
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Darkness Awakes

      Blackwell Magic Book 5

    

    




      
        Kevin O. McLaughlin

      

    

    
      Role of the Hero Publishing

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Copyright
        

        
          Also by the author…
        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

        
          Chapter 10
        

        
          Chapter 11
        

        
          Chapter 12
        

        
          Chapter 13
        

        
          Chapter 14
        

        
          Chapter 15
        

        
          Chapter 16
        

        
          Chapter 17
        

        
          Chapter 18
        

        
          Chapter 19
        

        
          Chapter 20
        

        
          Chapter 21
        

        
          Chapter 22
        

        
          Chapter 23
        

        
          Chapter 24
        

        
          Chapter 25
        

        
          Chapter 26
        

      

      
        
          Also by the author…
        

        
          About the Author
        

      

      
        
          Special Preview from Book 6!
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Kevin O. McLaughlin

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Find out what happens next!]
          
        

      

      Get a free copy of the Blackwell Magic Novella: The Raven and the Rose - EXCLUSIVE to fans of the series!

      Click here to get started: www.kevinomclaughlin.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          1

        

      

    
    
      The wind I’d summoned up whipped against the sail. I leaned out over the side of my little boat, struggling to provide enough counterbalance that the gusts driven by my magic didn’t tip the whole thing over. I wasn’t used to this sort of fine control over a spell. Most of the time I was applying as much power as I could. Now, if I applied even a little bit too much pressure to the sails, I’d flip the boat.

      And if I didn’t apply enough, the motorboat coming at me from behind would catch me before I wanted it to.

      This would have been a glorious day to be out sailing. The sun was bright. There was plenty of wind. Even a little too much, but that wasn’t a bother for me. I could shape the wind, will it to do what I wanted. If I wasn’t trying to make a getaway, this would be fun.

      My muscles were straining to keep hold of the line and rudder. My left arm especially was burning with the effort. It had only been a couple of months since I’d taken a bullet through that arm. I healed fast, thanks to my magic. But there were limits even to magical healing. A body simply took time to recover after that severe an injury. My arm felt like someone was taking a red hot poker to the healing muscles.

      I glanced backward. Four men in the boat. All of them were wearing nondescript clothing. All of them were armed. I’d spotted the shoulder holsters right away. But what really tipped me off was that they were warded against magic. Someone very strong had taken the time to surround them with a lot of protection. I was pretty sure I could punch through the shields they wore, but it would take time to break each one.

      Time enough for the other three men could use to take me down while I was focused on one of them. Even if I was fast enough to stop two of them, the other two would have me.

      I ran for it instead. I’d grabbed the first boat on the dock. Sailing was something I’d been doing since I was little, and I could out-sail just about anyone at this point by bending the wind to my will. For a few minutes I thought that I’d gotten away cleanly. Then I saw the tell-tale wake of their motorboat in pursuit. They hadn’t given up after all. They’d just taken the time to find a ride that could catch me.

      But there was more than one way to skin a cat. Or stop a boatload of magically shielded strangers. All I had to do was get a little further out from shore. I needed to be out in the deeps for this to work. I shaped the wind and headed out toward the Gulf Stream, leaving the Florida Keys behind me.

      For most people, taking a twenty-foot sailboat into the Stream when it was blowing as much as it was right now was asking for trouble. I was already seeing four foot waves, and I had the feeling that they were getting bigger as I went along. I was already in a lot more danger from those men than the ocean could possibly provide. And I was betting those waves would give my pursuers more issues than they gave me.

      I focused more magic, forming little shields which kept the waves from swamping the boat. I was maintaining multiple spells at the same time, which was taxing my concentration in the same way that the exertion was taxing my body. I just had to hold on a little longer. I was almost far enough.

      I’d taken to going on long sailing expeditions shortly after Dad had dumped me at his house in the Keys. It would only be for a couple of weeks while he made inquiries at the Pentagon, he’d said. But that had been two months ago. For most people, spending the summer in the Keys would have been an amazing vacation. It wasn’t so much fun being stuck there unsure if and when someone might come looking to finish the job their assassins had failed at the beginning of the summer. I knew too much about too many things that powerful people wanted to keep secret. My hunch was they weren’t going to leave me alone.

      Some days, I hated being right.

      I’d done the best I could to take advantage of it, given that I was supposed to be staying out of sight as much as possible. I’d been too worried about what was happening out there in the world to enjoy the time as much as I might have. I knew Fletcher and Grey were OK from the emails they sent.

      What I didn’t know was who might still be after me, or what they might do once they found me. I’d uncovered some nasty surprises about the Army’s magic core. Learning them had almost killed me. Were they going to let me walk away, after that? Or was that first encounter just a shot over the bow, and I’d be fighting them again soon.

      It seemed like I had my answer today. The men I’d spotted had all been wearing civilian clothes, but their haircut and mannerisms screamed military to me. That’s what had caught my eye at first. Their wards were the icing on the cake. My enemy had finally found me.

      But these were my stomping grounds. I’d sailed these waters for months. I knew them pretty well. And I knew the things that lived here.

      There were things living in the dark corners of the world, and in the deep ones too. Not all of them were foul. Some just wanted to live in peace away from humans. It was one of those I was looking for right now. I’d helped her out not long ago. My best chance right now was that she might be willing to return the favor.
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      The power boat was gaining on me despite all the effort I was putting into my speed. I needed to slow them down a little bit. Could I hold the shield over my bow, maintain the wind headed into my sail, and still do something else to foil them? I wrinkled my brow, worried. It was a lot. I had the power, but being able to maintain my focus was going to be tough.

      I spread my focus as thin as I could over the existing spells and then raised power into the wind and waves just south of their boat. The water surged toward them, rising into a ten foot wave. It crashed along their starboard side, spinning the boat a quarter of the way around and knocking men flat when it broke over their side. At the very least, they were cold and wet now. They swung the nose back around to follow me, but I’d put some extra distance between us.

      Then I brought my full concentration back to what I was doing - and realized to my horror that I was too late! I’d taken too long with the wave spell. The wind had grown a little bit too strong, and my boat was inches away from tipping over. Panicked, I dropped the wind away entirely. That was the second worst thing I could have done. Instead of lowering back to the water slowly, the rising side of the boat - the one I was hiking out over the water on - crashed back down into the oncoming waves. The sail swung around. All of the tension in the line I was holding vanished in a moment, and I fell into the ocean.

      The water around me was cold enough to be shocking after the warm summer air. I was surrounded by bubbles everywhere, and for a moment I couldn’t tell which way was up. I relaxed and tried to let myself rise back to the surface, but I hadn’t had time to take a full breath. My lungs were already burning. I blinked, caught a glimmer of sunlight, and kicked toward it.

      I bobbed up above the water, gasping for air. A wave crashed over my head a moment later, filling my mouth with brine and driving me back under the water. I kicked upward again. My boat was only about fifteen feet away, the sail flapping limply in the wind. I swam a couple of strokes toward it, but it was moving away from me faster than I was closing with it. A glance back over my shoulder showed me that the speedboat was back under their control and coming straight at me.

      Fighting to stay atop each wave - they seemed to be growing larger by the moment - I drew on more power. It looked like they were going to get the showdown they wanted, after all. This wasn’t a place I wanted to be fighting from, but I wasn’t going to just roll over.

      Assistance needed?

      The thought that popped into my head wasn’t mine. I exhaled a sigh of relief. I’d made it out far enough. The being I was looking for was out here. Nearby, close enough to reach me mind-to-mind.

      Yes, please! I thought back. The men in the boat are hunting me.

      There was no answer, and I had to hope she’d heard me and would help. She might still be a long way off. I had no idea how far her telepathy could reach. I held on to all the power I’d gathered, readying myself for the battle I still might have to fight.

      The motorboat was about fifty yards away. Two of the men were in the bow, trying to take aim at me with rifles. They weren’t going for capture, then. Even if those were tranquilizer darts, knocking me out here would almost certainly kill me. I threw a shield before me to block the first volley of bullets. But instead of being deflected, the shots struck the water on either side of me.

      Now, this just wasn’t fair. They had magical wards, and some sort of enspelled bullets too? I’d gotten lucky. The sea was rocky enough that they’d missed with their first shots. But they were still closing with me, and I wouldn’t stay lucky forever. I prepared a spell to smash their boat. I had to hope that it wasn’t somehow covered by their wards too.

      Before I could cast my magic at them, the sea erupted beneath their boat.

      Two crags rose from the sea, one on either side of the boat. Each climbed fifteen feet into the sky in less than a second. I knew in an instant what I was seeing because I’d seen her before. The men inside the boat simply didn’t have time to understand what was happening.

      Those crags weren’t rock. They were jaws, the top and bottom of a massive mouth. The inside of the jaws were lined with rows of sharp teeth which were almost redundant here, because a second after the sea dragon raised her mouth above the waves, she snapped her jaws shut.

      The boat splintered into fragments, most of it remaining in her mouth. Along with all four men.

      A half second later, she was gone again. Vanishing into the sea as suddenly as she had appeared.

      Thank you, I thought at her.

      Debt repaid.

      A few weeks ago I’d saved her egg from some children that were playing with it after it accidentally washed up on the shore. She was at heart a gentle creature, and loved children. If those had been adults playing with her egg, she’d have killed them without hesitation. But children? She could only watch from the shallows in horror as they rolled her unhatched baby around, praying that it would be unharmed. She couldn’t bring herself to hurt children.

      I’d heard her mental anguish and come to see what was happening. Getting the egg safely away from the kids hadn’t been too complicated. Getting it back to its mother had been a joy. Literally so. The sea dragon was empathic as well as telepathic, and she’d projected to me the intense love, happiness, and relief at having her child safely with her again.

      And now I guess her debt was repaid. I’d saved a life, she’d returned the favor. I wondered if I would ever see her again. I hoped that I might. She was a beautiful creature, for all that she was terrifying at the same time.

      My boat was a long swim away through rough waters still.

      “You’d think she could have offered me a lift,” I grumbled. But I said it quietly, because I had a lot to be grateful for just then. And you never know who’s listening, out there on the open water.

      I shaped a shield beneath me to hold back the water, lifting me clear of the waves like a little boat frame. Then I focused more power and moved the water beneath the shield, forcing it to push me faster in the direction I wanted to go. It was a horribly inefficient way to travel, burning magic like crazy. I was exhausted by the time I finally made the side of my boat. But I’d made it there. I bailed out some water that had spilled over the side, set the sail, and turned back around. It was time to go home.
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      I’d conserved magic as best I could on the trip back. I’d burned a lot out there on the water, and I wanted to have a reserve built up before I got home. Just in case those four men had friends who knew where I was staying. I pulled up to the dock where I’d borrowed the boat in the first place, but nobody paid me much mind. At least there didn’t seem to be an uproar over the boat having gone missing. Was ‘grand theft boat’ a thing? I didn’t want to find out.

      There were scores of similar boats moored and docked all up and down the shore here. Lots of people coming and going. If I was lucky, the owner hadn’t missed it while it was gone.

      Dad’s vacation house was up a short hill away from the shoreline. I stayed alert for trouble as I came closer to the house. If they were going to hit me, it would be here.

      And there was a car parked in the driveway. But it wasn’t some stranger. That was Dad’s car.

      “What the heck are you doing out here?” I asked myself. He’d been up in DC on business most of the summer. He’d only swung down to check on me twice. Now the summer was nearly over, so I shouldn't have been too surprised.

      In two days I’d be leaving for Northshield again. By the timing of this visit I guessed he wanted to have a chat about that. But was he here to talk me out of it, or to wish me luck? You could never be totally sure with my father. He’d been dead set against my going to Northshield University last year. And that was before all the crazy things happened on campus. Evil wizards, monstrous spirit beings, zombies, and more had tried to take me out.

      I’d survived. Most of them hadn’t.

      Dad didn’t know all the details, of course. I hadn’t spilled the beans about my magic to him, for one thing. But he was a smart man. He knew there was a lot that I was leaving out. How much he knew was still a mystery to me.

      The few times I’d seen him he hadn’t prodded me for more information. Even when I was on pain meds in the hospital right after he met me, he didn’t dig He’d listened to what I told him, and I spun a story about some rogue Army guys with a killer cat. Which was true. It just wasn’t the whole truth.

      The whole truth was that magic was real. The US Army had a special unit to deal with magical problems. And I'd learned that unit spent at least some of its time assassinating potential problems before they became big problems. Killing what they called ‘rogues’, which basically included anyone with magic who wasn’t wearing their uniform as near as I could tell.

      Most people didn’t believe magic exists. Most people think that monsters don’t really hide in the dark corners. Most people think the world is safe, rational, easily controlled. I know better. But I also know how dangerous it can be to give someone that information. How much at risk they are, just by knowing it. My father and I didn’t have the best relationship in the world, but I didn’t want him dead. Or worse.

      I walked up to the house bracing myself for what was probably going to be an uncomfortable conversation. He met me at the door.

      "Heard you had some trouble earlier?" he asked. Of course he would know about it. I wondered who it was he had tailing me while I was hidden away down here. Whoever it was, he was good. I hadn't spotted the tail for sure all summer. I just knew that I had one from little hints Dad dropped.

      "Took care of it," I said. "I'm pretty sure it was the same people as before. Any news on that?"

      I'd been hiding out in the keys to stay out of sight. While I was down here, Dad was theoretically poking and prodding at his military contacts, looking to find out more information about who had attacked our house and what else they might be up to. Most of all I wanted to know if I'd managed to piss off anyone enough by taking out their agents that they saw me as a threat. After a mostly quiet summer, I was starting to hope they were going to leave me alone.

      Today was evidence that wasn't likely.

      The frustration that flashed across Dad's face spoke volumes. He hadn't been able to find anything, then. Or at least hadn't been able to learn all he had hoped. Whoever was behind these teams, and their efforts, the operation was so secret that my Dad hadn't been able to get the information leaked to him. And I knew him well enough to know he'd put a ton of effort into the work. That much frustration simply goaded him into doing more, not less.

      "Come inside and let's talk," he said, holding the door for me.

      I followed him in through the living room, shivering a little at the change from the hot air outside to the cool air-conditioned space within. He didn't stop there, though. We went on until we reached his study. He tapped a panel and pressed his thumb to a lock. The door opened. He gestured for me to go in. Once I was inside he shut the door behind us.

      "This room is about as secure as I can make it," he said. "And I have the feeling it still might not be good enough."
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      I sank heavily into a chair next to his desk. The thing was, he was almost certainly correct. This room could have the best anti-bugging suite available and someone with the right magical skills could still listen in effortlessly.

      Of course, I could do something about that. I could shield this room, for a while at least. I could absolutely stop anyone from hearing this conversation. But that would open up a whole new can of worms. It would mean outing myself to my father. And potentially putting him a great deal of risk.

      On the other hand, if he knew this room wasn’t as secure as he thought it was then he had to know more than the average person did already. But how much information did he already have?

      “What do you mean?” I asked. Maybe I could bait him into telling me more.

      “Just what I said,” he replied. He walked around his desk and sat in a chair across from me. “What’s more, I think you can do something about it. Can’t you.”

      It wasn’t a question. He already knew the answer. We were treading on dangerous ground, and if anyone was listening in he’d already painted a target on himself. If I shielded the room, the rest of our conversation would be safe. But anyone trying to listen in would assume that I’d spilled the beans to him – about magic, about me, and maybe about the Army’s secret program.

      “This is dangerous, dad,” I said.

      “You let me worry about myself.”

      He wasn’t going to let this go. He was going to keep digging. And eventually if he worked at it long enough he was going to run into something too deadly for even him to handle. Which risk was greater — letting him blunder about blindly, or arming him with information that could get them killed?

      I didn’t have the answers. And there was no one to ask. No matter what I did, no matter which way I decided, my actions in the next two minutes might get my father killed. I shivered at the thought. We often disagreed. Even fought. But he was still my Dad.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Then I summoned my magic from deep inside myself, casting a spell I’d invented not long ago. The magic welled out, altering a bubble of space around me, breaking it apart from the time stream.

      Inside the bubble time continued to run. To anyone outside, it would look like less than a second had passed while the spell was running. They might see the smallest flash of magic, but it would seem like it was there and then gone again in nanoseconds.

      “We can talk now,” I said. My voice was a little strained. Some of that was from the amount of focus this spell required. The rest was worry about what this conversation would do to my relationship with Dad. But it had to be done. He knew too much already to not tell him the rest.

      “What did you do?”

      “Made it so no one can hear us,” I said.

      “How?” he pressed.

      I sighed. He would want specifics. “I broke this room out of time, Dad. Once I stop it, we’ll pop back in at the same moment we left. As far as anyone else will see, nothing will have happened at all.”

      “Bullshit,” he said, smiling a little.

      “No,” I said. “It’s not.”

      I held up my hand, palm up, and called a little globe of flame there. Fire magic was easy for me. A small flame like this was something I could do while still maintaining the other spell. The yellow and orange fire danced in my palm, casting the room in a brighter light. My father startled backward, instinctively moving away from the fire. Then he recovered himself and leaned in, peering at the flame more closely.

