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      Two months of classes were almost enough to make me long for the good old days when monsters were trying to kill me or evil wizards were plotting to loose demons on the world. Only almost, because frankly calculus didn't quite compete with the threat of demons, but it was starting to feel like a close match.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Soulstealer was in my bedroom. I was entirely ready to take back everything I'd been thinking about exchanging calculus for monsters, but it was way too late for that.
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      I held tight to my magic, reinforcing my shield. Raw terror drove me to reach for still more of my power. I needed to hit her with everything I had, as fast as I could. Even then it might not be enough.

      The last time I met Mel, she'd been pretending to be my friend's date in order to get close to me. She lured me away from campus by threatening my friends and then set up an elaborate scheme to wear me down, forcing me to use my magic again and again until I was just about out of juice. I had a lot of magic available to me, but I had limits. She pushed until she found them, and then she sprung her trap.

      She looked like she was about eighteen or nineteen, but Melicent claimed she was over four hundred years old. Apparently she'd lived that long by sucking the magic right out of her victims, who didn't survive the experience. I was her intended next dinner. She was the single most deadly opponent I'd ever faced. When we fought, I hadn't beat her. I'd lost, and all but given up. I made one last desperate 'Hail Mary pass' trying to take her out with me, and it worked out better than I could have hoped. Melicent left, and I got to live another day.

      I hadn't seen her since. That didn't mean she had been far from my thoughts. She knew more about magic than I could hope to compete with. Four hundred years was a lot of magical experience.

      We were on my home turf this time though. That might just be enough to change things in my favor. Northshield was the home to one of the most powerful ley line nexus points I'd ever seen. Twelve massive beams of magical energy converged not far from where I was standing. Miles said I had more affinity for using ley magic than anyone else he'd ever met. It was time to find out of that was enough. I reached out to the nearest ley and tapped its power, drawing down the fire until it roared through my veins. If I had to, I'd channel the whole damned ley line into her, even if using that much power killed me too.

      "Wait!" she said. She held up a hand toward me, palm out. "Please! I need your help, Ryan."

      That got my attention, and I noticed several strange things. First, she still wasn't wielding magic. I'd know. I was pretty sure that I would sense it if she brought up even the smallest bit of power. I knew the flavor of her magic. I'd seen it up close enough times, had plenty of opportunity to examine her spells in way more detail than I wanted.

      I opened my Sight - the power which let me Look into the magical spectrum of things. It was like seeing the world with an overlay, all of the traces and lines of power flowing from object to place to person as they connected everything around us. Spells and other magical workings showed up like beacons in my Sight because they were incredibly concentrated points of power.

      Mel really hadn't raised any magic against me. I couldn't See a shred of her power on her at all, except for some strange spell focused around her necklace. But there was magic on her, all right. It was another flavor of power I'd seen before.

      Her right thigh had four gashes on it, deep wounds which were still bleeding. I could See the power embedded in those wounds and knew precisely what that meant. I had scars on my shoulder that matched Melicent's wounds pretty well.

      "How did you let a Hellcat scratch you?" I asked. I was genuinely curious. I'd been clawed because I hadn't known about them before. The panther-like creatures had venom in their claws that blocked the power of any sorcerer they clawed. They were deadly. I'd barely beaten the one that had hurt me.

      "Wasn't my best day," she replied, grimacing as she struggled to sit up.

      I released my hold on the ley line, but kept my own power close. Trust, but verify, as they say. She might seem helpless, but I still wasn't sure that this wasn't a trap.

      "So you come here?" I asked.

      "I had nowhere else to turn for help, Ryan," Mel said.

      "Mel, you tried to kill me. What on Earth made you think I would help you?" I couldn't think of many people whom I would happily hand over to a Hellcat's claws. Mel made my short list.

      "You're right," she said, shaking her head. Was that a tear in the corner of her eye? It couldn't be. "I was a fool. I spent the last of my power coming here. I don't know what I can do now..."

      She stood up, staggering a little as she tried putting weight on her injured leg. "They still have her. I guess I will just need to try to save her by myself."

      "Have who?" I asked.

      "Never mind," she shot out. She wouldn't meet my eyes.

      Mel took a single step. That was as far as she got. Her face went very pale, a shocked expression making her look far more human than the image I recalled from nightmares. Then she just crumpled in place, her entire body collapsing like all her strings had been cut at once.

      I reacted without thinking, reaching out to catch her before she fell to the floor. Mel's body fell into my arms, her long dark hair flowing over my fingers as I struggled to keep her from dropping to the floor. It was just an instant, automatic reaction for me. Someone was hurt and falling. I caught her.

      Scooping her light frame up in my arms, I carried her back to my bed and lay her down. She was wearing jeggings and a black short sleeve button-down. Surprisingly up to date fashion sense for a four-hundred-year-old woman. I examined the wound. Two of the claw slices were deep, and still bleeding badly. How much blood had she lost?

      And hells, what was I supposed to do now?
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      I'm going to be honest. The thought of letting her continue to bleed crossed my mind. She was deadly and had already tried her best to kill me. I wouldn't put it past her to try again another time. The idea of a rematch with the Soulstealer at her full strength was scary as shit.

      But with her laying there unconscious, I couldn't see my enemy. All I could see was a woman who was hurt and needed help. It just wasn't in my nature to refuse.

      The first thing I needed to do was stop the bleeding. My blanket was already brightly stained with a pool of her blood, and I couldn't imagine what my sheets looked like. How much had she lost here? I was guessing a pint or so. Plus whatever she'd lost as she fled the Hellcats. If I didn't get the bleeding under control soon, she was going to need a transfusion. I had the feeling Mel wanted to stay off the radar.

      "Kittybreeze, go get Theresa," I said.

      She swirled around my head a few times, clearly not thrilled at the idea of leaving me alone with Melicent. Then she seemed to make a decision and zipped down the hallway. Theresa knew about magic. While she couldn't see Kittybreeze, I was betting the air spirit would find a way to communicate.

      I had a first aid kit in my closet. We had enough emergencies around here that I'd stocked the kit pretty well. It even had a suture kit, which was good because I had the feeling that's what she needed. I'd never stitched up a wound before though. Not even in practice.

      Kit in hand, I went back to my bed. I plunked the aid kit next to Mel and opened it up, fishing inside for cleansing wipes and antibiotic. Those wouldn't help against the venom, but without her magic Melicent was as vulnerable to a regular infection as anyone else.

      I realized that I wasn't going to be able to access the wound through the tears in her jeans. The jeggings were too tight, hugging right against her leg, and the slices made by the claws were too narrow. I blushed furiously as I unbuttoned her jeans and slipped them down over her thighs. Mel groaned a little bit in her sleep as I moved her, but didn't wake up. If I hadn't known before that she was badly hurt, that was about as clear a sign as I was going to get.

      The tight jeans gave me trouble, but I pulled them down to about her knees so that I could get to work on the injury. I studiously ignored the pink polka dot underwear. What sort of self-respecting evil sorceress wore polka dots, anyway? Although I supposed if you had enough magic to squish anyone who looked at you the wrong way, you could wear whatever the hell you wanted.

      Yeah, I was mentally rambling a bit. My head was more than a little bit mixed up when it came to Melicent. You see, I'd beat her with a kiss. It's a long story, but it was a pretty epic kiss.

      I cleaned the cuts and added a little antibiotic to the wounds. Then I looked at the needle and thread. If Mel ever did get her powers back, and I had left jagged-ass scars on her leg from my incredibly amateur stitching, I wasn't going to like the result. It was time to pull a page from her book, and use magic for healing.

      Back before I knew she was the Soulstealer, Melicent mentioned to me that how one's magic comes into being forever influences how it is strongest. True or not, I didn't know. But I'd watched her heal people. She had real skill at it. As for myself, I was better at blowing shit up. Was that because my magic had come into bloom when I was being beaten to death? I might never know. But as good as I was at combat magic, I'd been working very hard to learn how to use other sorts as well.

      Melicent herself had given me the template to begin learning how to heal when she healed Theresa from a zombie bite. There wasn't time that day for me to practice the technique, but I'd watched very carefully with my Sight, and I'd stowed away everything she had done to examine later. I'd been working on it ever since.

      I summoned magic into my right hand, bringing it up to the tip of my index finger. Then I carefully pinched the edges of the first wound together, and touched it with my finger, running my fingertip down the wound like it was a cautery device.

      The magic wasn't cauterizing the wound, though. It was encouraging the skin to knit incredibly fast, to bond back to itself. I was managing in moments what would take days for her body to accomplish without magic.

      It took about two minutes of intense focus to knit the deepest wound closed. By the time I was done my vision was feeling a little blurry. It was hard to keep that much focus on such a small spot for so long. But there was still blood seeping from a second deep slash. I needed to at least close that one before I called it quits.

      I gathered more magic and went to work, carefully knitting the tissues back together. This slash had gone into the muscle, and I had no idea how to repair the damage there. Rather than muck around with it and get things wrong, I simply threw a little healing energy at the spot, then went back to work on the skin and subcutaneous tissue.

      It took longer to heal this one than the last. I'd burned a lot of energy healing the wounds, and with Melicent around the one thing I could be certain was that I would need all the magical energy I could gather. The other two slashes weren't as deep and were already scabbing over. I figured that a dressing would do to keep them closed.

      I laid a sterile pad over the whole thing and then carefully wrapped her thigh with a long roll of gauze. I'd just about finished off wrapping her wound when Theresa opened my door and came in.

      "Ryan? What's going on? Kittybreeze seemed pretty upset," Theresa said.

      "You're not going to believe it unless you see," I said. I slumped back and sat on the floor, tired out. I was also hungry. Dinner had started a while ago without me, and my body was craving carbs after burning so much magic.

      Theresa walked over to the bedside. She looked down at me, then over at my bed.

      "Oh," she said. "Shit."

      Then she looked back down at me. "What the hell, Ryan?"
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      I pulled myself up off the floor, then grabbed chairs for both of us. This was going to be one of those nights I wanted to skip, I could tell that already. Thing is, I didn't have much information to tell. I went over what I had, starting from when I saw my door ajar and ending with my cleaning the wound.

      "Might have been easier to let her die," Theresa said.

      "Don't think I wasn't considering it," I replied. Keeping her alive was complicated for a great number of reasons.

      Theresa cocked an eyebrow at me. "It's not in you."

      "Some days I wish it were."

      "Now, if it were me who'd found her here, it might have been another story," Theresa said, half growling. "Shit, Ryan. What do we do?"

      "She's powerless," I said, reminding her. "No magic."

      "Which doesn't mean she's harmless."

      I couldn't argue with that. The woman laying there would never be harmless. She was as deadly as they came.

      "She's been clawed by a hellcat. Which means ASTRAL will be coming after her," I said. ASTRAL was the Army's magic unit. I'd had a couple of nasty run-ins with them already, including my own close encounter with a hellcat. If someone with magic was clawed by a hellcat it created a magical bond between attacker and victim. The victim's magic was gone until the hellcat died, and it could track the person it had clawed through the bond. They'd be coming for Melicent, probably sooner rather than later.

      "We don't know that ASTRAL is the only group using hellcats," Theresa pointed out. As usual, she was able to think of things I'd missed. But no - while it might be true that other groups were using them...

      "We know ASTRAL is already after Melicent. Miles told us so," I said. "And we know ASTRAL uses hellcats. It might be someone else, but odds are it's the devil we know, this time."

      "You're right. Which means they're probably already on their way here. And they're not especially fond of you, Ryan," Theresa said. Like I needed reminding. "What are you going to do?"

      "I..." Frankly, I didn't have the foggiest idea. The easy answer would be to hand her over. I'd win points with ASTRAL, which might help me in dealing with them at some point in the future. Melicent had tried to kill my friends and me. She'd managed to kill a lot of other people in the process, and I had no idea how many she'd murdered over the centuries she'd been alive. It wasn't like I owed her any favors.

      But we had some nasty suspicions about ASTRAL. Namely that they'd been infiltrated in some way by people who were under the influence of strange creatures from a magical dimension. We didn't have a smoking gun, but we had enough evidence that the group was highly suspect.

      Turning Melicent - turning anyone, no matter how evil - over to that group was a horrific prospect. I wasn't sure that I could do it. Melicent was bad, but she mostly killed to stay alive, prolonging her life by eating the magic of others. If I was right, the beings ASTRAL worked for wanted to see all of humanity wiped out.

      Luckily, I was saved from having to answer when Melicent began to stir. She roused a little, turning her head from side to side. I was struck by how defenseless she looked in that moment. Then she opened her eyes, realizing where she was in an instant and sat bolt upright. The movement jarred the wound on her leg, and must have hurt pretty badly. She winced and let out a hissing breath, grabbing her thigh with her hands.

      She glanced down at the dressing on her leg, then up at me. "Neat work, Ryan. Thank you."

      "You're welcome," I said.

      "My pants, love?" Melicent asked, quirking both an eyebrow and a small smile with the corner of her mouth.

      I blushed despite myself, and held them out for her. I could feel Theresa bristling beside me, the tension rolling off her in waves.

      "Relax," Melicent said to Theresa. "This one didn't take advantage of my half naked body draped across his bed. He's far too chivalrous for that."

      "I don't really care," Theresa said, her voice flat.

      "Of course you do," Melicent said, smiling. "So do I, oddly. It's a bit disappointing. And at the same time one of the traits about the boy I find most appealing."

      "I'm right here," I said.

      "Yes," Melicent replied, turning that smile on me in a way that set my heart beating a little faster. What the hell was wrong with me? This woman had tried to kill me. "You are."

      "What do you want, Mel?" I asked. Time to bring the conversation back to safer ground.

      "To crush my enemies, drive them before me, and hear the lamentations of their women," Mel replied. We both stared at her blankly. "No? So sad. That was such a good film, too."

      Melicent sat up on the edge of the bed and slid on her jeans, wincing as the cloth went over her injury. She traced the slashes with crimson fingernails that matched her lipstick, absently feeling at the rough edges where the cloth had been cut. She looked back up at me.

      "I was looking for a port in a storm, Ryan. I had the feeling you might help me, and I didn't know anywhere else to turn," Melicent said. "My magic was fading fast after the cat clawed me. I had enough left for one teleport, and I was constrained by range. You were the only person close enough who might be able to help."

      One thing about Mel: she'd always been able to take my measure perfectly. She'd studied me before trying to make a snack out of me. The woman knew me, had been able to predict my moves and counter them even more quickly than I'd been able to act. Here she was, doing it again. She'd known that if she just showed up on my doorstep I would help her, and I'd done so.

      "How did you get through my wards?" I asked.

      "No magic left," she said, her voice almost cracking. I couldn't blame her. I remembered that terrible sense of powerlessness I'd felt when it had been my power gone. It had to be at least as bad for her, since she'd had her magic for so much longer. "Your wards are set to fry people breaking in with magic, not a normal human."

      I nodded. What she said made sense. I couldn’t very well have my wards activate every time someone came into my room. They were set to stop dangerous enemies, and the easiest way to tell a friend from a foe was to set my defenses to deter someone with magic. Anyone with magical powers would see the wards. A friendly or neutral person would stop. A wizard who tried to get in anyway probably wasn’t friendly.

      Quickly I went over the things Melicent had said. There was something she’d mentioned before she passed out… About needing to save someone herself. Who was she talking about? The Mel I knew didn’t have any attachments. That was one of her core strengths, that she had no way anyone could hurt her. But unless I was horribly wrong she’d shown genuine concern for whoever it was. What had changed?

      “Mel, you said something about needing to rescue someone. Who?” I asked.

      “Amanda,” she replied slowly, like I was tugging the word out of her. “ASTRAL has her. That’s how they almost got me. They used her as bait.”

      “Who is Amanda?” Theresa asked.

      Melicent looked away from both of us, running her hands up on down her legs. She winced when her fingers touched the wound on her leg, but kept wiping her hands uncomfortably anyway. Was she blushing? Where was the killer that I met last winter, and who was this fragile woman sitting in front of us now? She’d changed so much I felt like I barely knew her at all. But then again, I’d only seen her for an evening, and if she was telling the truth she was over four hundred years old. What depths did Melicent have that I hadn’t even begun to see?

