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      A COLD RAIN drizzled down as I slogged through mountain-chilled knee deep water. The river bed was slimy ooze with slick rocks scattered about on top. The mud sucked at my combat boots with every step, but it was still steadier going than the rocks. Every slip off one of those rocks risked another dunking in the water, which was unpleasant for more reasons than just the temperature.

      I kept my eyes open as I ran, carefully scanning the water with my Sight. I'd been able to see things most people couldn't since I was thirteen. That wasn't always a pleasant thing. Right now, I was being followed by a small swarm of little magical motes, some sort of water spirits. I wasn't sure what they were up to, but I was feeling a little like a large tuna in a shark tank. Or maybe more like a piranha tank. Their sharp, darting movements had a hungry, predatory look to them.

      I'd learned the hard way that while things of the spirit world couldn't generally touch the physical, that didn't mean they couldn't make themselves felt. I'd also learned a little bit about defending myself, and I was tired of being followed. When I saw one particularly daring mote dart in at my leg, I'd had enough.

      With an effort of will, I channeled some of my own self, my spirit-energy, outward into a bubble around me. The bubble popped into my Sight, translucent blue to my vision, swirling eddies of force whirling slowly in a chaotic pattern.

      The little mote kept on coming, and slammed into the shield. I felt the impact like a blow in my mind, but the shield held, flashing magical light. The mote turned and made a beeline for some rocks near the shore, hiding underneath. The rest of the little critters scattered, all rushing away from me to hide somewhere. I nodded, satisfied.

      “Go find something else to eat,” I muttered.

      I stood in the freezing water, panting, and let the shield drop. Holding it up would have taken more concentration than I had handy right now. My legs were already mostly numb from the cold.

      Running in a Vermont river during the last week of October was stupid. I'd been here at Northshield University for two months, and thought I was used to life as a freshman at a private military college – tough, but bearable. And then every so often, our cadre would get bored and come up with something that raised the crazy bar just one notch higher. Today's run was pretty much top of the list.

      I stood shivering in my sodden uniform for a bit longer, until the wind picked up just enough to remind me it was time to get moving again. Camouflage ripstop cotton didn't do much to cut wind chill, especially soaking wet. I was in pretty good shape, so I'd managed to get out ahead of the pack. At a guess, my recruit platoon was strung out over a quarter mile of river behind me by now, and I didn't want to spend any more time in this water than I had to. It took a real effort to pick up my feet and start jogging again, but I managed.

      Voices carried on the wind from behind me. The little delay had cost me some of my lead. I peeked back over my shoulder to see two guys in the same camo I wore splashing into view, coming up on the spot I'd stopped to rest. They reached it as I watched.

      And then one of them went down, hard, going completely under the water.

      I Looked, and saw them immediately – dozens of those little motes, darting around the form of the recruit who'd gone under. They ignored his buddy, who was trying to haul him out of the water. I watched as they wreathed bands of magic around the fallen recruit. That was going to make it tough to haul him up – I could see the magic bonding him to the water around him.

      I stood frozen with indecision, the chill of the wind feeling like it cut right to my heart.

      For two months, I'd managed to not let a single person know about my Sight. For two months, I'd been able to keep my magical workings small, secret. Most people didn't believe in magic anyway, so that wasn't hard. Mostly just a matter of not acting like an oddball, not startling every time I Saw something that no one else could.

      Despite the fact that Northshield seemed to have more supernatural critters per square mile than anyplace else I'd ever been, I'd managed it for two months. It was a fresh start. For the first time in years, I'd felt almost normal.

      If I helped, it was the end of all that.

      I relaxed as a tall cadet wearing a drill sergeant's brown round came running up and started to help pull the downed recruit up. Drill Sergeant Fletcher was a wiry man, tall and slim, but I'd seen him knock out a couple hundred pushups without breathing hard. He'd get the recruit up.

      I turned away to keep running, but looked back once more. Both men were still struggling, trying to get a good grip on the fallen recruit's body and failing. Every time they pulled, their grip just slid away. And while he was still flailing about in the water, he was moving a little less than before. I could see those little motes crowded around him, feeding on little bits of his life force while he drowned.

      That was all I could take.

      I turned and ran back toward them, sprinting hard. I summoned magic from the core of my being and felt it respond, felt my body react to the rush of power. Adrenaline surged. I cast a spell for luck on my path ahead, to find good footing with each step. And I gathered a ball of magic in my right hand, summoning it with my will.

      This needed to be right, the first time.

      I slid to a stop next to the drowning recruit. I could see a few bubbles trickling out of the guy's nose as he flailed about, dying in water only knee deep. I wondered how they'd explain that. I wondered how many other accidents like this had happened over the years.

      I heard the Drill Sergeant say something as I stopped my forward motion, but I was too wrapped up in the magic to hear what he said.

      I slammed my right fist down into the water. The energy I held there released in an instant, blasting back the spirits, shattering a few of the nearest completely. The others fled again, bleeding magic, and this time I didn't think they'd come back out for a while.

      The instant they were gone, Fletcher and the other guy were able to haul the recruit out of the water. They each got a shoulder under one of his arms and half carried him out of the river to the shore. They set him down, and while he was coughing out a bunch of water, at least he was still breathing.

      I realized I'd dropped to one knee as I cast the spell, and I was half sitting in the river. I put my hands on the river bottom, pebbly here, and pushed myself back to my feet. The adrenaline was starting to fade. Between the hard run, the cold, and the magic I'd slung around, I was feeling pretty tired. I staggered toward the shore to check on the guy I'd saved.

      He was laying on his back, coughing and sputtering. Drill Sergeant Fletcher knelt next to him, and looked up at me as I approached. He stood and met me partway.

      “What the hell was that, recruit?” he said.

      I closed my eyes, rocking back on my heels. Fletcher had the power to make my life utterly miserable, if he wanted to. The upperclassmen cadre had pretty darned near absolute power over their freshmen recruits. If he decided he wanted me gone, he could make life hell.

      Still... I opened my eyes, looked down at the guy on the ground, coughing up the last bits of river water. It was Dan Thomas, a black guy who was one of those unfortunates given two first names. He got a lot of ribbing for that. He'd weathered all of it with good humor and an upbeat attitude. And he'd almost died today. If I had to do it again, I knew I would. Couldn't do anything else. I turned my eyes toward Fletcher.

      “I was just running up to try to help, Drill Sergeant.” Truth was always a good policy.

      More of our platoon were coming up the river now, splashing to a stop when they saw us on the bank. Fletcher grabbed my shoulder and pulled me aside a little. He leaned in close, water dripping off the plastic cover on his brown round onto my forehead.

      “What did you do?” he asked.

      I stared him hard in the eyes. Neither of us broke contact.

      “I helped.”

      His eyes narrowed, but then he nodded once, sharply, like he was making a decision.

      “There still a threat here?” he asked.

      My eyes widened. That question meant he knew there was more to this incident than clumsy stumbling and cold numbed fingers.

      “You think I'm stupid, recruit?” he asked. “This is my third year here. You see things. Is there still a threat?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Not likely here, but possible. I don't know what's up the river, and I'm wiped enough I might not be able to help a second time.” Although as I said that, I realized that my magical strength seemed to be coming back faster than it had in the past. I probably could scare off any small dangers again already.

      “We'll talk about this later,” he said.

      Then he turned from me to the rest of the platoon. “OK, that's enough for today. It's getting cold fast, and I don't want any cold weather injuries! Get ready to double-time back to barracks as soon as the last men get here. Showers and change into something dry.”

      He got a few halfhearted cheers at that announcement. None of us were upset by the idea of getting out of the cold and wet, but most of us were too tired to get enthusiastic about anything. My mind was much more focused on that chat Fletcher had promised. I let my head sag, chin to my chest. A normal life was all I'd been after when I applied here. That and getting my father's goat, maybe. But it seemed like fate had something else in mind.

      

      A steaming shower and dry uniform later, I was beginning to feel a little better about the world. I sat at my desk, trying and failing to read the next section of my calculus textbook. Our barracks buildings were old, red brick, and five stories tall. Lots of rooms on each floor, and most students lived two to a room. My roommate was Fred Harling, a good guy but a bit of a study freak. He'd taken off as soon as he'd gotten cleaned up from the run. Said he was going to the library to study.

      The textbook seemed to glare up at me. I glared back. I realized then that I had been struggling with the same page for some time, and was getting nowhere fast. I stretched my arms and yawned; I was still pretty wrung out from the run and the magic. The bunk beds caught my eye enticingly.

      We weren't allowed to lock our doors while we were in the rooms, so there was a limit to how private our rooms were. But with everyone pretty worn out, I thought I might be able to grab a little rest. I climbed up onto my top bunk, trying not to mess the covers up too badly, and lay down. I closed my eyes, hoping to put the morning events out of my head.

      Bang! Bang! Two hammer blows on the door to my room brought me back, just as I'd finally been settling into a light doze. I sat up and flipped myself out of bed, feet hitting the floor softly as the doorknob turned and the door started to open. It was a skill every recruit got good at fast, popping to the floor at a moment's notice. Napping during the day was...frowned on...by cadre. Well, getting caught was anyway.

      So I was down and standing when Fletcher put his head into my room. He saw me and barked “My room. Now.” Then he pulled his head back out and shut the door. Obviously he wanted to have that talk right away. I looked down, straightened my uniform to make sure I was presentable. No point courting extra trouble.

      Then I stepped out into the hallway dimly lit by a few windows. The florescent lights stayed off during the day. The floor was a dull, dark tile, and the walls were nothing but cinder blocks painted an eggshell color. The Drill Sergeant's room was across the hall and one door down. He was the only person on the floor to have a room to himself – privileges of rank. The hall was clear and his door closed, so I assumed he was already back in his room.

      I stepped in front of his plain wooden door and rapped twice, hard.

      “Enter!” came the shout from within. I turned the knob, stepped inside, and closed the door behind me. Two steps more and I was standing on a line of masking tape on the floor. I shifted my body to a position of attention. “Recruit Blackwell reporting as ordered, Drill Sergeant,” I said.

      He was sitting on his bed, looking at me. Then he stood up, not saying a word, and paced around me, circling. About to complete his circuit, he stopped by my left ear and said “Blackwell, why are you here?”

      That certainly wasn't the question I'd expected. “Drill Sergeant, this recruit came here for the excellent ROTC program.” Which was the truth, more or less. I didn't need to go into family business with him.

      “Bullshit,” he spat. “Drop. Pushups. Keep pushing.”

      I dropped and started doing pushups.

      He crouched down next to my face. “Why did you really come here, recruit? What are you doing at my fucking school?”

      I didn't know what he was looking for. I thought he'd be grilling me about the river, not asking me this. Usually I could pick out the answer cadre were after, but right now I didn't have a clue, and it was scaring me a little.

      “I came here because I didn't make the cut at West Point, Drill Sergeant,” I said. I'd omitted saying this recruit, used the forbidden word I instead, but he didn't seem to notice.

      “Why here, recruit?” he asked. “There's hundreds of ROTC programs. Why here? You think your last name would get you some sort of special treatment?”

      There it was. I’d been afraid all along of my name, but no one had brought it up til now. Without thinking, my eyes glanced to the window. Down the hill, by the classroom buildings, was a statue of my grandfather, placed there by his classmates long after he’d died. My father had refused to come to the unveiling ceremony, and had never allowed me to go to Northshield to see  it.

      If he had, maybe I’d have seen the ley lines and gone elsewhere. Might have made life a lot easier for me.

      The whole time I’d been here though, no one had mentioned my grandfather. I was half beginning to hope no one had noticed. Or not.

      “No, Drill Sergeant. I never wanted any special treatment.” If I had wouldn’t I have, y’know, maybe mentioned my connection with the man once or twice, I thought.

      My arms were starting to ache from the pushups. And I was starting to get angry. I could feel heat building up in my chest, in my face. “I came here because they offered me a good scholarship, Drill Sergeant, because my father cut me off from any college help when I told him I wanted to go military,” I said. Furious, I added, “Is that a good enough damned answer now?”

      He stood up. “Recover, recruit,” he said.

      I stood back up, snapped to attention. My uniform was a bit of a train wreck, and I was sweating. I let my glare bore into Fletcher's. He met my gaze, and then I saw something relax a little in his eyes.

      “At ease, recruit,” he said, letting me relax my position a little. “You're too bad a liar, and too pissed at me, for that to be a lie. So I'm going to assume you're just clueless instead.”

      I blinked. What?

      “You ever watch the TV show HauntHunters?” he asked.

      I shook my head, unsure where these new questions were going. “No, Drill Sergeant.”

      “Right,” he said. “Well about four years ago, they came on campus here and started wandering around, filming stuff, talking to cadets. We've always had stories about ghosts here. I guess all the really old universities do. But they made it public.”

      “They went on the air with it?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “You really never heard about it? Every year since then we get a few yahoos who come here for the ghosts, or the power. The TV guys said something about heavy ley lines, whatever that is.”

      “Yeah, they were right about that,” I said before I could think about it. His eyes narrowed.

      “So you do know something about all this,” he said. It wasn't a question this time. Damn.

      I sighed. “They were right about the ley lines – lines of energy that intersect in places. This campus has a pretty big nexus, right on the upper parade ground,” I replied. “But I swear, I didn't know anything about it before I got here. I saw it after.”

      It had been a strange experience, stepping out of the bus onto the campus for the first time. I noticed a sort of thrumming first, not one I could hear, but something in the back of my head somewhere. Then I Looked around, and saw the ley nexus. It was beautiful, in its own way. Arcing bands of light jumped from the hillsides all around the campus, slipping through the air to meet in one spot at the center. Ley lines usually coursed through the ground. I had Seen small ones before, but never one so large. And there were a lot of leys joining here.

      It was breathtaking, in a Niagara Falls sort of way. For someone who'd been hoping to get away from his magic by coming here, it was also cause for despair. That much magical energy in one place was going to make the campus a magnet for all things strange and supernatural. I had come to entirely the wrong place, but it had been too late to back out without going home and eating crow.

      He grunted. “You know,” he said, his tone even, “we're supposed to sort of encourage the ones who come here looking for ghosties to wander off somewhere else. Strongly encourage, if you get my meaning. It's part of the training drill sergeants get before the recruits arrive. Has been ever since the HauntHunters SNAFU. Maybe longer.”

      Oh, did I. Cadre had darned near complete power over their recruits. And all the restraint of the average twenty year old male. “That's not why I came, Drill Sergeant.”

      “I'll buy that, for now,” he replied. “Now, why don't you tell me what the hell happened out in the river this morning?”

      I blinked, not quite sure where to start or how much to say.

      “I couldn't get Thomas out of the water. My hands kept slipping when I pulled him. Never seen anything like it, but I've heard stories. Then you ran up, smacked the water with your hand, and he popped right up. So what did you do?”

      I opted for truth. “You asked if there was a threat, remember?” He nodded. “There was. Little water spirit things. I scared them off. Think about it like using a big bug zapper on them, or something.”

      He closed his eyes, walked over to his bed and sat down, rubbing his forehead with the fingers of his left hand. I stayed put, hands clasped behind my back, and waited to see his reaction.

      “So you're telling me this stuff is all for real.”

      “Yes, Drill Sergeant.”

      “I don't know if I would have believed it if I hadn't been right there this morning. But we lose a couple of students a year, here. Odd accidents, unexplained suicides.” He looked up at me. “Can you spot this sort of thing all the time?”

      I nodded. “If I'm alert and looking for it, anyway.”

      He stood back up again, a firm look on his face. It was something I admired about the guy. He was a confident decision maker, and when he had all the information he tended to make good ones. In my own humble opinion, anyway. It was why I'd taken the leap of faith with him just now.

      “OK, Blackwell. You're officially my point man for spooky stuff. I don't want to lose a single cadet or recruit this year if I can help it. You see a threat, even a possible threat, you report it to me. Got me?”

      “Understood, Drill Sergeant.” What else could I say?

      “Recruit, one other thing. They could have hurt you too, couldn't they?” he asked.

      “Yes, Drill Sergeant.”

      “But you helped anyway. Good enough for me. Dismissed, recruit.”

      He held my eyes again, but there wasn't any challenge in the stare, this time. Something like understanding, maybe, but no challenge. I nodded, came to attention, did an about face and exited the room.
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      I MADE MY WAY over to the library, the Drill Sergeant's orders weighing heavily on my mind. If I wanted to really be of use to Fletcher, I needed more information. Maybe I could find some references there – some resources, something. I could hit the internet, too. Recruits weren't allowed to have computers in our rooms until second semester, but we had computer and 'net access in the library and labs all over campus.

      As I walked, I carefully reached out with my perceptions, trying to get a better feel for the ley nexus. I realized that I'd been avoiding it. Intentionally not Looking, intentionally not exploring the thing. Frankly, it scared the heck out of me. I'd never seen that much raw power in one place before, like a coming together of many great rivers of magic. I'd gotten used to the faint hum in my head, but not to the leys themselves. It was time to see what they were. If anything was the cause of all the extra supernatural activity in the area, it was most likely to be the nexus.

      I squinted my eyes a bit, and...there. Right in the middle of the field, smack between all the dorms. Twelve major lines, which I Saw as thick beams of yellow fire. As I walked, I was coming close to one. I'd pass right under it. I'd done so hundreds of times since arriving on campus, but this time, I stretched out my will and curled mental fingers into the stuff that made up the ley.

      A tendril of that yellow light broke off from the main ley, writhed vinelike down my projected thought, and before I could even take a breath reached for me like I was a glass of water in the desert.

      Yellow fire slipped into me, flowed through me. I gasped. I felt the ley energy as heat, saw it as light, and felt more alive than I ever had before. I turned my hand over, marveling at the traces of yellow dancing within my veins.

      Then I realized I was getting uncomfortably hot. I glanced skyward and Looked at the ley. I was still tapped in, and the energy seemed to be pouring down at an increasing pace. I staggered, yellow flashes crossing in front of my vision. With a thrust of will, I cut the link. The tendril roiled back into the ley and vanished. Leaving me with muscles, blood, and bone feeling like they were aflame from the energy it left behind.

      Ground and center, I thought. Release the flow into the Earth. But I couldn't focus. The burning was too much. I staggered off the road, came up against one of the buildings. Cool bricks brought me back to myself for a moment.

      I laid both hands against the brick, and pushed – with my mind, with my will, I shoved all that liquid fire out of me and into the wall. It roared out with an energy that sent brilliant tracks of light scattering all over the wall to my Sight, but was completely invisible to my normal vision. I could see both views, the magical atop the mundane one like an overlay. I closed my eyes as the last bits of ley fire left me.

      I opened them again and stepped back from the wall, bringing my hands down to my sides. And stared blankly at the wall. There were two black, burned looking patches in the brick. Each was about the size of my palm. I blinked, making sure I had shut off my Sight. I had. All I was seeing was what was there. I touched the brick with a finger, found it warm. A little of the black rubbed off on my fingertip. The ley energy had scorched the brick.

      That wasn't possible, though! Or, I hadn't thought it was, anyway. I'd seen magical energy in a number of forms, and I'd read about people lighting candles with magic and such. But although I'd tried a bunch of times to perform the feat myself, I'd never managed it. I figured getting magic to really impact a physical object was just a myth, something that couldn't really happen.

      I looked at the scorched brick again. And I thought about the water spirits, holding Thomas down in the water this morning.

      Maybe I needed to revise that opinion.

      At least I didn't seem to have drawn any attention with my little display. No telling what that had looked like to normal vision, but there had to have been something. I looked around. The brick I had used to ground out the ley energy was actually the wall of the library. I was in the right spot. Hopefully I could find some information of value. I needed to learn more, before I managed to hurt myself. Or, it seemed, something or someone else.

      I didn't start shaking from reaction to the close call until I was climbing the broad marble steps toward the front door. That's when it hit in earnest: I had almost fried myself out there. I didn't know what would have happened if I hadn't been able to cut off and ground out the power, but it had hurt. A lot. I had a feeling it would have been extremely unpleasant. Somehow, I made it up to the steps anyway, but I was glad someone else was coming out as I arrived. I wasn't sure I had the strength to pull the big old doors open, just then.

      The library building was old; one of the oldest buildings still standing on the campus, it had been around for almost a hundred and fifty years. I opened the door and stepped inside. The lighting wasn't so good. Somehow the best the lights seemed to manage was a dim white glow.

      I stepped past the old wooden desk where the librarian was checking out books for another student. Moving on into the next room, I slumped into a worn wooden chair in front of one of the computers. My hands still had a little tremor as I reached out to the keyboard.

      I popped open a browser window and went to YouTube, looking for HauntHunters video. Searched for “HauntHunters Northshield”. And there it was – the episode, broken into three chunks. I clicked the first one and sat back to watch.

      And all I got was a black screen warning me that this video had been in violation of copyright, and the copyright owner had asked it to be taken down. The other two segments were the same. Curious, I clicked links for a couple of other episodes, but the rest all seemed to be available. Maybe the college had pushed them to keep it off YouTube. I zipped over to the HauntHunters website, but no luck there either. Just a couple of clips from recent episodes.

      An hour later, I hadn't found much more than that. A few old articles mentioned the visit, but nothing substantial. I grimaced. I wasn't really sure what I was looking for, anyway. I doubted that the HauntHunters show was going to give me any good answers even if I could find the episode about the college. I searched for “ley lines”, too, but the results were predictably disappointing. Mostly what I found was a collection of fiction references and some New Age articles which all contradicted each other. The Wikipedia article was surprisingly informative, but didn't really tell me anything I hadn't known already, and left out a lot I had already discovered to be true.

      I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes for a moment, resting them. It had already been a long day.

      Which is when I felt the soft breeze blow across my face. My eyes popped open and I looked around, immediately alert.

      The library was an old building, with old ventilation. An odd breeze wasn't that unusual. What was different about this breeze was that I felt the touch of magic in it.

      I let my Sight overlay my vision again, and Looked to see if I could spot the source of the breeze, scanning around the room. And just in time, I could see the wisp of the magical breeze flitting through a stairwell door before it slid shut.

      Letting out a sigh, I pushed myself up from the chair. I almost felt like I'd had enough weirdness for one day, but my curiosity was roused. Besides, it seemed as if whatever it was had drifted by me to get my attention. Probably best to find out what it wanted now, rather than later.

      The door to the stairwell was one of those heavy steel jobs with a small window plate at about eye level. It pulled open with some effort, and I stepped out into the open steel and concrete stairwell. The area was empty, both to normal vision and my Sight, so I proceeded down the steps. Above me, the door rasped shut.

      I moved slowly, following the faint trace I could still sense down and down until I reached the bottom, two floors below the main. The steel door at the bottom of the stairwell took some effort to open, creaking and snarling against the concrete floor as I pulled.

      I'd been down here, before, but I hadn't really felt comfortable. Old as the building was, the upper floors were frequented by students often enough that they felt pretty “normal”. But few enough people came down here that the energy of the place had an old feel to it. Not stale, but an almost brooding quality. I took a few steps out onto the painted concrete floor. My feet banged across a metal plate bolted and padlocked to the floor, a hollow sound echoing back. Those plates were scattered about this floor. Supposedly, they lifted up and led to some sort of lower level. Campus rumors abounded regarding what lay beneath.

      As I walked, I Looked around. The whole floor was lit up like a Christmas tree to my Sight. Patterns of energy flowed everywhere, and eddies of old power glistened and sparkled as they drifted about. They reminded me uncomfortably of the small sprites in the river. I sucked in a breath. Exhaled. Then I concentrated, and tried to bring up a shield. To my Sight, it looked like a soap bubble growing around me, glistening with electric blue flashes. The nearest eddy seemed to sense my power, and slipped in closer. It contacted the edge of the bubble gently, almost hesitantly. There was a flash, and I felt a sense pushing there. Then the little eddy backed away much more quickly than it had approached.

      I smiled, reassured that the shield was working. Still, no reason to risk a much longer stay down here. Some of these little eddies of power might just be curious. Others might be hungry instead. No way of knowing how long these bits of lost power had been drifting about, but I'd read that some of them could get nasty over time.

      I felt that curious breeze again, whispering past me, almost beckoning me onward. I proceeded with care, following the gentle air flow down past tall racks of books, then around a corner of the bookshelves, between two stacks of shelves. I raised an eyebrow, but I had already written off the possibility of this being a normal wind. As I followed around the corner, I kept my shield and my Sight both up.

      The stacks on other side of me terminated at a wall directly ahead. The wind which had guided me here whirled gently near the wall for a moment, and then faded from my Sight. I examined the wall. It was cinder block, which meant it was newer than most of the library, but there were bits and pieces of cinder block scattered throughout, repairs or expansions over the years. When I Looked at the wall here though, I got a strong sense of magic from it. Not just the aimless gathering of old energy, this. Someone had put magic into the wall here with intent. From the looks, it seemed like some sort of veil, to turn eyes away and mask whatever the spell had hidden.

      I hesitated a moment. Someone might have had a very good reason to enspell this wall. If Northshield was a hotbed for magic, which seemed more and more likely, then any number of things could have been locked in here. But I didn't get a bad feeling from the wall, just a sense of old power. And besides, I was curious. Something had led me here, and I was still wondering what, and why.

      I stood directly in front of the blank spot of wall, hoping no one would wander by, although it seemed unlikely. Dust was thick on the books down here, indicating visitors were uncommon. Then I pushed more will into my shield, just in case, and reached out with my hand. A foot shy of touching the wall, I began sketching a series of runes in the air.

      One of the few decent books on magic I’d managed to acquire had been all about old Norse runes – symbols, each tied to a magical meaning. They could be used for language, just like any alphabet. But they’d also been used for magic.

      To normal eyes, nothing was visible, but in my Sight each rune I traced in the air was lit with a dim, flickering blue flame. I completed the pattern I had in mind, locked the runes together into a script, and willed the energy forward into the wall. Ready for anything.

      Nothing happened.

      I didn't even feel a change in the magic present in the wall. If it had so much as flickered in response, I hadn't sensed it. This was going to be harder than I had thought.

      The image of a new rune flashed into my mind's eye. No, not a new rune – a bindrune, a single runic shape formed from several runes merged into a single image. Absently, I noticed that the breeze I had felt before twirled gently about my legs again.

      I'd crafted a few bindrunes before, but they were more complex than just stringing a few runes together – each connection of one rune to another added implications to the whole. The law of unintended consequences could come into play in a big way. Still, as I examined the rune, it looked solid. Opening, unveiling, unmasking... It should coax the wall to reveal whatever had been veiled there.