      I closed my hand into a fist, and the fire vanished.

      “It’s not a trick then,” he said. “It’s real.”

      “Tell me what you know,” I said. “I’ll try to fill in any gaps.”

      “Not much,” he said. He settled back into his seat again, looking disgruntled. “Especially given how much time and money I spent trying to find out more."

      He steepled his fingers, closed his eyes. I knew the signs. He was deep in thought, trying to re-examine and interpret the things he'd heard with what he'd just seen me do.

      "Whispered rumors about a branch of the service that is so beyond top secret that no one seems to know who they are, or who they're accountable to," he said. "That and a few videos, but those seemed..."

      He stopped speaking, opened his eyes and gestured with a hand.

      "Like bullshit?" I answered with a smile.

      "Yes. Like something you'd see uploaded on YouTube, along with footage of Bigfoot and UFOs," he said. "But how? And why you?"

      Was this how someone felt coming out to their parents that they were gay? I wondered. His tone was filled with a sense of wishing this away from me. At one point, I would have agreed with him. I'd run away to Northshield hoping to escape from my magic, last year.

      I'd learned a lot while I was there. My magic was a part of me. It wasn't going away. In fact, I'd risked my life to hang on to it not long ago. And so long as I had these powers, I felt obligated to use them to help people. Because there was a lot of darkness out there... Powerful things against which most people had no chance at all.

      But I did.

      Sooner or later maybe I'd run into something too tough to handle. I wasn't even vaguely at peace with that idea, but it had crossed my mind more than once. You couldn't help but have some of those thoughts after the year I'd had. Until then, I'd do my best to hold the line against the dark things and humans who'd misuse their powers.

      I needed a way to make Dad understand all that.

      "I can tell you how it started," I said. Maybe the only way to explain it would be to start from the beginning.
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      I was sixteen when my powers came into full bloom in the worst way imaginable. I’d always been something of an outcast at school. Smaller than most of the other kids, I’d been picked on for as long as I could remember. There were a few people who treated me like a human being, but mostly I stuck to my books. School was someplace I tolerated because I had to be there.

      Things had gotten worse when I turned thirteen and started seeing things that weren’t there. I was terrified that I was going crazy. No one else could see the small bright lights that occasionally floated at the edge of my vision. If I looked right at them, they vanished. Scared and alone, without anyone I could confide in, I kept these visions to myself.

      Of course, I knew now that I wasn’t crazy. The things I was seeing were spirits or bits of magical energy. That was my Sight beginning to work. But at the time I’d had visions of permanent interment into some mental institution. I told no one.

      I made a series of very unfortunate mistakes, the day it all went south. That morning Caleb, one of the high school bullies shoved me into the lockers. I was already in a bad mood and shoved him back. He slammed my back against the lockers hard enough to leave bruises. His fist was balled in my shirt, his face far too close to mine.

      “Stupid, tough guy,” he said.

      “You’ll regret this,” I hissed at him.

      “Whatcha gonna do?” he taunted.

      I didn’t think. I just said the first hurtful thing that came to mind. I never used my Dad’s money as a weapon, but that day I’d taken too much abuse. It was one insult too many. Caleb’s father was military. My father had lots of friends in the Pentagon.

      “Think your Dad will like getting a call from his CO’s CO’s CO?” I asked.

      “Fuck you,” he said. He shoved me hard once more and stalked away.

      How was I supposed to know his father was up on charges for government credit card fraud? That their whole family was wondering if he was going to go to jail, or simply dishonorably discharged? That his father had only used the card to help pay for food and clothing for his kids, because he wasn’t being paid enough as a Sergeant to keep the house running smoothly? I learned all those things later. Far too late.

      I’d almost forgotten the encounter by the time school was over. I started my walk home like I did every day. It was less than a mile, so I usually walked instead of taking a bike. My mind was thinking about some book I had at home that I was planning to read later, and homework, and this cute girl in physics class who I’d been lucky enough to partner with for labs. I wasn’t paying much attention to where I was going.

      They caught me crossing a vacant lot between two stores, a shortcut that shaved a minute or so off my walk. Caleb was there waiting for me. He’d brought seven friends.

      Caleb had me up against a wall a few moments later. He landed the first punch, hitting me in the gut. I doubled over, unable to breathe. He picked me back up and hit me again.

      Zack put a hand on his shoulder before he could hit me again. “Easy, man,” he said. “Let him breathe.”

      “Shithead doesn’t deserve to breathe,” Caleb said.

      “I think he’s learned his lesson,” Zack said.

      But I hadn’t. My mouth was writing checks I couldn’t cash that day. I Looked at the two of them, unknowingly using my Sight, and clear as day I could see what was going on. I saw the emotional bonds between them like lines in the air. And I knew what they meant. Caleb was more than friends with Zack. He loved him - wanted him, sexually. I could sense the pent up energy of that desire, could See the way he felt. I didn’t know how I was seeing those things, but I could sense the truth behind them. Fueled by anger, I used that knowledge to lash out.

      “You should listen to your boyfriend,” I said to Caleb.

      Caleb froze. I watched shame and hate twist across his face. In one sentence, I’d opened his deepest secret for the whole world to see. His face went white, then flushed a deep red.

      “You lying fuck,” he said.

      His fist hammered into my face twice. I saw stars and went to my knees. His foot found my ribs, knocking me the rest of the way to the ground. Someone else joined in, kicking me in the leg. A third person’s foot connected with my head. Somehow I managed to curl myself into a ball, trying to avoid some of the worst of the blows. A rib cracked, and I gasped out a scream.

      Fear rocked me. Something had snapped in Caleb. He wasn’t going to stop. And the other boys weren’t going to show they were weak by stopping until he did. They were going to keep hammering at me. This was it. I was about to die.

      I didn’t want to die.

      My mind lashed out with power I didn’t even know I had. My magic invaded the minds of all eight boys nearby me. I didn’t have the focus or control to tell the ones who were hurting me apart from any who were just bystanders. I screamed as another bone broke somewhere in my body, and wanted more than anything else to make them go away. To make them run away from me. To make them feel the terror I felt.

      The magic shaped itself to my desires, filling the mind of each boy with visions of whatever their worst private terrors were. I didn’t know what they saw. All I knew was that suddenly the kicking was gone. All of them were screaming, running away from me. I lay there on the ground, moaning in pain, too hurt to move.

      They fled. Eventually, the magic went away. No longer drive by my anger and fear, that first spell I cast faded quickly. But not before Caleb ran out into the middle of the main road two blocks away. I heard later that he was screaming about something chasing him, pointing at things in the air that weren’t there.

      Cars braked hard all over the street, trying to stop in time. One truck was going a little too fast, the driver a little too slow reacting. Caleb was struck at about thirty miles an hour. His broken body fell to the ground ten feet away. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      I learned all that later. All I had the energy for that day was to pull out my phone and call for help. I called my grandfather, the one person I knew would come help without passing judgment on me. I was scared. As frightened of myself as I had been of dying a few minutes ago. Because I’d done something to my attackers. I’d lashed out with something, a power I couldn’t control and couldn’t explain. If I’d sent them nightmares, I felt like I was living in one myself.

      Grandpa picked me up and helped me into a car. He didn’t say a word as he drove me to the hospital to get patched up. I’d broken two ribs and my right radius, so I was shown to an emergency room bed, given some medication for pain, and left pretty much to myself for a little bit while more emergent cases were handled.

      I was still there in the ER when they wheeled Caleb’s body past me into a cubicle and continued trying to revive him. I was still there when the doctors who fought to bring him back failed.
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      My father listened to the entire story without saying a word. My telling was a little broken up. Even a few years later, my emotions around that day were still as raw as they had been when it all happened. The terror. The crushing guilt. It all came back as easily as if it had just happened.

      I got through it to the end and realized I was staring down at my hands. I looked up at my father to see his reaction. His eyes were concerned, his brow wrinkled.

      “My god,” he whispered. “I am so sorry.”

      I blinked. I’d expected judgment from him. Or at the very least for him to tell me to stop pitying myself. I’d expected just about any reaction except understanding.

      “This is why, then,” he said. “Why you went to Northshield? Why you withdrew from me?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “I thought…” he stalled out for a moment, choking up. “I thought it was because of your mother and I. Because of our divorce.”

      They’d been on the rocks even then, but divorced less than a year later. It hadn’t been an especially pretty divorce, but it could have been worse. I didn’t want to show favoritism to either of them, and I couldn’t bear the thought of continuing at that school. I’d tried. The remaining seven boys never bothered me again, but the fear in their eyes was enough to remind me of what I’d done every time I saw one of them.

      I went to live with my grandparents instead - my father’s parents. I’d never really considered how that must have looked to my mother and father. My thought was that I would avoid hurting both of them by staying with neither of them.

      “No,” I said. “It wasn’t about you at all. Grandpa was helping, up until…”

      Until he died. He was the first person I’d told about my magic, and until I went to Northshield and let the cat out of the bag there, he’d been the only person I’d told. He’d done everything he could to help me learn some control, to help me understand that I wasn’t crazy. He bought me countless New Age books which ranged from useless trash to frustrating clues and half-truths. But mostly he was just there to listen.

      And to talk. He’d told me stories about Northshield University, about the years he’d spent there. He loved the school enough that he’d given an endowment upon his death, and the school had built a statue to honor his memory there.

      What he never talked about was how sick he was. That he was dying, being eaten away from the inside by cancer. When he finally got sick enough that I noticed, it went very quickly. He was dead inside two weeks.

      “I went to honor Grandpa,” I said. “Northshield was his home as much as anywhere had been, I think. He’d done so much to help me. I thought he’d like it.”

      “I thought you were doing it to get back at me,” he said. “You knew I wanted you to do whatever you wanted, so long as you stayed out of the military.”

      “There might have been a little of that,” I said, smiling. “We teenagers often do the things our parents tell us not to, or so I am told.”

      He nodded and chuckled. “There is that.”

      “I like it there, Dad,” I said. “I feel like I am making a difference.”

      “With the…magic?” he said. I could hear how he said that word carefully, like he was testing how it felt on his tongue for the first time. “Explain.”

      The spell I was using to shield us was beginning to tax my reserves. I’d burned a lot of magic out there on the water, and I was pouring a ton more into the time lock. I’d have to keep things short. I gave Dad a brief summary of the major events on campus over the last year.

      He nodded a few times as if I was confirming his guesses. He looked surprised at others. And when I got around to telling him about my run-in with the hellcat and the team of Army assassins at the beginning of summer, he grew angry.

      “Damn them,” he said.

      I was surprised at first. Of all the things I’d told him, that one made him angry? But it made sense to me after I thought about it. I was still furious myself. This was our military. Our people. How was I supposed to trust these people if they were out there trying to kill me?

      Worst of all, I knew they were still at it. Those men out on the ocean today had been hunting me. I told him what happened.

      “A sea monster?” he said.

      “Sea dragon,” I replied. “But…sort of, yeah.”

      He shook his head in wonder. “This stuff is incredible. If I hadn’t seen you create fire in your hand, I’d have thought you were making everything up. But all your stories ring true in a way the media reports I read didn’t.”

      He looked me in the eye. “From the sweat beading on your forehead, I’m guessing you can’t keep this shield up much longer.”

      “You’re right,” I said. The strain was starting to show.

      “I guess there’s just one thing left to discuss,” he said. “What do you plan to do next?”

      “I’m going back,” I said.

      The decision clicked into place as I said the words. I hadn’t been totally sure until that moment. But my reasons for going to Northshield in the first place were as valid as they’d ever been. My friends were still there. The ley line nexus was still there, along with the dark portal that it shielded.

      Of course, Miles was there too. And if I went back to school whoever it was hunting me would know right where to find me. But they’d found me here, too. They wouldn’t stop.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I can find you a safe house somewhere. Protect you.”

      “I’ll be a lot safer on home ground than I would be running,” I said.

      He closed his eyes and steepled his fingers again. I wondered what was running through his mind. I couldn’t Look to see. That was something I hadn’t been able to do since that first day when I’d Seen something I shouldn’t have and had hurt people as a result.

      “OK,” he said.

      “OK?”

      “You’ll go back. You have my support. You’re a man, Ryan,” he said. “You’re old enough to make your own decisions.”

      “But you’re also my son,” he went on. “I want you to know I’ll be there. For whatever you need. I’m a phone call away.”

      I was overwhelmed with emotion. This was the father I thought might never speak to me again? This was the man I’d feared coming home to? We’d argued, but it seemed that had been more about neither of us telling the other about our pain than it was about us. We’d buried the pain, and fought instead of talking. I shook my head. How much hurt was left buried to fester like that?

      There weren’t words for how I was feeling. Instead, I rose from my seat and crossed to where he was sitting. I leaned over and gave my father a hug. He tensed for a moment. He wasn’t a man given to emotional displays, and I knew that. Hugging was more my mom’s thing. But after a moment I felt him wrap his arms around me.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said gruffly.

      The wetness in my eyes was totally from the strain of keeping the time spell running. Honest.
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      Riding the bus toward school, I could feel the thrum of the ley lines from miles away, like the campus itself could somehow sense my approach and was welcoming me home. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. But the closer I got to the University, the more foreboding I felt. I was headed back to the place where I was strongest, sure. But I was also going back right where my enemies knew I would be. At school, I’d be a stationary target. They wouldn’t need to look for me.

      Which was fine with me. I was done with running. It was time to smoke these people out into the open and deal with them.

      It was late summer, which was more like early autumn in Vermont. The leaves had only just started to turn colors on a few trees. In a few weeks the forests all around the area would reach the fullness of their color. Tourists would come from hundreds of miles in all directions, pouring into the state. The locals called them ‘leaf-peepers’, and made jokes about the tourists. But I could appreciate why someone living in a city would want to come and taste that sort of natural beauty, if only for a little while before returning to their concrete jungles.

      For now everything was still vibrant and green. The bus dropped me downtown in Northshield. It wasn’t far to hike up the hill to campus, but I wasn’t especially looking forward to carrying my duffel bags all that way.

      “Need a lift?”

      I looked over at the source of the voice, sitting in a beat up old pickup truck. Fletcher was my oldest friend on campus. He’d been my drill sergeant last year. After seeing me use magic to save someone from drowning, he and I ended up partners in a number of escapades.

      “I’d love one. How’d you know when I was arriving?” I asked. I threw my bags in the back of his truck and climbed in.

      “Your little friend flew ahead and blew papers all over my room. Figured that meant you were arriving.”

      Kittybreeze swirled around my ankles down near the floor of the truck. She looked entirely smug with herself. The little air spirit had been my constant companion all summer long. I wondered if she was glad to be back here, or if she was having any of the same misgivings I was?

      “Let’s get you settled in, so you can register for classes ASAP,” he went on.

      “I think I’m pretty much locked in for what I have to take,” I replied. There wasn’t a lot of leeway for second year Physics majors.

      “You don’t get even one elective?”

      “I might get one,” I admitted. I hadn’t given class choices a lot of thought.

      There was a little silence as we drove toward campus. Northshield University looked much as I’d left it. The ivy-strewn brick buildings still towered over manicured lawns. Here and there a dandelion dared rear up out of the grass. Massive trees towered over it all, old growth giants that might have been a hundred years old or more. There was a sense of weight and age, a ponderous giant that had been here long before I was born and would linger here long after I was dead.

      “Had a good summer?” he asked.

      The question took my out of my thoughts. “A busy one. I don’t know about good.”

      I rubbed my left arm. The bullet wound there healed well enough. Sped along by my magic, the healing was pretty much complete now. It still felt sore sometimes, but all you could see was an angry scar where the torn skin and muscle had been.

      “Your messages were a little vague,” Fletcher said. “How much trouble did you get into?”

      “Enough,” I said. “You want the full story right now?”

      “Nah, you can tell me later. You made it through whatever it was. That’s the important part.”

      “How’d you know I had trouble?” I asked, feeling a little grumpy.

      He gave me a Look.

      “I’m not always in trouble!” I protested.

      “No,” he said. “Not always.”

      His tone of voice implied that by ’not always’, he meant ‘usually’. Irritated, I snapped back. “Hey, last time it was your date that made things into a mess, remember?”

      He looked away quickly. I could tell he was stung, was still hurting from the events of that night. Even months later, Fletcher was still feeling guilty. Over nothing, really, since it wasn’t his fault. Soulstealer - Melicent - might have tagged along as his date. But she would have been there one way or another anyway.

      “That was unfair of me,” I said. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t your fault. It was me she was after.”

      He took a deep breath and seemed to relax a little bit.

      “You’re not always getting into trouble, either,” he replied. “Usually, you get into trouble because you’re trying to help someone.”

      “Not this time,” I said. “Maybe this time I should have left well enough alone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I ran him through a quick retelling of my summer vacation. Short, because we were coming up on the barracks buildings where our rooms were. And not a little bit because I didn’t really want to talk about it. The events of that day were still too raw. They hurt every time I poked at them.