      “She’s my…friend,” Mel said. “My girlfriend.”

      I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t that.
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      “Maybe you need to explain a little more,” I said.

      Mel looked up at me and smirked. “Jealous, lover? Don’t be. I share.”

      This time it was my turn to blush. That hadn’t actually been what I was thinking about. Of course, now I was… It was hard not to, and I could tell from the look on Melicent’s face that she knew it. The way Theresa tensed next to me I had the feeling she did too. Damn it.

      “I meant that it might be easier to help you rescue your friend if we knew more about what happened,” I said carefully.

      “You’re not seriously thinking about helping her?” Theresa asked.

      “I’d like to know more,” I said.

      There was a glimmer of hope in Mel’s eyes, or maybe the smallest bit of a tear. I couldn’t be sure which. She was an incredible actress. Last winter she’d played us all, pretending to be a college student, along for the Winter Ball as Fletcher’s date. All the while she was watching us, gauging my strength and waiting for the opportune moment to pounce.

      “Your kiss left me quite exhausted,” Mel said. “I was terribly close to burning out in the moment when you channeled all that ley energy into me, you know. Impressive. No one’s ever managed that before.”

      I smiled a little. That was my Hail Mary pass. I’d been about to die, Melicent already drawing my magic - and my life - away from me. She was running a complex array of spells to block me from accessing outside power while she devoured my power. At the last moment, I’d leaned in and kissed her. She’d been surprised - and then kissed me back. The distraction had been just enough that I’d broken through her block and channeled the planetary ley line through us both.

      It was more energy than either of us could stand. The building pretty much blew up around us, and when it was all over I was tired, spent, but pretty much unhurt. Melicent had vanished.

      “I needed to find someplace quiet to rest and recover my strength. I headed to Boston. There’s usually quite a few low-powered spell casters in the city,” Mel said. “I figured I could rest, heal, and maybe find a snack while I was there. I happened across Amanda.”

      Neither Theresa or I gave a comment, so she continued. “At first, that was what I intended for the young woman. Just more food. I’ve done this dozens of times, you understand. It’s not personal. I eat to live, the same as you do.”

      “We don’t eat people,” Theresa spat out.

      “True, but I doubt the cows and chickens appreciate your diet any more than my prey do mine,” Melicent replied. “Anyway… Amanda became something different. I had plenty of power, thanks to Ryan. I didn’t really need to eat right away, and I am never wasteful. The more time I spent with Amanda, the more she grew on me.”

      “Even when I found myself in the same bed with her one night, I still intended to make her my next meal,” Mel said. Her voice grew very soft. “It wasn’t until a couple of months passed that I knew that I could never kill her.”

      I wanted to say something snarky about the power of love but was at a loss for words. Even Melicent seemed like she’d been surprised by the development. How long had it been since she’d cared about another person? How many years had she been alone out there? Falling for someone must have been a terrifying and at the same time delightful experience for her.

      “What happened?” I asked after she went silent.

      “ASTRAL happened,” Melicent said. “They were looking for me, and I hadn’t run far enough. I spotted the power signatures of the hellcats as soon as they were loose in the city. Instead of simply running away, I did the damned fool thing instead. I went to go get Amanda.”

      I nodded. “She had magic too, right? She was vulnerable.”

      The hellcats would go after anyone with magical power. I’d seen firsthand that ASTRAL was less than picky about collateral damage when it came to taking out what they called ‘rogue’ wizards. To them that meant anyone who wasn’t with ASTRAL.

      “Yes,” Mel said. “But they must have been watching me for some time already. They had her before I arrived. I went in at them with everything I had, but the hellcats were in play. I take it you know how bad they can be?”

      I nodded, pulling up my sleeve to show the scars there from where I’d been clawed. Mel’s eyes narrowed a bit, but she didn’t ask for details. Most magic seemed to just roll off the cats, which made fighting them hard. And all it took was one venomous claw breaking your skin, and all your magic was useless.

      “One of them got in a lucky strike and tagged me. My power began failing immediately, and I knew I was out of time,” Mel said. “I’d be no use to Amanda dead, and they were unlikely to kill her if they thought they could use her against me. So I ran.”

      “Here,” I said. She nodded mutely in reply, staring down at her hands.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry. I know you have no reason to help me, and every reason to turn me away. I had nowhere else to turn.”

      “You said hellcats,” I said. “Plural. How many did they have?”

      “Three.”

      I winced. I’d barely survived one of the things. It was a mark of how strong Melicent was that she’d managed to escape three of them. “Well, at least they’re nowhere near here.” Boston was a good distance away.

      “I have no doubt they are tracking me even now,” Melicent said. “They may be here in a few hours.”

      I leaned back in my seat, trying to figure out what to do next. Calculus was looking more enormously appealing by the moment. When was I going to learn to knock on wood when I complained about being bored?
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      Melicent was right. They’d be here soon. We didn’t have much time to act. As much as I was uncomfortable with the idea of helping her, I wasn’t going to leave someone in ASTRAL’s clutches if I could help it. Their record regarding ‘rogue’ spell casters was awful. If this Amanda was lucky, she’d only wind up dead. There were a lot worse things you could do to someone with magic.

      “We’ve got a little time,” I said. “Theresa, why don’t you go get Fletcher? He’ll kill me if he’s not in on this too.”

      She eyed Melicent warily. “You sure?”

      “She’s hurt and without her magic,” I replied. “I think I can handle it. Any chance you can snag us some food on the way, too?” I added with a plaintive note.

      “You and your stomach,” she grumbled. But she smiled as she turned to go.

      Once she’d left I returned my attention to Melicent.

      “You’ll help?” she asked.

      “I’ll help you rescue Amanda, yes,” I said. I hoped like hell I wasn’t going to have cause to regret those words. But ASTRAL’s program of slaughtering everyone with magic who didn’t work for them was simply wrong. I would stop them whenever I could, regardless who was involved.

      Worse yet, I had reason to suspect they had a hidden motive for what they were doing. By killing people as soon as they came into their power, ASTRAL was cutting off weeds at the very beginning of their growth. People like Melicent and myself were several orders of magnitude more powerful than the typical budding wizard. Most people might have the power to ward away spirits, or sense the history of an object, or at the least to see magical energy as it flowed through the world.

      I could launch fireballs from my fingertips. Melicent could call down lightning from the sky. At least she could when her magic wasn’t blocked. I hadn’t started off with that sort of power, though, and I was willing to bet Mel was the same way. A series of events had forced me to grow beyond my old levels of strength, to expand my ability to manipulate the universe with my will.

      How many people like me had ASTRAL killed before they could reach their potential? There were magical creatures that fed on humanity, both in our world and in dimensions beyond it. Culling away the potential defenders like myself was leaving us open to attack. If ASTRAL had been about protecting humanity, they’d be recruiting and training new mages like mad. Their practice made me suspect they were instead working for one or more of the powers that were out to feed on humanity. That they’d been infiltrated and were being used as a tool to make us less able to stop those faceless adversaries.

      “Thank you,” Mel said. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall.

      “What’s your plan?” I asked.

      She opened her eyes again, looking across at me. “Plan?”

      “Mel, you always have a plan. I don’t think you do anything without thinking it over first. I still recall our chess game last winter.”

      “Yes,” she replied. “Incidentally, you could do more of that. You’re very bad at chess.”

      I shrugged. “I lived through it.”

      “Barely. You should do better. You’re a smart boy.”

      She was trying to irritate me, keep me off balance. I could feel it working a little bit, and stoppered up those emotions. “Your plan?”

      “For the moment, my plan is to survive,” she said. “I need to get Amanda back. Which means we will need to negotiate with ASTRAL for her release, or get them to bring her out into the open so we can rescue her. Since the only negotiating tool I can think of that they might consider in exchange for her release is my capture, I’d prefer to do both.”

      “But first we need to bring them to the table,” I said.

      “Precisely. Which needs to be done from a position of strength. Something we lack at the moment,” she said.

      A sound outside caught my attention. I stood and went to open the window. The noise was growing louder - the steady thumping sound of helicopter blades. Coming closer.

      It wasn’t crazy unusual for helicopters to show up at Northshield. It was a military college, after all. We occasionally had one service or another show up to dazzle cadets with their gear. Helicopters were shiny, and great for that sort of thing. We also had visitors arrive by helicopter on occasion. But the timing was suspect. I glanced over my shoulder at Melicent.

      “Three of them, from the sound of it,” she said. “That will be the hellcats. They’re too big to fly more than one of them per helicopter.”

      I wasn’t sure how she knew the number of birds in the air, but I wasn’t going to question her experience on the subject either. Especially when the helicopters zipped by overhead, cruising past my barracks building and heading toward the sports fields on the far side of campus. There they began to descend.

      “Your company is here,” I said, keeping my voice light despite the tightness in my gut. “Do we fight, or run?”

      If we stayed it would be me doing most of the fighting. Melicent wasn’t in any condition to deal with the beasts. I shook a little. One of them had almost killed me. Fighting three of the things at once was a terrifying prospect. But this time I was better prepared. This was my home turf. I had access to the ley energy here on campus, so the battle wouldn’t be one sided. Best yet, I’d carried a few toys along from home last summer which might prove useful.

      “I think we need to run,” Melicent said. “We’re too exposed here. I know you are stronger in this place, but if you do somehow manage to kill this batch, they’ll just send more. Or send something worse.”

      I reached into the back of my wardrobe and pulled out a couple of objects I’d hidden back there with spells. One was a mail shirt. This wasn’t the same one I’d worn when I’d fought the first cat. That had been a reproduction of real medieval armor. This one was an incredibly fine mesh of stainless steel links. It was the sort of thing one used to fend off the bite of sharks.

      Beside it was a sword, cloaked with an illusion that made one’s gaze simply pass it by. This was the sword I’d used last summer. It had killed one hellcat. If things came to a fight, it could kill a couple more. I was pretty confident this was going to come to a fight.

      “I’m set,” I said. “We should get to a car if we’re going to leave.”

      I wanted to wait for Theresa to return with Fletcher. Having the entire team together for this mess would be the best, but worst case they could meet us someplace, link up with us after we’d left. I wondered if there were some way I could cloak Melicent from the hellcats’ ability to track, but I didn’t know how and there wasn’t time to stop and figure it out right now.

      Melicent shook her head and smiled. “They’ll run too fast for the car. I need to teach you how to gate yourself to someplace else.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          7

        

      

    
    
      "What is gating?" I asked. I recalled seeing her use magic to transport my friends a few hundred feet, last winter. "Was that what you did to Theresa and Fletcher?"

      "No, that was just a short range teleport," she replied. "Very limited in range. If you want to travel further, you need to open a Gate."

      The idea was more than a little appealing. I mean, Melicent had centuries of experience with magic. Her spells were some of the most complex webs of magic I'd ever seen. The only thing which really compared was the barrier spell holding back the apparitions from entering our universe. There was no doubt in my mind that Mel could teach me a ton about magic. What spells had she discovered or created during all those years? What had she learned?

      But there was danger as well. I had to remember that nothing Mel did was without at least two purposes. She was not a friend. She might be an ally, for the time being. The very first moment she had an opportunity to turn on me, she would. If I forgot that crucial fact, I'd be dead.

      "What is a gate, then?"

      "It a means of magically joining two spaces. You link the point of origin with the target destination, then weave the spell to effectively make them the same place," she said. "It's a complex weaving, but you should be able to manage it. Do you have paper and a pen?"

      I handed them to her, and she began sketching something. It would be an incredible boon to be able to travel quickly from one spot to another. I could use it to get someplace in the nick of time, or escape from enemies too strong to fight.

      As if answering my thoughts, a series of howls erupted on the night air. A shiver ran down my spine. I'd heard those calls before. Those were the hellcats.

      "We're just about out of time," I said.

      "I know." She kept sketching.

      My cell phone rang. I pulled it from my pocket and glanced at the caller ID. It was Miles. Ouch. I wasn't sure how the hell I was supposed to explain this to him. Captain Miles was with the Army - and ASTRAL. Despite that, he'd been a good ally on more occasions than I could count. When I needed him, he came through. He was one reason why I didn't think ASTRAL needed to be wiped out entirely.

      I answered the phone. "Hi Miles."

      "Ryan, we've got trouble," he said. "I'm on my way to you right now, be there in ten minutes."

      "Trouble, as in three hellcats and their handlers coming out of the helicopters that just landed?" I asked.

      I could almost hear his thoughts ticking over in his head on the other end of the line. He was silent for a moment, though.

      "They're after Soulstealer. They think she's on campus," he said.

      What to tell him? Should I say yeah, I know, she's sitting here in the room with me? I had the feeling he'd never really understand that. I wasn't positive I knew why I was helping her myself. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

      "I know," I said. "I'm taking measures to deal with the issue."

      "You're going to do something stupid, aren't you," he said at last.

      I sighed. "Probably."

      "Shit. I'm still coming. Maybe I can help."

      "I doubt it. This may get a little prickly in the next few minutes," I said. "If I vanish, don't worry. I'm not dead, OK?"

      "Ryan, I... Be careful."

      "I will."

      I clicked off the phone and slipped it back into my pocket. Then I stripped off my shirt, ignoring the lingering look Melicent gave me. I turned my back to her, mostly in case my cheeks were growing pink again. I slid on the mail shirt, the cold links making me shiver for a moment. The shirt was long, the bottom links trailing down over my hips. It still left my legs unprotected, but it was the best I could do for the moment. I tossed on a t-shirt, not quite long enough to cover the mail, and then a light coat over the top of that.

      Then I reached out with my magic, trying to find the hellcats. They were loose on campus. The bastards had let a bunch of hungry, human-hunting creatures free at my school. I knew that they were unlikely to hurt anyone else provided no one blocked them in their search. They were keyed in on Melicent. She was their target. But that didn't mean that they were safe, or tame.

      There were three of them all right. I could sense the pattern of their magic as they raced toward us. They knew where we were. They must. They were making right for my building.

      "Shit. We're out of time," I said.

      "Done," Mel replied. "Here."

      She passed me the artwork she'd sketched. It was a complex spell weaving. She'd managed to trace out all three dimensions of the working in her drawing, but it was still difficult for my eye to follow. My vision seemed to waver a little bit as I tried to trace the lines with my eyes.

      "Mel, this is too much. I can't," I said.

      "You can. You have the power, you just need to focus," she said. "Now, gates are tricky to set up. Almost impossible without some sort of link to the destination. A mental image is the minimum requirement, usually. A strong sense of the destination. Even better is a physical object from the site you are gating to."

      She tossed me a pebble. I caught it. It seemed a normal, smooth stone about the size of a marble. There was no sign of magic on the stone at all. I realized with a start that she expected me to use that object to link to someplace I'd never seen before with her gate spell.

      "I don't need to have been to the site?" I asked.

      "Not with the physical object in your hand, no," she replied.

      There was a crash of glass from downstairs. The hellcats were in the building. They'd be coming up the stairs. Another few moments and they'd be at my door. The doors were sturdy, built to hold back a fire. But they wouldn't hold three of the things out forever.

      I looked down at the drawing again and began trying to build the spell in the air in front of me, tracing the lines with a finger that left little trails of light that only someone with magic could See. I was halfway through the working when it collapsed on itself. I'd missed something, failed to set a thread into place properly.

      "Damn it," I said.

      A crash at the door. The cats had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          8

        

      

    
    
      "Try again," Mel said.

      I froze for a moment, staring at the door as it shook with another impact.

      "Ryan, unless you feel like fighting three of those things, you need to try again."

      "My friends..." I thought of Theresa and Fletcher. I wanted them with me badly. Of all times to be missing backup, this was a bad one.

      "Will be safer if we are gone," Mel said.

      I glared at her. All I'd wanted tonight was some dinner and a little downtime. I'd never asked to have Miss Evil Sorceress show up and dump all her problems in my lap.

      "They're after you, not me," I pointed out.

      "Because hellcats are known to carefully discriminate between potential wizard targets," she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      The door shuddered again. Out in the hallway I heard a door open, someone yelp in surprise, and then the door slam shut again. It was only a matter of time before someone took it upon themselves to try to fight the hellcats off, though. Their handlers had to be on their way, too, and I couldn't count on them to just grab Melicent and leave. I'd had too many nasty run-ins with them, been too big a thorn in their side more than once. They might well take this opportunity to quietly remove me. With both human and hellcat adversaries, I'd be in trouble.

