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      This short story was initially written for the Twelve Worlds charity anthology. All writers agreed to give the anthology a full year of exclusive use of our stories, and the book made some decent sales, generating some excellent revenue for Reading Is Fundamental.

      Hey, I'm a writer. It's would be a sorry day if I wasn't willing to pitch in to help raise funds for a group dedicated to helping kids read. Besides, I got a good stack of books from RIF when I was a kid. The Twelve Worlds anthology was a nice bit of payback.

      This, then, is the re-release of the short story. There are no changes from the Twelve Worlds version. The story tells a brief vignette of Ryan Blackwell's life, set in the Spring after the third book in his series, “Dead In Winter”. So it's possible some of you are reading this before you actually read “Dead In Winter” - which gives you a sneak preview of Ryan's future. I doubt it's a shock he survives the story, since as of this writing the series is six books long and still ongoing!

      If this is the first you've read of Ryan's story, the best place to start is at the beginning – with “By Darkness Revealed”, available in print and ebook.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          By a Whisker

        

      

    
    
      The old farmhouse I was looking for turned out to be only about two miles from the ley nexus on Northshield campus. “Two miles as the crow flies, anyway,” I muttered under my breath. If I'd walked, it might have taken me half an hour to find the place. Instead, I got a good lesson in how Vermont dirt roads do not travel as the crow flies, not even close. I'd spent almost three hours getting half lost in a maze of narrow and badly maintained back roads before I got where I was going.

      “And how much trouble has he been able to work up, in those three hours?” I asked myself.

      I pulled the car into the driveway, past a “For Sale” in the front lawn with a big “Foreclosed” sticker across it. No other cars in the driveway, and the place had a look that said it had been deserted for a while. The economy had been bad all around, and farmers hadn't been hit any less hard than other folks. It looked like a nice place. Good lawn, good land, good fences, and a big barn in the back. A little overgrown, but still nice.

      The trickle of ley energy led right to the barn.

      I put the car in park, a big black sedan that wasn't my style at all. Freshmen weren't allowed vehicles, but this was enough of an emergency that Miles hadn't groused more than a minute or two before tossing me his keys. Captain Miles, was new on the Army staff at Northshield University, and one of the only people beside myself on campus who knew about the ley nexus and the power it represented. The Army liked to keep tabs on the nexus. That was his job. My being around to deal with problems like this one was just a lucky break for them.

      The car door creaked as I opened it. The sound was loud in the quiet yard. Nothing looked out of place there. Not to normal vision, anyway. But I squinted a bit and Looked for magical energy, and that old barn lit up like an angry Christmas tree. Definitely something going down, and it didn't look good.

      I could feel my gut tensing up. The last magician I'd fought just about killed me, and a lot of other people. The other people were collateral damage. I'd been the main target, a tempting morsel for a centuries-old sorceress with a taste for sucking the life and magic from other magicians. People like her explained why there weren't so many folks who could use magic running around.

      I so was not looking forward to another fight like that.

      But I wasn’t going to make the situation any better by standing around and waiting for whomever it was to finish whatever it was they were up to. I took a deep breath, let it slowly out. Then I started across the yard toward the barn. The driveway was gravel, not paved, and I made some noise crossing to the grass despite my attempt at stealth. I kept my eyes open, and kept Looking for magic as well. There didn't seem to be any guards out, magical or otherwise, but I'd learned caution the hard way.

      Movement near the barn caught my eye, and I froze, then relaxed, trying not to chuckle. It was a mother cat, carrying a kitten by its scruff. Maybe a month old, the thing was trying to wriggle a little but she had it held tight as she dashed to the house and ducked under the porch. I couldn't help but feel sympathy. Getting the heck out of there sounded like a wonderful idea right now.

      As I stepped closer to the front door of the barn as quietly as I could, I spotted her making another mad dash from the house to the barn. She slipped in through a gap where the bottom of a board had snapped off.

      “Thanks for the tip,” I whispered. I crept up to the hole in the wall, got down on my belly and looked inside.