      I’d stuck my nose in someplace it didn’t belong. I spotted a big cat - more like a giant black panther - glowing in the magical spectrum. Intrigued, I’d chased it. It clawed me, and its magic blocked my powers. Then I was captured by a duo of assassins who were trying to recapture the animal they called a hellcat. I was staked out for it as bait. I escaped, eventually killed the thing - which gave me my magic back. But then the assassins returned. One of them shot me. Then I killed his partner, and used my magic and one of the hellcat’s claws to block his powers - for good.

      At that point, Miles showed up and admitted that he knew about the hit squads the Army was using to thin out the number of magical practitioners in the world. Anyone ‘rogue’ was fair game, and to them a rogue was someone not affiliated with them.

      Fletcher inhaled sharply when he heard about Miles being involved. The man had been on our side in a number of capers. He’d helped us out more than once. Fletcher’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

      “Miles is what, in league with these guys?” he asked.

      “Working with them, for them, something,” I said. “All he gave me before I left was a name for the unit - ASTRAL. And they’re still after me.”

      I told him about the run-in down in the Florida Keys. How I was pretty sure the men chasing me there were from ASTRAL, too. He looked at me after I finished the telling. His face seemed strange.

      “What?” I asked as he pulled over to the curb in front of our building.

      “You’ve blown up monsters before,” he said. “But you’ve never killed anyone. You shot one man and had something eat four more. How are you doing with that?”

      I closed my eyes and sank back into my seat. “Not well.”

      I’d been both disgusted with myself and proud at the same time, after the first murder. I’d survived the bastards who’d tried to kill me. That was cause for celebration enough. Yes, I’d killed a man in self-defense. But then I’d spared the other one when I could easily have killed him too. I told myself that would make me different from Melicent. That I didn’t kill, if I could avoid it. That I hadn’t killed, when I could have.

      But then I’d called up the sea dragon knowing full well it might kill at least some of those men chasing me in the boat. It had eaten them all. Their deaths were on my conscience too, now. Had there really been no other way to stop them? Nothing else I could have done? I’d reacted, trying my best to stay alive and free. But if my first reaction was to kill someone opposed to me, how was I different from the people I fought?

      Again and again I wondered if this had happened to Melicent. She said her magic had been born from healing people and the way she said it felt like it was the truth. What had happened to her, to twist her into such an uncaring person? Why had made her capable of serial mass murder without compunction? And how was I going to stop it from happening to me?

      “Listen, Ryan. What did you think being at a military college was all about?” Fletcher said, breaking into my thoughts. “Marching around? Uniforms?”

      I looked up at him, startled. “No, of course not.”

      “Your grandfather was here once, right?” he said.

      I nodded. “And he served in World War Two.”

      “He killed people, right?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But that was war.”

      “If what you’re saying is right, so is this,” he said. “Wasn’t that what Miles told you? That this was a war which had been going on for over a hundred years?”

      That part still confused me. What war? Who was fighting whom?

      “People die in wars,” Fletcher said. “Seems to me, you’ve got nothing to feel guilty about if you kill someone involved in a war. What you need to do pick the right side.”

      “I don’t even know what the war is about, or who’s fighting it!” I said.

      “Then figure it out,” he said. “Because the thing that lets good soldiers sleep at night is knowing they are fighting a just war.”

      “And if neither side is just?” I asked.

      Fletcher grinned, showing all his teeth in a predatory smile. “Then make your own side. I’ll stand with you.”

      I smiled back, feeling lighter than I had in a while. I hadn’t realized just how much I was hurting from killing people, how deeply the wound ran. It wasn’t gone. The pain was still there. But I felt a warmth from his support that I hadn’t before. It was a start.

      “Shit,” Fletcher said.

      I tensed at the tone of his voice and followed his gaze. What I saw made me reach for ley line energy and wreath us both in shields.

      Miles was standing there in the doorway of our building, waiting for us. Waiting for me.
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      I reached over to open the door. Fletcher stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “You don’t have to do this right now,” he said. “We can drive away, and you can deal with him later.”

      “Might as well be now,” I replied. My voice sounded as cold as my head, and my heart felt full of stones.

      I’d been slow to trust Miles at first. He arrived at Northshield after the first disaster last fall was already over. The Army had realized they had an issue at the campus and sent someone to watch over things. But it was too damned little, too damned late from my point of view. People were dead by then. The apparition I stopped had almost torn a hole in the universe and let out more of…whatever it was…to plague the world. How many of them were waiting just outside our universe on the other side of the barrier? I didn’t know. One of them had almost been enough to kill me.

      I’d been angry, and let him know about it. But he’d won me over by being there to help, again and again. He’d taught me new things about magic. He’d tried to help protect me from Soulstealer. I’d come to think of Miles as an ally at least, and maybe even as a friend and mentor.

      That only made the sense of betrayal I felt cut even deeper. ASTRAL was killing people who had magic, whether they’d committed any real crimes or not. The existence of magical talent was enough to warrant death. And whether Miles had actually helped in any of those assassinations or not was irrelevant to me. He worked for ASTRAL. He was part of their operation. That made him complicit in their guilt.

      I stalked across the yard toward him, my fury growing with each step. By the time I was face to face with the man, I was ready to tear him apart if I had to. He flinched as I walked up. He had the Sight - he could See the amount of magic I’d gathered to my fingertips.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t burn you down where you stand,” I said. I was shaking a little, trying to hold in my anger. Seeing him here like this was like hot water on a burn, and I felt about ready to boil over.

      “I can’t,” he replied. He held his hands away from his body, palms outward. He wasn’t shielding. He didn’t have any magical protections at all that I could See. I relaxed a little bit, but left the shields up. Fool me once…

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve, showing up here,” I said.

      “You’re one to talk,” he said, his eyebrows rising. “ASTRAL was convinced you wouldn’t come back here at all, that you’d run. I told them they were wrong about you.”

      “You are ASTRAL,” I growled.

      "Technically, so are you," he said. "You're on a ROTC scholarship, and ASTRAL has already called dibs on you. Which brand did you think you'd end up in? Infantry?"

      I'd known that. Ever since Miles had told me about the super-secret magical branch of the Army, I'd known that they were interested in me and that was probably where I'd be serving post-graduation. That was the deal with ROTC, after all. Four years of school for eight years of service.

      “We’ll see about that,” I said. There was no way I was going to serve a group that did the things I’d seen ASTRAL do. I was not going to be used as a weapon to commit crimes.

      “Ryan…” He paused for a moment, looking around. Glancing both ways, like he thought he was being watched. “Remember that spell you used before you left?”

      I knew what he was talking about. The spell that took us out of time. There was something he wanted to say that he didn’t want anyone able to listen in on. I nodded and cast the spell. The bubble snapped around us, blocking us from the outside world. It was a little uncanny seeing Fletcher frozen just a few steps away from us. A bird was flying over his car, suspended in mid-air.

      He exhaled slowly. “You figure out how to get the bubble to move, yet?”

      “Maybe,” I said. The less he knew about my abilities, the better.

      “That’s too bad,” he replied, seeing through me. “It would be a powerful tool if you could move around while you kept it up. You could go anywhere in a moment, and no one would ever be able to even know you were there.”

      It was a problem I hadn’t been able to solve. For whatever reason, the bubbles I made in space-time weren’t mobile. I couldn’t get them to move around, no matter what I tried. I was free to act inside the little sphere, but as soon as I left it, the spell failed. If I tried to move the spell, it failed. I didn’t need Miles rubbing my nose in my failures, though.

      “What did you want to say?” I asked.

      “They’re here. Now. ASTRAL has people on campus.”

      “Besides you?” I asked.

      He nodded. “They haven’t made contact with me, so I’m not sure how many. A small team, I think. They’ll be watching you to see what you do next.”

      “Why all the secrecy?”

      “Because they should have made contact,” he said. “I’m the watchdog here. They should have reached out to me as soon as they arrived. That’s our procedure. They didn’t.”

      “You think they don’t trust you?” I asked sweetly. “I wonder why someone wouldn’t?”

      “There’s more going on here than you know,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “More at stake.”

      “Then tell me,” I said. I could spare him another few minutes.

      “They’re not the only group in play at Northshield this year,” he said. “There’s someone else. I’m not sure what they’re after yet. They’ve been skulking around, casting little spells. A group of them. They’re trained, but not at your strength level.”

      “New students?” I asked.

      “Maybe. But they seem organized. They hold meetings, cast a few spells, and then they’re gone before I can get there.”

      There was not one, but two groups of dangerous spell casters on campus? That wasn’t good news. And I didn’t really know enough about either one. Having one foe was bad enough, but it sounded to me like they were starting to stack up.

      “Miles, what is ASTRAL likely to do?” I asked. The more I understood at least one of my potential foes, the better my odds.

      “For now, I think they’ll sit tight. Watch you. Observe you and me both,” he said. “If I can get you back under control, I’m sure they’d prefer that. You’d be a powerful asset.”

      I snorted. “Fat chance of that.”

      “Ryan, you’ve never been under my control in the first place,” he said.

      “Glad we’re both on board with that.”

      “But they aren’t,” he said. “If we can work together - at least for now - we might get them to sit tight while we deal with this other group.”

      It wasn’t the worst plan I’d ever heard. If I hadn’t known Miles had looked the other way while ASTRAL killed innocent people, I’d have been on board in an instant. But I couldn’t undo that knowledge. I wouldn’t want to, even if I could. As much as the betrayal hurt, I needed to see the world with my eyes open.

      “Fine,” I said, biting back the bitter words I wanted to say. “I’ll work with you for now. But if ASTRAL gets in my way, they’ll get the same mercy they’ve been giving to the people they’ve been killing.”

      “Fair enough,” Miles said.

      I dropped the spell, recalling the thread of the conversation before I cast it. If there was anyone watching, I wanted them to think nothing had happened at all.

      “I do remember,” I said. “But I’m not in the mood for lessons right now. Maybe later, Miles. It’s been a long trip.”

      “Fine,” he nodded with understanding. “Come see me after you’ve settled in. We need to talk more.”

      Inside, I was still seething. But I plastered my best bland smile on my face and walked past him into the barracks to check in. I hadn’t even been on campus an hour, and already things were looking more complicated than ever.

      “What the hell was all that about?” Fletcher asked me after Miles was out of earshot.

      “You said you wanted the story later, right?” I asked. “Let’s wait until Theresa is here too. I’ll fill you both in.”

      “Every detail?” he asked. I’d left some things out on occasion in the past.

      “Everything,” I assured him. This was too important, and would effect both of my friends. I hoped I’d be able to protect them from the storm I was sure was coming at us.
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      Life as a sophomore cadet was entirely different from life as a freshman. As recruits, we’d been completely subject to every whim of our cadre. If they told us to drop and do pushups, we did. If they wanted to go jog through an icy river for the afternoon, that was what was up.

      This year I could talk while I ate meals in the dining hall. I could walk in the middle of the paths, and not square my way along in the gutter at the side. I could wear civilian clothes when I wasn’t in class, and on the weekends. I’d brought some clothes from home this time - real clothes, regular ones, not just my uniforms.

      After I unpacked my stuff, I hauled my way up to the Registrar’s Office. They weren’t closed for the day yet, and from the looks of the line they were going to be open for a while. I groaned when the elevator opened on the second floor of the administration building. There had to be fifty people standing there in line, waiting to go in.

      It was the 21st century. Wasn’t there a better way to set up registering for classes? Something that maybe involved a website and computers?

      Not here. The process was still being done by staff inside the office. I took my place in line and nodded to the cadet next to me. “How fast is the line moving?”

      “Pretty quick,” he said. “They staffed well this year. Not like last year.”

      I hadn’t needed to worry about it last year. The freshmen all get registered a few days before the upperclassmen show up on campus. They have an extra week before the rest of the cadets arrived. Theoretically that’s to get them used to life at a military school. In practice, I recalled it being a lot of bruises and sore muscles.

      “Well, that’s good,” I said.

      “Sophomore?” he asked, peering at my shoulders. The epaulets we wore on our uniforms had one stripe for each year we’d been here. Mine had two this year, marking me as a sophomore. His had four - he was a senior. Where mine had a blank patch showing I had no special rank, his had a bunch of chevrons. He was a Captain and head of one of the cadet companies.

      “Yes,” I said. I offered a handshake. “Ryan Blackwell.”

      “Sean Jameson,” he replied, shaking my hand. “Don’t worry, Blackwell. You’ll be in and out in no time.”

      “Not too worried,” I said. “I think I get one elective. Maybe. Physics majors don’t get a lot of picking and choosing.”

      “Physics, huh? Ouch!” he said. “CE here - civil engineering. You going Navy?”

      It was a logical question. Lots of my classmates were Navy-bound. If you went into nuclear energy in the Navy, you got a bunch of extra perks. Big bonuses, fast promotions in some cases.

      “No, I’m Army,” I said.

      “Huh.” He seemed surprised.

      “I like being in the middle of things,” I said. “Never been good at sitting on the sidelines.”

      “I can respect that,” he said. He peered at me more closely. “Hey, were you at the Winter Formal last year?”

      I had been. The entire event had been turned into an elaborate deathtrap designed to catch one person - me. A lot of other people had died that night, but I’d managed to escape with my skin intact, surviving magical combat with the most powerful sorceress I’d ever met - Melicent. I nodded at him cautiously. How much did he remember from that night? I’d had to use my powers a lot. Even though I’d tried to be subtle about it, there was still the chance someone had seen something that they shouldn’t have.

      “Yeah, I remember you,” he said. “You handled yourself really well that night. Good in a scrap. I can see why you’d want to go Army.”

      I relaxed a little. I’d been in close quarters combat with Melicent’s zombies several times. Most of us had fought them that night. The cadets were fighters at heart, and even against an enemy as uncanny as we’d faced that night they hadn’t failed. If all he remembered was me being a good scrapper, then my secret was still safe.

      “Thanks,” I said carefully. “It was a crazy night.”

      “No shit,” he replied.

      The official media word was a drug crazed gang had attacked the hotel and then died in the fire they caused. That didn’t match up well with the memories some of the cadets had carried home with them, but my guess was most people were more than willing to let the official word stand. Even if they sometimes woke up with nightmares that reminded them the real thing had been a lot darker.

      The line was moving fast, and we stepped forward to hold our spots. It wasn’t going to take long to get through here after all. I reached into my pocket for my cell phone - another boon of being in my second year. Freshmen weren’t allowed to have them, and I’d missed being constantly connected to the world. I checked my notifications. Fletcher had texted me, asking if I was through registration.

      No word from Grey yet - she was the other close friend I had on campus. My freshmen year had been full of twists and turns. Monsters and magic seemed to leap out of every dark corner on this campus, drawn here by the ley line nexus. I hadn’t time to make a lot of friends, but I had a couple of very good ones.

      I felt the wave of odd magic hit me like a splash of water. I glanced around, wondering what the source was. Could this be ASTRAL, at work? That other group Miles had mentioned? Or something else entirely? At Northshield University one could never be quite sure. And it paid to be careful. I reached out with my mind, looking for the source. It was outside the building. In fact, it was a good distance away. My best guess was that someone was using magic down near the river, across the athletic fields. About as far away from the ley nexus as you could get and still be on campus.

      That alleviated my worries a little bit. The last thing I wanted was anyone messing with the nexus. There was more power there than even I could handle. Someone else messing around with it could get themselves killed, or worse. The nexus held a secret that very few people knew about. The nexus itself had been woven long ago into a shield. A barrier which plugged a hole in the fabric of our reality.

      Last year a cadet had tapped into that power and opened a small portal into whatever was on the other side. Something had come across to answer his call. It killed him. Then it killed a bunch of other people, growing in power with each person whose soul it devoured. I’d managed to destroy it before it was strong enough to smash the barrier entirely and let its friends through into our world.

      One of those things had been a nightmare. I had no idea how many waited on the other side, impatiently seeking a way to cross over.

      The need to go check out who was using magic here warred with my place in line. I was almost to the end. Finally, duty won over. I sighed and stepped out of line.

      “Where are you going?” Jameson asked.

      “Got a message. Have to go deal with something.”

      “You’re almost to the end of the line, though. Can’t it wait?” he asked. “You don’t want to be in here for the rush tomorrow.”

      I thought hard. Whoever it was didn’t seem to be using much power. They were well away from the leys. It was probably nothing to worry about. If it was ASTRAL, they’d still be there if I was fifteen minutes late. If it was the mystery folks Miles had spoken of they’d be gone before I arrived even if I left now. I relented and stepped back in line.

      “Yeah, I guess it can,” I said.

      “Good,” he said. “Hey, I know some people who might be interested in meeting a good scrapper.”

      “Oh?” I was curious, but not especially interested in joining some sort of school fight club. I already had Tae Kwon Do classes starting up later this week to keep me in shape.

      “Yeah. Mostly seniors. But we take some younger guys. I’ll ask, if you’re interested.”

      “What is it?” I was curious.

      “Can’t tell you,” he said with a wink. “But it’s a cool group of people. We’ve got a lot going on this year, too.”