      "Fine," I said. I began working on the design again, shoving aside the nightmare of growling predator beating at my door.

      I thought I knew where I'd gone wrong before. There was a multi-layered lattice structure to the spell, like it really was building a passageway out of magical forces. When I'd drawn it the first time, I hadn't accounted for the depth properly, or the way that depth would put stress on the other lines. As a result the entire thing had collapsed around itself. With that in mind, I began tracing the spell anew.

      Behind me, the door splintered. It wasn't going to hold much longer. I was sweating with the stress. In a pinch I knew I could blast our way out of my room, get us clear. I peered out the window, looking for a likely avenue of escape, and was surprised to see people out there. Uniformed men, carrying rifles. Shit. Those had to be the hellcats' handlers. The last time I'd run into a hellcat there were only two men involved. There were more than six people converging on the front of my dorm, though, and I had to assume there were even more coming inside from other angles.

      "Ryan, focus," Melicent snapped.

      I brought my attention back to the spell and traced the rest of the lines. This time the construct didn't collapse. It was holding! There was one last step. I needed to see if I could link this pebble to the gate, to use it as the target for the destination. I glanced down at Mel's drawing again to see how it was done. It seemed straightforward enough.

      The whole thing stank. How certain was I that this wasn't just a trap? That Melicent wasn't using this entire song and dance to bring me someplace far away so she could use me as her latest lunch? But no, that wouldn't make sense. She didn't need to use hellcats for such a ruse. They posed as great a danger to her as to me. Most of all, I didn't think that she could fake having been scratched by the cat. The tell-tale signature of its venom was very clear. Her magic was gone.

      No, that much at least was true. Whether the rest of what she'd told me was real or another lie, I had no way to know for sure.

      "Ryan, hang on! Help is coming!" That was Fletcher's voice, from down the hall. He and Theresa must be back. They'd attack the hellcats, and if they were not very lucky, they'd be torn to pieces.

      "No!" I shouted back. "Get out of here!"

      I hoped they would run. But the best protection I could give them would be to get Melicent as far away from here as possible. Decided, I finished the working, locking her pebble into my spell.

      The gate in front of me burst with a flash of bright light that seemed to fold in on itself before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating colors.

      "You did it!" Mel said. She rose from the bed and staggered toward the gate. "Come on!"

      I heaved a sigh of relief a few moments too soon. My bedroom door burst open, two cats sprawling across my floor with the energy they'd used to smash my lock. Their claws skittered on the polished surface. One benefit of living at a military college - we had to make sure the floors were always waxed and buffed! They'd be on their feet in a few moments, though.

      "Come on!" Mel shouted again. Her voice was thinner than it had been. She was already walking away from me down the tunnel of light.

      "Kittybreeze," I whispered. The little wind spirit drifted close before jetting inside the silver acorn I wore around my neck. At least I'd have some backup.

      I grabbed the chair I'd been sitting in and hurled it in the direction of the cats. They scattered, dodging the thing, but it bought me more time. I snatched the sword from where it had been leaning against my desk and jumped forward into the tunnel.

      The space around me was...odd was too weak a word. I'd never seen anything like this, not outside some sort of science fiction movie anyway. Lights pulsed and swirled around me as I walked. Behind me, the gate closed, shutting us off from the cats. In fact, with each step I took the tunnel seemed to be collapsing behind me. I'd cast it, so that made sense. As I no longer needed the magic it faded away.

      Then I was through to the other side. The gate snapped closed behind me, leaving me standing in utter darkness.
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      The gate snapped closed, plunging everything around me into utter darkness. I had a brief moment of panic, surrounded by that black. I was an utter fool. I'd traveled to who knew where with one of the most dangerous people alive - a woman who'd done her best to kill me earlier this year. I didn't know where I was, what was around me, or what her intentions were.

      Rational thought caught up with me. I could still use my Sight - and I did, opening my vision into the magical spectrum. All around me swirled patterns of complex wards, layered one atop the next, decades of work poured into their construction. The walls, floors, and ceiling of the large room I stood in were all visible after a fashion. Each of them looked deadly.

      "Please don't move, Ryan, and don't use any magic," Melicent said. "These wards are keyed to allow me access with or without my powers, but you'll be turned to ash in a heartbeat."

      I believed her. I could See the way those lines of force danced in the floor and walls. There was incredible power stored up in those spells. I wondered how long she'd been reinforcing the defenses of this place. Decades? Centuries? However long it had been, this was clearly a strong point for her. A hidden redoubt that she could run to for cover if she was in trouble.

      There was one bit of magic bobbing and moving around. That had to be attached to Melicent. Some charm or item she was wearing. The pendant around her neck, maybe? It was the right height for it. I could barely make out the patterns of magic swirling through her body, they were so muted. She looked pretty much like any normal human - except that I could see the twisting green energy of the hellcat venom flowing from her leg throughout her body.

      She stepped closer to me. I held still. What choice did I have, really? When she was standing right in front of me she pressed something wet and sticky to my forehead. That finished, she stepped away.

      "There!" she said. "You can feel free to light the place up now."

      I did as she asked, using my power to bring a small ball of light into my left palm. We were standing in a large stone room, with the ceiling arching high above us. Shadows flickered as my spell light flashed against the stonework and wooden support beams. The place gave the impression of great age.

      There were no windows in this room, no furniture, nothing but the square space and the bare cut rock. Flagstones below my feet, rough-hewn rocks making up the walls, and more stones above. A staircase led up from the place toward a set of large wooden doors.

      "Welcome to my home," Melicent said. She gave a little flourish. "Enter freely, and of your own will."

      That line I recognized, and the movie didn't make me feel any better about being here. Who would have guessed that a four-hundred-year-old sorceress was a movie buff?

      I tapped my forehead with a finger where she'd touched me and it came away red. It looked like blood, but I hadn't been injured. I glanced over at Mel, and she flashed her left hand at me. She'd cut herself on the palm and then traced something on my forehead with the blood.

      "I thought you had no magic left?" I asked.

      "I don't," she replied. "Which means I can't just tell the wards to ignore you the easy way. So the hard way will have to do."

      "Yuck."

      "Don't be so damned squeamish," she said. "And don't rub the blood away, either. You're only protected from my wards so long as it's there."

      "Where are we?" I asked. I took my finger away from my forehead, eyeing those lines of force protecting the place again cautiously. The blood could stay there for now, at least.

      "My home," she replied. Then she sighed. Her voice held a sad note. "I suppose I shall need a new one now. A secret hideout is only good so long as it's secret."

      She stroked the stones of the wall, a gentle caress. I felt briefly sorry for her. She'd spent far too much of her life alone, in this place or some other one.

      "Come with me," she said. "I'll show you."

      I followed her up the steps, my magic lighting our way as we climbed. She opened the doors to more stairs, a twisting string of them which led upward. More darkness, all around us.

      "Hold on," she said, then touched something on the wall. Illumination sprang up across the ceiling. For a moment I thought she'd activated some sort of spell, but no.

      "Electric lights?" I asked.

      "Just because I was born in the medieval period doesn't mean I feel any need to live there," she replied. "There you have it - my home."

      It was gorgeous. I could still see the old stone here and there, but it had been heavily refinished with fine woodwork, modern track lighting, and polished floors. The room we had climbed to was a living space. An enormous television dominated one wall, with a plush sofa sitting across from it. Beyond the living room I could see an open kitchen and dining area. Another staircase spiraled upward from the living room to somewhere above. Several doors dotted the walls. One had a mat in front of it, an elegant steel coat-rack next to it. I assumed that was the door to outside.

      It all looked astonishingly normal. Opulent, but not insanely so. Expensive, well crafted, and the best of everything. I could tell she and my father would get along well in terms of buying habits. He had a saying: buy the best, cry once.

      I flickered into my Sight again, and magical lines of force sprang into being. Not as intense as they had been in the room below... Perhaps that was some sort of workroom, so she had extra defenses in place to shield her there? But her wards over the entire building were still more than I could have set in place with a year of solid effort.

      "It's very nice," I said, still taking in the sight.

      "Nice?" She made a little hmphing noise in her throat. "Well, it's not like you grew up in a shack yourself, I suppose."

      I eyed her carefully. How much did she know about me? "What do you mean?"

      "Ryan, dear. I studied you before I came after you. I know quite a lot about you, your past, your family..." Her voice trailed off. She didn't threaten. She didn't need to.

      We were still adversaries, or would be again eventually. For now we were in some sort of uneasy truce. But I had no doubt that would be over the instant Melicent had her magic back.

      Which reminded me that there was a purpose to our being together here. We needed to work out the next move.

      "Where are we, then?" I asked. I looked out the window over open fields and rolling hills visible in the moonlight. "And how does this bring us closer to rescuing your friend?"

      "We're in Scotland," Mel said. "I rather like it up here. Out of the way, yet still something like where I grew up. As for how this helps Amanda..."

      She gritted her teeth together in frustration. "Really, it doesn't. But we needed to get away from the cats and their men. Now that we're free, it opens the doors for more action. It won't take ASTRAL long to track us here, but I suspect they'll hesitate before committing their forces once they do."

      "Oh? You don't think they'd rush right in?" I asked. They had when they came at us in my room, back on campus.

      "I've given them good reason for caution in the past," she said, baring her teeth. "We have a little time to prepare."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          10

        

      

    
    
      Melicent went off to the kitchen, bustling around inside for something to eat. I plunked myself down on the sofa and pulled out my phone. The least I could do was contact Fletcher and Grey, let them know that I was all right. No signal. There was wifi in the building, but I wasn't getting a carrier signal at all.

      "Mel?" I asked. "Can I have the wifi password?"

      "Going to do some shopping?" she replied.

      "Was going to tell my friends I'm alive."

      "ASTRAL can track the IP address if you send them anything," she said, peeking out from the kitchen.

      "They're tracking you anyway," I said. "If they don't already know where we are, they will soon."

      "Good point," she said. "OK. Password is 1234."

      I stared at her with open horror.

      "Seriously?"

      "The local sheep are not hacking my network for free wifi, Ryan. Besides, I liked watching Spaceballs." She went back to whatever she was fussing with.

      I shook my head. She was such a contrast of opposites. Elegant with a geeky side. But she had the password sense of someone born in, well, the fourteenth century. I punched in the password and my phone connected. Opening my email app, I wrote a quick note to both Fletcher and Theresa.

      "I'm alive and safe as I can be in present company. Steer clear of our guests. Will be home soon as I can. Stay on your toes! This isn't over, and you'll need to be extra cautious. - Ryan"

      I wasn't expecting an immediate reply. I hoped my friends were both still safe themselves. They'd been out there in the hall when the hellcats were running around. If they'd tried to face the things down... Well, they didn't have magic to steal, but that didn't make the claws and teeth less deadly. The ASTRAL agents running around outside weren't known for their gentle behavior either.

      But Miles was supposed to have been arriving any moment. He was highly enough placed in ASTRAL that he ought to be able to cover for them. If he was willing to. I checked my messages again, in case one of them had tried to reply right away. Nothing yet.

      "There you go," Melicent said, gliding back into the room with a pair of plates. She'd heaped food on them, and heated them up in a microwave. Fresh chicken, steamed vegetables, and a couple of dinner rolls on the side of each plate. "I know I always get hungry after working magic, and I'm sure you're much the same."

      She was right. I realized as soon as I smelled the food that I was ravenous. I'd missed dinner and then healed Mel. Then I'd cast an entirely new type of spell. All of it had been draining my reserves, and I was going to need every bit of magic I could gather. Food was a good way to recuperate.

      I was hungry, not a fool. I scanned the meal with my Sight for the presence of magic, but found nothing. I made a motion like I was blowing on the vegetables while I cast another quick spell to check for more mundane poisons. The food seemed to be clear.

      I'd tried to be discreet with the check, but when I looked up at Melicent again she'd quirked a half smile, cocking her head to the side. She'd definitely noticed my checking out the cooking, but she seemed more amused than annoyed.

      "Does it meet your exacting standards?" she asked.

      "Yes," I said. I stabbed a bit of carrot with my fork and stuck it in my mouth, chewing carefully and swallowing. "Thank you."

      She plunked herself down on the sofa next to me, her own plate on her lap. "I'm not angry, Ryan. You have every reason not to trust me. If our places were reversed, I'd have used my magic to check the food you provided for me."

      "How did you know?" I asked. It was curious. The hellcat venom had taken away my Sight as well as my other magic. Had it left her with something?

      "You crinkle your nose a little bit when you begin a complex spell," she said.

      "I do not," I said. Did I?

      She smiled and dropped the matter, digging in on her food instead. I followed her lead. We both ate in what became an uncomfortable silence. I was half expecting the bad guys to show up at any time now.

      "How soon should we be expecting company?" I asked.

      "Not until morning, I expect," Mel said, "ASTRAL is still an agency of the US military. We're in a foreign nation allied to them. It's going to take them a little while to work the diplomatic magic required to drop troops here."

      I ought to have been surprised they could do so at all, but I really wasn't. ASTRAL had deep resources and connections that I could barely begin to fathom. Officially they didn't exist, yet they were apparently authorized under laws so secret that almost no one even knew about them.

      "They'll come here, then. You're certain?" I asked.

      "About as sure as I can be. It would fit their pattern," she said.

      "Then what?"

      "We fight them," she replied. "We need to make them bleed a little bit before they'll be willing to come to the table and negotiate."

      Which mostly meant I was going to have to fight them. Mel's place had defenses she could use, but without her magic she was just an ordinary person when it came to battle. I was hoping that I might be able to find a way to take down the hellcats without killing any people. Too many men had died by my magic lately. I was willing to go a long way to avoid adding to that grim tally. I wasn't willing to die for it, though. If it came down to a choice between myself and the ASTRAL goons, I was going to pick my life over theirs.

      It was a hard lesson to have taken in, but I'd had it hammered home several times lately. Enough times that it made me wonder on occasion if this was the same road Melicent had followed when she first started out. If she had begun killing just to defend herself, and over time had grown cold enough to the death around her that it simply didn't bother her anymore. Because I didn't want to become like her, I supposed. But now I was learning that Mel had more nuance to her than I'd known. She was a complex person, like everyone else - not some cardboard villain.

      I decided to broach the subject. "Does all the killing bother you?"

      "You've killed, then," she said. It wasn't a question. She looked into my eyes, nodding. "More than once, I think? I thought there was something about you that had changed since we last met."

      I grimaced. Were the deaths I had on my conscience really so visible? Something that I wore on my sleeve where everyone could see them?

      "How did you know?" I asked. "And don't tell me it was because my nose twitched."

      "No," she replied with an easy smile, setting aside her plate. "You're more...serious, I suppose. More willing to leap into action, even if the action might include lethal ends."

      "I see."

      "To answer your question, no. I don't really mourn those I kill. I did once, the same as you," she said. "But Ryan, you have to understand. I've killed hundreds of people over my life. Sometimes some of the faces come back to haunt me. But most of them are a blur."

      I set aside my own plate. "I hope I never live so long."

      "You might surprise yourself. The will to continue living is a strong one," she said. She stood and cleared our plates, vanishing into the kitchen.

      She'd given me some information, but nothing I really hadn't already known or guessed at. Somewhere along the line Mel had become a soldier in her own private war against the entire rest of the world. Anyone who wasn't an immediate ally was a potential enemy. Even the allies she might have had, few though I suspected they were in number, might be suspect as future threats. She knew damned well that I wasn't really on her side in all of this. The fact that I couldn't leave her to ASTRAL's clutches and couldn't help but want to rescue an innocent bystander from them didn't mean she and I were friends.

      She'd mentioned that I had changed and blamed it on my having killed. I wasn't the only one, though. Melicent was different from how I recalled her. It wasn't just that I was getting more time to speak openly with her, either. Something had shifted in how she viewed the world. Mel seemed less hard, less harsh. More open and more willing to talk than she had been when we met. How much of that was due to her friendship with this woman, Amanda?

      If killing could make someone harder, was it possible that love could help them recall how to be soft again?