      I reached up to begin etching the rune in the air, and felt the breeze again, this time with a distinct vibration, almost like a feline purr. I stopped and Looked down. I could See eddies of magic moving about the outside of my shield, stirring the small breeze to life. Almost, I thought I could See a cat formed from the winds there, rolling around the outside of my shield.

      “My little helper, are you? Or my little tempter?” I asked.

      The kitty-breeze swirled itself upright and drifted a bit away from me, looking for all the world like an offended cat preening itself. It pretended to ignore me.

      “Well, thank you,” I said, turning back to the wall. The intense desire to see what was hidden here still burned inside me, and that bindrune seemed like my best bet. I began drawing the symbol in the air. This time I put more focus into each line of the sketch, pouring more energy into the rune. Instead of dim lines, I willed enough energy to make the rune blaze with blue fire as I completed it. The effort I poured in was exhausting, but I finished the rune, and with a last push, willed the energy from the bindrune into the spell on the wall.

      This time, there was a flash visible to my Sight – and then the energy pattern was gone. I could see the wall plainly now. A large brick had been removed and replaced with an old board. The wood was gray, weathered – old. I wondered briefly how long it had been there. Then I reached out to pull the board away, cautiously keeping my senses alert for any additional magic left behind.

      The board came away easily. There was a small recessed space behind it where the missing block had been. Inside was small bundle of waxed paper, tied with a string. I Looked at the bundle, but saw nothing – no magic of note. So I carefully lifted it free from the nook and untied the string. The paper was yellowed and crumbly, but came away easily and revealed a small book inside. It was bound in leather, a thin volume that looked something like a journal. Carefully, I opened the book and looked at the first page.

      

      I have spent ten years studying the leys here. Over that time, I have amassed a decent understanding of them, of their power, and of how they are connected to the magic of our world. But now I sit here, on the eve of what might be my death, and I mourn that my research might be lost for all time. So I compile these notes, brief though they might be, in the hopes that if I fall, someone will follow in my footsteps and carry on my work. And now, more than ever, I understand how important that work has been.

      For the leys here are special in more than one way. Like most, they are conduits of magical power. But as I have recently learned, to my sorrow and that of others here, they also seem to form some sort of barrier, a protection or ward placed here some time in the distant past. What they ward, I do not know precisely. I have seen one, though. A hungry darkness, yearning to devour the magic at the heart of life. It is against this that I go to do battle soon, and that is why my words must be brief.

      It seems cliché, but I do not intend this book to be found. So if you have found it, I am likely dead, fallen in battle with the thing I go to fight. If I have failed, then perhaps my words will aid you against it, for only one of strength will be able to break the wards I will place over this book. If I have succeeded in defeating the apparition, then may my words warn you about the terrible threat which lurks here.

      

      I shivered and closed the book. It sounded crazy. I had read a copy of the Necronomicon once – a silly mass-published book that read the same way, fiction pretending to be non-fiction. Great wizard about to be eaten by something bad writes down all he knows, and then gets eaten at the end. Made up nonsense. But this book was hand written, scrawled on the pages in ink. And too, it had been hidden behind a strong magical ward. I don't know if I could have gotten through without the bindrune, and was growing more sure that the kitty-breeze had somehow given me that idea.

      Clearly, this was something different. Perhaps this book would help me learn to use the leys safely, without hurting myself or someone else.

      How I had come to find it still bothered me though. I Looked down for the little wind spirit that had led me here, but it had vanished. I frowned. Coincidences usually weren't, I'd found, especially when magic was involved. I had a hunch I'd see the kitty-breeze again.

      The small journal was about the same size as the “recruit manuals” we freshmen were required to always have on our person, tucked into back pockets. So I slipped the book into the pocket behind the manual, hiding it from easy view. Then I replaced the old board, and headed back up the stairs and out of the library, my search for other information forgotten in the moment of discovery. I reached my room and slid the book into the middle of my calculus tome, then put the monster textbook back on the shelf over my desk. The book should be safe enough there. I planned to read the rest as soon as I had a few free moments, but the rest of the day was too full. Night, and Taps, fell before I could get a chance to read it again.
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      A POUNDING on the door woke me from a sound sleep. I went from out like a light to fully awake in about two heartbeats. Fact of life around here, despite rules to the contrary. Sleep got interrupted.

      The lights flicked on.

      “Blackwell, get up.” It was Corporal Berseto, the sole sophomore cadre we had in my recruit platoon.

      I kept my eyes closed but for a slit, and stayed motionless. Technically, after Taps sounded at eleven, cadre were not allowed to wake freshmen up. They could go in. They could bang around in our rooms. But if we just kept still, they weren't allowed to mess with us. I kept still.

      “Blackwell, I know you're awake. Just get up. We need you.”

      OK, that was unusual. I was probably going to regret this, but... I opened my eyes and sat up, pushed back my sheet and wool blanket. From my vantage point on the top bunk, I could see Corporal Berseto standing next to the bed. He wore a t-shirt and jeans, along with a worried look and a frown on his face. With him was another cadet, some upperclassman I didn't know from the look of him. This cadet was hefty, but not fat. Dark hair that was cut a little longer than most cadre. A big man, though. He was in civvies too, but what I took at first for a red tee shirt on the stranger was actually a white shirt with a print on the front. And most of the shirt stained in a deep red that had to be drying blood.

      “What happened?” I blurted out. I clambered down from the bed.

      “We don't know,” Berseto said. His eyes were a little wide, and his voice was tense. “Me and Jerry were coming back to campus, and he felt something wet on his shirt. Said his whole shirt was wet.”

      He looked down at the bottom bunk. “Harling,” he said, “I know you're awake too. Go use the bathroom for a little while.”

      My room-mate rolled out of bed and stood up. He gave me a baleful glare, slipped on shower shoes and a bathrobe, and left the room. Great. I'd be hearing about this later.

      “So what did you do?” I asked.

      “I was driving,” Berseto said. “It was dark, so I pulled the car over and flicked on the dome light.”

      “And my shirt was drenched in blood. I just about flipped out then,” said Jerry.

      “Jerry...” I started.

      Corporal Berseto remembered that I was just a freshman recruit for long enough to say “That's Sergeant Dunn to you, recruit.”

      I stifled a chuckle with effort. “Right. Sergeant, where did the blood come from?”

      “From my neck,” he replied. He pointed at a big bandage taped to the right side of his neck, right about where the carotid should be.

      Berseto broke in then. “I could see it squirting out of his neck. Little squirt, stop, little squirt, stop, over and over. Freakiest thing I've ever seen. Slapped his hand on it, and took off. Lucky we were close to the hospital.”

      “ER patched me up OK,” Dunn said.

      “OK, so you're fine,” I said. “How'd you get hurt in the first place in a moving car though?”

      “Doctor didn't know,” Dunn said. “He said it looked like a needle. Which is why Berseto said to come to you.”

      I wasn't sure I liked where this was going.

      “Fletcher said you knew about the ghosts and stuff, but he thought you were OK,” Corporal said. “I think... I think Jerry's problem here might be related.”

      I was right. I didn't like it.

      “How?” I asked.

      “We've got one kid in our freshman platoon,” Dunn started. “He's trouble.”

      “What sort of trouble?” I asked. This was starting to feel like pulling teeth. “Guys, you woke me up for this. If you think I can help, great. Tell me. If not, let me get back to sleep, please?”

      Dunn exchanged a glance with Berseto, who nodded. Then he turned back to me and said, “Your kinda trouble, or so I hear.”

      “He was OK when he first arrived,” Corporal said. “Just like you, Blackwell. Came in quiet-like.”

      “Never made waves until a week ago,” Dunn agreed. “Then he got this care package from home, and next thing his room has this weird shit in it. Black books. Stones. Even a little skull, if you can believe it.”

      It sounded like someone had watched too many movies to me. But then, I was the guy who had scorched brick with his bare hands earlier today, so I was hardly one to talk.

      “So we started leaning on him a bit. Figured we'd encourage him to go home.”

      “You upped the abuse level on someone who had just brought in all sorts of nasty looking magical gear. And then a few days later, you're spurting arterial blood from your neck, and you think it's probably not a coincidence?” I said.

      “Well, yeah,” Dunn said.

      “Sounds like you got caught playing with fire. So what do you want me to do?”

      “Well, is there like, some sort of protection you can give Jerry?” asked Corporal. “Some way to stop this voodoo shit?”

      “It's probably not voodoo,” I said absently, already thinking about what might work. I didn't really know if this was a magical attack, but it seemed possible. Worse, I didn't really know what sort of power I was dealing with here. Best bet was to just do a generic protection, I figured, and hope it kept out the worst of whatever someone might throw at him. The only book I had brought from home was one on runes and runecrafting. I thought I might be able to put together a runescript to shield him some. I went to my desk and pulled out the book, flipped past a few pages, and found the runes I would need. I'd been practicing rune magic for months now, and it made an easy focus for my mind.

      Then I pulled a blue index card and a pen out of my center drawer. With careful lines, I drew the runes I wanted in the order I wanted, pushing will into each. I Looked at the card, and saw the lines of the runes glowing softly. The power was holding. I finished the last rune, and willed the overall binding into being – one script, instead of many runes, one purpose, instead of many meanings. Then I reached down, deep below me into the Earth, and pulled energy up, willing it to flow out into the card.

      When I was done I let out a little breath and Looked again. Now the entire card glowed with that same soft light. It was done. The script should ward against any small magical attacks.

      “There,” I said.

      “That's it?” asked Dunn.

      “That's it,” I confirmed. “Keep it with you. It should stop your recruit or anyone else from being able to do magical harm to you. Made it as strong as I could.”

      “So you really are into this shit,” said Corporal Berseto.

      “Yes, I really do know something about this shit,” I replied. “But it's not why I am here. I'm here for college, maybe a commission. I told the Drill Sergeant, I didn't even know about the ghost thing when I came here.”

      Berseto blinked, nodded. Dunn took the card from my hand. “Thanks,” he said, still staring a the card. OK, it was an index card with pen marked runes, not a hand carved ancient stone slab. It was the best I could do under the circumstances.

      “Get back to bed, Blackwell,” Berseto said. “Thanks for the help.”

      “Be careful,” I said. “Seriously. If your guy did this on purpose, he's dangerous. Watch yourselves.” I climbed back into bed, and they left the room, flicking the lights off as they left. I fell back to sleep quickly, but my dreams were not quiet.

      

      Sleep hadn't really been a peaceful thing after that, so I was tired the next day. That in turn made classes a lot more trouble. At least I wasn't late for calculus this time, but it was a lot harder to concentrate than I'd have liked. I got out of my last class of the morning and went back to my room for a bit to try to catch up on some homework before lunch formation. I'd barely even sat down when I heard a knocking on my door again. I was starting to think it was my room that was cursed. Every time I came in here, someone came looking for me. The knock was followed almost immediately by the knob turning, which meant cadre, not classmate. I stood up.

      Dunn stepped into the room and saw me standing there. “At ease, at ease,” he said. He closed the door quietly behind him. “Blackwell, I need your help.”

      Again? I thought it, but managed to keep my mouth shut this time. “What did you need, Sergeant?”

      He looked down at his feet. “It's about that card.”

      I waited.

      He looked back up at me, pulled a blue index card from his pocket, and held it out to me. I didn't take it. “I left it in my room this morning,” he said.

      “I told you to keep it with you. It's not going to protect you if you leave it in your room.”

      “Yeah, well...” He flushed a little. “It didn't seem as important...”

      “Once the sun came up, or once the beer had worn off?”

      “Whatever,” he said. “But someone messed with it. I thought you should see.”

      This time, I took the card from him. Someone had scrawled a little nasty looking smiley face in the corner. “Your room-mate?” I asked.

      “Nope. He never knew about it. I asked him, he hadn't been in the room.”

      Something about the card felt wrong. Like it was greasy, or dirty. But it wasn't. I steeled myself, and Looked at it. As soon as I had a glimpse, I flinched and looked away. My fingers let go of the card, dropping it to the floor. I Looked again. Where there should have been the soft blue and white glow of my protective runescript, instead were interwoven bands of sticky black. My binding wasn't gone, I saw. It had been flipped, reversed, brought back against itself. Instead of protecting, it would draw danger and harm to the person holding it.

      “Shit,” I said. I walked over to my dresser and yanked out my shoe polish kit. Most of us had lighters, to melt the wax and get a faster, cleaner shine on our uniform shoes. I pulled mine out of the kit and snatched the card back off the floor. Then I lit the card on fire.

      “Open the window for me?” I asked.

      “Yeah, OK,” Dunn said, staring at the flames. “Why'd you do that?”

      “Someone reversed the binding. If someone was working something bad on you, this would have made it hit a whole lot worse.” I brought the burning card to the window and leaned it in the sill. No sense setting off the file alarms. My hands were shaking some as I set it down carefully, flames down so that they would rise and consume the entire card.

      “How'd that happen?” Dunn asked.

      “I wish I knew,” I said, unable to keep a little shake out of my voice. “Until I saw that card, I didn't even know it was possible.”

      

      Ten minutes later I had sent him on his way with a new card, this time with strict instructions to keep it on him at all times. I was getting the idea that I wasn't going to get any peace sitting in my room, so took a walk to think and clear my head. The garden would be a nice place to do it.

      I'd found the garden by accident one day, the result of my insatiable need to not leave anything alone. The math and science buildings were both built in different years, and the place they joined had an odd shape to it as a result. Walking through the buildings, I saw that there was a space, maybe twenty by twenty feet, that didn't seem to have any rooms in it. It took some exploring, but finally I spotted a narrow gap between the buildings that led into an open space. It was odd, like an alcove accidentally grown into tumorous proportions.

      But it wasn't easy to find or reach, so it was quiet and out of the way. Although it was obvious someone went there... Around the edges, lilac bushes hugged the brick walls, and ivy flowed up past the bush tops. The rest of the space was taken up by beds of soft moss, dotted with patches of flowers and ornamental plants I didn't recognize. Amazingly, even in October the flowers were all still in bloom. I guessed the wild growth here had something to do with plenty of water pouring from the buildings around it, and plenty of heat radiating from the bricks of the buildings themselves. But there was also a peace here, and my Sight had picked up a light touch of what felt like magic.

      I loved the space. I went there as often as I could, whenever I needed a boost. I hoped someday I'd meet whoever had planted and cared for it, but there was never anyone else inside when I came.

      Today I plopped down gently on the moss, careful to disturb the plants as little as I could. I had a lot of thinking to do.

      Assuming Dunn was telling the truth, someone had broken into his room and messed with the rune script. Since the “messing with” was on a magical level, that meant it was someone who knew about magic. Knew more about magic than I did, I amended. Before I had seen my binding warped, I hadn't even considered that someone could do that to another person's working. Why should I have? I had never actually met someone else who could do anything with magic.

      I had now, I realized.

      There was someone else working magic here. His little smiley face had been a jeer at me. He knew Dunn would bring the card to me if it was visibly defaced. His little message.

      I thought about that last some more. Of course he knew Dunn would be likely to bring the card to me if there was an obvious change to it. But the magical working would not have been obvious. So the magical working was secondary to getting the card back to me. A warning? A threat?

      With that thought, I felt a sharp stabbing pain in my palm. I was on my feet and moving as soon as the pain registered, heading for the exit from the garden. I'd made a change, a little tweak, to the new rune script. This time, I made a small cut on my palm and used my blood to create a link to the binding. If it was triggered by attack or attempt to alter the rune script, I'd feel it.

      Like I was feeling it now, as a stabbing pain throbbing in my hand.

      I reached out with my senses, and felt for the card through the blood link. There, up the hill – in the barracks building next to mine. Dunn's building. And where this recruit with the magic lived, too. I picked up my pace to a run. The runescript triggering meant Dunn was in some sort of magical trouble. I hoped I'd be able to get there in time to help.

      I hoped that I'd be able to help, once I got there.
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      FRESHMAN ROOMS were on either the top floor or the bottom floor of each barracks. I entered the building from the side, on the second floor, and felt the tug from up. So I flew up the steps, taking them two at a time. As I ran, I gathered my will and called my bubble again. It flickered into reality around me. At the last flight I slowed, moving with enough caution to keep quiet and listen, catching my breath. Up ahead I heard voices.

      “You thought you'd make me crawl. Who's crawling now, Sergeant?”

      I heard a choked gasp in reply. I peeked up over the edge of the top stair. The hall was empty but for two people. One was Sergeant Dunn, laying on the tile floor flopping around, trying to hold the little blue card between himself and the other figure.

      The other was a young man, thin and lanky with the tight haircut of a freshman. He was standing there in uniform, but he'd added a personal touch: a necklace of large charms that looked disturbingly like bone. Now that had to be against regulations, I thought, for size if nothing else.

      I Looked, and wished I hadn't. Waves of sickening black ooze seemed to pour from the young man, washing down the hall. Most of it seemed targeted at Dunn, but enough was splashing on my shield to make me feel greasy, dirty. The recruit had something in his hand that glowed with darkness. The sense of power from it was so strong that I couldn't make out what it was, maybe another bone or a rock.

      “How long will that pathetic shield hold, do you think?” he snarled. “And how long will your mind last once it finally shatters? A minute? Or should I...prolong the experience?”

      Dunn was crab walking back now, trying to put some distance between him and the recruit, but the younger man was just walking slowly forward, keeping his pace as the darkness swirled ever stronger around his hand. They were both headed toward me. I stayed as still as I could, but he'd notice me before too long. Better, maybe, to take the initiative now.

      I stood up and walked out into the hall.

      The young cadet's eyes widened, then narrowed. “You.”

      The patter of dark magic against my shield grew into a steady stream as I stepped between him and Dunn. Now my shield was taking the full brunt of the pounding, and it was a pounding. I drove my will into the shield, shifting my focus as first one spot cracked a bit, then to another as the bubble thinned there.

      “Me,” I agreed. “Nice bones there. You order those from ThinkGeek? Or are they free when you pay your twenty bucks to Dark Wizards R Us?”

      He laughed. “You have no real power. I broke your first pathetic binding. I was about to break your second. And I can feel your defenses straining just to let you stand before me without whimpering like that dog.”

      “Well, we do what we can,” I said. I could feel sweat on my forehead. He was right. This was starting to be a strain. And that thing in his hand – I could see now that it was some kind of animal skull – was still building power.

      “Too little. Too small,” he said. “And now, I break both of your minds for the price of one spell.” He brought the skull forward, held it in both hands, and chanted something. And then three things happened so close together I had trouble tracking them.

      The building spell released, sending a mass of darkling energy pouring down the hall toward me.

      I felt a gust of wind rush past my shoulder and slash toward the recruit with a feline snarl of rage.

      And I reached for the nearest ley.

      Golden energy answered my call instantly and poured into my shield, channeled through my hands. The black blast struck the shield with an almost audible sizzling sound, but my shield held. I heard a roaring in my ears, the pounding of too much magic pouring into me, too much to focus into a spell like the bubble. So just as before, I put my hands in front of me, and pushed.

      The ley energy went roaring out of my hands as fast as it poured into me. I was a channel, a conduit. And that golden fire drove back the darkness, back down the hall, back to the source, down into the skull, and still the golden force drove on. I could feel the heat in the hall. Lightbulbs exploded across the ceiling. And still the fire drove down into that skull.

      Until it exploded.

      I dropped to my knees, severing the connection to the ley line as I did. I was still full of energy, which I dumped into my shield, just in case. But my opponent was just standing there wide-eyed. His hands were blackened where they had held the skull, and bits of bone had sliced into his shirt. He didn't seem badly hurt though. The only blood I saw dripped from four shallow parallel cuts slicing across his cheek.

      I got one leg back under me, then slowly stood up. I took a couple of breaths, getting my wind back. “Now, you were saying?”

      “Impossible,” he said in a whisper. Then he ducked off to one side, opened the door to one of the barracks rooms, and stepped inside, slamming the door behind him. I heard the lock turning.

      “Well, I guess he thinks discretion is the better part,” I said. I limped over to Sergeant Dunn, still weak from using so much magic so quickly. “Come on, you have to get up. We need to get you out of here.”

      He nodded. “I'm...OK now.” I wasn't so sure. It was one thing to believe in some sort of voodoo doll trick, another to have someone assault you directly with magic.

      “Let's get over to Peterson Hall,” I said. “Safer.”

      He nodded again, his eyes still wide and a little shocky looking. “What happened?”

      I sighed as I helped him to his feet. “You want the real answer, or the one that will help you sleep at night?”

      He gave me a look.

      “Come on, let's get out of here for now. I don't want to see what else he can cook up in that room, and I'm too tired to go in there after him. He'll wait,” I said.

      Dunn nodded, and started down the stairs. I felt a light breeze brush past my face, and whispered “Thank you,” into the wind as I followed Dunn out of the building.

      

      It was time and past to call in some help. I marched right up to the fifth floor, my floor. And down the hall to Fletcher's door. I rapped loudly.

      “Come!”

      I opened the door, and Dunn and I stepped inside. I shut the door behind us.

      “What the hell, Dunn?” Fletcher said. “You look like a truck ran you over.”

      He was a bit the worse for wear, I realized. A bruise on his cheekbone was beginning to swell, and his eye would probably be black by dinner. His clothes were mussed, wrinkled, and dirty. He'd get serious flack if anyone saw him in public with his uniform like that.

      Dunn looked at me nervously. “It's our problem recruit,” he said.

      “Blackwell. How are you involved in this?” Fletcher asked.

      “No!” Dunn broke in. “Not him. The other one.”

      “Dunn thought the kid – what's his name, anyway? - was using magic on him. I gave him a charm to protect him, and it worked. More or less,” I said, eyeballing the damage Dunn had taken despite the runescript.

      “His name is Ashe, Tim Ashe,” Dunn said. “And he got to me in the hall today, Fletcher. Hit me with something, knocked me down, and then I don't know what happened. But I couldn't move til Blackwell here showed up and faced him down.”

      “More bad magic on Ashe's part,” I said. “I stopped him from messing with Sergeant Dunn, and when he tried to do it to me, I fed his spell back to him sideways. Guess he didn't like it much.”

      Fletcher looked from one of us to the other. “You two putting me on?”

      “No, Drill Sergeant.”

      “No way, Fletch.”

      He looked back and forth at us again, then sat down, rubbing his forehead. “So where's Ashe now?”

      “We left him up there in his room,” I said. “I wasn't sure what else he could pull out of his hat up there, so we got out.”

      “Damn. So this Ashe is the real thing? He can mess with people?” Fletcher asked.

      I shrugged, tilted my head toward Dunn. “Looks like.”

      Fletcher stood up and paced the small room. “Well. There's no way to kick a student out for using black magic. But striking cadre is another matter. Ashe hit you, Dunn? Knocked you down, was about to assault you again?”

      “Pretty much, yeah,” said Dunn.

      “Might be enough. Blackwell, get going. You don't need to be involved in this. Dunn, you and I are going to go report Ashe to the Commandant's office to see if we can get rid of him. Recruits go batshit all the time. He won't be the first one sent home for it.”

      I stood up to go, then hesitated. “Be careful. I blew up his little skull toy, which might put a crimp in his style. But I don't know what else he's got in that room, or what else he might be able to do. Corner him, and he might be dangerous.”

      “You watch out too, Recruit,” said Fletcher. “You stopped him once, maybe hurt him. He's not going to like that. Keep your eyes open.”
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      LUNCH CAME AND WENT without any more incidents. Afterward, I had a Physics lab which would take up most of the afternoon. I ducked into my room and snagged my textbook and lab book. Then I opened my Calculus book and took out the little journal. Never hurts to be cautious, I figured, and I might get some time to read a bit more in lab. I headed off down the stairs, then out of the building and back down the hill toward the science center.

      I could almost feel the garden calling to me as I stepped into the building. It was only a wall away. But there just wasn’t time right now. Maybe later.

      I made it into the lab with time to spare, which was a relief. I snagged a copy of the lab notes for today's experiment, and started gathering supplies. An experiment into specific heat. Needed shavings from a couple of different metals, thermometers, beakers, test tubes, water, bunsen burners. Nothing hard here: just heat the water, put metal in the test tubes, dip them into the water, and measure the increase in temperature in the metals. I'd actually done this before back in high school. Pretty basic stuff.

      Which meant I might find some time for reading while I was working on the lab.

      People were grabbing lab partners, but I was hoping I’d be the odd man out today so that I could get the experiment up and running fast and read the book quietly. I’d have made an exception for Recruit Carey, who was cute even with her blond hair looped up in a bun to keep it off her shoulders. I shook my head and forced myself to look away before I started daydreaming about what she’d look like with her hair down. Only about a tenth of the students here were female, and while the college mixed men and women cadets on the same floor, only three companies had freshmen females. Mine, unfortunately, wasn’t one of them.

      She found a lab partner pretty quickly, anyway. Pretty and smart, a deadly combination in a physics lab full of testosterone! I was working solo as I’d hoped, so I quickly set the experiment up, then sat back to wait while the water heated. The professor was gliding through the room, helping anyone who needed it but mostly looking bored. I doubted anyone was going to have trouble with this one.

      While I waited, I cracked open my physics textbook to the page where I'd hidden the journal. I flipped to the next page after the little introduction I'd read.

      

      On Utilizing Ley Energy for a Fixed Magic Construct

      The easiest way to use a ley is to power a fixed spell of some sort, such as a ward or veil. Something which will remain in place, and is not attached to your own body. Directing ley magic through your own body is much more complex, and should wait until the basics have been fully mastered.

      

      Now he tells me, I thought. My head still throbbed from using the ley earlier.

      

      Feeding that energy into a fixed spell is a simpler matter, however. First, one must create a safety release for the spell, either into the ground or back into the ley line. Then one should spin off a thread of the power from the line, feeding the thread into the spell. Once fed thus, the ley energy should keep the spell in place virtually forever, or as long as these power lines last, anyway. It is vital to ground the spell before bringing the ley power in, however. Failure to do this will cause excess power to quickly build up in the spell, possibly resulting in catastrophic overload.

      

      Catastrophic overload didn't sound good. I went on, reading about the methods my unknown tutor used to spin off a thread of the ley energy. Really, not too different from what I had accomplished twice now. The difference in the exercise he was describing seemed to be that he treated the ley energy like electricity. He created an outlet first, to bleed any excess energy from the spell, before sending power into the spell. Which made perfect sense. The next page was an example, with step by step instructions for warding a space using the ley energy to empower the ward. It seemed pretty basic, something I could do.