      I smiled. “You’d tell me, but then you’d have to kill me?”

      “Something like that,” he replied, deadpan.

      “Well, let me know.” It sounded like some interesting bit of hidden school history. The University was filled with odd bits of lore. There weren’t any fraternities on campus. They weren’t allowed. But unofficially there were rumors about groups which had sprung up in secret and been allowed to remain that way. It sounded like he was talking about something like that.

      Then he was called into the registrar’s office. He waved to me and went in, leaving me to ponder what he’d been inviting me into. That and wondering what someone was playing at over on the edge of the campus. I hoped I hadn’t made a terrible mistake, electing to stay in line. I resolved to run over as soon as I was done here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          10

        

      

    
    
      I was cautious as I made my way toward the forest edge where I'd sensed magic a short while before. There was no sign of it now. Whoever was using power over here was finished with whatever they'd been up to, but that didn't mean they were gone. I drew on my own magic and brought up shields.

      The last time I was out in these woods, it was the middle of the night. This spot wasn't far from where I'd first run into the apparition last fall. A few hundred meters to my right was the place where the upperclassmen had their campfire. Where the thing had taken control of one of them and used him to shoot his classmates.

      I shivered. It was warm, sunny, and broad daylight. But the memory was still very strong. These trees would never feel like a comfortable place for me.

      Lingering echoes of the magic I'd felt earlier still hung in the air. Little traces of what they'd been doing. Not enough for me to tell what sort of spell it was, but enough to track their work to wherever they'd been doing it. That I could still sense the magic so easily worried me, because it implied they'd used a lot more power than I'd thought. A small spell wouldn't leave much in the way of echoes. But the small ley line which ran above the trees here was humming like a tuning fork. Somehow the spell had impacted the ley line itself.

      That was dangerous. If this person or group was doing something to the leys that implied both strength and knowledge. It elevated them a notch on my threat meter.

      Then I found the site where the spell was cast, and my breath caught in my throat. I was gonna have to find a new top setting for my threat meter.

      The spell was cast in a small clearing between a few trees. Someone had carefully cleared away all the brush and then marked the ground with chalk powder. Intricate sigils and patterns wove around and through each other, twisting and turning on themselves. Even without knowing those patterns I would know this was trouble.

      It was even worse because I had seen those sorts of patterns before. A year ago another student had used swirling designs not much different from this to summon a creature from the other side of the nexus barrier.

      I reached out with my senses, trying to see if anyone was near. But the magic was gone, and I had the feeling whoever had cast it was gone as well. Carefully, shields up, I crept my way in toward the spell circle.

      It was similar to the one Ashe used in his summoning. But I heaved a sigh of relief when I saw that it wasn't the same spell. I wasn't going to be facing another of those things swooping down out of the trees. I had grown in my power since the first time I'd fought one. Beating one wouldn't be the desperate battle it had been last time. But they were still the things that haunted my nightmares. I wasn't looking forward to a rematch fight.

      I'd be happier if none of the things ever saw the light of our world again.

      The spell in front of me wasn't for summoning, though. There were similarities to the spell circle I’d seen a year ago, but I couldn’t tell precisely what this one was for.

      “What were you trying to do?” I muttered aloud.

      Kittybreeze swirled around my ankles, warning me just in time. I ducked, half from her warning and half on instinct. A knife whizzed past my head and embedded itself into a tree beside me.

      I was already gathering fire into my hands as I rose back up. I spun toward my attacker. He was a heavily muscled man dressed in black fatigues. An old scar ran crosswise through his face from his right brow, down across his nose and his left cheek. That plus the short haircut gave him a fierce appearance.

      Right now I was more worried about the second knife he had in his hands, and the bandolier of assorted other cutting implements draped across his front.

      “If I’d meant that knife to hit you, it would have,” he said. He had the blade in his hand chambered for a throw. “Stand down.”

      “If you know anything about me at all, you’d know that I don’t have to worry much about knives,” I told him.

      “Your shields?” he asked. When I didn’t reply, he went on. “I know all about you. These blades will cut through just about anything. I’m betting they’ll blow through your shields like they’re not even there.”

      Kittybreeze was moving up beside him, creeping in closer. When she struck, I could use the distraction to hit him. Until then I needed to keep him talking.

      “I take it you’re with ASTRAL?” I said.

      “Sometimes. Now, we going to stand here all day, or are you willing to talk?”

      That admission was more than enough for me. My shields might not stop his knife, but the wind would. I dropped the fire magic and brought up a massive wind from behind me. It slashed forward across the clearing. He didn’t even have time to throw the knife. My wind took him off his feet and sent him flying through the air away from me. A tree stopped him about ten feet back, and he fell heavily to the ground.

      “Gonna be the hard way,” he said, bringing himself fluidly back to his feet. “I can respect that.”

      He dashed forward, throwing knives as he came. I couldn’t take a chance that he was right about the shields - I had to block them some other way. I hit them with a crosscurrent of wind as they sailed toward me, and they flew far wide of the mark.

      His throw had distracted me, though. He closed the gap far faster than a man his size should have been able to move. But I still had my shield in place, and he hadn’t drawn a knife. He took a swing at my face with his fist. I smiled, waiting for his hand to connect with my shield.

      I had half a second to realize my shields weren’t stopping his blow before it connected with my chin. This time I went sailing backward. I landed heavily on my butt, stars dancing in front of my eyes.

      “We done yet?” he asked, looming over me in a fighting stance.

      “Not even close.”

      I fired off a kick at his knee, but he danced back out of range before it connected. That still gave me a little more distance between us to work with, and I used it to jump back to my feet.

      “You can take a hit pretty well,” he said. “Even if I did pull the punch some.”

      That was a pulled punch? My jaw felt half broken. “Thank Ms. Wynn.”

      He came at me again, hammering punches at my ribs. I blocked them both. He was fast and very good. I wished Theresa was here. She might be a match for him physically, but I definitely wasn’t.

      Luckily, I didn’t have to fight him with just my hands. I spun magic into the brush beneath our feet and it grew upward, tangling his legs. Then I fired off a side kick into his sternum. He tried to move back to avoid my kick, but with his feet tangled he fell backward instead.

      It was past time to end this. I brought up another fireball and threw it at him as he went down.

      He drew another knife and slashed his feet free as he fell, tucking and turning the fall into a backward roll. My fire hit the ground where he should have landed, but he was already on his feet just past where I’d aimed. He rushed in again, still holding the enspelled knife.

      I blocked the knife thrust, barely keeping the sharp tip away from my gut. But that put me right where he wanted me. He slipped his arm up and over my shoulder, then rolled me over his hip. I crashed into the ground hard, taking all my breath away.

      My attacker had his knee pressed against the small of my back, my arm twisted around painfully. And his knife against my throat.
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      The knife vanished almost as quickly as I noticed it was there. My arm was released, and the pressure from his knee on my back went away. I rolled back to my feet, my pride more hurt than anything else. What was he up to? He had me dead to rights. Why let me go? I summoned more magic to my hands, ready for whatever he had in mind next.

      “Are you convinced yet?” he said. He’d backed away, clearing a little space between us.

      “Convinced of what?” I asked. He was fast, deadly, and clearly used to fighting spellcasters.

      “If I’d wanted you dead, boy, you would be,” he said. “Twice.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The first knife throw could have killed me. Even if I’d survived that one, he had me dead to rights after the hip throw. I’d done enough hand to hand in class that I knew how much time a man like this would need for a killing blow. There was no way I could have stopped him. I lowered my hands but kept a tight grip on my magic. He might not want to kill me, but I wasn’t about to trust him.

      “So what do you want with me, then?” I asked

      “With you? Nothing,” he said, sheathing his knife. He worked his way over to where the first blade had impaled a tree and pulled it out. He wiped it on his pants leg and sheathed that one as well. “Like I said, if I was here for you, you’d already be dead.”

      Kittybreeze rolled up beside him just then. He tensed, and I readied a spell. If he was about to try to hurt her, I’d blast him to bits. But he relaxed almost immediately and reached down to her with an open palm. She swirled around his hand. To my Sight, it Looked for all the world like he was scratching her chin.

      “Cute kitty. I love cats,” he crooned to her. Then he looked back up at me. “See? Your cat likes me. You should listen to her.”

      He tromped his way over to the designs chalked in the dirt, leaving me gaping in his wake. I’d never seen anyone treat Kittybreeze like that. I’d never seen her taken with anyone so quickly before - except maybe me. A little pang of jealousy flared as she followed at his heels, and I damped it down. With an effort.

      He stopped walking and cursed. I followed him, peering past his bulk. We’d made a mess of the pattern with our fight. Between his headlong rush at me and my wind, the lines were more obscured than intact.

      “Well, that’s useless,” he said.

      “You could have said hello with words, instead of a knife.”

      He turned and flashed me a smile that was two parts shark and one part tiger. “Nah, not my style. Besides, you’ve got a rep.”

      He turned back to the circle, tracing out what was left of the swirls there with his fingers. If he could tell what the spell was for from these remnants then he knew a lot more about this type of magic than I did. I couldn’t figure it out even with the entire patterns laid out in front of me.

      “I have a rep?” I said, keeping pace with him as he stepped deeper into the circle. He was careful not to step on any of the remaining lines, so I did the same.

      “Sure,” he said. “For jumping in headfirst and getting into all sorts of shit.”

      “Hey!”

      He turned and grinned more naturally this time. “Don’t feel bad, kid. I was the same way at your age, and I turned out OK.”

      That didn’t sound like much of a compliment to me, and I was about to tell him as much. But we’d reached the center of the circle now. He knelt down, still avoiding the chalk lines. There was a little hole in the middle of the circle that I hadn’t noticed before. It was about the size of a quarter, a cone-shaped divot in the dirt. Like something had been pressed into the soil there.

      His fingertips hovered over the spot for a moment. Then he reached into a pocket, pulled out a small vial, and poured a few drops of liquid into the hole. The hole flared with a sudden brilliance that went away after just a few seconds.

      “Shit,” he said, rising to his feet again.

      “What? What is it?” I asked.

      “They’ve got a nexus gem,” he said, muttering more to himself than answering me. “If they’re using it here, then they know.”

      He started walking away from the circle, taking fast strides like he was about to march off into the woods somewhere. I had the feeling he’d be able to lose me without too much trouble out here, and I had way more questions than answers.

      “Wait!” I said. “What’s a nexus gem? Who is doing this.”

      “My target, kid,” he said, putting heavy emphasis on the first word. “This is out of your league. Go home.”

      “This is my home. Protecting it is my job,” I growled.

      “Not this time,” he said, still walking away. “Tell Miles that Lance said hi.”

      And then he vanished. He sort of just blended away into the foliage. He was there. Then he was turning sort of translucent, the leaves blurring his form. And then he was just gone.

      “Shit,” I said. “You’re not getting away that easily. Kittybreeze, can you find him?”

      She swirled off, hunting. I reached out with my magic, searching for patterns that might show the spell he’d used to conceal himself. I saw nothing. If he was using magic to hide, then his spell should have given off some sort of signature. He must have some sort of item that was hiding him, and blocking my magic from Seeing him. Similar to the knives that cut through my shields, but different.

      He was untraceable. I would never be able to see him coming, or detect his presence before he wanted to be seen. He had knives that could cut through my magic, was an expert at hand to hand combat, and who knew what other fun and exciting things waited in his bag of tricks?

      It was time for discretion to be the better part of valor. I called Kittybreeze back to me. She hadn’t spotted him either, but I hadn’t expected her to. We turned and headed back to my barracks. I had friends waiting for me up there, and it was time to get some help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      We’d all gathered in Fletcher’s room, a habit left over from last year that seemed likely to carry into this one. He’d been made Captain of our company this year, which meant he had a single. Again. I eyeballed the room with longing. I still hadn’t met my roommate yet. There hadn’t even been time for me to check who it was I’d be bunking with. A single would have been amazing, but there were only a few of them, and nobody got one in their first or second year.

      Theresa Grey was sprawled out over the bed, her chin propped up with her hands. Fletcher sat relaxing at the foot of the bed. The two of them looked incredibly comfortable being on the same bed together, which made me wonder if they’d had time to see each other over the summer. When I’d left, they were heading toward dating territory after some rough spots during the winter.

      I saw them exchange a small smile. Yeah, they were definitely more than dating.

      “Then he just vanished,” I said, finishing my retelling of the story. “And that’s how I spent my summer vacation and first day back.”

      Neither of them responded to the little bit of humor. They were looking at each other again. I coughed, which got their attention.

      “And how did you two spend your summers?” I asked.

      Fletcher flushed. Grey smiled.

      “Oh…stuff,” she said. “But your story is more time sensitive than ours.”

      She sat up and moved to the edge of the bed, holding up her hand and ticking off fingers as she spoke. “First, the Army group we thought were the good guys has been killing US citizens on US soil - for the crime of having magic. Second, they tried to kill you. More than once. Third, we know Miles is working for or with them. Fourth, there is someone else out here on campus with magic who is trying to do something bad, but we don’t know precisely what. Fifth, ASTRA has someone here - who could have killed you, didn’t, and is after that other group instead of you.”

      Grey finished her recount by ticking the last item off on her pinkie. “Did I miss any major points?”

      “I think you got the important ones,” I said.

      “Shit,” Fletcher said, leaning back. “Shit and more shit.”

      It wasn’t a pretty picture. We didn’t have enough information about anything, really. Knowledge was power. We didn’t know who the mysterious folks out there casting spells on the leys were. I couldn’t even tell what they were up to.

      “You’ve never heard of this nexus gem before?” Theresa asked.

      “Nope,” I said. “But the guy seemed pretty worked up about it. Whatever it is, it sounds like bad news. And I can’t find anything like the patterns I saw on the ground in this book. Similar stuff, but not the same.” I held up the slim, battered volume I’d found my first year here, a diary account of the last time one of the apparitions had busted loose. Some of the spells described in the book seemed similar to the one I’d seen on the edge of school grounds. But none of them were precisely the same. They had the right style, but the wrong form.

      Every spellcaster has their own particular style. I’d noticed this repeatedly. Miles worked his magic one way. Melicent’s spells had their own elaborate flair - which she’d deliberately masked while she was pretending to be an ally so that I wouldn’t know who she really was. These spells belonged to the same style as a certain set from the journal. And I knew where those spells had come from.

      They’d been projected into our world from the other side of the nexus barrier, part of a ruse to trick mages on this side into letting them through. This spell style was the form used by the beings trapped there.

      And that scared the shit out of me.

      “I don’t know if you’re getting how bad this is,” Fletcher said.

      “I’m pretty sure I do,” I replied. I was imagining a horde of those things rampaging freely across the world.

      “I graduate this year, Blackwell,” he growled. He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees. “I’m going to be taking a commission in the Army. Thanks to Miles, they know that I know about this magic stuff. Am I going to be co-opted into ASTRAL? Are you?”

      He shook his head. “When we talked about this before, I had visions of them sending you in with a regular unit as support. Surveillance no one could see. Firepower no one could stop.”

      “I know, that and fighting any magic the other side might have,” I said. “That’s what I was envisioning too.”

      More or less. I had some daydreams which looked more like a superhero action movie than they did reality. Who didn’t want to be the hero, saving the day? Me, in my more rational moments. I’d been there, done that. It usually carried a heavy price.

      “Sure. But it sounds like ASTRAL is more interested in policing and killing our own people than they are fighting our enemies.” He slumped a little, and his face sagged.

      I frowned. This new information was taking a lot from him. Fletcher had been Army since forever. Learning that part of his dream job was secretly assassinating people had to be at least as hard on him as it had been for me, even though I’d lived through discovering it the hard way. I opened my mouth to reply, but Theresa beat me to it.

      “It’s illegal,” she said.

      “Huh?” Fletcher looked up at her.

      “The US military can’t act on US soil, remember?” she said. “The Posse Comitatus Act prohibits it. National Guard, yes. Coast Guard, sure. But you can’t use the US Army on home turf to do law enforcement.”

      I chewed on that for a moment. The idea of being used as a weapon by ASTRAL was a nightmare for me. As I could see it was becoming for Fletcher as well. But Grey was right. What they were doing wasn’t just abhorrent. It was extremely illegal.

      “If people find out about it…” I started to say.

      “Find out about what? Magic?” Fletcher broke in. “Are you going to let that cat out of the bag?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I’d be believed, even if I did. Look at last year: my battle on the parade grounds became a gas main explosion, the fires were arson that got out of control, and the zombies were changed into a drug-crazed gang by the media. Someone has a very tight grip on the truth.”

      “But we don’t have to spill about magic,” Theresa said. “All we have to do is show that ASTRAL has been killing US citizens without trial.”

      She was right. If we could find a way to prove that, then we could deal with them. Maybe even shut them down for good. Getting that sort of proof would be hard, but not impossible.

      “It’s worth a shot,” I said.

      “I’m in,” Fletcher said.

      “Good. But right now I think we have more immediate problems. Like, how do we find the creeps casting the spell Ryan saw?” Theresa said.