      I was distracted from my thoughts by the sound of something exploding outside.
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      The explosion was nearby, but not just outside the house. I could see the bright blast through one of the windows, and the wave of compressed air rattled the glass but didn't quite shatter it.

      Melicent came racing back into the living room. I watched her instinctively try to draw on her power and fail. Her face collapsed. One moment she was rage, power, and fury. The next her look was one of helpless frustration.

      "They're early," she muttered.

      "I guess those diplomatic channels worked faster than you thought," I said.

      "Or they want me so badly they're willing to risk an international incident to catch me," she replied.

      The how didn't matter. I knew that wasn't an exploding sheep. Our company was here, early, long before we'd had time to really prepare for the battle. They were going to track us wherever we went, using the bond between the cat and Mel to find us.

      The simple answer would be to identify that hellcat and kill it. They'd lose the ability to find us. That would also give Mel her powers back. While I was only a little uneasy around powerless Melicent, the idea of the woman with all her magic restored was damned frightening.

      Outside lightning forked downward out of the clear night sky, blasting something on the ground. Mel had plenty of wards, layered protections to keep her safe. Someone was rolling on the ground outside, screaming in a high voice. I peered out through the window and saw two silent bodies next to the screaming one. But there were a lot of men out there rushing toward Mel's home. Several of them raised rifles and fired at me. I raised a shield to block the bullets.

      "Ryan, down!" Mel shouted. She all but tackled me to the floor. Two bullets lanced through the window, shattering it and spraying bits of glass all over us.

      "I had a shield up," I protested.

      "They'll be using enspelled bullets," she said. "They'll cut through your shields."

      Right. I'd seen that sort of thing before. There were other ways to block weapons of that sort, but they were all harder to manage and ate up power more quickly.

      I rolled back to my feet, careful to keep clear of the windows this time. Something tugged at my mind... I'd seen a lot of men out there, but not the hellcats. Where were they?

      As if in answer, one of the creatures came in through a window on the other side of the living room. Fire roared around it as a ward engaged to deal with the invader. The hellcat howled in pain, but most of the flames weren't touching it. The things were resistant to magic.

      But they were as vulnerable to physical objects as any ordinary mountain lion. I looked for my sword - I'd left it over on the sofa. The hellcat would be on me before I could grab it. I cast about for something I could use to distract the cat, and finally figured nothing but the sofa itself would really do.

      I cast two spells at the same time. Each spell created a magical connection between two objects. The first, simpler one connected my sword with my left hand. The second spell took a lot more effort.

      My sword leapt away from the sofa and reached my palm with a powerful smacking sound. It stung, but I was too busy pouring magic into the other spell to really notice. That spell triggered and launched the sofa itself toward the hellcat with massive acceleration.

      The chunk of wood and cloth was heavy, too heavy for me to lift with just my muscles alone. It was a big object to lift even for my magic, and I could feel the drain on my resources. My magic had limits, and I'd need time to recharge from each expenditure of power.

      In this case, it seemed worth the expense. The sofa hit the cat dead on, smashing it in the head and sending it flying into the wall like a pile driver. Wood splintered, the sofa breaking and tearing itself to pieces with the force of the impact. That was one cat which wouldn't be bothering us anytime soon. It writhed, the heavy sofa still pinning it in place. It wasn't dead, but I'd hurt it badly.

      My elation was short-lived. The other two hellcats burst into the house through a pair of kitchen windows. Both of them triggered magical traps of their own. One was blasted backward with a bolt of electricity. The spot on the floor where the other landed turned into a viscous substance, the cat quickly sinking to its hips.

      "Come on!" Mel shouted. She was halfway up the stairs. "That won't hold them long."

      She was right. The hellcats' innate resistance to magic was serving them well. Physical attacks like the sofa were hard for them to handle, but Melicent's wards were all using direct magic - which rolled off them for the most part. I raced up the stairs behind her. The sound of more glass smashing caught my attention, all the windows along one wall of the house exploding in shower of shards as gunfire ripped through them. It was easy to forget that the hellcats, deadly as they were, hadn't come alone.

      I ran the rest of the way up the stairs. We skipped the second floor and stopped on the third in front of a locked door. Mel was panting for breath and fumbled a key from behind a hidden spot on the wall. She inserted it into the lock and the door opened.

      Inside was a bare room. No windows adorned it, just a stone floor, stone walls, and a stone ceiling. It was like a smaller version of the space we'd arrived in downstairs.

      "You have anything here we can use to defend ourselves?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "I keep everything in a pocket dimension, so I can access it whenever I want. But without my magic..."

      Her voice trailed off. She didn't need to finish. Without her magic, she wasn't able to access anything useful right now. I followed her into the room and shut the door. It slid closed with a heavy click.

      "That won't hold them long," I said. "If they need to, they'll just bomb the house."

      It was a thought. Why hadn't they? If they knew where we were, why send in men and hellcats? One hellfire rocket would take the entire building out. Even if Mel had spells up that could defend against such an attack - and I wasn't putting that idea past her - if they enspelled the hellfire with the right rune it should punch right through her shields.

      They wanted more than just Melicent's death. For whatever reason, they wanted to take her alive, which was far worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      That fact might change everything, but first I needed to find out why they wanted her. I wasn't sure I could trust Mel to tell me the truth about it, either. Was there some bit of information ASTRAL thought they could twist out of her? Or did they want her - her magic, perhaps? Did they think they could use her abilities on their behalf somehow? That idea made me shudder. Someone in ASTRAL was working to destroy the magical barrier holding back hundreds of soul-sucking demons from entering our dimension. I'd barely stopped their most recent attempt. If they got someone as strong as Melicent on their side, I had little chance of stopping their next.

      "I thought you said we had until morning!" I said.

      "I don't know how they got here so quickly," she replied. "Think about it, Ryan. We're five or six hours away by fast airplane. They must have used magic to travel here."

      Someone who could create gates of their own, on the other side? That was bad news. It would be hard for us to catch our breath if they could chase us that way.

      "You need to open another gate," she said.

      I nodded. I'd been thinking much the same thing. "You have any more pebbles?"

      She shook her head. "You'll have to focus on someplace that you know well."

      Where would be best? My first thought was of my father's house in upstate New York, where I'd spent a lot of my childhood. I knew that place well enough, certainly. But it would be just as easy for the enemy to arrive there as it had been for them to get here. They'd just follow us across the ocean again. I needed someplace where we could get a little bit of breathing room.

      Northshield University was another option. I would have the ley lines there to fall back on for power. Miles and my friends were there. But I had a sense that would be a better spot for a final showdown, rather than our next stop.

      There was another option. I called the image to mind as best I could - it wasn't someplace I'd spent much time at until recently, but I thought I knew it well enough. I fed all of those memories and impressions into the spell as I began forging the gate again.

      Outside the door, someone was banging hard. There were multiple voices out there shouting, and I heard someone say something about placing charges. If they blew the door, we'd be in trouble. I'd seen enough explosions to know that the shock wave inside the room wouldn't be pretty, even if they only used a small bit of C4. I couldn't cast a shield while working something as complex as the gate spell. Any split in my focus would result in the gate collapsing.

      Instead I worked as quickly as I could to put the threads in place, anchoring the gate into my memories of the Florida Keys, where I'd spend most of the last summer.

      The gate locked in place and flashed open in a familiar burst of scintillating lights.

      "Go!" I said, fighting to hold the gate in place. Mel ran down the tunnel of light ahead of me, and I followed right on our heels.

      Behind me the room erupted as the door blasted inward. The shock wave chased us down the tunnel faster than I could close the gate spell, knocking both of us off our feet forward, out of the gate and onto a dark, sandy beach.

      The gate snapped shut. I slowly got to my hands and knees, my body shaking from exertion and adrenaline. We'd gotten away, but I doubted that we would have much time before they came after us again. With an effort I dragged myself the rest of the way to my feet. It seemed almost certain that our hunters could gate to us. We might not have much time before they found us again. But I had a plan for that.

      "Come with me," I said, offering Melicent my hand. She took it, letting me help her stand.

      The moonlight illuminated the island around us pretty well. As my eyes adjusted, I was able to make my way through the brush pretty easily. I'd set us down about halfway up the hill between the beach and my father's house. It was a space I knew well. I'd spent most of the summer out there.

      "Where are we?" Mel asked, her voice hushed.

      "Key Largo," I replied.

      "Really?" She seemed surprised. "You have a home here?"

      "My father does," I said.

      But I didn't lead her up toward the house. I wasn't sure if Dad was there or not. He usually spent most of his days in DC, running his business. On the off chance he'd come down here for a few days I didn't want to risk the house. Getting my father caught in the crosshairs of this fight wasn't on the table. Instead I led the way down the hill toward the beach. A long pier led from the dunes out into the water. As usual, my father's sailboat was tied to the end of the dock, ready to sail anytime he wanted to fly down here for a quick vacation.

      The sailboat was the key to our escape. At least for some breathing room, at least for a little while.

      Melicent hesitated once she saw where I was going. She let go of my hand and stopped in place.

      "You can sail?" she asked. I'd never heard her so hesitant.

      "Yeah, been doing it since I was a kid," I said. "I sailed a lot last summer. It's more fun now that I can channel the wind with my magic."

      "Oh."

      "What's wrong?" I asked. I scanned the shoreline, watching for the tell-tale burst of light that would signify a gate opening and our pursuers coming after us. I hoped it would take them longer to find us, but I didn't know how long we had. I wanted us to be well away from the island before they could locate us. Moving water has a negative effect on magic. Always has. The currents of the ocean would make tracking us a hell of a lot harder. We just needed to put some open ocean all around us and they'd have a devil of a time pinpointing our location.

      "I can't swim," she said.

      I stopped and stared at her.

      "You're four hundred years old, and you can't swim?"

      "It's never polite to mention a lady's age," she snapped back. "And no. I never had a chance to learn."

      "We'll get you a life vest," I said. "I'll be careful not to tip the boat. But we've got to move. They won't be able to follow us..."

      "Once we're on the water. Yes, I get it. I don't have to like it, but I get it," she said. Her face looked pale and grim in the moonlight, but she followed me.
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      We made excellent headway. One advantage to sailing with magic, as I'd mentioned to Mel, was that the wind was always blowing in the direction you wanted to go. I'd had plenty of practice this past summer. Cloistered on the island and trying to stay out of view there wasn't much for me to do. Sailing was an excellent tool for both burning off my energy and practicing magic at the same time.

      Skimming over the light chop, moonlight glinting off the waves and breaking into a million shimmering motes of light, I could almost forget that there were people out there trying to find and kill us. Almost.

      I checked the weather. We were in luck. There were no storms due, and overall things looked pretty calm. Even so, I made my way west from the Keys, ducking north a little so that we would be sheltered by the coast of Florida from anything that did blow in. I kept the sailboat just out of sight of land, using the GPS and electronic maps Dad installed to stay out in the blue water a bit. So far the trick of using the water to foil the enemy seemed to have worked. At least, they hadn't shown up in helicopters to blast us to bits yet. I kept a watchful eye and ear out anyway.

      Dad's boat was a twenty-seven foot Cape Dory. Solid, well-built, perfectly maintained, and pretty sea worthy. I didn't know that I'd want to cross an ocean in her, but people had. I'd sailed the boat so much that I knew how she ran perfectly. Even in the dark I was doing pretty well. We stayed well clear of the shipping lane running down the west coast of Florida all the same. At night, a little boat line mine was hard to spot, and large ships don't stop or turn quickly.

      Melicent tolerated all of this in grim silence. She sat on the deck near the entrance to the cabin. I couldn't tell for certain if she looked more green or pale. It wasn't easy to see in the moonlight. She grabbed a rail and hung on for dear life, even after I'd put a life jacket on her. How she'd managed to live so long and never learn to swim was beyond me.

      I had to admit, I took a small bit of pleasure seeing the woman who'd tried to literally have me for breakfast terrified of a little water.

      Eventually, I started to get tired. It was late, and I'd been running for hours without much of a break. I'd used magic pretty continuously all evening, too. There were limits to both my power and my endurance. If I wasn't alert, I was liable to run us into something in the dark, and then we'd be in a lot more trouble than we already were. I tacked northeast a bit, bringing us closer to land, watching Dad's charts carefully for what I was seeking.

      It didn't take long. The coast is full of odd spots where the water shallows out rapidly. I found a place still a couple of miles from shore where the depth was low enough that we could drop anchor. It was a good place. The coast cut a line that would block most of the wind, and the water out here was pretty serene.

      I lowered the sails, which roused Mel from her misery.

      "What are you doing?" she asked.

      "Stopping for a rest. I need some sleep. We can't just keep going all night," I replied. "We need to get some strength back, and then figure out our next move tomorrow."

      "Out here?" she asked. It was almost a squeak, and I hid a smile.

      "You can get some sleep in the cabin," I said. "Inside. I'll set wards to wake me if anything comes our way and crash out here."

      "I'm sorry," she said.

      I blinked. "For what?"

      "For involving you in all this. I didn't know where else to turn," she said. "I knew you well enough that I was fairly sure you'd help me, and I took advantage of that. And now..."

      She didn't need to go on. Now we were on the run from a powerful government agency with enough resources and determination to hunt her across an ocean in a matter of hours. I didn't know how this was going to end, but I was fairly sure that it wouldn't be an easy mess to extricate myself from. Still, I couldn't have just sat by. If Mel was telling the truth about her girlfriend being held hostage, it wasn't something I could ignore. And I was pretty sure she was telling the truth.

      If anything I was even more glad that I'd agreed to help her. ASTRAL hadn't blasted her home to bits with rockets when they'd had the chance, which implied they didn't want Melicent dead. They wanted her alive, if possible. I could think of a lot of reasons for them to take such a powerful sorceress alive, and none of them would be good. With ASTRAL's motives suspect, I had to keep Mel out of their hands no matter what.

      "You weren't wrong about me," I said. "I can't condone the things you've done, Melicent. But I also can't imagine the life you've had to lead. And I can't stand by while innocent people are in danger. You know that."

      She nodded and went inside, and I busied myself with preparing the boat for a nap. That meant tying things down so they wouldn't blow about, dropping the anchors, and setting a fairly complex set of wards. It wasn't just magical bad things I needed to watch for out here. A storm could blow up suddenly, or a big wave come at us. Another boat might be out there and not spot us in the dark. Ordinarily you'd keep a lookout overnight. I had to improvise.

      Kittybreeze swirled past me. She'd been enjoying the freedom of flying about down here again. It had agreed with her last summer, and it seemed she liked it just as much now. But she agreed she'd help keep watch while I slept. I still didn't know if the air spirit rested or slept somehow herself, but I knew she could sustain the watch until dawn.

      Then I set magical wards around the boat, ranging out to a good distance in all directions. If anything came at us, they would wake me immediately. I grabbed a blanket to keep me warm and lay back against the cushions on the long seats of the cockpit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          14

        

      

    
    
      I lay there a while, staring up at the stars and wondering how I was going to make this mess work out well. Usually when things were going crazy I didn't have much time to reflect. I was constantly reacting, making snap decisions. This time I had a chance to plan things out, and I wasn't doing any better for the experience than I usually would have. Both of us would have a better chance if we could come up with a plan. That ought to be more Melicent's forte than mine, but she seemed too adrift with the loss of her magic to be able to do more than stay one step ahead of her pursuers. And barely even that.

      A little noise from the cabin got my attention, and I looked up. Mel was standing there In the doorway. She'd ditched her torn jeans, and I could see a spot where the blood had soaked through the dressing on her leg. I'd need to check the first aid kit tomorrow and see if there was enough stuff inside to put a new bandage over the wound. Even with the magic knitting her skin together it would still be tender and raw for a few days, I figured.

      "Couldn't sleep?" I asked. With great deliberation I brought my eyes back up from her bare legs to her face.

      She shook her head and walked across the deck toward me. She sat down next to me. "Worried about tomorrow."

      "We'll figure something out," I said. I was feeling a little vulnerable laying down, so I propped myself up on one arm. That brought me close enough that I picked up her scent, mixed with the smell of the ocean. My heart beat a little faster, and I swallowed hard. What the hell was I thinking? This was the single most dangerous human I'd ever met, and I was reacting to her like a high school kid after prom.