      A hiss of wind past my ear and a slap against the back of my hand brought my attention back to my surroundings. I looked up at the experiment, but all seemed fine there, so I half closed my eyes and Looked about the room.

      Dark bands of power were weaving from the window of the door toward my lab table. I grabbed the journal and ducked to the floor.

      And the table erupted in flames.

      The nozzles for the table's natural gas output went slinging in four different directions, caroming off walls. One shattered a window. Flames roared from where the nozzles had been, sending sheets of fire toward the ceiling. I slapped the cut-off switch on the side of the table just as the sprinklers turned on, soaking the room. With hoots and hollers, everyone scampered out into the hall. I followed, tucking the journal into my shirt to keep it dry. The books on my lab table were a total loss, cooked beyond use. Like I would have been, if I hadn't looked up from reading just then.

      As I stepped into the hall, Professor Goudy hurried over to me. “Are you hurt, Blackwell?”

      “A little singed, but OK, professor,” I replied.

      “Never seen anything like that,” he said. “Have to cancel the lab for today, boys.” There was a chorus of quiet cheers in answer to that. “But that just means we'll have to get this lab and next week's lab done next time, so don't be too pleased with yourselves.” The cheers turned to groans.

      “Never seen anything like that,” he repeated. “Don't know how the nozzle could have just blown.”

      I gritted my teeth, but kept quiet. I knew how they had blown. I had seen Ashe's face peering through the window as he directed those threads of magic into the room. I should have been more alert. I'd have been badly hurt if I hadn't ducked in time.

      Which brought my thoughts back to the kitty-breeze. That was three times it had helped me, four if you counted finding the book and helping me break the spell concealing it as two. What was it? Why was it so interested in me?

      Too many questions with no answers. I headed out to look for the things I would need to set up a ward over my room.

      

      For the second night in a row I was violently awakened in the middle of the night.

      This time, it was the flaring of the wards in my room that broke into my sleep. I woke feeling like the entire room was shaking, and the stones set along each wall were burning with a brilliant inner flame in my Sight. I tried to gauge how much energy was being sent at me and couldn't. The wards seemed to be holding, though.

      I had set them up just after dinner, in the nick of time it seemed. The book's directions made it easy enough. I had a bag of polished stones, different minerals I had used for workings before. I picked four of them, charged them with protective energy, and set them at the middle of each wall. Then I linked them together, ran a ground from the ward into a ley line, and brought a thread out from the ley into the ward. It looked solid, and seemed like it should work.

      Looked like I was right. Another roar of energy washed over the room, breaking apart as it hit the ward. And then – nothing.

      I waited. Five minutes, then ten. Nothing. No more bursts of magic. No more attacks. I reached out with my senses, trying to see if I could trace the magic back to a source, but there didn't seem to be a link to a source anymore. All I got was a strong sense of Ashe's magic in the attack, his personal 'flavor' of energy.

      A half hour passed with no renewal of the attack. Maybe Ashe had gone to sleep. I tried to do the same, but even with the security of the wards around me, it was a restless night.

      

      I made it through the entire morning without running into Ashe even once. Not a hint of dark spells coming my way. Not even a twinge. Of course, I'd spent the entire day jumping at shadows, expecting some sort of attack at any time. It was an exhausting way to live. I was relieved when Fletcher called me into his room again after lunch. Maybe he had some good news.

      “Sit down, recruit,” he said. “I have some good news.”

      “Ashe is being sent home?”

      “No. Ashe left, by himself. Last night. Just up and headed out.”

      I blinked.

      “Guess his cadre made it too rough for him after all,” Fletcher went on. “Commandant's office sent word down to his cadre to pack up his stuff and get it ready to ship home. Dunn let me know the good news this morning.”

      “He left his stuff, Drill Sergeant?”

      “Seems like he left most of it. Just bugged out. Did the eighty-nine south.” That was the highway near the university. Most people headed home by that route. Enough freshmen headed home for good each year that leaving during those first months had its own euphemism.

      “Are you sure he's gone?”

      “Why?” Fletcher asked, eyes alert again. “What makes you think he's still here?”

      I filled him in about the attack the night before, how it had hit my wards hard enough to rattle them even with a ley line powering them.

      “Maybe his parting strike, trying to mess with you before he left,” Fletcher said.

      “Maybe...” I shook my head. “But that doesn't feel like him. He wanted to be here, wanted the power from here. This feels too easy. Can I get into his room, Drill Sergeant?”

      “You want to look at his stuff? Why?” Fletcher asked. “They'll be packing it up over there soon and sending it home.”

      “I just have a bad feeling that this isn't over, is all. I might be able to get more if I can see his room.”

      “I'll call Dunn,” Fletcher said. “If he's OK with it, he can take you in there. But he stays with you – and touch nothing. Not supposed to have freshmen messing with an 89'er's stuff.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I was in the next barracks over again, back on that top floor. I tried to convince myself that the clinging bits of darkness I saw were my imagination, but I had the feeling they were all too real. It was going to be a while before that floor was really clean again, spiritually speaking. Dunn met me as I came up the last flight of stairs.

      “Listen, Blackwell,” he whispered, “I owe you one, which is why I'm going out on a limb for you here. But I could get in big shit for this, so keep your voice down, get in, get out, and not a word of this, hear?”

      I nodded.

      “Good,” he said. “Follow me.”

      He unlocked the door I'd seen Ashe duck into after our fight. The door opened with the barest whisper. He stepped in, and I followed him, Looking as I went.

      To my Sight, the room was dripping with black pustulent ooze. There was an aura of pervasive anger here, hostility, hate. I couldn't imagine how Ashe had managed to survive in this. I'd have gone mad trying to sleep in there.

      “He have a room-mate?” I asked. The second desk looked empty, unused.

      “Nope. Quit first week.”

      Which made sense. Ashe would not have been a pleasant house mate. I hoped the room-mate had gotten out before things had been too bad in here. I glided through the room, glancing around. Most of the room had pretty normal things for a freshman. We weren't allowed much. No clothes except our uniforms, no TVs, radios, or other electronic toys. Even our blankets were university-issue stuff. I glanced over his desk, and to normal vision it looked just like any other freshman desk. The books were all lined up evenly, everything on top of the desk was neatly set on a blotter. I Looked at it, and Saw the dark lines of energy on the desk, lingering from old incantations there. And Saw a simple veil on the lower drawer. Not a ward, just a spell to keep most folks from wanting to open the drawer.

      Which of course made me want to open it.

      “Sergeant, be ready. He's got something in here,” I pointed to the drawer. “I'm going to open it.”

      He looked at the drawer, then at me, and nodded. I pulled my bubble shield around myself, just in case. No sense taking chances. Then I hooked a finger under the drawer handle, and pulled. A flash of blackness leapt from the drawer to spatter harmlessly against my shield, motes of the black stuff sizzling down toward the floor. Didn't know what the spell would have done, and was glad I didn't need to find out.

      I looked down, careful not to touch anything inside.

      Dunn looked over my shoulder and whistled. “He was hiding this crap in here all this time? We thought we'd taken all his contraband.”

      The drawer was about half full of an assortment of nasty looking junk. Bones, candles, stones, and less easily identifiable bits all lay neatly sealed in a row of ziplock bags. A pair of slender books rested against the side of the drawer, spine facing up.

      But I noted the empty spaces between several of the bags, gaps between them. He'd taken some of his tools with him, wherever he went.

      “But why take some and leave the others?” I wondered aloud.

      “Hmmm?” said Dunn.

      “See here, here, and here – he took some bags from this row. And there's room on the side for at least one other book. As orderly as this drawer is, I'd guess he had everything organized just right. But that means a good chunk of his stuff is missing.”

      “Maybe he grabbed some of the more valuable things when he went home.”

      “Maybe,” I replied. “Or maybe he used them up last night before he left.” I explained about the late night attack against my room. “It was a lot stronger than his spells yesterday. Don't know what he did to raise that power.” Although I guessed he'd tapped into the leys for it.

      Dunn slid the drawer shut. “OK, I need to pack his stuff up and get it into storage. I want you out of here, Recruit. You've been a help, but it's against regs to have another freshman helping with this. Don't want accusations of stuff being misplaced. I've got another cadre coming in here to help me and serve as a second set of eyes.”

      “OK,” I said. “Be careful, sergeant. He might still have something nasty stored in here, so watch yourselves. I'll be in my room, if you need me for anything.”

      I left the room and headed back to my own, next door. Something didn't feel right about this. I didn't really understand why Ashe had left at all, but it certainly didn't make any sense to leave so much of his magical supply stash behind. It was all small, easily transported. I stayed in my room for the rest of the afternoon, just in case Dunn needed some backup.

      

      He hadn't, and I heard through the grapevine that evening that all Ashe's stuff had been locked in the basement of the barracks until they could ship it back to him. Officially, they had to wait for him to request that, since he hadn't formally told the school he was leaving.

      It looked like things were finally getting back to normal. The night passed peacefully, and I got uninterrupted sleep for the first time in days. Fletcher ripped into me at morning formation for not having my shirt and belt buckle lined up properly. I'd managed to look serious enough to not get more flack from him for smiling. After working with him and Dunn these past days, it seemed harder to take cadres' daily doling of abuse with anything but a grain of salt.

      I managed to read a bit more of the journal the evening before. The author had written instructions for how to take ley energy into yourself and redirect it without cooking yourself in the process. Based on my past experiences, this seemed like it would be useful information to have on hand. But I was still a little nervous about trying a third time. The first two had hurt.

      I was thinking about when I could make that third attempt while crossing the campus from one classroom building to another when I first got an inkling that I wasn't out of the metaphorical woods yet.

      Sharp, crisp, cold, and clean as a surgical knife cut, I felt it.

      Something...nearby...was watching me.

      Wanting me dead.

      I felt that last with absolute certainty. The cold hunger was unlike anything I'd felt before. Not human. Alien. Other. This wasn't the hunger of passion or an empty belly. This was dark. Different.

      I stood there, frozen in place. Every instinct screamed – predator near! I couldn't move.

      Then I felt its rapture, as well as hunger and need. I didn't have a shield, and the thing's emotions were like a spell, magical energy hammering at my will. It would break that, then draw me to it, devour what I was, and look for more.

      I realized I was on my knees, hands flat against the cold pavement of the path. I closed my eyes, trying to gather enough will to do something, stop it somehow.

      I had just enough will left to send a soft whisper on the wind. “Kitty-breeze...can you help me?” A moment later, I heard a soft purr in my mind.

      A whirl of wind blew leaves up and around me, a miniature tornado of dust and debris. I felt the pressure ease a bit. The wind seemed to scatter the thing's magic, or maybe it just couldn't see me as well. It was enough.

      I snapped my bubble around me, willing it into explosive blue light in my Sight. Then, my will my own again, I spun slowly, Looking for the source of the attack. I went all the way around, but...nothing.

      It had left. I had survived whatever it was, this round at least. I had a feeling that it would be back, though. Starting to shake from reaction to the fight, and about to be late to my class as well, I got moving. I was guessing history professors were not especially good about accepting “almost eaten by fiendish magical creature” as an excuse to miss lectures. I forced my feet to start walking, to get me out of the open and into the building. At least with other people around, it might not make an overt attempt to attack me. I hoped.

      I was still shaking when I slipped into my seat in class a few minutes later. I cracked open my textbook and pretended to pay attention while I went over the attack in my head. What the hell had that been? I'd run into little energy forms before, like the ones in the river and the library. Leftover bits of long gone spells, or the last vestiges of some old spirit. I'd seen ghosts, but they still felt human. This hadn't. That meant it was probably some sort of spirit being – a living thing, but made entirely of magical energy, without real physical form except what it could inhabit and move around with magic. I thought the kitty-breeze was something like that too, a spirit of wind, using its magic to animate the air around it and create something like a body for it to inhabit.

      This thing wasn't like the kitty-breeze though. That felt familiar, in an odd way – she felt strongly feline, sort of like an exceptionally smart house cat. This new entity felt dark, dangerous, and just...wrong...in a way that my mind was having trouble putting into thoughts.

      I figured it would be too much of a coincidence to have some strange, hungry, magical creature roaming the campus right after Ashe had left without the two being related somehow. Should have listened to my gut about Ashe when it told me we hadn't seen the end of trouble from him. I'd need to be on my guard again.
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      CORPORAL BERSETO pounded on my door that night. I was half expecting something to happen, so I hadn't been sleeping well anyway. I popped out of bed, hit the floor and started slipping sweats and sneakers on as he entered the room.

      “Drill Sergeant wants to see you, Blackwell,” he said, then ducked back out into the hall.

      “Be right there,” I replied. I tied the second shoe and stood up.

      Berseto was nowhere to be seen when I got to the hall. I crossed and knocked on Fletcher's door, but got no answer. I knocked again, louder. Still nothing. Well, he had asked for me, and I was starting to get nervous. I took the knob in my hand and tried to turn it. Unlocked. I opened the door and peered into the room.

      The lights were all out. I could see someone sitting on the bed in the gloom, but that was about it. “Drill Sergeant? You OK?” I asked, reaching toward the light switch.

      “No lights,” he said.

      “OK” I retrieved my hand and stepped in, leaving the door open a crack for some light. “You called for me?”

      He sighed, then seemed to shake himself a bit. “Close the door,” he said, turning on a small bedside lamp. I thought I could hear a little bit of a slur in his s. Had he been drinking?

      I looked him over as I shut the door and stepped nearer. He was sitting on the bed, both feet planted to the floor. Dressed in civilian clothes, sneakers – so he'd been out somewhere, most likely. His face was down, only partly visible to me, but he looked pale, very pale. His hands were shaking.

      “What happened?” I asked, keeping my voice soft.

      “We have parties in the wood line, you know. The upperclassman do,” he said, looking up at me. “Something we do.” I could smell beer on his breath now. Northshield was a dry campus – no alcohol allowed. But it was no surprise that the older cadets had found ways around that. I nodded.

      “I was out there, hanging. Been a tough week. Wanted to kick back. Good way to do it.”

      I nodded again. He was rambling, but I wanted to let him talk this out, so I kept quiet.

      “We had a little fire. Nothing big. Staff doesn't pay attention to what we do out that way, down by the river.” He drifted off into silence.

      “So what happened there?”

      “I went to take a leak in the woods, away from the fire. I stepped out far enough to be in the dark, and took care of things. Turned around to head back, but... I couldn't go. I couldn't move. Felt it out there, watching me. Hungry for me.”

      A chill rolled down my back. “Hungry for you?” I whispered.

      “Hungry,” he repeated. “I couldn't move, and I could feel it slipping closer. Couldn't see it, but I could feel it rolling in nearer.”

      I remembered every moment of my experience earlier that day in vivid detail.

      “Then I saw it.”

      I blinked, looked at him again. “You saw it?” I asked. He shouldn't have seen a spirit being unless it had somehow covered itself with something solid. Or unless he had Sight himself, which I was pretty sure he didn't.

      He nodded. “It rose out of the brush in front of me, all inky black. I could see it by where it blotted out the campus lights behind it, and where it blocked the stars as it rose above me. I felt like a mouse in front of a cobra. Then I managed to scream, and ran back to the fire.”

      He took a deep breath. “The guys razzed me about the scream, asked if I'd run into a man-eating raccoon. I was too shook up, they were too drunk. Didn't know how to explain what I saw, so I stood there by the fire for a long time, hoping it wouldn't come near. It didn't.”

      “So then you came back here?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, couple of the guys were coming back to barracks, so I walked with them. Strength in numbers, right?”

      I wasn't sure numbers would really help. This thing had made itself visible, not as a wind or even as a fire, but as something else. I didn't know what. But if it was able to be seen physically, I was pretty sure that meant it was incredibly powerful and incredibly dangerous.

      “Drill Sergeant,” I said. “We need to get down there, get those people out of there. We've got to get them back into barracks. They're not safe. How many people were at the fire when you left?”

      “Maybe a dozen?” he said.

      Might be enough to give it pause, I thought. But maybe not, too. “Come on,” I said. “show me where. We'll think of something to get them back to bed.”

      “They'll be fine, Blackwell. Let it be.”

      “With that thing still out there? They'll be tasty treats.”

      “I don't know if I can go back out there,” he said.

      “Listen, I ran into something earlier. Sounds like the same thing you saw, and it almost ate me, too. But I beat it. We need to stop this thing.”

      Fletcher looked up at me then. “Why didn't you say something?”

      “Because I thought it was just after me. But it's not – it sounds like it's just hungry and looking for a snack. Which those drunk kids are going to give it if we don't hurry.”

      He got up. Once he was moving, a little determination seemed to go a long way. He was getting some color back, and looking more sure of himself. For that, if nothing else, getting him to help was a good idea. And he'd seen this thing once and yanked himself away. I knew from experience how hard that was. Fletcher might be a bigger help than I'd guessed.

      We went to a light jog when we hit the hallway, and moved down the stairs at speed. Not recklessly fast, but a taking two at a time in a steady pace. We were side by side when we reached the bottom, neither of us winded. Some advantage to all the PT. The doors out onto the parade ground were double, and we each hit one, still moving fast.

      Neither of us were really in a hurry to see this thing again, but I didn't know how much time we had. We'd barely taken three steps from the building when that question was answered – not enough.

      Gunshots thundered in the darkness, coming from a ways away. I counted six shots, then nothing.

      “Those were from the woods around the party,” Fletcher said. “Come on!” He took off in a sprint, and I picked up the pace to follow him. As I ran, I reached out, drawing magic into me. I was careful to avoid drawing off the leys. I didn't want to do that again until I'd had a chance to practice a bit without being under the gun. Not if I could help it, anyway. But I paid careful attention to where the nearest ley was. Just in case.

      We ran past the barracks on the other side of the parade grounds, and down the hill on the other side. Past the hill was a wide athletic field, and somewhere in the woods beyond was the little party. We were moving full tilt across the field, Fletcher leading the way. He seemed to know right where he was going, so I gathered these parties were not an uncommon thing. There was just enough moon to let us keep our footing on the field, but things would be worse in the woods. I focused and brought up my Sight, overlaying my vision with the whorls of energy drifting about. It would let me see better than my normal vision, once we were in the woods.

      The trees sat in a towering wall in front of us. On our side, mowed grass. On the other, old forest, a blockade of trees bigger than two people could have wrapped their arms around. I could hear screaming in there, somewhere, but couldn't see the fire.

      “Where are they?” I whispered.

      “Deeper. Have to be far enough in to hide the light. That way,” he said, pointing.

      I grimaced, stepped between two trees, and glided through the woods. My Sight gave me enough to avoid tripping on anything, but my footsteps still crackled on brush and branches, sounding loud in my ears.

      “Stay close and follow me,” I said.

      Then I could see the flickering of a small fire ahead. And that's where the screams were coming from. Someone was yelling their voice hoarse, long wordless cries of agony. I heard other voices babbling under the constant scream.

      Fletcher and I broke into the small clearing at about the same time. It was dimly lit by a dying fire ringed by head sized rocks. Around that rested several large logs pulled into service as benches. There were still a bunch of people around. I saw several bodies lying on the ground. One was the screaming cadet, clutching his hands to his chest as he screamed over and over. I saw a dark wetness between his fingers when he shifted them, and his screams were beginning to take on a wet, bubbly character. It didn't sound good.

      The girl next to him was lying on her back as well, slack jawed and staring open eyed at the sky. I Looked at her, to see if we could still help her, and saw clearly the side of her head, hidden in darkness but not from my Sight. It was missing entirely, bits of bone and brain spilling out onto the ground beside her as she lay.

      I turned to one side and threw up.

      Fletcher was grabbing people, getting them on their feet.

      “You!” he said, grabbing one cadet. “Go get help. Call 911, tell them someone's been shot, and get an ambulance down here. Run!” The cadet ran off into the night.

      “How'd this happen?” he asked the others.

      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and looked around. There were three men and one woman standing in front of him. A fourth guy was trying to help the wounded man, who had stopped screaming and was starting to sputter and cough. And then I saw the third body laying on the cold ground. The dead woman, the wounded man, and a third. I grimaced as I turned my Sight on him, half expecting the worst. But he seemed unconscious and not badly hurt.

      “I don't know, Fletch,” said one of the standing men. “We were gett'in ready to head back to barracks, when Tatro there” he pointed at the unconscious man “started screaming something about monsters about to eat him. He whipped out that gun and just started shooting. No one even knew he had a weapon on him.”

      Fletcher looked a question at me.

      “Could have appeared to him. Could have just made him think he was seeing something that wasn't there,” I said.

      “So what did you do about it, Greene?” asked Fletcher.

      “I hit the deck, Fletch, and you would have too. Man, those bullets were real. No game,” said Greene, the guy who'd been telling their story so far. The other two just stood there looking sheepish. “Soon as he ran out of bullets, I hit him hard as I could. Took him down.”

      “Damn it!” cried the cadet helping the kid who'd been shot. He was leaning back now, and the hurt kid was thrashing on the ground, coughing blood in a spray in front of him. I ran over to help, but before I reached his side the dying cadet spasmed hard once more, then fell still.

      And that's when I felt it, the tendrils of dark energy hooked into the dying boy, the sense of deep satisfaction and fulfillment from somewhere there in the darkness outside the clearing. It had fed. But it was still there, and still hungry. Always hungry.

      “Uh...Fletcher?” I said. His eyes snapped over to me, and I could see the renewal of fear there. He felt something too. “We need to get out of here. Now,” I said.

      “You, you,” Fletcher said, pointing at the two cadets who's stood silently til now. “Grab Tatro, bring him along. Everyone stick together, we're headed up to the barracks. Let's move.”

      I hung back as the two guys picked up Tatro, and Fletcher started leading the way through the woods back toward campus. So I was nearest to the fire when it went out. It didn't just flicker and die – it went out, as completely as if a bucket of water had been dumped over it, but without the steam. One moment, fire and hot coals. The next, darkness and cold.

      I snapped my shield up.

      Half a heartbeat later, something black and serpentine slammed into the shield, rocking me back on my heels and than vanishing into the brush. I heard its sibilant hiss in my mind, and worked to block it out while maintaining the shield. Again it streaked in and slapped the shield, but this time it didn't move away, and instead wrapped looping coils of dark energy around the sphere. Then it began applying will – and I felt the shield beginning to crack and corrode under the strain. I started feeding more magic into the shield, but I wasn't going to have enough to hold it long.

      I could feel the ley line close, beckoning.

      With a mental pull, I spooled a thin band of energy off the ley, wreathing it down toward my shield. With enough power, I should be able to hold even this thing at bay for a while. I Saw the thin strand of light slipping down, down, toward me from the ley stretching across the sky above.

      Then the apparition reached out a tendril of dark, wrapping the ley string and drawing it in.

      The crushing pressure redoubled. I could feel its thoughts, pressing in like a mass of black iron from all sides. It had the golden power now. Now it would feed, and feed. I was nothing to it now! I watched the blackness pour back up the thread, enter the ley itself, and pour like oil toward the nexus. But there was still enough of it left behind, crushing down on my shield, to finish me.

      Moments left. I could See cracks riddling the shield. But I could feel part of the thing slipping away, like it's full attention was no longer on me, diverted to feeding from the leys instead. And I had a crazy idea, something I'd never tried before, but that could work. Maybe. I knelt down, sweat dripping off my forehead into the ground. With my left hand, I scooped up some sand from under the pine needles, and then caught some of the sweat into the same hand. I brought the hand to my mouth and bit the heel of my thumb hard enough to draw blood. I recalled how much stronger the protective runescript had felt with the addition of my blood to the spell.

      Wincing, I pulled some of the blood into my palm. Then I drew the hand toward my face and breathed out a lungful of air into the contents, and forced my will into the mix.

      Earth of my flesh, water of my sweat, fire of my blood, air from my breath, mixed with soil from below me.

      Instantly, I felt a conduit open up from the energy bound in the Earth beneath my feet. I didn't have time to summon or control that energy properly. So I didn't try. I sucked that geyser of power up, channeled it all into the sphere. And then with a burst of will, I blew the shield outward like a mine.

      It shattered along every crack and stress line. The blast blew away from me. The thing, wrapped around the shield as it was, took the brunt of the magical force as it ripped outward. It shrieked in agony, and whipped the rest of itself up, into the ley. In a moment, it was gone down the line toward the center of campus.

      In its wake I was left kneeling on the ground, barely able to stand back up. Not one leaf had rustled in the blast, not one twig moved. But the power had been there. The burst of magical energy had hurt the thing.

      If it could be hurt, it could be beaten.

      I staggered over to a tree, using it to steady myself for a moment. Then I started following the others out of the woods, up toward the field. I had to go after it. Soon, before it ate more power from the leys. I broke out of the woodline, intent on following it up to the nexus, tracking it down, and fighting it loose.

      But my feet stumbled on the loose turf of the athletic field, and I weaved, almost going down. Another stumble, and I felt my knees hit the grass and dirt. Then I tipped sideways, and didn't see anything else for a while.
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      THE FIRST THING I felt, waking back up, was warm air on my face. I opened my eyes, and saw nothing but darkness and some flashing lights. Then there was a face peering down at mine, brow wrinkled in concern. I didn't know the face, and didn't recall where I was. I gasped in deeply, more warm air filling my lungs, stark contrast to the cold under me.

      “You OK, kid?” the face above me asked.

      I nodded, pushing against the ground to try to sit up. He lay a restraining hand on my chest. “Just rest a minute, kid. You've been out a while now. Give yourself a sec.”

      Out a while? Everything came back in a rush – the run to the woods, the other cadet shot, dying. The creature attacking. Fighting it off. And falling down.

      It was still dark, but how long had I been out? I pushed up with more strength this time, and he let me sit. I pulled the oxygen mask from my face. The man sitting next to me on the grass was dressed in the blue uniform of a local EMT. The flashing lights were an ambulance parked nearby.

      “How long?” I asked, gasping a little in the cold night air. The tanked oxygen had been much warmer.

      “Since you went down?” he replied. “Don't rightly know. Maybe half an hour, tops. You got triaged as not too serious. Bit of shock, but your vitals were OK. Not like that other kid.” He nodded toward the ambulance, where two other blue clad men were wheeling a stretcher draped with a large sheet. “Sorry. There wasn't anything we could do for him when we got here.”