      Magic flared in my senses. A sense of power building, and…a sort of wrongness to it that I was beginning to associate with the twisted spells from beyond the nexus barrier. I hadn’t noticed it before. Now that I was watching for it, I could feel the difference.

      “I think they just solved that problem for us,” I said. I rose from my chair and headed for the door. “They’re at it again.”

      “Let’s nail them, then,” Fletcher said. “I’d like to get this wrapped up before classes start.”

      I hoped it would be that simple.
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      They’d moved to a new location. This time, the magic was being worked just past the student parking lots. We raced to get there in time. I needed to put an end to whatever they were doing, fast.

      We were all a little winded by the time we reached the edge of the parked cars. Somewhere in the trees beyond was a magic circle. Whoever was working the magic was still doing it, but I had the sense that this was more than one person. Lance had said something about ‘them’. That ‘they’ had a nexus gem. Whatever that was.

      “There’s more than one person out there,” I reminded my friends. “Be careful.”

      Then we entered the woods, the dense growth cutting off most of the sunlight and casting us immediately into gloom. It was easy to see why they were doing these workings out here. Plenty of places to hide, and easy to slip away afterward. They were directly under a ley line again. I could feel the thing thrumming in the air above us as their spell did something to it. It was changing the energy somehow. It felt a little bit like the magic was being tuned, or attuned differently.

      We were almost on top of their casting circle when they hit us. Four guys in jeans and t-shirts came at us from behind the trees. They were wearing balaclavas - winter hats that hid every bit of their faces except the eyes. Each of them was carrying some sort of club.

      “Watch out!” Theresa said. One of them closed with her. She blocked the first swing by stepping inside and catching his wrist with her own. She followed up with a powerful palm heel into the guy’s face.

      I didn’t feel a need to hide my power from these people. They clearly already knew magic existed, which freed me from a lot of constraints. I blasted one off his feet. He crashed into a nearby tree. His buddy closed with me, swinging a baseball hat at my head.

      These bats weren’t spelled like Lance’s knives. His swing hit my shield and rebounded like he’d smacked it into a concrete wall. I smiled at him. He got ready to take another swing, and I reached out to his bat with my magic. It exploded into a mess of wooden splinters. He stood there staring at the shattered weapon, and I hit him with a force lance like I had his friend.

      I looked around. Fletcher and Grey had taken out the other two attackers. All four of them were out cold.

      “We need to keep going,” I said.

      “Carefully,” Theresa said. “With all that noise, they know we’re here.”

      I could feel the clock ticking away. Whatever they were doing was almost complete. She wasn’t wrong, but we were running out of time. I pushed ahead through the brush. My shields were up. I ought to be able to handle whatever a few guys with bats could throw at us.

      It was a stunningly good thing I’d kept the shield running at full strength anyway. I felt the drain on the ley a moment before they hit me. Their spellcaster was tapping ley energy. Usually that was my thing. Most people couldn’t seem to handle the overload from using big ley lines directly, but whoever was running this show had obviously figured out the trick.

      “Down!” I shouted, almost too late.

      The blast that hit me was pure magic, unrefined force thrown at me with all the energy they could channel from the ley. The blast staggered me and set the trees around me on fire. My shield held. I’d taken lightning bolts on that shield and survived before. But this blast didn’t stop. A powerful and sustained assault would sap my reserves and run me out of power way too quickly. Their caster had all the energy of the ley at his disposal.

      “Two can play at that game,” I said. I gritted my teeth together and reached out for the ley line to spin off a tendril of its energy for my own use.

      Pain flashed through my body, searing agony that felt like my nerves were on fire. It was a thousand times worse than the pain I usually felt when tapping the leys. Something was terribly wrong. I didn’t know what they’d done, how they were doing this, but their spell had to be causing the reaction. They’d poisoned the ley line.

      I broke the contact as quickly as I could, falling to my knees with relief as the pain diminished. I was still hurting, but I’d fought through worse. My shield was still holding against the attack. I couldn’t drop it. Grey and Fletcher were still behind me, and they’d be incinerated instantly.

      “Fall back!” I shouted. They began to beat a hasty retreat.

      I was burning through my magic at an alarming rate. But there was one more trick I could pull. I borrowed a page from Melicent, again with the niggling worry I felt every time I used magic I’d seen her perform. Was I becoming more like her all the time?

      There wasn’t time for such doubts right now. I’d worry about it later. Last winter, she’d severed my connection to magic, cutting me off from outside sources of power. I’d seen the spell, and while I couldn’t replicate all the intricacies of it, I knew basically how she had done the job. It wasn’t that different from the spell I used to cut her zombies off from their power source.

      Holding my shield up against their power and casting another spell at the same time was a massive effort. I had to focus everything I had in two places at once. I slashed out with my will, cutting their power feed from the ley line. Then I clamped the spell down around whoever was over there, cutting them off from outside sources of power.

      Their blast vanished instantly. I didn’t think they could sustain that sort of output, not without access to the ley line. But I was pretty much tapped out, too. My whole body hurt. My magic was just about spent. It was time to get the hell out of there.

      I cast a regretful look over my shoulder at the enemy I hadn’t even seen and followed my friends back out into the parking lot. Smoke was spreading as the fires caught in other trees. In the distance I could hear sirens wailing, emergency teams already on their way to deal with the fire.
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      We dashed away before the firefighters showed up. Miles had helped cover for our involvement in weird events in the past, but I couldn’t trust him to be on our side anymore. It was better to simply get clear before the authorities showed up to ask uncomfortable questions.

      Fletcher ushered us all back into his room with a wave of his arm.

      “You look like shit, Blackwell,” he said as I passed him.

      “I feel like it.”

      “Lie down,” he said, gesturing to his bed. “Need some Tylenol?”

      “Yes, please,” I said. I took him up on both offers. My head was pounding from the after-effects of the tainted ley. What they hell had they done? I’d never seen anything like that before.

      The ley lines are big currents of magical energy. Leys ran from object to object. As near as I could tell, each atom was connected to the others nearby with incredibly small lines of magical force. Altering those lines seemed to be how we used magic to change things in the physical world.

      But leys extended much larger as well. There were super-massive leys connecting the planets to each other and the sun. My guess was that the sun was connected with still larger lines of force to other stars. For all I knew, whole galaxies formed their own lines of power and connected to each other.

      On the practical side, the things people usually referred to as ley lines were strong beams of force which crisscrossed the world. They were like rivers that all the smaller bits of energy fed into. Here and there, those lines would intersect. Those places created a nexus, and usually had a lot of magical significance. Things tended to happen around a nexus. Magical creatures were attracted to the power. Humans who could use magic often sought such places out to use the energy there.

      Northshield’s nexus was the strongest I’d ever seen. Over a dozen ley lines joined together here, connecting in one spot on the upper parade ground. Their force was permanently locked into the barrier spell, constantly feeding the shield which kept the apparitions on their side of the barrier.

      “They did something to the ley line,” I said, sipping water and taking a couple of painkillers. “I don’t know what. Damaged it. Tainted the energy somehow.”

      “And you tried to draw from it?” Theresa asked. “Like drinking from a poisoned well?”

      I nodded.

      “But they could still use the power,” I said. That was a frightening prospect. The idea of a magical enemy powered by the leys, with me cut off from their use? “I have to check the other ley lines. I need to see how many of them have been damaged this way.”

      Miles said they’d been at this for a while now, but he claimed to not know what they were up to. How many of the lines had they poisoned? What happened when they’d twisted them all? I didn’t know and didn’t want to find out.

      “You need to rest right now,” Fletcher said. “You’re no good to anyone if you’re too wiped out to fight.”

      “I know,” I said. It was maddening. I couldn’t afford to be down for the count right now, but between using up so much power in the fight and the pain from the tainted magic, I would have a tough time lighting a candle just then.

      “Thanks,” Fletcher said, sitting down next to me. “You saved us both back there. Even when you were hurt, you kept that fire off of us.”

      “Of course,” I said. I smiled weakly. “You’ve got my back. I’ve got yours.”

      My phone buzzed. I fished into my pocket for it, pulled it out, and groaned before laying my head back theatrically against the bed.

      “What is it?” Grey asked.

      “No rest for the weary, that’s why,” I replied. “Miles wants to see me.”

      “The hell with him,” Fletcher said. “Worry about Miles later.”

      It was tempting. I didn’t feel like going anywhere right now. I certainly didn’t want to have a chat with someone I knew could use magic against me while my own was so weak. But…

      “Miles may have answers to some of our questions,” I said. “And right now, we need information more than anything.”

      I got back to my feet. The room only spun a little bit. This was going to suck. I was dizzy, and my stomach was beginning to rebel too.

      “Fine,” Fletcher said. He got up and went to the door. “But if you’re going, we’re going with you.”

      Miles had his office on the third floor of the administration building this year. Going outside was painful. The sunlight hurt my eyes, and my legs felt like rubber. By the time we’d finished the walk across the upper parade ground I was starting to feel a little better, though. Maybe the Tylenol was finally kicking in. Or maybe I was just recovering on my own. My magic was slowly restoring itself, and I could feel my body continuing to repair the damage that the tainted stuff had done. I’d be fine if I had a little time to rest.

      I knocked when we reached his door.

      “Enter,” Miles said from inside.

      I opened the door and stalked inside. Fletcher and Grey flanked me on either side. Grey closed the door behind us, and I nodded my thanks to her. I didn’t have the energy to shield us with a spell, and we wanted this chat to be as private as possible.

      “You rang?” I said.

      “You look like shit, Blackwell,” Miles said. He was sitting behind his desk, a computer and a mound of paperwork piled up in front of him.

      “It’s been a busy day,” I said. I gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. “Mind if we sit?”

      “By all means,” he replied. “So you’ve decided to talk with me after all?”

      “For now, yeah,” I said. “We’ve got a common threat.”

      He steepled his fingers in silence for a few heartbeats. “I take it you were at the fire a little while ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “It had your signature style,” he sighed. “Lots of collateral damage.”

      “Wasn’t me this time,” I said, shaking my head. Slowly. I was still a little dizzy. “Miles, this group of people… They’re doing something to the ley lines.”

      He rustled through the papers on his desk, looking for something. Then he pulled one page from the pile and handed it to me. It was a map of campus, with a bunch of spots marked in red. I recognized two of the spots. They were where I’d found the magical circle and met Lance - and where we’d fought the group in the woods a short while ago. I counted the red dots. There were twelve.

      “I’ve gathered that from the location of their spell casting,” he said.

      “Oh, shit,” I said.

      Twelve spots. They’d hit every ley line in the nexus. If the spell was the same, then every single ley was tainted now. Whatever they were up to, it was almost completed.
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      I’d been hoping to stop these people before they could get this far. It was too late. I’d been away from campus too long. Maybe if I’d been here, I could have done something sooner. Stopped them somehow. But whatever it was they were up to, it looked like they were almost done.

      “Yes,” Miles said. “They’ve hit every ley line.”

      “They’re doing something to the leys,” I said. “They were able to draw power from them, but it made me sick when I tried.”

      He sat back in his seat. “I have no idea how they might have done that.”

      “Well, they could still use them,” Theresa said. “They would have fried us if it weren’t for Ryan.”

      I tossed the sheet back to him. I knew how. I knew where they’d gotten the spells to accomplish the thing. Those spiral circles were the hallmark of the things on the other side of the barrier. They’d projected their thoughts and ideas through the barrier again. I didn’t know why they were doing it, though. What was the end game? They wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to cut me off from the leys. I had plenty of magic on my own.

      The leys formed the barrier. They powered it, but more importantly they were actually woven into its structure. If these people could weaken that somehow, disrupt it… Hell might spill out onto the campus if the barrier fell.

      I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to tell Miles. How far could I trust the man? In stopping those things from breaking free, we were on the same side. Beyond that, it was anyone’s guess. I decided to play it safe.

      “I have a couple other bits of information,” I said. “Lance says hi.”

      “Lance?” Miles asked.

      “Big guy. Lots of knives. Scar across his face?” I said.

      Miles slammed his hands down on the desk. Then he stood without a word and walked to his window. He stared outside through the shutters.

      “Something I said?” I asked.

      He turned back to us. “You met ShadowLance? When?”

      “Earlier today when I tried to stop one of their rituals. Both of us got there too late. He was…interesting.” Scary as hell was more like it. But I wasn’t gonna tell Miles that.

      “Interesting. I bet.” He sat back down again. I could see his pulse pounding away in his temple. “You give me a headache just by breathing some days, Ryan. ShadowLance is one of the most dangerous men in the world. Particularly for anyone with magic.”

      “Yeah, he had some interesting cutlery,” I said. “The thing is, blades that will cut through magical shields still get pushed aside by a good blast of wind.”

      OK, I was bluffing a lot. But Miles was clearly bothered by the guy. If he thought I had done a bit better against Lance than I had, it couldn’t hurt me any. The truth was the knifeman was a constant terror in the back of my mind. He’d taken me apart without really working up a sweat. He’d vanished afterward, proving he could do the same thing any time he wanted. I’d never see him coming. I’d never be able to detect him before he struck. He was my worst nightmare.

      Miles blanched at my words, which made me feel better. “Is he still alive?”

      “Yes,” I said. The fact that Miles felt like he needed to ask made me feel both good and a little queasy at the same time. I didn’t elaborate further, and my friends kept their mouths shut. I’d told Grey and Fletcher the whole story, of course. “He told me something else. He said these people were using something called a nexus gem.”

      If I'd thought Miles was pale a few moments ago, he got positively white when I said those words. Whatever the nexus gem was, it had to be bad news for all of us. He got up from his desk and went to a filing cabinet, waving his hand to release the magical wards protecting the thing. Then he rummaged around inside it, looking for something. I'd never seen Miles so distraught.

      "What is it?" I asked, giving voice to the question my friends and I had almost died trying to answer.

      "It's impossible, that's what it is," Miles said. "It's a myth."

      He hauled a big tome out of the cabinet, then plunked it down on his desk in front of him and began flipping through pages. The book was old, the writing a handwritten scrawl. This wasn't one of the texts Miles had shown me before. This was something different. Something new. I peered over at it, but the words seemed to crawl away when I looked straight at them. A visual distortion caused by magic. I got ready to focus a little power to drive past the spell.

      "Don't," Miles warned. "This book is a lot older than I am and has been held by a lot of hands. It defends itself."

      I released the magic. "What are you looking for?"

      "A legend," he said. "Here we are."

      Then he began to read aloud.

      "Then the Wizards returned to their stronghold, content that the power there would keep them safe, for the magic currents ran strong there, and gave them tremendous might. But Melicent came upon them, and used the nexus gem to drive the currents of force, taking their strength as her own, and smashing them down."

      He looked up at me, closing the book slowly. "That's the only mention of a nexus gem I've ever seen, in any work of magic that I have read."

      I chewed on the passage a little. The part that came smashing to the foreground of my thoughts was the name of the sorceress mentioned. "Was that passage about...?"

      "Yes, it was probably the same Melicent you ran into."

      "How old is that story?" I asked. The book was old. The story was likely older.

      "At least four hundred years."

      "Shit," Fletcher said.

      I looked back over my shoulder at him. "Yeah, you dated someone old enough to be our great-great don't-know-how-many greats back grandmother. She was definitely robbing the cradle."

      "That's cold, Blackwell," Fletcher said.

      I flashed him a grin. Then I turned back to the matter at hand. Mel wasn't involved. This time. As far as we knew. One could never be too sure.
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      Grey voiced that question before I could. “Do we think she’s involved here?”

      Miles shook his head. “It doesn’t seem like her fingerprints are on this.”

      He was right. This wasn’t her style. When she’d come after me she had worked through creatures she controlled directly. She could have gathered up human cronies. Instead she’d used her power. Melicent didn’t trust other people to do the job right. She just went in and did what needed doing herself.

      “No, I don’t think it’s her,” I said. There was another reason. I couldn’t imagine she’d need to get spell ideas from the monsters on the other side of the barrier. She had hundreds of years of experience. Plus, if that book were talking about her, she’d actually used a nexus gem before. Melicent would know how to use it. She might also know what these people were up to and how to stop them. I found myself wishing I could pick her brain and stopped myself right there.

      The last thing we needed was Mel showing up to play ball with us right now. We already had enough on our plates.

      “The spells I saw had a lot in common with Ashe’s spell from last fall,” I said. Miles didn’t know about the book I’d found hidden in the library, or the spells contained inside, and now wasn’t the time to tell him.

      “You think that the trapped beings are somehow reaching out again?” Miles asked.

      “It makes sense. And they’re mucking with the ley lines, which are the only thing holding the barrier closed. If they can disrupt the spell somehow…”

      “Boom,” Fletcher said.

      “Pretty much,” I said.

      “Guys, what happens if they move the nexus?” Theresa asked. “Wouldn’t that disrupt the barrier spell?”

      “If it were possible,” Miles said. “But ley lines are naturally formed lines of magical energy. They don’t move around.”

      “Unless they do,” Theresa said. She’d been mostly quiet so far. That was usually a sign that she was thinking hard, and it was true as ever right now. “Read the passage again. It said she ‘used the nexus gem to drive the lines’, right?”