      "You're a good man, Ryan," she murmured, reaching out to trail her fingers along my arm. "I've met a lot of people who claimed to be, but damned few who actually were."

      "Thank you?" I said. Somehow it came out more as a question than a statement.

      She leaned in and kissed me.

      Our first kiss had been my idea, a strategy born of desperation. I'd hoped that with a kiss I might distract her, even the smallest bit, and win free of the spells she'd ensnared me with. By necessity I'd rushed in, giving her the best and most passionate kiss I could manage. It had worked. Her control had slipped the tiniest bit. I'd broken through her spells, tapped the massive ley lines connecting Earth to the other planets in the solar system, and fireworks had ensued.

      This was different. Her mouth was gentle against mine. Tender, even. Searching, asking, even hoping. I backed away after a moment.

      "I don't know that this is a good idea," I babbled. Which was half the truth. Part of my mind was saying that this was a very bad idea. Part of me was saying that it was a terrific one. I was lost in a confused jumble somewhere in the middle. "You don't need to..."

      "I want to," she said. She unbuttoned her shirt and leaned in to kiss me again. Then she broke away for a moment. "Ryan, I don't think anyone alive really knows me as well as you do. Not even Amanda."

      "What about her?" I asked. "Won't your girlfriend be upset?"

      She chuckled. "Amanda knows I am about as monogamous as a cat. No, she won't mind. Besides - when else will you ever be able to completely relax around me? If I had my powers, you'd never let me get this close."

      She leaned in more, her breath warm on my face. "Let alone closer."

      I was out of arguments. I silenced the part of my brain that was still protesting a little bit. Mel might think I was the only person alive who knew her, but in turn she was the only one I knew who might understand a little bit of the daily struggle having magic like we did bought us. I could detonate buildings, kill with a thought, stop bullets in mid-flight, even fly. I had enormous power, but that came with consequences. A flash of anger could have devastating results. One moment of lost focus could hurt or even kill someone. People had died because of things I'd done or failed to do, and I knew more would. It was an inevitable part of being what I was.

      What Mel was, too. She'd come to accept those deaths in a way that I hoped I never would. But she also understood it in a way that most people never could.

      I leaned into her next kiss, reaching up to wrap my arms around her. She leaned forward as I did, pushing me back onto the cushions and sliding her body on top of mine. She wasn't wrong. I'd never let her get this close if she still had her magic. I wouldn't be able to trust her then. Letting down my guard with her would be impossible. But now? For this brief moment, we were able to connect.
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      I woke with the dawn. Melicent was still sleeping soundly beside me, so I carefully slid my body out from under her arm and leg. I took extra care to ensure the blanket stayed in place covering her. The morning air had a slight chill to it.

      Then I reached down to the deck, gathering up my clothes from where they'd been cast aside last night. I glanced over at Mel's sleeping form as I dressed, tracing the lines of her body through the blanket with my eyes. I remembered in perfect detail how each of those curves had felt, pressed up against me...

      I'd never felt so confused about a person before, either. What had just happened? My encounter with Melicent last winter had given me nightmares for weeks. She'd killed dozens of people to get to me. She'd almost killed me.

      And yet last night she had been gentle, even tender. Was this a side to the woman I had never seen? Or another ruse the Soulstealer was using to sink her hooks into me for her own purposes? There was no way I could really know. Melicent never seemed to do anything for a single purpose, though. Was the night before some rare moment where she'd had a purity of purpose? It seemed more likely she was as usual operating with more than one motive.

      I knew that it might have been a mistake to sleep with her. Fletcher and Grey would have been horrified. But Kittybreeze seemed not to mind, circling my head without agitation or concern before settling back into my amulet. If Kittybreeze seemed OK with the idea, it couldn't have been all bad. Of everyone I knew, her advice had always been the most consistently sound.

      I popped open my cell phone. We were so far from shore that I still had no connection. That was by design. No connection also meant that my phone's GPS couldn't be used to track my location. But that meant I couldn't get messages, couldn't find out if Grey and Fletcher had gotten my email, if they were safe or in trouble.

      "You're up early, lover," Melicent said. She hadn't gotten up yet, but was stirring beneath the blanket. My cheeks heated up. The pet name she'd been teasing me with had taken on an entirely new context after last night.

      "We've had a respite," I started to say.

      "And what a delightful respite it was," she added.

      The woman might have lost her magic, but she seemed to still have the preternatural ability to make me blush on command.

      "But they must still be looking for us," I continued. "We need food. We need to find out what's happening back at Northshield. And we need to plan some sort of rescue for Amanda."

      "Agreed," she said, standing up. The blanket rolled away from her as she rose. She was still entirely naked beneath, and I found myself caught between wanting to look away and wanting to stare, trapped somewhere in the middle of the two extremes. She noticed and laughed, crossing the short bit of deck between us to sit down on my lap.

      "Ryan, am I still making you all flustered? Even after you did so admirably last night?"

      Yes, she was making me more than flustered. She was sprawled across my lap, her arms around my neck, and right then I wanted nothing at all to do with heading to land or anything else of the sort.

      I faced those emotions with the same grim determination I used to harness the white hot fire of ley line energy, magical force which would set most people ablaze and burn them alive. If I could ride that pain and survive, I could do this too.

      "Mel, we have to get moving," I said.

      "You're turning me down?" she asked. She seemed more amused than offended. "Was last night that terrible?"

      "It was anything but," I said. "I just..."

      I was at a loss for words, and my willpower was just about gone. She was amazing and intoxicating, and I had precious little experience with any woman sitting on my lap, let alone a beautiful one without clothing. She seemed to sense this though. She laughed, a joyful tinkling sound without any malice. Then she clasped both her hands to my cheeks and kissed me again soundly before rising again. She strode away to get her clothes. I watched her go, wanting to call her back. What the hell had happened to me? Where was my common sense?

      I readied the boat for sailing while she dressed. Soon we were underway again, this time making toward the shore. The first step was going to be to get a cell connection and some breakfast. My stomach grumbled, telling me that the order of those two things might need to be reversed. There was a town a little ways south down the coast, according to Dad's map. It wouldn't take long to sail there.

      The sail unfurled, and I flung some magic into the wind, helping to guide us on our way. I just hoped that when I got there I'd be able to figure out a good next step. I still had no idea how I was going to stop ASTRAL and get us the hell out of this mess.
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      I brought the sailboat in toward the town docks, slowly, taking down the sails and using the motor for the last little bit. Mel slung the bumpers over the side when I asked, and we nudged our way in with only a gentle bump. I shut down the engine and jumped across to the wood plank dock, carrying a rope to tie off.

      The day was bright and promised to be warm. With the sun beating down from a brilliant blue sky it was hard to imagine that there were awful things that might pop out at us from anywhere. As soon as we closed within range of shore my phone's GPS signal had begun transmitting again. They had to be tracking my phone by now. It wouldn't take them long to get my position, and from there get troops down this way to intercept us.

      "We don't have a lot of time," I said. "We need to get back out to sea as soon as possible."

      Out there we could disappear from sight again. I could take us out on an unpredictable course, using my magic to stir the wind whichever way I wanted. Outside of the range of land-based cell towers my phone would lose its signal and they'd be unable to track us with GPS. They'd be relying on the hellcat's' magical tracking, which shouldn't work well over water. I imagined ASTRAL dumping one of the cats overboard to swim after us, following it in a ship of their own. The thought made me smile.

      "I'll be quick," she replied. Her job was to go get us supplies: food and water, mostly. I'd refill the fuel tanks and check in on Northshield via my phone. They were going to know where we were anyway. I might as well maximize the value from carrying the thing and get intel from home. For the hundredth time I considered dumping the phone, but hesitated again. It was my only connection to my friends. Sure, keeping the phone was a risk, but until I had some other way to contact them I couldn't toss it away.

      Melicent headed down the docks toward the small town, really more of a hamlet. A few dozen houses and a couple of shops lining a handful of streets, from what I could see. I had a single bar of service. Not much, but it would have to do. There was a teen in ratty jeans watching the docks who nodded to me as I approached, gas can in hand.

      "Pump's right there," he said. "It's pay in advance."

      I fished in my pants pocket for my wallet and slipped out a ten dollar bill, which ought to be enough to mostly fill the five-gallon can. It would be enough to last quite a while. The boat's outboard was just for emergencies anyway, since I could call up a wind anytime I needed one. He took the money and turned on the pump from his register. Filling the can only took a few minutes, but I was already scanning the road up toward town, hoping Mel would return soon.

      I lugged the gas can back down to the boat and turned on my phone. No text messages, which worried me. That was usually how the gang would communicate with me. But I'd sent them an email, so maybe they'd replied the same way?

      My email box had a slew of new messages, most of them irrelevant to my situation. The physics test next week was something I could worry about later, assuming I survived the next few days. It was a reminder that I was missing classes today though, and that life was continuing at the university without me.

      A couple of emails stood out as important. One was from Fletcher, the second from Miles. I opened Fletcher's first.

      "Got your message, Blackwell. Don't know what the hell you think you're doing, messing around with that bitch. Theresa thinks you're nuts too. But we've got your back. The cats and the guys with guns vanished a few minutes after you did. Stay safe."

      I heaved a sigh of relief. At least they were all right. I'd been worried, leaving them behind. But I'd counted on ASTRAL beating a retreat as soon as their target was gone. Part of their usual methods involved staying out of the media spotlight. A few helicopters and an Army training exercise on a military college were easy to explain. Dead cadets was more difficult. I wouldn't put it past them killing someone if they felt they could gain from it, but it was in their best interests to keep collateral damage as small as possible.

      I read the email from Miles next:

      "Ryan,

      My superiors were here this morning. Seems you got involved in one of their operations last night. They now have a warrant for your capture, as well as the person they claim you assisted. I cannot imagine you willingly helped her, so I'm going to assume you were operating under some sort of coercion. I told them as much. If you can get clear somehow and respond to this - we can help you. Together we can end her threat once and for all. Here to help any way I can, Miles."

      I snorted. I wasn't sure how much of that he actually believed. If he'd gone to talk to Fletcher and Grey, then he likely knew the full story and was just covering his ass in a message his bosses would almost certainly read. I scanned the message a second time, looking for any hidden meanings, but I couldn't spot any.

      It was always possible that he hadn't managed the time to find my friends and get the full story yet. Or that they hadn't trusted him enough to spill. In which case his message made perfect sense. If you'd told me twenty-four hours earlier that I'd be risking my life to help Melicent out of a bind, I'd have laughed at the idea.

      Yet there I was.

      I glanced up and saw her coming back down the dock toward me, one big bag of groceries in each hand. It looked like she had enough food for a few days, which ought to be more than enough time for us to figure out what to do next. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was we were going to have to take down ASTRAL for good to win this fight.

      She smiled as she came aboard the boat, running a hand over my shoulder in a familiar way that sent pleasant shivers down my spine. Speaking of things I'd never have believed a day or two ago...

      My phone pinged, and I frowned. That was the alert for a text message. I opened the app and checked the message. There was no caller ID.

      It was a photo, no text. The image was a picture of Fletcher. His head, anyway. Seen through the targeting reticle of a sniper's scope.
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      "Shit," I breathed.

      "What's wrong?" Mel asked. Her body tensed in alarm. I noticed her hands automatically come up to ready a spell, then drop in frustration. The loss of her magic had to be driving her crazy. I recalled how awful it had felt to lose my own powers. She'd had them for much longer. The lack would be like a wound that ate away at her.

      Another message popped on my screen. This time it was Grey's face seen through the sniper's scope. Then a third ping, with text: "Surrender her, or they both die."

      "Ryan... Damn it," Mel said. She was reading over my shoulder. I looked up at her. I didn't know what she could read from my expression, but her face crumpled. "What do you want to do?"

      "I can't let them die," I said. "I'll gate back to Northshield, grab them, and gate back out."

      "You know they're probably expecting you to do precisely that. That they'll be waiting for you," she said.

      I nodded. "I'm sure they will be. But I've got to try. I don't abandon my friends. Ever."

      "I know," Mel said. She ought to. That was how she'd laid her trap for me in the first place last winter. I wondered if she was remembering that too.

      She sat down next to me. "Ryan, if anything happens to me... Will you still help Amanda?"

      Her eyes were pleading. I couldn't recall ever seeing Melicent look so worn down, so defenseless.

      "Of course," I said. "But I'm not planning on letting anything happen to you, either."

      I said the words without thinking about them, and then realized how deeply I meant them. Somewhere along the course of this little misadventure I'd begun caring what happened to this woman. Maybe it had something to do with the night before, but I didn't think that was the whole story. I'd started seeing Melicent as a person, instead of a super-villain. It was enough to shift her place in my head. I'd fight to defend her the same way I would anyone else who needed me.

      ASTRAL wasn't going to have her, not if I had anything to say about it.

      "You're a daft fool, Ryan Blackwell," she said. Were her eyes glistening, or was that a trick of the sunlight? "But I'm glad I've gotten to know you."

      "Likewise," I said with a smile I hoped was less shy than I was actually feeling.

      "Listen, I want you to hang on to this for me," she said, carefully undoing the clasp from the pendant she'd been wearing ever since she showed up in my dorm room.

      I recalled that it was the only thing on her which showed traces of magic under my Sight. I took a moment to Look at it again as she held the chain and the little heart-shaped locket hanging from it. Small bits of magic still clung to the thing, and now that I examined them more closely I realized that it wasn't Melicent's magic at all. Someone else had cast the spells clinging to it. Another wizard, with far less power and practice than Mel from what I was seeing.

      It wasn't difficult to put two and two together. "Amanda enspelled this, didn't she?"

      "Yes," Mel said. "There are bits of her magic here, along with a strand of her hair and a bit of her blood. With this, we ought to be able to gate to her wherever ASTRAL is hiding her."

      That was incredible news! We had the beginning of an action plan at last. "Why didn't you tell me sooner?" I asked. "We can go get her, pull her out of there..."

      "Not so fast," she replied, shaking her head. "Don't you think I tried? I gated right to her as soon as I knew she was in trouble. I found myself somewhere deep underground, in some sort of secret complex."

      "ASTRAL headquarters?" I guessed. I slipped the necklace into a pocket. I'd keep it safe for her.

      "I suspect so. It's incredibly well fortified. I was spotted in a moment, and they were all over me. I fought, but..." She gestured at the wound on her leg. "You can see how well that went."

      "We need a better plan than just rushing in and attacking, then," I said. Some extra hands might help. I could call in my friends. Kittybreeze would be invaluable. If we could find some way to sneak in, rather than going in guns blazing, we might be able to spot Amanda and get away before they even knew we were there.

      Part of me wanted to use this chance to take down ASTRAL once and for all. But if Melicent had tried and failed, I was going to be completely overmatched. No, a more subtle approach would be a safer bet. Once we knew how to get in there we could always go back and finish the job. Right now we needed to get clear of this place though, before we had company showing up.

      As if signaled by my thoughts, something shot by over our heads. I ducked instinctively and threw up a shield. The canister bounced off the shield, trailing smoke and landing in the water beside the boat. I caught the tiniest whiff of the smoke and it was enough to make my eyes water.

      "Tear gas," I said, coughing. "Time to go!"

      I reinforced the shield, extending it over the entire boat. It was an effort to maintain a shield that large, but I had no idea what else they might send our way. I extended more magic, firing a little jet of flame at the rope securing us to the dock. It snapped, and we were free. I tugged the line to raise the mainsail as more gas grenades pinged off my shield. I couldn't see where the shots were coming from. They must be firing them from hidden positions on the beach somewhere. Summoning wind was simple enough. Another minute or so and we'd be out of range, anyway. I kept my head down, remembering that they were using bullets which could penetrate my shields. Just had to keep us moving a little longer.

      "Ryan!" Mel shouted. She was pointing at something ahead of us, out toward the open water.

      I looked and froze. Something was coming at us under the water, closing on the boat almost as fast as I could follow with my eye. It left a wake, zipping along just under the surface. I didn't know where it had come from, but I knew without a doubt what it was even though I'd never seen one before outside of a movie.