      An hour. Maybe I still had time to stop the thing before it got too strong, feeding off the leys. I tried to get my feet under me to stand, but my legs felt like rubber. I winced as muscle cramps started making themselves known. Laying on the ground in a Vermont October night was getting crossed off my list of recommended activities. There wasn't any frost, but it felt like there ought to be.

      “Sit tight,” the EMT said. “Be right back.” He walked to the ambulance, opened a drawer, and pulled out something white and folded. He brought it back over, opening up a big blanket that he gently lay over my shoulders. It was pre-warmed, and I gratefully let that heat sink into my sore back and shoulders.

      “That should help a bit,” he said. “I'm Luke. Police are over there talking to some of the other kids, and will probably be by to talk to you too, in a while.”

      “Thanks for the blanket,” I said, trying not to think about how little time I had left. Talking to the police was not on the agenda tonight. Chasing that thing down was. It had murdered now. I was pretty sure it wouldn't be the last time unless someone stopped it.

      Then I shivered a little. And why should that someone be me? I barely lived through meeting this thing, twice now. Third time might not be the charm. Maybe it was time to pack it in, head home. I could say I'd had enough of cadet life and couldn't hack it. Hell, my parents were waiting for that – they said I'd be home before the end of September, but they'd be pleased as punch with the end of October. I'd eat some crow, deal with their 'I told you so' bullshit for a while, and then go to some school they wanted me to attend next fall.

      At least I'd be alive.

      I looked over at the police cruisers parked nearby, blue lights flashing. A handful of people were sitting and standing there. Fletcher was probably among them, being grilled with the rest. What would happen to him? I'd gotten to like him, these last few days. Would he be safe? Then I looked back up at campus, a few lights still on here and there in the tall brick barracks. Would any of them?

      Still undecided, I slowly got my feet under me. No matter what I was going to do, it wasn't going to be right now. My arms felt floppy and weak, and my knees were shaking as I stood up. But they held. I wrapped the blanket more tightly around myself to ward off the chill. “I think I'd better go see them,” I said to Luke. He was still standing there hovering, making sure I didn't topple over.

      He grinned a little when I didn't. “Good stuff, kid,” he said.

      “Ryan,” I replied. “My name's Ryan.”

      “Well, you take care, Ryan. The police are going to be looking for someone to blame for this. Kid getting shot right on campus like this. Bad thing.”

      I couldn't argue with that. Just like I couldn't tell the police why it really happened. No way they'd believe it. So I just nodded and started over toward the cops.

      One of them looked up as I came closer and said “Ryan Blackwell?” He was a big guy, burly. I couldn't make out much of his face in the near darkness. I tried squinting into my Sight, but nothing came up. I froze, my heart pounding. I tried reaching with my magic, to feel the leys, the energy around me, anything. Nothing. Nothing at all.

      What was wrong with me?

      “Ryan Blackwell?” he repeated. “That you, son?”

      I cleared my throat, buying myself a moment to clear my head. “Yes, sir. I'm Blackwell.” I couldn't See anything or feel any magic around me. Had the thing hurt me somehow? Or was I really just that worn out?

      “Good to see you up. Fared better than some. Come on over,” he said. “I'm Sergeant Olsen. This is Sergeant Piper,” he nodded at the other policeman present. Sitting around the car were all the other cadets who'd been out there in the woods, except Fletcher – who was standing next to Olsen. Fletcher tipped his head to me as I came into their little circle.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “We were-” Fletcher started to say, but was cut off by Sergeant Olsen, who said “We were hoping you could tell us. These kids don't seem to have any clue.”

      I caught Fletcher's warning glance, but didn't really know what it was he was trying to warn me about. I didn't know what story the other cadets had been spinning. I only know they were probably not telling the police they had been attacked by a hungry magical spirit. Better to stick with the truth, if not the whole truth.

      “I don't know the full story myself,” I said. “I was with Drill Sergeant Fletcher. We heard what sounded like gun shots. So we ran down to see what was going on. We got to the woods, saw hurt people. Drill Sergeant sent one cadet for an ambulance. Then we tried to get everyone out of there. Everyone we could.”

      “I threw up in the woods,” I admitted. “And then I guess I passed out once we got back to the field. Next thing I knew, I had an EMT waking me up.”

      “Where were you, when you heard the shots?” Olsen asked.

      “Up near our barracks.”

      “So you went running toward the sound of gunfire?”

      I shrugged. “It seemed to make sense at the time. Not so much in retrospect. I thought someone might be hurt and need help.”

      Olsen was nodding and jotting down more notes. I tried to get a better sense of him, but there it was again, that void where my magic should have been. Nothing. I felt blind.

      “And when you got to the little party in the woods, what did you see?” he asked.

      “One cadet hurt, one cadet with her brains blown out, one cadet who looked unconscious, and a bunch more scared ones still up and about.” I was starting to get a little frustrated.

      Olsen gave me a look. “We saw all that, too. We've got the kid the others here ID'ed as the shooter in custody already. And we've got two dead kids, and a gun with two sets of prints on it that isn't even supposed to be here.”

      No guns on campus except for those locked in the armory, that was the official rule. Which was a laugh. This was a military college. Rumor had it that there were more personal firearms here than there were students. All against the rules, of course, and you risked expulsion if you were caught with one, but the cadets looked out for each other.

      “You've talked to all of us,” said Fletcher. “You've got the shooter. You've got the gun. Can we get to bed now? We've all got classes in the morning, and...it's been a rough night.” Something in his voice made me look more closely at him. He looked haggard. Worn.

      The police looked at each other. “Yeah, I think they can go now,” Piper said. “We'll be testing the gunman for drugs and whatnot though. And the samples you all provided.”

      “Sure, I guess they can go,” Olsen agreed. The cadets started standing up. We turned to start the long trudge back up the hill toward the barracks. None of us seemed to have very much energy left. It had been that kind of night.

      “Oh, Ryan?” asked Olsen. I turned back to look at him. “How did your hand get cut up?”

      I looked down at my hand. The EMTs must have seen to it before I woke up. Where I'd cut myself for the blood, a bit of gauze was taped to the palm. I looked back up at Olsen again. “Must have sliced it when I fell,” I replied, keeping my voice bland.

      “Well. Be careful about that sort of thing,” he said. “Not always as simple as it seems to be.”

      My breath caught in my throat. He knew. I wasn't sure how much he knew, but he knew that there was magic involved, or at least knew that there was more to this whole thing than met the eye.

      “The EMT took a sample of your blood from the mess in your hand. So we can run it by the lab,” Olsen continued. “If someone's selling drugs here, we need to know about it. You'll all keep us in mind if you think of anything else, of course.” It wasn't a question, and we all nodded mutely.

      Fletcher and I found ourselves alone on the last bit of the walk back to our barracks. The other cadets had already peeled off without a word to return to their own buildings.

      “What was that thing?” asked Fletcher quietly as we walked up the hill.

      “Honestly? I don't know. Something dark.”

      “Is it gone? Did you get it?”

      “Not hardly,” I replied. “I survived it. Barely. But I'm worried I might have made things worse. I think it's tapped into the leys now, and that it couldn't til I tried to draw on them to fight it.”

      We walked on in silence a bit.

      “How bad is that?” he asked.

      “Depends on how fast it can feed, grow, get stronger,” I said. “I wanted to go after it right away, but it's been too long now. And I'm still too tired. I need to find a way to even the odds somehow.”

      He opened the door for me, and I sagged my way through the frame, walking to the steps. I remembered with a groan that I still had five stories of stairs to climb. Then I recalled with too much clarity the girl's brains on the cold ground, and my stomach twisted in knots. It could have been worse.

      I pushed exhausted legs up a flight, rounded the corner, up another flight. Of course, it could still get worse, too.

      “You could always just go home,” Fletcher said. “If you think this thing is too big for you.”

      “And then who would it kill next? It's killed, Drill Sergeant, or forced someone to kill for it which amounts to the same thing. And it's fed from the fear and terror of those murders. It'll kill again now, I think.” I paused. “Would I ever know? Would I ever find out who died next? And who after that? Or would I always just be left wondering, never knowing who died because I ran away?”

      I stopped on the stairs and shook my head. “I thought about it. I just can't do that.”

      He stopped next to me and looked me in the eyes. “Good,” he said. Then he kept walking up the stairs. “If you need help, let me know. This thing killed two of my friends, and I want a piece of it too.”

      Later. For now, I needed rest, needed a clear head. I needed my magic back. I hadn't said anything to Fletcher about my apparent burn-out, but it still had me worried. What if I was useless in fighting this thing now? Tentatively, I reached out my feelings, and caught a wispy glimpse of the wards around my room. I almost dropped in relief right in the hallway. Whatever had happened, it seemed like I was already recovering. Maybe it was a little like muscle fatigue, and I just needed some rest. I opened the door to my room, kicked off my shoes, and climbed into bed. I was asleep almost before I was laying down.
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      MORNING CAME far to quickly and was far too busy for my taste. My eyes still felt gritty, and my throat was sore. The knots in my back from the night before were worse, if anything. I got up with the reveille call anyway, went to the bathroom to scrub myself off, and then tossed my uniform on. No PT this morning, which was a blessing. As I went down the stairs toward formation, I tried to Look ahead of me, and was rewarded by a flickering sense of dim perception. It wasn't much, but it was something. I was still awfully tired, but the relief I felt that my magic was still there came like a revitalizing breath of air. I spent formation trying to test myself, gently poking around like I would stretch an overtired muscle. By the time we were marching down to breakfast, I was pretty sure everything was still in place. I just needed more rest, so I stopped the prodding for a while.

      Breakfast was interrupted halfway through. The commandant of cadets stood up and walked to the podium where he or someone else made morning announcements. He was wearing his Marine class A uniform, the bird he had worn when he retired still resting on his shoulder. The military exploits of Colonel Stone were something of a legend among the cadets. Everyone hushed when he began to speak.

      “I know many of you are already aware of the accident last night, when two of our cadets were shot by the accidental discharge of a personal firearm fired by another cadet. They were both killed by the wounds. My office and the police have already contacted their families. We will be holding a Midnight Taps for both deceased in three days.”

      “However, I have more grave news. One of our recruits, Recruit Ashe, was presumed to have left campus for home two days ago. However, we received word this morning that he never arrived home. It is possible that he might not have left campus at all. Given the serious nature of the accident last night, the police have involved themselves in a search of the entire campus and grounds, to begin after breakfast. We have canceled classes for the day and will be directing the entire student body to assist the police in their investigation. Seniors will remain in the barracks and help with a floor by floor search of each. Juniors and sophomores will be detailed to check all academic buildings, while staff will search the administrative buildings on the chance he is hiding or hurt in one of those locations.”

      “Cadre will take their freshman class platoons and divide the grounds among themselves. Each cadre will bring a small group of freshmen with him, and search the entire outdoors. This is an extensive area, so we'll be detaching the other classes to assist with the search as soon as possible.”

      “If Recruit Ashe is still here, our job is to find him quickly. If he is not still on the grounds, then a search of the entire campus will show this clearly to the authorities, who can then focus their efforts in looking for him elsewhere.”

      “That is all,” he said, and went to sit back down. The room began to buzz with quiet conversations.

      I glanced over and Fletcher, and saw him already looking at me. Then he looked away. Addressing the table, he said “OK. Everyone get yourselves together and ready for a hike in fifteen minutes. Meet in formation outside the barracks. Move.” Chairs shuffled as everyone grabbed half finished trays and cleared them before bustling out the door. I picked up a jog heading back to the barracks. When I hit my room, I started changing out of the standard gray day uniform and into camouflage pants and shirt, old BDU 'battle dress utility' style military uniforms. The military had been using a new pattern for years now, but the college was still issuing old Army BDUs to students. I wondered if they'd gotten a good deal on government surplus.

      Harling was in and out of the room while I was still getting ready. The door opened again, and I thought it was him coming back in. “I'll be right down, Fred,” I said.

      The door closed, and I looked up. It wasn't Harling. It was Fletcher. “Good to hear,” he said. “But I was wondering if there's anything you can do to help speed up this search.”

      “Maybe,” I replied. I reached out with my magic again. Yes, it was a bit stronger. I tried to form a shield and could not. But I might be able to manage something simple. “Is there any way to get something of Ashe's? Something he wore, or used often? I might be able to use it to find him.”

      “I'll see what I can do. Bring anything else you'll need and join the others outside. You're with me for the search.” He turned and left.

      I grabbed a few things from my drawers. A large quartz crystal, a long loop of string, and a handful of semi-precious stones that I'd charged before this whole mess erupted went into a pocket. A dozen or so paper salt packets went into another. I looked around to see if there was anything else here that I might need for a search, and couldn't think of anything.

      I was the last one down to formation, but I was still under the deadline. The other cadre were already milling about, and Fletcher joined them another minute after I arrived. He divided us up into search parties. I ended up with him, Harling, and another recruit from our platoon named Lucius Marcel. I frowned in distaste. I wasn't sure how Marcel had made it quite this far, his overlarge frame not really built for the physical conditioning we all went through regularly. He was lazy enough to get the rest of the platoon punished for his misdeeds regularly, unfit enough that he rarely completed the physical punishments that were dished out to us for his actions, and had the sort of temperament you expected from someone whose favorite hobby was torturing kittens.

      “OK folks, our area is over by the parking lots,” said Fletcher. “We're to look into cars, between cars, around the general area. Check bushes. Check the wood line. Look everywhere he could be. We'll be searching as far as the river. Cadre, get your teams moving.”

      We broke formation, and the three of us assigned to Fletcher followed him as he started moving toward the student parking lots.

      “You two keep going,” he said to Marcel and Harling. “I want a quick word with Blackwell here about timeliness.”

      Marcel grinned wickedly, but Harling just rolled his eyes. I don't think Fred knew just what was going on, but he knew something was. And he knew I wasn't being held behind because I was in trouble.

      Once they were out of ear shot, Fletcher said “Got this for you from Dunn.” He held up a pencil, well gnawed. “Is that enough?”

      “Should be fine. His chewing should leave enough sense of him behind to make this work.” The pencil was actually a pretty good form for this spell. I was half worried Fletcher was going to bring back a dirty sock or something like that. Which might have worked, but would have been much more unpleasant.

      I took the pencil from his hand and reached out to it with my senses. Yes – there. I could feel the lingering sense of Ashe in the pencil. It had been his, he had used it, and connected it to him with his bites into the wood. Now to see if I could use it to find him. I fished the string out of my pocket and made a loop on one end. I slipped the loop around the pencil, pulled it tight and made another knot to ensure it would hold.

      Then I thought of Ashe. I brought to mind the confrontation in the hallway, the oily feel of his magic. I reached out with my mind to find those things in the pencil, in that lingering sense of him there. And then I used my will to push a bit of energy into the pencil, to make it want to reconnect with the rest of itself – Ashe himself. Even that small effort was almost too much. I could feel the energy slipping away from me, but I held the spell together long enough, and it snapped into place around the pencil and string.

      “OK, that's as good as we're going to get, I think.” I wobbled a little on my feet.

      “Are you all right, Blackwell?” asked Fletcher.

      “Peachy. Just still tired from yesterday.” I was glad he had asked me that today, instead of last night when I wasn't quite as sure. But although this spell had been hard, it was a clear sign that my strength was coming back. I wasn't ready to go looking for trouble by finding that thing from the woods yet, but I was recovering.

      I dangled the string from one hand, letting the pencil end hang at the bottom. Then I gave it a little twirl with my other hand. It spun a complete circle, then back a little, and then the tip of the pencil stopped moving. It was pointing down at the athletic fields off to one side of the parking lots.

      Or past the field, to the same woods where we'd seen the apparition last night.

      I took a step. The pencil held focus. I spun it again, and it stopped dead again, pointing in the same direction. I sighed, looked up at Fletcher. He was staring at the pencil like it was a snake.

      “Yup, that means what you think it means,” I said.

      “Damn. He's down in there somewhere?”

      I nodded. “Somewhere near that party last night. I can get us better directions once we're closer. Proximity will help me dowse for him more effectively.” I slipped pencil and string into my pocket.

      “That's right on the edge of our search area,” he said. “I'll tell the other cadre that I'm taking our team to check the woods area while they do the parking lot. Come on.”

      I followed him down the hill to the lot. We caught up with Marcel and Harling part way down, and walked the rest of the way in silence. The student lots rolled in a terraced layout on a hillside adjacent to the athletic fields. Two large lots, one stacked up the hill from the other, and all packed with cars belonging to upperclassmen. Freshmen weren't allowed to bring cars. Since we weren't allowed to leave campus without a pass, I suppose that made sense. Saved them having to build another parking lot, too.

      I pulled the pencil out again and gave it a gentle nudge, out of sight of the rest of my platoon on the edge of the lot. It still pointed down the hill, and was definitely aimed past the athletic field now. Looked like maybe a spot a bit closer than where we'd been in the woods the night before. Hard to be sure at this range.

      “What are you up to down there?” I muttered. Or what had he been up to, was likely more the case. I had a feeling that Ashe was unlikely to have spent the last two days hiding in the woods voluntarily. I steeled myself. A two day old corpse lying in the woods was not going to be pretty.

      Fletcher came up behind me with the rest of our search party in tow. He nodded to me, and I set off down the hill toward the woods. I made as straight a course for the wood line as possible. Just made more sense to go right in, since Fletcher was telling the others that was our search area. And not going directly to what I was pretty sure was going to be a dead body made sense, too. I'd already had one involvement with the police and dead bodies. The last thing I needed was Marcel telling the cops that I'd led them right to Ashe.

      So I headed right to the trees instead. I took another quiet read as I walked, keeping my body between the pencil and the cadets behind me. Looked like Ashe was somewhere off to our right. I pocketed the pencil and tried again to get a shield up. I felt something almost pop up, but then flicker out before it could resolve into a good bubble. Still no shield. That wasn't good. I was almost hoping that Ashe was dead. Alive, he might be horribly dangerous, especially if he was somehow involved with, or worse, controlling the apparition. No shield meant I couldn't even think about protecting us if it attacked again.

      We slipped into the woods. “Spread out a bit,” called Fletcher. “Holler if you see any sign of Ashe.”

      Harling went off to the left, away from my dowsing trace. Marcel headed to the right, directly toward it. Fletcher went straight in. I hesitated a moment to take another reading. Definitely to the right, somewhere. So I went in, and to the right, splitting the angle between Marcel and Fletcher. I figured I'd walk a hundred meters or so and then take another reading.

      The woods were quiet. It was late autumn, so a heavy bed of leaves and brush lay over the ground, and we made crunching noises as we walked. But nothing else out here was moving. I could feel the natural world seeming to hold its breath here. No squirrels ran through the trees collecting their fall harvest. No birds. No sounds but the leaves under our feet and a soft wind through the branches above us.

      I didn't get the chance to take that second reading. Marcel made it irrelevant. I heard him holler and shot a look. He turned back the way he'd come, made it about three steps and fell to the ground, heaving his breakfast out. The faint whiff of vomit drifting on the breeze turned my stomach over.

      Bad, then.

      I forced my feet to start moving. I could hear Fletcher coming behind me, moving fast to catch up, and Harling would probably be coming over as well. I walked past Marcel, avoiding the mess he'd made by giving it a wide berth, and looked for what he had seen.

      There was a little clearing here, not unlike the one the party had been held in. A small spot without trees, but far enough into the woods to be out of sight. Ashe was laying in the center of the clearing.

      What was left of him was, anyway.

      I turned away, feeling my own breakfast rising in my throat. Even prepared, I almost lost it. I forced my stomach back under control and looked back again. I needed to see what had happened.

      Ashe was there, pale with death. His face still had a shocked look on it, like he'd been surprised to find himself there. His body had been gnawed a bit. Fingers missing, an ear chewed off, and it looked like something had dug into his side going after some tasty bits there. I swallowed hard again. The injuries were grotesque, but except for maybe the wound to the side, none of them looked fatal. And I had a feeling from the shocked look frozen on his face that those injuries were all postmortem.

      The ground near his feet looked like it had been cleared of leaves and brush, down to bare soil. Although some leaves had blown back in, I could still see lines and sigils etched there into the dirt. Candles sat at the four cardinal points of what must have been a circle he'd drawn in the earth in front of him. I'd read about circles being used to protect yourself from something, but he wasn't in the circle. He was outside it.

      Which means the circle was probably intended for summoning something. I looked at the ground around where Ashe lay. No circle there. So he hadn't created a second, protective circle around himself – just one in which to summon whatever it was he was calling up. And he'd done it in the middle of the woods in autumn, when any random leaf that fell might break the summoning circle and release whatever he'd called up.

      Fletcher came up behind me. “Marcel will be OK,” he said. “I see he found Ashe. Any idea what happened to him?”

      “Looks to me like he tried to summon something big and nasty here, but it got loose and ate him.”

      “Got loose? And would still be loose?” Fletcher's eyes narrowed. My own thoughts followed the same line.

      “Yeah,” I said. “And we're not far from where the party was attacked. I think the two have to be related. Whatever he brought up is still out here, somewhere.”

      Harling came running up then, blanched, turned back the way he'd come. I heard him joining Marcel in littering the forest floor with his breakfast.

      “When you're quite done, Recruit Harling,” said Fletcher, “get up the hill and send for help. We need the police in here. Tell them we found Ashe's body.”

      Harling headed back up the hill toward the rest of the platoon. Marcel had sunk to the ground about fifteen feet away, just sitting there.

      I tried to ignore the body stretched out a few feet away and concentrated again on the marks in the dirt. Something about them was familiar. I wasn't sure where I'd seen them before, though.

      “What is it?” asked Fletcher, noticing the marks.

      “Summoning circle,” I replied. “He created it to bind whatever it was he was calling up, or calling into being. You can use them to create magical apparitions from energy, or to call up strong, old spirits. The circle prevents the spirit form from leaving until you've bound it. In theory.”

      “Theory which didn't seem to help Ashe much.”

      “I agree. Summonings can be risky. Creating an apparition is usually not too dangerous though.”

      “Why is that?” Fletcher asked.

      “Because if you have the strength to will it into being in the first place, you generally have the strength to hold it at bay, even if it gets loose somehow. Easier to destroy than to create, and all that – entropy rules magic as well as physics. So a magician might not use a personal protective circle with a creation spell.”

      I shifted some leaves around the body. “But he always would have used one for a major summoning. And Ashe didn't.”

      “So a minor summoning shouldn't have killed him, and a major summoning could have. But for a major summoning he would have doubled up his protection, and he didn't?”

      “About right. So something odd happened. I recognize some of these symbols, though. From somewhere.”

      A gentle breeze tugged at my sleeve, and I felt the now familiar feline touch at the edge of my mind. I opened myself up, just a bit, and saw yellowed pages in front of me, turning the pages to read the writing inside.

      

      It was all a mistake. We hadn't meant to call up anything, Marcus and I. But even trapped as they are – and I am convinced now that it is a 'they', not a singular entity – they must have managed to slip some bits of their thoughts through to us, using the ley lines and their magic. Marcus's idea was bloody brilliant. We would re-route the leys themselves, weave them into a web of the finest sorcery, into a circle of power that we could direct. With energy like that at our fingertips, we could do anything.

      Marcus was eager to test the spell. Perhaps too eager. He and I had agreed to wait a bit, and study the spell he had crafted further, but two weeks ago he lost his patience and tried it without me. I found him in his room the next morning, stone dead with a shocked look on his face, like he hadn't expected what he was seeing. And a circle around him, inscribed with symbols thus...

      

      It was from the book. I had barely begun skimming the last sections, where the writer told the story of his current predicament. I'd been too captivated by the early chapters on the nature of the leys and how to tap into them, how to ground out their power and use it safely.

      But the circle he had drawn there, the one his friend had cast years ago, had many of the same symbols as the ones Ashe had drawn here in the woods.

      A cold chill ran down my back.

      Whatever Ashe had woken up might not be a simple spirit form at all, but something far older and more deadly than I had thought possible. I started looking around Ashe, trying not to disturb the body. But nothing that looked like a book or a drawing. He might have been working from memory. Or perhaps from a source in one of the books he'd left in his room.

      “Drill Sergeant,” I breathed. “I think we need to get into Ashe's stuff. If he summoned the thing we faced last night, maybe his books will have some clues about how to deal with it.”

      Maybe. A guy could hope, right? If the thing was strong enough to somehow pop the idea for the summoning circle into Ashe's head, then the books might prove useless. But it was worth a try.

      “Have to move fast then,” said Fletcher. “The police will be here soon, and they'll probably confiscate his belongings as soon as they know he's dead.”

      “I'm not so sure we want to be here to have a chat with the police about yet another dead body either, Drill Sergeant.”

      “No, you might be right there,” he said. “Marcel! Get your butt over here. You're on guard over the body until someone else gets here. Blackwell is feeling woozy, and I'm getting him up to the infirmary to get him checked out. Last thing I need is some damned recruit passing out on me.”

      Marcel slumped to his feet and walked a bit closer, carefully averting his eyes from the corpse. “You're leaving me here, Drill Sergeant?” he whined. “With that?”

      “Yup,” Fletcher said. Then he started up the hill. “Move it, Blackwell,” he called over his shoulder. I moved.

      As we walked, Fletcher pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. “Wish I'd thought to bring this last night,” he muttered. I sighed. Poor Harling, off running for help. Freshmen weren't allowed phones, among the myriad other things we were barred from having. Upperclassmen had them, but that didn't stop them from sending recruits as runners regularly. Tradition, they said. Annoying and obnoxious, from my perspective.

      Fletcher punched a couple of keys, then held the phone to his ear. “Dunn?” he said. “Fletcher here. Need you at your barracks. ASAP. We're on our way, meet us there.” A pause. “Just do it, man. Now.” Then he hung up and slid the phone away. He turned to me and said “He'll meet us there – he has the key to get into their barracks lock up, which is where Ashe's stuff will be.”

      Dunn was already waiting there for us by the barracks door. Sweat glistened on his forehead. He looked over at our serious faces and asked “Ashe is dead?”

      Fletcher nodded. “Blackwell needs to see his stuff. Ashe left a present behind before he kicked off, and Blackwell thinks it's the thing from last night. Looking for clues before the police come.”

      Dunn paled. “I can't get involved in the cops, man,” he said. “Here's the keys. I'm not involved. Don't want to be involved. Not with people being dead now.”