      Miles looked down at his book again, finding the passage. He traced the line with a finger, reading to himself. Then he looked up at us again and nodded, his eyes growing wide. I was seeing where Theresa was going with this, and I could tell the idea was dawning for Miles as well.

      “I thought by drive, the book meant to take control, or to seize,” Miles said. “But if it actually meant she moved the lines…”

      “As in drive forth, cause to flee, put into motion,” Theresa confirmed, nodding. “I think what happened in your story was these people fled to a stronghold at a nexus. Then Melicent used a nexus gem to steal the nexus away from them. She literally moved the nexus to another location, then used its power to destroy them.”

      It rang true. If Theresa was right, then everything they’d done so far was just the setting up phase. They were attuning the gem to the leys. Once they’d done so for every line, they would act. They’d move the nexus, shift all those lines of power. That would blow the hell out of the barrier spell, which was actually constructed of the leys as they flowed into and through the nexus. The spell would disappear. The apparitions would be free. The more I thought about it, the more it sounded like we were on to them.

      “We’ve got to stop them,” I said.

      “But we don’t know where they are,” Fletcher said. “We need intel.”

      “We don’t know when they’re planning on doing this, either,” Miles said.

      I chewed on that one. “It will be soon. They’ve been moving fast, and they know we’re onto them. They beat me off today, but I doubt using that much ley energy was easy for them. They’ll try to pull off the move as quickly as they can before we can act.”

      “We may have to wait until they do act,” Miles said. “I haven’t been able to find them, unless you…?”

      “No luck here,” I said. “But I’ll work on it.”

      “And I’ll try to reach out to ShadowLance. He might have more information that could be useful,” Miles said. “If nothing else, maybe he can work with us on this.”

      That seemed unlikely to me. Lance didn’t seem like a team player. He was more of a ‘throw knives first and ask questions later’ sort of guy. I didn’t burst Miles’ bubble, though. If he thought he could get more intel, then who knew? It might help. I stood to go.

      Miles stood too.

      “Are we working together again, then?” he asked me.

      I hesitated. I still didn’t trust Miles. I couldn’t condone his actions or those of his group. ASTRAL was still the nightmare waiting in the wings. But the disaster we were facing if we failed was bigger than even ASTRAL. I gave him a slow nod.

      “Yes.” I didn’t add any of the doubts still whirling through my mind. It wouldn’t help to give voice to them right now. Instead I buried them, kept them to myself. We might need to work together on this, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. And it didn’t mean I had to trust him.

      I turned and left his office, my friends following me. We had work to do.
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      Classes were starting the next day. Fletcher, Grey, and I agreed to meet the next day at Tae Kwon Do. Unless one of us heard anything sooner. They both made me promise I’d text them before I went rushing in if I figured out where the group was hiding their gem.

      I tried. Nothing worked. They simply weren’t using any magic for me to trace. Whoever their caster was, he was being remarkably quiet. I used my own power to search for them well into the night, but couldn’t find a trace.

      Failing that, I did the next best thing. I cast a wide net over the area around the university with my power. The spell would tell me if any strong magic was being used anyone within about a two-mile radius. I couldn’t sustain a range much wider than that, not without losing the ability to pinpoint the location. But I had a feeling they would be doing their ritual from somewhere close at hand. Moving a ley line nexus shouldn’t even be possible, from what I knew about how magic worked. I couldn’t imagine that they could make it move very far.

      They wouldn’t need to. Even shifting the nexus a short distance would shut down the barrier. With the spell in place at least I would get some advance warning when they started.

      It was the best I could do.

      I slept restlessly. Classes the next day weren’t much better. The first day of class is never all that important, but I don’t think I made a very good first impression on my professors. The sensory web I’d cast was maybe a little too good. I was picking up little random flares of magic from all over the valley. None of them were the people I was looking for, but Northshield’s nexus attracted all sorts of people. And things.

      The result was I spent a good chunk of each class checking out false leads with my magic. What that looked like to my teachers was that I was daydreaming instead of paying attention.

      I was very much looking forward to Tae Kwon Do by the time my academic classes were through. I was even there early, giving me a little time to warm up and stretch out. If my encounter with Lance had taught me anything, it was that magic was not always going to be enough. I needed to be fit, too. I needed to be able to handle myself hand to hand. When I ran into him again, I would be much better prepared.

      Class was about to start before I realized that Grey and Fletcher weren’t there yet. That wasn’t like them. Fletcher was never late for anything, and Grey was the assistant instructor. She was always there early. I frowned, wondering what was keeping them away. Another few minutes passed without any sign of my friends. Ms. Wynn seemed as surprised as I was that Grey wasn’t there. If she were going to miss for some reason, Theresa would have told the instructor.

      More than a little worried, I took the opportunity of the first water break to snag my cell phone, thinking maybe one of them had texted me about where they were.

      Nothing. I felt a chill of fear.

      I sent them each a text message asking where they were and went back to kicking and blocking for a bit. On the next break, I checked my messages. There were no replies from either of them.

      That was enough. Something was very wrong. They had to be in trouble, or they would have replied to me by now. I excused myself from the rest of class and ran back up the hill toward the barracks. All the while I was hoping that I was wrong. Maybe they’d gotten busy with something. Maybe they’d gotten busy with each other, and lost track of time? Hoping I wasn’t going to be intruding on a private moment, I knocked on Fletcher’s door.

      No answer. I knocked again, louder. Still nothing.

      I called through the door. "Fletcher? Grey?"

      "Well, this might be about to get a little embarrassing," I said. I summoned a little magic and undid the lock on the door. Whatever was wrong with me after contact with the tainted let line the day before seemed to have faded with some sleep and time. I had a full charge again, which was a good thing. I had the feeling I was going to need it.

      I opened the door and peered inside, hoping I'd find the two of them dozing together in the bed. Embarrassing as that would be, it was better than the alternative. The room was empty. No signs of a struggle, no overturned chairs or anything else that might lead me to think there was a problem. I closed the door and locked it again.

      Maybe they were at Theresa's room? If not, I didn't know where they might be. I started toward the front door of the building. Theresa's room was in another barracks.

      Just then my phone buzzed. I jumped, startled. It was a text message from Theresa.

      Room 212, the message said.

      That was the ground floor, so I was almost there already. Assuming she meant this building. What were they up to? Had they found something? I stalked down the hall, annoyed. I'd been worried for both of them, but it seemed like it was for nothing. We were going to have to chat about better communication.

      The door was shut when I got there. I knocked, hoping I was in the right place.

      "Come in, Blackwell," someone said from the other side of the door. It wasn't Grey or Fletcher speaking. The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn't place it.

      I opened the door. The room inside was a pretty typical double room. Two bunks, two desks, two wardrobes. Only one person was in the room, sitting in a chair at one of the desks. I recognized him at once and knew why the voice had seemed familiar. It was Jameson, the senior I'd chatted with while waiting in line at the registrar's office.

      He was holding Theresa's cell phone.

      "So," he said. "About your friends."
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      "Where are they?" I drew up magic. Dread filled me. He had to be involved in the group with the gem. Were they all cadets? They must have recognized us during the fight in the woods.

      "Relax," he said. "Sit down. They're alive, and will stay in one piece. Unless you attack me."

      I could feel him reaching for magic as he spoke. He wasn't entirely sure I'd comply, and he was gathering power to cast a shield just in case. I reinforced my own shields, but I didn't strike. Too much was on the line here. I had to know more. So I pasted on a smile and stepped into the room.

      "You're their mage?" I asked.

      "See, I knew you were smart," he said. "And you're skilled, too. I saw that out in the woods. Not sure how you survived the firestorm I threw at you without access to the ley line, but kudos. My hat's off to you."

      I didn't take the seat, but I closed the door gently behind me and leaned against it. My mind was racing, but I tried to keep my face cool, my body relaxed. "Why bring me here? Why tell me who you are?"

      “Because I wanted to,” he said, chuckling a little. “And because I wanted to make you an offer. No, scratch that. It’s an offer that you shouldn’t refuse, but that you’re probably going to.”

      “And if I do refuse?” I said.

      “Then we move to phase 2, and I threaten you instead.”

      I didn’t think there was much he could do to threaten me directly. Even with command of the leys, he simply didn’t have the power or the experience to be a straight up. Which meant he wasn’t really talking about threatening me.

      “Where are my friends?” I said.

      “We will get to them in a minute,” said “They are the threat part. I want to make the offer first.”

      “Go ahead, then,” I said. There wasn’t much I could do right now except play along and hope I could somehow gain the upper hand. Maybe make him spill something that he wasn’t planning to. Like where he was keeping my friends.

      “You know what I’m doing,” he said. “You are smart enough to have figured that much out, already. Soon the Masters will be free.”

      “I called them monsters, not Masters,” I said. “They really are, you know. One got loose last year. It killed a lot of people before I stopped it.”

      “But I did destroy it, in the end,” I added.

      A flash of anger and resentment passed across his face. He smoothed his expression again quickly, but I’d seen the reaction. I’d gotten underneath his skin, if only for a moment.

      “Yes, you killed one Master,” he said. “But how will you fare against hundreds of them?”

      “I’m a lot better at this than I was last year,” I said. “I wouldn’t bet against me.”

      “Without the ley lines? They will overwhelm you and kill you in an instant,” he said. “But it doesn’t have to be that way.”

      Was he really gonna try the whole seduce me to the dark side campaign? Part of me wanted to look around for hidden cameras. I mean, this was like something out of a movie script. Maybe they did hand out Evil Overlord Handbooks somewhere.

      “You think working for creatures that eat people for fun and profit is going to work out well for you?” I said.

      “They gave me power,” he replied, shrugging.

      “For now,” I said. “They gave you the power to help you break the barrier because they can’t do it from their side. They’re not going to let you keep it, Jameson.”

      “They’re coming through, Blackwell. Whether you like it or not, sooner or later they’re coming,” he said. “And the world is going to burn when they do. Whose side do you want to be on? I want to be with the winner.”

      “You’re suicidal,” I said. “They don’t care about people. We’re food for them. Or toys to play with.”

      Nothing I said was getting through. His face was still the same placid mask. I didn’t know what they’d promised him, how many dreams they whispered in, slowly turning him over to be their servant. Maybe they’d been talking to him the whole time he was at Northshield, shaping him one small bit at a time. He was theirs now. I could see it in his eyes. It was the sort of look someone selling Amway got while they were talking about their business.

      “You won’t join me, will you?” he said. His voice sounded sad. “I was hoping. Your power would be so useful to us.”

      “You’re nuts,” I said. “I will still be there, telling you that you’re crazy when I stop you.”

      He shook his head and turned to his desk. I tensed as he pulled something out. This was where we got to the threatening part of the conversation, and I wouldn’t put it past him to try an attack right now. He’d grabbed a normal sized envelope. He stood up and crossed the distance between us, holding it out to me.

      “What is it?” I asked, not reaching for the thing.

      “An address,” he said. “It’s where your friends will be. Tonight. At eleven forty-five PM they will be at this location. At midnight my associates have orders to kill them there. Of course, that gives you a fifteen minute window to rescue them.”

      “You bastard,” I said. I took the envelope from his hand, scanning it with my magic. It was clean. There were no spells or traps on the paper. I opened it. Inside was a single slip of paper with an address. It was in Plainfield, two towns away.

      “I’m confident you can manage the rescue,” he said. “Of course, you’ll be too far from campus to do anything here.”

      I wanted to wipe the smirk off his face. The only thing holding me back was fear for my friends. If I attacked him here, I could maybe beat him and stop things cold. But I’d never find the rest of his little cult before they killed Fletcher and Grey.

      It was a neat trap. He was planning to shift the nexus at midnight. He’d all but told me the timing by giving me this note. He was daring me to try to stop him, and at the same time telling me that if I stayed here to fight him, Fletcher and Grey would die.

      “I will beat you,” I said, struggling to keep my anger in check.

      “You can try,” he replied, shrugging. “Or you can save your friends. Your choice.”

      I stalked out of the room before I lost my temper and did something rash. Behind me, I could hear him laughing even after I slammed his door closed.
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      My heart was hammering in my chest. I wanted to explode with frustration. I felt like I was ready to rage at the world. It wasn’t fair! I knew the right decision was to stay and stop Jameson. If those monsters were loosed on the world, there was not telling how many people would die before they were stopped. If they could be. I didn’t know how many of them would flood through when the barrier dropped, but it wouldn’t be pretty.

      At the same time, I couldn’t just abandon my friends. They’d die if I didn’t do something to save them. But I had no idea where they were right now. No way to find them. I asked Kittybreeze to shadow Jameson in the hopes that maybe he would slip up and give away where he was hiding them, but I didn’t have much hope that would work.

      Melicent had been able to teleport people. If I had her skills, maybe I could go rescue Fletcher and Grey, then teleport back to campus in an instant, save the day here too. I had no idea how she’d done the trick, so that was no help.

      I really wanted to blow something up. That would let off a little steam, but it wouldn’t be very productive. I needed someplace calm to sit and think. And I knew just the place. I’d even instinctively walked most of the way there before I consciously made the decision to go.

      There was a small niche in the corner where two academic buildings joined together. If you slipped through the narrow gap, the space opened up into a small garden space. Aside from the narrow opening it was completely surrounded by the brick walls of the buildings. There were no windows opening into the space. It was completely private.

      I stepped into the garden, feeling a sense of peace almost immediately. Rose bushes lined the brick wall. Ivy traced its way up the brick above the roses. Beds of mixed flowers threaded their way through the space, with some sort of spongy weed forming a gentle surface between the flowers.

      An old man was kneeling beside the flowers, his back to me. He was carefully weeding out the beds. I slipped off my shoes and socks, letting my toes soak in the energy of the place.

      “Rough day, boy?” the old man asked without looking up at me.

      “Very,” I replied. “Mind if I stay a bit?”

      “It’s what they’re here for,” he said.

      I had to smile. I’d called the old man ‘the Gardener’ before I learned his name. Jerome Summerfield had been working the grounds of Northshield University since before I was born. Over the years he’d built a number of these gardens, quietly infusing them with a tiny bit of magic each year until each was a place of peace and rest.

      Summerfield was one of the first other people I’d met who could use magic. He didn’t have a lot of power, but he had patience. And courage. He’d stood with me against the apparition last year. He’d almost died.

      I sat down in a comfy spot in one corner and let my anger seep away as the energy of the garden soothed my nerves. This was where I came to think. To process whatever bad or painful thing was going on in my life. I loved this little garden.

      “Another storm coming,” Jerome muttered.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “You seem to be something of a lightning rod.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Literally, in some cases.

      I closed my eyes and tried to calm my thoughts. There was no way I could be in two places at the same time. I couldn’t let Jameson move the nexus. Abandoning my friends was out of the question, too. It was already six in the evening. I had just a few hours left to figure this out. If I had to choose, which was the right choice? Save my friends, or save everyone?

      On the surface it seemed like it ought to be an easy decision. What were two lives if I measured them against thousands who would die if the barrier went down. For all I knew, thousands might be a conservative number. Millions of people might be killed before they were stopped.

      Our brains don’t really work like that, though. The greater good is a hard thing to think about when people you love are in danger. You want to go help the ones you care about, no matter what it costs. Sometimes, the needs of the few outweigh the needs of the many, no matter how illogical it might be.

      That’s what I would have to do. I’d save my friends. Then I’d come back here and try to stop the bad guys. If I was too late? Well, then I’d fight the horde of angry, hungry monsters. Maybe I could take enough of them down with me that ASTRAL could mop up the rest afterward.

      “You look like you just made a decision,” Jerome said.

      I opened my eyes. He’d stopped work on the flower bed and was watching me.

      “Maybe I have,” I said.

      “Was it a hard one?” he asked.

      “Yeah. One of those can’t be in two places at the same time sort of problems,” I said. “A cadet is going to try to smash the barrier tonight, let loose a horde of monsters like the one we faced last fall.”

      “So stop him.”

      “He’s got my friends. He’s going to kill them, and he’s set it up so that if I want to rescue them, I can’t stop him from unleashing hell.”

      He stroked his short beard. “That one is always tough. You ask for help yet?”

      “No,” I said. Who would I ask? “No offense, but I don’t know that you’re up for another fight.”

      “Not me, boy. I’m too old for such shenanigans. There are others who might help. That chap up in the administration building, for one.”

      “Miles?” I gave that some thought. He would be willing to help. I wasn’t sure how that solved my problem. He could assist me in solving either problem, but I didn’t think he could take one off my plate. There was a bigger issue, too. “I can’t trust him.”

      “Then you’re gonna have to choose between the two and live with the consequences,” Summerfield said. “That’s a heavy burden, boy. Either way you’ll have deaths on your conscience.”

      “I already do,” I said, my voice soft. I wanted to disappear. I looked at him to see if he would turn away at my admission. Part of me thought he probably should. I’d killed one man and caused the deaths of a few others. They guilt I felt over that came crashing down on my shoulders.

