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      My boots crunched in the heavy snow. It made noise — enough that a deaf monster could have heard me coming. But I ignored the sound. I didn’t care. The moon lit everything about me almost as bright as daylight. I stood out as plain as could be. I didn’t let that bother me either.

      Because right then, I was the hunter, not the hunted. It was a good feeling. I’d spent far too long reacting to things. Letting things happen on campus around me. I was done with reacting. Northshield University was under my protection, so I was out protecting it.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” asked Fletcher. It was still a little unnerving that my drill sergeant was deferring to me, but I was starting to get used to the idea. Out here — when we were going after spooky stuff — I was in charge, not him.

      Theresa Grey was here too. Unlike Fletcher, she was silent. She was a skilled martial artist, and as brave as anyone I’d ever met. I was really glad to have her along anytime she wanted to come. The first time she got involved in one of my messes, she promptly saved my life. Stuff like that sticks with you.

      I raised a hand for quiet. We were really close.

      A wind rustled by my cheek, and I knew Kittybreeze was staying close by. She was an air spirit that I’d met by accident soon after arriving on campus. Her personality was more catlike than anything else I could think of — thus my name for her. I still didn’t know her full story, but I have a feeling that it was more complicated than it seemed on the surface. Everything that had to do with magic was like that.

      The snow exploded around us, blobs of darkness rising from the icy stuff as shards of sharp ice pelted us. I willed a shield into existence, and the dark things slammed into my invisible barrier before careening away. It was a good reminder. Just because one was hunting, that didn’t mean the other side couldn’t set a trap.

      “What the hell are those?” Grey asked.

      I was pretty sure I knew. I squinted, letting my eyes open up to my magical Sight. While I was doing that, I could literally See magic. I could See the true nature of magical things, and See the patterns which made up spells. The more I worked at it, the better and more clearly I’d been able to See.

      Right now I was seeing six spirit forms that Looked like Ravens made of black smoke. I’d fought things like these before and won, but I had magical help last time. This time it would just be my friends and I.

      “Dark air spirits!” I shouted back. “Use the staves!”

      I had spotted the things flying around the last couple of nights and figured out roughly where they were hiding out. And even though I hadn’t had a perfect look at them, I was pretty sure I knew what we were going to be facing. So I’d armed my friends. Both of them carried iron shod walking staves. It wasn’t fancy — but we were at college. Weapons were not really cool at school.

      But cold iron, against an air spirit? I had a hunch it would work.

      The ravens continued their assault on my shield, but they weren’t getting very far. The last time I fought these things, they smashed through my best shields despite everything I tried.

      I’d gotten a lot better since then.

      I released the shield with a shove of will and magic, sending the energy out and away from us like a shockwave. The wave hit the birds and smashed them all to the ground. Fletcher and Grey didn’t need any urging from me — they leapt off in pursuit of the things, staves in hand.

      One of them flapped its wings, preparing to take to the air again. I blasted it with a lance of magic. Another one actually lifted off, but Kittybreeze slashed in, her talons just as sharp against these spirit forms as a tiger’s would be to my flesh. I heard the thud of Theresa’s staff smacking one of the ravens down.

      But there were still a lot of them, and the two we missed took to the air again. Once they were airborne they focused on me, each diving at me from a different direction.

      “Look out!” Fletcher called.

      “Think I made them mad?” I asked. I called a pair of shields into being. These were small disks the size of garbage can lids, each springing from one of my hands. I swung the shields up to block. The ravens smacked into them like they’d hit a pair of walls. I felt the shock reverberate down my arms, but the shields held.

      I blasted a third out of the air as it tried to wing in toward me. Yeah, we were definitely pissing the things off. Which was the goal, of course. The last time I fought a flock of these things — or should it be a ‘murder’, like crows? — they eventually merged into one big black predator. I was hoping that I could convince this batch to pull the same stunt.

      Fletcher smacked one in the head with his staff, but he missed another one diving at him from behind. “Look out!” I shouted, trying to twist around to get a shot off at the thing. I wasn’t going to be able to blast it in time, and I felt a moment of terror that one of my friends was about to be hurt trying to help me.

      Grey came to the rescue. She moved so fast, I barely saw her. She didn’t have time to take the thing down before it struck. Instead, she slipped her staff between Fletcher’s legs and threw herself off to one side, putting her weight into the staff like a lever. Fletcher went down like a felled tree, face-first into the snow. The raven screeched and crashed into the ground, narrowly missing him.

      I exhaled a breath that I wasn’t even aware I was holding. He was safe. They were both safe. “And I’ve had just about enough of you,” I snarled at the bird spirits. I fired two more bolts at the things, and they screamed in pain.

      They were all airborne now, flying in a tight circle in front of me. I let them do their thing. I’d seen this before, or something close enough to it. They swirled ever faster, their forms beginning to blur. I couldn’t see where one of the birds ended and the next began anymore. They were melding, merging, coming together to form something far bigger and more threatening than any of them could be alone.

      There was what I could only describe as a flash of darkness – and then the smaller birds were gone. In their place was one huge bird, swooping skyward. I let it rise. I was confident that it wasn’t going far. They’d merged their strengths to gain enough power to face me down. They weren’t going to flee. I watched the thing as it whirled around, wings folding into the stoop of a bird-of-prey. It dove toward the ground — toward me.

      “Ryan, watch out!” Theresa called.

      “Stay back!” I said. I didn’t want them in harm’s way. Not against this thing. It was dropping straight at me like a stone. “Toss me a staff!” I reached out a hand, and she threw her staff at me. It smacked into my palm and I almost dropped it, but managed to snag it with my fingers just before it fell.

      The last time I faced one of these, we beat each other up pretty badly, but I would have lost entirely if it wasn’t for some outside help. I got the aid of some earth spirits against the thing. I hadn’t seen the earth spirits for a while now. Maybe they were sleeping during the deep of winter, or maybe they just weren’t interested in saying hello to me. Either way, I was on my own this time. But I’d grown since the last time I’d fought this foe.

      I reached out with my magical senses, feeling for the pulsing of nearby magical ley lines. The center of campus was a nexus of the lines, like a huge conjunction of magical energy. Almost no one even knew about it, but the nexus attracted all sorts of magical creatures like these birds, and other things far more dangerous.

      One of those lines was nearby. And I’d become very good at tapping into them. I reached out with my will and tapped into the raw power of the ley. Immediately, I felt like liquid fire was pouring into me, burning through my veins. The pain was instant — and I knew that if I let that pain overcome me even for a moment, the power would burn me away. I had to ride the pain, control the power. I ground my teeth together, pouring every erg of magical energy that I could gather up into the iron ferrule on the end of the staff. The iron heated up until it was glowing with almost blinding brilliance. There was so much power there that I didn’t even need my Sight to view it.

      The raven saw it, too. But it was going too fast to steer clear. It took the only option really open to it — it came straight on at me, hoping to smash me aside.

      I brought the staff around, swinging it like an oversized baseball bat. The blazing iron struck the thing in the beak as it came in toward me. I shouted something, and there was a boom louder than any thunder I had ever heard.

      It took a moment for my dazzled eyes to be able to see clearly again. I Looked hard – but even using my Sight, there was almost nothing left of the thing. Little shattered wisps of black smoke hung in the air here and there. But the raven itself was gone.

      “My God, Ryan,” Theresa said softly, her voice awed. “The staff…”

      I looked at the ruined bit of wood in my hands. The staff had started off five feet long, capped with iron on both ends. What I held in my hands was less than three feet in length. The end nearest to where it had struck the raven was a mass of tangled splinters. The upper iron cap — the one which had been glowing so brightly — was just gone.

      My knees were cold, and I realized with a start that I was kneeling in the snow instead of standing. I pushed what was left of the staff into the snow, struggling back to my feet. Fletcher was there a moment later, helping me to stand.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you home.”

      I gratefully accepted the help. Burning that much magical energy all at once still took a toll on me. I was getting better and better at it. The more I used magic, the more I seemed to be able to manage. But I still had limits, and I had to watch out for them. If another raven sprung out of the snow around us, we’d be in trouble right now.

      “I could use a vacation,” I said.

      Fletcher laughed. “Not until Spring Break.”

      I mock-groaned. “That’s ages from now.” I paused a moment. “Seriously, thank you both. You’ve been a big help.” We’d been fighting little battles like this for a month now, ever since Christmas Break ended. I’d stayed in town over the holiday, not wanting to deal with my father, and noticed how many nasty things were out and about. Every year, Northshield University lost a few students to ‘unexplained incidents’. Most of those cases were students being attacked by some sort of magical being.

      I’d determined that I would put an end to it. My friends had determined that I would not be doing it alone.

      “We’re glad to help,” Theresa said.

      “Yeah,” Fletcher replied. “Also quick to knock each other down.”

      “I was saving your behind,” Theresa replied in a teasing tone. I saw Fletcher tense when she said it, though, and winced inwardly. His pride had been more than a little injured in that fall.

      “We all helped each other,” I broke in quickly. “That’s why we’re doing this as a team.” I hoped that would put things to rest, and it seemed like Fletcher relaxed a little, anyway. “Let’s go home.”
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      The announcement rocked Northshield University: freshmen were going to be allowed to attend the Winter Ball. It was a formal affair – dress uniforms and ball gowns. Also, the event was hosted off campus. The university rented a ski resort for the weekend every year. It was a big deal.

      Usually freshmen “recruits” were barred from being able to go to events like this Ball, so it was campus-shaking news. And couldn’t have come at a better time. It had been a tough year for everyone at the college. In addition to the standard drop outs who found life at a military school too tough, we’d seen attacks by a couple of monsters which did enough damage that they were hard to write off as “normal” incidents. The college and press did their best, of course. The huge magical explosion in the upper parade ground became a gas main bursting. The students who’d been left virtually brain dead, their souls sucked from their bodies, were victims of “stress”. And the massive fires that engulfed the campus pool building and then spread into town the night before the football match with the Coast Guard Academy were blamed on accidental arson. The Coasties who were blamed for the fire had been killed by the blaze, so they couldn’t exactly contradict the story.

      As bad as I felt about that particular lie, I was under precise orders to keep my mouth shut. Which I followed, mostly because there was nothing I could say that would make any difference anyway. If I started talking about the elemental spirit of fire those Coasties had inadvertently unleashed, I’d be locked up as a nut. People just didn’t believe in magic, even when the evidence was all but shoved in their faces.

      I was having a level of survivor’s guilt, and I knew it. I also knew I’d been able to do some good, and that there were a lot of people better off for my having been on the scene. But it had been a stressful first semester, and my Christmas vacation hadn’t gone any better. I’d only been back at school for a couple of weeks now, and despite our patrols I still felt on my guard all the time. Like I was waiting for whatever was going to jump out at me next.

      The Ball was a welcome distraction for me as much as for everyone else. Freshmen being allowed was even more welcome – for us freshmen, anyway. We’d been “Recognized” as cadets back in late November, but here we were in February and things hadn’t changed that much for us. We still had to do PT five days a week. In the snow. And it snowed a lot in Vermont. We still had to answer to our cadre, although Drill Sergeant Fletcher had eased off on me a bit. We’d become good friends since the mess last semester. And I guess I had one other thing going for me: it was hard to yell at a person who can set things on fire by looking at them.

      That was me, magic at my fingertips. Magic was real, even if most people didn’t believe in it. Generally you can’t make magic do things to physical objects. You can make it hard for someone to notice a thing, but you can’t actually make it invisible. Magic affects the mental and spiritual, not the physical.

      Usually.

      But something happened to me during the fighting last fall, and it felt like floodgates had been opened. Now, I could snap my fingers and light a piece of paper on fire. I could focus on something and cause it to explode. My control had extended into the physical.

      Needless to say, this was a lot of fun to play around with at first.

      Unfortunately, there was a spoilsport up in the administration building, a new Army officer named Captain Miles, who had a touch of magical talent himself. He’d been assigned by some sort of top secret Army division as a watch dog for the ley line nexus that was at the heart of the troubles last fall. But things had been pretty quiet lately, so Miles naturally decided that his job was to watch me instead. And he had a good sense for magic. He knew whenever I was using it.

      All that meant I wasn’t really able to use magic to get away with much, which was a pain for an eighteen year old who wasn’t allowed to leave a rural snow covered college campus.

      And now we had girl problems to boot. Freshman class of five hundred and twenty. Females in the class, forty. The announcement that freshmen could attend the Ball came one week before said Ball. You do the math and figure what was happening. The guys were going crazy trying to get dates, and the girls were about ready to slug any male who wandered near them.

      But I’d finally figured out a new experiment, something fun to try. I’d discovered that I could feel magic from a long way off. I lost more detail as I reached out to greater distance, so it wasn’t really as useful a trick as it sounded. I’d be able to feel the magical equivalent of a nuke going off from hundreds of miles away, for instance, but magic on that scale has physical effects I’d probably have heard about anyway. But while I was seeing what the new limits on my perceptions were, I discovered something interesting.

      The planets were all connected with leys.

      Big ones. Mega lines of magical energy, zipping out from the sun to each planet, and warping from planet to planet in changing lines as they moved around. Really interesting stuff. Of course, I was wondering if one could tap into those lines.

      I wasn’t completely crazy. I had no illusions that I’d be able to channel all that force. But maybe I could spin a trickle off from one? Miles did say I had more affinity for ley line work than anyone else he’d ever met.

      I spent an entire Sunday preparing. My room-mate, Fred Harold, caught me whistling to myself as I worked at my desk.

      “You seem awful chipper today,” he said.

      “I am feeling pretty good,” I replied.

      “Right. I’m, um, going to go work in the computer lab for a while, I think.”

      “But you have a computer here, Fred.”

      “Yeah. But the fresh air might do me some good. Please try not to damage the room or leave any blood stains on things I need, OK?” he said. Then he hurried away down the hall.

      Some people have no faith. Last semester’s excitement had left almost no bloodstains in our room.

      After lunch, I gathered up my things into a backpack. Then I dressed in layers. I was headed down to the athletic field not far from where we’d fought the ravens the other day, and it was still frigid out there. The field was far enough away from the rest of campus that I would worry less about backlash hurting someone. And it was also about as far as I could get from Captain Busybody Miles and still be on school property.

      I shivered when I reached my destination. About two feet of snow covered the field, and the wind whipping over the field made it colder than I’d expected. I called a little magic to keep myself warm, and a purring wind blew the warm air in lazy circles around me, keeping the warmth from blowing away. That was Kittybreeze checking in with me. Ever since I’d offered her a home in my amulet we’d been pretty much inseparable.

      Snow makes a wonderful medium for building protective circles. I mixed some paint up and splashed a bit on the snow. It melted a bit, but held the color perfectly. Once I was out where I wanted to be, I used the paint to create three protective circles, each inside the other. All of them were focused on keeping out energy. I wanted to make sure that I wasn’t going to be cooked to a crisp by feedback.

      Then to make absolutely certain, I created a grounding spell and linked myself to it. Any power that I drew in would automatically flow out into the ground beneath me. Satisfied that I had taken every reasonable precaution I could think of, I sat down inside the circles. I closed my eyes and reached out with my thoughts, seeking those distant lines of power.

      Baby steps first, I figured. The planetary ley from Earth to the Moon was a small one, astronomically speaking. I could spin off a bit of that energy and be much more safe than say, the huge line from the Sun to Earth. And even reaching that far away was pushing my control to the limits.

      I wanted to be careful. I was curious, not reckless. I shielded myself before beginning the spell, and then I built in a sort of ‘circuit breaker’ to the magic that would shut the flow down if it passed a certain power load. I was pretty certain I wasn’t going to draw anywhere near that much power, but it never hurts to be sure.

      I carefully spun out a tiny strand of energy from the planetary ley, and tapped into it.

      The next thing I knew, I was laying on my back on the bare ground of the athletic field. A disapproving face was staring down at me.

      “Good afternoon, Miles. How good of you to come,” I croaked.

      “What the hell were you doing, Blackwell?”

      I didn’t answer him, and tried to sit up instead. But my hand slipped on the glassy surface beneath it. Glassy? Where was the snow? I finally coaxed my aching body into an upright position and looked around.

      The snow was gone for fifty feet in every direction, leaving a huge circle of bare ground. And the glassy surface beneath my hands was actual glass. A smooth plate of it spread out in a disk around where I’d been lying. The magic pouring through me had flash-fused the soil.

      “Ouch,” I was sore all over. None of my muscles wanted to move at all. I forced them to move around a little despite their protest. “Well, I guess the breaker spell worked. Grounding spell too, looks like.”

      “I repeat: what did you do, Ryan?” asked Miles.

      “Ever heard of planetary leys, Miles?”

      He got pale. Not just a little pale, but white as the snow that wasn’t here anymore pale.

      “Ryan... You can’t play with forces like that. No one can. We’re not built to handle that level of power.”

      “Obviously,” I said.

      I groaned while scooting to the edge of the glass and managed to get back to my feet. “I think I was wrong about the amount of energy in those leys. Like, way off. Orders of magnitude off.”

      He glared at me.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “Not trying that again anytime soon.” At least not until I can figure out a better way to control the flow of energy.

      He didn’t look like he believed me.

      “Ryan, you have to be more careful. You’ve been lucky. And you have the potential to be good, not just lucky, but damn it...!”

      Then he shook his head. “Look, I was coming to see you before I felt the blow-back from your little stunt here. You feeling up to taking a walk with me?”

      I shrugged, and followed him. I was sore, but otherwise OK. I wondered what was so important that he’d let me off the hook without a half hour lecture, though.

      “I’ve just been sent some intel,” he said. “There’s been reports of a dangerous magician being seen in New England. And there’s some concern among those I report to that he might be looking for you.”

      Those mysterious superiors again. The same ones who’d left the college I loved defenseless when they knew there was the potential for any random magician to tap into the leys here and get people hurt or killed.

      “Why me?” I asked.

      “You tossed around a lot of spells last fall,” he replied. “We think he might have picked up on them and be looking for you now. This,” he said, waving around at the melted snow, “probably didn’t help at all.”

      “That doesn’t really answer the question. Why would he be looking for me?”

      “He’s...” Miles hesitated a moment, then went on. “He’s a predator. He hunts down young men and women when they come into their magic, and eats their power from them.”

      “Eats their power,” I repeated. I didn’t like the sound of that.

      Miles nodded. “We’ve sent people after him, but no one has managed to nail him yet, and we’ve lost a number of our operatives trying. We think he’s been out of the country a while, hunting down in Africa. But something seems to have drawn him back.”

      “Me. You think I drew him back here.”

      “It seems to fit. Based on his past patterns, he shouldn’t have come back for another couple of years yet. But we’re pretty sure he’s here now.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear the answer.

      “We don’t know too much about him,” Miles admitted. “We call him Soulstealer. The people he sucks dry of their magic are mindless when he’s done. We’ve seen a victims in Rhode Island and now Massachusetts who both match his profile. He snacking on the way, basically.”

      “How worried should I be? How strong is this guy?”

      “Remember the Haiti earthquake a couple of years ago?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “That was the shock wave from his death stroke against the last operative we sent to after him. I’ll be honest, Ryan – we’ve never even had someone see him and live to tell about it.”

      “And it’s been such a peaceful winter,” I said. Yes, I have a sarcastic streak.

      “My superiors want me to put you in protective custody and escort you to a safe house,” Miles said.

      “Right. And if this guy has fried everyone you’ve sent after him, how safe will your safe house be?” I asked.

      “Probably not as safe as we’d like,” he admitted. “But as good as we can make it. We don’t want him to get to you, Ryan, and not just because we’d like to have you alive to play for our team. He gets stronger with every magician whose power he eats. And you’re one of the strongest natural wizards I’ve ever met. We don’t want to see that power welded to what he already has.”

      “I’ll watch out,” I said soberly. “But I won’t run, at least not yet.”

      Miles grimaced. “I could order you to go.”

      I bristled. “And if I refused?”

      Miles sagged a bit. We both had a good idea of each others’ power levels, and the odds of him being able to make me do anything were slim. I didn’t know what other resources he might be able to call in, though. That always kept me on my toes with Miles.

      “After everything that’s happened, you still don’t trust me, do you?” Miles said at last.

      I stopped walking and thought for a moment. Miles had come through for me a couple of times, and he was working to teach me more about magic. I wasn’t sure if I trusted the ‘powers that be’ that he worked for. But Miles?

      “I trust you, Miles. But this isn’t about trust. It’s about strategy.”

      He’d stopped as well, and stood there listening, his head cocked at a small angle. Well, at least I had his attention.

      “Suppose this wizard is coming for me. He gets here and finds me gone. So he trashes the place, undoes my binding on the leys, sucks more power from them. He kills you and anyone else around who has magical strength.” I thought of Jerome Summerfield, only recently returned to work as a groundskeeper at the University.

      “Then he comes to get me anyway. Because he would. But instead of being on my home turf, with the leys at my back, I’d be facing him with strangers, at a strange place.”

      Miles seemed thoughtful for a moment. His eyebrows raised. “It’s a good argument. And not one I would have expected from you. I’ll pass it along up the chain of command. Strategy, eh?”

      I had to grin. We both knew my usual strategy tended to involve rushing in where angels feared to tread.

      “You’ll tell me if you get more news?” I asked.

      “Absolutely. And I’ll do what I can to watch out for you here,” he said.

      I’d told Miles that I wasn’t really worried. But I redoubled the wards on my room that night. I was feeling a sudden need for a little extra protection.
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      I had Tae Kwon Do practice the next afternoon. That day, class involved an hour of twenty students throwing kicks, blocks, and strikes in rows. That was followed by an hour of getting knocked around by people who’d been doing this for a lot longer than me. We had practice five days a week, and I tried to make it to at least three. Classes kept me away on Tuesdays, and I often got distracted by homework at least one other day. I’d always heard that being fit was an important survival trait. But over the last year that message had been well and truly drilled home.

      My Mondays were a great day for a workout, and today was no exception. We’d gotten a good warm up during the first part of class, and now I stretched those tired muscles to get ready for sparring. Sparring was almost invariably painful. I’d only started this practice in November, and the next newest students had started in September at the beginning of the school year. Many had been with the program in previous years as well.

      Why subject myself to this? Easy answer: last Halloween, I found myself fighting off the claws and fangs of an otherworldly apparition that was trying to eat me. I had only a hoe for defense. Gardening tool versus supernatural talons; think about that for a moment. It was a bad time, and I prayed I’d never have to replicate the experience. But with my luck...? I planned to be better prepared for the next time. You can’t always blow up your opponents, after all.

      Plus, it was honestly enjoyable. A good workout, and I found the focus and concentration of energy to be oddly similar to using magic.

      I strapped on gloves and boots and popped a padded helmet on my head. I was one of the first ones ready, so I headed over to the ring.

      Theresa Grey was assistant instructor of the class. She was standing in the ring, a wicked grin on her face.

      “Ready, Blackwell?” she asked.

      “Yes, Ms. Grey.” I could call her Theresa in private, but in class we kept it formal.

      I wondered what the grin was for, until I saw who my opponent was. Then I made a big commotion of mock-groaning as Fletcher ambled over. It wasn’t all for show. Not only was I still a little intimidated at the idea of hitting my drill sergeant, but he’d been training for years. I’d sparred with him often, but I’d never even come close to beating him.

      I went into the ring to take my beatings. We bowed to Grey, then to each other. She took a quick step back, signaling us to begin.

      I fired off a fast front kick, which he blocked. Then he swept the block up into a backfist attack. I slipped aside, fending the attack off with my palm, and thought I saw an opening for a round kick to his solar plexus, but I wasn’t sure. The hesitation cost me, and he dropped his left hand down to close the opening, then fired off a punch to my ribs, which I blocked, and then a second punch that I couldn’t stop. I dropped back, hugging my ribs. Fletcher was big, and those shots hurt.

      “Break!” The instructor wandered over. Ms. Wynn was an older woman, but she was as nimble as the best of us college kids, and able to keep running long after we’d dropped. I was frankly amazed by what she seemed able to do with ease. She’d been the master instructor – Sabumnim – for this program for over a decade, and taught elsewhere for many years before that.

      “Fletcher. Faster on the strike. Flow from block, to strike, like this.” She demonstrated a fluid defense and attack for us.

      “Blackwell,” she said to me, frowning. “Your trouble is not here,” she said, tapping my glove, “but here.” She tapped my helmet. “If you think you have lost before you begin the fight then you will lose every time.”

      I nodded. She was right, of course. I had myself set up to lose before I had even bowed to Fletcher. “I’m sorry. I’ll try harder.”

      She shook her head. “Just do.”

      “Ms. Grey,” she called out. “Gear up.”

      “Yes, Sabumnim.” She hurried over to get her own sparring gear on.

      “What Dan rank am I, Ms. Grey?” Ms. Wynn asked.

      “Fifth, Sabunim.”

      “And you are?”

      “First.” The black belt around Grey’s waist was still new and crisp. Ms. Wynn’s was faded halfway to gray. As she was speaking, she slipped into sparring gear that looked as beat up as her belt.