      Fletcher snagged the keys from his hand. “That's fine, Dunn. Go back to what you were doing. I'll get these back to you later.” He opened the door to Dunn's barracks. “Come along, Blackwell.”

      Once we were inside, I heard him muttering. “Thinks he's not already involved. Coward.” He walked down a flight of stairs into the bottom level, and strode with purpose to a padlocked door. He slipped a key into the padlock and popped it off.

      The room was packed full of boxes. It was about fifteen feet deep, with shelves lining the walls on both sides, and more on the far side from us. Boxes lined every shelf, with only a few gaps. All of the boxes had names scrawled on them, but there must have been dozens of them.

      “Contraband,” Fletcher said. “From both recruit platoons living in this barracks. A lot of it is just civilian clothes, but you wouldn't believe some of the stuff some recruits think they can bring here with them.”

      It hadn't been a problem for me. My parents hadn't approved of me going to school here at all, and they weren't interested in helping me get here either. I'd read the school information very carefully and packed only what I was allowed to have into the one bag I'd brought on the bus trip. No sense wasting limited space with junk I wouldn't be able to use anyway. But looking around the room, I supposed that people dropped off by parents with cars loaded down in stuff must have felt differently.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the pencil and string. Pinching the string between my fingers, I let the pencil drop. It quickly spun to face the wall to my left. I looked over, and there was a box with 'Ashe' scrawled on the side. And another. And another. They'd dumped all his stuff into a few boxes. I opened one, finding nothing inside but uniforms. Another was schoolbooks and things from his desk drawers. The last one was full of the same sort of contraband as other students: an MP3 player, small TV, some cigarettes, magazines, and other junk. Where were his books and supplies? The things I'd found in his desk drawer.

      “Shit. I think his stuff might still be in his desk drawer upstairs,” I said.

      “No, it should be here. They cleared all his stuff out of that room,” Fletcher said.

      “That drawer had a spell covering it. I saw through it, but it had passed room inspections before – it was a pretty good version of 'don't look at me'. Dunn saw the stuff in the drawer when I opened it, but the spell might have kept him from opening it again.”

      “Worth a shot. You're sure the stuff isn't here?” he asked.

      “Pretty sure.” I closed the third box. “I don't see any more boxes with his name on them, do you?”

      We checked the rest of the room to be certain, but only the three boxes had Ashe's name. Aware that time was ticking away, we headed back up the stairs, all the way to the top floor. Fletcher produced the ring of keys again, slipping the master key for the freshmen doors into the lock and opening Ashe's old room.

      The room looked pretty bare now, with beds stripped and the desks denuded of books and other college supplies. But I called up my Sight and was rewarded with a better view. The spell Ashe had cast over his bottom desk drawer was still holding. I walked across the room and tugged the drawer open.

      It was all still there. The little baggies. The two slim books. I slipped my hand into the drawee cautiously, and pulled the two books out. Both seemed to be journals, hand written, probably by Ashe himself.

      “OK, Drill Sergeant,” I said. “If anything here can help us, it's these. Let's go.” I recalled that there had been space in the drawer for a third book, and belatedly wondered where it was. If Ashe had it in the woods somewhere, it was too late to recover it now. The police would certainly be at the body by this time.

      We beat a retreat out of the room, Fletcher re-locking it behind us, and headed back down the stairs. As we were nearing the exit, I heard voices below us. I recognized one of them at once. It was Sergeant Olsen, the policeman from last night, talking to a woman whose voice I didn't know.

      “We'll need to examine his room, of course,” Olsen said.

      “Yes, yes,” replied the other voice. “I suspect his belongings are already packed and in storage, though. That's what we usually do with personal things that a student leaves behind.”

      I looked a question at Fletcher. “Mrs. Faraday, from the registrar's office,” he whispered. We hugged the wall, out of their line of sight for the moment.

      “You have students vanish often, ma'am?” Olsen asked.

      “Not vanish, no, but we have quite a few freshmen who elect to go home without informing us, yes. This...this case is all very disturbing to us, as I'm sure you know.”

      “We'll know more once the examiner has a chance to look at the body, ma'am. Don't know what else I can tell you until we know how he died.”

      “Well,” she replied. “Do you want to check the room first, or his belongings?”

      “Neither, actually. We've got a crime scene team on the way. All I'm doing is rolling tape out to block access.”

      “Oh dear. He had no room-mate, so with the room emptied of his personal things, it's probably been left unlocked.”

      “Let's do the room first then. I don't want that disturbed if we can avoid it.” And with that, they started coming up the stairs.

      Fletcher and I ducked back out of the stairwell and into a hallway. There was nowhere we could go where we wouldn't be seen, no easy room to slip away into.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked him.

      He narrowed his eyes a bit, and nodded.

      “Then keep absolutely quiet and completely still,” I whispered. And then I started working a spell.

      I had the idea from Ashe, actually. His 'no see me' drawer was a pretty useful spell, and having Looked at it twice now, I had a decent idea how it was put together. So I re-created it here in the hall, but with Fletcher and I as the targets this time. I yanked the energy out of the charged stones in my pocket to bolster my own reserves, and wove that energy around us in a web. Ben Kenobi, eat your heart out. I went a step further than “these are not the people you're looking for” and straight on to “don't look at us – don't hear us – don't see us”. I continued that mantra, feeling the power humming around us as I drew my web in and cloaked us with my magic.

      Moments later, Olsen and Mrs. Faraday both came into view, walked past us in silence, and continued up the stairs to the top floor. They never even glanced in our direction.

      I let out a long sigh and relaxed the spell. “Come on!” I whispered to Fletcher.

      His eyes were like saucers. “You did that,” he said.

      “Yeah, but I can't do it again when they come back down. I barely managed that one. Let's go.”

      He followed me, and we quietly slipped down the stairs and out of the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nine

        

      

    
    
      THINGS WERE STARTING to calm down a little on the campus. The search was over. We still had police prowling the woods near the parking lot, looking for other evidence and talking to students. But classes were still canceled, since many professors had gone home when the commandant made the announcement. Cadre were starting to come up with interesting ideas of how to occupy their recruits' time, and recruits were scattering for anyplace they thought their cadre might not find them for the rest of the day.

      I went back to my room, tossed on a sweater, grabbed the journal from the library and stuffed it and the two books I'd just acquired from Ashe's room into the pocket of a folder and headed out the door. I went straight to the hidden garden. If anywhere could be a place for solace and relief right now, I figured that would be it.

      The garden was just as I had left it. The heat from the neighboring buildings still kept the flowers in bloom, long after they should have faded. I had a moment of inspiration and Looked very carefully around the garden. I was right. It was barely noticeable, more of a nudge than a spell. But someone had woven arts of healing, growth, and life into this place a little bit at a time, over a long while. I briefly wondered who had been that architect, but then turned my mind to the books in front of me.

      Ashe's scrawl was hard to decipher. He wrote as I imagined he had lived – in short, violent bursts. What I could read of his writing wasn't much help, either. His first journal was a history of his magical working before coming to the school. It read like a catalog of every cruel use for magic I could imagine, and many I would never have considered. Disgusted, I put the book down partway through and moved to the second.

      It was dated from his arrival on campus. At first, the entries were rare. I understood. We'd all been quite busy for our first weeks here. I can't imagine having had the time to write much. But then he got more regular in his entries. He was definitely aware of the ley lines, and very interested in them. But he seemed to be nervous about tapping into them.

      The last few pages changed tone again. Now he was talking less about the ley lines, and more about some dream that kept coming back to him. A sketch of one of the sigils he'd dreamed caught my full attention. It was one of the ones I'd seen inscribed into the earth in the woods, near his body.

      I flipped open the old journal from the library. Yes, there it was as well. One of the sigils in the spell this Marcus invented. I wondered if he had “dreamed up” his spell, too.

      Ashe's notes were frustratingly incomplete. He seemed to be putting the dream sigils together as some sort of new spell, but he didn't say what it was intended to accomplish. And then the journal cut off, with only five of the sigils from Marcus's spell described. He'd run out of pages, and I could only guess that the missing book contained the rest of his work. It was maddening. These books were telling me all about the connection between the past and present situations, but they were not telling me much about what to do about this apparition now that it was loose again.

      I sighed, and tried to read through the last sections of the library journal again. But my eyes kept losing their focus. The wall behind my back was warm, the grass under me restful, and the garden felt like the most relaxing place I'd seen in days. I felt my eyelids flutter shut, and then drifted to sleep before I knew it.

      

      “Having a good rest, are we?”

      I woke with a start, looking around for the source of the voice. I heard a chuckle, and looked over to see a man, stooped a bit with age, looking down at me. His hands were crossed on the top of the wooden handle of a hoe, his chin resting on his hands. He grinned then.

      “No worries, boy. I could see you needed the rest and let you sleep, but it'll be dinner soon. You'll be late if you don't get up and get gone,” he said. “I'm just about done in here, so I thought you might appreciate the wake up.”

      I stretched and sat up. “I do appreciate it, thanks,” I said. I looked him over a bit more. He was wearing the uniform for a groundskeeper at the school. There were quite a few of them, always mowing lawns, cutting back hedges, or doing some other bit of work. I guessed in the winter they probably kept busy with snow removal instead. I realized that I didn't know any of them on sight. They had been pretty much invisible to me, just part of the college, like the bricks and stones. Pretty silly attitude.

      “You work this garden often, sir?” I asked.

      “Sir, eh?” He smiled. “Yes, boy. I planted this garden, oh, twenty summers gone by now. I like to keep it up, and the others too. Boys like you have it rough here your first year. But somehow, the ones who really need it, they always seem to find one of my gardens. Helps set them right again. So's I see it as just doing my part here.”

      I nodded. I felt more relaxed after that short nap than I had in weeks. Maybe in months. I stood up, stretching muscles both physical and magical as I did, and was relieved to see the kinks and strains in both seemed to be gone.

      “I for one am glad you do, sir. So you don't mind if I come by here?”

      “Mind? No, boy. It's what I made this place for.”

      “And there are others? Other gardens?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

      His eyes gleamed. “There are, boy,” he said, his grin mischievous now. “But you have to find 'em yourself. If you need them, or they need you, you'll find them. You've been a good friend to the trees and plants here though. I suspect you'll find my other gardens, in time.”

      I frowned. “I hope I have time.”

      “Ahh... You wrapped up in whatever has the squirrels to uptight, are you? Haven't noticed that yet? No squirrels out and about. Gonna have to feed them this winter myself, if this keeps up much longer. Or they'll starve.”

      “I'd noticed,” I said. “It's more than squirrels, though. Whatever this thing is, it's killed three students already. Or killed one, and tricked a cadet into shooting two others, anyway.”

      He nodded. “Darkness falls, boy. Always does. Sure as sunset though is sunrise. You plan to stand against this thing?”

      I nodded. “I can't do anything else.”

      “Nonsense!” he snapped back. “You can always go back home. Don't give me no sob story about how tough it is there, either. No matter how tough it might be, it ain't dead. And dead is what those other children are now,” he said. I realized after a moment that he was talking about the dead cadets. Children!

      “I suppose I can,” I said. “but...”

      “Of course you can! You should, even. Go, get home, get out of here. Get away from all this. It's what a sane person would do.”

      “But you're staying here, old man.”

      “Ah, but child, if I left, who would feed the squirrels this winter?”

      Well, he did say any sane person would leave.

      I grinned.

      “But if I left, who would keep the thing away from you so that you can feed the squirrels?”

      He nodded. “Yes. That's true. Sometimes, you just need to do something because it needs to be done and you're the hands that can do the thing. So, you staying then, boy?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then make it for the right reasons. Not because you have no choice. You always have a choice. But because you choose to stand and not be afraid of the dark. Do that, and look to the trees for your allies.” Then he tipped his hat, and sauntered out of the alcove without another word.

      I spent a minute picking up my books and stuffing them with care back into my folder. He'd given me some things to chew on, anyway. I realized that I hadn't even gotten his name. But I couldn't help but think it would be fun, tracking down the other gardens he'd hidden around the campus. First things first, though.

      It was time to stand.

      

      I lay on my bunk for a while after dinner, reading from the old journal. I was hoping to glean from it some helpful hints about how to fight the apparition. Mostly, it didn't seem to be of much use. The writer was preparing to go face it, but hadn't done more than wage a few quick skirmishes. He was in pretty much the same boat then as I was now. He did add a few useful notes though.

      

      It seems, like most beings made from magical energy, to be vulnerable to magical attack in a way that many more physical things are not. Fire might not touch it, for instance, even if it were hot enough to burn a man. But a bolt of will and energy alone that would not even be noticed by a person seems to be capable of causing it hurt, if the will is directed strongly toward that intent.

      So my plan is thus: to hit it repeatedly with such bolts of my magic, and weaken it enough that I can force it back through a portal to wherever it was trapped before.

      Here then is the circle I intend to cast, that will allow for the trapping of the being. I draw this now in the hopes that it will not be needed. But if I fail, perhaps some other reader can learn from my mistakes and stop this thing.

      

      Then he went on to draw the circle in elaborate detail. I studied it carefully, committing it to memory. Although it seemed the magician may not have survived his encounter – or he would, as he had written, have recovered his journal – it also seemed likely that he had succeeded in trapping the apparition. Certainly it had not been loose and wreaking havoc in the years since. Only Ashe's summoning had somehow brought the thing back.

      Of course, it occurred to me that the circle might be a complete dead end. After all, I was counting on the writing of someone who apparently hadn’t survived to go get his book back. That didn’t bode well for my chances. For the hundredth time I wished I knew more about the journal’s author.

      I had noticed something like what he described, regarding magical attacks. When I inverted my shield, and turned defense into an attack, it had hurt the thing, chased it back, forced it to retreat away down the ley line. So there was something to it, at least. And it seemed like my best bet at the moment.

      My little collection of stones were all newly charged. I might need that power, since it seemed to be risky at best to count on the leys for more energy. I had also charged a small acorn I’d brought from home. The seed was from an enormous old oak I’d climbed, played in, and loved for as long as I could remember. It hung around my neck as a pendant now. Looking at the  pile, I had to smile. I was starting to collect my own collection of contraband.

      I was well rested after my nap in the garden. Dusk had fallen a while ago, and the campus was quiet. It seemed like there was no better time than the present to begin, and I realized I'd been spending the last hour or so sitting rather than moving.

      I was afraid.

      Now, I had every reason to be, I figured. Fear was a very reasonable response to facing this thing that had already killed three people. Even if two of them had been defenseless, Ashe certainly wasn't. He'd been fairly strong, in fact, but it had killed him anyway. And it had been feeding off the leys for a full day now. It was probably even stronger than when I had last faced it.

      With an effort I heaved myself off my bed and onto my feet. I had made the decision to stand against it. No sense putting it off now. I changed into PT clothes, sweat pants and shirt over tee shirt and shorts. I slipped my sneakers on last, grimly moving through each motion like a soldier gearing up for war. It was war. Or at least a battle. The PT gear was common enough evening wear here that no one would remark on it. And the sneakers would be good for running, if I needed to.

      I picked up my stones, and one long quartz crystal I'd tied to a string. The dowsing for Ashe earlier had given me the idea of trying to find the apparition the same way. I took a small flashlight as well. I had a hunch I might need it. Everything safely in my pocket, I headed outside.

      I left by the main front entrance to the building. The night air was chilly, and few people were about, although plenty of lights in windows still cast a glow over the parade ground. I pulled out the crystal and string, and infused the crystal with will and my memory of the apparition. Almost immediately, it swung toward the center of the parade ground. I Looked that way. Yes, it was pointed right where the ley lines joined in a nexus.

      I walked about a quarter of the way around the oval street that surrounded the grassy parade ground. Then I took another measurement with the crystal. Again it pointed to the center. No doubt about where it was now – the two lines the crystal had given me intersected right where I could See the ley lines meeting.

      But no sign of the thing. Which meant it was probably underground, hiding in some deep nook. I took a deep breath. It was time to see if the rumors were true about the space below the bottom floor of the library.

      As I strode up the steps to the library, I called softly into the wind, “Kitty-breeze, are you with me for this?” A gentle wind and a purr answered. I smiled. Not alone, at least.

      There was no one else I could call to help, not really. Fletcher would come, but he'd be helpless against this thing. Maybe worse than helpless; I remembered what the apparition had done to the cadet with the gun, making him shoot his friends in the dark woods. Better to do this without anyone vulnerable to its coercion.

      I took the stairs down to the bottom floor lightly, softly. I pulled my awareness in close around myself, trying to reduce any profile I might have to magical senses. I wanted it unaware that I was coming, at least for as long as possible. The bottom level of the library seemed deserted, but I looked around a bit to be sure. I didn't need anyone asking me what I was up to, not tonight.

      Once I was certain I was alone, I went to the side of the library closest the parade ground and found one of the big steel floor plates. Like all the others, it was padlocked shut. But I had an idea for that, too. I cast a tiny bubble of magical force into the padlock. Then I reached for the nearest ley, and pulled a whisper thin line from the ley, connecting it to the force bubble. Almost immediately the spell overloaded with power, blasting the lock open with a loud crack before I withdrew my will. Little motes of lost energy swung by, sensing the release of power, looking for the source.

      I sighed. If they had sensed it, surely the apparition had as well. But it would know I was coming sooner or later, regardless.

      With an effort, I lifted the heavy plate up from the floor, swinging it up on hinges bolted into the side opposite the broken lock. It groaned softly as it swung up, then settled against the wall with a dull clang. There was open space below, dark and full of foreboding.

      I pulled out the flashlight and shone it below. In the beam I saw a concrete floor below me, after about an eight foot drop. The light revealed a small empty room, with little accessways leading off in all directions. I didn't see anything below me that would let me climb back out quickly, which worried me a bit. But I figured in a pinch I could probably jump and grab the lip of the hole.

      Slowly and carefully, I let my legs down into the space below. Then, sitting on the edge of the hole, I pushed off gently and let myself drop. I landed, knees bending to take the strain. Some benefits from all those obstacle courses. I flicked the flashlight back on and looked around.

      Concrete floor, concrete walls, and plenty of electrical wires and pipes running around the edges. It looked like this space had been built as a way to maintain the pipes and conduits running from building to building around the campus. I wondered how extensive these tunnels were, if they connected every building. A person could get lost in a warren that big.

      I shook myself. I couldn't get lost. Worst case, I could probably dowse my way to an opening. I had much more to fear from the thing that was down here than from the place itself. I shone the flashlight into the slim passageway leading toward the parade ground, and started down it.

      The edge of the library wall was less than a hundred paces from the center of the parade ground, so I started counting my steps. I had to be cautious as I went. Part of the floor was taken up by a large metal pipe that was painfully hot to the touch. Maybe steam, for heat, or something. I wasn't sure, but it made the going slow.

      I reached the count of thirty seven when I first sensed something in the darkness ahead of me.

      When my count hit forty four, I knew it was aware of me. I could feel its intent hunger reaching for me, tasting me. With a flash of will my shield flared into life around me, and the feeling recoiled for a moment, then came back stronger than before.

      It was coming.

      I gritted my teeth, every instinct screaming that I should run, flee, drop the light and fly away from this thing, this hunter. Instead, I shifted the flashlight to my left hand and focused will on my right, calling to it a bright radiance visible only to my Sight. The power came and coalesced into a ball in my palm, ready to be thrown.

      And then the flashlight went out.

      It came as soon as the light was gone. My normal vision was blind in the darkness, but I could still See. The spell in my hand glowed, the shield around me was a luminescent ball, and the faint energy in the walls showed me where they were.

      The apparition appeared to my sight as a roiling pool of darkness bubbling down the corridor. Like a mass of black tar, it clung to walls, ceiling and floor as it gushed forth from its lair. I had seconds before it engulfed me.

      I screamed. I threw the ball of light from my hand. It struck the thing, and light blazed against the darkness. I could hear it scream in rage and pain.

      It stopped the headlong charge for a moment. Then it came on again. Oozing now. Flowing steadily forward. I readied another bolt, and cast it at the thing again. This one sank briefly into the darkness before exploding into radiance. The thing screamed its fury again. And kept coming.

      I was sweating from the heat and the effort now. I drew power and threw another bolt. Another. And one more. I knew I was hurting it. I could feel it drawing in with each hit. There seemed to be something...less...about it now. But it was still incredibly strong, and I was almost out of time. I called another bolt, and the ball crackled in my hand, then died out before I could throw it. I concentrated harder, and put all my fear into the spell, bringing one more ball to light and throwing it.

      I watched the glowing ball sink into the mire and then flash, peeling away layers of the thing like an onion. It sloughed off the wounded sections. I could see the bits of itself that it dropped fading into the air once they fell off. I was right! It was smaller now. Every strike was hurting it a little more.

      But that was it. I was about tapped out. And the thing was still coming. I thought it sensed my weakness now, because it was moving faster again, picking up speed.

      I ran.

      Back down the hallway I went, fast as my legs could carry me. I could feel it oozing along faster now, picking up speed. It knew I was fleeing. Like any predator, it knew when something was prey.

      With an effort, I jammed my shield into the corridor, filling the space behind me with the bubble. Moments later, I felt the apparition slam against the shield, the echoes of the blow booming in my mind. Shieldless now, I ran on, hoping that the bubble would hold.

      It didn't. Instead, it shattered on the third blow, and the thing was chasing me again. But I was almost to my entry point now. I scalded my leg on the hot pipe as I exited the narrow tunnel, but ignored the flash of pain. I used my momentum, and made a running leap at the upper lip of the floor panel. My fingers just caught the edge and I hung there for a long moment, scrambling to try to pull myself up, legs and body dangling into the room below.

      Then it arrived below me. Icy cold lanced through my legs, into my side. It felt cold enough to sear me. I screamed.

      And then with a cry of feline rage, a wind swept past my face and slashed down into the thing below and around me.

      In the kitty-breeze zipped, striking the blackness with a windy claw. Then she darted out, fast as summer lightning. In and out, again and again. Small blows, but she kept the apparition distracted while I pulled an elbow up over the edge of the floor.

      Then the kitty-breeze got unlucky, or was simply too slow one time. The thing caught her (when had I started thinking of the little wind spirit as her?) in magical talons, ripped, and tossed her into a corner.

      It split its attention then, half for the kitty-breeze, half returning to deal with me. That little spirit had helped me over and over, without asking for anything. I couldn't leave her to be devoured by this thing now. I reached into my pocket and closed my eyes, drawing on my fury with the creature below me to power another spell. I pulled my hand out holding all the stones I had pocketed earlier, and with a yell flung them to the floor below me.

      The spell reached out to each as it fell, starting a cascade of energy in each. When they struck the concrete, the stones burst into shards and released all their pent up energy in a flash of power. The effect on the apparition was something like a handful of grenades going off in the room. It screamed and writhed. I had its full attention again.

      Good.

      I released my hold on the lip of the floor above, and dropped into the room. As I did, I called on the energy for another bolt of force. As soon as my feet touched down, I released the bolt into the apparition, searing more magical flesh from it. It shrieked again, a sound mixed from fingers on chalkboards and metal twisting against metal. Then it was gone, flashing back down the corridor toward the ley nexus. Back into its nest.

      I was too tired to give chase. I had spent everything I could just making it break off from the fight.

      I looked over to where I had seen the kitty-breeze go down. I could still See her there, a faint glow of spirit form against the cold, dim ground. I stooped down next to the poor thing. The wind currents she made seemed to flow in small, strange eddies instead of the smooth lines and curves I was used to feeling. She had been hurt badly, but didn't know what I could do to heal her. If I left her here, the apparition would come back and finish the job. I couldn’t just abandon her, not after all she’d done.

      I recalled that sometimes magicians would force a spirit into a physical object, trapping it there to summon at will later. I didn't want to trap the kitty-breeze, but I needed a way to safely remove her from this place. I reached up to my neck, and felt the acorn dangling there. Carefully, I removed the necklace and dangled it into her spirit form. I cast no spell, attempted no binding.

      “Please, little one,” I said. “I just want to get you out of here safely.”

      I could sense her hesitation. She knew about the possibility of binding, perhaps. Or maybe she was just afraid in general. But after only a moment, I Saw her form slip into the necklace and vanish, leaving only a gentle pattern of magic flickering over the acorn. I lifted my Sight – to normal eyes, the acorn was unchanged. I put the necklace back on.

      Getting out wasn't easy. I was tired. Worn out from casting too much, too fast. But with an effort I hauled myself up, then lowered the heavy metal plate back down. I wondered if anyone would discover the broken lock, and what they'd make of it if they did.

      I wondered, laying there on the library floor, what I should do next. We'd fought again, the apparition and I. And again we'd stalemated. There had to be another way to face this thing. And I had to find it soon.

      Slowly I got back to my feet and began the long walk back to my room. I'd feel safer under my wards, until I'd recovered some strength.
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      TWO DAYS LATER, the kitty-breeze still hadn't come out of my necklace yet, and I hadn't thought of any practical ideas for dealing with the apparition either. On the plus side, I hadn't seen any sign that it was doing much, so maybe I'd hurt it enough to make it more cautious about showing itself. Or maybe it was just ensuring it drank enough power out of the leys to be stronger, next time we met. I tried to think more positively than that.

      An idea came to me when I was re-reading the old journal. The writer had spoken about binding the ley energy for his own use. That was what the spell Marcus had created was supposed to do, instead of releasing some sort of ancient spirit to go around killing people. But this thing was now feeding off those leys, using them to recover from whatever I could throw at it. I had been trying to figure out a way to beat it. Maybe I should have been trying to cut it off from its food supply instead.

      The writer of the book mentioned more than once that the ley nexus here was unusual, perhaps unique. It wasn't just here by chance, but had actually been built in this place by someone, in ages past, as the lock on a prison. Every once in a long while that prison was pierced by some magician on this side, and something got out. But the leys themselves were structured as a tool already.

      I skipped all my classes that day, sitting in the garden instead to study the ley pattern. I could sense it, that underlying order to the chaotic mass of whirling energy. It was hard to spot – the raw quantity of energy in those leys made it difficult to sense the implied pattern in their flow. But I could see it there.

      Could I weave a second spell into that pattern without breaking the first?

      It seemed a desperate move to make. If I damaged or destroyed the original pattern somehow, fumbling through the process, I could break the lock formed by the leys completely. Whatever else it was that they were trapping could end up released on the world.

      But if I could interweave another pattern into theirs without damaging the original, then I might be able to deprive the apparition of its handy supply of free power.