      “Boy, you have been fighting a war. Did you think there would be no casualties?” he asked, his voice kind.

      Gratitude and relief. He wasn’t horrified. If this gentle man who spent his time healing and tending peaceful little spots didn’t turn away from me, then maybe there was hope for me yet.

      “I wasn’t always a gardener, remember,” he added.

      “I’ll ask Miles,” I replied. What was the worst that could happen? I pulled out my phone and fired off a text to him: Need to meet ASAP.

      His reply came back almost instantly: In my office.

      I texted back: On my way.

      Then I stood up and dusted off my clothes. “Thank you,” I said. “For all your advice and help.”

      “I’m always here when you need me, Ryan,” Summerfield replied.
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      “I know who’s using the nexus gem and when he’s doing it,” I said as I burst into Mile’s office.

      “OK, slow down,” Miles replied. “Explain.”

      I filled him in quickly on what I’d learned from Jameson. Including how he was using Fletcher and Grey as a weapon against me. Miles listened to the report without speaking.

      “Now we know when,” he said after I was done. “But still not where.”

      “It has to be someplace pretty close to campus though, right?” I asked. “I can’t imagine they can move a nexus very far.”

      “Reasonable. But neither of us knew they could move it at all,” he pointed out. “It seems likely they will make it someplace close though, especially if it’s a group of cadets doing it. Damn it! How did something like this spring up without anyone noticing?”

      “The Army was pretty hands-off about the magic at this place for quite a few years, remember,” I pointed out.

      “Until last year, yes,” Miles said. “We should never have left it alone. But things here seemed stable… Which was the point, of course. They didn’t want us to be suspicious.”

      I wondered about that. The Army had pulled its magical presence from the campus years ago. And then things had started happening here, quietly growing in the shadows. I’d cleaned up some of the mess last year, but I knew there was still more. People in ASTRAL should have known too. And hell, the barrier itself represented a potential extinction-level event if it broke. You’d think they would maybe leave someone keeping an eye on things here.

      They hadn’t. They’d left nothing in place at all. Last year that had infuriated me that they’d been so irresponsible. But now I had to wonder if there was some other motive behind it. ASTRAL had teams killing people who could use magic - the only ones who might actually be a threat to the creatures on the other side if they did cross. And ASTRAL had left the gate virtually unprotected. Maybe there was a connection?

      I couldn’t bring that up to Miles, though. Even if he was innocent, there was no telling how he’d react if I hypothesized his bosses might be on the wrong side in this. And it couldn’t be everyone in ASTRAL. After all, someone had sent Lance in here to stop the cult from doing things. The idea that there was an agent of the other side in ASTRAL was making more and more sense to me, though. Maybe a lot of agents.

      If the things beyond the barrier could reach out to Ashe last year, and Jameson for who-knew how many years, could they reach further? Who else had they been talking to?

      “Right now we need to figure out how to stop Jameson and save my friends,” I said. “I figure I’m going to have to go rescue Fletcher and Grey, then come back and try to fight whatever comes out when the barrier drops.”

      “You can’t do that, Ryan,” Miles said. “If those things escape…”

      “I can’t just let my friends die, either. I won’t.”

      “Then don’t. Let me save your friends. I’ll call in a team, and we’ll get them out of there in time,” he said. “That leaves you free to stop Jameson. If you’ll trust me.”

      That was the problem, wasn’t it? I didn’t really trust Miles. I certainly didn’t trust any team from ASTRAL. But there weren’t a lot of options. No team Miles could come up with on short notice would be able to stop Jameson, not with the power of the ley lines at his fingertips. That one had to be me, or not at all.

      “Any luck reaching Lance?” I asked.

      “No,” Miles replied. “If he’s still around, he’s out here somewhere looking for our troublemakers.”

      “Damn.” Oddly, I felt like maybe I would be able to trust him to save my friends if he said he would. I had the sense that he was someone who valued his personal honor.

      “There isn’t much time left,” Miles said. “If you want me to get a team up here, I need to start on it right now.”

      I was torn. Did I dare entrust Fletcher and Grey’s lives to this man? Could I risk it? I couldn’t think of any other way to get both jobs done. Calling the police wasn’t really an option. They’d ask too many questions about how I got this information if they even listened to me at all. No, either I went to rescue them myself, or I had to trust Miles to do the job.

      Could I trust him?

      “We can do this, Ryan,” Miles said softly. “I know you and I have had troubles between us, especially lately. But I’ll go with the team myself. I won’t let you down.”

      I stared into his eyes, wishing that I could read his mind. In the end, it all came down to a simple question: could I trust him? I thought back over what we’d been through the last year. He’d pulled me out of a few bad scrapes. He’d helped me, taught me some things, warned me when he knew danger was coming. In all those months he’d become a close ally.

      And then last summer I’d learned some of the things ASTRAL did. I’d found out they sent teams out to kill people with magic, people who hadn’t done anything wrong except being born with a gift that made some folks nervous. I’d almost become one of their victims. Miles had known about those killings. He’d known and still worked for ASTRAL. In an instant I had to question everything I thought I’d known about the man.

      Now I was wondering if ASTRAL might have been infiltrated in some way. What if there were forces working inside the unit, twisting it? Turning it into something dark? Miles might be a good man who happened to have found himself working with some dangerous people.

      That seemed more like the person I’d grown to know last year. He was honest but secretive. He was also loyal - maybe to a fault. Loyalty can be an admirable thing, but it can also blind you to the truth.

      “OK,” I said. I sucked in a breath and took a leap of faith, hoping I was right. “I’ll trust you. Let’s do this.”
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      I was ready and waiting as midnight approached. Miles had already departed in a black SUV with government plates. He and the team he’d summoned were moving into place to rescue Fletcher and Grey. Before he left, he tossed me his car keys.

      “In case it turns out they’re further away than you think,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Good luck.”

      “We’ll bring them home safe,” he said. “It’s you I’m worried about. There’s a lot on the line…”

      “I know. I’ll stop them.”

      But first I had to find them, which meant waiting for them to kick off. I wouldn’t know where they were going to use the gem until after they’d actually begun using it. Then I had to get there fast enough to stop them.

      My phone rang as I sat in Miles’ car, waiting for some sense of what the enemy was doing next. At first I thought maybe it was Miles, calling me back with some news. But it was still at least an hour before they’d be able to try the rescue. I checked the number on my phone. It was dad.

      “Hi Dad,” I said.

      “How are things going?” he asked.

      “It’s complicated,” I said. “I might have to go at any time, so if I hang up suddenly don’t take it badly, OK?”

      “Trouble?” he asked. I could hear the alarm rising in his voice.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” I said. I hoped that I was right.

      “Remember my offer,” Dad said. “Anything you need, call.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. I thought, but there wasn’t really anything he could lend me right now that would help. He was too far away, and this wasn’t a problem that money would solve. With a little more notice, he could have had one of his security teams up here. We didn’t have that sort of time. This would all be over before help could arrive. One way or another.

      “Dad, listen,” I said. “If things go wrong here… If I screw up tonight? It’s going to be very bad.”

      “How bad?”

      I imagined hordes of those creatures loose in the world, free to kill indiscriminately with most people not even able to see them, let alone able to do them any harm. How many people would die? I had no metric to measure this with.

      “Apocalyptic level bad,” I said. “Just get yourself someplace safe. If you hear about bad things up this way, and don’t hear from me, just grab Grandma and get away as fast as you can.”

      “I’m already several hundred miles away in DC,” he said.

      “That’s probably too close,” I replied. How far would the things range? How fast would they go? I didn’t know what they would do. I just knew it would be devastating.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Dad said. “Now you do something for me.”

      “OK?”

      “Don’t screw up,” he said. “I believe in you. You can do amazing things, Ryan. I know you can do this, too.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I hoped I could live up to his expectations.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said. And then he clicked off the phone call.

      Those words warmed my heart against the chilly night and the cold fear gripping my heart.

      The first wave of power crested against my alarm spell at about eleven thirty. I was getting anxious by then, wondering if I’d been wrong. What if they were doing their ritual someplace else entirely? I didn’t know how the nexus gem worked. For all I knew they use it from a hundred miles away.

      I’d been right. They were close - very close. The magic was coming from a short distance to the east. I reached out with my magic and went looking. It wasn’t hard to spot. They weren’t even trying to hide. The magic was coming from atop the ski hill, just to the east of campus.

      It was a good place. Nobody lived on the hill. It hadn’t been used for skiing in over a decade, but the slope was still there, if overgrown. Cadets used the hill for PT now, cadre driving their freshmen into jogs on the rough slope. On a hot day it was hell. I hated the place.

      Far from any prying eyes, it was the ideal location for their spell. It was also good news for me since I wouldn’t have to worry too much about hiding my own magic. There wouldn’t be any innocent bystanders up there. I could cut loose. Which was going to feel very good.

      First I had to get there. The top of the hill was about a mile up, and it was a steep climb. Had I mentioned that I hated that hill? I don’t think I had a single fond memory of the place. The last thing I wanted to do was jog a mile over steep, rough terrain in the dark.

      I looked over at Miles’ car. “Sorry, Miles,” I said aloud. “I hope you’re insured.”

      A few minutes later I was racing up the hillside, dodging bushes. Miles drove a four-door Honda that probably got awesome mileage. I wish he’d been a little less fuel conscious and bought something that could handle off-road driving a bit better. I ran over a rock that jarred my teeth together and rattled the suspension. I think I took a little air at one point as the car went over a particularly large lump in the hill.

      I stopped a ways short of the top. The hill had grown too steep, the brush too thick. The car wasn’t going to make it any further. I was hoofing it from there. After setting the parking brake, I exited the car on shaking legs. It had been a harrowing drive. The car’s engine made angry ticking noises at me. It clearly wasn’t thrilled by the abuse. Bits of brush clung to the car in the strangest places. I think I might have dented a hubcap, and I’d definitely messed up the front fender.

      OK, so I was a little rough on cars. It seemed like every time I was driving one, I was either running away from something or rushing to get someplace in a life and death situation. It wasn’t my fault.

      I started up the hill at a jog, careful to keep to the woods running along the side of the ski slope. The moon was bright, lighting up my surroundings well enough that running wasn’t too hard. And it wouldn’t be the first time I’d run up this mountain. Somewhere above me I could feel power continuing to build. They hadn’t moved the nexus yet. I still had a little time.

      A hand reached up out of nowhere and wrapped itself around my face and neck. My martial arts classes had paid off. Reacting to this sort of attack was a reflex now. I grabbed the arm with both hands and was rolling my attacker over my hip before he had a good grip. Where someone else might just roll the person over onto the ground, I put a little something extra into the throw. I used my magic to add some speed and energy into the movement, and the person grabbing me sailed over my head. He crashed to the ground a few feet away before spinning back to his feet in a catlike manner.

      “Lance,” I said, recognizing him at once. “What are you doing here?”

      “My job, kid. I ought to be asking you that question.”

      “I think we’re here for the same reason,” I said.

      “Kinda figured. That’s why I stopped you,” he said. “Good moves there, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I could feel the seconds dripping away. I didn’t have time for this. “I’d love to stay and tussle with you some more, but I don’t have time today.”

      “Me either,” he said. “Let’s save the rematch for another day and get the job done, eh?”

      “You want to work together?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

      “Too much on the line here. They use that gem, we’re all screwed.”

      “I’m game,” I said.

      “Good. Follow me.”

      Then he was dashing away down a trail into the woods that I hadn’t even noticed before. He moved fast for such a big man, and I had to push myself to keep up as we sped up the mountain following the dimly lit path.
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      Lance slowed down at long last, which was fine by me. I was out of breath from trying to keep up with him. The dark trail had led up the hill at a steep angle and had been overgrown in spots with roots and bits of brush. The trees clung in tightly around the path, snatching at me as I ran past them. I was in pretty good shape, but I was breathing hard by the time the ground started to level out. I wasn’t sure precisely where we were, but we had to be pretty near the top of the hill.

      Lights danced somewhere ahead of us, and I heard voices calling out. Lance held up a hand in a closed fist - an Army signal that told me to freeze, to stop moving at all. Then he flicked his wrist, and a little flash of silver shone in the moonlight for just a moment. I heard his knife strike something, and then a dull thud.

      “One sentry down,” he whispered.

      I crept forward to his position. From there I could see into a small clearing. Elaborate swirling patterns had been drawn on the ground in white chalk, creating a huge casting circle. In the center of the circle was a fist-sized stone of cerulean blue. Moonlight glittered off its facets. The twisting colors of magic threaded through the gem, shooting small sparks from the carved surfaces into the air. It was hypnotizing to those of us with mage Sight - but dangerous all the same. That had to be the tool they were using to break the barrier - the nexus gem.

      “Break the gemstone, save the world?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “Something like that,” Lance whispered back.

      The clearing was full of people, too. They weren’t just going to let us walk in there and smash their stone. There were at least a dozen armed men, carrying a mix of knives, bats, and even a few handguns. They’d upped their game for this one. Jameson was easy to spot. He was standing over the nexus gem, chanting something that rambled on in twisting syllables. Their words sounded wrong, somehow, like they weren’t meant to be spoken in our universe.

      Three guesses where he’d gotten the spell from, and the first two don’t count.

      “I take the mage, you take the others?” I whispered.

      “Sure,” Lance said. He was completely intent on the scene ahead, taking in every detail. “Just break the stone before they can finish the spell. When they’re done casting it, the stone will throw a light up into the sky like a beacon. At that point, there’s seconds left until the leys shift.”

      “If the leys shift…”

      “Then the world dies, kid. Don’t screw up,” he said. “Here, this might help you.”

      He slid one of his knives from a sheath and handed it to me hilt first.

      “That one of your fancy ones?” I asked.

      “Yup. Let’s do this.”

      He rose, gliding forward into the clearing like a wraith. Some of the people standing in the clearing noticed him almost immediately. They died first, his knives embedded in some vital part of their body. Lance wasn’t holding back even a little here. Anyone who got in his way was going to die.

      I’d needed to let loose for a while now myself. I saw Jameson’s eyes focus on Lance. He pointed a finger, and I could feel him drawing hard from the ley lines. I was pretty sure even Lance would die to a full force blast like that.

      “Best offense is a good offense,” I said. I reached for my own power and threw it forward. The blast of raw force slammed into Jameson. He was shielded, but his eyes got very wide as my power hit his shields. He scrambled back as they started to fall, and threw all the energy he’d been gathering from the leys into his shields instead.

      “I said I would stop you!” I called out.

      “So you did,” Jameson replied. “You let your friends down, just so you could come all the way up here and die? That’s so sad.”

      Two of his men turned pistols on me. I put a little more oomph into my shield, but before they could fire a little wind slid in behind them, slashing at their ankles. Both men cried out and dropped to the ground, clutching their legs.

      “Good to see you too, Kittybreeze!” I said. “Help Lance!”

      He was in the middle of a melee off to my left. He’d killed about a third of the fighters, but more of them were pouring in from the trees. He was in danger of being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. She zipped off to assist him, leaving me to deal with Jameson.

      I threw another bolt of force at his shields, but they were holding well now. He had a solid connection to the leys. It wasn’t going to be as easy to snap his link this time as it was the last. Tricks like that usually only worked once. I tried anyway - stabbing out with my magic at the stream of power he was drawing. My spell bounced away instead of slicing through. He’d shielded it.

      “Fool me once, shame on you,” Jameson said, seeing what I was up to. “Fool me twice, shame on me.” He launched another attack at me, drawing still more power from the ley line. I blocked, redirecting the power into the air above us, desperately keeping the energy away from me. If he broke my shields I’d be roasted alive in seconds, and there was a limit to my power. He essentially had access to unlimited magic right now, and he was taking every advantage of that.
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      Jameson was drawing more power off his tainted ley lines by the second. He’d gone back on the offensive, hammering away at my shields. His attacks were the brute force style. I had the sense that he didn’t have enough control of his magic to use any real finesse. He was simply using power to blast away at me. Raw magic that tried to burn through my shield to get to me. He had access to enough power through the leys that the strategy might just work, too.

      Meanwhile, the gem was glowing ever brighter. Whatever spell he’d set into motion, it was clearly continuing even with me distracting him. I tried reaching out at the crystal to break it, but it was well inside his shields. I had to crack those before I could shatter the stone.

      I still had the knife, but everything I knew about throwing knives at people could be summed up in a single statement: I was clueless about it. That knife might be my ace in the hole, but not if I threw it away in a useless attack.

      There was more than one way to crack a shield, though. Shields sucked away at power and the more things you had to shield against, the faster they drained you. I changed up my attacks, flinging fire at Jameson. He blocked those attacks, but I could see his eyes flicker as he had to alter his shield. I used magic to pick up a few stones and throw them at him. Again his shields held, but he was pouring ever more power into them.

      I threw a torrent of air at him, slinging more fireballs at the same time. He blocked the attacks. I was watching his link to the ley lines, studying his moves while I attacked. I didn’t think the leys were tainted at all. What he’d done was attune the leys to the nexus gem. That left them out of tune with regular magic, which was why touching that magic had hurt me so badly. The spell to move the nexus was all about attunement. The leys all wanted to come to the nexus gem, now. Once the spell was complete, the gem would draw them to this site. They’d snap into position over the gem.

