this and remedy his mistake by including the star in his Coat of Protection Spell.

      Mahir tried to break through the translucent sphere, but it was impossible. But Bryn was also growing weaker from her magical and physical attacks. Simple perseverance would not be enough to win, not with unlimited time. He had to attack her.

      It was slow and challenging, but Bryn dragged himself and the star toward the elf's unprotected star. Like Bryn, Mahir now quickly put her star within her Coat of Protection Spell. But it weighed her down, restricting her movements.

      Bryn also found walking extremely difficult. Again and again, he had to stop and take a deep breath, but this exposed him to Mahir's attacks as she circled him.

      To Mahir, it seemed Bryn was tiring, so she summoned a flock of small birds to hack at his protective sphere with their sharp, tiny beaks.

      Bryn began to sweat; he would not be able to keep his spell working much longer. A bird penetrated the sphere but vanished instantly once inside, deprived of Mahir's magic. Bryn knew time was running out, and his opponent's Harel Star was still several yards away. Mahir was showing no such sign of fatigue. Bryn realized he had to change tactics again.

      A sudden and powerful bolt of energy struck Bryn and lifted him off his feet. His Coat of Protection Spell evaporated, and he was back in the real world, leaving him and the star unprotected. Again, he heard the roar of the crowd. The elves leaped from their seats and screamed and cheered their player, while the faces of White House's supporters filled with horror and disbelief.

      The elf, engulfed in her Coat of Protection Spell, slowly but steadily made her way toward Bryn and the White House star. How do I stop her now? Bryn did the only thing he could think of. He picked himself up as fast as his aching muscles would allow, grabbed the Harel Star, and ran. The Elbendingen supporters mocked him, calling him a coward. But at that moment, he didn't know what else to do.

      Mahir was not impressed. She changed direction and moved faster toward Bryn, firing bolts of yellow energy at him that he just barely dodged.

      I have to go back to the realm. I don't stand a chance out here! He had never been able to dive into the magical world under duress, but this was his only chance. And, to his immense surprise, he succeeded. But there was a price—he was too weak to hold on to the Harel Star. It lay at his feet. But being in the realm, he could see the yellow bands of energy surrounding Mahir as she ran toward him. One band broke away from her and shot straight at Bryn. Bryn threw his arms in front of his face—a blind reflex. Helplessly, he braced for the impact and closed his eyes.

      But nothing happened. When Bryn opened his eyes, he realized his arms' sudden movement had created a multi-colored band of energy that wrapped around his hands and forearms and then separated again and split into red, blue, and yellow. Somehow, he had succeeded in stopping Mahir's magic.

      But how?

      Mahir fired another charge at him.

      Bryn raised his arms once more, but this time he concentrated on what was happening. Bryn could sense his movements more than see them as he pulled more and more of the colored bands toward him—first, the blue and then the red, but he was having difficulty attracting the yellow. It felt like pulling sticky resin from trees. However, Mahir's next bolt of yellow energy immediately wove itself into the other two colors, creating an even thicker, multi-colored strand without harming Bryn at all. By connecting the blue and red bands of energy, Bryn had neutralized the elf's dangerous yellow energy.

      But Bryn had no time to think before Mahir changed tactics. As Bryn had no protection at the moment, she tried to attack him physically. He made the split-second decision to grab the yellow energy streaming from Mahir, as if he were reeling in a thick, heavy rope. The energy seemed to attach itself to his hands. Immediately, he realized he was drawing energy not from the realm but from Mahir herself!

      Mahir's eyes rolled up, and her face filled with fear. She couldn't understand what was happening. She felt ill, and her body started convulsing. Her beautiful features twisted into an expression of pure horror.

      But Bryn kept drawing more and more of her energy. All the colors of the realm obeyed him and him alone.

      Mahir fell to her knees. Around her, Bryn could see only a faint, flickering yellowish light.

      He kept going.

      She let out an agonizing scream. Only then did Bryn recognize the fear in her eyes.

      As she collapsed, her head hit the court's wooden surface, and the sound sent a shiver through the crowd.

      Bryn heard it too, but he had an overwhelming desire to continue. The game, the victory, and even the girl did not matter to him. Power flooded through him, and it was intoxicating. He had never felt more alive.

      But her scream began to haunt him. He knew that if he drew any more energy from her, he would drain her life and kill her. He struggled with himself to look at her unconscious body.

      Suddenly, he remembered what Gerald had always taught him. Life was precious and worth protecting. He finally looked at the girl lying near him and flung his arms open, and all the energy he'd been holding spun away from him. The colorful braid dissolved, and yellow streams of energy began to flow back toward the motionless elf.