      The inside of the barn should have been gloomy. It wasn't, although I could smell the acrid smoke roiling about inside. The interior was well lit by a triple circle of big storm candles - the sort that don't go out easily, and don't fall over. And last for hours. That was a lot of wax in there. I snapped my Sight at the center of the circle, and grimaced.

      A rift was forming there.

      I'd had to deal with the fallout from a rift on campus last October. Someone had punched a hole through a seal left ages ago that used the force of the ley nexus itself to lock up a bunch of incredibly nasty beings. One got out. It ate some people. I was almost one of them.

      I wasn't sure what trouble a rift between realities like this would cause, out here away from the seal. But I doubted it would be good.

      The magician was hard to miss, standing there beside the circle in black robes. There was a lean, sort of gangly look to the shape, which struck me as odd until he reached up and pulled back his hood. I inhaled sharply through my teeth. He was just a kid. Maybe in high school. Certainly not old enough to have graduated. He stepped away from the circle to a table, picked up a can of something and drained the last of the drink, then crumpled the can and tossed it into a corner of the barn. It rattled against a bunch of other cans, and I saw he had a stack of empties. Cheap beer and caffeine energy drinks. Great combo.

      The kid pulled out a lighter and added pot to the mix. Beer, caffeine, sugar, and marijuana. And deadly high magic. I groaned. This was not looking good.

      But his circle was solid. He'd cast it well, whatever he did afterward. It was still taking in the ley energy, and still doing...whatever it was doing.

      I saw movement off to one side. The momma cat again, another kitten in tow. She stopped cold when she saw me blocking her exit. She looked at the kid, then back at me, hesitating. Poor thing must have been panicked to get her babies out of there. Animals have more sense than people, a lot of the time. I agreed with her. With the force building in that barn, it wasn't someplace I wanted to be either. I was blocking her escape though, so I rolled out of the way and got to my feet.

      Time to make an entrance and see if I could defuse this ticking bomb.

      I walked to the main door. The mother cat took the opening and slipped out of the barn, making a mad dash toward the house. I waited until she was well clear. I wasn't just steeling my nerves, honest. I like cats.

      Then I shrugged and slipped the door open, gathering power around me as I stepped inside. The teen's head snapped around as soon as I passed the threshold. He had his own wards, of course, just like the ones I had which alerted me when he started drawing off the nexus. I took a couple of steps forward while he stood there glaring at me.

      “That's far enough!” he said. I stopped. No need to make him more nervous, not yet anyway.

      “So,” I said. “Mind telling me what you're doing here?”

      “Who are you? Police?” he asked.

      “No, not a cop.”

      His eyes narrowed, and I could almost sense his Sight flickering into being. I snapped a shield up around myself. No sense letting him See much. All his Sight would give him now is a big opaque ball. His eyes widened at that.

      “You've come to steal it from me,” he hissed. “I won't let you!”

      I held my hands out in front of me, palms toward him. “No, kid. You've got me wrong. I'm not here to steal anything.” Well, I wasn't. I was here to stop him from draining power from the nexus to fuel...whatever it was he was doing. “What are you trying to do here?”

      “Doesn't matter, I guess. You can't stop me now. Nothing can stop it now.”

      “OK. So tell me?”

      He seemed to be calming down some. He turned his back on me a moment and walked to the table. I noticed a big book there that I hadn't spotted from the hole in the wall. He picked up the book and looked back at me, clutching it to his chest.

      “I'm going to make them all pay,” he said.

      I had to work hard to keep from rolling my eyes. “All who?”

      “Everyone. The whole school. They're all going to burn.”

      “You're going to burn down the school?” I asked. Someone really needed to read the “Evil Overlord's Handbook”.

      “No.” He cackled. Cackles are probably not a good sign, coming from a teenager. You're not really supposed to cackle, that young. I wondered just how much beer, stimulant, and pot this kid had ingested and smoked today. I waited without a word.

      He broke the silence first. “My spell will summon fires from the spirit worlds to inhabit each of them, and burn them from the inside out. The school. The town. Everyone.”