      One other thing was noticeable. Jameson was drawing more and more power from the leys. He was already using a lot more power than I’d have been able to when I first started out. Miles had said he’d never seen someone able to use ley line energy as easily as me, and I felt the stuff burn me every time I did. There was risk involved in using so much magic from the leys. At the power levels Jameson was playing, he was risking burnout. He was shielding against everything I threw at him while maintaining his massive energy attack. All I had to do was piss him off a little bit, get him to draw a bit more power than he should.

      “Why do you want to work for those things, anyway?” I asked him. “They’re not Masters. They’re weak. I killed one, remember?”

      “You got lucky,” he growled. “They have more power than any mortal.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, taking two steps forward, each one harder than the last as I drove against his constant attack. “I think they are mortal. They die like anything else.”

      “No!” he screamed. “They have power. And it’s going to be mine. It could have been yours, too - but it’s better this way. I’ll kill you before they come. Then they’ll reward me. They’ve promised!”

      His face was flushed. I recalled how he hadn’t liked it when I’d belittled his Masters earlier in his room. It seemed like I was on the right track to making him lose his temper now. Just a little more taunting, hitting him in just the right place…

      “They are weak,” I said. “And if they do show their ugly snouts in my world again, I will beat them again. Tell them I said so.”

      “Shut up!” he shouted. I watched as he drew ever more power through the ley. He was sweating with the effort of controlling it all now, his face contorted with the strain. The pain had to be incredible.

      “It’s over,” I said, slinging more fire at him, big balls of flame that sizzled in arcs to hit his shields from both sides. I was hard pressed to keep up any sort of attack and still maintain my shields against his furious assault. My magical reserves were dwindling, and I was coming dangerously close to running myself out of power. But everything depended on showing a tough front. He had to feel outmatched.

      I came forward another step. “You lose.”

      “NO!”

      He shouted the word, and then he seemed to snap. If he’d pulled a little more current, I thought he would just burn himself out. Pass out. Fall down. But instead he did something crazy. He opened himself entirely to the ley.

      When you’re using ley line energy, you spin a tiny bit of the energy off from the ley. It’s a small fraction of the total force involved. Using more than that small bit of power is a little like trying to drink all of the water flowing down the Mississippi River. You break.

      Jameson screamed as the full force of the ley passed through him. The energy coming at me redoubled, and I had just enough time to put every last bit of power I could into my shields. They held - but only because the burst had lasted a split second. After that, Jameson wasn’t casting spells anymore, because he’d burst into flame. He screamed and fell to his knees, still burning alive from the inside out. It wasn’t a pretty sight, and there was nothing I could do for him. He’d reached for too much, and the power was destroying him. I looked away.

      Behind me Kittybreeze and Lance had finished off the rest of the goons. Lance saw me, then looked past me and pointed.

      “Blackwell, the gem!” he said.

      I whirled back. The gem was blazing more brightly than ever. It was about to link to the leys and move the nexus. I could feel the pulse of power rising. There was perhaps seconds left.

      And I had no magic. No reserves at all. I’d put everything I had into that last shield.

      I still had the knife, though. I was willing to bet it would smash the gem. I sprinted toward it, but I could already tell I wasn’t going to get there in time.
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      The gem blazed, firing a bright beam of light into the sky directly above it. I was still ten feet away. Lance was too far to throw a knife, and I’d never hit it with one. I was completely out of magic. There was nothing left. We’d lost.

      In another second the ley lines would shift, the barrier fall apart, and hundreds of hellish things would pour into my world. I had nothing left to fight them with. I’d spent everything on this battle.

      The leys. They were tainted, they were out of tune with my magic. But could I still use them? It was the only chance I had. Gritting my teeth, I reached out to the ley and tapped a tiny lead of energy, pouring it directly into a spell.

      The agony was immediate and complete. I fell to the ground, screaming. My entire body felt like it was on fire. Everything hurt. Every nerve ending, every cell was shouting at the same time. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe.

      But the spell had landed. I could see that through my tears. The gem was still glowing - but I’d cast a tiny bubble around it, taking it out of time. This time I used the reverse of my usual time spell. Instead of time happening faster inside the bubble, I was making it happen slower. The nexus gem was effectively locked in the moment of time before it brought the leys to it.

      Keeping the spell running was the only thing saving the world from dying. But keeping that one small spell up was killing me. The tainted ley energy coursed through my body, powering the spell and cutting me apart from the inside at the same time.

      “Smash it!” I managed to gasp out. Lance was running toward the thing. He whipped out a knife and hammered it down against the gem. I watched the silver blade arc through the air as he plunged it down toward the shining stone. Then he stopped. The stone was still intact. The tip of his knife was frozen in place just before striking its faceted surface.

      “I can’t!” he grunted, trying to shove the knife downward with everything he had. It wasn’t moving. I peered at the thing, wondering if there was some last shield in place, something that might stop even Lance’s enchanted weapon from breaking it. Maybe it was unbreakable. There had to be something I’d missed, and I tried to make my pain-wracked mind figure it out.

      Of course! The gem - and the air around it - were out of time. The knife tip simply stopped moving as soon as it entered the region of my spell.

      “It’s my magic stopping the blade. I’ll drop the spell,” I croaked. “You…need to be ready when I do.”

      “I will be,” he said. “This thing is gonna blow the top off the mountain when it breaks. Sorry, kid.”

      “Occupational hazard,” I choked out, coughing. The cough brought up a gob of something that tasted coppery. I spat it out, the bright red staining the grass in front of me. I wasn’t going to last much longer. I crawled the last couple of feet toward the gem, barely hanging on to consciousness and the time magic holding the nexus gem in check.

      “You did good,” he said, flashing me a wicked grin. “Do it.”

      I released the spell.

      Lance stabbed down with the knife.

      The nexus gem detonated.
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      Two things happened when the gem broke. The most obvious to anyone watching was the massive fireball that spewed forth from where it had been resting on the ground, enveloping the entire mountaintop in a massive blaze.

      The second thing was only evident if you had magic. All of the attuning the cult had done between the leys and the gem vanished in an instant.

      I’d released the time spell, but I hadn’t yet let go of the ley line I’d been using to power it. Power sang through me - raw ley energy, untainted and pure. I suddenly had all the magical force I could possibly ask for.

      Even with all that magic I wasn’t going to be able to contain the blast. There wasn’t time, and I was too badly hurt. But I could shape a shield around Lance and me Even as the burst of the explosion spread out from the gem I was casting up a spherical shield around us both.

      The blast hit the shield and rocked it upwards, carrying it into the sky and us with it. I used that push, shaping the shield so that it would carry us even further away. The more distance we got between ourselves and that release of magical energy the better. Then I called up a wind to help me glide the shield down toward the ground.

      The landing was almost as rough as the takeoff. I’d have to work on that some.

      We were far enough away to be safe. I dispersed the shield and lay back on the grass at the bottom of the hill. Above us, a series of explosions was still lighting up the night like Fourth of July fireworks.

      “Ow,” I said. I still hurt everywhere. More so since our semi-crash landing.

      “Yeah,” Lance said, laying where he’d landed a few feet away. “I think it’s beer o’clock, kid.”

      Kittybreeze came swirling down to us, first checking me over and then worriedly whirling around Lance.

      “I’m fine, cat,” he protested. “I’ve had worse.”

      I didn’t doubt him.

      We were both a bit scorched. Lance more than me. The hand that had been holding the knife had some bad burns, and I put a little magic into them to help them heal faster and dull the pain he had to be feeling. He grunted his thanks.

      “Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes. I stood up. My legs were weak and didn’t really want to work, but the night wasn’t going to be wholly over for me until I was sure my friends were safe.

      “Hey, Blackwell?” Lance said. “You could have just saved yourself back there.”

      “No, I couldn’t,” I said. “That’s not who I am.”

      “You saved my life, kid. Thanks.”

      I nodded to him absently, already thinking about Fletcher and Grey. Were they all right? Had Miles done as he’d said he would?

      “Go find your peeps, kid. I’m sure the team got them out OK,” Lance said.

      “How do you know?” I asked, turning back toward him. But he was gone. He’d vanished into the night.

      “Ryan!”

      I whirled back around. Three people were running across the field toward me. I recognized them all at once. Grey and Fletcher were leading the pack, but Miles was right behind them, keeping pace. Both of my friends looked OK. I was enveloped with warm hugs, which made me feel good despite the constant reminder my body was giving me that I’d had a rough night.

      Miles gave me a smile. I returned it, and nodded my thanks to him.

      He’d come through. The sore spot in my heart that had been filled with worry for my friends all night eased. Miles had been as good as his word. How he and I would work out our differences over ASTRAL remained to be seen, but for this moment, tonight, we were on the same page. Or would be, if I survived telling him the bad news.

      “Oh, Miles? About your car…”
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      Grey and Fletcher were fine. They’d had a rough day, and they both had bruises to show for it, but they were going to be all right. Miles and his team had gone in with guns blazing, and taken out the three cultists guarding my friends with a couple of well-placed shots.

      So far as we knew, all of the rest of them had been up on the hilltop. Any that survived the fight with Lance probably hadn’t lived through the explosion that followed. That threat was gone, for now at least.

      In the long run I was going to need to figure out a more permanent solution to the barrier problem. I wasn’t sure how I was going to manage that. Whoever had cast the spell that turned the nexus into a shield had been a true master of the craft. The working was complex, intricate, and utterly beyond my ability to replicate. If they hadn’t been able to do anything better than that, how was I supposed to do better? But I knew as long as that barrier was the only thing keeping the monsters out of our world, they would continue working to find ways of breaking it.

      Even more problematic was my newest worry: ASTRAL. More specifically, that ASTRAL had somehow been infiltrated by people dedicated to freeing those monsters. Or perhaps the creatures had simply subverted people who were already in the unit. Either way, if my hunch was right, ASTRAL was going to be trouble in the days to come.

      I spent the next two days in bed. No classes for me. Miles arranged to get me a sick note from the infirmary, and then I went to bed. I slept for about twenty hours straight, and the pain had mostly gone away by the time I woke up. Using the tainted ley energy had hurt me badly, damaging me deep inside somewhere. It was days before I worked up the courage to cast even a simple spell.

      The weekend rolled around, with more time to rest. I got a text message Saturday morning from a phone number that wasn’t in my contact list.

      Meet me on the hilltop, it said.

      I didn’t need to ask which hilltop. And I was curious who’d sent the note. Had one of the cult survived after all?

      I made my way up the hill. The top was scorched. I hadn’t bothered to look up what sort of story the media had made up to explain this one. Probably a freak lightning strike and a forest fire, or something like that. The trees near the top had been blasted flat by the explosion and then burned to cinders by the fierce fire that followed. That gem had released a LOT of energy after it went bang.

      I was out of breath by the time I reached the epicenter of the mess, picking my way carefully through burnt timber. My lungs were still not back to normal, but they were healing.

      Something flashed in front of my face and thunked into a burned trunk next to me. A knife.

      I smiled and turned.

      Lance was there, tossing a knife back and forth from hand to hand.

      “I said we’d have to put off that rematch until later,” he said. “You game?”

      “Now?”

      He shrugged and looked at the sky. “Why not?”

      “How do I know you’re not just here to kill me?” I asked.

      “No, I only kill people I’ve got contracts for. Besides, you saved my life,” he said. “If I had an order to kill you, I’d have to at least let you know first.”

      Somehow, that was reassuring. Lance had his own set of rules, his own sense of honor. That predictability made him seem more human to me. I got it. I understood him.

      “So, rules?” I asked.

      “Rules are for the weak,” he said. And he flung the knife at me, rushing in quickly behind it.

      I blasted the knife aside with wind, then threw a shield - around Lance, not around me. I shaped the shield so that it would catch the wind and blasted it skyward with a gale-force burst of air, carrying Lance with it. He yelped, and slashed at the bubble before it had climbed more than a dozen feet. The spell broke apart, and he tumbled to the ground, stirring up a massive cloud of ash.

      He was back on his feet in a moment, sprinting back toward me. I blocked his first strike with my arm and fired off a kick at his chest, which he dodged.

      Lance was smiling.

      The sun was bright above us.

      The darkness had passed us by.

      I let myself go into the flow of sparring, enjoying the sense of being alive.
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      Two months of classes was almost enough to make me long for the good old days when monsters were trying to kill me or evil wizards were plotting to loose demons on the world. Only almost, because frankly calculus didn't quite compete with the threat of demons. It was starting to feel like a close match.

      Freshmen classes at the military college of Northshield University had been easy, but this year the academic load felt like it had doubled. Physics was a tough major. On top of all the usual stuff I was back to working with Miles again as well, working to learn more about my magic and hone my abilities. That we had unfinished business to hash out sometime was left unspoken but understood, the idea drifting between us like a hazy wall. We weren't as close as we had been before. Couldn't be. But we were working with each other again and for now that would have to be enough.

      Late October used to be my favorite time of year. That was before last Halloween when a monster from another dimension tried to eat me. I wasn't sure that I'd ever be able to look at the holiday the same way again. I tried to suck what enjoyment I could from the time. The wind was blowing in from the north, cool with the scent of falling leaves and dead grass. It was light coat weather. Not cold enough to snow, although that would come soon enough, but no longer sticky and hot either.

      It had been a quiet couple of months. The gang and I had gone out on a few patrols, trying to make sure that everything stayed calm. We hadn't found anything more magically dangerous than a few river motes. It was like everything had hushed itself, at least for a while.

      I really should have known that it was too good to last.

      That evening's Tae Kwon Do class had been particularly grueling, but in a good way. I always left feeing exhausted and elated at the same time. I was dragging maybe a little more than usual this time, which perhaps forgives me missing the small red drops trailing across the hallway floor outside my room.

      I wasn't so tired that I missed my door being ajar, though.

      The room was all mine. I'd started off with a room-mate, but he moved out less than a week after the school year started. He said something about having 'heard stories' about what my roomie had to put up with last year. Maybe the room was engulfed in a fireball once, but that wasn't my fault!

      Regardless why he left, I was happier with the single. Plenty of room, and no worries about someone coming in at the wrong time. It gave me a lot more freedom to practice my magic. Which explained why I froze outside my door as soon as I saw the little crack showing it wasn't closed properly.

      I was certain I'd closed it before I left and I'd set powerful wards around the room. Those wards should have warned me if someone used magic to break in, but they weren't keyed to fry someone who picked the lock. It wasn't something I'd worried about before. Staring at the door now, I was rethinking that policy.

      "Kittybreeze, trouble," I whispered. The little air spirit swirled from my pendant, her usual hangout, and whipped around my shoulders. She'd been a constant companion for the last year. My best friend.

      I gathered magic, tapping the deep well within myself. Once I hadn't even known that well existed. I'd been able to barely touch the magic coursing through my veins. Now I had more power at my fingertips than I'd ever thought possible. I could blow up just about anything I had a mind to. I had shielded myself from bolts of lightning. And on a couple of occasions, I'd managed to actually fly.

      Super hero in a cadet uniform? I only wished I was that good. The heroes from the comics I read as a kid didn't make mistakes that cost people their lives. Too often mine did.

      I reached out with my power, touching my wards first. Someone had passed through, but they hadn't triggered. There didn't seem to be any magic involved, anyway. It could be I was being over cautious, and maybe I was about to fall victim to a college prank. But I'd learned it was better to be safe than sorry the hard way.

      There was a null space inside my room, a spot that I couldn't breach, a place where I couldn't sense anything. It wasn't that a feeling that nothing was there. It was the sensation of nothing - the absence of sensation. A hole in my perception. That sort of hole had only one possible explanation. It had to be caused by magic. So whether my wards thought they'd been breached by magic or not, whatever was waiting for me inside my room was not from the ordinary world.

      I turned the power I was gripping into a shield, wreath int myself and Kittybreeze with protective magic. Then I readied more energy in my right hand, preparing to blast whatever was in there with raw magic if I had to. Very carefully I grasped the door knob with my left hand and shoved it open.

      The lights were off inside my room. The window shade was drawn, and only a little bit of fading daylight made it through. That bit of light plus the hall lights didn't give me much to work with, but I could tell someone lay on my bed. There was a thick red trail leading from my door to the bedside. I knew that had to be blood, and my first instinct was to rush in and help whomever was wounded. Wounded didn't mean safe or harmless. I came into the room slowly, the shield still in place.

      "Who are you?" I asked. "And why the hell are you in my room?"

      There was a little groan from my bed. Whoever lay there shifted slightly, propping themself up on an arm.

      "I'm so sad," the person said in a voice that was thin with pain. I froze. I knew that voice. It still haunted my dreams, sometimes.

      "It's only been eight months, lover. Have you forgotten me already?" Melicent asked.

      Soulstealer was in my bedroom. I was entirely ready to take back everything I'd been thinking about exchanging calculus for monsters, but it was way too late for that.
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