      Someone had fired a torpedo at us. So much for ASTRAL wanting to keep a low profile.
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      There wasn't time for anything fancy. Even if my shield held against that much force, the detonation would send the shield - and everything inside it, boat and all - flying. Our best chance was going to be to make the package I shielded as small as possible.

      I grabbed Mel, holding her tight against me, shouting, "Hang on!"

      She wrapped her arms around my waist as I pulled my shield into a tight ball around us both. This was going to suck. A lot. I knew my shields could take a ton of punishment, but something this big was going to hurt anyway.

      The world went white.

      I clung to Mel, locking the spell in place around us with every bit of concentration I could muster. Everything was that shield spell. It was my entire universe, my sole focus.

      The shock wave carried the little spherical shield twenty feet into the air before we descended back toward the water again. The shield smacked down with an impact that knocked the breath out of both of us, then bounced across the waves, skimming the top of the water like a soap bubble as it skipped toward the shore.

      Once we hit the sand the shield stopped skipping and started rolling, which was even less fun than the bouncing ride before. We careened to a stop at a small copse of trees a dozen feet from the shoreline.

      I groaned. Everything hurt. I released Mel, turning the shield into a dome around us. Debris from the explosion was still raining down on the water. There was nothing left of my father's boat. I hoped he was insured. I knew he probably was, but I still wasn't looking forward to the lecture...

      My thoughts were wandering. I must have hit my head more than once during the tumble, With an effort I brought myself back to the issue. We needed to get out of there, right now! I struggled to my knees and started working on a gate spell.

      "Hurry," Mel said. "They're coming!"

      She was right. A glance over my shoulder showed a line of troops running down the beach toward us. All of them were carrying odd-looking rifles this time, but I didn't have time to figure out what they were up to. I needed to get us clear. I focused on Northshield. I'd go get my friends, and then we'd cut the head from this beast together.

      The gate was beginning to form, the first layers of the spell twisting into shape in the air in front of me, when a stabbing pain bit into my shoulder. I wasn't sure what it was at first. I'd been shot by a rifle before, and it hurt like nothing else. This felt more like a slap and a bee-sting. Then a numbness started traveling down my arm.

      "You're hit!" Mel said.

      I glanced over at my shoulder and grabbed the needle, yanking it out. Whatever they'd dosed me with, it was already in my system. I could feel my thoughts growing fuzzy, and gray clouds started swirling at the edges of my vision. I gritted my teeth together grimly. All I needed to do was hold on just a few more moments, and I could gate us away.

      But the drug was too much. My concentration shattered, and the gate spell imploded on itself. My shoulder sagged with defeat. The men were almost on top of us now. I collapsed forward into the sand, losing my grip on even the shield spell.

      I was still conscious, hanging on with everything I had. If I passed out we were completely lost. Maybe I could find a way to counteract the drug? I reached inside myself into the well of power always waiting there and set it to work countering the stuff. It flared to new purpose, burning through my veins. The spell was working. I could feel the fuzziness receding from my mind a little, and I reinforced my efforts to clear the toxin.

      Mel stood up next to my prone form. "Wait!" she shouted. "I drop this, and we all die."

      The armed men were circling closer, but they seemed warier now. I knew perfectly well that she was bluffing. She had nothing else magical on her, and no powers to cast a new spell. But most of ASTRAL's people didn't have the Sight. It was possible that none of these men could tell if she was lying or not. I smiled weakly. If she could keep them busy just a little longer then I could turn the tables on them in a big way.

      "Let him go and I'll surrender," she said. "I'll go with you."

      No! I couldn't tell her that I was almost free of the drug. Couldn't ask her to stall just a few more minutes. She didn't need to give herself up for me. There had to be another way. I wasn't going to lose her!

      "You've got your deal," one of the soldiers said. "It's you we're after, anyway. You've committed your last murder, Soulstealer."

      There was scuffling above me. I still couldn't move to look, but I managed t groan of protest. They were taking Melicent. I heard handcuffs click into place, and then footsteps crunching through the sand as they marched her away.

      "What about this one, sir?" someone asked.

      "Take him in, too," came the voice from before. "The Colonel will want to have a chat with him for sure. Give him another dose to make sure he stays under, though."

      Hands grabbed me by both shoulders and roughly lifted me from the sand. My vision was clearing fast, and I saw the needle coming in toward my neck. Fury flashed through me and this time I welcomed the emotion. No more holding back. No more reining in my temper for fear of what I might do. Magic roared through me, burning away the last of the drug in a microsecond and then flashing out from my skin.

      The hypodermic detonated before it reached me, shards of plastic flying in all directions. The ones that came close to me melted before they reached my skin. Both men holding my shoulders screamed as their hands and uniform sleeves erupted into an inferno. Let go, I dropped back to my hands and knees. My fingers dug into the sand.

      Before their friends could react I threw more raw magic loose, blasting the sand into hot bits of molten glass and sending them airborne. The deadly shower slashed through the squad of ASTRAL troops.

      I stood in the middle of the carnage, more magic ready for whatever threat they came up with next.
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      I heard a growl behind me and whirled, looking for the source. Three hellcats fanned out on the beach, working to encircle me.

      "I don't think so," I said. The sand trick had worked pretty well on the soldiers. Their bodies lay scattered on the ground around me. Half of them were still. The others were moaning and clutching at wounds. No worries from them for the time being. A similar spell might work well against the cats.

      I hit the sand beneath them with magic, melting it into pools of liquid glass. Two of the hellcats were fast enough to jump clear, but the third was just a little too slow. It landed with boots of already-cooling silicon around its paws. It fell heavily on its side and whined with pain, licking at the glass covering its wounds.

      The other two were still coming. One of them dove in and I slashed out with my left hand, cutting down one of the trees next to me with a blast of magical force. The toppled tree dropped right on top of the hellcat, pinning it in place.

      Kittybreeze streaked in then, snarling at the third hellcat. Her spirit form couldn't do much damage to the magic-resistant cat, but she was just enough distraction that I was able to whip a gale wind against the thing, flinging bits of sand with enough force to scour away skin. The hellcat beat a hasty retreat from the combined assault.

      Men were pouring back down the beach now, dozens of them. Rifles raised, they were coming for me.

      "Give it up, Blackwell!" one of them shouted. "We need to take you in. It can go easy, or hard."

      "I think not," I replied.

      Rather than put up a shield that I already knew wasn't going to block their shots, I tried for subtlety. A combination of spells - one to make myself all but invisible to them as I dropped to the ground and the other to put an illusion of myself standing there. A score of darts zipped through the illusionary me, stabbing into the sand.

      There was a bright flash from up the hill toward town. I knew that light. I'd cast the spell myself enough times over the last day. Someone was opening a gate. It was there for only a few seconds, and then it was gone again.

      They'd taken Mel away. It was too late to save her.

      I used magic to lift the darts that had missed me, three at a time, and fling them back at the soldiers. Some of my shots missed, but enough hit that the group of men coming at me was beginning to thin. Some of the ones still awake were diving for cover while others tried to haul away their wounded or knocked out comrades.

      The momentary pause in the battle wasn't going to last. Already the hellcat was clawing its way free from the tree I'd dropped on the thing. Damn, those cats were hard to kill! The men would regroup and come at me again any second. I couldn't deal with both threats. Nor was staying going to do Mel any good. It was time to beat a retreat.

      I opened a gate, the spell coming more easily with each time I practiced it. I dove inside, rolling to avoid a few last darts aimed my way. Kittybreeze swirled past me through the portal. The tunnel flashed around me in familiar colors, and then I was through and the gate closed.

      The cool air around me was jarring after the hot Florida sun. I was back in my room. Safe and sound. Except I wasn't, of course. ASTRAL was still out there, threatening me, my friends, and if I was right a risk to the entire world. Worse still, they had Melicent. I didn't think they were keeping her alive just so they could give her a fair trial. My hunch was they had something far more sinister in mind, and I had to stop them.

      Besides, I'd promised her I would try to rescue her friend, no matter what. She'd given herself up to save me. That was no small thing either. Melicent had done monstrous things. Saving me once - for her own benefit - was not enough to balance her scales by any means. But it was a sign there was more to her than the monster.

      I patted my pocket. Her necklace was still there. I could find Amanda through it. With luck, maybe I'd find Melicent there as well.

      Slowly I eased myself to my feet, shaky after the expenditure of so much magic. I pulled my phone from my pocket and started sending text messages. It was time to rally my friends. ASTRAL had gone too far this time. I was going to take them down, or go down trying.

      It was a relief to be taking direct action. I'd been worried about ASTRAL ever since learning about their darker nature last May. Five months of not knowing if or when they might come after me again had been exhausting. Now the die was cast. One way or another, I was finishing this fight.
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      We'd assembled in Miles' office. I'd waffled about whether or not to bring him in on this, but he'd earned my trust more than once. He deserved a chance to be involved if he wanted to, or to steer clear if he preferred. I'd present the evidence and then leave the decision up to him. There was a chance he'd go running to ASTRAL and report what we planned, of course. It was a chance I was willing to take. Sometimes you just had to take things on faith.

      Miles was present, of course. Grey was there. Fletcher had come. Kittybreeze was swirling around my ankles, all excited energy. I'd sent a text to Lance as well - the knife-flinging assassin who'd helped me tackle the cult a month before. He hadn't gotten back to me. I knew that he worked for ASTRAL himself at least from time to time, so maybe I was better off if he sat this one out. Or worse, he might even be on the other side.

      I hoped not. I liked Lance. Besides that, he was one of the deadliest fighters I'd ever met.

      My magic had been restored by a good meal and access to the Northshield ley lines. I was back in peak form. Taking Miles' office out of time with a spell wasn't even a small strain. Time would pass for us inside the sphere, but outside it would be like no time had gone by at all. Looking out his window, I could see leaves swirled by the wind that were frozen in place in mid-air. It was a strange feeling.

      "I suppose you're wondering why I've gathered you all here," I said with a grin. I'd always wanted to say that.

      "Not really," Fletcher said. "I'm guessing it has something to do with Soulstealer being back."

      If his voice was a little harsh, I couldn't really blame him. Melicent had been his date to the Winter Formal last year and used that to lure us all into the final stage of her trap. She'd used him, and he had good reason to hate her.

      "It does," I replied. "But not like you think."

      I gave them a rundown of the events since Mel showed up in my room. I skipped telling them about how we'd spent the late hours of the night together. It was a good bet that none of them would understand. I was still confused about the experience myself. Was it a lapse in judgment? Had I screwed up? The Mel I'd seen during our flight from ASTRAL was very different from the Soulstealer I'd run into last winter. She had the same charm, sure. But there was something very different about her.

      Was it Amanda? I wondered what had gone on to make her care so deeply about another human being. When we first met she was cold, ruthless, and efficient. There was an element to her that set her apart, like she was standing by herself even when she was in the middle of a crowd of people. I'd seen it even before I realized that Melicent was the Soulstealer.

      Whatever that wound had been, it was gone. Or maybe it was more accurate to say that it seemed like some old, scabbed over wound had been lanced and opened so that it could begin healing. Mel was still raw, her emotions more fresh and close to the surface than they had once been.

      Regardless, I no longer just wanted to fulfill my promise and save Amanda. I wanted to help Mel, too.

      "They took her," I said, finishing my brief story. "I couldn't stop them. Best I could do was run for home after I saw them exit via the gate spell."

      "Good riddance," Fletcher said.

      Miles looked thoughtful, rubbing his chin with his brows knit together. "You're implying there is something wrong with ASTRAL taking down one of the most dangerous people on the planet. Why?"

      I hesitated. I'd been cautious about bringing my suspicions to Miles in the past. ASTRAL was the US Army's arcane arm. Miles was part of ASTRAL. His bosses were the people I was accusing, on very little evidence. But this was the time to come clean. Either he was with us, or he wasn't.

      "How long has ASTRAL known about the barrier and what lives on the other side, Miles?" I asked.

      "Decades, at least," he replied without hesitation.

      I thought perhaps longer than just a few decades, myself. But I had no evidence of that, so I kept it to myself.

      "And what happens if we lose the barrier? If I had failed to be here and stop the apparition last fall?"

      He paled. "I don't like to even think about it. If that thing was telling the truth, there are hundreds of beings like it on the other side of the barrier. We would be next to helpless against an onslaught like that."

      "Right," I said. I looked around at the confused faces staring at me, hoping for some support. "So why did ASTRAL leave one of the most critical places in the world so completely undefended?"

      "We're stretched very thin..." Miles started to say.

      "Where, anywhere in the world, is there a more critical post than right in this place?" I said, stabbing my finger toward the ground to make my point. "One wrong move here could literally spell the end of humanity. And they left it unguarded?"

      He didn't have a pat answer. I could tell that question had been troubling him as well. I went on. "Worse yet, our one defense against those monsters is those few among us who know about magic, and the very best defense - sorry, guys - is the terribly few who can actually use it."

      "No offense taken," Theresa said. "I missed those particular fireworks, but from what you've said anyone without magic is basically helpless against them."

      Maybe not completely helpless. I had some ideas about using magic to infuse objects with spells that could make an ordinary person into a potential threat even against the creatures from beyond the barrier. Damn, I needed a new name for the things... ASTRAL had actually given me the idea, with their rune-inscribed bullets. If they could enspell simple objects to punch through my shields, then perhaps I could turn ordinary weapons into something that could hurt monsters like the one I'd battled.

      "Not completely," I said, keeping it simple. "But our main defense is people who can use magic. People ASTRAL has been systematically killing. In the name of protecting people from the threat those with magic represent, sure. But they've also been removing our first line of defense against threats like these."
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      "You think ASTRAL is working with these monsters?" Grey asked.

      I nodded. "More like controlled by them. Or something like that."

      "Preposterous," Miles objected. "I'm an ASTRAL operative, Blackwell. Do you think I'm being controlled?"

      "No," I answered him honestly and bluntly. "But how many of your superior officers went to Northshield University, and then went on to ASTRAL because they had some bit of magical talent that was picked up while they were here?"

      "More than a few," he admitted.

      "Any of them could have become vulnerable while they were here. Think about Ashe, last year - his journals made it clear he was getting the spell he used to summon the apparition from his dreams. And Jameson, last month? He was definitely in some sort of communication with the things."

      Miles looked troubled, but he didn't make any more protests. I understood how much this had to shake him up. He'd spent his life thinking he was working for the good guys, doing good things. By and large he might have even been right. But the idea ASTRAL had been corrupted by an outside enemy was going to shake up his world view badly, and I could tell he was taking me seriously.

      "I don't think everyone in ASTRAL is corrupt," I said, hoping to soften the blow a little. "If I did, you wouldn't be here right now. We need to expose those who are, though."

      He nodded. "How does this involve Melicent?"

      "I don't know," I admitted. "I'm not sure why they didn't just kill her outright. They could have. It would have been easy for them to kill both of us." They'd certainly used weapons which might have done the job. The torpedo had blasted Dad's ship into shreds of fiberglass and splinters of wood. If I hadn't shielded in time it would have done the same to Mel and me. Despite that I couldn't shake the idea that it had been a measured attack, specifically designed to take away our escape vehicle without killing us.

      They knew I could shield very well. I had a hunch they were counting on my shields to keep both of us safe. The troops waiting on the beach had come after us not with enspelled bullets that would kill us, but instead with tranquilizer darts.

      "The fact that they didn't kill her - or me - implies they want us for something." I looked around the room again. All eyes were on me. They were with me. That was something, at least. "Given what else we know about ASTRAL, I'm not willing to believe there was a positive motive to taking us prisoner. If they could somehow use Melicent's power against us - or against the barrier?"

      "Shit," Fletcher said. "She's bad news."

      "Yeah. If she wanted to take the barrier down - say, they threatened the life of her girlfriend unless she did as they asked...?" I paused for a moment. "I don't know if I could stop her, guys."

      "You want us to go in there after her," Theresa said.

      "Yup," I replied. I pulled out the pendant Mel gave me. "This is linked to her girlfriend. I can gate to her, wherever they hide her. I'm betting Melicent is there too."

      "If we do this, we need to not just rescue the girl," Theresa said. "We need to make certain Melicent is out of their control. Ideally, we need to ensure she is beyond their reach permanently."