      I sat there for hours, looking at the leys and watching them twist and weave against one another. The power that had shaped them had been immense. The pattern was an ancient one, but they still danced to it as they had the day it was imprinted upon them. I hoped that strength would be enough to keep the old pattern in place as I wove my own in. If what I was going to try was even possible. I'd never heard of anyone trying to accomplish something like this.

      Softly, gently, I began weaving my intent into the leys.

      Slowly, so slowly, the intent began to take form. Careful not to break any of the former lines of the old pattern, I wove through and around them, crafting my spell. Like I was weaving a basket out of the ley lines, I turned the energy inward and back on itself, pushed shape and intent into it.

      An hour later, and the leys had shifted. Their power still coursed as before, but it was subtly changed. And I held the final piece of my spell between my fingers. Like the last bit of a puzzle, I slipped the energy I held into the newly made pattern.

      In a moment of dizzying disorientation, it snapped into place and locked.

      The field of the leys shifted. Instead of being pipes flowing into a center nexus, they became a shield, a huge bubble of power drawing its life from the power of the leys themselves. The ward held too, but the bubble drew out the remaining energy and prevented any of it from flowing past. I'd redirected all of that energy to move around, instead of through the campus.

      I could sense the cry of rage from where the nexus had been. The apparition had felt its food vanish. Hungry anger swept out. It flew up, out of the ground, trying to find the new nexus point.

      And smashed into the bubble.

      Again and again, it contested the shield, trying vainly to punch through. That wasn't going to happen. Those leys had held it imprisoned before, and using their energy, the new shield could hold it here. It wasn't going to get any more ley energy from them, and it wasn't going to get out either.

      Of course, that effectively left me trapped in a cage with a hungry tiger, but it was the best I could come up with at the time.

      I couldn't draw from the leys either. I'd locked them up completely. That should hold for about three days. In three days, we'd hit Samhain – Halloween. A high solar day, enough energy would come coursing down those leys at midnight that I didn't think my spell would hold. Somehow, the people who crafted the original ward had been able to make theirs hold through the years regardless, but my spell was not so fine or strong a crafting. The flood of power on Samhain would almost certainly break my spell. But at least I had three days now during which it could not feed from the leys. Time to figure out what to do during which it could not grow even stronger.

      “What did you do, boy?” I heard from behind me.

      I turned to look. It was the old gardener, standing there, eyes blazing.

      “I stopped the thing. At least for the moment. It's trapped here.”

      “Trapped. Here. With my gardens.” He grimaced. “I felt something change in the wind a moment ago. I thought you might have been involved.”

      “I tried to face it. To stand, like you said. It almost killed me.”

      “But you tried, at least.”

      “Yes, and now I need to think of a way to try again.”

      “Well. Just be careful, boy. This old place has too many hidden bones, too many restless spirits still residing here. I don't want to see you add your own to the list.” He turned away and left the garden again.

      “I'll do my best,” I muttered.

      Dinner formation would be coming up soon. I got up and stretched stiff muscles, trying to work blood back into parts of my body that had been still for too long. I could feel the clock ticking away. And I knew that the apparition would not be sitting idly by doing nothing.

      

      I was sitting at my desk after dinner, trying vainly to catch up on some homework, when the apparition struck again.

      Half dozing, half studying, I was staring blearily at a calculus textbook when I felt the movement of its dark force nearby. Very close, near enough to brush my wards and wake me completely. I snapped the book shut and stood, reaching out to feel for where it was.

      I had a sense of it someplace close. Here on this floor.

      Walking to the door, I quietly turned the knob and slipped it open a crack. The hall was clear. Nothing there at all. I reached out again, to try to feel where the thing was. I got only the faintest sense of it now, like it had been and left, but a bit of it remained behind. I slid out of my room and into the hallway, trying to find that mote of its dark energy.

      There. It was behind Corporal Berseto's door. In his room.

      I walked to the door and hesitated. If I barged in, and it was nothing, Berseto was going to lay into me like there was no tomorrow. If I knocked, and there was danger inside, then I was laying myself open for whatever trap the apparition had planned.

      Berseto was a malicious ass when it came to dealing with his recruits. Neither prospect sounded particularly enjoyable. Grimacing, I decided against knocking. Instead, I turned the knob and flicked the door open in one motion, stepping inside as soon as the opening was wide enough.

      I blinked at what I saw there, though.

      Recruit Marcel was there with Berseto. Marcel had his feet up on a chair, and each hand on the seat of another chair. Spread out like he was being asked to do pushups, all Marcel could do was tremble and whimper softly. He couldn't move.

      Berseto was sitting on the floor next to him, holding a knife to Marcel's chest just under his heart. If the recruit slipped and fell, the knife would slip between his ribs, and judging from the way Marcel's limbs were trembling, I didn't think he could hold on much longer.

      Motivating someone to push themselves at PT is one thing, but this was ridiculous. I Looked at Berseto. There it was – a little bit of the apparition, swirling ball of energy sitting inside him. I could deal with that, but I couldn't be sure that it wouldn't push him to jab upward with the knife before I forced it out.

      All this had passed in seconds. Neither occupant of the room had noticed me yet. I called a bolt of magical force into my right hand, and dropped a hammerfist blow down onto Berseto's forearm with my left. The knife skittered against Marcel's shirt and then dropped out of Berseto's grip to clatter against the floor.

      Knife gone. I unleashed the spell against the bit of dark inside Berseto, blasting it to bits. As it faded, I felt a thin coil reel in to someplace else, far away. It had been trying to feed from this. It had engineered a scene to cause fear and harm, just like in the woods, and was trying to gain power from those emotions.

      Marcel slumped to the floor, sobbing. Berseto just sat there, a dazed expression on his face.

      “Marcel, get out of here,” I said. He nodded, weeping still, and fled the room. I shut the door behind him and went back to Berseto.

      He was still sitting there, his eyes wide and a bit shocky. “Hey, you OK?” I asked.

      No reply.

      “Berseto, say something.”

      I saw his lips move. His eyes still stared blankly ahead, unblinking. Shit. I stood and tugged his arm gently, and he stood. I guided him toward his bed, and he went there and lay down willingly enough. He was going to need some more serious help than I could provide, though. The apparition's spell had broken something inside him, and I didn't have any idea how to fix it. I knew Marcel was unlikely to keep his mouth shut for more than another minute or so, though. Soon as he had fresh drawers on, he'd be off complaining to someone. This time, I couldn't really blame him, either. If someone had been using a knife as 'motivational therapy' on me, I'd be pretty upset too. But it didn't leave me a lot of time.

      I left Berseto there on his bed and went down the hall to Fletcher's room. I gave the door three hard thumps with my fist, and almost sagged in relief when I immediately heard Fletcher call “Enter!” from inside. I ducked in.

      Fletcher was on his feet as soon as he saw my face. “What's up?” he asked.

      “Berseto. The thing got to him,” I said. Fletcher started moving out his door as I kept talking. “I felt it, went in and saw him holding Marcel in the front leaning rest with a knife under him. I stopped it, but Berseto's catatonic.”

      “So Marcel is OK?” he asked.

      “Seemed to be.”

      Fletcher was walking down the hall toward Berseto's room. “You left Berseto in here?” he asked.

      I nodded. “On his bed.”

      He turned the knob on the door. As he pushed the door open, I felt it.

      A crackle of dark glee.

      From inside the room.

      “Down!” I yelled, and pushed Fletcher, hard. We both hit the floor near the doorway. I saw the knife glide through the air inches above our heads as we fell. Berseto was standing there near the door, knife in hand. His face looked wild, and the whites of his eyes were entirely filled with black.

      I was on top of the pile, so nearest to him. He reversed the knife and sent it hammering down toward me. I scuttled back and away from him, feeling the knife tear through shirt and slice skin on my left arm. I let out a yell and rolled clear of him down the tiled hall floor.

      “Hey, you forget about me?” said Fletcher from behind Berseto. He had one of the heavy wooden desk chairs held in both hands, and he brought it crashing down on Berseto. Part of the frame broke, and one of Berseto's arms hung limply, but he seemed unfazed. He snaked the knife out toward Fletcher through the ruins of the chair, while the Drill Sergeant tried to use the remains of the chair like a tamer holding a lion at bay.

      The noise was attracting more attention. I saw several other doors open up. Recruit Zebb, whose room was right across the hall from Berseto's, opened the door, saw the scene, and yelled “What the hell?”

      Berseto turned from pursuing Fletcher when it saw him and advanced on Zebb instead. Shocked, he could barely get his forearms in front of the flashing knife and it slashed again and again, hacking at him in a violent frenzy. I heard more screams from down the hall.

      “Get out of him!” I shouted, summoning and releasing a blast of energy at the thing inside Berseto. But he turned to me and raised the mostly limp left arm with an idle gesture, invoking a shield that sent my blast scattering harmlessly.

      That stopped me in my tracks. It was using magic, now? That was so not good.

      It had resumed cutting the recruit in front of it, hacking into his neck and chest now as he backed away into his room. A long slash opened his belly and he dropped to his knees, trying vainly to hold himself together as blood and more spilled onto the floor. It pulled its arm back for a last blow, and I used the moment to hit it with another bolt.

      This one went home, blasting what was left of the thing out of Berseto. The hollow shell that remained tottered there for a moment as if confused, and then fell forward into the growing puddle of blood in the room. The body hit the ground with a meaty thud. I was pretty sure there wasn't much left of Berseto in there, at this point.

      I kicked the knife away from his hand, just in case.

      Fletcher nodded to me and pulled out his cell phone from a pocket, dialing for assistance. I looked down at the glazing eyes of the Recruit Zebb, who'd died trying to hold his guts inside him. I looked down and realized I'd stepped on some bit of him while kicking away the knife. My white sneakers were covered over with blood from the mess on the floor around me.

      I made it to the bathroom before I lost dinner.

      

      The ambulance and police arrived within minutes. I had barely had time to rinse my mouth at the bathroom sink before Sergeant Olsen stepped in.

      “Found you,” he said.

      “Glug,” I replied, then spat out the water I was gargling. “What did you need?”

      “I need an answer, Blackwell. That's four deaths in under a week here. And two nut jobs who caused at least some of those jobs.” He paused. “The EMTs say the guy who had the knife here is out of it, looks like he might be out for a while. Like, a long while. Convenient, since it means I can't question him any more than I could the guy with the gun a couple of days ago.”

      “What do you mean, you couldn't question the shooter?” I asked.

      “Same thing. Brain dead. Nothing on the scanner. Family is debating turning off life support. Sad stuff.”

      “So you figure whatever is making people flip out is frying their brains?” I asked.

      “Yup. And I find you at the incident in the woods. And you here. And I heard you were the one who found Ashe's body too, right?”

      “No,” I said. “That was Marcel, not me.”

      “Ah yeah,” he flipped a page in his notebook. “But you were nearby, right?”

      “My whole platoon was. That was our area to search.”

      “So tell me, Blackwell. Four deaths in about as many days, at three sites, and I find you involved in or nearby all of them. Care to tell me why that is?”

      I grimaced. “Just unlucky, I guess?”

      “Or lucky. That you're still alive and they're not. Depends how you look at it.”

      “Yeah.” Hard to argue with that. It was pretty lucky I was still alive, after the last couple of run ins I'd had.

      “Look, kid. I know something is up here. Is someone after you? Or leaning on you to withhold information from us?”

      I felt an urge to say something so strong that I almost gave in. I was tired. Fighting this thing alone was eating at me, and I didn't know how long I'd be able to keep this up. But I resisted. I shook my head instead. “No, nothing like that,” I said.

      He pounced on that statement. “Then tell me what it is like.” I looked away from him. He waited a moment, and then went on. “Damn it, kid. Tox screens were negative for drugs on those dead kids, and on the shooter. It wasn't some sort of weird drug reaction, so what the hell is going on here?”

      I sighed. “You wouldn't believe me, Sergeant.”

      “Try me,” he said gently.

      “I...” I wasn't sure what it was that I was going to say to him, but I was spared by the door opening and a man in a sharp navy blue business suit coming in.

      Olsen turned to face the newcomer. “Who are you, and what are you doing in my crime scene?”

      The suit ignored him and turned straight to me. “Ah, Ryan. Good to see you well.” He stood next to me and clasped a hand to my shoulder. “Officer, I think this questioning is over for now. I am Albert Langstrom, Mr. Blackwell's attorney, retained by his father. He sent me over when he got word that his son had been interrogated by the police without proper counsel. And now again. Shameful.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of all of the...! Of course father would have heard. Of course he'd be paying attention to what happened to me over here. The deaths would have hit the news, and then he'd have investigated further. I hadn't even called my parents since all this started. I'd gotten out of the habit of thinking about them much, over the past two months.

      And had to admit, I was enjoying the break.

      That seemed to be over now. Mr. Lawyer here was probably under orders to bring me home or else.

      “This your lawyer then, Blackwell?” asked Olsen.

      “It seems to be someone sent by my father for that purpose, yes,” I said.

      “And that's enough of this questioning,” Langstrom said. “I highly doubt you intend to arrest Ryan for anything, so unless you wish me to file a complaint about harassment, go find someone else to bother.”

      Olsen eyed me. “That what you want?”

      “It's what needs to be, for now anyway. Thanks,” I said. He tilted his head a bit, then nodded and left the bathroom.

      Now I was alone with Mr. Lawyer. I turned to him. Time to take the initiative. “So, what does father want from me now?” He was reaching into his suit pocket to withdraw an expensive looking phone.

      “One moment, Mr. Blackwell. I am calling my driver to come around the front and pick us up.”

      “Who said I was going anywhere, Mr. Langstrom?” I asked.

      He paused in his dialing. “Of course you're coming. You don't want to be here, not with all this going on! Four students dead. What sort of school would allow such a thing? Terrible.” He went back to punching numbers again.

      “You're not listening, Langstrom. I understand my father's concern, but I am fine. And I am staying.” I turned to walk out the bathroom door.

      “He said you might be stubborn,” Langstrom said. “He told me to tell you this message: 'I am sorry'. He said you'd understand.”

      I paused. I did understand. Father and I had fought it out last summer practically tooth and nail. He was dead set against me going to a military school, as set as I was on going. He used his political connections to block me from the academies, but there wasn't much he could do but bluster when Northshield had offered me a full scholarship.

      Even so, 'sorry' was a big deal for him. He rarely apologized for anything.

      “Tell father that I accept his apology, and regret that I cannot tell him so in person. But I am bound by honor to stay here until I finish what needs to be done.” I looked back at Langstrom. He nodded, and handed me a small bag.

      “Then he told me to give you this before I left. Good day, young sir. And good luck.” With that, he exited the bathroom, leaving me behind holding a small, thin, brown paper bag. I slipped the contents of the bag out into my hand. It was a book. The front cover was a black and white photo of a granite statue I'd seen many times before.

      The title of the book was Blackwell: Moments of Military Genius. The statue was a memorial for my grandfather, who died before I was born. The memorial was here, on this campus. Where he had gone to school so many years ago. I'd walked past it many times, reaching out to touch it when I felt I needed a moment of strength.
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      I COULDN’T FIND the apparition. It seemed to have vanished, which I knew was impossible. The shield would be holding it here, trapped on the campus somewhere. I'd dowsed for it without success though. I had even gone back down into the narrow spaces below the library seeking it. Nothing. Wherever it was, it was deliberately avoiding confrontation and had been ever since the incident with Berseto.

      We hadn't heard much about the corporal. His parents had arrived to pick up his things this morning, and to help bring him to a hospital nearby his home in New Jersey. He'd be riding down in an ambulance the entire way, hooked to a portable ventilator. Berseto was still comatose, and we'd heard that the doctors who'd been treating him didn't have much hope for him recovering. I privately agreed with them. His mind had been savaged by the apparition's magic not once, but twice. I didn't think there was much that could be done for him at this point.

      Another life that thing had to pay for.

      But first, I had to find it. I was getting tired of waiting for it to show up again. The fact that it was hiding from me had to mean that it was afraid to engage in any more fights. Without the leys to feed off, every fight drained it a little more, left it a bit more vulnerable.

      But with no way to track it down, I was forced to play a waiting game instead. And I still felt the clock ticking away to Samhain.

      Once a week every cadet had Military Lab as part of the ROTC program – “mil lab” for short. This afternoon was marksmanship, which was always pleasant for me. If it’d been up to my father, I’d have never had any firearms training, but courtesy of my uncle I'd been shooting since I was thirteen. Putting out a good showing on the ranges was easy for me, and fun. We fired military surplus M-16 rifles, with a special gadget inserted into them which allowed them to accept and fire magazines of .22 caliber bullets, instead of the usual 5.56 ammunition the guns used. That made them cheap, since .22 ammo was still under five bucks for five hundred rounds. And it made a bullet trap a lot less expensive than it would have been for real military grade ammunition.

      Ten of us were on the line, pinging away with our rifles. I was just about done with not showing off. Instead of painting a fairly random pattern around the center of the target, I'd decided to focus a bit more and put a smiley face there instead.

      Yes, I'd probably get bitched at by the instructor. I figured it was worth it.

      I had finished the eyes and nose, and was starting in on the smile, when the lights went out. I squinted a bit, calling up my Sight. I could See the other cadets looking around, confused. And there, down by the targets, I could see the apparition swirling about.

      Suddenly the cadet next to me screamed “Stay back! Stay away from me!” And then started shooting, more or less randomly around him. I hit the deck, lay flat on the floor, still cradling my rifle to me. I popped out the magazine and touched the tip of the top bullet, feeling the soft lead. Quickly, I etched a rune into the lead with my thumb nail.

      A second cadet began screaming and shooting, and then a third. There were confused yells from all around now, and cries of pain from behind me. Three firing lines were packed into the building right now – twenty more students behind the ones shooting, all waiting for their turn.

      I rolled to my left side and slapped the magazine back in, the rune completed. I yanked back the charging handle, ejecting the round that had already been in the chamber and jacking in the round I had enspelled. Then I rolled back to my belly, aimed the muzzle at the apparition, and fired, forcing every bit of my will into the bindrune as I pulled the trigger.

      My muzzle lit with a brief crack of light, and the bullet struck the apparition. It hissed loudly. I could see bits of itself bleeding away through the wound. The bullet hadn't hurt it, of course, but using the bullet as the delivery method for a bindrune seemed to have been an effective attack.

      And then there was always the old fashioned way, too. I readied a bolt of force in my hand, and sent it rocketing toward the thing. It let out a shriek of rage and fled the building, vanishing through the wall, still bleeding out its ichor from the wound the rune had made.

      The lights came back on.

      I looked up and around. Dazed cadets were dropping weapons to the floor like they were poisonous snakes. It was hard to tell how many people had been hit by random shots, but it looked like only a few. Most of the bullets had flown wild. It looked like three people were hit, but they all seemed to be minor wounds, thanks to the low caliber of the round.

      As I stood up to look around, I saw a cluster of other students gathered around something. Someone. I went over to look.

      The class instructor was on the floor, a bullet through his eye. I reached down to check for a pulse, not expecting nor finding one.

      Another death.

      I stepped outside into the dim autumn afternoon, clouds overhead making the light seem even more faint than usual. The police would be here soon, and there would undoubtedly be all sorts of questions again. But I had something else to worry about before they arrived. I walked around the building to where the thing had exited and Looked for some sign of where it’d gone.

      And there it was, clear to my Sight. Spattered on the ground were bits of fading black energy spilled from the wound my rune had torn.

      I had a “blood” trail. Now all I needed to do was follow where it led.

      

      The trail ran up the hill, back toward the barracks. I was surprised. I'd have thought the apparition would have gone to ground farther away. But I supposed it might want to be near the nexus, so that it could go back to feeding quickly when my shield fell tomorrow. The bits of black matter on the ground were fading fast, so I picked my pace up to a slow jog. Fast enough to follow the trail, but slow enough that I would not fall for an ambush. I hoped.

      The trail led right back to Anders Hall, the barracks next to mine. Ashe's old barracks. I was stumped. Why here, of all places? Had Ashe left something behind connected to the apparition? Did it have some link binding it here? I cautiously went in through the side door. The trail led down the stairs. I followed it until it came up against a padlocked door.

      The storage room. The place Ashe's belongings had been moved to. But why would it come here? I looked around for some way to open the padlock. Without access to the leys, I didn't have the raw energy available to just blow the lock, so I'd have to resort to more practical means. I spotted a firebox down the hall, complete with fire extinguisher and axe. The axe would probably work perfectly. I opened the box and pulled the tool out. Perfect. Good blade, good edge. I should be able to hack the padlock off.

      I heard footsteps on the stairs and turned, hiding the axe behind me. Then I sighed with relief. It was Sergeant Dunn. “Sergeant!” I called out, walking toward him. “Am I glad to see you. We need to get into the storage room, fast. I think the apparition is inside there.”

      He walked down the hall toward me. I stepped up to the storage room door, saying “Quickly, please. I don't want it to escape again. It's hurt.” Dunn stepped up right next to me, and I turned to look at him.

      His eyes were completely black.

      I tried to backpedal fast and bring the axe around, but his hands grabbed me by the neck and fingers like vices began to squeeze. He shoved, hard, and my back slammed against the wall. The axe clattered to the floor as the air went out of my lungs in a whoosh.

      He pushed hard, and I felt myself rising on my toes, then losing contact with the ground altogether as his grip slid me up the wall, clinching tighter. I couldn't breathe at all, and clawed madly at his hands, trying to force his fingers open. The kitty-breeze exploded into action then, sharp little gusts bursting out of my necklace to slice into his hands and wrists. He didn't seem to notice. I was hearing a roaring sound now, and spots were flashing all over my vision. I tried to summon the will for a spell.

      I heard a voice yell “Put him down!” And then Olsen was there, hauling on one of Dunn's arms, trying to break his grip. Dunn released me with that arm, the other still holding me aloft, and swatted Olsen with the free hand. The policeman bounced back into the other wall and hit the ground hard. I gulped a bit of air before the hand came back to my neck and began squeezing again.

      I looked down into those black orbs and felt the hunger swirling there. It wanted me. It had me now, and would devour me as it had these others. I closed my eyes before I fell into that blackness and was lost. It wouldn't have me that easily. I started gathering what strength I had left for another spell, as the hands clenched down harder still. I could feel every beat of my heart pounding in my neck, and knew that Dunn's hands had cut off the arteries. I had seconds.

      And then I was falling, slamming my butt down into the hard floor, gasping for air. I rolled clear and looked up.

      Olsen was standing there, holding the axe I'd dropped. He'd hammered the back side of the blade into Dunn's left knee, and the thing that had been Dunn toppled over and dropped me. But already it was getting back up, hobbling to its knees, trying to rise.

      I closed my eyes and found a calm center somewhere inside myself. When I opened them a second later, I called two bolts of magical force up, one in each hand, and released them with a yell. The bolts slammed into Dunn's body, striking at the creature that had taken up residence. It shrieked and released its hold on him, letting his body topple bonelessly to the floor. The blackness swirled up and up, out of the body, and out through the ceiling. It was gone.

      “No trail this time,” I coughed. “Trap.” It had tried to trap me. The trail, the run here, all a trap.

      Olsen was still holding the axe, staring at Dunn's body like he expected it to get back up again. “I feel like I stepped into a zombie flick,” he said. “What was that thing?” He pointed at the ceiling.

      “You Saw it?” I asked.

      “Hard to miss,” he replied. “Big black things don't fly out of bodies every day.”

      “Most people wouldn't have seen it,” I said, trying to massage my sore neck. “Takes the Sight to see a spirit form like that.” Somehow, next to everything else that had gone on, finding out one of the local cops had the Sight didn’t seem that strange. The whole area around the nexus seemed to act like a weirdness magnet.

      “Seen some odd stuff before,” he admitted. “Nothing like that, though. That what happened to the other kids?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So how do we stop it?”

      “I wish I knew. I've only got until tomorrow night to figure it out. How did you know to come?”

      “You got lucky,” he said. “I was over in the next building, asking Marcel a few more questions. He's been involved in two of these scenes now, and I was running out of places to look for answers since you lawyered up. Anyway, I saw you headed over here and thought I'd see what was going down. Good thing I did, too.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” It hurt to talk. It hurt to move. I wasn't having a good day here, lucky or not.

      “Why don't you go get that looked at?” he said. “I'll call for back up here, get some help in here for this guy. He's not going to be going anywhere, is he?”

      I shook my head. Dunn was gone. Eaten by that thing. What was left would never be him again.

      Olsen cuffed him anyway. “Just to be sure,” he said.

      

      I left Olsen calling in the newest casualty. I wondered how the hell he was going to explain this one. Another insane cadet attacking someone. It was like an epidemic. I giggled, wondering if they'd call in the Center for Disease Control. Then I realized I was giggling, which wasn't a good sign. I stopped, took a deep breath that hurt going in, and grounded. I needed a safe place to rest, and the garden seemed as good as any, so I shuffled my way there.

      Once I was safe inside the verdant place, I leaned against a wall and slid down it to the ground, letting the warmth of the bricks heat my sore back.

      Tomorrow was Samhain, and the spell would fade. The apparition would have access to the leys again, and instead of being closer to trapping it, I had just barely escaped being trapped. I had underestimated the thing, and it had almost killed me for the mistake.

      I sat there a long while, trying to think of something I hadn't already tried or discarded. Nothing came to mind.

      I stood up to leave. My nerves were calm again, and my throat didn't hurt so much. I was walking to the narrow garden entrance when the old gardener ambled in, hoe in hand.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Just stopping by? Or here to check up on me?”

      “Was wondering if you were still alive, boy. Glad you are. You take my advice, yet?” I must have looked confused. His brows knitted together, and he said “The advice I gave you, the last two times we talked. Confound it, boy, if you won't listen to good advice the first time, I can't see why I'd bother repeating it.” And with that, he went on into the garden. I walked on, bemused, wondering what advice he thought he'd given that might help.

      I recalled the book my father sent me, and thought I'd walk by the old statue while I was thinking. Grandpa's classmates had taken up a collection for the memorial when I was in first grade. I still remember father being absolutely irate about it. Which of course made me smile, because what made father angry was always worth smiling about. I tried to recall when he and I had first started waging our quiet war. Maybe it dated back to that statue. He had opposed it. I, who loved hearing stories about my heroic grandfather, was naturally for it. I didn't know that we had seen eye to eye on much else since then.