      Grey came back over, gear on and ready. Everyone else drifted back a respectful distance. The two bowed to each other, and then dropped back into fighting stances with a loud yell.

      Neither hesitated a moment. They flashed in to attack each other, kicks flying, blocked, and then snapping in again in fluid, whirling motions. Hands moved interwoven with the feet in a dance of powerful attacks and impenetrable defense. Theresa was young, fast, agile. But despite all that she wasn’t able to land any blows on the older instructor.

      Then Grey’s foot reached out. I could see her overextend just a bit, and the toe of her boot scraped by Sabunim’s headgear as she leaned away from the blow. But Theresa had pushed just a bit too far. Ms. Wynn shifted her balance forward after the dodge. Before Grey could recover, Wynn gave a loud yell and slashed out with her fist.

      Just like that, Grey was down on the floor, looking ruefully up at her instructor.

      “I knew right after I threw that kick that it was a mistake,” she said, grinning.

      “Next time, realize it a half second earlier,” Ms. Wynn replied with a smile, helping her student back to her feet. Then she turned back to the class.

      “There, students! You see? I have done this many more years than the young lady. I have more Dan ranks than her. My belt has perhaps even seen more years than she has.” We all chuckled at this a bit, even though for all we knew it might well have been true.

      “But she did not hesitate to attack. She did not let my supposed superiority beat her. She forced me to win; she did not give me the match. Succeed at that, and you will always have a chance to win any fight. Lose in here,” she tapped her head, “and you will lose every single time.”

      Class kept going for a while after that, and I paid attention as best I could. But I was still thinking about what she had said and how it might relate to my life. When it came to the sorts of things I was doing, losing sometimes meant dying. I couldn’t afford to lose. Even if I somehow survived, someone else was probably going to die. So the mental battle that Ms. Wynn talked about was especially pertinent.

      I was deep enough in thought that the hand clapping across my back surprised me. “Don’t worry too much about it,” Fletcher said. It was his arm I’d felt. “You’re getting better. It just takes time.”

      “Thanks,” I said, not sure what else to add. He was right. I could feel the improvement. But Ms. Wynn was right, too, and it was something I would need to watch out for in the future.

      I hit the showers, letting the warm water sluice over my tired body. I had at least a few new bruises to show for the workout. I healed fast, so it wasn’t something I was too worried about. I’d always been a quick healer and that seemed to be more true these days than ever.

      By the time I had shut off the shower, everyone else was gone. I frowned. I must have spent more time under the water than I’d thought. I’d have to hurry if I wanted to change and get out to dinner formation. I set the damp Tae Kwon Do uniform — we called them doboks — aside and slipped back into my gray cadet clothing. I ran my fingers across my hair. I actually had some, for a change. Freshman haircuts were very short. Mine was probably overdue for a trim. I’d need to get to it soon, but I was sort of holding out — I had this gut feeling that the extra half inch of hair was going to somehow help me get a date for the Ball. I knew that was crazy. I knew my odds were slim as hell anyway. But I still wasn’t getting my hair cut yet.

      I shook my head at the foolishness of it and laced on my boots. A quick look in the mirror showed that I was as good as I was going to get. I grabbed my coat, scooped the dobok into my bag, and headed for the stairs.

      There was a commotion at the top of the stairs, and I froze briefly on the bottom step. At first all I could hear was a lot of yelling, but I quickly began to make out the voices as well. It was Fletcher – and Grey! But what was going on? I was tempted to just head on up the stairs, but something held me back a moment.

      “Next time, don’t dump me in the snow then!” Fletcher said.

      “Fine. You want to be bird food, I’ll let you,” Grey replied. I’d never heard her sound quite so sarcastic. Or so wounded.

      “I didn’t ask for your help,” Fletcher said.

      Was this about the fight we’d had with those bird spirits? Fletcher hit the ground pretty hard when Grey tripped him, but he’d said he wasn’t hurt at the time. It seemed like if anything was wounded, it was his pride. But it wasn’t the first time Grey had pulled one of us out of a fire. Heck, she’d literally pulled me out of a burning building shortly after we first met. Why was this one thing getting on Fletcher’s nerves so much?

      I heard booted feet coming my way. I wasn’t sure which of them it was, but I didn’t want to seem like I was snooping. I took a few steps back quickly, then started forward again. It was Theresa coming down the stairs. Fletcher stood at the top of the flight, glaring down at her.

      This looked bad. Why were they fighting? I met Theresa at the bottom of the steps. Her face was flushed, and her eyes were damp. My heart went out to her. I had to find a way to get the two of them over this whatever it was.

      “Ryan,” Theresa said. I watched some strange emotions pass over her face. I couldn’t read what she was thinking or feeling. Women were reliably a much deeper mystery to me than ley lines and magical monsters.

      “Hi,” I said, glancing over her shoulder at Fletcher’s scowl, then back at her. “What’s up?”

      Theresa didn’t reply. Instead, she took two more steps, bringing us almost nose to nose. Then she leaned in and kissed me.

      I didn’t drop to the floor from shock. Quite. I’d kissed girls before, but it had been a while. And this kiss was out of nowhere. I had a deer in the headlights look as she leaned away from the kiss. She saw it and grinned.

      “Will you come to the ball with me?” she asked.

      “Um. Sure?” My mind wasn’t working very well yet. I was still trying to catch up with the kiss.

      “Awesome! Thanks. Catch you later,” she said. She was beaming now, and through my stupor I was glad to have at least cheered her up. She dashed off toward the women’s lockers. I looked up to the top of the stairs, hoping to chat with Fletcher about whatever was going on between them.

      But he was already gone.
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      Fletcher was particularly brutal to his freshmen that night. He was the Drill Sergeant of my platoon – that was the title the University gave to the junior-year students they put in charge of the freshmen. The job meant he could do pretty much whatever he wanted where we were concerned. Military college freshmen were put through the wringer. It wasn’t hazing, it was a rite of passage. That was the theory, anyway. In practice it looked a lot like hazing.

      We were in the second semester and things had toned down some. During the first semester, it was a good night when we were just told to go dress in six layers of clothes and then do pushups in the hallway until our muscles were screaming. Second semester, the cadre kicked back some. We were past the worst of the hazing and things eased up.

      That night felt like we were back in the first month again. We got back from dinner and people started fleeing the floor. Fletcher’s mood was that bad, and everyone saw it over dinner. If you could get to an academic building, nobody could mess with you. That was the rules: schoolwork first, so the academic buildings were more or less safe from upperclassmen hazing.

      Before more than a handful of us could get away, Fletcher was outside his room banging on the trash can with a stick, hollering for everyone to get out in the hallway.

      It was a brutal two hours of the hardest PT the cadre could come up with. By the time it was over we were all done in from exhaustion, drenched with sweat from the intense workout. Freshmen staggered off to their rooms with all thoughts of homework gone. I wasn’t in any better shape than the rest of them. My magic didn’t make me immune to physical exertion. I got tired out as fast as anyone. Maybe not as fast as I once had, I admitted. The Tae Kwon Do classes and daily PT was paying off. I had a lot more wind and muscle than I once did.

      I hadn’t missed the baleful glares Fletcher shot me a few times. He never singled me out, but I could tell he was pissed. I felt awful. It had to be about Theresa. I knew the two of them were close, but they’d never been more than good friends as far as I knew. I thought about how the two of them looked earlier. I remembered seeing the anger, the hurt, and the raw emotion on both of their faces. I had a feeling their relationship was changing into something else, sort of going through growing pains.

      And I’d stepped into the middle of it. Theresa hadn’t kissed me to be nice. She’d done it to get back at Fletcher for whatever he’d done to make her angry. I groaned, only half from the pain in my muscles.

      With an effort of will I managed to get up onto the top bunk before flopping over like a wet noodle. Physics homework wasn’t happening tonight. It would have to wait until morning. I was too done in to think about much of anything right now, but I was going to need to address the issue with Fletcher soon. My platoon wasn’t going to survive too many nights like this. I drifted off to sleep, still trying to figure out what I could say that might fix things.

      I didn’t get a chance to get Fletcher alone until the following afternoon. He’d seemed moody and distracted, the few moments I’d seen him at formation, and I got the feeling he was avoiding me as much as possible. But I knew his class schedule, and I knew he had this afternoon off. I hesitated in front of his door, ready to knock but unsure if I should. What could I say, after all? How could I fix this?

      Maybe there wasn’t anything I could do, but I felt like I needed to at least give it a shot. I knocked on his door.

      “Enter,” came the voice from the other side.

      I opened the door. He was sitting at his desk and looked up as I entered. I closed the door behind me.

      “What do you want?” Fletcher asked. He sounded more surly than I’d ever heard him before.

      I thought back to all the other times I’d been in this room. Most of them had been very much Fletcher in charge with me as the subordinate. But it felt like things had flipped around.

      “An explanation would be nice, for starters. What the hell was that last night?” I said. I let more of my annoyance into my voice than maybe I should have, but I wasn’t used to my friend acting like a pouting child.

      He glared up at me, and for a moment I thought I’d overstepped. “I can PT you freshmen any time I want to,” he said.

      “Yeah, you can. But if you’re pissed at me, why take it out on all of them?”

      I guess he wasn’t used to me yelling at him, or maybe he was even more upset than I’d thought. He didn’t shout back. He didn’t get up from his seat. He didn’t do any of the things I would’ve expected from him. Instead his face fell. His shoulders slumped.

      “You’re right,” he said. “I shouldn’t be taking out my frustration on them. Or you.”

      This didn’t look good. He was feeling much worse than I’d thought. I came over to sit on his bed. “Hey, talk to me. What’s going on with you and Theresa?”

      “Arguing.”

      “Over what?” I pressed.

      “Stupid shit,” he replied.

      The one and two word answers weren’t helping me get to the root of the problem. So I did something that was incredibly difficult for me. I sat quietly and waited, hoping he would open up more in the silence.

      I didn’t have to wait too long. “I was still pissed that she knocked me down into the snow the other day, OK? And then she comes up to me asking me about the Ball.”

      His voice trailed off, and I waited. After a moment Fletcher looked up at me and went on. “She was talking about who was going with who. I listened some, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Not my thing. So she asked me who I was going with.” He clammed up again at that point.

      “What did you say?” I asked.

      “I said I didn’t know, but I could probably come up with someone if I wanted to go.”

      I winced. “You know she was trying to get you to ask her, right?”

      “I figured that out,” he replied. He shrugged. “But now she’s asked you instead.”

      “Yeah, but it’s you she really wanted to go with. Why don’t you ask her?”

      He stared at me. “You think Theresa will go to the Ball with me, when she’s already asked you and you said yes? Seriously, Blackwell.”

      “I’m just a freshman,” I protested.

      “Who can blow things up by looking at them. Hard for a guy to compete with that,” he countered. “No, I’m pretty sure I can find someone else to go with. Besides, if we do work it out so that she and I go, you’ll probably end up staying here and missing the thing, right?”

      He wasn’t wrong. My odds of getting another date were pretty much zero, and it was a couples only event. But I still didn’t feel good about going with Theresa when the two of them were pretty clearly into each other, no matter what Fletcher was saying.

      “The more I think about it, the better that plan sounds,” he said. “I have some friends from the University of Vermont. Pretty sure I can find someone interesting to hang with for the evening.”

      “But...”

      He cut me off. “You two have a good time.”

      “Are you sure...?”

      “Yes. That’s enough second guessing me, Blackwell. I’m still your cadre.”

      That was my cue to leave. “Right, then.” I stood and turned to go. But I peeked back over my shoulder as I was leaving Fletcher’s room. He was leaning forward over his desk, his face cupped in his hands. He wasn’t crying, but he was about as close as I figured someone could get without actual tears falling. This had hit him where it hurt. How the hell was I going to get the two of them through this in one piece?
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      The days rolled by fast, and the Ball was all anyone was talking about. The furor that had overtaken the campus was distracting. On the plus side, it had been two weeks since the fight with the ravens, and there hadn’t been any more episodes of magical critters acting out or monsters attacking people. Maybe things were at long last calming down. I did my best to stay sharp anyway.

      I was always a little brain-fried coming out of my physics lab. Not because the labs were hard, but because they were tedious. I generally liked lab science. I liked hands on sorts of things. But the labs we were doing required tons of attention and were really basic at the same time. Boring plus focused equaled tedious. But Thursday had a plus side to balance out the lab in the afternoon. It was also my nap day. I had a good two hours after lab when I knew I could rest uninterrupted before Tae Kwon Do class.

      It was chilly in the hall, enough that I shivered a bit as I opened the door to my room. Someone must have left a window open somewhere. I went inside, tossed my backpack on my desk, and closed the door.

      It clicked closed with a click. And it was then that I realized my wards were down.

      I kept protective spells up around my room all the time. Wards to shield out pretty much any sort of magical attack or creature that I could think of. And I’d gradually improved those wards over the last few months. If they’d been broken, I would have spotted the damage immediately. But they weren’t broken. They were just gone, erased completely.

      As the door clicked shut behind me, I felt a pulse of magic building in the room. A new spell had been laid in place where the wards had once been. I yanked magic into a shield as fast as I could blink. It was a trap. The door was the trigger, and I’d walked right into it.

      The room exploded into flame around me, going from normal temperature to something like a thousand degrees in a couple of seconds. I reinforced my shield and focused hard on not burning alive. Fire shields were something I could handle, but the amount of magic I was using to stay alive in here was going to burn me out fast.

      I whirled and grabbed the doorknob. Even through my shield it was hot in my hand. I tried to turn the knob – locked. There was magic in the knob, another part of the trap. I took a deep breath. I could maintain the shield for a while. There wasn’t any reason to panic. But the room was still getting hotter, and my breaths were coming faster. It was past time to get out of here.

      I gathered a burst of magical energy into my hand and threw it at the window. The glass exploded outward in a stream of glistening shards. I was on the third story of the barracks building, a good twenty feet up in the air. I didn’t even hesitate. I ran toward the window and jumped out.

      The ground rushed up to meet me, and I twisted the shield to cushion myself as best I could. I landed in two feet of snow, and between the shield and the snowbank I got up with only a few bruises. I looked back up at the window, where the flames licked at the air. From my angle it looked like the fire was already beginning to die out. The fire alarms were blaring, and students were streaming out of the building, but the actual damage was going to be confined to my room, it seemed.

      “Fred’s gonna kill me,” I said, remembering his comments about not damaging the room.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned, reaching up to take hold of the thumb. My other hand chambered back to unload a palm heel strike on whomever was doing the grabbing. But it was Miles, not an attacker. I relaxed a little. Not all the way. It was too soon after the attack for that. Because that’s what this had been, the trap on my room. Someone had attacked me, and whoever it was had really strong magic.

      “Thank god you’re all right,” Miles said.

      “Sore and singed, but OK,” I replied. Even to me, my voice sounded shaky.

      “Come with me,” he said. I followed him down the lane toward the admin building where his office was. He stayed quiet all the way there until we were ensconced in his room. His wards were still there. I could feel them pulsing gently against my senses. I didn’t think they’d do much good against whoever this was. If my wards had been dismantled, Miles’ would be like paper.

      Still, it was better than nothing. And it felt good to be with someone else who might understand what the hell had happened. By now, the fire department would already be on the scene. They’d probably rule it a freak electrical accident or something. There was always a rational explanation. Most people would rather believe just about anything than the truth.

      Mile sat down heavily and I plunked myself down in a seat across from him. I smelled singed. I little of the heat must have gotten to me before I shielded. If I’d been a second or two slower I would have cooked.

      “What happened up there?” Miles asked. “I felt a huge burst of magic, but it wasn’t yours. I go to investigate and found you there anyway.”

      I explained everything that had happened – the wards being gone, the trap on the door, the lock, the fire. All of it. No sense holding back on this. Miles was an ally, and I needed one right now. I was stunned that someone could remove my wards without even alerting me that they were being tampered with.

      “This was what I was warning you about, Ryan,” Miles said.

      “What?” That wasn’t the opening line I had expected.

      “That was Soulstealer.”

      I shook my head. “You said he eats peoples’ magic,” I said. “That attack could have killed me.”

      “But it didn’t,” Miles said.

      “You think he was testing me?”

      “Testing your strength. Seeing how you would react to a threat. Seeing if you’d sense the wards’ removal, probably.”

      I grimaced. In hindsight, I should have checked. But how was I supposed to have known that they could be erased so completely without alarming me? “How did he manage to remove the wards like that?” I asked, shaking my head.

      “I don’t know,” Miles replied, his face grim. “That’s part of the problem in dealing with this guy. He’s deadly, and he operates on a scale of power completely different from the one most of us play in.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure that was true. I’d gotten a sense of the Soulstealer’s power when it exploded around me. A taste, I guess you could say. I was pretty sure I’d know his magic if I ran into it again. And while he did feel stronger than me, I had the sense that he wasn’t completely out of my league. I kept that to myself. I didn’t want Miles thinking that I wasn’t taking this threat seriously enough. This was plenty serious. The guy clearly knew exactly who I was, where I was, and how to hit me.

      “I saw your name on the list for the Ball,” Miles said. “I don’t think you should go.” He said the words like he was expecting me to argue with him, but in this case I thought he was probably right.

      “Yeah, I think staying on campus makes more sense for now,” I said. I winced, thinking about having to tell Theresa I couldn’t go just two days before the Ball. She’d be pissed, but I thought she’d also understand once I told her why. I hoped she would, anyway. She and Fletcher had both been mostly avoiding me since she asked me out. It was a lonely feeling, and I hated it. Maybe since I couldn’t go, she and Fletcher could just go instead? The more I thought about that idea, the better it felt.

      Miles seemed surprised to have won agreement so quickly. “Good, then. Listen, Ryan – I’ve got help on its way up here. We’re hoping to trap this guy, nail him once and for all.”

      “So I’m bait?” I asked with a wry grin.

      “No. You’re someone we very much want to keep out of Soulstealer’s hands. But protecting you also represents a good shot at taking him down. There’s a team on its way, should be here Saturday.”

      The day of the Ball. Brilliant. So all I had to do was survive until then. Speaking of which... “Any idea where I am going to stay tonight? My room is pretty torched.” Fred was going to be so pissed at me.

      “I’ll find out. Meantime, maybe tell your date the bad news?” Miles said.

      I sighed. “Can I go wrestle Soulstealer instead?”

      Miles chuckled. “Theresa’s been in on some of your spooky side stuff. She’ll get it.”

      A couple of hours later, I was in Theresa’s room, and she was crying her eyes out on my shoulder. It was maybe the most uncomfortable moment in my life, and I hadn’t even had a chance to broach the subject of the Ball.

      I’d knocked on Theresa’s door and been answered by her tear-streaked face. She flung the door open the rest of the way as soon as she saw me and grabbed me in a hug.

      “I’m fine...” I tried to protest, thinking at first that she had heard about the fire in my room and been worried about me. She dragged me into the room, sat down on her bed, and burst into tears again. This wasn’t anything like how the Theresa I’d known acted. She was tough as nails, cool in a crisis, and always there with a witty comment.

      But now? Her room was a mess. That was the first clue that there was something very amiss. Theresa’s room was never messy. There were clothes on the bed – a dress, and bits of uniform. She’d left bits of used tissue scattered about on the floor, bed, and desk.I had no clue what could get her this upset. So I did the only thing I could think of that might help. I sat down next to her and hugged her while she cried.

      Gradually her sobs slowed to something more manageable. I was uncomfortably aware that the hot woman who’d kissed me not too many days ago had her arms draped around me and was crying into my cheek.

      By that time it was pretty clear that she wasn’t upset about the attack. She wasn’t calm, but she was more relaxed than she had been. It was time to figure out what was actually up.

      “Hey. Can you tell me what’s going on?” I asked softly.

      “It’s Fletcher. He’s got another date,” she said.

      I blinked. “What?”

      She sighed theatrically and threw her hands up in the air. “I know, all right? I’m crying over a guy. It sounds pathetic.” She reached over to her desk and picked up a piece of paper. “I would have been fine if he’d just told me he was going, but this?”

      She clenched her fist around the page, crumpling it. Judging from the web of creases all over the page, it wasn’t the first time she’d done so. What the hell had Fletcher written that had Theresa so wrapped up?

      “May I see?” I asked. I kept my voice pitched low and quiet. I half expected her to refuse, but she handed the note right over instead. I carefully unfolded the crumpled paper, easing it back into a flat sheet. I didn’t know what I expected to see – but this note wasn’t it.

      Looking forward to seeing you at the Ball.

      And that was it.

      No signature.

      Not a written one anyway. But there was something in the paper... Little traces of magic lingered on the page, and that got my attention fast. I opened my Sight and took a look.

      The page still looked the same on the surface – but I could see traces of magic lingering through the thing. That magic had probably caused Theresa’s emotional response. And that magic had a familiar signature. It was the same magic that had set the trap for me in my room.

      Fletcher hadn’t written this note at all. My unknown adversary had. I went cold. He knew who my friends were. He might have delivered this note to Theresa, but it was enspelled so that it would make its way into my hands.

      Miles was absolutely right. There was no way on Earth I should go to the Ball. The enemy wanted me there. It was absolutely a trap.

      But there was no way I could avoid going, now. If I ran, if I hid, my friends would be the ones who paid.

      Theresa must have noticed that I’d gone quiet. “What do you think?” she asked.

      I almost responded truthfully – I was used to being able to fill Theresa in about the spooky stuff. But if I told her this one, she’d never let me go to the Ball. And then this enemy would simply kill her. I might at least have a shot at stopping this guy, but Fletcher? Grey? Even Miles? None of my friends would have a chance. They’d be snuffed out before they even knew they were being attacked.

      No, I had to fight this one out. For my friends’ sake, I had to win. And I couldn’t even tell them what was going on. This sucked.

      “Well,” I said, to give myself time to spin a story. I was a terrible liar, but I needed something right now. “If he cares enough to send a note... You want me to see about maybe getting him to go with you, instead of me?” If I no longer had a date to the Ball, maybe I could get the bad guy to fight me someplace else instead?

      Theresa smiled. “Thanks, Ryan. But no – he’s being an ass. I don’t want to go with him.” She paused, then went on. “If you don’t want to go with me, though, I understand.”

      She was incredibly fragile right now. Some of it was real emotion. Some of it was the magic in the note that had been used to influence her. I was suddenly angry, and I wasn’t sure where to direct that anger. Part of me wanted to be mad at Theresa for piling her problems on my shoulders when I’d just narrowly avoided being crisped. But of course, she didn’t know that.

      I was annoyed at Fletcher too. This was the worst possible time for him to be messing up our trio. But then again – would there ever really be a good time for things between him and Theresa to combust?

      Which left my nameless adversary. Now there was a legitimate target for my rage, if I had any idea who he was and what he was up to. He was pretty clearly trying to draw me to a place of his choosing. So what did that tell me about him?

      It said he wasn’t sure he would win otherwise. If he was certain he could take me here on campus, he’d just do it. He knew right where I was. He could come at me any time he wanted. Why all the careful setup unless he felt like he needed to drag me off campus to win?

      That implied that I wasn’t so far out of his class as Miles feared. I might just have a shot after all. Especially if I stayed here.

      I looked down at the letter again. Staying here was the one thing I absolutely could not do. I couldn’t abandon my friends. They might be annoying sometimes, but they were mine.

      “Of course I’ll come,” I told Theresa. Her worried face lit up again. How could I do anything else?
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      I stepped off the bus into fresh-fallen snow. The university had rented a bunch of buses to take us from campus to the Burke Mountain hotel where the Ball was taking place. The snow was coming down pretty heavily, and there hadn’t been any snow in the forecast. It didn’t take more than a quick glance with my Sight to tell that this storm had been brought about with magic. I could see the overall pattern of the spell, although the working itself was far more complex than anything I’d ever attempted before.

      The storm was going to grow a lot worse before it dissipated. My guess is that the roads would be completely closed off before long.

      It was the working of someone who’d been at this a lot longer than I had been, and had access to a lot more magical power than I could muster. Just looking at those clouds made me shiver. All that power and effort spent just to ensure that I was trapped here? What the hell was I up against?

      “You OK, Ryan?” Theresa asked.

      I realized I’d been staring up at the clouds for too long. I looked over at her and smiled. The snowflakes were settling heavily on her shoulders and cap. At least one person from each couple had to wear their cadet dress blue uniform. I was wearing mine, but Theresa had opted to wear her uniform instead of a ball gown, so we were both in dress blues. A few other couples had done the same. I suppose I could have arranged for a rented tuxedo, but somehow being in uniform made sense today. I was going into battle, after all.

      “Yeah,” I said, giving her a smile. “Look at all that snow!”

      I didn’t know what form the attack would take, but I knew that there was going to be something. My adversary had spent far too much time and effort setting up this little rendezvous for me to think anything else. In the meantime, I was trying hard to be alert for anything – and to look like I was relaxed, for Theresa’s sake. It wasn’t working.