      I froze. Grey wasn't wrong. Mel was a terrible threat, especially if ASTRAL could control her. I was willing to bet that if they'd wanted her alive, they had a way to manage that.

      "Say what you mean," I replied. I needed to hear the words.

      "Simple," Fletcher broke in. "We save the girl, and we bust Soulstealer out too if we can. But killing her is the surest way I can think of to make it so that she's never a threat again."

      Miles nodded. "It makes sense, Ryan."

      And damn it, they weren't wrong. But they hadn't just spent a day with her, seeing her as she was now. I didn't think Mel would hurt me, not if she had any choice. I wanted to trust her, to believe in her change. That said, she remained one of the most deadly wizards I'd ever heard of - the one human I'd met who could stand toe to toe with me and act like I was barely even there. If she came at the barrier spell tomorrow, there would be literally nothing I could do to stop her. I'd try; and if she wanted to, she'd kill me and then breeze right on through to achieve her objective.

      "I agree," I said, hating the words as I said them. I felt like I was betraying Mel even giving them voice. The feel of her mouth on my lips came back as clearly as if she were right there. Then again, Melicent had told me I knew her better than anyone else alive. I didn't think she would want to live if controlled by others like that. I knew that I would sooner die than let myself become the weapon that ended humanity.

      That thought gave me pause for a moment. "Which brings up another point. They didn't just want Mel. They wanted me, too. If I fell into their hands, I'm almost as big a threat as she is. I could remove the barrier."

      Everyone in the room froze, and I barely kept the grim smile from my lips. Now they were getting it. It was one thing to talk about killing someone they already hated and feared. It was something else when it was someone you knew, wasn't it?

      "If I fall into their hands, I need to die too. I need to make sure you're all up to that. Either Melicent and I leave there - or we die there. Are we agreed?"
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      We all got into uniform before gating over. Miles let us know that most ASTRAL operatives would be wearing ACU's while on duty. That was convenient, since Northshield University issued that uniform to all the students. We assembled dressed for battle. Miles brought along a few surprises.

      "Your uniform won't be complete without these," he said, passing out rank insignia to each of us. All three of us were shortly wearing the rank of Second Lieutenants.

      "Green L-T's are common as dirt," Miles explained. "They're always new, and most people don't really notice them anyway. You'll blend in. You also need these."

      He handed each of us a web belt with a holstered pistol. I popped it on and checked the weapon. It was loaded, safety on, with a round already in the chamber. That might be very useful.

      "The bullets are ordinary ones," he said before I could ask. "Very common to see guards on patrol with these. If you're my security escort, you'd be expected to go armed."

      "They should work on hellcats," I said.

      "Try not to shoot the place up too much," Miles said with a pained expression. I could tell that the idea of this operation was still bothering him some, and I wondered briefly if we were doing him a real disservice bringing him along. But his ID card would open a lot of doors for us - literally. It might spell the difference between success or failure.

      "Not everyone there is a bad guy," I said. "We need to keep casualties to a minimum."

      "Especially you," Fletcher said, poking my arm. "Try not to blow the whole place up."

      I sighed. I didn't always blow things up. It just seemed that way.

      It was time to go. I clutched Mel's necklace, concentrating on the magical signature it contained as I worked the gate spell. It was a lot like opening the gate for her pebble. The drop of blood and hair contained in the locket had a powerful connection to...someplace. I used that connection, feeding it into the gate until it erupted in a fury of spinning lights.

      "Let's do this," I said.

      We went into the gate.

      I stepped out into a long hallway. The whole thing seemed to be made out of concrete. Long tubes lined the walls, with paneled fluorescent lights running along the ceiling. The gate closed behind us as Miles stepped through. He'd been the last in line.

      "Recognize anything?" I asked.

      "ASTRAL headquarters," he said in a soft voice, like he'd been hoping we would end up just about anywhere else. "We're in Nevada."

      "Dude, you've got to hook me up with a trip next vacation," Fletcher whispered.

      I shared a grin with him. This new ability was pretty incredible.

      "You don't understand. It shouldn't have been possible to gate here," Miles said.

      I gave him a look. "You knew about gating?"

      "I'd heard of it." He shrugged. "I don't have the power to do it, so it wasn't something I could teach you, Ryan."

      I let it slide for now. One thing Miles was always good for was having information. He'd been in this game a lot longer than I had. His magical skills were small compared to mine, but he still knew a lot of things I didn't. Sometimes I wished I could just download everything he knew about magic, though. He held secrets way too close to the chest. Like I could talk - I'd been doing the same thing.

      "What do you mean, we shouldn't have been able to gate here?" Theresa asked.

      "This whole place is warded," Miles said, waving his arms a little. "I've never seen wards so strong. They should have blocked the gate entirely. When the gate opened, I assumed the girl was being held somewhere else. Not here."

      "If the wards are gone..." Fletcher started to say.

      "...then they already know we're coming," I finished for him. "Look alive. I think we're about to have company."

      Doors at both ends of the hall burst open, disgorging a stream of troops. They were all armed with M-4 rifles, and they looked very serious. Each group had one person who seemed weaponless - except to my Sight. The unarmed men were actually the most dangerous of the bunch. Each was an accomplished wizard, judging by the string of wards surrounding them and extending to the squad they were with.

      I could blast through their wards. The spells were strong, but not that strong. I could also probably stop both sets of guards, even if they were using bullets that could bypass my shields. What I wasn't sure was whether I could tackle both casters and both sets of guards at the same time. If it came to a fight, some of us were going to die in the crossfire.

      Fletcher and Grey had drawn their pistols, one aiming down each length of corridor Miles stood there as if he wasn't quite sure what to do. I drew on my magic, preparing for the fight of my life. I knew damned well that I couldn't protect all of them once the bullets started flying, and I cursed myself for not having seen this for the trap it was. Melicent had fallen into the same snare. She'd told me as much herself.

      Someone clapping down one end of the hall drew my attention. She was a young woman, blonde, in a crisp Class A army unform, so she stood out from the ACU-wearing guards like a sore thumb. She was wearing captain rank, which was jarring. She seemed far too young for such rank.

      "Captain Miles, thank you so much for bringing young Blackwell to us," she said. "You've performed precisely as expected."

      "I did no such thing," Miles retorted.

      "Of course you did. You have all done just as was expected of you," she replied. "Now, I doubt any of you wish to die here today, no?"

      None of us moved, which she took as assent. She nodded sharply. "Holster your weapons and follow me, then."

      We remained very still. None of the guards had moved from their position. All of those weapons were still trained on us, ready to fire.

      The captain looked back over her shoulder at us. "Or you can stay here and these men will execute you. Your choice." She turned away and stepped back out of the hall into whatever room was beyond.

      Everyone was looking at me. What to do? If we followed her now, we'd be stepping deeper into whatever trap they had in mind. But we might just be able to turn the tables on them still. While we were alive, there was always a chance.

      "Do as she says," I said. I holstered my own pistol. The others followed my lead. The rifles aimed at us lowered - fractionally, but they were no longer pointed directly at us, which seemed promising. I started down the hall toward whatever waited through that doorway. The guards slid back against the walls as we passed them, and then followed us in.
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      The room was large, about the size of a high school gym, and dimly lit. The centerpiece was easy to spot. A circle of candles cast most of the available light in the room. The candles surrounded a ring of twisting sigils, and in the middle of the circle lay Melicent. She seemed to be asleep, or unconscious.

      The air was heavy with incense, and I could feel a gentle humming that seemed like it was gradually building in intensity. I wanted to run to Mel, to free her from the circle. But all around the outside of the room where more men with guns. I heard a low growl, and noticed the flashing eyes and slashing tail of a hellcat. The room was packed with foes.

      I examined the circle carefully, realizing that I knew that pattern. I'd seen it too many times already. That was the trademark magic of the beings from beyond the barrier. The circle was not quite the same as the one Ashe had used to summon the apparition that killed him last year, but it was very close. I could see a few distinct differences... This was definitely still a summoning circle of some sort. But it wasn't the same kind Ashe had used. This was something new.

      The woman who'd called us in coughed gently into her hand, getting our attention. She stood behind a small desk off to one side of the room, gesturing to chairs set across from her. I started forward. It wasn't like we had a lot of choice right now. She sat in her own chair, and pulled a sheaf of paperwork from a briefcase.

      There was something about her movements - so prim, almost mechanical - that set me off. She seemed every bit the officious bureaucrat. But that was completely out of place in this setting. The dichotomy was jarring, and not just to me.

      "Is she for real?" Fletcher whispered in my ear.

      "I am indeed real," she replied. "Sit."

      Men rustled rifles along the wall nearest to us. We sat.

      "You've been a lot of trouble to us, Blackwell," she said. She shuffled more papers, appearing to hunt through them, peering down at a few before selecting one file and pulling it from the stack. She opened it and glanced over the contents before looking back up at me.

      "Your adventures are quite remarkable. It's rare to see someone come into so much power so quickly," she said. "And survive the experience, anyway."

      "I've been lucky on a few occasions," I said.

      "Indeed. And a real thorn in our side," she said. "We need to stop that. There are several ways we could do that. Some of them are more pleasant for you. And your friends. Others are...less so."

      The humming sound was still building. Could no one else hear it? It was starting to bug me, like a mosquito flying near my ear that I couldn't see or swat. What was causing that sound? I shook my head to clear it.

      "What do you have in mind?" I asked.

      "We could strip away your powers," she offered. "Let you live in peace as an ordinary person."

      "Not acceptable," I said, shaking my head again.

      "I didn't think so. Alternatively, you could join us," she said. "Captain Miles here has been grooming you for that purpose, of course. And we could always use new operatives like you. Like all of you, really. You're remarkable people."

      Her words were soothing, calming, and I recognized the magic she was layering on us almost too late. I pushed back with a little bit of power. Too much, and she'd realize that I was seeing through her. She was obviously a sorceress herself. The woman was using some sort of charm to persuade me to go along with what she wanted.

      "We're here mostly for the girl," I said. "The one you kidnapped to lure Melicent into your trap."

      While I was asking about Amanda, my hand reached into my pocket almost without thinking about it and touched Mel's necklace there. The contact was like a small jolt. The connection was strong here - the blood and hair and magic were so close to their source. Amanda was nearby, maybe even in this room. But where? I opened my Sight to track the trail to its source.

      The string of magic led directly across the desk to the woman facing us. But when I Looked at her, I didn't see a young woman. Sitting there instead was a swirling pool of darkness. The woman was still present - her physical form had not changed. But there was something there with her, in her or around her, linked to her through magical bonds.

      I knew that inky black. I'd seen it before. I'd fought one of the things, once, and almost died to it. But that was before I had reached my full powers. I was so much stronger now. This apparition would not find me easy prey.

      She must have seen my expression change to one of revulsion. "Ah. You've seen through the guise, then? Too bad."

      "You were Amanda, weren't you?" I asked.

      "This form used to be hers, yes," the apparition in her body replied. "She isn't here anymore."

      Miles gasped beside me. I knew he'd used his own Sight and was able to See the same thing I was. Behind me I could sense Grey and Fletcher tensing. Things were about to explode.

      The first gunshots made all of us jump, though. Even the Amanda-apparition leapt to her feet in response. I whirled in place to see where the shots had come from and found Theresa standing there, her smoking pistol trained on the dead hellcat just two feet behind my chair.
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      Two more hellcats flashed out of the shadows toward us. Fletcher and Miles both drew their own weapons, aiming at the creatures. Fletcher took his down with a well-placed shot to the head, but the other kept coming at me. I was the target. They wanted me as powerless as Melicent, easy prey for them. Miles stepped between the cat and me, intercepting it. They both went down in a flurry of claws and fangs.

      That's when it clicked. I knew what the circle was for. It was a summoning spell. They weren't just bringing the monsters across in spirit form, though. This circle was binding the apparition into a physical form, the body of someone who could use magic. I had no idea what happened to the person who had been inhabiting the form before. My guess was that Amanda had died when the thing living inside her body was summoned.

      Which was precisely what they were trying to do to Melicent now. And to me as well, if they could. They'd gain a physical presence, and access to all of our magic at the same time. Added to their own strength, it would make them just about unstoppable. It was brilliant, in a sick way. They'd kill their strongest potential opposition and win a powerful set of new game pieces at the same time. With Mel and I both inhabited by the creatures, taking down the barrier would be child's play.

      This was their endgame.

      All around the room guns trained on us, about to fire. The Amanda-thing was backing away quickly. Another moment and she'd be clear enough that they could unleash a hail of bullets on us. Unless I did something.

      First thing first: I needed to save Miles and deal with the hellcat. I cast a quick spell, taking a sphere around us out of time. The humming was still present as a sound in the back of my head - some sort of magical pressure, I realized now, not a real noise. It had stopped building in intensity at least now that I'd stopped the flow of time around us.

      I drew my pistol and carefully aimed it at the hellcat's head. I wavered for a second. If I missed - if the bullet went wide or passed through at the wrong angle, I could kill Miles.

      He was keeping the thing's fangs from his throat with a forearm. "Shoot!" he yelled.

      There was a gunshot, but it wasn't mine. Fletcher had fired on the thing. It dropped down across Miles, a dead weight. Grey and I ran to his side, lifting the thing away. Miles screamed in pain. The cat's jaws were still locked around his left arm. We pried it loose. Miles was free again, but bleeding badly. Fletcher drew a knife and cut off his uniform sleeve to bind the wound.

      "What now?" Grey asked me. All around us were the men, rifles aimed at us. I couldn't impact them until I dropped us back into time. As soon as I did, they'd fire.

      "Can you gate out of here?" Miles asked weakly.

      I shook my head. "Maybe, but I'm willing to bet they raised the wards again as soon as we were inside. Even if they didn't, we can't let them do this to Melicent."

      "What are they doing?" Fletcher asked.

      "That thing," I said, pointing at Amanda's form, frozen in time. "It used to be Melicent's girlfriend. They summoned one of those things we fought into her. It's using her now. Using her body, her magic."

      I spat on the floor in disgust.

      "That's why all the subterfuge. She was trying to keep us busy until the hellcat could claw me, render me powerless. So they could do to me what they did to her. What they're doing to Mel out there, right now."

      "So what do we do?" Grey asked. She looked around the room at all the glittering rifles aimed our way.

      "We stop them," Miles replied. His voice was tight with pain, but he sounded as determined as ever. "Same as we always do."

      "Let's do this then," Fletcher said. He readied his pistol.

      I scanned the room, looking for something we could use to stop the firestorm about to come our way. I wracked my brains, trying to think of some sort of spell that might work. An off the wall idea occurred to me. Oddly enough, it was a stray thought about physics class that came to mind. I snagged the errant thought and wrestled with it, sure there was something in there I could use. Maybe. It wasn't something I'd ever tried before. If I could pull it off it would be a new spell, something that I was betting none of those soldiers had ever seen. Maybe it would even surprise the monster living in the dead girl's body

      "I have a plan," I said.

      "Oh shit. Are you gonna blow something up again?" Fletcher asked. But he was smiling when he said it.
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      I turned the table sideways and had everyone duck down behind it before I dropped the time spell. I was only going to have an instant to activate the new spell once the time bubble was gone, and there was a chance some of the men would get off shots before it took full effect.

      But to them it would look like we'd all suddenly vanished from our seats and reappeared someplace else. It would take them time to realize what had happened, and re-engage us. Any bullets ought to go whizzing harmlessly by our heads.

      "Remember, don't try to hold on to your pistols," I said. "This is going to be fast and hard. I don't have time for finesse."

      Someone chuckled. I ignored it.

      I dropped the time spell and turned my focus to a new spot right next to us. I reached out to the air molecules and touched them all with magic, changing their state and altering the way they moved, the way the functioned, the way they interacted with the rest of the universe.

      The first shots were fired, and as I expected they went harmlessly through the space we'd occupied before I cast the time sphere. I ignored them. If I could pull this off, the guns wouldn't matter anymore.