      There it was, out in the courtyard in front of the history building. My grandfather, standing there large as life atop a pedestal, sword in hand. I wondered if he'd actually used a sword in Vietnam. Somehow, I doubted it, but the weapon made the statue look good. And at least he was holding a pistol in the other hand.

      I reached out and touched the statue, and as always I felt a connection there. Like some part of grandfather was still here, still linked to this statue. Still where I could reach out and touch it. And who knew? Maybe there was. I had seen spirits of magic on the campus, and although I hadn't seen any yet, everyone swore that the campus was haunted by ghosts. Maybe some graduates just held on so dearly to memories of this place that they carried it with them into the afterward...and that let them echo on, in this place.

      I didn't know. But I felt comforted by the feeling of grandfather's presence.

      Tomorrow would be Samhain, All Hallows Eve, the Feast of the Dead. Maybe I could spare a little time in the morning to come back out here and leave something for grandfather, I thought. That would be a nice gesture, at this time when the veils between living and dead were supposed to be at their thinnest.

      I froze at that thought.

      Then I turned at a dead run, sprinting back to my room. I had an idea. It was a long shot, but so was just about everything else I'd tried. It might work. I'd make it work.

      I reached my room winded but still full of energy. I opened a textbook where I'd hidden Ashe's journals. I honestly hadn't found them to be very useful. They didn't talk about the apparition at all, and it seemed like he died not knowing what it was he had called up. Ashe didn't write much about the ley lines either, except in broadest terms. He hadn't gained a very deep understanding of them. But he had jotted down a few spells that I had never thought I would need, and so had never collected my own copies.

      I opened his journal to a page describing the summoning of spirits of the dead.
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      DAWN BROKE on a cold, wet Samhain morning. I went to formation, thinking all through PT about what had to be done today. My attention wandered during breakfast, but things were so out of sorts that the cadre didn't even take notice of my wandering mind.

      There was something electric and dangerous in the air, a feeling of pressure and anticipation. It was so strong that everyone could feel it, everyone was aware of it. No one was unaffected by the sensation. Of course, the number of dead students in the past week probably had a negative impact on morale, as well.

      I got out of breakfast as quickly as I could. I needed two sets of things, and the gathering would take me all day.

      First, I needed a source of power for the spell. That was complicated, until I remembered that the old gardener had suggested I “look to the trees” for help. So I resolved to do so this morning. The campus was full of ancient trees, trees that had been there a hundred years or more. Old and vast, they had a depth of power all their own, separate from the leys.

      I went to the first, an old oak near the dining hall, and sat down with my back against the rough bark. Then I reached out with my thoughts, and explained my need, and what I hoped to accomplish.

      I didn't feel a thought in return, not an emotion... But I felt something. Almost like a consent, and a blessing. If the apparition was allowed to roam free, these trees would be more fodder for it just like every other living thing it encountered, so I had hoped they would help me out of self-preservation. Instead, it was more like they were siding with me because the creature was wrong – was out of order, or out of their sense of an orderly universe. It was other. I was not. And it was as simple as that.

      I took an acorn from the ground under the tree in token of its gift, and went on to the next.

      Every tree offered its strength to me. One after another, they all gave of themselves: a bit of bark, a small twig, a leaf. Each seemed to agree quicker than the last, like they had heard I was coming and already knew what the story was. By lunchtime I had a sack full of tree tokens, gifts from dozens of these majestic towers.

      I hid the sack in my room and went down for lunch formation. Again I ate as quickly as possible. I still had more errands to run, and the clock was counting down. I was pretty sure my shield spell would fail at just about midnight. Samhain had a way of acting like a magical reset button, undoing as the turned over and new energy coursed through the ley lines.

      So I snuck into the library and walked out with a very old book from their collection of Civil War journals. I also acquired a World War One standard from there, using magic to sneak them out. From the small museum in the main administration building, I “borrowed” a medal from a graduate who fought in World War Two, and some battle gear dated from the Korean War. I added to that pile the book about my grandfather, and some printed photos of fighting in the Gulf Wars. It was an impressive collection of memorabilia, and if I was caught with this stuff I was likely going to be facing immediate expulsion. I felt something like a klepto pack rat as I hid the second bundle in my room next to the first, covering them both with a veil of magic.

      I ate lightly at dinner. No sense going into battle with a full stomach. I was already starting to feel a little queasy with the tension of the day. There wasn't much chatter in the dining hall, either. I slipped out as soon as I could. Then I went up to my room to rest, and to wait.

      I stayed there, reading and re-reading Ashe's notes on the spell until I had them by heart. I was planning to change a bit of the summoning. His words bound and trapped the spirit he was calling. That seemed inappropriate to me, so I had some modifications planned.

      Taps sounded at eleven o'clock. That was lights out for freshmen, and most of the upperclassmen seemed to be headed off to sleep as well, judging by the lights winking out around the barracks.

      It was time to move.

      I hopped down from my bed and grabbed the bags from where I'd hidden them, then moved to creep out the door.

      “Ryan, where are you going?” whispered Fred from his bed.

      I'd forgotten about my room-mate. “Don't worry about it, Fred. I'll be back in a while.”

      “I don't understand what's been going on here, but it's bad, isn't it?”

      I bowed my head and closed my eyes. “Yes.”

      “And you can't stay out of it?”

      “It's not something anyone else can do, Fred. And it needs doing.”

      “Then...be careful,” he said. “I'd hate to end up with Marcel as a room-mate instead of you, or something horrible like that.” I heard the grin in his voice, even though I couldn't see it in the dark room.

      “I'll try to be careful then...for your sake,” I said, and then slipped out the door.

      Once I was outside in the cool night air, I headed right for the nexus point in the middle of the parade ground. That was where the apparition would want to be, tonight. Nearby, at least. That was where I'd have to make my stand if I wanted to fight it. That was where I'd have to build the trap to try to pen it back up again.

      Very carefully, I copied the circle and sigils from the old library journal, the one the writer had said he intended to use to trap the beast he had fought. One by one, I traced them into the ground with knife to cut the soil and magic to inlay the cuts. I built this circle directly over the ley nexus, and left it open a hair. I could close it with a flash of will, ideally after the apparition had entered the circle. With luck, that would trap it inside and enable me to raise the power to send it back where it had come from.

      Then outside that circle, I built a second one. For this circle, I enscribed the sigils from Ashe's summoning the dead spell, and added to them the tokens I had gathered of past wars. All wars in which graduates from the school had fought, bled, and died. The spell called for some object dear to the departed. I hoped that those would be enough to call them up, on this evening at least. I lined that circle with the gifts of the trees, placing each carefully to spread their power evenly through the summoning. As I invoked each gift, the tree that had given it lent some of its own power into the making of the spell. I could feel the power growing steadily, beat by beat, object by object.

      I worked quickly. If I could feel it, the apparition undoubtedly could as well.

      Finally all was ready. I sat in the center of the summoning circle, drawing its power in to myself, feeling it slowly build. Midnight was not far away. I glanced at my watch. Another fifteen minutes or so, and the shield would fail, dropping the leys back into the open. I didn't have much time. With careful precision, I started into the complex and unfamiliar spell, pushing will and power into each sigil in turn, bringing them to life and light.

      I was suddenly aware of malicious intent focused on me.

      I opened my eyes, and almost lost control of the spell. There it was, a short way across the field. Light seemed to bend oddly around it, and almost I thought I would have seen it even without my Sight. But it was there, it was hungry, and it moved closer toward me, skirting the circle at the nexus and heading around it toward my own circle.

      I wasn't going to get the spell finished in time. I was barely hanging on to the threads of it, fear nibbling at my concentration. And still it came closer.

      “Not this time, you don't,” called a voice from off to my left. I looked, but didn't believe my eyes at first. It was the old gardener, still carrying his old hoe and dressed in his grounds keeper uniform. He was walking across the parade ground, hoe held at the ready like a pole axe. He looked at me and said “Keep on, boy. I'll keep our friend here busy for a few moments.”

      I was dubious, but then I saw a green aura surround the old man as he stepped up to do battle with the blackness in front of us. I felt every tiny connection that led to that aura – every leaf, every blade of grass, every flower, every small tree in his gardens, lovingly tended for years, now offered him what protection they could. Alone, a blade of grass is as nothing. But combined, all of that might just give him enough to survive.

      He let out a battle cry and rushed toward the apparition. It swept up huge wings of night and brought them crashing against him. Black and green sparks scattered where they touched, and his hoe raked a lone line in the apparition's mass.

      I went back to my spell. It was our best chance. I put my heart into the spell, my memories of every story I'd heard about my grandfather. The emotion I'd felt at every tale of heroism. The dedication of someone who fights on because it is the right thing to do. A love for the school, and a deep anger at this thing that threatened the University and the ideals it stood for.

      All of that I drove into the spell, fueling it with my love and my rage.

      The words of Ashe’s spell for summoning the dead had been ones of domination, control. I had modified the spell so much I doubt he’d have recognized it. Where he took, I asked for help. Then, at the end, I added a few words.

      “Grandpa, I’ve always tried to live in a way that would make you proud. If you’re out there, I could really use your help right now. There’s a big bad here. I’m going to go fight it. I think it’s what you’d do, too.” Then I reached out to the circle with my will, moving magic through the pattern I’d woven.

      And the spell locked into place.

      I stepped out of the circle and walked toward the apparition.

      It had the old man down on one knee now, batting at him like a cat would a mouse. I snarled and hurled a pair of energy bolts at it, sending ripples of agony cascading through the thing. It whirled its attention back to me, and swatted the gardener away like a broken toy. He fell, limp and twisted against one of the trees that circled the field. I cried out, but he did not move.

      “A FIT END FOR ONE SUCH AS HE, YES? TO DIE BROKEN AGAINST A TREE?” I heard the voice as a roaring in my mind, and snapped a shield up around me.

      “Oh, now you feel like talking,” I said. “Before, it was just shriek, shriek, shriek.” Snappy comebacks seemed a better idea than gibbering in terror.

      “I HAVE GROWN MORE INTO MYSELF WITH EACH SOUL I DEVOURED,” came the voice again. I managed to damp down the volume a bit with the shield, but it was still getting its thoughts through well enough, which bothered me.

      “More full of yourself, maybe,” I muttered, and spun another ball of power into my hand. I tossed the ball at the thing, which raised a shield and batted my bolt aside.

      “WHEN I REACH THE NEXUS, I WILL OPEN THE GATE. YOU CAN STAND AGAINST ONE OF ME, BUT HOW WILL YOU FARE AGAINST THOUSANDS?”

      Not well, but I wasn't going to say that. “Have to get there first, ugly.”

      “YOU ARE ALL ALONE NOW. YOU CANNOT HOPE TO STAND AGAINST ME. WHY STRUGGLE?”

      I looked at my watch. Less than ten minutes left. It was only a glance, but when I looked back up, something had changed. Streamers of white were rising from the ground all around the thing, dozens of them. More, and more appeared. I looked more closely at them, and saw men, armed with the weapons of a hundred and fifty years of war, wearing a variety of uniforms, were gathering on the field. Or their specters, at least.

      The spell had worked.

      “I am not alone, and this battle is far from over!” I yelled, and picked up the old gardener's hoe from where it had fallen to the ground. I infused it with power and charged at the apparition. With me charged scores of ghosts of the long and recently dead, soldiers all, warriors every one.

      The apparition whirled to face me and my gardening implement of doom, but then ghosts raked it from behind, cutting into it. It screamed in fury and pain and turned on them, snapping one in half with jaws made of inky black energy. The ghost it struck faded to mist and vanished, but others swept in toward it.

      It formed claws on all sides, became a mass of fangs and claws everywhere, reaching out, slashing, trying to bat down the gnats tearing at it. My little army began to dwindle in numbers, but as it did the apparition was shrinking in size. I made another cut with the hoe, and then barely blocked a claw that shattered my shield. The blow knocked the hoe from my hands and sent it skittering across the lawn, plowing a huge furrow right through the middle of the field.

      I tossed another bolt, then looked at my watch. Only a minute left.

      It wasn't enough time. We had hurt it, wounded it horribly, but my spells would both fade with midnight, and if it got the leys it would rebuild itself quickly. I reached back with my power to check the trap spell, but couldn't feel it there at all.

      I whirled, and saw what had happened. When that strike had knocked the hoe from my hands, the furrow made by the blade had rent the circle in half, shattering carefully drawn lines and sigils. The trap was broken, and there was no way I could rebuild it in time.

      I could feel my shield crumbling, and raw energy surging through the leys. At the same time, I saw the ghost summoning spell fading, and each specter turning into mist before my eyes. One stepped closer to me, and I thought I saw my father's eyes there. Solemnly, the ghost nodded to me, saluted, and then faded away.

      The leys slammed back down into their nexus, raw force rippling through them.

      I was the only thing left between the apparition and the nexus.

      I snatched the hoe back up off the ground and whirled it again, twirling it like a quarterstaff.

      “You shall not pass,” I intoned. OK, so I have a thing for melodrama. All I needed was a long white beard and a gray robe and I'd be all set.

      “YOU CANNOT STOP ME,” it thought at me.

      “I can sure as hell try,” I said, and whirled the staff overhead before smashing it down into the thing again. It was rent in dozens of places, bleeding black energy from many wounds. If I could hold it off even a little while longer, maybe I had a chance.

      I heard a leonine growl, and the kitty-breeze swept out of my amulet toward the thing, raking with claws of wind, adding new tears. It ignored the spirit, plodding forward toward me with snapping jaws and raking talons. I was forced to give ground, step by step. I felt it reach for the leys behind me with its magic, and I blocked it with my own.

      “You'll have to get past me, first,” I said. I was panting hard now with the effort of blocking the thing. And it had pushed me almost back into the nexus itself.

      There had to be another way. I had to stop it from getting into the leys somehow, but I was getting more tired by the moment, and magically I was just about tapped out. Even with the gifts of the trees, casting two complex spells and then a bunch of bolts attacking the thing had worn me down. I was running dangerously close to empty, and if I tapped out completely I'd lose my shield. Then it would have me for certain.

      There was really only one thing left that I could do.

      I took one more step back, into the nexus. I could feel the thing crow with delight as it reached for the power in those leys.

      But I gathered them up first.

      And I fed them all into my shield.

      “NO – YOU CANNOT!”

      Oh yes, I can, I thought. I tucked myself inside a second shield, and curled into a ball.

      The power overloaded the outer shield, and just as it was ready to burst, I inverted it as I had in the woods.

      The shield exploded with a detonation fed by all of the leys in the nexus. I saw the power lancing into the apparition, tearing it apart, shredding its substance, blasting it to bits of power scattered across the grounds.

      And then the back blast from the explosion hit me, and I didn't remember anything for a while.
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      I SPENT THE FIRST few days after the explosion in the infirmary. I didn't recall too much of that time, at first. But I can't have been that bad off, or they'd have shipped me to a hospital. I thought I recalled my father sitting by my bedside once, but that might have been a dream too.

      I woke up on the second day after Samhain. They made me stay in the infirmary for another two days for observation, though. I'd taken a good knock to the head when the gas main had blown up, I was told. Just wrong place at the wrong time. Bad luck, but I was recovering well. So they wanted to make sure I was all right before they released me.

      I would have worried about missing classes, but Fred brought me my books and made an effort to keep me up to date. Once, when he visited, I asked if he had heard anything about an old gardener found on the parade ground that night. He said that he didn't, but he'd ask. He came back later to tell me that they had found him almost dead on the field, tossed against a tree by the explosion. He was still in the hospital in critical condition.

      “Was that really a gas main that blew, Ryan?” Fred asked me.

      “Do you really want me to answer that question?”

      “That's probably already more answer than I wanted.” He sighed. “Never mind.”

      The thing seemed to be gone, at least. I could no longer sense the apparition anywhere. That last blast must have been enough to take it out entirely. Of course, it almost took me out as well, and it did take down half the trees on the parade ground, shatter all the windows on campus, and gouge a huge crater into the ground where I blew the shield up. I guessed that the whole 'gas main' bit was someone's cover story.

      It was a Saturday when they felt I was strong enough to be released. Nothing to do, no classes until Monday. So I started looking around the campus a bit, really Looking. The old gardener had mentioned his gardens, places he had tended for many years. I didn't know when he'd be back, if ever. But I hated to think that his gardens would be lost now, untended and uncared for.

      I started a simple search, dowsing for the presence of his old, loving magic in the air, in the ground. And one by one I found them, five other hidden spots. I think that's all of them, anyway. I'll be keeping my eyes open in case I missed any others. They were all like that first one I had found – and yet all of them were different too. Each had that same sense of peace, calm, and rejuvenation. But the plants were different. One was filled with rose bushes. Another, a nook between several buildings, had fruit trees bearing plums, apples, and cherries spread out along the brick walls. Each spot was a unique work of art and magic. Each taught me something new.

      I'd do my best to see that they were all cared for. I owe their creator that much, and more.

      

      On Monday I was called up to the administration building, to visit a Captain Miles. This was unusual for a number of reasons. First, it wasn't at all common for freshmen to be invited to see an officer. Second, I'd never met a Captain Miles, or heard his name at the school. And third, neither had Drill Sergeant Fletcher, who just shrugged when I asked about him.

      “Go up and see him this afternoon, that's the message I was told to pass on,” he said.

      I was still feeling a little out of sorts. My magic was acting oddly. I’d always felt my reserve of energy as a small cup from which I drew droplets to cast spells. Since the battle, it felt more like a deep well instead. The change had me feeling out of sorts, like my skin was suddenly too tight around me. Meeting with this Captain was not how I wanted to spend my afternoon.

      But it wasn’t a request. So after lunch, I headed up to the administration building and found an office directory on the wall. There was no Captain Miles listed. I went to ask a secretary, who was a bit more helpful.

      “Oh, you want the new captain, then,” she said. “He's a nice young man. So glad to have him here.”

      “When did he arrive, ma'am?” I asked.

      “Just yesterday. This is his first work day. He's still moving his things in.”

      Brand new, and interested in me on his very first day. This was getting more and more interesting by the minute. Interesting, as in the old curse 'may you live in interesting times'. I'd had enough of interesting times for a while, thanks.

      I went to his office and knocked on the door. A voice from inside said “Enter.”

      I opened the door and walked up to the antique cherry desk which filled most of the small office. A man sat at the desk, looking to be in his early thirties, with tight cropped hair, clean shaven face, and wearing the Class B uniform typical of military staff working at the college. He was clearly still moving in, and the office smelled of recent disinfectant use. The shelves were all bare, and the desk had nothing on it but a computer and a few papers.

      “Ah, Recruit Blackwell. Excellent. I was hoping to see you today,” he said, standing up.

      “Why, sir?” I asked.

      “Because I've been sent here by the Army, to this station. I’m aware of some of your doings in recent events here, and was frankly astonished you survived them.”

      I Saw him send a series of magical probes at me, tiny lances of magical light. A quickly cast shield held them off easily. Still, it felt rude to start poking and prodding someone you’d just met, and he proceeded to cast more forceful probes after I rebuffed the initial attempt. Those didn’t have any more chance of passing my shields than the first, but I was getting annoyed.

      “Please stop doing that,” I said. His eyes got a bit wider for a second, before he recovered himself.

      “Sorry. Force of habit, testing like that. You’ve got excellent shields there,” he said, frowning. I guess he wasn’t used to being rebuffed.

      “Some habits were made to be broken. You can use magic,” I said. “Does the Army know that?”

      “Let's say that my superiors are aware of my abilities.”

      I let that sift through my head for a minute. “So someone figured out what was going on here, and sent you to check up on things?”

      “Something like that. The college's nexus has been on a special watch list for a long time now. In fact, we usually have one person on staff here to keep an eye on things. But we haven’t had a serious problem with the nexus for decades, and unfortunately we were short-staffed enough that the last replacement that was sent in didn't have your or my...special qualifications for dealing with that sort of thing.”

      “So wait,” I said. “You're telling me that the Army knew about the nexus? Knew about the potential danger? And it pulled the guy who was supposed to be watching out for things here, and sent in someone with no magical skills instead?”

      “Pretty much,” he said. “The place remained on a watch list, which should have caused an alert to be issued as soon as anything showed up that was out of the ordinary here. But somehow, it slipped through. I was just ordered here yesterday, which means the alert probably came through the day before. By the time I got here...”

      “...the fireworks were all over,” I finished for him. “Yeah. Saw them myself.”

      “Had a big part in them yourself, is what I understand,” he said, waving a few sheets of paper in one hand. “I've read all the data we have on the subject, from staff and local law enforcement. And I put a few other pieces together myself that they probably missed. It sounds like you did quite well for yourself here, especially given your lack of training. Have you thought about what you want to do for a career, in the long run?”

      “Wait – you're offering me a job, now?” This was getting more unbelievable by the moment.

      “Well, not right away. But we're certainly looking for people with your talents, once you have a commission in hand.”

      “You people,” I filled the word with scorn, “abrogated responsibility here, left the place alone when you knew there was danger, and because of that people died, Captain. Some of them died from gunshots, some from having their souls ripped from their bodies and eaten. There’s an old man in the hospital right now for the crime of just trying to help me fight that thing.”

      The raw power inside me roiled as my temper flashed. That deep well felt more like an hot volcano. I struggled to bring myself back under control. The saying “if looks could kill” might turn out to be too true in my case, I realized.

      “Why on earth would I want to have anything to do with a group that allowed that to happen?” I snarled.

      Miles frowned, his eyes flickering downward. “Listen, I know you're upset. We're not perfect, but we do what we can.”

      “Then do it away from me. I never wanted any of this.”

      He leaned back in his seat. “But when you were needed, you stepped up anyway, didn’t you? And trust me when I say this: we do need you. People with a talent for magic are rare, Blackwell.”

      “Besides,” he said, leaning forward again. “You’ve got a ROTC contract. With your skills, where do you think the ‘needs of the Army’ are going to take you?”

      “I hadn’t really thought about,” I admitted.

      “Think about it some, Ryan. There’s plenty of time. You’ve got a degree to earn. And I’ll be stationed here for quite a while, I think. If you need someone to talk to, you know where I am.”

      I nodded. “I will think about it,” I said, and he nodded, a satisfied smile growing on his face. I was still seething inside. I didn’t want him to feel like he had me pat under his control. I wanted that smile to go away.

      “But you think about something, too.” I paused, waiting for his undivided attention. Then I picked a few pieces of paper out of his trash can. “Once upon a time, I used to think that those stories about people lighting candles with magic were just tall tales.”

      I pushed magic at the papers in my hand, and they ignited. They didn’t just kindle into a gentle flame – I put enough power into the spell that they practically exploded in one brief, bright burst of flame.

      “Obviously, I was wrong.”

      Nothing but ashes spilled from my fingers. I noticed Miles’s face turning roughly the same green as his shirt.

      “You didn't touch the leys for that...I would have felt it. That shouldn’t have been possible...”

      “I thought so too, once. But I've found a lot of things are possible, if you are willing to stand up,” I said. “Miles, your people screwed up once, and it was a disaster. So understand this: you may be sitting behind the desk, but this is my watch, now.”
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      I STOPPED by my grandfather's statue on my way down the hill. I'd grown into a habit of walking this path. It was a little out of the way, but worth it to see his face again, even etched in stone. The chill November breeze stirred leaves in little eddies around me, but the stone stood, impervious to all of it. I laid a hand on the cold granite, envious.

      They had used a photo from his younger years for the statue’s model. I'd been told it was from his service in World War Two. The face was too young, missing all the lines and creases in my memories. But it was him. And just seeing him, standing there tall and proud, helped me to remember who I was and why I was here. Being a freshman at a military college was never fun even at the best of times – and it had been a bad month. But Grandpa would have been proud of me, and that thought helped keep back the nightmares some.

      The thing I had fought last month still haunted my dreams, most nights. I knew it wasn’t real – my room was shielded by magical wards. Knowing that my nightmares were the result of my own imagination didn’t make me sleep better.

      I pulled my eyes from the statue. There was just enough time to check my mail before classes started for the morning. I didn't often get anything from home, but my Mom still sent care packages sometimes, and Grandma too. Dad hadn't mailed me so much as a postcard. I supposed he was still angry with me for coming here.

      The mailboxes the school gave us were the main conduit for information around the campus. With freshmen barred from having computers in our rooms for the first semester – too distracting from other duties, or so we were told, although I thought it was likely just another way of cutting freshmen recruits off from the rest of the world – mail remained a critical way to get news to people, letters from professors to students, fliers about activities starting up, and other bits of college life. It felt odd to be so reliant on a physical mailbox daily instead of email. I still maintained my old email account and my new university one, and checked them as often as I could at the library or a computer lab, but it just wasn't the same as having a smartphone in my pocket to pick up news and mail right away.

      The mailroom was attached to the student lounge, which recruits were forbidden to enter. Just another of a million restrictions to remember. Forgetting would have been bad. Very bad. Lots of recruits tried to test the limits on one rule or another, but not that one. Walking into a room filled with upperclassmen who all knew from your recruit haircut and recruit uniform that you were not supposed to be there would have been dumb, not daring.

      But the mailroom was open to everyone, as was the little campus store next to it. I stepped through the doors into the warmer air inside, and strode past the door to the store. Our boxes were banks of little stacked brass containers with old combination locks on them. I reached mine and dialed in the combination, my mind elsewhere. Not a lot of mail today; a flier about an upcoming movie night, freshman allowed. A notice about upcoming midterms... Normal fare. But at the bottom was something worth getting excited about – a little green slip that said I had a package waiting for me.

      I grabbed the green slip and went up to the mailroom window. A cadet was inside, putting mail into the various boxes. For the hundredth time I was glad my Army scholarship meant I didn't have to worry about work-study. I mean, sure, doing scut jobs for the college to make money for tuition was a great way to go, but my life was already busy enough.

      I rapped on the shelf under the window and caught the guy's eye – older than me, maybe a sophomore or junior. He nodded at me and kept flipping mail into boxes.

      "Be just a minute," he said.

      "No rush."

      I turned my back on his work and let my gaze drift around while I rested my back against the mailboxes next to his window. So I was facing right toward the student lounge when things went from calm to crazy.

      One minute, the room was filled with the buzzing noise of two dozen cadets chatting, eating food from the snack bar, and playing pool.

      The next, there was a towering inferno reaching to the ceiling on the far side of the room.