      Bryn withdrew from the realm, and the mark on his right hand vanished. With his mind clearer, he ran over and kneeled next to Mahir. Even though he couldn't see it now, the energy continued to flow back into her body.

      "Mahir? Mahir! Wake up," Bryn pleaded. "Did I hurt you?"

      I almost—but Bryn didn't dare finish that thought.

      Mahir didn't answer.

      Bryn lifted her gently and held her.

      As he did, the young elf's bright blue eyes flew open, and she gasped for air as if she were drowning. She looked at him, trying to focus, but Bryn had to turn away. She lifted her hand and brought his face around to hers.

      In a frail voice, she said, "I don't know what you've done, Bryn, but you've beaten me. I know that much. Go and get your prize. You've earned it." And with that, Mahir's eyes closed, and she lapsed back into unconsciousness.

      Bryn didn't know what to do. The spectators were shouting all sorts of things. Morlâ was beside himself. Most of the Masters were up on their feet, yelling at him. But none of them realized what Bryn had done. He lay Mahir down on her side, smoothed her hair, and got to his feet. Slowly, his head bowed, he walked over to Elbendingen's unprotected Harel Star and touched it.

      The arena erupted into sheer chaos.

      Jehal appeared unable to speak and call the win—or refused to—until he saw Tejal's stern look.

      "2-1 to White House. The winner of this year's Spring Tournament is White House."
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      Gerald crept into the quiet, warm cabin and carried Bryn to his room. He undressed the boy and put him to bed under several fur blankets. He watched Bryn for a moment, then put a hand on his shoulder, and shook him gently.

      Bryn opened his eyes.

      "Gerald? Gerald," he whispered, his voice croaky. "I've been dreaming about you." Then he fell back into a deep sleep.

      Gerald stroked Bryn's sweaty hair with his big, rough hand. "I know, Bryn. Sleep now. Sleep will give you your strength back."

      He sat down beside the bed, laying his double-bladed ax on his knees and peering out the small loft window into the darkness.

      

      Upon waking, Bryn's first thought was that he needed water. Why am I so thirsty? His throat burned, and his mouth was dry. It took all his strength to sit up and look around. Disoriented, he was slow to realize where he was. Gerald was asleep in a chair next to the bed, fully dressed, an ax on his knees. He seemed to have spent the whole night like that, which seemed strange. Bryn had never seen the huge ax either, and he'd thought he knew all of Gerald's weapons. But right now, that riddle could wait; there were plenty of other things on his mind. Bryn pulled off the blankets—he was getting too warm—and stretched his stiff limbs. Every bone ached.

      What happened last night? But what little recollection he had triggered a rush of adrenaline through his body, and he panicked. He flushed even hotter, his stomach tight and painful.

      But something else was more important. Bryn felt he needed to drink gallons of water straight away; otherwise, he'd die of thirst. Next to his bed was a jug of cold water and a wooden board with coarse bread and dried meat. He reached for the jar's handle, but he was still so weak that it slipped from his fingers. The jug crashed to the floor.

      Gerald jumped and raised his weapon with a ferocious expression. He looked around, smiled, and said in a calm, deep voice, "You seem to be doing better, if you're breaking our dishes again!" He felt Bryn's forehead. "You're burning up! I guess you'll have to stay in bed for a day or two. But it could have been worse, much worse."

      Gerald caught himself frowning at the boy and tried to muster a smile. "So, how do you feel?" he asked, a little too cheerfully.

      "Water," was all Bryn could say.

      "Yes, of course," mumbled Gerald, looking at the remains of the jug. "I'll get some more water. But this time," he added, smiling, "in something that's not too heavy."

      After a while, he returned with the small, colorful wooden mug Bryn had used as a child, filled with steaming herbal tea. He handed it to the boy, grinning. "Can you handle this one?"

      Grimacing, Bryn sat up, and took the mug with both hands. The heat of the tea penetrated his palms, and, sipping from the mug, he noticed a calm spread through his body. Last night's fears seemed to fade away. Gerald made sure he drank it all, and Bryn eagerly complied: it not only quenched his thirst but also soothed his aching throat.

      Gerald eased himself onto the end of the bed and studied Bryn's face. "Can you tell me what happened?"

      Where should he start? Not with Drena, that's for sure. At the mere thought of her, he felt a pleasant uneasiness in his stomach and his heart began to beat faster. Then, he remembered. The furs! Drena's departure had blindsided him, and he'd failed to haggle hard enough and sold some of their best pelts for less than their worth.