      The spell locked into place with what felt like a click in my mind. Without warning rifles from around the room began flying through the air, all headed right for the spot I'd focused my power on. Pins flew from uniforms. I'd set my own pistol on the floor - it flashed through the air right to the spot. One soldier refused to let go of his weapon and was yanked through the air ten feet before he finally let go and tumbled to the floor

      I'd created a massive magnet, powerful enough to lift a heavy truck - or yank a rifle from someone's hands at fifty feet. The magic required to hold the thing in place was enormous, but I only needed to keep it there a little longer...

      That had to be all the weapons. I released the spell, and dozens of firearms clattered to the floor in front of me.

      "Our turn now," Theresa said. She, Fletcher, and Miles dashed forward and grabbed the weapons. The tables were turned.

      "On your knees, now!" Miles shouted. He pointed to a corner. "File over there. Move!"

      The men did as he bid. The combination of rank and the sudden loss of their weapons was enough to cow them into submission. Which was a good thing. I didn't know which of them were really in league with this monster and which were just honest soldiers trying to do their job. I didn't have time to figure it out right now either. That was for later. Right now I needed to deal with the Amanda-thing.

      I turned to her. She'd gaped in shock at first, then hissed angrily at me. That sound had never come for a human mouth before. Now she stood there, alone and defiant. The hum was still building. She was trying to stall, hoping that she would be joined by a second of her kind backed up by Melicent's magic. I ended that with a gesture, burning away the sigils across half the circle.

      "It's over," I said. "You've lost."

      Her face contorted into a snarl, her eyes glinting dangerously. "Little human mage. You think you are so strong? You do not even know what you face."

      Then she reached up to her head, her fingernails tearing gouges into the skin of her forehead. At first I thought she was killing herself, exposing bone as she ripped the skin away. But what was underneath wasn't the white of bone and the red of human blood. Instead she dripped green fluids from the wound, and a hard green surface showed as she tore at herself.

      The body of Amanda fell away like a snake shedding its skin. Or maybe more aptly like an insect shedding a cocoon. What was left when the broken remnants of the human girl fell to the floor was something out of a nightmare.

      It stood three meters tall. Insectoid in appearance, it stood on hind legs, slashing forelegs through their air in patterns that I recognized were working magic in some way I'd never seen. It clacked huge mandibles together, black ichor dripping from them to steam on the concrete floor.

      My mind didn't want to take it in. It wasn't possible for something that large to have been hidden inside someone so small. I wanted to run away, to hide, to flee. Raw terror tore at me. I could feel a scream building in the back of my throat, and I knew if I let it go that I would have a hard time stopping.

      Vaguely I was aware of men fleeing the room, running from the thing. The men my friends had captured were in full flight now. Better a bullet than to stay in the same room with such a monster even a moment longer.

      I swallowed back bile. Somehow I needed to find my voice again. I needed to say something brave. Something stupid, even.

      "Blackwell, you didn't tell me this was going to be another god-damned bug hunt," Fletcher said. He was suddenly there beside me, rifle in hand. He fired a series of short bursts at the thing. His bullets rebounded off its hide, but somehow his humor and courage had broken the spell. I could move again.

      "What's the matter, Fletcher? You want to live forever?" I yelled back. I called fire to my hand. "I don't care how big you get, ugly. You're just a bigger target now."

      I released the fireball, sending it careening across the room to smash into the monster's chest. It exploded with a blinding flash, the heat reaching back all the way to where I stood.

      But when the flash cleared the monster still stood. It didn't look like I'd hurt it at all.

      "You will learn respect," it hissed.
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      The monster drew a sigil, visible to my Sight in the air as black fire. I threw up a shield between it and myself, anticipating the attack. I wasn't expecting the devastating blow which followed, though. A burst of black energy fired from the marks swirling in the air and blasted into my shield, which shattered instantly on impact.

      The fire hit me and tore at me, slashing across my chest like a hundred knives while at the same time lifting me from my feet and flinging me ten feet across the room. I hit the wall with a dull thud and slid to the floor dazed.

      "Ryan!" Grey shouted. She raised her rifle to fire at the thing, but it remained focused on me.

      What the hell had it hit me with? My entire body hurt. The front of my uniform was shredded and I was bleeding from a score of small wounds. My hands and feet were tingling like I'd been shocked. No one had ever hit me with anything like that spell before.

      I was still shaking my head and trying to rise when the second blast flew toward me. I rolled out of the way more from instinctive survival reflex than anything else. The burst spattered against the wall, black sparks splashing everywhere. A few of them spattered on me despite my attempt to evade them. Each one burned like an icy knife cutting me.

      Kittybreeze flew in at the thing, raking at it with claws of wind. She tagged it and it hissed, batting at her like someone would an annoying fly. She whirled away looking for another opening, but it didn't seem like her attacks were doing more than annoying it.

      My hand was clutching my chest where I'd been hit. I pulled it away, and it was stained with red. Those wounds I'd felt were real. I was bleeding. This thing had hurt me. I calmed and centered myself, drawing on my magic to work on the wounds. If I bled out, I wasn't going to be any good for anyone.

      "Is that the best you've got?" I asked. I was shooting for haughty, but it came out with less force than I'd hoped because my voice caught with a cough at the end. I covered my mouth with a hand that came out spattered red. Great. Internal bleeding was precisely what I needed right now on top of everything else.

      "No," it said.

      I Looked over at the insect. It had four arms casting separate spells now, each one working a design of black fire in the air. Wonderful, four times the fun! The first spell completed and fired at me. I dodged. The second flared out before I could regain my balance. I gritted my teeth and threw everything I could into a small shield on my left arm. By keeping the size small I increased the strength of the field dramatically.

      This time, my shield held. The black fire sizzled and spattered off the shield, flaring around me. Another bolt slammed against it, and another. I was holding my ground, but I couldn't take this sort of pounding for much longer. My arm had gone numb from the impacts.

      Then out of nowhere a red beam arced across the room at the thing. The beam slammed into the insect's carapace, scarring and pitting the surface. The monster screamed and reeled back.

      "Am I late for the party, lover?"

      I stared. Melicent was standing in the middle of the circle I'd destroyed. Gone were the torn jeans and black shirt. She was dressed in a long red gown a lot like the one she'd worn to the Ball. Power arced around her in a dazzling display as she crossed the room to stand at my side.

      "Thanks for killing the hellcat," she said. "And for wiping out the spells holding me prisoner there."

      "Glad to. Creepy there was trying to make you look like it."

      "What, you wouldn't kiss me if I had mandibles?" she asked.

      "No," I replied, my voice certain.

      "Not your kink. Note taken." She fired another beam at the thing to keep it busy.

      "What is that thing, anyway?" I asked.

      "A demon," she replied. "A creature from Outside our dimension. They're trouble."

      "No kidding," I said. It was good to have a name for them at last. I fired a burst of pure magic at the thing, my bolt flaring white. It didn't seem to faze the demon at all. "I'm sorry about Amanda."

      Mel's face hardened into ice. "It will pay."

      Red light danced at her fingers and slashed out at the thing again, cutting it hard. But it was moving its limbs again against this new threat. Four black shields appeared in the air before it, blocking her beam. Mel threw another spell and another, but it almost looked like she was already losing steam.

      "You are too weak," the monster hissed. "I will devour you both and then smash the barrier myself."

      It was right. Mel was clearly weakening by the moment. I recalled how it had taken time for my own magical strength to return to me even after the hellcat was dead. Melicent would be stronger in ten or fifteen minutes, but we didn't have that long. The demon was more confident now. It dropped two of its shields and was readying offensive magic again.

      "How do we beat this thing?" I asked.

      "You don't have the training yet," Mel replied. "And I don't have enough reserves, damn it."

      The demon fired both blasts at once. I stepped in front of Melicent to shield us both. She did some sort of magic to reinforce my shield so that it withstood the combined energy of both blasts. But the impact rocked us back another few steps. We were in the corner now, out of room to maneuver.

      The demon seemed to sense that it had us. It closed in for the kill, mandibles clacking in anticipation.
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      The demon was closing in for the kill. Melicent was too weak to fight it, and I didn't even know how to cast the spells that Mel was using to harm it. If we had time she could teach me that magic, but we weren't going to have even a few moments of respite before it was on us. I wasn't sure if it was thinking of devouring us literally or figuratively, but neither was very appealing right now.

      It couldn't be allowed to take us. We had to stop it here, no matter the cost.

      "Mel, what you did last winter - can you take my power without killing me?" I asked.

      She paled. "I don't...I don't know."

      I grimaced. That wasn't the answer I was hoping for. But whether she could do it without my dying or not, my power welded to her skill was the only chance we had right now of stopping the thing. I reached out to touch the nearest ley lines, drawing more force into myself. The familiar energy coursed through me, igniting my veins like rivers of golden fire.

      "Do it," I said.

      "Are you certain?" she asked.

      I nodded.

      The last time Melicent had tried to drain my magic from me, it had taken her a long time to cast the spell because I'd been fighting her every step of the way, working as hard as I could to undo her magic and stave off death. This time instead of fighting her, I gave to her. I relinquished my power to her, letting her spell take effect almost instantly.

      The demon scuttled back a few steps, suddenly unsure of itself. Had it rushed right in it might have managed to kill one of us before Mel's spell took full effect. But the thing was ultimately a coward and a bully, I could see that now. It was perfectly fine with fighting battles it knew it could win and terrified of losing.

      Melicent's magic felt like a drain opening up somewhere deep inside me, sucking my life away. I recalled the feeling far too well, and I had to resist the urge to fight. Instead I willed my magic toward her. I pulled in everything I could from the ley line, giving it all to her, granting her every iota of strength I had.

      As I sagged toward the floor, Mel seemed to glow with a crimson aura flickering with gold flecks.

      I hit the concrete harder than I'd wanted, but I was running out of energy fast. My friends had fled to the doorway of the room. Theresa was screaming something, but I couldn't hear her.

      The demon was casting more spells, and I wanted to warn Melicent, tell her to be careful. I couldn't muster enough strength to speak, but I heard her voice in my mind.

      "Relax, lover. I've got this."

      She sent a shower of red beams flashing at the demon. It sent shields up, but her beams cut them apart, shattering the black magic and stabbing deep into the creature. It bubbled and steamed where her magic hit. One leg flew away, and the thing topped to its side.

      It was on the retreat now, scuttling away from her, but it remained deadly. It fired more shots back at her, but this time she cast her own shields and they fizzled in the air before her.

      "Not so tough when you're facing someone who knows how to beat you, eh?" she asked it, stalking forward like a tigress. She fired another beam, slicing away another of its legs.

      I managed to get one arm beneath me. I was weak as a kitten, and didn't even have the energy to reach for a ley line to help her, but it didn't seem to matter. What I'd given her was enough. This was Melicent the Soulstealer in her full glory, at the height of her power, and nothing could stand in her way.

      It tried. The demon fought back as best it could. But Mel was relentless. She chased it across the room, cutting it apart more for each step it retreated. No matter how hard it tried, nothing it did seemed capable of passing her defenses, and every shot she fired found a mark.

      By the time it reached the far corner it was limbless, desperately trying to inch away from her like a worm. She'd shattered its mandibles. The demon's carapace was broken in a score of places, and boiling ichor spilled from it, hissing and steaming in the air.

      My eyes closed. I could feel my heart slowing down. I'd given too much. My body was too broken, and without my magic holding it together I was utterly spent. The floor was cool underneath me, and I could feel the cold spreading through my limbs. But I'd seen enough. The thing was done for. Melicent would finish it. The world was safe.

      Then I felt warm lips on mine, and a small rush of healing power flowing through me. A little energy returned to me. I could feel my heart almost falter, and then pick up again as Melicent worked healing magic on my injuries.

      The kiss only lasted a short while, and then she leaned away. I opened my eyes to see her smiling down at me. "Better?"

      "A little," I croaked.

      The demon was pinned down with a web of red magic. She'd trapped it in place while she came to my rescue.

      "Time to finish the job," she muttered. "Ryan, you remember what happens when these things die?"

      It took me a moment, but then I did. The one I'd killed last year blasted a crater in the parade grounds at the University. I'd survived - barely - by channeling ley energy into my shields in the nick of time.

      "I'm not sure this place will survive the blast," she said, eyeing the ceiling suspiciously. She flicked her wrist and opened a gate. Then she motioned to my friends, still clustered by the doorway. "Get him out of here."

      Theresa and Fletcher ran forward, each of them taking one of my shoulders and lifting me up. Fletcher avoided looking at Mel. His face was drawn, his eyes confused. But Grey caught her gaze.

      "You're complicated, aren't you?" Theresa asked Mel.

      Melicent laughed with a tinkling sound. "But aren't we all, dear? Take care of him."

      I had to say something. I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. I was still so damned weak! Finally I managed to croak out two words. "Thank you."

      What else could I say? I was too weak to help her. Too done in from the battle and my gift of magic to take her place and finish the thing in her stead. I had no idea if she would survive the blast when it died. I had the feeling she wasn't sure either. We both knew it was the only way, though. It had to be destroyed. She was the only one who could do it.

      "Thank you, love," she said. It hit me that it was the first time she'd used that particular word. She'd called me 'lover' many times, but never that before. "For saving me. In more ways than you can know."

      Then she turned and stalked back toward the monster, raising a massive spell between her hands. The demon squealed with terror, hissing fury and anger and hate at her, but it was helpless as she bore down on it.

      "We've got to go!" Miles said. He pushed us forward toward the gate. I glanced back over my shoulder, hoping for one last look at Melicent.

      Her voice sounded in my head again: "Goodbye, love."

      The room behind us detonated with light and sound, the blast chasing us down the gate as we raced through ahead of it. We appeared in the middle of the ley line nexus at Northshield, out in broad daylight that dazzled our eyes. Behind us the gate snapped shut, cutting off the explosion before it could reach us.
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      It took days for my magic to come back to full strength, days when I was stuck in bed slowly healing from my injuries. Cracked ribs, a punctured lung, and of course the slashes across my chest. My back was dappled with small red pock marks where the blasts had spattered on me and burned through my uniform, and my left radius had been shattered somewhere in the battle.

      Once my magic returned, my healing proceeded much more swiftly. I'd managed to stay out of the hospital only because Miles had agreed to put me up in his house while I healed. Checking into the infirmary was out of the question - any doctor would have taken one look at me and shipped me off to the hospital. Which was really where I ought to have been except that it would have been difficult to explain my rapid healing.

      I was on my feet three days after the event. I'd decided to take a week or two off from classes. The official explanation was mononucleosis. The kissing disease.

      It was somehow appropriate.

      My friends visited and brought me homework from all the classes I was missing. I let it pile up. I'd deal with it later. Just then I was too emotionally spent to handle class work.

      Miles told me that ASTRAL had been devastated by the attack. Some people escaped, but most of the leadership had died in the explosion, and the base had been utterly destroyed. He and a few other officers were doing what they could to reform ASTRAL, and to re-forge it into something which protected humanity. It was nice to see some good coming out of all this.

      There was no word from Melicent. Once I was well enough I tried opening a gate with the necklace again - I'd managed to hang on to the thing somehow. But Amanda was gone now, and there was nothing for the gate to target, not even the demon-ridden remnants.

      It was a full week before I felt well enough to try finding Mel at the one place I might be able to look for her. I gated off to her house, where we'd first fled that night when she'd come to me hurt and scared.

      The place was still a shambles. I spent a little time cleaning it up, wondering if she would ever come back here. It certainly wasn't secure anymore. The wards were in tatters and fading fast. Most of them had been shattered during the assault. A few spots had lingering spells. I avoided those. No sense getting caught in one of her traps myself.

      I went upstairs to her room, which hadn't been as badly trashed as the rest of the place. It had been a long day spent rooting around and trying vainly to repair some of the damage. I fell asleep on her bed, exhausted.

      Dawn woke me. I'd hoped that perhaps I would find her here. Or that maybe she would have sensed my arrival somehow and come to me. But she hadn't. Either she was dead, killed in the blast, or she was somewhere else and not coming back here anytime soon.

      I went out the front door, sitting on the steps of her house as the dawning sun rose slowly in the sky. My feelings regarding Melicent were more complex than I could imagine. She'd called me lover, and then love. Did I love her in return? I wasn't sure, but I mourned her absence. She said I had saved her in more ways than I knew.

      "I just wish I could have saved you one more time," I said to the still morning air.

      There was no reply.
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