      I blinked. I had no idea if he could actually pull that off, but it was possible. Ley energy was incredibly difficult to channel yourself, but if you instead directed it into something inanimate like his casting circle you could gather an enormous amount of power. And I wasn't sure where his rift went, or what he was going to be able to draw out of it. All of which also meant he might have a lot more reserves available to him than I did right now. Kid or not, this could be really bad, and it was going to get worse the longer I waited.

      “You sure you want to kill all those people?” I asked.

      “Kill them? It won't kill them. They'll just...burn. Forever.”

      I watched the kid's eyes as he spoke. He definitely was no longer all there.

      “Of course, you'll burn too,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “No way you can get far enough away now. Sorry.”

      My Sight was showing the pulsing energy in the circle getting brighter by the second. My own heartbeat was picking up a little too. If I was nearer to the nexus, I'd have access to a lot more power than this kid. I reached up with my left hand to hold the silver acorn amulet around my neck, feeling the steady flame of stored power there. I was going to need that.

      “I don't think I feel like burning today, kid,” I said. I flicked out my right palm, stabbing lines of magical force reaching for him. He snarled, and my shots bounced off a shield that flickered into life around him. Real flames, not just a vision in my Sight. That required an insane power output.

      “You said you weren't here to steal it! You lied!” he hollered, then flames spat from his hands at me. I hardened the shield in front of me, forcing air into a thicker barrier to deflect the fire. It held, heat cascading off in all directions and setting little fires in loose bits of hay. I wasn't sure how many more shots like that I could deflect. He had to be drawing enormous power out of that rift.

      “I'm not here to steal anything. I'm here to stop you,” I said. And I reached out to my sides with both hands, calling in the wind. It whirled through the barn, scooping up bits of hay, some of it still burning, and hurled the mess at the teen.

      He over-reacted, like I hoped he would. His fire shield exploded with fury, turning the blown hay into bits of ash that billowed up in a stinging cloud about him, blinding him. He kept his shield roaring until the ashes settled down, which didn't help his visibility either.

      “Is that the best you can do?” he said, laughing. But when his flames dropped back low enough for him to see again, I wasn't there anymore.

      No magic involved. Most people just don't think to look up. And most old wooden barns have ladders built into the wall someplace to reach the hay loft above. Here, there wasn't much of a loft - just a bunch of boards stretched across the rafters. But it was enough. He just looked confused now from my vantage point on the beams. And I had breathing room for a minute. I pulled in my own shields tightly to avoid giving myself away to his Sight.

      Maybe not much longer than that, though. That spell was going to go off soon.

      The magician was walking toward the door I'd come in, muttering something. I took a deep breath and scanned the scene, looking for some way out of this. If I took down the kid, knocked him unconscious, the tendril of the ley should snap back. He had drawn it here, so without his conscious mind to hold it here it would vanish. Without the power to feed the spell, it should fade out as well. I could dismantle it at my leisure. The trouble was, taking out the kid seemed to be impossible with the power levels he was drawing from the rift. I just didn't have enough power here. I couldn't tap his ley energy, and I couldn’t sense any other strong sources nearby that I could draw from.

      So if I couldn't take the kid down directly, that left the spell itself. Maybe I could disrupt it enough? I examined the circle carefully. It had an outer ring with glyphs I didn't recognize, and then the triple ring of candles, with more chalk markings on the floor inside them. And then the pulsing rift in the center. Off to one side was another, smaller circle. I figured that was where the kid was planning to stand to avoid being boiled by his own summoning. Maybe if I could knock over a few of the candles, I could break up the spell enough to stop it. Of course, that was a ton of power stored there, and it might just blow up if I messed with it. But I was out of other ideas.

      The kid's back was still to me. I took careful aim at one of the candles. Just one, to test. I projected a bolt of kinetic force from my finger.

      As it reached the outer circle, the glyphs flared to life and the bolt hit something that seemed solid in the air. It ricocheted off into the wall, smashing one of the boards with a loud cracking sound.

      He whirled at the sound, and spotted me. “There!”

      An enormous gout of force blasted from his hands up at the rafters around me. He'd decided fire wasn't such a good idea in a wooden barn, I guess. But it wasn't going to matter. No way my shields were going to stop that. I rolled off the beam.