      "Gerald, I sold some of the furs for—"

      Gerald waved it off. "We can talk about that later. I want to know what happened after you left the market."

      Bryn let himself fall back against his blankets. He thought about what he should and should not say. His memories of last night were still fragmented, but even what he could remember hardly seemed real in the cold, hard light of the day.

      "Well?" Gerald pressed him.

      Bryn swallowed loudly and pulled a face to play up his sore throat. But Gerald's face showed no sympathy. A fever didn't mean he couldn't get explanations from the boy.

      "I …" Bryn began, making up his mind on what he should say. "I don't remember all of what happened yesterday."

      Gerald nodded, running his hand through his beard. "Please tell me everything—anything at all, no matter how insignificant."

      So Bryn began talking. He spoke about the market, the furs he had sold too cheap, and, after some hesitation, even Drena, and was surprised when Gerald responded with a conspiratorial wink. He spoke about the stranger's interest in the bearskin, how he'd waited too long to return home because he didn't want to cheat the man out of his money, how he'd accidentally fallen off his horse—but he deliberately neglected to mention the red eyes.

      "… and the next thing I remember is waking up here this morning. I must have hit my head when I fell from old Reven. That's why I remember so little," Bryn said, carefully.

      Gerald's eyes narrowed. "And that's all?"

      "That's all I can remember." Bryn turned his eyes away. Why should I tell Gerald about it? He wouldn't believe me anyway. Bryn was sure Gerald would only ask him to stop dreaming about magicians and conquering heroes and live in the real world. I'm not even sure now if I saw the gruesome creature with the red eyes. But the goosebumps on his arms proved that the dark creature's memory was painfully real, unlike anything he could have imagined.

      "Where's the money you made yesterday?" Gerald asked flatly. Bryn pointed to his trousers. Gerald grabbed them, rummaged around the pockets for the small purse, poured the coins into his large hand, and started counting. "Are the stranger's ten guilders here as well?"

      "Yes, that's all the money from yesterday's sales. I'm sorry I didn't do better," Bryn replied, perplexed by the sudden change of subject.

      To his astonishment, Gerald gestured at him to stop apologizing and stuffed the money in his pocket.

      "Don't you worry about that, my boy. The important thing is that you're back here, and you'll soon be well again." He got up. "Sleep a few more hours. I'll make us something to eat in the meantime so you can regain your strength," he added before he went down the creaky steps.

      Bryn sighed. He struggled to rid his mind of last night's frightening memories. But eventually, his thoughts turned to Drena, and he fell fast asleep, dreaming of her.
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      Gerald brought Bryn back to the tower. It was now completely dark and impossible to see the top of it. Still, lights were burning in many windows of the other houses. He gazed longingly at the timber houses of the humans. But right now, the Bond-of-Faith fraternity was denied to him.

      After Gerald had left, he put his right hand in the gargoyle's mouth and grimaced. The White House door opened. As he started down the stairs, he heard voices coming from the common room. He'd heard several White House students had returned from their vacations. At the bottom of the stairs, Morlâ rushed toward him.

      "Bryn, where have you been? I was getting worried and thought you got lost on the grounds."

      Bryn was touched. "Sorry. I was with Gerald. We had a lot to talk about. But, in the future, I will make sure to give you notice."

      Morlâ frowned at him, unsure whether the apology was serious or not. "I hope so," he said, winking at Bryn. "Come on. I'll introduce you to the others." He grabbed Bryn's forearm and pulled him into the packed common room.

      "Hey, everybody, listen up," he shouted into the excited chatter. "We have a newcomer. Let me introduce you to Bryn. He has as distinguished a family history as the rest of us. I'm sure you all will support him as much as you can because he's not too bright—a typical human being, in other words!" The room broke into laughter.

      Bryn was uncomfortable with both the introduction and the attention that followed, but he smiled and looked at everybody. Some seemed more friendly to him than others, and some just nodded. He noticed he was blushing. Thankfully, everyone soon returned to their conversations and tales from their holiday adventures.

      "Come, I'll introduce you to a few others," said Morlâ, pushing Bryn toward a strange-looking trio.

      One of them was Filixx, and his massive body stood in stark contrast to the other two. They were skinny, pale, and remarkably tall. They also looked exactly alike and had strange red eyes and snow-white hair.

      "Meet Rulu and Ulur."

      The two gangly boys turned in unison. "Welcome to White House, Bryn," they said together in a high-pitched voice. The boys held out their soft, oversized hands, and Bryn shook one and then the other. He noticed their ears were pointed like Gwendolin's and that they were twins.