      Keeping her in the dark had seemed like a good idea at the time. She’d never have let me spring this trap if she’d known, and I couldn’t risk that this enemy wizard would kill her for blocking me. I figured the best option was simply not to tell her. And it had worked so far – but the whole thing was going to break down badly when things started in earnest. I had to tell Theresa. But how to get her away from the gaggle of people so that we could talk?

      “Want to go inside?” I asked, unable to think of anything better to say just then.

      “Sure. It’s chilly,” she replied, mock shivering.

      We followed the crowd making its way to the main doors. No chance to get Theresa alone here. Far too many people milling about to have a private conversation. Staff took our coats, and we were ushered from there into the huge ballroom where the event would be taking place.

      The room was truly beautiful. I’d been in fancier venues – my father was a wealthy man, and enjoyed playing the show-off sometimes. But even by Dad’s standards, the place would have been acceptable. Which meant most of the cadets coming into the room simply stopped in the doorway, gaping at what they were seeing.

      Crystal chandeliers adorned the high vaulted ceiling. Thick, plush carpets covered the floor where we stood. Every table was decorated with linen and dinnerware that screamed quality even at a distance. It was a beautiful spectacle. Still, I could see the flaws my father would surely point out if he were here. That chandelier was missing a string of crystals on one side. The carpet was showing signs of wear from the tread of so many feet. The bannister was worn, and clearly hadn’t been waxed very recently. It was the sort of place that someone had spent a lot of money to set up well, once – and then made the common mistake of failing to keep up properly after.

      But despite all that it was an awesome spectacle, and fancier than anything we’d seen for quite a while. Theresa looked up at me, her eyes sparkling in the reflected light from the chandeliers. I could see how excited she was.

      “Isn’t this amazing, Ryan?” she asked.

      “Yes, it’s something,” I replied. I wasn’t able to muster the same enthusiasm she had, but I gave her a real smile. Her enjoyment was contagious. And I did want to be there for her tonight. I was on high alert though, my Sight up and running, watching for anything that might pop up. I wasn’t sure how long I was going to be able to hide that from her.

      So I gave her my biggest smile, took her arm, and walked forward into the trap.

      Fletcher found us a short while later.

      Theresa and I hadn’t spoken about him at all that day. He was not a subject she wanted to discuss, and I didn’t feel the need to bring him up either. Privately I was beginning to wonder if he’d come at all. Honestly, I hoped he would have just stayed home. It would have been a hell of a lot safer for him.

      But no, there he was gliding across the room toward us with a smug grin and a beautiful dark haired woman on his arm.

      “Heads up,” I whispered to Theresa. She looked up and saw Fletcher immediately. She gave the smallest of flinches, then glared daggers of frost at him. He seemed unusually immune to her anger today, and simply smiled back.

      I was right away more interested in his companion. She was about five foot four inches, and slender as a reed. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders, almost completely black. She was wearing a bright red dress that didn’t quite work for her complexion. Her skin was just ruddy enough that a cooler color would have worked better for her.

      But the red did make her stand out. Half the room seemed to watch her as she took Fletcher’s arm and came toward us. The red cloth – silk, maybe? – billowed around her like a cloud as she moved.

      I was more interested in watching her approach because she could clearly use magic.

      My Sight was still up and running, and she was glowing. Not brightly, but enough so it was impossible not to notice. Her necklace had a faint aura of some sort. She’d worked some sort of charm into the hem of her dress. And overall, she just had the sort of magical field around her that I’d noticed before in people who used magic a lot.

      Theresa caught me staring and elbowed me in the ribs. I turned toward her and mouthed “Spooky stuff.” Her eyes narrowed and she turned her focus back on Fletcher and his girlfriend. I wasn’t sure if she believed me or not, but at least the angry black belt wasn’t elbowing me in the ribs anymore!

      “Blackwell. Grey.” Fletcher was still smiling, which seemed incongruous. Didn’t he know Theresa was going to go after him with a fork in a minute? “This is my friend, Melicent.”

      “So nice to meet you both,” Melicent said, a faint English accent making her words sound as elegant as her gown. Her smile too looked as smooth as the silk of her dress. “Devon has told me so much about both of you.”

      My mind blanked for just a moment. “Devon?” I asked.

      Melicent blinked and looked up at Fletcher.

      I stared at my friend incredulously. Had I really never heard Fletcher’s first name before? I must not have. I was pretty sure I would have remembered it. Fletcher – Devon – looked uncomfortable, and I let my smile grow a little more wide. I could tell it wasn’t a name he was happy with.

      “Devon, hmm?” I repeated. I couldn’t help the grin cracking my face.

      “All right, Blackwell,” Fletcher snapped. “That’s enough.” He turned a hurt look on Melicent, who stood there looking awkward.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you were all friends,” she said.

      “Military college,” Theresa replied. I could hear the stress cracking in her voice. “We usually use last names.”

      “Such strange customs,” Melicent said, smiling and shaking her head.

      Just then the wind picked up outside. The steady whistle cranked up to a howl, with screeching on the side. Snow blasted past all the windows, the flakes flying almost horizontal to the ground. The storm that the meteorologists said shouldn’t exist had arrived in full force. Of course, it wasn’t a regular storm. A glance out the window with my Sight showed me the lines of force still woven through those dark clouds. Someone had built this storm, or at least brought it here from elsewhere. I had no idea how that was done and could only make out the basics of the spell binding this storm together. It was an enormously complex structure.

      Grey caught me staring out the window. She grabbed my shoulder. Something about the look on my face must have registered with her, because her face was a mask of concern.

      “Ryan, what the hell is going on?” she asked.

      Before I could answer, one of the hotel staff turned on the public address system. “Excuse me,” he said, then cleared his throat. “Hi. The storm has grown worse, and the state police have just closed the road coming up the mountain.”

      Groans from most of the Ball attendees.

      “No worries though!” the man hurried to explain. “We’ll be putting you up here at the hotel, no extra charge. There’s a nice dinner planned for tonight, and there will be a complementary continental breakfast in the morning. By then, the storm should be gone, the road clear, and you can all get back to your campus. Thanks!”

      The man stepped away from the desk. Lots of cadets were grumbling now, but most seemed more or less OK with the change. After all, what else could we do?

      “That storm isn’t natural,” I told Theresa. Her eyebrows shot up, and Fletcher looked interested. But it was Melicent’s reaction that intrigued me most. She didn’t seem surprised at all. That meant her perceptions were good enough she’d at least been able to see the magic woven into the storm.

      “Did you do it?” Melicent asked. “Seems like crappy way to get a free room for the night.”

      “Wasn’t me,” I said. “I think we have another player somewhere nearby.” I let it go that she’d just admitted to knowing about magic. If her perceptions were good enough to see the spell in the storm, then she could see my magic the same way I could see hers. There was clearly more to Melicent than met the eye.
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      I went to the window, the others trailing behind me. It was a neat trap. Nobody was going anywhere until that storm went away, and I doubted it would blow over until the Soulstealer wanted it to. I scanned the clouds with my Sight, looking for some sort of weak point in the binding. But it was a more complex spell than anything I’d ever woven, maybe the most complex I’d ever even seen. I couldn’t find anything like a loose end that I could pull on to unravel the thing.

      Which left pushing it out of the way as the only option. I could try to use my magic to simply overwhelm the spell. If I succeeded, I could basically shatter the bindings that were holding the storm in place. But I didn’t have any ley lines handy here, like I would on campus. I was stuck with just my own pool of magic. And if I used it all up trying to break this spell and failed, I’d still be stuck here – with no magic left to defend myself when the Soulstealer showed up.

      The safer bet was probably to conserve my magic for that showdown, as much as I could. I’d need every bit of magical strength to have a shot at surviving this.

      “Ryan, what’s going on?” Theresa asked.

      I sighed. How much to tell? I opted for most of the truth. I couldn’t tell my friends that I was only in this trap because they’d been threatened. But I could tell them something.

      “Miles passed me a warning that there might be someone new coming calling, someone they call the Soulstealer,” I said. “From the looks of this storm, he might be coming after me here.”

      “This have anything to do with the mess you made of your room?” Fletcher asked.

      Grey’s eyebrows shot up, and I winced. I hadn’t mentioned the attack to them, but as my cadre Fletcher knew about the fire. My room-mate and I were bunked in another room temporarily while University maintenance repaired the damage. I wasn’t being blamed for it, thank goodness – the fire was so intense that no one had any trouble believing I wasn’t in there when it happened, and Miles helped prepare a cover story for me.

      “Something you wanted to tell me, Ryan?” Theresa asked, her eyebrows still high.

      “Someone tried to cook him in his room,” Fletcher cut in before I could reply. “Toasted the place pretty good.”

      “It wasn’t that big a deal,” I protested. “I got out just fine.”

      Theresa didn’t look convinced. “You should have told me.”

      “We had a lot on our plate, if you remember,” I said.

      She put her hands on her hips. The annoyed look was rapidly fading, replaced by raw anger. “You still should have said something! Why the hell are we out here, off campus, when there’s someone threatening you?”

      We were there because someone was threatening her, I wanted to say. But I bit my lip instead. If I thought she was angry with me now, she’d only be more so if I told her I’d put myself in harm’s way to protect her from danger. I didn’t want her angry with me. I had so few friends – I couldn’t afford to lose them.

      Melicent made a little noise, and we all looked at her.

      “Such good friends,” she said, the hint of a smile creeping around the edges of her painted lips.

      Grey blushed, relaxing her arms from her hips. I looked down at the ground. Was I being a good friend, keeping secrets like this? I was trying to do the right thing, but I wasn’t sure I knew what the right thing was in a case like this.

      Fletcher took Melicent’s arm gently, pulling away from us. “Come on, let’s go enjoy the party,” he said. I looked back up and caught his eyes briefly. I saw pain there, and sadness. I wondered if we’d be able to recover our trio back to what it had been. He turned and his date followed, the crowd parting as they made their way deeper into the ball room.

      “Well, that was more than awkward,” Theresa said. “I’m sorry, Ryan. I shouldn’t have been so rough on you.”

      I shook my head. “I shouldn’t have kept this from you. You have a right to be mad.”

      She grinned, then. “Trying to out-do each other with apologies, hmm? So what’s next?”

      I thought for a moment before replying. If there was anything I’d learned, it was that being on the defensive was almost always a bad idea. Taking the initiative wins fights. Being prepared – coming into the battlefield with knowledge of whom you were fighting and how best to do battle – is crucial.

      The Soulstealer had all of those advantages, and I had none of them. It was a bad place to be.

      “I don’t know that we can do anything but wait for this guy to make the first move, and hope we can counter it,” I said.

      She grimaced. “That doesn’t sound like a recipe for success, Ryan.”

      “You have a better plan?”

      I could see in her eyes that she didn’t.

      Then I felt a huge surge of power wash over the area like a wave. I stumbled, my hands reaching out for balance. I’d never felt anything like that. It had a center, somewhere nearby. I couldn’t tell exactly where, but it seemed close – probably inside the building. The Soulstealer was here then, locked in the hotel with us by his own storm. If we could find him, maybe we could wrest the initiative away from him and turn this fight around.

      “He’s here,” I said in a harsh whisper.

      Theresa’s eyes got wide, and at first I thought she was reacting to what I said. Then I realized she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking past me, through the huge glass window next to us.

      “He’s not the only one,” Theresa said. “Move!”

      She hauled on my arm, pulling me clear of the window, and just in time. It shattered with a crashing noise, shards of wood and glass spraying into the room. A few bits pattered harmlessly off my back. There hadn’t even been time to cast a shield spell around us.

      I whirled back toward the window. A blast of icy wind poured into the room. Snow blew through the huge hole in the shattered window. And something stepped through the gap.

      It had been human, once. Now it was a half-rotted corpse. Bones showed where flesh had fallen away here and there. Its face was half skull and half greenish tissue. The thing shambled into the room, eyes sweeping the crowd who’d all fallen into absolute stunned silence at the sight.

      Behind it came two more of the things, each one crashing through more of the glass. Behind me, someone screamed. That was all it took – the crowd went from being frozen like statues to a panicked mob in under a second.

      “Zombies,” I said, trying to quell the rising panic I was feeling with a little humor. “Why did it have to be zombies?”
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      I looked over at Theresa to see if she recognized the misquote, but she wasn’t there. I didn’t know where she had gone, but I didn’t have time to think about it either. The things were advancing across the floor toward the crowd of people madly pushing and shoving at each other to get away from them. But the room was pretty packed. People were slipping to the floor, falling down under the press of bodies trying to flee.

      Zombies felt like the right word. What spell Soulstealer used to animate them I had no idea, but I could See the threads of his magic running through them. It was an impressive feat, and I had to wonder just how deep a well of power this guy had, if he was willing to burn so much of it on zombies instead of coming at me directly.

      One of the zombies staggered into a table that was blocking its path. It reached down and grabbed the table with both hands. Then it flipped the thing aside like it weighed nothing. These things were strong! Whatever I wanted to call them, they were going to tear my classmates apart if they got a hold of them. I had to find a way to stop them.

      But there were too damned many witnesses around to just go slinging magic willy-nilly. It was going to be hard enough for people to explain away zombies. They’d probably decide to call them drugged up criminals or something. The last thing I needed was to have to explain how I was throwing fireballs at the things. I was going to have to get creative.

      There was a chair next to my hand. I grabbed it by the arm and threw it at the nearest zombie – using magic to give it a lot of extra speed. The chair shot from my hand like a rocket and bowled the creature over.

      A good number of partiers had fallen in the hustle to get away from the monsters, and one zombie had latched a hand onto the ankle of one woman. She was kicking at it with her free foot and screaming as it drew her leg up toward its open mouth. It seemed like the flesh eating part of the legend was true, at least for these things! I readied a spell to try to save her, but worried about how much control it would take to disable the zombie and not hurt her just as badly.

      Theresa showed up just then. She had a big red fireman’s axe in her hands, and chopped down hard on the thing’s arm. She didn’t sever the arm, but bones shattered, and it lost its grip on the intended victim. I’d wondered where she had gotten to. Of course she’d gone to the nearest place she could grab a weapon. I grinned. It was good to have her here.

      “How can I help?” Fletcher said from beside me.

      I turned to look at him. The anger and hurt from just a few moments ago was gone. This was the man I knew – a guy I trusted to always have my back in a crisis. “Get these people out of here,” I said. “I’m going to have to make a mess in here.”

      He nodded sharply, once. Things weren’t settled, but he was on board. That would have to do for now. Fletcher turned away and in a loud voice started herding the crowd away from the zombies, back towards a stairwell. Most of them were cadets. They were used to taking orders, so when he stepped in to lead, they followed.

      I took a deep breath. That was one problem out of the way. Which left three more.

      Theresa was trying to fend off two of them now. She was doing OK, but they were forcing her back one step after another. The third – the one I’d dropped with the chair – was staggering back to its feet. A quick glance over my shoulder showed that everyone else was either already in the stairwell or pushing and shoving to try to make their way in. I could let loose a little.

      I gathered magic into my right hand, concentrating on heat and fire. Then I flicked my wrist at the struggling zombie like I was flipping a yo-yo. Except what flew from my hand was a ball of magical fire. It blazed white hot, like a tiny sun, and when it struck the zombie in the chest everything it touched turned into vapor in an instant. Then the ball popped, lighting up the remains of the zombie. It collapsed to the ground and didn’t get up again.

      It was an extravagant waste of my limited power resources, but it felt really good to cut loose on the thing. I needed to take that one out of the picture fast so it didn’t sneak up on Theresa and I while we dealt with the others.

      She’d chopped a few bits off of one of them, but when the second came in close she was hard pressed to keep them both off her, and they were on their way to backing her into a corner. That wasn’t going to happen.

      Kittybreeze soared out of my amulet to go help. She didn’t have a lot of oomph against physical forms like this, but I had an idea.

      “Surround them with wind!” I said.

      The little wind spirit complied, and a moment later the zombies were penned in by a miniature tornado. Time for more fire magic from me, but a little more focused this time. I heated up the spout of a sprinkler right above the things, and it promptly began dumping water on their heads. Fire alarms began blaring, and the emergency lights flashed red.

      Then I used more magic to bring down the temperature in that spot. With Kittybreeze helping, I pulled all the heat out from around the zombies, and in moments the water was falling down and freezing in place around them. A few seconds later, and the zombies were frozen in a solid block of ice.

      Theresa gave the block a hard side kick, and it went sliding out from underneath the water still pouring from the sprinkler.

      “Nice,” she said. “But those alarms are going to get annoying fast.”

      “Yeah, but they’ll also call the fire department.” Even with the roads closed, if people thought the hotel was on fire they’d probably try to send help. “Besides, maybe it will annoy our enemy as much as it does us.”

      I hoped so. I had to admit, the blaring sirens were already getting on my nerves.

      “You think this guy is here, now?” she asked.

      The sirens stopped, and the lights all went out. Emergency lighting cast a dim glow over the room, but the rest of the power was gone.

      “Yeah, I think so. And I think the noise was starting to get to him,” I said. “Maybe we can find some other ways to annoy him.”

      Theresa looked around nervously, like the Soulstealer might be hiding in a dark corner, but she forced a smile. “If anyone can, I’m sure it’s you.”

      I wasn’t sure if I ought to take that as a compliment or not, but I decided to keep what was left of my pride intact for the moment. The zombies were beaten, so what was the enemy’s next move going to be? I heard a moaning noise and turned to face toward the shattered window.

      Outside were more zombies. Lots more. I lost count quickly. There must have been dozens of the things shambling toward us. Some were going for the hole in the window that the first trio had made. But one smashed through another window, opening a new hole. The glass shredded flesh from its arms, and it had a chunk embedded in a shoulder, but the wounds didn’t seem to slow it down at all.

      Theresa saw them too. “Time to go, Ryan.”

      I agreed. We both made for the stairs where Fletcher had led everyone else. It was time to get the heck out of here. The sounds of more glass panes breaking into a million pieces echoed behind us as we ran. The way into the stairwell was through a big set of double doors. Theresa reached them first and pushed one open, holding it for me.

      “Hurry!” she said. I dashed past her.

      “They’ll follow us right up,” I said, panting.

      “No they won’t,” she replied, her lips a grim line. She shoved the door closed again. On the inside of each door was a big loop handle. Theresa hefted her axe and slid it quickly into the loops, effectively barring the door.

      Only a few moments later came the sound of fists slamming against the frame.

      “Will it hold?” she asked. Her fingers clenched and unclenched. She was already missing having a weapon in her hands.

      I thought for a moment before answering. “It’s a hotel. The doors should all be fire doors, with steel cores. I think it should hold for a while. But is there another way they can get upstairs?”

      We had to block the zombies, lock them below. It was our best chance of staying alive long enough for help to get here. Could I beat them if it came to a straight up fight? Maybe. But I’d burn myself out of every bit of magic I had trying. Which was probably precisely what the Soulstealer had in mind.

      Theresa stabbed her finger at the wall by the stairs. A framed picture hung there, labelled ‘Evacuation Plan’.

      “There!” she said. She yanked the picture down from the wall and scanned it a moment. “There’s another set of stairs opposite this one. Come on!”

      She sprinted up the steps, and I huffed along in her wake. Kittybreeze floated alongside me, and I smiled. I’d been a little worried about her for a moment. The zombies couldn’t hurt her. But who knew what a skilled enemy wizard might be able to do?

      We hit the second floor, but she didn’t stop. This section of the hotel was the ballroom and conference rooms, and the second floor was a bunch of the latter on either side of a long corridor. At the far end, I could see another set of stairs. That’s where we were running.

      She paused along the hallway for a moment, and I wondered what she was doing until I saw that she had found another spot with a fire axe and extinguisher. She was grabbing another axe to bar the door again. I sprinted past her. If the zombies were coming up that way, maybe I could slow them down long enough for her to get there with the axe.

      But I was too late. The first zombie lumbered through the doors onto the second floor when I was still a dozen feet away. More of its fellows were coming along behind it. No help for it. I was going to have to use more magic again. I hit the zombie out front with a bolt of kinetic force – pure energy, the same sort I’d put into the chair when I threw it earlier. But this time, I focused all that push on the lead zombie.

      It flew backwards, knocking a couple other zombies to the ground as it crashed past them and tumbled back down the stairs. That gave me just enough time to reach the doors and swing them closed. I grabbed the door handles and pushed hard. I threw both my body weight and my magic into the door to hold it closed as first one then many zombies smashed their weight against it from the other side.

      “I’m here!” Theresa said from my side. I shifted a bit and she slammed the axe home through the handles.

      We both stepped back away from the door – cautiously at first, but once we saw the door was holding, we sagged a bit in relief. I drew a ragged breath. It had been a close call. Dead fists thudded against the door, but the axe handle was sturdy and they seemed unlikely to smash through.

      “Have you seen Fletcher and the others?” I asked. They’d come up the same stairs we had. They ought to be up here somewhere, but I hadn’t seen them in my mad dash down the hall.

      “No,” Theresa replied. We both looked back down the corridor, but except for the zombies behind us, there was silence. Nobody else was on this floor.

      On the far side of the hall I saw the stairwell. Stairs leading back down to the ballroom…and up, to a third floor. My eyes got wide, and I started jogging back down the hall to the far end.

      “What?” Theresa said, running to catch back up with me. “What is it?”

      “They must be on the third floor,” I said. “And if that stairwell goes all the way up…”

      “The other one probably does too,” she finished.

      We’d stopped the zombies from reaching this floor. But they were in the stairwell, which meant all they needed to do was climb a few steps to get to Fletcher and all the other cadets. By the time we hit the stairs, we were both running full tilt.
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      I tried to remember what I had seen of the hotel layout from my brief look at the evacuation plan. There were two major buildings, connected in an L shape. One was all the hotel rooms. The other was the ballroom and conference center. That was the section we were in, and it was only connected to the rest of the hotel at the ground floor.

      As we came to the top of the stairs on the third floor, I saw something else I hadn’t noticed before – an elevator shaft. I’d have to keep an eye on that. The power was out, but that didn’t mean that it couldn’t become a problem if the Soulstealer wanted to use it in some way.

      I heard screaming from up ahead, and knew we were too late. It looked like some sort of battle was going on, which meant the zombies had made the floor before we did. The hall was full of people, but they were fleeing into conference rooms on other side of the hall as quickly as they could run. Past them I could catch glimpses of a melee going on, but I couldn’t see just what was happening. Which also meant I couldn’t help, even at a distance.

      We hit the back of the crowd and tried to press our way through, but it was a struggle to make any headway. I gritted my teeth and resorted to magic again, putting a shield around myself and using it to force my way through the crowd.

      “Everyone into the conference rooms!” I shouted. “Bar the doors!”

      It looked like most people were already in a hurry to do just that. But a few were down the far end of the hall. Fletcher was there, with a chair in his hands, wrestling to keep a zombie off him. Four other cadets were in the hall alongside him, fighting back with improvised weapons. It wasn’t really a surprise. Military colleges tend to attract people who have more guts than common sense. Why not fling yourself into hand to hand combat with monsters?

      Behind them, two other cadets were on the floor. One was clutching a bleeding arm, and the other looked like his leg had been savaged.

      The wounds had to be bites. And that made me wonder. The enemy was tossing movie monsters at us in here. How much like the movies had he made these things? Would their bite infect people? One more thing to worry about.

      “Don’t let them bite you,” I hissed to Theresa.

      “No shit,” she replied drily. She reached the box where the fire extinguisher was stored and grabbed the axe from where it rested inside. That brought a smile to her face, and I had to shake my head as she rushed forward to help Fletcher. They might be pissed at each other, but she went right to his side, swinging her axe at the skull of the zombie he was fighting.

      That left me free to try to help some of the others. As I watched, two zombies converged on one cadet. One grabbed his arm, locking him in place. He yelped, but before he could pull away the other zombie lunged for his throat. His yelp turned into a gurgle as he went down with both of the things biting at him.

      A red haze went over my vision for a moment. The monsters were winning. I knew their victim was dead, and I’d failed to protect someone again. Worse, it was my fault he’d died. The Soulstealer was after me. Anyone else he killed was simply collateral damage. Guilt warred with rage, and I had to struggle to keep my thoughts focused.

      I Looked hard at the zombies attacking the fallen man. The lines of magic keeping them animated were intricate and complex, but there was a single line running from the spell that I hadn’t noticed before. I Looked at all the other zombies, and Saw the same thing – lines of force flowing from the spell to someplace else. They were all linked to some central source. Was that source powering the spell somehow?

      Could I break the link?

      It was worth a try. I gathered more magic from deep inside myself and flung it at the tether on one zombie. This wasn’t a kinetic bolt – it was magic of the spirit, which cost me a lot less. It was always harder for me to create physical effects than it was to effect non-physical things like spirits or spells. I sent out what I guessed would be enough force, but the bolt impacted the tether without having any visible impact.

      I gritted my teeth. I was going to have to hit it a lot harder. I drew up more power and tried again.