      The blast skimmed by above me, and I sailed twelve feet to the floor.

      It would have really hurt if I hadn't hit an old hay bale that busted apart under me as I fell. The loose hay broke my fall well enough, but I had the wind knocked out of me.

      He blasted the hay with fire. I rolled out of the way as it burst into flames. I got one leg under me, up on one knee, and hit him with every bit of energy I could gather. He fired back, and the bolts met in the middle. But he had a steady supply of power to feed in, and it was just too much. Slowly, then faster, the place where our magics met slid toward me.

      And then I was just out of juice. His blast picked me up and tossed me ten feet into the wall. I slid into a crumpled heap on the floor. He raised his hands to throw another bone-shattering blast, and I could barely move, let alone try to dodge.

      “You're done, man,” he said.

      I heard a noise behind him, toward the circle. He heard it too, and hesitated. He glanced over his shoulder.

      Hissing.

      As he turned, I could see his circle again. Under my Sight it was a roiling mass of power. And there, just inside the outer circle, was a small kitten. It was hissing at the rift, standing there amid the candles with black and orange fur all sticking out straight as needles.

      “No!” he shouted. “Get out of there!”

      Maybe I’d get lucky and the cat would knock over a couple of candles. Didn't think a couple of candles would be enough to stop the spell at this point, but he kid seemed really upset. He was running over toward the circle, waving his hands at the kitten.

      I struggled back to my feet and staggered over toward him.

      “Shoo! Shoo!” he said. “Get outta there, cat!”

      The kitten looked a lot like the mother cat I'd seen before. She must have had one more of her litter still in here, but hadn't been willing to take the risk to come back. With all the fireworks, it was hard to blame her.

      The kid was getting even more frantic. “Get out!” he hollered. Then he made to reach into the circle to fish the kitten out with his hands. I froze.

      “Stop! Kid, don't cross the barrier!”

      The cat wasn't any real threat to the circle. Cats are mystical creatures, and can usually pass through circles without harming them. People, not so much. Humans need to cut a door or they can disrupt a magical working entirely.

      So when his hands went into the protective barrier holding all that energy, they shattered the wards holding it all in. I guess he thought if the kitten was safe in there, his hands would be too. Hardly mattered now. The spell destabilized in chunks, and his hands got caught in an energy flare, vanishing in a red mist.

      He screamed, staring at the stumps of his wrists, and fell to his knees.

      The kitten was clear of the circle, running toward me. I could See little bits of the clinging rift magic sticking to it, sinking into it, as it bolted.

      This whole place was about to come apart. I dropped into a slide along the concrete floor, tearing my jeans to shreds on the side. I slid past the kitten as it ran and snagged it, then came to a stop inside the kid's smaller protective circle.

      He was still staring at the ruin of his hands, screaming. Still in shock, he tried to get back to his feet, lost his balance, and fell into the circle. Writhing bands of energy cut him to bits.

      .

      

      A few minutes later, all debris had finally stopped falling. I'd cooked the ley energy into a powerful enough shield to keep from getting fried by the magic as it broke out and still keep broken timbers and planks from crushing me. Or us I guess, since I still had the little cat tucked under my arm. I released the ley thread and let the power go back to where it had come from.

      There was nothing at all left of the kid. Or his book. Or his other things. Or the barn, for that matter, except for a badly scorched concrete foundation. I could see that the house had most of its windows blasted in. I groaned, wondering what was left of Miles's car.

      The kitten was struggling in my arms, so I set it down. I gathered myself up, watching the ball of fluff bop out into the tall grass, chasing a small butterfly. I smiled. I'd always loved cats.

      Then it stopped, glared at the butterfly, and the insect burst into a very brief, very hot fire. Only ashes hit the ground. Content, the small feline continued to bounce across the lawn.

      I remembered the bits of rift magic that had clung to the little cat. Something of the rift had obviously stuck. I wasn't sure what, but it didn't take a genius to figure out that wasn't your average kitten anymore.

      The simple thing to do would be to draw in some energy and kill the kitten. Quick, clean. Safe.

      But the little thing had saved my life today.