      "They're twins," whispered Morlâ as he pulled Bryn over to the next group. These were dwarves; Bryn could tell that much from their height. The unique thing about them was they were all ancient, even by dwarf standards. Their skin was wrinkled, their long beards were grey, and three of the five had only a little hair left. "May I introduce to you the most senior students of Âlaburg. This is Toulin, Houlin, Kaneg, Worin, and Lebos—also called the Five Wise Ones. Whenever you have questions about history, ask them. They have experienced most of it themselves."

      His comment earned Morlâ a stern look from the five. Yet, they all shook hands and kindly offered to help Bryn with any history questions.

      Finally, Morlâ led Bryn over to the far corner of the room to meet a group of girls. They were amusing themselves over something, but when they saw the boys coming toward them, they burst out laughing.

      Morlâ put his mouth up to Bryn's ear. "I would like to spare you the encounter with these four, but then they might not let me copy their homework for a few weeks. Then I won't be admitted into next semester again, and I'll end up like our Five Wise Ones from before."

      Bryn was blushing again. Nevertheless, Morlâ pulled him firmly toward the girls, each of whom looked very different. One was medium-sized, dark-haired, and a little plump and seemed to be the four's quietest. The ringleader was tall, slim, and blond. She spoke and laughed the loudest; her appearance reminded Bryn of Gwendolin. The other two were roughly a mix between the pretty girl and the smaller, chubby one. All three seemed to hang on the blond girl's every word.

      "Hello, my dears! How lovely to see you! Did you have a nice holiday?" Morlâ asked.

      At first, the young women pretended not to notice them and kept laughing. Then the leader turned around. "Hi, Morlâ. I thought you might have grown a bit taller over the holidays. Hmm. What happened?"

      Morlâ blushed a little, something Bryn would never have expected, but kept beaming at them, nonetheless. "Ha-ha, now that's funny! Every semester, the same joke, Karina. Delightful!"

      Bryn heard the caustic undertone, though he couldn't tell if the girls did. They gave no indication of it.

      "And here's our new housemate, Bryn," said Morlâ. He pointed at Bryn standing next to him.

      An uncomfortable silence followed. The girls had no intention of welcoming the new student. Bryn noticed his head getting hot. Oh, no. Not again. This happened every time he met girls. Finally, Karina extended her listless hand to Bryn. The other three did the same and introduced themselves as Malin, Elina, and Hela. Only Hela, the somewhat plump girl, laughed openly to his face.

      After this little exercise in humiliation, Morlâ and Bryn decided to go to their room.

      Morlâ opened the door and gave Bryn a small, silver key. "Take good care of this; it's enough that Tejal's snoops around here. After all, the whole university doesn't need to know what we get up to."

      Bryn threw himself on his bed. Only now did he notice how cozy and warm the room was even without an open fire. Warm air came out of an iron grill in the wall. When he asked Morlâ about it, he just shrugged, and Bryn put it down as another of Âlaburg's wonders.

      There was a knock on the door.

      "Come in," cried Morlâ. Filixx stuck his head into the room.

      "Have you two had dinner yet?" Before they could say no, Filixx dropped a basket filled with delicacies on Bryn's bed. He took out a warm loaf of bread, half a ring of salami, a large wedge of yellow cheese, some lard and butter in clay pots, four hard-boiled eggs, and some salt. He also pulled out a knife and a wooden board for each of them. "I've already eaten in the kitchen—but a second supper never hurt anyone!" And with that, he began to cut three thick slices of bread.

      The three of them sat on the beds in silence and ate. After, Bryn felt he had never eaten so well in his life.

      They shook the crumbs off Bryn's bedspread into the corridor, and Filixx said goodbye. It was late, and early tomorrow, they had the welcoming ceremony in the dining hall. Bryn and Morlâ put on their pajamas and crawled under the blankets. After a short time, the light in the room went out.

      Bryn became alarmed.

      "Don't worry," said Morlâ, "it happens at the same time every night, so we little students get enough sleep." Then he rummaged under his bed, took out a small oil lamp, and lit it. "If I were better at magic, I could conjure a werelight, but we'll have to use this until then." He passed it to Bryn. "So, your Gerald will be our new House Master. Is he a good Master?"

      "I have no idea," Bryn replied. But when he thought about Gerald, he realized how happy he was to have him so close.

      After a while, Morlâ was snoring softly, and Bryn blew out the lamp and fell asleep with a smile on his face.

    

  