      This time, the bolt slammed into the tether and it snapped. I could See the line break, and watched the backlash destroy the spell animating the zombie. It dropped to the ground, just a rotting corpse again.

      That was how I could beat them. And it was costing me a lot less power than burning them with fire had. I drew up more power, and snapped it out again. Another zombie dropped. Then another. There was a lull. I’d killed the zombies closest to the fight. I rushed forward to the melee and dragged back a wounded cadet. One of the zombies got close enough to grab my arm, but I slashed its tether before it could bite down. Glancing over, I saw that Theresa and Fletcher had made short work of several of the things together. All three had their heads caved in by axe blows. As I watched, Fletcher pinned a fourth to the wall – and once it was pinned, Theresa brought the axe down on its head.

      But before she could pull the axe out, another zombie had her by the arm and was biting down on her. I slashed its tether as quickly as I could, but her cry of pain told me I’d been a moment too late.

      I was furious now. And I’d had enough. I knew the trick now. I had it down. Only three zombies stood in the doorway, and I lashed out at all three in rapid sequence, cutting them down with magic.

      More zombies were in the stairwell, moaning as they marched toward us. I could stop them, but I could feel the drain on my magic that all these spells were costing me. We needed to buy some time.

      “Get the doors shut!” I shouted. I ran forward, and a couple of other cadets ran up with me, throwing our bodies against the doors. One zombie managed to get its hand through, but we shut the doors with enough force that it crushed the wrist, snapping bones.

      The other zombies were pushing hard against the doors though, and there would be more of them coming. “Grab the axe! We need to bar the door,” I said.

      Then Fletcher was there, axe in hand. “Got it!”

      He slammed the axe handle home, and we were safe. For the moment.
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      The hall showed the carnage from the fighting. We had four – no, five wounded. But only one cadet was dead. His body lay where it had fallen, two dead zombies resting on top of it. I tried to avoid looking at the evidence of my failure. If I’d figured out the counterspell just a little bit faster, he’d still be alive too.

      I tried to get my breath back, but it was hard to slow my heartbeat when the zombies kept hammering away on the other side of the door. I knew that my enemy wasn’t going to be sitting still, either. I’d checked his first move, but he’d make another soon.

      “How is Theresa?” I asked. I was hoping the bite hadn’t cut through her clothing.

      “I’m fine,” she replied in an irritated tone. “Mad at myself more than anything else. Should never have let it get the drop on me.”

      She was clutching her left bicep, and I could see blood staining the cloth under her hand. Not a lot of blood, so she wasn’t too badly hurt. But who knew how bad a bite from one of these things could be? They were animated by magic. The Soulstealer could make their bite do just about anything. Not to mention the normal bacteria that would be living inside the mouth of a dead body.

      “Let me see the wound?” I asked, stepping close. I was near enough to smell her – the mix of adrenaline, sweat, and fear was sharp.

      Gingerly she took her hand away from the wound. It wasn’t deep. The teeth had barely broken the skin, from what I could see. But when I Looked more closely with my Sight, I Saw what I was most worried about. There was some lingering little bit of magic embedded in the wound. I could barely make out the fine lines of the magical weave, and I was at a loss to figure out how to remove it. But I had a bad feeling about anything that involved these creatures.

      “Right. We need to get these wounds cleaned up and bandaged,” I said. “Let’s try to find a first aid kit, or something else we can use?”

      People bustled to work, looking for solutions to problems they could actually understand. Everyone was studiously ignoring the corpses littering the floor of the hall. That was incomprehensible for most of them, so it was easier to pretend for now that those bodies didn’t exist.

      Theresa grabbed my hand and spoke softly so we wouldn’t be overheard. “I can see from the look in your eyes that it’s bad. How bad?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know. There’s something in the wound, but I don’t know what it does or how to remove it. Yet.”

      She looked at the bite mark like it was a small monster gnawing on her arm. And for all I knew, it was. “Listen, I’m going to try to examine it more closely. Maybe I can figure something out, OK? Why don’t we sit down so I can see it better.”

      “OK,” she said. Her breath was ragged.

      Once we were both sitting on the floor she pulled her sleeve way up, so that I could have a good look at the little crescent moon wounds. The skin was only broken in one area, so that’s where I focused my attention. I opened my Sight back up, and there it was – a spell with the tangled weave of tiny threads I was growing used to expecting from the Soulstealer.

      I inhaled sharply, and Theresa tensed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I don’t know for sure,” I replied, frowning. “The zombie left something behind in the bite. Some bit of magic. Hang on.”

      I examined the spell carefully, looking for a loose end I could use to unravel the thing. While I watched it with my Sight, I noticed something alarming. It was sending out small tendrils of magic, which took root in the surrounding tissue. The thing was growing like a magical tumor. I needed to find a way to stop it, and fast.

      Those roots might be the answer. I waited until another little thread stuck out, trying to root in her skin, and used my magic to pull on the thread. With luck, I might be able to rip the entire spell apart with my own magic.

      But instead it seemed to absorb all the power I put into it. The root redoubled and thickened, spreading even more rapidly and sending out dozens of little rootlets all around. I stopped, but the damage was done. The spell had spread much more rapidly under my meddling.

      “Ryan, what the hell is it?” Theresa asked. She was staring at her arm in horror. I turned off my Sight and understood at once. The corruption being spread by the spell was visible now. Small black lines spread from the wound under the surface of the skin.

      “It’s magic,” I said. “I’m trying to break the spell, but it’s not going to be easy.” I thought for a moment. I could try to overwhelm the spell with power, but that might make it grow even faster. I could try to burn it out, but I’d do damage to her arm at the same time. There had to be another way, but the spell was too complex, shifting too fast for me to grasp the pattern well.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and almost jumped to my feet. It was Melicent. Her makeup was smudged a bit, and there was a tear in the bottom hem of her dress, but she was still largely a magnificent jewel in the middle of our roughed-up pile of refugees from a zombie survival flick. I met her eyes and saw her concern.

      “May I help? I overheard what you said.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. My first impulse was to say no. It didn’t seem like Melicent was especially strong with her magic, although she’d clearly had some practice. If my power wasn’t up to the task, I doubted she would be able to help much either. And I had a niggling worry as well. People who could use magic were damned rare. Running into one I’d never met before ‘by chance’, when I was in a trap set by a powerful wizard seemed like too much coincidence to me. How did I know she wasn’t working with the Soulstealer?

      “I’m not sure…” I started to say.

      Then Fletcher was there. “Ryan, she helped me get everyone to safety. Maybe let her try?”

      “I’m good at healing,” Melicent said. “It’s really the only thing I’ve practiced much, but I’m pretty skilled.”

      I mulled it over for a moment. Theresa made the decision for us, though.

      “I want this thing off. Now,” Theresa said, her voice shaking. I couldn’t fault her for it – if I had a zombie-bite spell growing on my arm, I’d be shaking too. “Melicent, if you can, please do.”

      Melicent sat down next to me and gently took Theresa’s arm in her hands. “I’ll need you to hold very still.”

      Theresa nodded, not moving her arm at all, and Mel closed her eyes.

      I tried to watch what she was doing with my Sight. Her magic was easy enough to spot. It Looked like rose light, spilling from her hands and running up Theresa’s arm. It ran in tendrils over her skin to meet the dark curves of the cancer-like spell spreading from the bite.

      Where it met them, something strange happened. She didn’t force the tendrils away. Instead, they shifted color. Everywhere her power touched, the dark color vanished, replaced by Mel’s rose magic.

      Her power curled around the wound, touching the outside edge from all sides, and then swirled down the tendrils into the core of the spell, changing it. There was the smallest flash of magic as her tendrils all met in the middle. The entire spell glowed with Mel’s magic for a moment – and then vanished, the rose fading quickly into the pink of healthy skin.

      I snapped off my Sight to examine the wound through normal eyes. Not only were the black lines gone, but the bite itself seemed to be mostly closed. She’d accelerated the wound’s healing by days, at least. I was impressed. I’d never tried something like that, and wasn’t sure how she’d done it.

      Mel sat back heavily, lowering Theresa’s arm and raising her hand to her head.

      “Are you all right?” Fletcher asked, putting his hand on her shoulder.

      “Yes,” she said. “Just a headache.”

      Which might make sense, if she was unused to using her power often. I’d had the same issues, early on. But the way she’d known right away how to beat the spell – I wasn’t sure. She should have needed a lot of experience and practice to manage that. So why the weakness?

      “Where did you learn to do that?” I asked.

      “Is it that important?” Theresa asked, smiling up at Melicent. “She did it. Thank you so much!”

      Mel beamed back at Theresa. Then she looked at me, still smiling. “I grew up in a rough place, Ryan. Healing was something I could do to help people out. The first magic I ever used was to heal someone.”

      I looked deep into her eyes as she spoke. She didn’t blink or look away, and I could sense a passion behind her words. What she was saying rang true.

      “I gather you had a different start for your own magic…?” she asked.

      I winced and looked away. Yes, I had. I still remembered being surrounded by eight guys who thought I was small and too smart for my britches. I fought back, but they were all larger, stronger. The more I fought, the more they hurt me. Until in desperation I lashed out with magic I hadn’t even known I had. I faced them all with visions out of their own worst nightmares, nightmares which chased them through the daylight and didn’t go away no matter how fast they ran. Nor did they have the easy escape of waking up from the dream.

      One of them ran straight into a major road and was killed by a car.

      It took me a while to understand what I had done. It took some study, some learning, and some practice to gain control over this strange new part of me. And once I had gained control, I tried to escape my magic, so that I’d never harm someone with it again. I’d fled to Northshield hoping to get away from it forever. Instead, I ended up forced to use my powers over and over to save others. It was something I’d worked hard to come to grips with. Maybe I would never be fully free of that demon from my past. Maybe by helping others, I could expunge at least a little of it. Guilt is a nasty emotion, and doesn’t fade quickly.

      “Yes, I can see that in your eyes,” Mel said. I hadn’t realized how much of my thoughts must have been visible on my face. “So much pain. You know, some say that the way our magic is born forever flavors the way we are best at using it.”

      I’d never heard that, and hoped it wasn’t so. If it was true then my magic would always be strongest when used to hurt people.

      Almost like she was reading my thoughts, Mel went on: “But don’t worry, Ryan. You can learn to bend your magic to other uses, in time.”

      I shook my head to clear it. We didn’t have time for this right now. Some of the other students were beginning to come back out of the conference rooms into the hallway, now that the sounds of fighting had stopped.

      “Can you heal the other wounded cadets?” I asked.

      “Yes, I think so,” Mel replied.

      “Good. We’ll get you a first aid kit. Just tell them you have medical training, and let them think you’re bandaging the wound, OK?”

      Melicent arched an eyebrow at me. “This is not my first time doing this.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. I smiled at her, and her face softened. “I really appreciate you helping. Thanks.”

      Then I stood back up. It was time to take stock of our situation. The zombies had been blocked for the moment. But the real enemy was still out there somewhere. I didn’t know what the Soulstealer’s next move would be, but I knew we didn’t have much time to prepare.
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      I walked over to the door, where the zombies were still pounding away. The axe handle was holding. I checked to make sure it wasn’t liable to wiggle free, but it was stuck in place. The doors were sturdy, and it seemed like they’d last for a long while. That was good and bad. Good, because at least we were safe from that problem. Bad, because it meant we were stuck up here, and that meant the Soulstealer would know precisely where to find us.

      Worse, I realized we’d been predictable. Fleeing to the upstairs was the logical choice. I still didn’t have any better ideas for what we could have done to protect so many people from so many attackers. But my enemy had known before he ever launched that attack how we would respond. He knew we’d be right about where we were.

      This place was a trap.

      But then, I’d known that all along, hadn’t I? This entire night was one big trap. It was a set-up designed to catch one person: me. That made me wonder. Why all the subterfuge? Why not just snatch me up some night in the dark? Or why not just blast in here himself from the start? Why go to all these lengths?

      He was being careful. Cautious. I had the feeling of someone who played chess a lot, or at least would be good at it if he did. But then, I played chess too – and I tended to play fast and reckless. I’d trade pieces like mad, get the game down to the last few bits, and then pull out a win. Occam’s Razor in motion, that was me. It worked more often than you’d think.

      I supposed that I was about to see the ultimate test of both of those strategies.

      There was something else all the subterfuge told me. It said he wasn’t sure. If he was really confident he could take me easily, I had to believe he’d have just gone for it. But he wasn’t. First, he lured me off my home turf through the best means possible. He threatened the people I cared about. Then, he trapped me in place and cut me off from outside help, and instead of attacking directly he chose to work through creatures he’d created with his magic. He was trying to wear me down before he struck at me directly.

      He wasn’t sure he could take me in a straight up fight. Which meant I might have a chance, if I could just keep from expending too much magic. I was going to need to be very careful. I’d burned far too much power already. I needed to conserve every bit I could.

      A hand came to rest on my shoulder.

      It was a gentle touch, but it startled me enough anyway that I was reaching for my magic as I turned around. It was Fletcher, standing there with a worried frown on his face. I relaxed my grip on the spell I’d been about to cast.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      Letting go of the spell I’d been building took me a moment. I was going to have to watch that. If my first reaction to any perceived threat was to sling magic at it, I was going to run out of power when I needed it most. And if I was so high strung that a touch on the shoulder had me reacting like it was an attack, then I had bigger issues.

      “Yeah. I’m a little tense,” I said.

      “A little?” He didn’t try to mask the irony in his voice. Then he shrugged. “Look, we’re going to have problems here soon.”

      My guard went up immediately, and I scanned the hall looking for threats. All I saw were cadets and their dates slowly coming out of conference rooms and milling about in the big hallway. I didn’t see anything amiss.

      “What’s the trouble?” I asked.

      Fletcher gestured behind him at the other cadets. “We’ve got a lot of frightened people here. They’re going to be pretty upset. What should we tell them?”

      I found myself annoyed. I had enough problems to worry about. “We could try telling them the truth?” I ventured, not trying to veil my sarcasm.

      Fletcher didn’t say anything. He just stood there giving me The Look. The long-suffering one that said I was being difficult.

      I tried to think of an answer that was going to work. We had zombie bodies scattered all over the floor, one dead cadet, and a ton of bystanders. Fletcher was right. They were nervous right now, but any minute they were going to come over and start checking out the bodies. Some of them were already drifting that way. I was no good at crafting creative cover stories for this sort of thing. Miles usually handled that.

      “We need to keep them away from the bodies, as much as we can,” I said. “Let’s get people together in a room someplace. It’ll be easier to defend.” Privately, I wondered if there was a conference room big enough to house all these people. We had a lot of cadets here with their dates.

      “And then what?” he asked.

      “The fire alarm went off before the power cut out. I have to believe we’ll get help up here sooner or later. This is Vermont. They have emergency crews that can handle storms.”

      “So we just hole up here until then?”

      It wasn’t a great plan, but it was all I had for now. “And keep these people safe,” I added.

      He turned away from me and started waving his arms for attention.

      “OK, everyone. We need to get people into locations that are as secure as possible. We’re going to occupy the conference halls on other side of the hall here, and bar the doors.”

      “What the hell is going on, Fletcher?” one cadet asked. He was followed by a chorus of shouts.

      “At ease!” Fletcher bellowed in his best drill sergeant tone. His voice carried through the hall and to my surprise, it actually shut people up. It shouldn’t have shocked me. We were cadets. We’d all been through the same training, and part of it was conditioned responses to authority.

      “All right,” Fletcher went on. If he was shocked that everyone was listening to him, he didn’t show it. “I want Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie platoon cadets and their dates in this room,” he pointed at a door. Some people started shuffling that way.

      “Delta, Foxtrot, and Gulf over there. Remember to secure the door once you’re all inside,” he said.

      People were moving. There was still some grumbling, but people were moving. This was going to work. I heaved a sigh of relief. Getting the civilians out of the line of fire was key. These people didn’t just lack magic. They didn’t even have the advantage Theresa and Fletcher did of knowing what the heck they were up against. Getting them out of the way would free me to act.

      Then the power came back on. The lights were back, the alarm was blaring again, and the vents started kicking out warm air once more. The reactions to this were varied. Some people covered their ears against the alarms, which were loud enough you could hear the person next to you talking, but would have had to strain to hear much more than that. But there was a scattering of applause and even a few cheers. I felt like applauding myself. The emergency lights were creepy as hell.

      But I wasn’t cheering. The Soulstealer had been the one to turn the power off in the first place. Which meant that turning it back on had something to do with the next phase of his plans. I looked at the vents. Would he try to send something in that way, use the air to push in a gas or something?

      “Kittybreeze, check the vents for danger?” I whispered. There was a brush of wind past my ear, and she was off. If there was anything wrong there, she’d let me know.

      What else? What was I missing?

      “Let’s get some people armed,” I said to Fletcher. It seemed like a good precaution.

      “What, like this?” he said, pulling out an eight inch blade. I had no idea where he’d been hiding it, but I smiled. Fletcher was always good at having something like that around when he needed it.

      “Got a spare?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “But wait here.” He went into a conference room. He was only gone for a few moments, and came back out with a table leg.

      A few steps brought him to the door, and he shoved the table leg into the slot where the axe handle held the door closed. Then he pulled out the axe and handed it to me.

      “Will that do?” he asked.

      I hefted the axe and nodded.

      “But can’t you just...” He wiggled his fingers.

      “Not if I want to have enough juice left to face the main bad guy when he finally shows up.”

      Fletcher’s eyes widened. “This is just the opening move.”

      “Yeah. To wear me out.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by a scream from somewhere on the far end of the hall. I froze, but only for a moment. Theresa reacted faster. She was already pushing her way through the crowd before I started moving. I jumped into the wake she was leaving behind her.

      We broke through the crowd into a scene of red carnage. A quartet of zombies were there, tearing into victims who hadn’t moved fast enough. Each had grabbed a victim, and were biting at them. All four people were still alive and screaming, but they wouldn’t be much longer.

      Theresa ran over to one of the things and kicked it in the head. She fired off a front snap kick – the same kick that I’ve seen her drive through five one-inch pine boards in class. The zombie’s head didn’t just snap back; it practically exploded, sending rotten bits from inside the broken skull to splash against the wall.

      But it was dead. Or dead again. Or something. Maybe the Soulstealer really had seen too many zombie flicks – damaging the brain seemed to break the spell.

      I still had my axe, and charged forward at another of the things. I brought the axe down in an overhand swing. It looked up just as the axe plowed down, and drove deep into its forehead. My target slumped down on top of the woman it had been gnawing, which made her scream even more loudly.

      The other two zombies noticed us about then, and lunged up from their snack food. One went after Theresa, and she back-peddled fast, blocking the thing as it tried to grab her arm. The other one came at me, and I yanked up hard on the axe handle so I could take it down as I had its buddy.

      The axe was stuck. I glanced down. I’d driven the blade so deep into the thing’s skull that it wasn’t coming loose.

      I looked back up and came almost nose to teeth with the zombie. This time I screamed. I couldn’t help it. The stench and evil and just raw wrongness of the thing about to bite my face off was too big.

      I reacted in blind panic, shielding myself. The thing slammed into the shield and gnashed at it, unable to pass. I held my arm up to fend it off, and then punched it in the head, firing off a spell as I did. The spell hammered through the skull, smashing everything inside.

      My attacker dropped to the ground.

      Fletcher had caught up with us now, and was rushing to help Theresa. “Take out the head!” I shouted to him.

      He didn’t acknowledge my yell, but I could tell he’d heard me when he threw his knife. The blade tumbled end over end and lodged itself in the zombie’s temple. It dropped like a felled tree.

      Fletcher continued his rush to Theresa’s side. He looked frantic, checking her for injuries. “Are you OK?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Thanks for the save.”

      “That’s what we do, right?” he replied.

      They were smiling at each other again. In fact, they were smiling really broad smiles, and not paying much attention to anything else. Any other time, I would have loved to see that. I’d have happily given up the date with Theresa to see those two not at each others’ throats anymore. But right now we had a zombie issue. These four were down, but how the hell had they gotten up here in the first place?

      The elevator dinged.

      “Shit,” I breathed.
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      I yanked hard on the axe blade, trying vainly to wrest it from the fallen zombie’s skull. The doors of the elevator were sliding open. It was like a slow motion nightmare for me. I couldn’t get my weapon free, and zombies started pouring through the doors as soon as the gap was wide enough. The wider the gap, the faster they came.

      “Heads up!” I shouted. I didn’t have time to see if Fletcher and Theresa were ready. I could already tell there were too many of the things for us to take in hand to hand combat. The scene reminded me of a sick twist on a circus clown act – how many zombies could you fit in an elevator? It turned out the answer was quite a lot.

      I readied my magic. I knew the spell that would cut the things off from their power source, but it was going to use up a lot of power, and I hadn’t tried doing it to more than one zombie at a time, and I wasn’t sure I could. I lashed out at the nearest one with the spell, and it went down. But there were so many!

      There was a roar behind me, and then a wave of people crashed past me. Two dozen or so men and women in dress blues drove into the things, armed with weapons they’d improvised from tables and chairs. A couple of them had brought knives to the party like Fletcher had. I’d forgotten – as the Soulstealer might have forgotten – that these people weren’t ordinary bystanders. They were cadets at a military college. Half of them were planning to join the armed forces when they graduated. Most of them were fit, even athletic. And none of them were willing to go down without a fight.

      We’d shown them how to kill the things. Once they knew how, they were more than willing to take the fight to the enemy. Even if the enemy was something as strange as zombies.

      They drove all the way to the elevator, smashing and impaling skulls as they went. I saw one cadet go down, three zombies piling on him. But before I could use magic to save him, his buddies turned their clubs on his attackers.

      I panted in place as the fight rolled past me, working to catch my breath again. “Don’t let the elevator go back down again!” I shouted.

      I didn’t need to. The last zombies died in the doorway of the lift, their bodies blocking the thing from closing.

      “Round two to us,” I said.

      “At a cost,” Theresa replied. Then she raised her voice, saying “Let’s get the wounded over here so we can patch them up. Gently now!”

      And there were a good number of wounded. Some folks with scratches, others with a bite or two. And those four first victims had been pretty badly bitten. One of them was bleeding a lot from her arm, where she’d held it up to keep the zombie from savaging her throat.

      But they’d all recover. Already Mel was threading through the wounded, working her magic on their bites. I hoped she would have the energy to heal them all. When I looked at her face, she seemed troubled, distracted. She was burning a lot of magic to save these people. I went over to her side.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You’re amazing.”

      She blushed. “Not so much as that. Just a little gauze and tape.” She had found a first aid kit somewhere, and was using it to bind wounds as she worked the Soulstealer’s spell out of those who were bitten.

      “Are you doing OK?” I asked. How long can you keep this up, I wanted to ask but didn’t.

      “So far,” she said. But her eyes looked tired.

      “Thanks again. It means a lot.” I left her side, and looked around.

      Well, this had stirred up a hornet’s nest. I listened to some of the hot-heads talking. They were high from winning this fight, and wanted to take the fight downstairs, clear the whole building.

      “They went down easy. We can take them!” I overheard one guy say.

      The chatter was spreading. These people were afraid. And they were fighters. It was going to be tough to convince them not to fight. But I had a feeling there were a lot of zombies down there, and we were going to take hellish casualties, even if I burned every erg of my magic trying to help.

      I caught Fletcher’s eye and shook my head sharply. He took the hint. If anybody could stop this before it got totally out of control, it would be him. They respected him in a way they never would a freshman like me.

      “Better bet,” Fletcher said. “Let’s get out of here and let the police deal with these things.”

      “Why not handle them ourselves?” one guy asked.

      “Because the cops will have guns,” Fletcher said. “Faster, less dangerous. Fight smarter, right?”

      Some people seemed mollified by that, but the loudmouth kept asking questions. “But we’re stuck here. How do we get out?”

      “You see those alarms?” Fletcher asked. “They’re ringing in the local fire station too. Probably already trying to get up this mountain to us.”

      “Through this storm?”

      “Dude, this is Vermont,” Theresa broke in. “These people eat storms like this for breakfast and spit them out as snowball fights.”

      That got a lot of chuckles. Winter weather in this state was legendary, and those of us from elsewhere had given a grudging respect to the people nutty enough to live their whole lives here.

      Fletcher went and put his arm over the shoulder of the protesting cadet. “DeWitt is dead. So far we’ve been lucky and everyone else is OK. I say we keep it that way, all right?”

      He stared long and hard into the other man’s eyes. The other cadet broke the staring contest first, looking down at his feet and nodding.

      “Good! Now, we need to fortify this floor as best we can. Arm everyone else, and get ready to move when rescue does get here,” Fletcher said.

      “Fletch, what the hell are these things? They look like something out of a TV show.” I checked the shoulder braid on the guy asking the question – a senior, and a battalion commander to boot. He outranked Fletcher and was a year ahead. There were only a couple dozen seniors here, but a lot of them could try to pull rank, take over. So far they hadn’t.

      “You tell me, Bill,” Fletcher said. “They look like zombies to me.”