      Besides, I liked cats.

      I walked over to the kitten. “I’m Ryan. Want to come home with me?” I asked, reaching out my fingers cautiously.

      The kitten mreowed and patted my hand with a paw, then purred as I stroked its head. I gently picked it up and brought it to the car. All the windows of the car were broken and glass was everywhere. I opened the driver's door and brushed bits off onto the floor, setting the kitten down next to me.

      Of course, I wasn't allowed to have pets on campus, but I’d cross that bridge later.

      “I wonder if Miles likes cats?” I asked the kitten.

      It just looked up at me and purred some more.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

    
    
      I looked around the room, making sure there was nothing I had missed. Really, I was stalling for time, putting off the final moment for as long as I could. I knew it, and I was letting myself get away with it anyway. This was no small thing I was about to do.

      Over the last year I’d been through a lot. I’d fought powerful spirits that sucked the life out of people. I’d beaten a fire elemental, and evil magic ravens. I’d even gone up against a woman whose magic had dwarfed my own - and I’d survived, even if I hadn’t actually beaten her. In that case, I counted it as a win to have lived through the experience.

      But nothing I’d done in all that time compared with what I was up against now. I was scared, deep down in a way that I never had been in any of those life and death situations. Then, the worst thing that could have happened would have been my death.

      Now the school year was over, and I was facing up to the prospect of having to go home again.

      You laugh, but then you don't know my family the way I do. There were a lot of reasons for my going to Northshield University. Not least among them was that it was a way to tweak my father’s nose. He opposed the idea adamantly. We’d had hot arguments about it before I departed. In fact when I left I was pretty sure I’d burned all my bridges with the man. I had doubted he would ever speak to me again.

      So it was a rude shock when one of his people came to me last fall, during the first of the troubles on campus. Came to collect me. To bring me home. And that was before the worst things had even started to happen. Which meant Dad was still keeping a very close eye on me, even as far away as I’d gone.

      He hadn’t tried it again after I sent his first man away. I was certain he had continued to watch me from afar though. I wondered what he’d made of all the goings-on at my college. Fires, explosions, attacks on the Winter Formal? These were not the sorts of things one ought to see at a university, no matter how much the media downplayed the events. It was a string of coincidences, as far as the reporters covering the stories were concerned. The media was carrying these stories as normal bits of news, unrelated to one another. I knew better. I had a feeling my father might know something was up, too.

      My Dad was a smart man. Brilliant, if I was going to give him full credit. And he had contacts with the military through his corporate interests. Blackwell Industries had both think-tank operations and actual paramilitary forces that were often hired on by various chunks of the US military. Dad bumped elbows with some pretty high ranking officers, and if he’d asked the right questions of the right people, he might know more than I wanted him to.

      Hell, he might know more than I did. I was still learning this game. Up until a couple of years ago I hadn’t known magic even existed. Most people didn’t. But enough people did know that the Army had taken note, and there was at least once branch of the service dedicated to dealing with magical problems.

      “Looks like you’re all packed up, Ryan,” said a familiar voice behind me.

      That was Captain Miles. He was one of those Army people dedicated to dealing with the magical end of the world. He could use magic too - but he was nowhere near as strong as I was. If he was a nine volt battery, I was a nuclear power plant. He still knew a lot of things that I didn’t, and even though he’d been teaching me for months I had the feeling there were many secrets he simply wasn’t ready to share with me yet.

      “Not so much to pack,” I replied. I shouldered one duffel bag and lifted the other in my free hand. Uniforms, a few books, my handful of personal possessions… There wasn’t much here. But it had been home for a while now, and I was going to miss it.

      “You’ll be back soon enough,” he said, sensing my thoughts from my mood.

      “I know.”

      “Ryan…” He stumbled over his words for a moment. I held in place to let him collect his thoughts. “I know this summer isn’t going to be easy for you. I’ve had an inkling of your home life from our conversations.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I lied.

      “Sure. But it’s imperative that you keep things under wraps. OK?” He seemed really worried.

      “You afraid I’m going to get mad and blow something up?” I asked. I was at least half joking. Honest.