      The place filled with smoke fast. Sirens blared out, and people started screaming. The sprinkler system cut in, and started dumping water in a steady stream everywhere. It didn't seem to have much effect on the flames, though, as they licked up at the ceiling tiles like a hungry hound.

      Above all of that, though, I felt a wave of magic that rocked me back on my heels.

      This wasn't a normal fire. I didn't know for certain what was going on, but I had a hunch the sprinklers weren't going to be enough. Some cadets near the door were streaming past me, heading outside as fast as they could. But it didn't look like everyone had made it.

      I crossed the hallway in two steps and yanked open the panel covering a fire extinguisher, pulled the tank out and yanked the pin. Didn't know if it would help or not, but it couldn't hurt. Then I bulled my way through the crowd trying to push their way out. I headed right for the flame.

      The room was filling with smoke quickly. I couldn't fight a fire if I passed out from smoke inhalation. It was time to call for help.

      "Kittybreeze," I whispered, "can you help me clear the smoke?"

      A wisp of air whirled out of the acorn amulet I always wear around my neck. I didn't know precisely what the little wind spirit was, but she had helped me more than once last month, and had taken to calling my amulet home. She'd seemed catlike from the day I'd first met her, thus the cute pet name. Now she swirled out and around me, blowing the smoke clear in a small bubble. It wasn't perfect, and my lungs were starting to burn. But it was better.

      I hosed the fire down with carbon dioxide from the extinguisher, with about as little effect as I'd feared. The flames were enormous, coming from a trashcan up against the wall and reaching eight feet to the ceiling before spreading in a huge semi-circle. I kept spraying, and the fire seemed to fight back. It was growing, not dying out. The trashcan buckled as the plastic caught fire and melted away, letting the flames pour like rivers along the floor, reaching for more food.

      Enough.

      I took a moment to center myself, then called my magic and willed it into a shield. I'd gotten very good at shielding myself. It had been an essential survival trait lately. But this time, instead of forming the bubble shield around myself, I built it around the fire, cutting it off from any external flow of power. Immediately I felt pressure building against the shield from some external force.

      Someone outside the room was feeding this fire.

      I gritted my teeth and fed more power into the shield, keeping it together with my will. Then I focused on collapsing the shield, shrinking it down. It crept smaller, visible only to my Sight. As I pushed it smaller, the fire began to die out. Smaller still I pushed the bubble, fighting building pressure from both inside and outside the shield.

      Then there was a sensation like a pop, and the pressure went away. My shield collapsed to nothing around the magical flames, and the fire just went out, vanishing without even a cinder remaining. I hosed down the mess left behind with the extinguisher for good measure, and flopped down into a soaking wet seat as the sprinklers continued to rain water down all over the room. That had been exhausting, and I didn't want to trust my legs enough to walk me out just yet.

      Several other cadets were still in the room, gasping on the floor in what was left of the smoke. I remembered that although I could still breathe well, they'd be having a rough time of it, so I forced myself to my feet and staggered over to the first to help him out the door.

      The local fire department had a good response time. I was just dragging the third cadet out, with another Good Samaritan carrying the fourth in a fireman's carry, when they showed up, red lights flashing. The alarm couldn't have rung more than ten minutes before. Probably less.

      Firefighters hopped off their truck and ran over. They popped out oxygen bottles and hooked us all up, despite my protests that I was fine. I was soaking wet and covered with soot, so I must have looked like a wreck. The rest of them ran inside and hosed the fire down again, then started looking for more people left inside. They found one more – one of the kitchen crew for the snack bar had passed out inside, and they hauled her out on a stretcher. But she was already conscious again, so I figured she'd be OK.

      It felt like about time to get out of there before someone started asking questions about the fire. I'd played too big a part to deny it, and I was terrible at lying. I stood up on spaghetti legs and took off the oxygen mask, plunked it down on the ground, and turned to go.

      Captain Miles was standing there in front of me.

      Miles was an officer the Army had put in place on campus after the mess last month. Apparently a nasty critter killing a bunch of cadets and one instructor was enough to show up on their radar that something might be wrong here, so they sent someone with some magical skills. He arrived a bit after I blew the thing to bits, taking a chunk of the Upper Parade Ground with it. It had been a very near thing.

      He was also not the person I wanted to see most right now. We hadn't hit it off well. It started with him trying to probe my defenses magically. I'd been surprised how easily I'd been able to swat aside the attempt. Our first meeting ended with my turning a few papers from his desk into ash.

      That was two days ago. I hadn't warmed to him since.

      "With me, now," he said, putting a firm hand on my shoulder. I let him guide me through the growing crowd.

      A fireman looked up at us and must have seen my clothes and face. He tried to wave us down, but Miles looked him in the eye and shook his head.

      "I've got this one," Miles said to the man. I felt a flicker of magic flow from Miles, and the fireman blinked and went back to treating the other cadets who'd been exposed to the smoke. We went on our way up the hill.

      "I see you have the jedi mind trick down pat," I said.

      "Comes in handy more often than you'd think. Never try it on me," he warned.

      I shook my head. Like he had the power to stop me if I wanted to. That was one trick I hadn't tried, though I wasn't planning to tell him that.

      "Thanks," I said instead. He had pulled me out of there. It felt OK to give him that much.

      "So what happened down there? I felt magic I didn't recognize, then I felt yours. I came running as fast as I could."

      I filled him in as quickly as we could while he walked me back up to my barracks. I kept it short, but didn't leave out any details I could remember. He'd already helped once. It could turn out that having some backup around might be a useful thing. Then I had a thought.

      "Wait – you could tell my magic apart from the other one?"

      "Yup," Miles replied.

      "How?"

      "Seen you use it before. Echoes in the wards you put on the campus on Halloween. In my office when you shielded yourself. The wards on your room. You use magic a lot, you know."

      I did know. "But you could tell mine apart from this other?"

      "Yup. Another trick I'll show you, sometime. I've picked up a few. You're strong, but strength isn't everything, you know."

      I tried to give my best imitation of a cocky grin, but I was too worn out to really give it my all. "It's worked out OK so far, but... Yeah, I know. So, did you recognize this other magic?"

      "Nope. Never seen anything quite like it, except that it felt raw, somehow. No finesse, just raw force. And – this is your stop, I think." We were at the door to my room.

      "Thanks," I said. "For helping me out, back there – and just for showing up."

      "I told you, Ryan. I'm on your side here," he said. The look on his face made me want to believe him, too. "Get cleaned up, and get to class. You going to the Echo Taps tonight?"

      “It’s mandatory,” I replied. I’d been dreading the event since I heard about it. There had been several deaths on campus last month. Some of them were my fault: people had died because I wasn’t fast enough, or strong enough, to save them. Their deaths hung over me daily. I didn’t need the memorial service to remember them.

      Miles’ face softened a little. “I’ll be there, if you need to talk to someone.”

      I stood in the hall as he walked off and started back down the stairs. Then I turned back to my door and stepped into my room, shoes still squishing with each step. I was a mess. I hoped I'd be able to get this uniform clean. Maybe Miles had some dry cleaning magic up his sleeve?

      I started stripping clothes off. Shower first, then deal with the rest of it. This new twist on Miles was going to be food for thought. He'd not only genuinely come through in a crisis, he'd offered information – instruction – about magic. I'd never met anyone willing to do that before. Fact is, the only other magical practitioner I'd ever met had tried to fry me and then summoned up a monster to eat me. That he'd gotten eaten himself in the process was some consolation, but not much help in the education department.

      Miles could be useful to have around, for a whole bunch of different reasons.

      I slipped into my bathrobe and shower shoes, grabbed a towel and shampoo, and headed down the hall, already daydreaming about streams of warm water washing the soot from my tired body. It wasn't until I was under a stream of blissfully hot water that I remembered I hadn't picked up that package from the mailroom. Another thing to worry about – later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two: Sparks

        

      

    
    
      MORNING CLASSES went by in a whirl. My mind wasn't really on the classwork, which was dangerous because I was still trying to play catch up after the time in the infirmary, recovering from fighting the beastie on the green. But that fire this morning had me worried enough that concentrating on calculus wasn't my top priority. I had managed to burn a few pieces of paper to a crisp, but starting a conflagration like I’d seen today would take enormous magical power.

      I had some experience with controlling temperatures, but for very minor changes. Keeping warm when cold and wet, for instance. I'd never tried to keep a fire from burning me, and I wasn't quite sure how that would work. I had a gut feeling it was something I needed to learn, though.

      By the time I drifted from calculus to physics class, I was starting to work out some ideas in my head. I jotted a few notes during class, drew some diagrams of runic sigils that might help me focus my magic for the purpose. At least this was a start, and would give me a few things to try. One down side to so few people believing in magic – there was a serious shortage of reliable books on the subject. Some hints here and there, and that was all I'd ever found. It was frustrating, because I'd had to make up most of what I could do as I went along, discovering everything by trial and error.

      If I had to defend myself against some sort of magical firestorm, trial and error sounded extremely uncomfortable!

      Physics class ended almost without my noticing, I was so wrapped up in my work. I piled textbook, notebook, and other odds and ends into my bag and was getting ready to head out. Most of the rest of the class had already filed out the double doors. The lecture hall was one of those rooms with terraced seating, row after row of chairs with a desk section you could lift into place. I'd stepped out onto the stairs to descend to the door when I heard the professor call me.

      "Ryan, could I see you a moment?" she asked.

      I groaned inside, but tried not to let it show, and headed to her desk at the center of the hall. "Yes, Professor Tate?"

      She waited a moment, letting the last students file out before addressing me again.

      "I was wondering how you were doing, Ryan."

      I blinked. "I'm fine," I said, keeping my voice flat.

      She tilted her head and gave me a hard stare. "Then perhaps you can tell me what my lecture was about, today?" she asked.

      I thought hard. I hadn't paid any attention to it at all, but I knew what unit of the text we were in... If I could just remember...

      "I didn't think so. Ryan, when I have a student who has nothing but top scores suddenly spacing out in my lectures, I get curious. When I talk to other professors and find out he's doing it in other classes as well, I get concerned."

      She stopped talking, staring expectantly at me instead.

      "I'm sorry, Professor. I'll try to be more focused in class. It's been a rough week. I'm not...not really sleeping well."

      "Since that accident, you mean," she said. Miles had explained away the crater I’d left in the Parade Ground as a gas leak and explosion. “Have you spoken to anyone about it? Might help to talk to someone, if you're having trouble dealing with it alone.”

      "I'll think about it," I replied. Not sure who I'd talk to, even if I wanted to.

      She didn't look convinced, but she let me go. And I knew she was right. I couldn't let my grades slip, or I'd lose my scholarship. My father would never pay for a military school. He'd especially never pay for this school, where his own father had attended. They'd never gotten along. My grandfather had always been a hero to me, which meant my father and I hadn't hit it off very well, either.

      But the bottom line was simple: I was here on the Army's dime, or I was going to end up returning home in disgrace. Oh, Dad would get me into some other college, I was sure. But as hard as it was here, there were parts of it I loved. Being independent was no small part of that. And staying on the Army's dime meant keeping a good GPA.

      Keeping up good grades was incumbent upon staying alive, of course.

      

      The evening memorial service came up far too quickly, like the rest of the day had dashed out of the way. Before I knew it, we were in the mess hall for dinner. I poked at the offering absently, not really hungry. Usually I ate as quickly as the other freshmen, so that I could be excused and out from under our cadre’s watchful eyes. Upperclassman put in charge of the freshmen class, cadre could get bored sometimes, and use freshmen to make their lives more interesting. It was something like a year-long fraternity pledge system.

      Today their attention was elsewhere. Eyes were somber, and there were no flashing smiles, no bowls full of mixed condiments they forced freshmen to wolf down.

      Fletcher finished his food and stood up, which was the signal to the freshmen in my company that the meal was done. I glanced about, and most of my class had already left their tables. I picked up my tray and brought it to the kitchen. Then I filed out the door and marched uphill to the parade ground. Other freshmen had already formed up into rank and file lines. I stepped into the group of freshmen from my company.

      No one was allowed to look about. When standing in formation, we were strictly eyes forward. Which meant all of us were looking inward at the hole blasted in the center of the parade ground. That had been where I’d battled the nastiest supernatural creature I’d ever heard of. It had been going for the powerful ley line nexus that centered right where the crater was. I’d come there to stop it. I’d won – barely.

      But I’d lost, too. Before that, people here had treated me like I was normal. Being found in the middle of the blast crater, still breathing – after having been involved with some of the other weirdness earlier in the month – was too much. Word got around.

      Before last month, I’d felt like I belonged here. Now, I was the outsider again.

      

      They didn’t make us stand outside in the cold for too long before they marched us by company down to the fieldhouse, which was darn near filled with rows of folding chairs. We all shuffled in and took seats. The president of the University stepped up to the podium and said a few words, which I tuned out.

      The University had waited on this memorial, because there was some question on the number of people it was for. The apparition had killed some people outright. But it had made two cadets into tools it used to kill others, and had broken those tools in the process. Shattered their minds. Those two cadets had been fading ever since. The last had passed away two days ago.

      I’d lost track how great the final death toll had been. No, that was a lie. I tried hard not to remember, but I knew it well: seven. Northshield had always been a hot spot for magical activity, and a few cadets went missing every year. Some of those actually went home, or to some other school. Others became tasty snacks for some creature attracted to the nearness of the ley line nexus. But seven in the course of a month was a very bad start for the year.

      I was drifting from melancholy into downright depressed by the time the Commandant of Cadets finished his speech. I hadn’t even noticed when he took over talking.

      “And now, we share together in our grief, mourn together our loss, so that together we become stronger through this hardship,” he was saying. But I wasn’t the only one who’d stopped paying attention to his words. While I was thinking, staff had been laying out tables laden with goodies. I could smell confections in the air, and so could every other freshman in the room.

      The average eighteen year old is not used to going multiple months without a desert. No ice cream, brownies, cookies, cake... I could feel my mouth start to water, and I knew I wasn’t alone. I might have been the only one feeling nauseated by the experience though.

      The commandant finished his speech, and waved everyone toward the tables. The cadet class rose in unison, but proceeded in a more staggered manner. I noticed some folks surged toward the treats almost at a sprint, and I felt a rising anger in my chest. How could they be so easily bought off by a few cookies? People had died!

      Then there were some folks who proceeded over, but at a more measured pace. That seemed to be more of the cadets, really. Some had their heads down. Some walked almost grudgingly. But they went over.

      Finally there were only a few dozen of us left in the seats. Yeah, I was one of the ones who stayed behind. My mouth was still watering at the idea of biting into one of those brownies, but the guilt I felt turned the thought to ashes in my mind.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up and looked for an exit. It wasn’t like anyone was going to see me bolt out the door, not when they were trying to bring order to two thousand young adults all fighting over the last cookie.

      I spotted an exit sign at the far end of the hall and started walking. My palms were damp, my breathing faster than it ought to have been. Inside my head, my rational voice was saying that I was just overreacting. But my body wasn’t listening. I needed to get out. Now.

      The hall past the exit sign was dark, but short, and ended in a fire door. One of those old ones with the big brass push-bar. I hit it at half a run, and luckily the door wasn’t locked or I’d have broken a wrist.

      Then I was outside in the fresh evening air, standing at the top of a short flight of concrete steps down to the parking lot. It was cold – I could see my breath. I leaned on the metal pipe railing in front of me, and the chill bit into my fingers. I savored the feeling.

      It took me a minute to realize that there were other people out in the lot. Someone was crying out there in the dark. I could hear someone else talking. It sounded like women’s voices. And of course, someone could come outside through the door behind me any time. I wanted to be alone right now, not told to do push-ups because some cadre was bored and looking for a freshman to harass.

      I stole down the steps, and managed to not make a lot of noise in the process. I’d just slip along the side of the building, following the brick face, and go sit out of sight around the corner.

      I had only made it a few steps before my foot hit some loose gravel and slipped out from underneath me. I fell forward, knee hitting the pavement first, then my palms slapping down hard.

      “Ow!” I said. Shaken, I started to pick myself up off the ground.

      “Who’s there?” A young woman’s voice, somewhere very close. I froze. A flashlight flicked on behind me, drifting back and forth before settling on me as I got to my feet.

      “You OK?” she asked. I could see now that it was a cell phone she was holding, with a flashlight app.

      “Ow. More or less, I think,” I replied. I still wasn’t sure who she was – although she wasn’t a freshman if she had a smartphone. And there were two figures standing there. The one holding the light was doing the talking.

      Then the other one spoke up. “It’s him!” she said, pointing at me accusingly. I winced at the venom dripping from her voice. I held a hand in front of my eyes, trying to see their faces.

      “Oh! Sorry,” the first woman said. The light dropped to the ground immediately.

      Meanwhile, the other woman had taken two steps to close the gap between us. “Are you that Blackwell kid?” she asked.

      I hesitated, then answered. “I’m Ryan Blackwell, yes.”

      She hissed, then rushed at me.

      There were only a few feet between us. I had almost no time to react. I threw my arms up in front of me. As I did, I felt a fresh flow of magic pour through them.

      She slammed to a stop and fell on her butt. Instantly, she was crying again, sobbing hysterically. Her friend rushed in staring at both of us.

      I was staring, too. Because she hadn’t touched me. She’d stopped cold a good foot in front of my arms. She’d struck something and bounced off. I looked at my hands, still tingling from the quick rush of magic that had passed through them. Somehow, I’d created a shield that stopped her in her tracks. This was new. I’d been able to use magic to shield against magic before, but never to stop something solid.

      The woman with the light stared at me as she knelt down and wrapped her arms around her friend. I wondered what she’d seen. The girl who’d attacked me was still sobbing.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “She must have slipped on the gravel like I did.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” the flashlight girl replied. “She’s distraught. Carmen was one of her best friends.”

      My face crumpled. The girl in the woods. The second cadet the creature had killed, and the first innocent victim. Part of the blame for her death was mine. Some of her blood was on my hands. The guilt I’d been trying to run from this evening came crashing down on my shoulders. Her crying was like a dagger in my heart, a reminder of the cost of failure.

      The fieldhouse door slammed open. A figure stepped out, framed for a moment in the dim light from inside before the door closed again.

      It was Miles.

      “What’s going on out here?” he asked.

      I saw flashlight girl’s eyes widen with alarm. I gave the slightest shake of my head. No, I wasn’t going to rat her friend out and get her in trouble. Assaulting another cadet was bad news.

      “Just needed to get some fresh air,” I said.

      “Nothing else?” Miles said. I could tell from his tone he knew more than that was going on. He could feel my magic. So he knew I’d done something, but I didn’t think he knew what. And he wasn’t going to ask in front of these girls.

      “Josephine is really upset,” said flashlight girl. “Can you help me get her back inside, sir?” Miles stepped in and helped her get her friend up.

      If Miles came out here in response to my magic, he must have come running the moment he felt me do something. I was impressed.

      “Miles, thanks,” I said.

      He looked over his shoulder at me, still guiding the girl inside. “Told you. I’m here to help.” His eyes promised me questions later, but the words made me feel a little better.

      It didn’t last long. As soon as the door shut behind them, I pressed my back against the brick wall of the building and let my legs carry me to the cold stones covering the ground. I cradled my knees with my arms, hanging on like my sanity depended on it.

      I sat there a long while. Wasn’t keeping track of the time. Miles never came back out, so presumably he got busy with something else. I just sat there getting colder. I realized it must have been getting close to eleven o’clock, because people started leaving the fieldhouse and heading back up to the parade ground. There would be a formation and formal Echo Taps tonight, as the final piece of the ceremony. As always, it was mandatory attendance for freshmen.

      I peeked at my watch, pushing the button to turn on the light. Still twenty minutes left. Plenty of time, but I figured I might as well beat the rush and head up now. I staggered to my feet, my bottom numb from the cold seat and legs sore from sitting chilled for too long.

      There was a main path leading all the way up from the fieldhouse to the parade ground. It was well lit, direct, and already had a decent number of cadets using it. I was feeling antisocial enough that I felt like taking another path, so I ducked around to a smaller route – a narrow path, and a couple of flights of stairs. I’d get there almost as fast, and not have to worry about running into anyone.

      The look in that girl’s eyes when she heard who I was still haunted me. I’d never had anyone look at me with that kind of hate before. And she didn’t even know the full story. Just heard the rumors I was involved, and had lived when her friend hadn’t.

      I was lost in thought, and almost didn’t notice the wind spiraling around my legs, kicking up dead leaves in a small whirlwind. I felt a presence that I recognized immediately.

      “Kittybreeze, what…?”

      Before I had time to finish the question, something slammed into the right side of my head, and I went down. My head hit the ground hard, gravel from the path biting into my scalp. Stars dancing in front of my eyes, I tried to push back up. Another blow landed, this one in my ribs. The air exploded out of my lungs, and I panicked for a moment. I couldn’t breathe!

      I tucked my arms up around myself. Just in time, as another impact slammed into my upper arm. That would have been another shot to the ribs.

      Then I heard a yell, and sounds of a scuffle. A meaty thwack, the unmistakable sound of a fist hitting flesh with bone under it. I managed to roll halfway upright and gathered what little magic I could muster. There was someone standing nearby, his back to me.

      “Either of you want to take a shot?” It was Fletcher! And now I could make out two other cadets, standing a bit in front of him, and another on the ground. Out cold.

      “You mess with my recruits, you have to go through me,” Fletcher said. One of the guys muttered something to the other that I didn’t catch, and they grabbed their unconscious friend under the arms and dragged him off. Fletcher let them go, staying in a fighting stance until they were out of sight. Then he turned toward me.

      I was still lying on the ground, working on convincing my lungs that they needed to keep sucking in air. That shot to the ribs had hurt. I didn’t think anything was broken, but I was going to have a wicked set of bruises.

      “You OK?” Fletcher asked, his tone brooking no nonsense.

      “Yeah,” I said. I’d managed to get that much breath back, at least.

      He reached down a hand to me, and I took it. Up on my feet again, I shook the dust from my uniform. Luckily, it looked like I hadn’t torn the fabric. It had been a rough year for uniforms, and it was just November.

      “Any idea who they were?” I asked. I rubbed my right temple, which was sore. I could feel a lump forming there.

      “I know one of them. I’ll have a chat with him. Don’t think there will be a repeat though. Just cadets being assholes. Happens sometimes.”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t help that I made myself stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” he said. “C’mon, let’s get you up to formation.”

      We started back on the path. The night was still around us. I was alert, now, and the kittybreeze was circling around nearby as well. I wasn’t as sure as Fletcher that they wouldn’t try a second time. Fool me once, and all that...

      "So Ryan," Fletcher asked, "you ever going to tell me what happened out there on Halloween?"

      "I..."

      "And maybe tell me why I have to hear it from you weeks later, instead of before you went and blew up half the campus?"

      He had a hard look on his face, hands on his hips. He was exaggerating, of course. I didn't blow up half the campus. Just blew a big crater in one field during a fight with a particularly nasty something or other. The whole thing ended with me as the only thing standing between it and snacking down on the enormous ley line nexus in the middle of the campus.

      "You know what happened, Drill Sergeant," I said quietly. "I faced the thing and blew it to bits." Barely. And was lucky to survive.

      "Yeah, I got that part already. That had to have taken guts, Blackwell." He'd seen the thing, once. It was the sort of thing you don't forget, like ever. "But why didn't you talk to me first?"

      I blinked.

      "That was our deal, remember?" he went on. "You keep an eye out for anything dangerous on the spooky side of things," he said. Then with a sudden movement, he stepped in close, his face uncomfortably close to mine. "And then tell me about them!"

      I took a half step back and broke eye contact.

      Fletcher stood there waiting.

      "You're right," I said after a long moment. "I should have told you. But everything was moving so fast. And I'd already seen the thing kill too many people. I didn't want to see it hurt anyone else."

      He probably would only have been in the way anyway, if he'd been there. Or worse, killed. The one other man who had been on the parade ground that night was recovering in a local hospital after the apparition tossed him across the grounds into a tree. He’d almost been another fatality.

      "Blackwell, look at me."

      I turned.

      "You still don't get how this place works, do you?" Fletcher sighed, his shoulders sagging. "Why should you? All we do here is beat on you kids for the first semester."

      "But the whole point – the whole point of all of it, really – is that none of us are alone. Nobody makes it through being a recruit alone. It takes a team. And the team that experience forges is something that lasts," he went on. “Nobody is alone, unless they want to be, Blackwell."

      I nodded, but somehow what I felt was more alone than ever. Like the differences which had pulled me apart from our little recruit platoon were even more vivid.

      "Listen, Blackwell," he said. "I want to help. And I could use your help, to keep the recruits safe." Every year, I'd learned, a few cadets vanished. They had strange accidents, or committed suicide under unusual circumstances. One of the nastier side effects of the campus being built on a ley nexus was that it attracted all sorts of magical creatures. Some of which were hungry. I wasn't sure if the fact that almost no one believed in monsters or magic made it better, because there was no panic, or worse...because it left everyone unprepared for the things that were out there.

      "But I can only do that if I can count on you. And that means you need to tell me when something is going down," he said. "You need to let me help."

      I nodded. "OK, Drill Sergeant. I can do that."

      "I have your word?"

      "Yes."

      He looked me straight in the eye, like he was trying to read something there. I held his stare. "Good enough, then," he said.

      

      The Echo Taps was beautiful. They set up buglers across the parade field from each other. One started playing Taps; then another echoed the sound back. Back and forth the bugles played, haunting notes sweeping loud and clear through the night.

      I was taking in the performance, but I was also thinking. It had been a rough night. First the mess with the woman outside the fieldhouse, and then the attack on the path. Clearly, there were some people here who flat out didn’t think I belonged. And I really couldn’t blame them for feeling that way.

      But Miles had come when he felt me use magic. He’d appeared in that doorway less than a minute after. He must have started moving as soon as he felt anything, to arrive that fast.

      And Fletcher had stepped up to defend me. I’d have been in serious trouble if he hadn’t come by, or had decided to avoid getting involved. It wasn’t unheard of for cadets to “force out” someone they thought was unfit for the University. Injuring someone badly enough that they had to go home was one of the less pleasant techniques.

      It had been a rough start to the year. And some people thought I didn’t belong.

      But not everyone did. I took heart from that thought.

      I wasn’t the only one crying, when the Echo Taps was over. We all shuffled back inside, and there were more wet eyes than dry. Tomorrow would be another day, and we’d all be back to business as usual. Tonight, we were united in our grief.
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