      I groaned inwardly. But really, there wasn’t any way to sugar coat this. I was sure Miles would figure out some sort of spin for the news. But most of these people knew what they were seeing. They knew that these things weren’t living beings. They were each facing the same horror I had when I’d learned that there really were monsters.

      Some of them might forget, in time. They’d believe the cover story. They’d let someone talk them into thinking it was panic or mass hysteria or whatever. And they’d live their lives without worrying about this day, except for nights when they woke in a cold sweat from a bad dream.

      But some of them were never going to let this go.

      This Bill looked like he might be one of them. I watched his face as the struggle he was going through played out there. One part of him wanted to scoff that zombies weren’t real. But the other part was looking down at the bodies of the things we’d killed, and his gut knew what the answer was. That reality wasn’t as simple as he thought it had been. His world was being rocked right now. I knew how he felt. It wasn’t a fun time.

      “OK, Fletch,” he said at last. “Say they’re zombies.”

      A few other people chuckled nervously at that, but the chuckles died out fast. Nobody was in a laughing mood.

      Bill sagged a little. “Then what do we need to do?”

      Fletcher took that as an abdication of command, and stepped back into the vacuum to take charge. “We arm people, first off. Then we make sure there are no more ways they can sneak up here. Get the freshmen looking for holes, ducts, dumb waiters, anything that they might be able to get to us through.”

      People were nodding now. It was nice to have someone else giving the orders, taking charge, taking responsibility. I wished like hell that I could do that.

      Instead, I wandered a little away from the main group, past the elevator. The stairway Theresa and I had fled up not too long ago yawned dark in front of me. I wanted to check that axe we’d left down there. It was a weak point in our defense – someplace we couldn’t easily see. If it came loose, we could have a lot of zombies in our laps.

      “Hey, wait up,” Theresa said behind me. I looked back. She had both hands around the handle of the axe I hadn’t managed to dislodge. She planted her foot against the zombie’s skull and yanked hard. The axe came free with a disgusting noise. Bits of rotting tissue decorated the blade, and she wrinkled her nose at the smell.

      “Gonna check the bottom door,” I said.

      “Good idea. I’ll ride shotgun.”

      We went down the stairs maybe more slowly than we needed to, but it felt safer that way. We crept side by side as the shadows got deeper around us. There was an emergency light at the landing, but the steps themselves were only dimly lit. Theresa had the axe at the ready in both hands. I had magic ready to fly. A gentle wind brushed past my ear.

      “Where have you been?” I whispered.

      Theresa looked at me strangely.

      “Kittybreeze is here,” I said. Whispering seemed silly, but I still kept my voice soft.

      “Can she scout for us?” Theresa asked.

      I wanted to smack my head. Of course she could. Invisible, untouchable, she was the perfect scout for moments like this. The zombies wouldn’t notice her or be able to hurt her even if they could.

      “Kittybreeze, can you peek ahead to see if there are enemies?”

      She was gone in a flash, leaving a cool wind in her wake.

      “You need to learn how to utilize your friends’ strengths better, Ryan. All of us,” Theresa said.

      I didn’t reply. There wasn’t much I could say. I knew she was right. I was very good at trying to take everything on myself, and very bad at knowing how best my friends and allies could help me out.

      The silence at the bottom of the stairs was deafening. The axe was still in place, just as we’d left it. The doors were closed. Nothing pounded on the far side. No zombies beating at the door trying to hammer through the reinforced core.

      “Where did they go?” Theresa asked, voicing the question both of us were thinking.
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      I pressed my ear up against the door, straining to hear even the smallest sound. Still nothing. It didn’t make any sense. Where had they all gone? It had to be a trick of some sort. The bunch of zombies we’d killed upstairs when they poured out of the elevator couldn’t have been the whole of them. Could it?

      “Did we get them all?” Theresa asked.

      “I don’t know. Let’s wait for Kittybreeze.”

      We didn’t have long to wait. She drifted back through the doors only a minute or two later, swirling with consternation. The spirit didn’t speak, but she was still able to communicate with me through images and ideas. She’d seen more zombies, but they were all in the far stairwell. There weren’t any more in the main hall or banquet room.

      “It sounds like the coast is clear,” I said. “We should check it out.” I was excited. This might be just the break I was hoping for. It looked like Soulstealer had underestimated the cadets badly. He hadn’t made nearly enough zombies to overcome us all. He probably hadn’t counted on everyone pitching in during the fight.

      “Are you sure?” Theresa asked. Her brows were knitted together. “Maybe we ought to go back upstairs and get some of the others.”

      “Which might give the zombies on the far side time to come back down,” I pointed out. I was convinced this was our big break. If we could take the initiative now, throw Soulstealer off balance, then I could find a way to beat him.

      “Your call, Ryan,” she said, putting her hands up in the air.

      I reached for the axe handle holding the doors closed. As quietly as I could, I slipped it free. Silence seemed like the best bet, no matter how sure I was that the zombies were gone. I opened the door a crack and peeked out.

      The lights were back on down here, too. Some of them had been smashed in the fight and subsequent flight. But enough of them were still lit that I could see the whole dance floor and hall. Nothing moved out there. It was eerie.

      I opened the door the rest of the way and slipped out. The room was bitterly cold, winter wind swirling in through shattered windows. I shivered. Theresa made a move to follow me, but I shook my head. She glared daggers at me, but I pointed to her axe and the door. If this was a trap, someone needed to be on the other side of that door to seal it again.

      Quickly as I could manage, I went over to the far side. Another set of double doors led to the stairs there. Unfortunately, these opened out toward the stairs. There was no way to bar them. I could hear the zombies banging on the door upstairs. There wasn’t really anything I could do to bar the door.

      Well, there wasn’t anything non-magical, anyway. I reached out with my magic and touched the hinges of each door with heat. Lots and lots of heat – enough that they glowed cherry red for a second or two. The brass fittings ran a little bit, and then I released the spell. Another costly expense of magic, but they’d have a hard time getting those doors open. They had enough mass and brute strength that they could probably force them open eventually, but it would buy us some time.

      I scanned the room again. Still no movement. The rooms upstairs were the trap. If we moved very quickly we could escape before Soulstealer could stop us. I dashed back across to the other side. Theresa still had the door open a crack, watching me. As soon as I got close she swung it wide and let me back in.

      “I’ve trapped the things in the other stairwell. It’ll hold them there for at least a little while. We need to get the others,” I said.

      “And bring them where?” she asked.

      “Anywhere but here. This is the place he wants us to be. I don’t want to be playing this game his way.” I slid the axe I was still holding back into place to brace the door. I was pretty sure there were no more zombies sitting out there, but just in case...

      “OK,” Theresa said. “But we need to know where we’re bringing people before we go there. It doesn’t make any sense to wander aimlessly.”

      “We can’t go outside. Still too cold, and the blizzard isn’t slowing down,” I said.

      “So you want to move to the other wing of the hotel?” she asked. “Why would that be better?”

      I thought about it. The other wing was all hotel rooms. It would be harder to keep everyone together. We’d be split up, divided. It wasn’t going to be easier to defend. If anything, it might be harder.

      “I think it’s worth checking out, at least. I’m going to go scout it out.” I scooped the axe back into my hands, the weight feeling more comfortable there every time I picked one up. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.” I added, flashing her a smile. She rolled her eyes.

      “Like you always are, I’m sure,” she said.

      “Yup!” I ignored the friendly sarcasm, smiled back and was gone, creeping my way across the dance floor toward the other wing.

      I sent Kittybreeze on ahead a little bit to scout. The two wings were connected by a glass hallway, with sliding doors on each side. Since the power seemed to be back on all over, I figured I could nip over, check the place out, and then come back.

      Partway down the hall between the wings, I had a sudden thought. Where were the hotel staff? There was a kitchen here someplace. They had a big dinner they were going to serve as part of the ball. There ought to be maintenance people here too, and front desk staff. But the space ahead of me looked empty. Where was everyone?

      A splash of blood decorated the wall of the hotel lobby, giving me my first clue that something bad had happened here. From the lobby, I could either take an elevator upstairs into the rooms there, or continue through the lobby into the little hotel restaurant. I thought for a moment about which direction to go. There ought to be other guests here. It was ski season, and there should be tons of tourists here. A lot of the rooms upstairs should have had people in them.

      Who would have come downstairs when the fire alarms sounded. Where had they all gone?

      I decided to check out the restaurant instead. Maybe I could find a clue about where all those people had gone.

      But the restaurant was empty, too. It hadn’t been empty for long though. Windows were smashed out. Broken chairs littered the floor. A couple of tables had been tossed up as a barricade in one corner. But no one was hiding there. I saw more splashes of blood here and there, but nowhere did I see enough blood to make me think anyone had died here. I’d seen people bleed out before. There was a lot of blood involved.

      If they hadn’t died here, where had they all gone?

      Kittybreeze swirled past me, drawing my eye to the floor near the kitchen. I saw smears of blood there, like someone had dragged bleeding bodies through the swinging double doors. In or out, I wasn’t sure, but it seemed to be worth a look. The doors had portholes at about eye level. I peeked through.

      The scene inside had all the blood that had been missing from everywhere else, and then some. It looked like someone had painted the room red. I didn’t see any bodies, but there were bits of things that looked like they’d been from bodies originally, scattered about. I felt my stomach turn over just looking at the carnage. There was so much blood. The floor, the walls, even the ceiling was splashed with crimson.

      I was about to turn away when I saw movement. Just a fluttering shift of red on red, but it caught my eye. There was a man in there. He looked as red-painted as everything else in the room, which was why I’d missed him at first glance. At first I thought the movement had been my imagination. That he was dead.

      But then he moved again. Just the tiniest flutter of a hand, but it was there. He was alive. Hurt, unconscious, but not dead yet. I had to find a way to help him. If he’d been bitten, we could patch him up. I could get to him to Mel, and she could work her trick with any bite wounds he had.

      There wasn’t any time to waste. I pushed open the doors of the kitchen. I was ready for the stink of blood, but not for the smell of sulfur that hit my nose.

      “Shit,” I said. I snapped on my magical Sight just in time to see the last bits of the triggering spell vanish, and the second spell – with Soulstealer’s trademark complex weave – light a small spark in the middle of the room.

      With half a moment left, I threw the strongest shield I could around myself. I brought the spell up just in time. The spark ignited the natural gas fumes filling the room, and the kitchen exploded.

      The force of the detonation blew the walls off the room and blasted apart the ceiling. My shield held out the concussion, but the force of it blew my little bubble of magic across the restaurant with me still inside. I smashed against the far wall and fell to the floor, dazed.

      I barely managed to keep the shield intact as waves of flame washed around me. The shield had protected me from the explosion and heat, even from most of the impact against the wall. I was battered and bruised by the experience, but I was still in one piece. The restaurant was another story. Everything around me was a ruin. I climbed slowly back to my feet to survey the damage.

      Fires were scattered all over. The blast had broken the water line feeding the sprinklers. Water pumped enthusiastically in one corner of the kitchen, but it wasn’t reaching the fires burning everywhere else. This whole wing might burn to the ground. Or it might just fall over. The walls of the kitchen were more destroyed than intact, and I could tell that there had been damage to the floor above as well. I wasn’t sure whether this place would stay upright even if I could somehow put out the flames.

      It was just another trap. Soulstealer hadn’t even spent much magic on it. Just the tiniest bit to trigger the trap when the door opened, and a smidge more to light a spark. The rest he left up to the physics of a lot of natural gas igniting in a small, enclosed space.

      Meanwhile I’d burned a ton of my strength just to stay alive.

      Plus, he’d neatly cut me off. We couldn’t move over to this wing now. It was a wreck. His spell had trapped us right where I was sure he wanted us, in those conference rooms.

      I had to get back to the others. Theresa for sure would be worried about me after hearing the explosion. I staggered through the rubble, my shield keeping the heat away from me as the fires grew. I could put them out, but then I’d be burning even more magic. It didn’t seem worth it.

      There was no point in going back into the kitchen to check for survivors. I knew there wouldn’t be any.

      I reached the glass hall connecting the two buildings before Soulstealer sprang the next part of his trap.

      There were no more fires here. The glass had been broken in some places by fragments of building sent skyward by the blast, but it was largely intact. I let my shield drop to conserve my power and moved as quickly as I could to get to the other side.

      I was about halfway across when the snow outside the glass hall started to shift and move.

      All at once, zombies rose from the drifts. There had to be scores of them, maybe a hundred or more. They were lined up alongside the glass tube, packed in against it and filling more of the space beyond. With military precision, they all raised their right arms and swung at the glass.

      I did the only thing I could think of doing. I ran.
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      Sprinting as fast as I could, I made for the dubious safety of the far side. Glass exploded around me like deadly snowfall. I ran through it all. My only chance was to get through the hall before the zombies came in after me. I couldn’t take on this many, not all at once and surrounded like this!

      A wind whirled around me, deflecting the glass. Kittybreeze swirled in place, creating a small storm that blew the shards back. A few got through. I could feel a sharp pain along my cheek as one opened a cut. There was a stabbing pain in my thigh, but I ignored it and kept running.

      I hit the doors on the far end and slammed into them, bursting through without losing a step. Behind me, the zombies boiled into the hallway, giving chase.

      But I was in the ballroom now. Another fifty feet and I’d be to the door. I saw Theresa slip the door open and peek out. She saw me and beckoned. I kept running, limping a little now. My right leg was in agony, but I couldn’t even afford a moment to look down and see how bad the wound was.

      The other stairwell doors boomed, echoing across the room. The zombies trapped there were trying to get out, trying to cut me off. I grinned despite the pain in my leg. They’d have a tough time breaking through those melted hinges. That was one bit in my favor. Again and again they pounded against the doors. I could hear the metal groaning even from across the room.

      The doors burst asunder as I reached Theresa’s side. More zombies poured into the ballroom.

      “Come on!” she shouted, pulling me inside and slamming the door shut behind me. She slid her axe back into the door handles. I’d lost mine in the explosion without even realizing it until then. Just in time. Fists hammered against the door, but we were safe. For now.

      I sagged against the floor, trying to catch my breath.

      “You’re hurt!” Theresa said. I wondered what I looked like. Singed, bruised, and cut up? I finally looked down to examine the wound on my right leg. There was a small shard of glass protruding from the thigh muscle. I wasn’t sure how the hell I’d managed to keep running with that stuck in me, but now that I saw it I felt woozy and sick to my stomach.

      “Need to get upstairs,” I managed to say.

      “Yes, we’ll have Mel look at you,” she said. “Come on, get up. You can lean on me.”

      I got to my feet and with her help began hobbling up the stairs. I knew enough about wounds to not just yank the glass out, but every time I looked down and saw a three inch chunk of glass sticking out of my leg I wanted to be sick to my stomach.

      By the time we got to the third floor, I was weak, dizzy, and my pants leg was soaked with blood. It wasn’t a fun trip. Fletcher was waiting there for us with a couple other cadets. All of them were armed with clubs or knives.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Fletcher asked. He took in my injury and must have decided to save the questions. He started barking orders instead. “Harding, Grant – pick him up. He shouldn’t be walking on that leg. Carry him inside.”

      I was scooped unceremoniously from my feet despite my protests that I could walk just fine. It was just as well. I was too exhausted to debate the point with anyone, so I stopped trying. Someone held the doors open while the two older cadets hauled me inside the hall.

      “Mel? Mel, we need you,” Fletcher said. “Ryan’s hurt.”

      They set be down gently on the hallway floor. I leaned back against the wall, grateful to not have my weight on the wounded leg. It was excruciating now, and I was careful to keep my eyes away from the wound. It wasn’t like I was squeamish about blood or anything. Looking at something protruding from my body was unnerving though.

      The Mel was there, crouching down next to me and opening the first aid kit. She examined the wound and frowned. “This is bad. It should be stitched. How did this happen?”

      “Good question,” Fletcher asked. “I heard the explosion. What the hell happened down there?”

      “I was scouting. The restaurant kitchen was booby trapped,” I said. “Then they ambushed me in the tunnel while I was headed – OW!”

      While I was talking Mel yanked the glass out of the wound. I closed my eyes against the sudden pain, and felt her apply pressure with something against the cut. When I opened my eyes again, my vision was swimming a little.

      “You could have warned me!” I said.

      “Would have hurt more,” she replied in a distracted tone. Swiftly, she snipped a larger hole in my pants leg. I groaned. The dress uniforms were expensive! I was really tough on my clothes, and the bill wasn’t exactly cheap. Once she had enough room to work, she applied a pressure dressing and taped it in place. While she was dressing the wound, I could feel her working a little magic into the injury. The pain receded some. It wasn’t gone, but it was much better than it had been.

      “You still probably ought to have stitches,” she said. “But that will hold for now. And it’ll heal pretty quickly.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Can I stand on it?”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t recommend sprinting for a while.”

      I got back to my feet slowly, testing the leg. It would hold my weight, but not well and not for long. She was right. I wasn’t going to be running much for a while. Score another one for Soulstealer. Hampering our movements seemed to be a specialty of his.

      “The other wing is on fire,” Fletcher said. He cocked an eyebrow. “Your doing?”

      Burning things to the ground or blowing them up was sort of my thing, but this time it wasn’t my fault, and I was a little annoyed at the implication. “No. It was a neat trap.” I looked around the hall. The only people close were Mel and Fletcher, so I could speak more freely without being overheard. I filled Fletcher in on what I had seen.

      “So there’s what, a hundred of the things down there?” he asked.

      “Give or take a little. It was hard to count while I was running for my life.”

      He grunted. “Figure that’s where all the staff and other guests went?”

      I blinked. The thought hadn’t occurred to me, but it made sense. We’d seen the little bits of magic a zombie bite left behind in a victim. Mel had treated our people, but if zombies had bitten all those people, and the magic worked fast enough...

      “Could be,” I said.

      Another thing occurred to me. I was going to need to make sure every last zombie was wiped out. Otherwise we were going to have a real world zombie apocalypse on our hands. I wondered if Soulstealer cared, if he had some sort of failsafe to shut the things down, or if the spell animating them would eventually run out. Some people just like to watch the world burn. Was he one of those? Or something else?

      Either way, I had to stop him.

      “You could have told me where you were going,” Fletcher said.

      I winced. “You were busy getting everyone in order up here.”

      “Waiting another minute would have made that big a difference?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It wouldn’t have. I’ve recently been told I need to remember to ask for help more often.”

      “Whoever told you that was a smart woman,” Theresa said, coming over and catching the tail end of our conversation. “What did I miss?”

      “Me repeating things it seems you already said,” Fletcher said, sharing a smile with her.

      “OK! OK!” I shrugged. “I get it. I’ll work on that. And...I’m sorry, guys. I appreciate you. I just want to protect you. From this sort of thing.”

      It was a lame answer, but it was all I had. The guilt I was feeling about getting them into this mess was overwhelming.

      And it must have shown on my face. Mel stared at me for a long moment. “He threatened them, didn’t he?” she said softly. “That’s why you’re here at all. To protect them?”

      I wanted to protest, but my friends knew me too damned well.

      “When?” Theresa asked.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” Fletcher broke in.

      Their faces were both angry and hurt. Just like I was afraid they would be. I wasn’t ready for this. I didn’t know what to say. How to make this right?

      A little voice inside my head suggested just coming clean. So I told them the truth – all of it. I told them about Miles’ warning, about the attack in my room, about the threat Soulstealer made on their lives if I skipped the Ball. I told them that this whole mess was a carefully prepared trap that I had walked into knowingly to save them.

      “Huh,” Theresa said once I was finished. “So this was never a random attack. That’s why it’s all so well planned out.” She looked more thoughtful than angry, now.

      Fletcher was still mad. “You should have told us.”

      “And risked you stopping me from coming here? He’d have killed you,” I said.

      “Why couldn’t we have gone with you someplace else?” Theresa asked. “We could have gone to the safe spot Miles mentioned. Or set up our own trap together somewhere.”

      It was a good idea. And I’d thought about the option but discarded it. “That wouldn’t have stopped him from hurting someone else,” I said. “If the three of us were hiding out somewhere, he could have hurt us through other people. How would you have felt if he’d sent you threats about your mother, Theresa? Or your brother, Fletcher?”

      There were a whole mess of ways someone with magic as powerful as Soulstealer’s could hurt us without attacking us directly. I could only protect people I was with. I couldn’t save everyone I cared about, let alone all of the people they cared about. “That’s why I felt like the only option was to face him.”

      Some of the red anger cleared from Fletcher’s face. “Makes sense,” he said. Theresa looked ready to interrupt, but he continued. “No, it really does make sense to take this guy out. But if you’d explained this on campus, we could have helped you prepare better.”

      “Maybe,” I said. Personally, I thought I knew my friends well enough to know what their reaction would have been. They’d have tried to sacrifice themselves rather than letting me put myself in danger for them. They were good people, but that was something Soulstealer would have used against them if I’d let him.

      “Well, we’re here now. What do we do about it?” Theresa asked.

      “Stop dancing to his tune,” Fletcher said. “We need to find a way to take the initiative back. So far, he’s been calling all the shots.”

      “I agree. But how? When I tried, he was ready for it and almost nabbed me in a trap,” I said.

      “Together,” Theresa said. “Whatever we do next, we do it together.”

      Fletcher nodded, lips pursed. He was still deep in thought. I could see him running ideas and plans through his head. I hoped he came up with something better than I had. All I could think to do right now was try to hold our position and wait for help to come. And I doubted Soulstealer was going to give us that long before he attacked again.

      Screams and shouts sounded from the room next to us. I hated being right.
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      The door to the conference room was open. I was still hobbling my way along, so Theresa and Fletcher both rounded the corner before I could. Part of me wanted to tell them to stay back, to stay out of danger. The idea of my friends hurling themselves into who knew what wrenched at my guts. But they had the right to stand up and fight. I wasn’t going to take that away from them, even if I could.

      The scene in the room was chaos. A zombie was there, snarling and snapping, but six cadets with improvised clubs were keeping it at bay. Everyone else had backed up to the far side of the room. For a moment I wondered how the thing had gotten in, but then I recognized the clothes it was wearing. We’d lost one cadet, bitten to death during the first fight up here. This had to be him.

      “I never checked him for lingering magic, Ryan,” Mel said from behind me. “It must have animated him even after death.”

      The guys surrounding it seemed confused, hesitant. They had none of the fury they’d shown toward the swarm of zombies that had poured out of the elevator. Instead they were cautious. One of them was even trying to talk to the thing. I snapped on my Sight so I could really look at it, just in case there was anything lingering of the person he had been. But all I Saw was the Soulstealer’s magic in an otherwise empty shell.

      Somebody was going to get killed dealing with this thing, if we didn’t take it out fast. Worse, if Fletcher killed it he might lose authority with the other cadets. Anyone who thought the thing in front of them was really their dead friend, come back to them, would hate him if he took away that hope.

      I quickly brought some magic to my hand and fashioned it into the spell to cut the cord of magic binding the zombie. With a subtle flick of my wrist I released the spell. A moment later the thing dropped lifeless to the floor again.

      If I’d thought people had been confused before, that was nothing compared to what happened after the threat was gone.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Why is this happening?”

      “Are we all gonna die?”

      The voices started to turn into a babble. Fletcher tried to raise his voice over the others, but all he did was add to the din. I couldn’t blame them. Put them in front of an enemy they understood, that they could fight, and they’d probably do halfway decent. But this? Everything going on here was like something out of a bad B film.

      I had to find a way to get these people clear. It wasn’t fair that they were in the crosshairs too. Soulstealer was after me, but it didn’t matter to him who else was caught in the crossfire. It mattered to me, though. I went to the window while the others continued to shout at each other. Staring outside, I could see the flames growing around the other wing of the hotel. How many people had been inside there? Had any of them gotten out, or were they all zombies now, downstairs waiting for their chance to eat us?

      The weight of all those deaths was crushing. My breath caught in my throat. I couldn’t suck a fresh lungful of air in. My vision was swimming. All those people dead, and it was my fault. I’d failed utterly to protect them. If I wasn’t careful, I’d fail everyone up here with me, too.

      I grasped at that last thought like it was a life raft in a storm. These people needed me. They might see me as just one more random freshman, barely worth looking at. But I was their only real chance to get out of here, and I needed to get my act together if I was going to have a shot in hell at doing that.

      My fingers hurt. I opened my eyes again and looked down at them. They were clenched over the windowsill so hard that my knuckles had turned white. Gently, I forced my hands to relax their grip. I’d grieve for those dead people later. Right now the living still needed me.

      The cadets in the room were still yammering at each other. I was tired of listening to it. Half of me wanted to tell them all to shut up, and if they didn’t listen to show them a little magic until they did. But that wasn’t going to help anything. Hell, that could just end up with them thinking I had done all this. Better to keep things quiet, even if it was frustrating.