      “Something like that,” he replied with a wry half smile. “You have a tendency to jump into things.”

      I relaxed my shoulders and eased the duffles back to the floor. Then I closed my eyes and reached for the power inside me. I called magic into both my hands. I opened my eyes, and used the force I’d brought forth to draw a sigil of white flame in front of me. That set another spell into motion, and a bubble of magical force sprang into being around the two of us. All around us the world stilled. Time slowed outside the bubble, or sped up inside - I wasn’t sure quite which, as all that mattered was the relativity.

      “We can talk freely now,” I said. “No one can hear us.”

      “This is precisely what I mean,” he said, emphasizing each word with a stabbing index finger. “This sort of casual use of your magic is dangerous. It’s what brought Soulstealer after you. It’s going to cause you more trouble. You might have scared her off - for now. But she wasn’t the only dangerous being out there, Ryan.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’ll keep it down. But it’s not like I was asking for these things to happen to me, Miles. They just did.”

      “And you jumped in to help,” he replied.

      “Because I can.”

      “Sooner or later, you’re going to face some problem that your magic can’t solve,” he said.

      Like my relationship with my father? I figured I’d already learned that lesson. Nothing I did was ever enough to please my father. I would never be good enough for that. No matter what amazing things I did, or could do, nothing worked.

      “I know,” I said. “But how can I stand by and let others be hurt or killed when I have the power to save them?”

      “I’m not saying you should,” he replied. “Although the world was filled with magical predators long before you were here and will be long after you are gone.”

      “Sure. But while I am here, and can stop them? That’s what I have to do.”

      “Just be careful, OK?” He smiled, but I could see the worry lines etched in his face. “You won’t have backup out there. You’re on your own. If I could find a way to keep you here over the summer…”

      “I’d have taken it,” I said without hesitation. But I had to face my family someday. It wasn’t going to get any easier with time.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. He held the card out to me. I took it. It was a plain card, with just his name and a phone number scribbled on it.

      “That’s my contact information for the summer,” he said. “I’ll be away from campus a lot. Army stuff. But you can always reach me on that number.”

      “Thank you,” I said, meaning it. We’d started off on uncertain terms, but Miles had been a lot of help over the last six months. “I’ll try not to need it.”

      “Please,” he said, smiling.

      Then he reached out and did the last thing I expected of the man - he wrapped his arms around me and gave me a hug. It was an uncharacteristic show of emotion from a man who’d mostly been a disapproving and distant figure. I wasn’t quite sure how to take it.

      He stepped back, snapped me a nod. “You can drop the spell.”

      I broke the bubble with a thought, and reality snapped back into focus around us as our time bubble merged back into the regular time stream. That spell had been my idea. There were advantages to being a physics major. I was learning more about how the universe worked side by side with learning more about how magic functioned. The two disciplines were giving me interesting ideas for new ways to use magic. If Soulstealer did come knocking again, I aimed to have a few new surprises to show her.

      “Your friends?” Miles asked.

      “Already on their way home,” I replied. That farewell had been more tearful, and more difficult. I’d been through hell with Fletcher and Grey. Almost literally. But I had their cell phone numbers, and they had mine. We’d maintain contact as best we could over the summer. It was only three months, after all. I tried to keep telling myself that.

      But at my age, three months felt like forever.

      “Time to go, I guess,” I said. I shouldered my bags again.

      “Be safe,” Miles said. “You have my contact info. If you’re in trouble. Call.”

      “I will,” I said. But I truly hoped that I wouldn’t need the help.

      It was frightening to be going back out into the world on my own again, without my friends and allies. When I had arrived at Northshield, I’d seen things pretty much as everyone else did. Mostly mundane, dry, boring…normal. I’d already known about magic, but I’d been hoping to put all that behind me.

      Now I knew that the world was far different from what I had imagined. There was so much more out there than I had ever thought could exist. Monsters were real, and humans’ fear of the dark was well grounded. The night held terrors that we had forgotten, and talked ourselves out of. Just because most people didn’t believe in them didn’t mean those perils had stopped existing.

      That was the world I was going back into. It was exhilarating, and terrifying at the same time.
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