      I stepped quietly from the room back out into the hall. We were still reacting to things the Soulstealer did. I came here because he told me he’d hurt my friends if I didn’t. We all ran upstairs when he attacked – to precisely where he wanted us. When I tried to take the initiative, I tripped a trap that he’d set and barely escaped. What I needed to do was find a way to turn things around. The best bet would be to go on the offensive. But he wanted me to fight the zombies and wear myself out on them. That would be playing right into his hands.

      Second best option would be to do something that might flush him out. Or maybe do something that would help the other cadets get clear of this place. The storm was still raging outside. I was willing to bet that the local emergency crews were doing everything they could to get up the mountain to us, but that storm had to be stopping them. If I could get the weather fixed, help was probably not far away.

      I’d done a spell not unlike this storm once. To make the spell stay in place, I needed to use a physical object. Otherwise I’d have had to maintain my concentration the entire time to keep the spell going. I knew Soulstealer had to be somewhere nearby to direct his zombies as well as he had. The way they had all acted in concert when they smashed the glass implied that he was somewhere near enough to see me. So whatever he had used as a focus for the storm spell was probably somewhere nearby, too.

      I just had to find it and destroy it.

      I wandered back toward the safe stairwell. The two guards Fletcher had left there were still standing there, clubs in nervous hands. I smiled at them when I stepped out. They didn’t return the smile. They were looking down the dark steps, listening to the booming sounds coming from below. The zombies in the ball room were still hammering away at the door. I didn’t think they were likely to get through. They didn’t seem any stronger than they had been in life. But the sound was still unnerving.

      Set into the ceiling was what I was looking for: a trap door with a pull down ladder. That would get me up onto the roof. I went over to it and grabbed the pull-rope before one of the guards called out to me.

      “Hey, stay away from there.”

      I turned. I needed to get up there, but how was I supposed to explain that to a couple of upperclassmen? I could use magic to make myself hard to notice, but they’d never miss the trap door opening and snow swirling down.

      “Oh, he’s supposed to check out the roof,” Mel said from the doorway. “Fletcher wants to know if it’s safe up there, in case we need to evacuate this floor.”

      Mel was covering for me? I was grateful, and I could tell the story was twice as believable coming from Fletcher’s date as it would have been coming from me. But why? I was used to Theresa and Fletcher helping me out, but she was something new.

      “He said it was a good job for a freshman,” I said, shrugging.

      “Yeah, makes sense. Don’t freeze your ass off,” the guard said.

      “I’ll try not to,” I said. The ladder came smoothly down with a hard tug on the rope. It was steel, painted white, and smelled of old grease. I wrinkled my nose as I started to climb up. About the time I had reached the top the ladder started to wobble. I looked down, and saw Mel climbing up after me.

      “You’re coming too?” I asked.

      “Sure. Fletcher said he wanted someone with sense to make sure you didn’t fall off the roof. He feels responsible for you or something.”

      The guards both chuckled to each other. She was very smooth, and they were buying it completely. I had to hand it to her, she knew precisely what to say.

      “OK,” I said. “But we’re going to be cold and wet by the time we’re done.”

      “I’ve been cold and wet before,” she said, her voice flat. Something about her eyes told me the memory wasn’t a good one. Not for the first time I wondered what was going on behind those eyes.

      I pushed the thought from my mind for now. Time to get up there and see if I could find the Soulstealer’s spell focus. The trap door was locked, but a padlock wasn’t going to do more than slow me down a little. I used magic to heat the inner mechanism of the lock until I heard a little popping sound. It opened and rattled as it fell to the floor below.

      The latch holding the door in place moved easily. It made a squeaking noise as I pulled it loose even through all the grease coating the steel. I pushed a small bit of magic around myself to stay warm. Below me, I felt Mel work a similar spell for herself. Where had she learned to use her magic? Was she like me – someone forced to mostly figure it out for myself? Or had she found a teacher somewhere? A question I really wanted to ask her, but it would have to be another time. I pushed open the trap door.

      Snow swirled down through the opening. It was really coming down out there. It snowed a lot in Vermont. Fact of life about the place, and if anything Northshield seemed to get more snow than the surrounding area. So I was used to the cold, wet, white stuff. But this was crazy. It had to be coming down at a rate of several inches an hour. And the wind was whipping furiously this high. Nothing to block it, nothing to shield me from its fury.

      Nothing but Kittybreeze, anyway. As I stepped up onto the roof, she swirled around me, cutting away the worst of the wind. That both slowed the rate at which I was burning magic to stay warm and made it a lot easier to breathe. The wind was so strong it had literally taken my breath away at first.

      I took a few hesitant steps. I had a rough idea where the edge of the building was, but all I could see was white. Between the snowfall, the wind, and the heavy coating of white stuff on every surface, it would be easy to take a wrong step. Thirty feet to the ground would hurt, even with magic and deep snow at the bottom.

      Mel came up after me. “So,” she said. “What are we doing up here?”

      “Thanks for the help,” I replied, not really answering her question.

      “Glad to.”

      She stood silently next to me. I turned on my Sight, using it to Look about in the storm. Somewhere out there had to be Soulstealer’s focus. I wasn’t Seeing anything obvious, which was disappointing but not unexpected. If it was easy to find, I’d figure it was another trap anyway.

      It wasn’t going to be in the other wing. I could see the flames from here. The heavy snows were keeping the fire in check a bit, but the place was still burning. Soulstealer would never have blown the place to bits if he’d placed his focus there. Too risky.

      It wasn’t in the ballroom, either. I was pretty sure I’d have noticed it. And Soulstealer would have worried that I would notice it, even if I didn’t. He wouldn’t put it in plain sight like that. I was getting to know his style: cautious and methodical.

      I had a good idea where he had gotten this recent crop of zombies. They were the hotel staff and the other guests. But where had the first batch come from? They were a lot more decayed than these newer ones. The first ones had bits of bone showing, and were just…ugly looking. Rotten. They’d been dead for a while. Now, either Soulstealer had been gathering bodies up here for quite a while – which was possible – or he had found someplace nearby that had a lot of bodies ready to go. I was betting on the latter.

      I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. One of the privileges freshmen had earned after the first semester was over was phone use. They’d promptly shown up in every pocket immediately, and I wasn’t any different. I was glad to have pocket access to the internet again. Not having one had been like having part of my brain removed.

      “Ryan, I’m getting cold,” Mel said, hugging herself. I could see why. Her dress was thin, cut close to her body. It hugged every curve. And she had nice curves. I had to fight to keep my eyes on her face, which was embarrassing, but she was visibly cold. Heck, I was cool even in my dress uniform and plenty of magic. Even with her power working to keep her warm, she had to be chilly. “What are we doing out here?”

      “Looking for something,” I said. I was being deliberately vague. Mel was nice, but I wasn’t willing to give voice to my thoughts until I was more sure.

      She gave an exasperated sigh and stomped away from me a few feet. I turned back to my smartphone, brushing flakes off the screen.

      It powered on OK, but I wasn’t getting any bars. I checked for WiFi. Yup, the conference center had free WiFi, and it was still running. I connected and opened up my maps app. Once I centered the screen on the hotel, I found what I was looking for right away. There was a graveyard less than a mile away.
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      That was where the zombies had come from. It had to be. There wasn’t any way to hide that many bodies near here for very long. He had to have called them all up at once. I was willing to bet that was where the focus for this storm spell was, too. But I needed to be sure, which meant I needed to see it for myself. I sucked in a deep breath, wove the warmth spell around me as tightly as I could, and sat down in the snow.

      “Kittybreeze, can you be my eyes?” I whispered.

      She gave me an affirmative thought.

      I closed my eyes. We’d only done this once, and it was by accident. I wasn’t sure I could repeat it, even if she seemed to be. But almost as quickly as the doubt crossed my mind, she swirled around my head, whipping wind past my ears and face. And then just as suddenly, I was the wind. It was an incredible feeling. We flew not on the wind, but as a part of it. Effortless flight, simply by thinking about direction and destination. And I was along for the ride.

      She was in control, but I could see what she saw, and feel what she felt. It was dizzying at first, but not for long. After a few moments it felt natural for me to glide along through the air, just as it did for her.

      We had to go check out the graveyard I had seen on the map. She understood, and took us up sharply, the ground falling away underneath us. One advantage she had was that it would be very hard for anything to hurt her. Zombies couldn’t touch her. A natural animal wouldn’t even see her. And I could See magic through her eyes. I wasn’t sure if that was my own Sight being extended through the link, or simply how Kittybreeze saw the world all the time. Either way, her vision was painted with the swirls and patterns of magic as it spread and flowed across the world.

      Magic was like a webwork, connecting everything. The smallest leaf was bound to its branch, then to the tree, and through that to the Earth, and so on. That was how I had discovered the planetary ley lines. I simply traced that interlocking web of magic until I found the huge connections between worlds. But that same web went smaller, too. The connections went deeper and smaller than I could follow. My hunch was that every atom might be connected to all the others by a network of the tiniest ley lines.

      Right now, soaring above it all, I could see the interconnectedness of everything. It was stunning. Like all of the best sunsets I’d ever seen, woven together into a single image. I had to concentrate bring my mind back on task. Somewhere far below and behind us, my body would start getting cold before too long. And we were fast coming up on the graveyard.

      I was expecting cold stones looming from barren ground. You know, the sort of nightmare graveyard that films have made us expect zombies to spring from. This place was nothing like that. Kittybreeze circled it, looking for movement or danger. But all I saw was someplace serene. The headstones were mostly buried in the snow. Even the trees were festooned in enough white that they no longer looked barren with their bare branches. The ground was a universal white, a couple feet of powder covering everything.

      It looked peaceful. But there were flaws that marred the serene setting. I could see where there had been holes fresh dug in the ground. The snow had already piled in around those spots, mostly filling them in. But I could still see pock marks in the snow where someone’s grave had been disturbed.

      This was where the bodies had come from, all right. Now to see if I could spot the spell focus for the storm. It had to be here.

      The first pass around revealed nothing. We were going to have to get closer. Kittybreeze seemed reluctant, but at my urging she sped in toward the graves, skimming over the fresh snow. I scanned everything as I went along, but I wasn’t seeing anything out of the ordinary.

      Until I did. Nestled in a hollow of a tree trunk was something so completely out of place that I knew it had to be the focus. It was a snow globe. I’d seen them in the hotel gift shop when I arrived. The globe had a plastic image of the hotel in the center. It had amused me that a little hotel like this had special snow globes to sell to tourists. Vermont got a lot of winter tourism though. They probably sold a lot of the globes.

      Seeing one of them out here though, in the middle of nowhere? It would make a great focus, too. The image of the hotel would be ideal to keep the storm right where Soulstealer wanted it. I Looked hard at the glass. I wasn’t surprised to see the enemy’s tell-tale spells woven through and around it. The spell was quite a piece of work. Elaborate sigils danced on the air, holding in place a constellation of spells. I could barely see them all, the weave was so complex.

      This was what I was up against? How the hell was I supposed to beat someone who could create something like that? I wanted to run. Wanted it worse than anything in the world, and Kittybreeze reacted to strongly to that desire that she whipped around and fled from the scene, traveling away from the hotel and graveyard as fast as she could.

      It was another minute or two before I had calmed down enough to think clearly. I was totally out of my league here, but running off with my spirit attached to Kittybreeze wasn’t an option. My body would die. I had no idea how long it would survive without my spirit, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever. I wasn’t sure what would happen then. Would I become another spirit like Kittybreeze? Or would I simply vanish?

      I knew I didn’t want to find out yet. Soulstealer might be better at this game than I was, but I wasn’t going to give up without a fight. I thanked Kittybreeze for her quick response, and asked her to turn back around.

      She gave a thought that felt like a sigh. But she flitted back toward the graves again. This time, I studied the snow globe carefully. At first I thought the spell might be delicate enough that even moving the globe would be enough. But no – it looked like it had slid a bit at one point. And I was guessing that Soulstealer wanted the storm to continue even if a strong wind blew the globe over.

      That left two options: disrupt the spell, or damage the focus. I might be able to disrupt it if I was close enough. But my body was still very far away. I didn’t think I could do anything that fine tuned from so far. I tried to reach out and touch the spell, to see if I could. Nothing worked. I couldn’t work magic right now.

      That left damage. I’d seen Kittybreeze leave scratches on a person before. Her claws could cut in the real world. Could she do enough damage to break the globe? I asked.

      She seemed dubious.

      I was about out of options. Could we try?

      She spun about a few times, frustrated. Then she seemed to steel herself, and flew out in an arc away from the globe, building up speed as she went. It was fascinating, watching her turn the speed into solidity. She was building up enough force in the breeze which made up her body that the air would cut like knives.

      Ready, she dove at the snow globe.

      The moment she made contact, I knew something was terribly wrong.

      It was a sucking sensation, not like anything I’d ever felt before. Like being pulled into something that was too small to fit me, but I was being yanked along against my will anyway. I heard Kittybreeze yowl in anger and dismay inside my mind. We were trapped, being sucked through, pulled in. And there was nothing we could do.

      Kittybreeze turned to me then, and slashed at me with her claws. I felt blinding pain.

      I was back in my body. My head was throbbing, and I was numb from the waist down. I poured more magic into the heat spell, working to warm myself back up. My clothes were wet, which wasn’t helping. I focused the heat there, working to dry them out as I staggered back to my feet.

      “My god, you’re all right,” Mel said, suddenly beside me and helping me back up. I staggered a bit, but she caught me before I fell back down. She was warm, and dry, and smelled of roses. I pulled myself back together, forcing away thoughts I shouldn’t be having about my best friend’s date.

      “I’m OK,” I said. “Kittybreeze...”

      “Come inside with me. We’ll talk about it when you’re warm.”

      I let her lead me back toward the trap door. My body was still shaking, but warming up quickly. My thoughts were racing ahead. What had happened back there? We’d triggered some sort of trap. It had happened when we touched the globe. Kittybreeze had severed the connection between us, saving me from being captured as well. But she was still back there, sucked into – what? The snow globe itself? I thought that was possible. It felt about right, and I’d learned to trust my instincts when it came to magic.

      Part of me wanted to go jump off the roof and rescue her by myself. But I remembered what Theresa had said about needing to ask for help more often. She wasn’t wrong. I had a bad habit of running in and taking all the risks myself. It was time to ask.
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      Steam was rolling off my clothes as I descended the ladder back into the stairwell, but I was past caring. Kittybreeze was in danger. Of all my friends, she’d been with me the longest. She was always there, watching my back. Right now, every second might count. Who knew what Soulstealer might do to her now that she was caught in his trap?

      I jumped down the last three rungs, hitting the floor with a heavy thump that startled the cadets. They didn’t say anything to me as I stalked past. I pushed open the doors into the hall, Mel trailing along behind me. Fletcher was out in the corridor already talking to another cadet, but I didn’t see Theresa.

      “Ryan, you look half frozen,” Fletcher said as I came up to him.

      “Need to talk to you.”

      He looked hard at me for a moment. “Right now?”

      “Yes.”

      He turned back to the other upperclassman. “Excuse me a minute,” he said, shrugging. “Freshmen.”

      The other guy chuckled and nodded, but walked away and gave us some space.

      “What’s up? And why are you wet?” he asked.

      “I need your help. Kittybreeze is in trouble,” I said.

      “What? How?”

      I outlined the story quickly. Mel seemed surprised by the whole thing. Her eyes got very wide when I described the graveyard scene. But Fletcher seemed to take it in stride. He’d been through crazier things with me.

      “So if you can break this snow globe, you think the storm will lift?” he asked.

      “I think so. But right now, Kittybreeze is trapped. Probably in the globe. I have to get her out of there.”

      Fletcher tapped his lips with a finger. “How? Can you do it from here?”

      I shook my head. I wished there was some way I could reach that far. But my magic was mostly good for close up things. If I couldn’t see it, I was going to have a hard time impacting it. “No. I’m going to have to go there.”

      “Go there?” Fletcher half roared. He realized he was shouting, and brought his voice down. It didn’t lose any intensity though. “Go there how? How are you going to get past all those zombies and tromp what, half a mile through the snow in a blizzard?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, my shoulders sagging. I looked down at my feet. “I came to ask for help.”

      Fletcher made a funny sound. I looked up, thinking that he was choking. His face was red enough, and he had a hand over his mouth. But I realized he wasn’t choking on anything. He was trying not to laugh.

      “What?” I asked, irritated.

      “It’s not really funny,” he said, stifling another chuckle. “But this happens so rarely…” His body rocked with the effort of holding back laughter.

      “What does?” Mel asked, reminding us that she was here too.

      “Him,” Fletcher said. “Asking for help. Doesn’t happen.”

      “I’ve asked for help before,” I said. Maybe not as often as I could have, but I was usually able to do just fine on my own. And I’d bull my way through this alone too, if I had to.

      “You have,” Fletcher agreed, growing serious again. “And it’s not really fair of me to laugh. Especially since I really wish you’d do it more often. We can help. If you let us.”

      I locked eyes with him, and I saw there the care, the worry, the desire to be able to do more for me. “I’ll do what I can.”

      He seemed to accept that. “Good. In the meantime, let’s get Theresa in on this too. We could use her brains.”

      A few minutes later all four of us were assembled in the stairwell. Fletcher had dismissed the guards, and I’d filled Theresa in on what had transpired while I was on the roof. She didn’t laugh when I said I needed her help, thankfully. If anything she seemed to appreciate the gesture. I glared at Fletcher reproachfully, but he simply lifted his eyebrows and smiled back.

      “Well, getting out is the easy part,” Theresa said.

      “It is?” Fletcher replied.

      “How?” I asked.

      She stepped away a few feet and grabbed another evacuation map from the wall. I didn’t recall where the other one had gotten to, but there seemed to be one in every stairwell. Theresa brought it over to us and stabbed down on the picture.

      “That’s how,” she said.

      I looked where her finger was pointed. It seemed like she was pointing directly where we were standing. Fletcher, Mel, and I all looked at her blankly.

      Theresa sighed. “Look. It has the trap door you used marked as a fire exit. They’re not going to tell people to go up there in a fire if there’s no way down. There must be a fire escape on the roof.”

      I tried to remember everything I had seen up there. “I don’t recall one.”

      I looked at Mel, and she shook her head.

      “It’s there,” Theresa said. “It’s probably on the back side of the building.”

      That would solve a lot of problems. If we could get past the zombies without fighting, we could get to the graveyard and back without too much trouble. It would also give us an easy way to get everyone out once help arrived.

      “So let’s assume it’s there,” Mel said. “We just go up there and tromp through the woods?”

      There was a moment of silence. Nobody had any better ideas, it seemed. “I can get us there,” I said. I’d seen the route from the air, but I was pretty sure I knew the way well enough to avoid getting lost.

      “So let’s go,” Mel said.

      Theresa shook her head. “I don’t know that we can all go. Mel, two of the guys are still pretty beat up and need you nearby. You’re the only one who can help them if they get worse.”

      “They’re pretty stable…” Mel started to say.

      Fletcher cut her off. “I think it’s best you stay, too. Do we really want both of our magic people out there?” Mel looked like she wanted to protest more, but kept silent.

      I thought about the other two. I wanted both of them with me. It was dangerous for them to be there, but just as bad to be here when I couldn’t ride in to save them if things got bad. Plus, I might need them both. There was no telling what other traps might be sitting there waiting for me.

      Fletcher took the decision out of my hands. “I should stay, too. I want to go. But these people are looking to me for leadership at this point. If I vanish on them, things will fall apart fast.”

      He was making sense. That didn’t mean I liked it. But I didn’t see any way around it. We couldn’t bring everyone with us. And he was right; who knew what the other cadets would do if Fletcher wasn’t there to direct them? As it was he had a tough time keeping them together and focused. Sure, there were other upperclassmen present. But none of them had stepped up when the crisis started. Fletcher had. For better or worse, they were looking to him now.

      “That leaves you and me,” I said to Theresa. I eyed her clothing. She wasn’t wearing a dress, thank goodness. But the uniform wasn’t going to be warm enough by itself. I’d have to keep the cold away from both of us with magic. And she’d already proven she was really good at chopping zombies with that axe, if it came to that.

      She took a deep breath. “Let’s do this, then.”

      “Hey,” Fletcher said. “Good luck.”

      “You too,” Theresa said, and then grabbed him in a hug. Mel scowled, but I don’t think either of them noticed. Her frown was gone before they separated.

      Theresa stepped away from Fletcher and grabbed the ladder to climb. I went to follow her, but Mel snagged my wrist before I could. She gathered me in a hug, and then gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      “For luck,” she said, stepping away.

      This time it was Fletcher’s face that clouded over. He turned away before I could say anything and headed back down the hall. Mel smiled at me, and then followed him.

      Theresa gave me a look. “You letting her get her hooks into you too?”

      “No.” But of course I was. She was hot. And could use magic. How could I help but think about her a little bit? I shoved the thought away. That smile of hers worried me. She’d given me the kiss on purpose, to make Fletcher jealous. The showed a manipulative side of her that I hadn’t seen before, and it made me uncomfortable.

      “Well, that’s good,” Theresa said, stepping out onto the roof. I climbed up after her. She was shivering, so I wreathed magic around her to keep her warm. She felt the difference right away and smiled. “Thanks for that. Mel’s a bit of trouble, though. I’d watch myself around her if I were you.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said. “She’s here with Fletcher anyway.”

      “Yeah, but have you seen how she looked at you? She was eyeing you like you were a tasty steak. Be careful.”

      I didn’t reply and Theresa let it drop, at least for now. The evening had gotten significantly darker while I’d been downstairs. The sun had set entirely. The only light we had was cast by the flickering fires in the other wing of the building and a few electric bulbs, and they weren’t helping much. I spun a little more magic into my hand, bringing a ball of light into being there. It cast a bluish glow over the snow covered rooftop. Once my eyes adjusted a bit, I headed toward the back of the building where Theresa thought the fire escape would be.

      She marched along next to me, feet crunching in the snow. “Why not just magic us there somehow?”

      “Because the nearest big ley lines are pretty far from here, and I only have so much power available,” I said. “If I burn it now...”

      “When the real bad guy pops up, you won’t be able to fight?” she said.

      “Yeah.”

      She chewed on that for a second. “Are you thinking that all of this is just to wear you out?”

      “Or test me,” I agreed. “He’s being cautious.”

      “And methodical. Maybe we can use that to our advantage.”

      “How?” I asked. It was something I’d thought about a lot, but every time I tried it blew up in my face. It was like he knew what I was up to before I did it. I’d always thought of myself as being somewhat unpredictable. But it looked like Soulstealer had me figured out.

      “Just be you, Ryan. Do what you do best.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Blow shit up,” she replied, laughing.

      I reached down to grab a handful of snow to make a snowball, but I was smiling. I tossed it in her general direction. It went wide, sailing over her head. She leaned over to grab ammunition of her own but stopped.

      “Found it,” Theresa said.

      I crunched my way over to her. She was right. They weren’t easy to spot under all the snow, but I could see the glint of black painted steel here and there. She’d found the fire escape. Now to use it to get to Kittybreeze.

      Theresa led the way down. Her balance was better than mine, and I had to I leave some of my focus on keeping the ball of light running and making sure neither of us froze to death. The wind wailed around us as we climbed down, kicking snow out of the way. I was pretty sure I’d have fallen off if it hadn’t been for the handrails. But even if I’d fallen, I might have been OK. There was so much snow on the ground that it looked like a million down pillows had been cut open, their contents scattered.

      Once we hit the ground it was a little easier going. We were still slogging through a couple of feet of fresh snow, but at least we weren’t going to fall far if we slipped. I led this time, because I’d seen the route. I worked my way through my memories of that flight with Kittybreeze. It wasn’t easy. I’d been pretty distracted at first, enjoying the sensation of flight more than paying attention to where we were flying. But I had a pretty good idea. I also had the map on my cell phone in a pinch. The GPS wasn’t working, but I had the map image saved as a screenshot.

      We’d reached the wood line a few hundred meters from the hotel when we heard a loud banging sound from behind us. We both froze in place and I doused the light. Theresa shot me a scared look, but she didn’t move. I stood in the snow as still as I could and listened.

      Crunching sounds. From back the way we had come. Lots of feet marching through the snow. Not just one or two, but many. I looked back, activating my Sight. It worked pretty well in the darkness, the patterns of magic threaded through the ground, trees, and other physical forms showing up clearly.

      And back there I could See a batch of moving motes of magic – Soulstealer’s magic. There were six...no, at least ten. It was hard to tell for sure, because the whirling magic of each spell seemed to blend a little with the ones next to it. For all I knew there were fifty of the things out there, hunting for us. I knew what they had to be.

      “The zombies,” I whispered to Theresa. “They’re coming after us.”
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      They were going to find our tracks any time now and come after us. I had no doubts that Soulstealer was directing them. I’d already seen him control a huge band of zombies with what had to be a personal touch when he’d had them all raise one arm in unison and then smash in the glass windows of the corridor at the same time.

      He was there, riding them right now the same way I had ridden along with Kittybreeze. That had to be what he was doing. He’d see our tracks through their eyes and be at our heels. We could run, but they’d chase and then we’d be trapped between the zombies and whatever other defenses Soulstealer had placed around that snow globe. We could try to fight, but there were a lot of zombies out there. It would deplete me badly. And it would delay me getting to Kittybreeze, which might be just what Soulstealer was trying to achieve.

      We had another minute or so before they found our trail and cut us off from the building. If we moved fast, we could probably still make the fire escape and get back inside. But if we did that our last, best chance to save Kittybreeze would be gone, and the storm would just rage on.

      “What do we do?” Theresa whispered.

      I didn’t answer at first, my thoughts still racing. I had been very limited in how I could use my magic while I was flying with Kittybreeze. Did the enemy have the same limits, or had he found a way around them? If he was unable to use magic out here, and stuck with only his Sight through zombie eyes, then we might have a shot. Sight worked well at night, but it was blurry and unclear. They’d track us by magic, not by being able to actually see us.

      “I have an idea,” I said. I called to my hands another ball of light, and willed a little more power into it. Then I let it roll from my hands into the snow. It bobbled in place for a moment, and then the wind took it rolling away from us. The ball had a heat spell wrapped up in it, and to my Sight looked a lot like the spell I had cast on us to stay warm. With luck, the trail of magic it left behind would be enough for Soulstealer to spot and follow.

      “It’s about to get chilly,” I warned. Then I shut down every other spell I had running. Even the heat spell might give us away, and the cold wind tore into me as soon as it was gone. Theresa gasped in reaction to the frigid air. We weren’t going to last too long out here like this, but the graveyard wasn’t far. “Let’s get moving.”

      We set off at a good pace. I looked back periodically to see what the zombies were up to, but I lost sight of them as we entered the woods and didn’t hear any more noises from behind us. I took that as a good sign. In this the blizzard was working for us by making our tracks hard to follow. The only tool the zombies had to follow us was magic, and the only magic they could track was that ball of light.

      Of course, I was pretty sure Soulstealer knew where we were going. He had to realize that I had discovered the snow globe. He might even know that Kittybreeze had been trapped out there. But no plan was perfect. If he thought I’d gotten the directions a bit wrong and we were headed slightly south from the route we should take, that might just be plausible enough that he’d have the zombies follow the light rather than take the most direct route.

      I was guessing we’d gotten about halfway there before I fell the first time. It was hard going, plowing paths through such deep snow. I slipped and went down, exhausted and frozen. My hands hit the snow and burned from the cold, although they were already half numb from the wind. Theresa reached an arm under my shoulder and helped me back to my feet.

      “We can’t keep going on like this,” she said. “You think it’s safe to warm us again?”

      I shook my head. “We have to keep up as best we can. If I use magic it will lead him right to us.”

      The destination shouldn’t be that far ahead anyway. And once we were there, I was going to have to start using magic again. I’d need to overcome whatever physical defenses Soulstealer had left behind, free Kittybreeze, and break the storm spell. Somehow. I hadn’t figured out exactly how I was going to do those things yet.

      Carefully I scanned the woods around us. Still no signs of the zombies. They must have followed the fake trail left by the light spell. I could only hope they’d keep after it long enough for us to get to the graveyard and back out again.

      I stumbled along through the woods. What if I was leading us the wrong way? We’d freeze to death out here before too long. It was only half a mile. Shouldn’t we have arrived already?

      And then I recognized a hilltop. The hill had one tall pine standing atop it, and was clear all around. I picked up my pace. I’d seen that hill from the air. It had stuck out as we flew over. I plowed ahead through a huge drift, forcing my frozen feet to keep moving. We hit the side of the hill, panting with the effort. Sweat had broken out in my back, soaking into frozen clothes. I could feel it already turning to ice. But we were almost there. The graveyard would be right on the other side of that hill.

      We reached the tree. It was a truly ancient white pine with a trunk so big that two people wouldn’t have been able to link arms around it. The boughs hung heavy with snow, but those same branches offered a little shelter from the roaring wind.

      “We’ll take a break here for a minute,” I said. “We’re here. The graveyard is just down the hill.”

      “Thank god,” Theresa said, shivering. She leaned up against the tree, looking completely miserable. I figured it was time to burn a little magic. I was taking a chance. But once we went down the hill I was going to need to use quite a lot of magic anyway, and both of us would do better if we were warm enough to deal with whatever awaited. I restarted the heat spell.

      “Oh, thank you,” Theresa said, feeling the change in temperature.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, smiling as I felt the warmth fill my clothes. I leaned back against the trunk of the old tree, sore muscles relaxing as the heat soaked into them.

      I was surprised at once how welcome I felt. The ancient pine had an energy and sense of old power about it that I’d rarely felt from anything but a human. I pressed my palms against the trunk and thought welcoming thoughts in return.

      Anger and imbalance, came the reply, clear as day. I was surprised how easily the spirit of this tree seemed to be able to communicate. I’d never seen anything quite like it. Just how old was this pine, anyway? Was it possible for a plant to live so long that it came into a sense of self? It didn’t think, not in the way I did. But it seemed to understand that something bad had happened nearby. And it was upset.

      Imbalance, I agreed. Help, I assured it. I was here to help. I was here to restore the balance. Exhausted from the long walk, I leaned in to the trunk. My head pressed against the rough bark. I felt connected to the old tree in a way that I hadn’t felt with anything in a long time. I had the feeling that it knew everything I had done, that it was measuring and weighing who I was and what I was doing.

      And then as quickly as it started, the connection ended. I’d been weighed, measured, and...what? I had no idea. It was a strange experience.

      We’d waited long enough. I was ready for whatever we were about to face. Or as ready as I was going to be, anyway.

      “You OK?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Let’s do this,” Theresa replied.

      We started down the hill. At first I couldn’t see the gravestones through the blowing snow, but as we reached the bottom of the slope they came into clearer focus. The place was surrounded by a low stone wall, itself almost buried with snow. We climbed over the thing. Stones rattled as we worked our way past them. The sound was oddly hollow in the winter night.

      “The tree with the globe is in the middle,” I whispered. I didn’t know what surprises might be waiting here. Whispering seemed best.

      Row after row of dark stones jutted from the white covering the ground. They looked like teeth, invisible against the dark, only seen against the snow. We avoided them in unspoken agreement. Neither of us wanted to fall into some half-filled grave hole that a zombie had crawled out from. And both of us had already seen enough dead things for one night.

      I lost track of the rows of graves we passed before the tree came into sight. Gnarled and tall, the branches tangled out from the central trunk. I remembered those branches, that twisted trunk. I couldn’t see it yet, but I knew there was a small hollow in the tree with a snow globe inside it.

      “We’re here,” I said.
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      If there were going to be any defenses around the place, they’d be right in front of us now. I scanned the tree with my Sight. It was a kaleidoscope of interlocking energy, spells woven in complex patterns all around it. All of them spiraling from one point. I couldn’t make head or tails of that mess. There were simply too many spells, too tightly woven. If I had a week to sit down and study the thing, I might be able to tell what defenses it had. But I might only have minutes.

      “You’d better stay back,” I told Theresa. “This is probably going to get messy.”

      “Messy for most people, or messy for you?” she asked.

      I stuck out my tongue. “Just be careful, OK? I don’t know what’s going to happen once I go in there.”

      “You be careful, too,” she said.

      I nodded. Then I turned back toward the tree again. It was time to face this thing down. Time to see what I could do against this powerful a magical working. I gathered magic from as deep within myself as I could reach, weaving my own spells into a ring of defense as I walked.

      Not sure just what I was expecting. I was trying to prepare for anything, since I didn’t know what might be coming my way. But I wasn’t expecting lightning in the middle of a snowstorm.

      One minute I was taking cautious steps closer to the tree. I was only a few feet away. There it was! I could see the snow globe. I gathered power to try to smash the thing...

      There was a flash of light.

      The next thing I knew I was flat on my back. My head felt like it was full of cotton. All I could hear was a roaring in my ears. Something smelled like smoke, and I realized it had to be me. The ground underneath me was soggy, all the snow melted away from a flash of heat.

      “Ryan! Ryan, get up!”

      The voice seemed very far away. But something was tugging on my shoulder. I tried to shrug it away, but didn’t seem to have the strength.

      “Get up!” It was Theresa. She was tugging at my arm. Cold wind bit into my skin. What the hell had happened?

      “What...?” I managed to say, the word sounding slurred and hollow.

      “Oh, thank god!” she said. “I thought you were dead, Ryan!”

      That got my attention. I fought to clear the cobwebs from my head, but shaking it was a mistake. I felt nauseated. My stomach heaved, and I only kept it under control with an effort. With Theresa’s help, I managed to get myself back to a sitting position.

      “What happened?” I managed to say.

      “You were hit by lightning.” Her voice sounded strange, and her eyes were very round.

      Lightning. Holy shit. I must have shielded well enough that I wasn’t roasted on the spot, but it had blown through all my shields regardless. I looked down at my singed clothing and the melted snow beneath me. If I had been a little slower on the defense...

      Theresa’s teeth were chattering. I’d dropped all my spells when I was hit, including the one keeping both of us warm. I reached for power to cast the heat spell again – and found that my reserve was dangerously low. I must have instinctively thrown everything I had into a shield when the blast hit. And a good thing, too. Anything less, and I’d be dead.

      I poured a little power into some heat for us. It wouldn’t do me any good to conserve my magic if we both died of exposure out here.

      “My shield took just about everything I had,” I said. “Not much magic left.”

      “Shit,” Theresa replied. It seemed to sum up the situation pretty well. “So how to we break that thing, then?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, slowly getting back to my feet. Everything hurt. I didn’t ache this much after a full sparring class. “I can’t take another hit like that.”

      I eyed the tree with my Sight, which was still working fine. Soulstealer’s spells still wrapped around the trunk, undisturbed. It Looked like nothing had changed at all. It was strange. I hadn’t actually come close enough to touch any of the threads of magic woven around the thing. How had I triggered the trap?

      That blast was odd, too. So much power. I knew Soulstealer didn’t want to just kill me outright. He wanted my magic for himself. Why would he risk blasting me to bits after going to so much trouble to take me alive? If the trap had been a little stronger, I’d be dead, and he’d have lost his prize. It was carefully calibrated to sap my strength but leave me alive.

      The answer hit me like a blow. There was only one way he could have calibrated it so precisely.

      “Theresa, we’ve got company,” I said.

      “What?”

      I turned in a slow circle, watching for movement. They weren’t visible to normal vision, but to my Sight the ring of zombies stood out as little blazes of magic in the night.

      “Zombies,” I said. “Looks like the batch that followed us.”

      “I can’t see them!” she said. I could hear rising panic in her voice. That wouldn’t do. I was going to need her help.

      Casting light was still something I could manage. I lit a big ball and set it to glow above us. The light blazed, burning blue-white. And now we could both see the things as they closed with us. Tattered, half frozen, they staggered toward us, closing the circle.

      “I’m not sure that’s better,” Theresa quipped. But her voice wasn’t shaking anymore.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “I count twelve,” she said. “Keep score?”

      I grinned. “Sure. But remember, the snow globe is the main target.”

      The things weren’t moving very fast. My guess was that the cold weather was bad for them, because they seemed a lot livelier inside the building. That might give us a shot.

      “Let’s take those,” I said, pointing at the batch furthest from the tree.

      “You got it,” she said. She rushed forward, axe in hand, closing on the nearest of the monsters.

      I held back a bit behind her. I didn’t have a weapon, and I was short on magic... But there was no sense holding anything back, now. It was all or nothing here. No way Theresa was going to be able to kill twelve of the things by herself.

      These zombies still had the same link, slowly feeding them power to keep them going. Sever that, and they went down. I gathered some power to my hand and released it. One of the things dropped like it had been poleaxed.

      It was eerie how they came at us without a sound, and died just as silently. The only noises we heard were our own panting breaths and the howling of the wind around us. I fired at another one, and it went down. I could feel the last guttering bits of my magic now, and dug as deeply as I could to fire off a third spell.

      Theresa had killed her target, and was engaging another. I was breathing too hard to catch up. Stars flashed in front of my eyes, and I staggered as a wave of nausea and vertigo hit me. I worked at slowing my breathing, and gradually the world stopped spinning.

      After effects from the lightning strike? Or the results of exhaustion and using too much magic too quickly, with no clear way to replenish it? I wasn’t sure. The symptoms could have been caused by either, or both. It was crystal clear that I wasn’t going to be able to do much more before I fell over, though.

      I looked up. There were no more zombies ahead of us. Theresa had killed the second one. “I’m one ahead,” I managed to gasp out.

      “Save it,” she growled. “I’ll catch up. You OK?”

      I must have looked pretty crappy for her to see it through the snowfall. “No, not really. Feel like I’ve been microwaved.”

      “You sort of were.”

      There were seven more of them out there, slowly marching forward in a little half-circle. Their line crossed between us and the tree with the snow globe. If I’d had any chance to somehow dash in there, blow the thing up, and escape the zombies, it was gone now.

      “We fight, or run?” Theresa asked.

      I thought about it. We could maybe get away if we tried. They were moving slowly enough. But if we ran back to the hotel, we’d be right back where we started. Only worse, because I was just about tapped out of magic. Soulstealer could walk into the place and there would be nothing I could do to stop him.

      Our only chance was to lift the storm so that rescue help could arrive and get us all the hell out of here. Seven to one odds would have been easy if I’d been at full strength. Right now, it was a long shot. But it was the only shot I thought we had.

      “Fight,” I said.

      Theresa moved wordlessly off toward one end of the line. In unspoken agreement, I took a few steps toward the other side. As she closed, I slowly gathered the power for another spell. It took time, and all the concentration I could muster. Way too much time – the first of them was almost on top of me before I could fire off the spell that took it down.

      Another one was right behind it. I knew I wasn’t going to have long enough to build up power for another attack, even if I had enough energy left to do it. I started backpedaling as quickly as I could.

      The snow was deep, and tangled my legs. I was tired, and couldn’t untangle them fast enough. I slipped and fell backwards. The impact with the ground was padded by the snow drift under me. It didn’t even knock the wind out of me. It just slowed me down more than enough. Two of the zombies were right on top of me, claws and teeth flashing. I screamed.
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      The nearest two zombies were about to take chunks out of me. I kicked at them, trying to fend them off with my legs. One of them fell down. The other snagged my leg in its hands. Then it leaned forward, about to take a bite. I screamed again, trying to break free.

      “Ryan!” Theresa yelled. She seemed very far away. Even if she ran here, she wasn’t going to be in time.

      You are help.

      The thought came to me softly, like it was from the back of my own head somehow. But I knew it wasn’t mine. I recognized that gentle touch. It was the ancient pine standing on top of the nearby hill.

      Help too.

      Power slammed into me, roaring through my veins. I didn’t question it – I gathered balls of the force into both hands and thrust it out at the nearest zombies. Both of them fell, lifeless husks again. I had magic again. Plenty of it. The tree was feeding me its own magic.

      Thank you, I thought to it.

      It didn’t acknowledge. But I knew what it expected in return. And now I had the tools to do the job. I lashed out with power, striking down two more zombies. Theresa had taken down two herself. There was only one left, standing there near the snow globe’s hidden spot.

      It pointed. At first, I thought it was pointing at me. But it was aiming higher – up at the hill behind me.

      The world flashed bright as day for an instant, and there was an explosion from the hilltop as lightning smashed the old pine that was helping me. I felt it die, its heart shattered by the blast.

      Finish it. Balance!

      That was the last thought it sent to me, along with every bit of the power that ancient tree had gathered through however many years it had grown there.

      I’d been too slow again, and once again someone else was paying the price. Anger boiled inside me. “Enough!” I shouted, and launched a bolt of magic at the last zombie. It wasn’t enough for me to sever the connection to its magic. Not this time. It blew to bits, scattering fragments of zombie all over the snow around it.

      One last thing to do. “Time to end this,” I said aloud. I took one step toward the snow globe, then another.

      “Ryan, be careful,” Theresa called out. I looked over to her, picking her way closer to my side. She was clearly worried about me, but she also clearly didn’t want to be too close in case more lightning rained down.

      I thought about the lightning strikes. It surprised me that Soulstealer was able to work power from so far away. I didn’t think it was possible to use my magic while riding along with someone else, the way he had been with the zombies. Maybe he could. But maybe it was something else, instead? Was he here? Nearby? I didn’t think so. Somehow, it seemed more his style to work from the sidelines.

      Besides, those bolts used up enormous power. Even for Soulstealer, it was a lot of magic to be using all at once. He’d be running low just when he needed it most – precisely what he was trying to do to me. Power that could have been stored somewhere, saved up like charges in a capacitor. I Looked at the spells around the snow globe. Were they a bit more dim?

      Both times the lightning had been triggered, it was through the use of a lot of magic. The first time, I’d been calling up every defense I could muster. The second, the pine was sending me a ton of magical strength. What if the lightning was only triggered by magic? Now that Soulstealer had no more zombies nearby to act as his eyes, he had no way to see what I was doing. The only defenses left would be automatic ones.

      Which would logically be set up to fend me off. And since I’d almost certainly use magic...

      “Theresa, I need to borrow the axe.”

      She shrugged, and handed it over. I took the thing in both hands, then started in toward the tree holding the globe. As I walked, I cancelled the heat spell. I turned off my Sight. I dropped every single bit of magic I had running. It was the strangest feeling, almost like being naked. The cold ripping through my clothes didn’t help, either.

      My footsteps made crunching noises in the snow. I paused, hesitating. If I was wrong, this was about to be Very Bad. I had no defenses at all. Another lightning bolt would kill me.

      I looked back over my shoulder. High on the hilltop, the broken fragments of the old pine that had given its life for me were burning. My eyes teared up a little. I’d never met anything else like that tree before. It was special, unique. And it had given itself to save me. I remembered its last words. This had to end, and I had to be the one to finish it. There was no other way I could repay the old pine’s sacrifice.

      My feet carried me to the foot of the tree trunk. My hands were shaking as I lifted the axe and prepared myself to swing. There it was – the source of the storm, the focus for all the power holding it in place. The prison where one of my best friends was being held captive. No matter what it cost, I had to at least try. Gritting my teeth together, I brought the axe down on top of the globe.

      Glass shattered. Wind rushed past me, blowing snow into my eyes. I staggered back, trying to cover my face with one arm.

      Then just as suddenly as it had begun, the wind stopped. I looked carefully. There was nothing but broken glass and ruined bits of model hotel. I brought up my Sight. The spell was gone. Nothing left at all of those complex weavings.

      But where was Kittybreeze?

      The wind rushed back in around me, full of welcoming thoughts and grateful purring. The wind had been her escaping, I realized. That was the rush of her spirit as it fled the prison the instant the glass broke. I sent her welcoming thoughts as I sagged to my knee in relief. Above me, the storm had broken. The howling winds had stopped. The last few flakes of snow drifted down, but already the clouds were clearing, and stars were beginning to shine through.
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      Theresa and I double-timed it back to the hotel. The way home was much easier than the going out had been. Kittybreeze scouted ahead for us, showing us the way. And I kept a spell going to warm us. Not that we needed it too much. We were jogging, and the heat from the activity was doing a good job warming us now that the wind had died down.

      The storm was gone. The clouds broke up entirely, and we traveled under star and moonlight. In the east, I could see the barest hint of light. Dawn would be coming. But more important, now that the storm was passed we should be seeing rescue crews coming up the mountain to respond to the fire alarm at the hotel. Theresa and I were racing back so we could arrive before the rescuers did. If Soulstealer was going to strike, he’d need to do it before the quarry got away.

      If I got out of this, there was no way I was leaving Northshield again until he was dealt with. On my home ground, with the ley lines, I thought I’d be in much better shape.

      We were huffing a bit by the time we arrived at the forest edge. The hotel was so close… But we slowed down, wary.

      “I don’t see any movement,” Theresa said.

      I checked with my Sight, scanning to zombies that might be hidden in the snow, or immobile in a shadow. But I didn’t see any. “Me either. The other zombies must still be inside.”

      I had a bad feeling about that.

      “We need to get all our people out,” I said. “Get everyone down the fire escape. We’ll head for the road now that the snow is stopped. Try to meet the rescuers on their way up.”

      “Most of them don’t have coats, Ryan. They’ll freeze.”

      “We’ll keep them moving. Listen, you see all the zombies standing guard out there?” I asked.

      “What zombies?”

      “That’s what I mean. Soulstealer knows we’re coming back. He must know how we snuck out. If he didn’t want us to get back in, then he’d have a ton of zombies guarding the fire escape.”

      “But there aren’t any,” Theresa said. “You think he wants us back inside? Why?”

      “I don’t know. Him wanting it is enough reason for me to not play along.”

      “Works for me. So what’s the plan?” she asked.

      That made me pause for a moment, because I didn’t really have a plan, not beyond something like: don’t go back into the place the bad guy wants you to go. But we needed to get the others out. How could we talk to them? Then I smacked myself in the head with my palm.

      “What?” Theresa asked.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked for reception. Then I waved it at her. “This is what. Three bars.”

      “Oh!”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Storm’s gone. We can make calls again.”

      I had Fletcher as a favorite contact. Two buttons later I was listening to his phone ringing. It took him three rings to pick up.

      “Blackwell!” he said. “You two OK? When the storm vanished I figured you’d done it.”

      “Yup. Listen, we need to get everyone out of there.”

      I filled him in quickly. He agreed to get them all moving. Fletcher would lead the entire crowd out across the roof and down the fire escape. Theresa and I would make sure the route stayed clear for them. As soon as I got off the phone with him I dialed in another call.

      “Who this time?” Theresa asked.

      “911,” I said.

      They answered right away. “911, what is your emergency?”

      “I’m at the Whitecap Hotel, in Stowe. We were snowed in, and there’s some crazy people here. They burned down half the hotel. We need help, please!”

      “Is anyone injured, sir?” came the cool reply.

      “Yes, several people were hurt. We gave them first aid, but some need more.”

      There was a bit of a pause. “We already have rescue teams working their way to your location. I’m routing more resources in that direction as well.”

      “How long till they get here?” I asked.

      “I can’t say for sure, sir. I think they’re still fifteen or twenty minutes away. The snow is making travel difficult.”

      “Thanks. We’re working our way out toward the road to meet the rescue crew when they arrive,” I said. I tapped the screen to disconnect the call.

      Theresa and I crouched in the shadows under the trees, waiting. It was another ten minutes or so before I saw heads bobbing along the rooftop. They were on the move. I still hadn’t seen any sign of more zombies from the hotel, but I was sure they were still in there, or nearby somewhere. I kept a sharp watch. If Soulstealer was going to act, he’d need to do it soon.

      “Kittybreeze, scout the area,” I whispered. “Watch for enemies outside the hotel.” She was off in a flash.

      “Come on,” I said to Theresa. “We’d better go meet them at the base of the stairs.”

      The first people were working their way down the fire escape by the time we arrived at the bottom. One of the cadets slipped on the icy metal and banged his shin against a railing support. He cursed loudly enough that it made me wince. I didn’t need to say anything to him though. His peers shushed him quickly, and he was quiet and fairly meek for the rest of the descent.

      “Theresa, lead them out toward the road. I’ll stay here to watch for trouble,” I said.

      “Got it. Follow me.”

      The first folks down took off after her, shivering as they stumbled through the snow. Theresa and I still had the advantage of my warmth spell. None of these other people did, and they were going to get cold pretty quickly. Well, most of them didn’t. I caught the flicker of magic up above with my Sight. Mel must have done her own version of my heat spell. Both her and Fletcher were wreathed with the thing, bringing up the rear. She’d also cast it on a couple of the worst hurt. Both of the badly injured were being carried down the stairs, each by a pair of cadets. They were taking it very slowly, so they’d only gotten about halfway down the fire escape by the time the last of the others were down.

      I was impressed. Her warmth spell Looked elegantly done to my Sight, and Mel was maintaining it on four people at the same time. I could have managed it, but that was an excellent feat of concentration. Again I was reminded that there was more to Mel than met the eye.

      And I was uncomfortably aware how nice she was on the eyes, too. My cheek felt a touch warm where she had kissed me.

      I checked on my own reserves of magic. I had a good bit left again. I couldn’t help but feel a pang for the ancient pine that had gifted it to me, but I would use the gift as best I could. There wasn’t enough left that I wanted to try taking on Soulstealer one on one. But I still had enough juice that I thought I could fight off a few zombies if we needed to. It was time to get the heck out of here.

      “Come on,” I called out softly. “Rescue teams will be here soon. We need to meet them.”

      Then they were down and we were moving again. The fire escape was around the back of the building. The road was in the front. I’d lost sight of the rest of the party. Carrying the injured was slowing us down enough that we’d fallen behind. And we had a ways to go yet.

      I took point. By unspoken agreement, Fletcher brought up the rear and Mel fell in beside him. I felt a little touch of hurt at that, but she was his date after all. And it made sense to have one person with magic in front and one behind. I wasn’t used to having magical backup, but I found I liked it.

      We skirted the first corner safely. Dawn was coming soon. The light was still soft and faint, but it was getting easier to make out objects. Those first signs of morning made me realize how utterly exhausted I felt. It had been an excruciating night. But we were almost clear.

      We came up on the second corner without any sign of the zombies. I started to think that maybe Soulstealer had given up, for now at least. Maybe he thought it would be best to pull back his force and try again another time. After all, he knew where I lived. He could come after me again whenever he wanted. And next time, I’d be ready. Our next meeting would be a very different story.

      I was still thinking something along those lines when I plowed through the drift piled up alongside the road. You could barely tell where the front lawn stopped and the pavement began – the snow was a couple of feet deep everywhere. The road led down sharply from here, and Theresa was already leading the others away. I could hear motors out there. Loud engines. And were those headlights down there in the trees?

      Help was almost there. And that’s the moment Soulstealer chose to strike.

      “Watch out!” Fletcher yelled.

      I whirled in place, almost slipping on the slick footing. The zombies were coming. And there were a lot of them. They stormed from the building in a silent mass, bearing down on us. There were dozens of the things. The snow was slowing them down only a little. They’d be on us in seconds.
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      There were too many of them to fight. I’d lost count of the monsters storming across the snowy field. They churned up the powder as they pressed through it chasing us, and the wind picked up the loose snow like a fog.

      “Run!” I shouted. “Move it!”

      The cadets carrying the wounded made it to the road. It was a little easier going from there, but the extra weight was slowing them down too much. None of them dropped their fallen friends to save themselves. They grimly kept moving as fast as they could. There were times when I was especially proud to be a part of the Northshield cadet corp – and this was one of them.

      I held my ground at the edge of the road. Fletcher and Mel reached me and fell in alongside me.

      “The snow berm will slow them down some,” I said.

      “And if we knock a few out, the bodies will slow the rest even more,” Fletcher said. He held one of the axes in both hands.

      “We hold them here long enough for the wounded to get away. Then we run for it,” I said.

      Mel didn’t say anything, but I could see she was readying some sort of magic. She was pale, her face drawn, but she was staying with us. I couldn’t help but like her.

      As soon as the first three zombies hit the snow berm, I released magic that blasted apart the link to their magic. They collapsed in place. The zombies behind them slammed into their bodies as they fell, and then more zombies ran into them from behind. A good chunk of the wave was stopped in its tracks.

      Some broke through around the edges. Fletcher took one down with his axe. Mel did something with her hands, and the zombie stopped in its tracks. I couldn’t see the spell she cast, but it must have been something like the one I was using.

      The little trick I’d pulled wasn’t holding the main mass for very long, though. Already most of them were back on their feet, stumbling forward over the bodies of their fallen. The horde was picking up speed again. I spared a quick glance over my shoulder. It was too soon. The injured weren’t far enough away yet. We had to hold them just a little longer.

      “Pull back!” I shouted.

      We backed up, giving ground to create a little more space. I let loose with another bolt that dropped one. Fletcher lopped the arm off one that got too close. It kept coming at him anyway, but Mel used her magic to finish it.

      Kittybreeze chose that moment to come soaring into the battle. She brought up a huge gust of wind against their right flank, blasting them with snow and chips of sharp ice. That staggered the zombies. None of them went down, but they were moving more slowly. And every second’s delay counted right now.

      I took down two more from the front ranks. But I was going to deplete my strength long before I ran out of zombies, at this rate. Kittybreeze had given me an idea though. I called up a wind, pushing hard at the snow and ice on the ground between us and the creatures. The wind howled to life in an instant, blasting their front ranks with frigid air and snow.

      Just like the zombies out in the graveyard, the cold seemed to sap something from the front ranks of the horde. They stumbled more, and stepped more slowly. I hit them again and they slowed even more.

      I looked down the road. The lights were clearly visible toward the bottom of the hill. That had to be rescue vehicles. And the wounded had gotten a good distance. Theresa was jogging back up the hill toward us.

      “Ryan!” she shouted. “Come on!”

      “Time to go,” I said. I slammed the zombies with another blast of wind for good measure, and Kittybreeze hit them again on the flank. We turned and started sprinting as best we could through the snow, half running and half skating down the icy hill.

      We only got about ten feet before the world blew up around us.

      I went flying, and lost track of the others. I saw the world spin around me in a way that made me sick to my stomach. Then I felt a heavy wind hit me hard on the side, wrapping me with air just before I slammed hard into the ground. I blinked snow out of my eyes, trying to get my breath back. The air stank of ozone, and my mouth tasted like copper.

      It had to have been another lightning bolt. Was Soulstealer trying to kill me now, rather than see me get away? And why had he missed?

      A woman screamed nearby. I pushed my aching body upright. Stars flashed in my eyes, and I struggled to clear my vision.

      “Mel!” That was Fletcher. What was going on?

      My vision finally focused enough to see. Fletcher and Theresa were fighting the swarm of zombies side by side with their axes. But the zombies weren’t running them over. The monsters were retreating. I heard another scream and understood why. Somewhere in the middle of that seething mass of monster was Mel. They were carrying her away. Back into the hotel.

      “No!” I was on my feet somehow, blasting at the nearest zombie. I killed one, then another, and a third. But every time I dropped one, another one just stepped in to fill the gap.

      And then they were gone, back into the building. I killed one more that was a little slow loping through the doorway. It fell silently across the threshold, the dead guardian of a dead place.

      “She’s gone,” Theresa said. “We have to go.”

      Fletcher looked miserable, but he nodded. “There’s too many of them. And by now, she’s already…”

      He didn’t need to finish. We’d all seen what these things did to their victims. No one was going to last long in the middle of that throng.

      Then I thought about it a moment, trying to recall Mel’s screams. She’d sounded terrified. But she hadn’t sounded in pain. There was a distinct difference between someone screaming out of fear and someone crying out in agony. And Mel had been scared, not hurt.

      I felt a cold chill as I realized what that meant. Soulstealer knew she had magic.

      “My god,” I said. “She’s not dead. They’re keeping her alive to bring her to Soulstealer.”

      “What?” Fletcher asked. His head snapped up.

      “He eats magic. From other spell casters. Somehow, he knows Mel has magic. They’re bringing her to him so he can eat that. Like he was planning to do to me.” I scuffed the snow. Mel was in this trouble because she’d stood by us. Now Soulstealer was practically daring me to come in after her. If I did, it meant that he’d get his matchup with me right away, and I was dangerously low on magical energy again. But if I didn’t, well, he’d have a nice snack out of the deal anyway. And Mel would be dead.

      “What do you think we should do, Ryan?” Fletcher asked.

      Again deferring to me. I sighed. Sometimes I just wished someone would tell me what to do. Although I didn’t always listen when they did, I reminded myself. According to Miles, it was one of my less endearing qualities. A weak point.

      Weak points. Was Soulstealer preying on one?

      He’d gotten me here out of concern for my friends. He’d trapped me here out of the need to save all the other cadets. Then he’d trapped Kittybreeze, and I had to go out to rescue her – he’d almost nailed me then. I would probably have been carried off to him by the zombies in the graveyard if it hadn’t been for the pine’s sacrifice. Now he had Mel carted off, and was trusting in my need to go help others. He knew I was going in there after her.

      But I’d learned a thing or two about him. He was so damned sure of himself that he sometimes missed the odd thing. And he had a blind spot when it came to the help of others. My desire to help others might be something he was using as a tool to hurt me. But my faith in others helping me was something that had come through for me, again and again. Soulstealer was alone. He had no trust in anyone, no belief that others would step in on his behalf because ultimately he felt that was weakness.

      “I think we can get her back,” I said slowly. “But it’s going to be risky. It might be better for you both to go down the hill and let me try this solo.”

      “No way,” Theresa said.

      “We’re with you. No matter what,” Fletcher added.

      I smiled. These were my friends. And that was one strength Soulstealer would never have.

      “OK then,” I said. “Let’s go save her.”
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      We went in the same door the zombies had. It yawned, dark and forbidding, a symbol of Soulstealer’s dare. He wanted me to come in there after him. Mel was bait. This was a trap. And here I was stepping merrily into it again.

      But I wasn’t without a few tricks of my own. If I played this right, I might just be able to turn Soulstealer’s trap around. There was a mop sitting just inside the doors. I picked the thing up, leaned the wet end against the floor, and brought my foot down on it hard,

      The soggy mop broke off, leaving a jagged wooden tip on a four foot pole. It wasn’t the best weapon in the world, but it might do me some good. I tossed a light spell on the sharp point. Then I gently rested the other end against the floor.

      “Ryan? What’s wrong?” Theresa asked. I’d stopped moving forward.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just need a moment.”

      She didn’t ask any more questions, and I closed my eyes to help me focus. The power flowing through me was from a pine tree, and unsurprisingly the mop handle I was holding was made from the cheapest wood available – pine. It called to the power that sang through my veins. And down below my feet I could feel the earth trying to root the power into itself.

      Very gently, I extended tendrils of my consciousness down into the soil. I didn’t release the power I was holding. It was still all mine to control. But by the time I was done I had a good web of energy linking me to the earth, grounding me. If a huge burst of power like another lightning bolt hit me, the excess energy ought to pour down into the ground.

      It never hurt to be prepared.

      “OK,” I said, opening my eyes. “Let’s go.”

      “Eyes open,” Fletcher warned. “They could be anywhere in here.”

      “No,” I said. I already had a good feeling for where they were. “He’ll be in the ballroom waiting for us.”

      Nobody argued with me. I knew Soulstealer wasn’t going to be hiding. Not now. He had me right where he wanted me, and this was his last good shot at me.

      The first two zombies came at us while we were still in the hallway approaching the ballroom. They loped down the corridor side by side. I’d gotten almost used to seeing the things now. The fact that they had been people not too many hours before wasn’t lost on me, but I was already feeling inured to the horror of it.

      “Fletcher, Theresa, take them,” I said. I wanted to conserve my magic for when we needed it.

      They slipped past me on either side, axes held high. One of the zombies lunged forward faster than the other. Theresa’s axe caught it upside the head, and it tumbled to the floor. Its body got in the way of the other zombie, which let Fletcher make quick work of it.

      Neither of them was even breathing hard yet. But I knew we had a lot more of the things up ahead. I readied spells as we reached the end of the hall and burst into the ballroom.

      It was as bad as I’d feared. The room was a seething mass of zombies, and as soon as they saw us, the nearest ones charged. I noticed that they didn’t all come at us at once. The first wave was six. Enough that Fletcher and Theresa would be overwhelmed, but not so many that I couldn’t take them.

      “Cute,” I said. I gritted my teeth and fired spells at the nearest two, cutting off their power. Fletcher and Theresa met the others head on, but two to one odds weren’t good. I gathered more power and struck down two more of the things. My friends took out the others.

      “You’re making us look bad, Blackwell,” Fletcher growled.

      “Then swing faster!” I replied. Inside I was happy, as desperate as the situation was. The easy banter was back. We were fighting together as a team again.

      The next group of zombies bore down on us. Kittybreeze blew a chair over with her wind, tying up the legs of one. Fletcher and Theresa went to block the others. I took one out – I wasn’t able to do two at a time now. My power was already beginning to flag a little. A zombie rushed past Fletcher and closed to grapple with me. I blocked it with my little makeshift staff, then twisted the staff to send it off balance. A quick flip, and I turned the sharp point toward the thing and stabbed upward. The wood took it just under the jaw. It sagged and went limp, pulling my weapon to the ground with it.

      I placed a foot on the head, ignoring the feel of dead flesh under my shoe, and worked my spear free. My friends were hard pressed by a wall of the monsters. They were doing everything they could just to defend themselves. I fired off a bolt of force that took one of the zombies down. Before I could do anything more to help, one of the things snuck around Fletcher’s guard and hit him hard in the head. He went down to his hands and knees.

      There was no time to lose. I killed the one about to bite him, but there were more of the things than I could deal with. Without Fletcher watching her flank, one of the zombies was able to hit Theresa in her side. The blow knocked her sideways through the air to crash against a table. She didn’t even cry out as she fell.

      No! This was a nightmare. I had to do more. I had to save my friends. I stepped forward and dropped another zombie with a spell. I stabbed one with my spear. They were all around me now. I could feel the claws moving, and worked to try to keep them away from me. One of them must have hit Fletcher again. He’d stopped trying to get back up. I stood over his prone form to guard him.

      Anger and fear gave me more strength than I’d thought I had. I shouted an inarticulate cry of rage.

      Then I slammed the butt end of the staff against the floor. As I did, I released a massive pulse of magic which blasted all the zombies away from me like I’d detonated a bomb in their midst. They flew backward through the air. Some smashed against walls. Others tumbled through furniture. They broke as they fell, arms and legs taking wounds that would leave any living person dazed and unable to continue the fight.

      But these things weren’t alive. Some of them had taken head blows. Those stayed down. The rest were slowly getting back to their feet again. They’d be rushing back at me in another moment.

      I’d bought myself some space, some breathing room. It was up to me to use it. Theresa’s body lay just a few feet away from Fletcher’s. I took two steps and placed myself squarely between them. From there, I could defend them both.

      Then I went to work.

      I blasted out with magic, tearing one zombie loose from its power source. Two more had gotten back to their feet. I found the energy and focus to hit them both at once. Bolts of force sizzled through their air, invisible except to my Sight.

      One of the zombies climbed over a table, leaping through the air at me. I stabbed out at it with a bolt of power and stepped aside as it fell lifeless where I’d been standing.

      “Getting old, are you?” I said to the air. I knew Soulstealer had to be nearby. He was wearing me down, bit by bit. But there was nothing to I could do but fight the things he sent at me. “Have to have someone else fight your battles?”

      There was no answer. I hadn’t been expecting one. Another zombie rushed in and I cut it down. Then another, and another. I lost track. Kittybreeze tried to help. I saw her stop one zombie cold with another chair. But I was too lost in the moment to see much beyond the next zombie rushing in. Too lost in drawing every erg of magic from myself to fire just one more spell, take out just one more enemy.

      And then the room was still. I whirled, expecting more attackers. But there was nothing. I’d stopped them all. I’d cut off every last zombie. They were gone.

      I was spent. I sank to my knees, the world spinning around me for a moment. I’d never called on so much of my power before. Every spell I cast came from somewhere, and without an outside source to tap, it had to come from inside me. I reached for more power, but there was nothing left. The rage and fear I’d used as fuel for those final spells was gone. All I was left with was a hollow feeling in my soul. That and crashing waves of vertigo and nausea. But I’d won. Somehow, I’d beaten them all.

      The sound of someone clapping got my attention. I looked up. I wasn’t sure just what I had expected, but the sight of Mel gingerly stepping through the dead bodies of zombies wasn’t it.
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      Melicent clapped her hands a few more times then stopped, carefully lifting the hem of her red dress to keep it clear from the mess as she gracefully closed the distance between us.

      “Brilliantly done,” she said. That English accent of hers seemed stronger than ever now. “I’ve rarely seen someone manage that much power, especially not at your age.”

      “You?” I couldn’t think of anything brighter to say. My hands were shaking as I stumbled back to my feet. “You’re the Soulstealer?”

      “A bit slow, though,” she said. “Too bad you only figured it out now, Ryan. I’ve rather liked our game.”

      I thought back over it. Soulstealer had always known just what we were up to. He – no, she – had always been able to figure out just how to hit us, and when to do it. Mel had known how to stop the zombie magic from spreading once someone was bitten. I couldn’t figure out that spell, but she’d done it easily. Why? Because it was her spell in the first place.

      And then once she’d carefully taken my measure and seen that I would do just about anything to rescue a friend in need, she’d allowed herself to become “captured” by the zombies. To draw me in to this final showdown.

      I looked around the room. There were precisely the right amount of zombies present to wear me down completely. She’d set this up flawlessly. But I had a few tricks of my own left. I reached down through the web of power I’d set up to ground myself. If I could keep her talking a bit, my hope was that I could use it the other way around – reach down into the Earth, and find a power source there. The pine’s magic had such affinity for the Earth that I could draw power back up with it in a way that I couldn’t easily do with my own magic.

      I reached out – then hit a wall. I tried again, but met that same stern resistance. The power ought to be there...

      “Right now, you’re probably realizing that I’ve cut you off,” Mel said. “You’re shielded. Locked out. You have no power beyond whatever is left of your own life force.”

      Damn. “But I won’t make much of a snack for you then, will I?”

      “It’s not about the magic, Ryan. It’s about the potential. You have enormous potential magic, far beyond what you’ve realized yet.” She stalked closer to me, almost within arm reach. I had a brief fantasy about attacking her physically. Use some of that martial arts training I’d been getting. But I simply didn’t have the energy for it. Spending myself out magically had left me weak as a kitten.

      “Eventually, you’d reach that potential if I let you be. You might even become a threat to me, in time,” she said. “I can’t have that. So I eat – to protect myself against future threats, and to keep myself alive for as many centuries as I have.”

      I blinked at that. “Funny, you don’t look a day over twenty.”

      “Thank you,” she said, flashing a smile. “I like to think of myself as remarkably well preserved.”

      Every minute that went by left me feeling a bit stronger. I could feel my magic slowly restoring itself, feel some strength coming back into my limbs. What if I could keep her talking long enough?

      “Why me?” I asked.

      “Because you rang,” she said. “I felt your magic from Africa, Ryan. You’re really lucky. There are others who undoubtedly felt it, too. Some of them would not be so kind as I am. Trust me – I will make this painless for you. Others would not.”

      Mel started tracing gestures in the air in front of her. I still had my Sight, and each sweep of her hand was leaving behind little trails of magic in the air, weaving them together into something elaborate and ornate. Sweat broke out on my forehead. She was starting up whatever the spell was that would transfer my magic to her. I didn’t have much time left to come up with something.

      “Wait,” I said.

      “No.”

      “Please? You said you’d make this painless. But nothing will be painless for me if I know my friends are in danger. Let them go.”

      She stopped her casting for a moment, tapping her jaw with a finger. “I did say that. It costs me nothing and gains you naught. Fine.”

      Mel snapped her fingers. I felt a burst of magic, and then my friends were gone. One moment they were there, the next – vanished. Even the little bit of wind and spirit that was Kittybreeze blinked out – gone!

      “What did you do?” I cried out. Had she killed them?

      “Teleported them away. They’ve come to rest in the road just up the hill from the rescuers. Even now, they’re being found and will be given medical attention. Look,” she said, and reached out with a hand to touch my temple.

      My vision went away for a moment. Then it seemed like I was outside. The sun was rising, and big tracked trucks were parked nearby. My fellow cadets were there, wearing blankets, being bustled into the trucks. Someone yelled, and pointed. I followed his finger and saw Fletcher and Theresa laying in the snow. Rescuers ran to their side, carrying stretchers.

      Then she withdrew her hand, and the vision went away.

      “See?” she said. “I am as good as my word. Now, back to the business at hand.”

      She started weaving the spell again. I watched her a moment, trying to discern the pattern. I looked for flaws, some sort of weak spot. There! That place, if I worked my own magic a the right moment... I reached out with a spell, trying to break apart her working. I threw every bit of power I’d recovered into it – my last chance.

      But she saw it coming. With a wave of her hand she batted aside my magic. “Seriously, Ryan. Did you think that would work?”

      “You’ll have to forgive me if I try,” I said grimly.

      “Of course,” she replied. “Try away.” Then she went back to building her spell.

      I reached down into the Earth again, trying to find a shred of power somewhere that I could use against her. Again I hit the wall. I tried to cast my mind outside the hotel, to reach for a ley line somewhere – even though I knew there were none nearby, it was the only thing I could think of. But the wall blocked me there too. I fell back into myself, defeated.

      Mel’s work was almost done. The pattern was brilliant, complex, incredibly beautiful to my Sight. It was a working that I’d never have been able to repeat myself, but she’d tossed it together in minutes. How the hell was I ever supposed to have stood against that? I wanted to rage, to scream, to cry. I was eighteen years old! I wasn’t supposed to have to face something like this. Melicent wove another thread of her spell into place, and I fought to keep from bursting into tears or begging. I’d never felt so helpless, but I was determined not to give in to my fear.

      Another thread of the spell locked into place. Melicent began pouring power into the working. This was it, then. I had nothing left to fight her with inside myself. And I had no way to reach out to get more. Her focus was too complete, and so long as she kept her concentration intact, I was trapped.
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      Or maybe not.

      I had a sudden inspiration, one that was probably as stupid as it was reckless. But I was about out of options. It was all I could think of, so it would have to work. Even if it blew up in my face, I might just be able to take her out with me. If I was going to die, I might as well finish off the person who killed me.

      “And I’m done!” she said. “Thank you for the dance, Ryan. It’s been delightful.” She smiled, made a small gesture with her hands, and...something happened in the pattern between us that I couldn’t quite follow.

      I felt her spell go into effect, though. What little magic I’d been able to recover vanished in an instant, sucked away into her spell. Then it started tugging at something else. I felt it, like an insistent pull at my shirt tail at first, but building in power. She wasn’t pulling at my clothes, though. Melicent’s spell was grabbing for something much deeper.

      Where did my magic come from? Did it spring from my mind? Did it come from my soul? I’d wondered sometimes about that. If she ate the magical potential from someone, was she just killing them? Or was she utterly erasing them from the universe?

      I had no way to tell. But whatever she was doing, it hurt. Moments after the last of my magic left me, the searing pain started. I felt it all over, as if every cell in my body was screaming and dying all at once. For all I knew, maybe that’s precisely what was happening.

      The agony staggered me. I almost forgot what I’d had in mind to do. But I’d been in pain before. I steeled myself against it. Then I took two quick, staggering steps and closed the gap between us.

      Melicent saw me coming and drew power into her hand to smash me away. I was very weak, and she took a swing at my head with her open hand. But I stepped just inside her blow. Long hours of drills in Tae Kwon Do class with my friends had paid off. My arm rose instinctively to ward off her blow. It wasn’t a strong block, but it was just enough.

      I was nose to nose with her. There wasn’t a thing I could do to hurt her physically or magically. So I kissed her.

      She stiffened with surprise for a moment. But the spell went on sucking my life away, and I wasn’t doing anything to overtly attack her. She relaxed and returned the kiss – vigorously.

      Anyone can keep a single spell running if they concentrate hard enough. Even a massively complex one like the one Melicent was using on me. But it must have taken enormous focus. There were only so many ways someone can split their attention. And the kiss she was giving me was using up a lot of hers.

      I reached out against her barrier, the one she was using to cut me off from outside power, and this time it was paper-thin, weakened by her distraction. Driving all my will into a single point, I smashed through.

      She sensed it as soon as it happened, and readied her magic to cut me off again. I had perhaps a second. And no ley lines close. But there was a ley line I’d already tapped into once. One which I could reach from anywhere. I grabbed a tendril of energy off Earth’s planetary ley line, just like I had laying in the field at Northshield.

      Power roared through me, and inferno of energy. The grounding spell I’d set up earlier was still working – that saved me from dying in an instant from the overload. And Melicent’s spell was still in full gear, sucking all that power out of me, through her spell, and into her. The energy burned me as it went by, but it zipped through so fast that I was managing to stay conscious this time.

      Mel backed away from me, her eyes wide. Her hands went into motion, working to counteract the sudden surge. I was impressed that she was still alive – she must have had grounding spells of her own. I was pretty sure no one could contain that amount of magic and live. But the power was simply too much. It was more than her spell had been designed to handle. I could See the pattern of the spell coming apart, fraying. Any moment now it was going to break entirely.

      I had no idea what the backlash from that would be like, but it wasn’t going to be pretty. I managed to siphon off a little bit of the power before it whirled away from me, and forged myself a spell shield. Not a moment too soon. The spell fell apart, blasting itself to pieces with the concussive force of a bomb. I lost my connection to the ley in the explosion but my shield, powered by the ley energy, held. The walls and ceiling didn’t. Bits of hotel flew in every direction. The bodies of the zombies were obliterated. Glass, wood, even concrete was torn apart and sent flying skyward.

      It took a long while for all the debris to stop falling.

      When at last it seemed safe, I released my shield. I had managed to pull off enough energy from the surge that I was somewhat replenished. I wasn’t back to full strength, but I was close enough that I wasn’t going to be an easy mark for Melicent. I peered through the smoke, looking for her.

      Sunlight streamed in through the gutted ruin of the hotel. The roof was gone, the floors above blown to bits. Rubble was everywhere, the broken remnants of the place. A few fires had started where the heat had lit a bit of wood or carpet alight, but mostly the place was filled with smoke and silence.

      Melicent was nowhere to be found.

      I didn’t think she was dead. She was more powerful than I was. She’d handled the flow of energy off the ley somehow, and she had been at this game much longer than I had. If I believed her words, she was centuries old. She undoubtedly had a lot of tricks I’d never seen. But as much as I Looked around, I couldn’t See any signs of her. I had to believe she was gone for the moment, at least. Fled from the scene to go lick her wounds. Because no matter how good she was, handling that much energy had to have hurt. I recalled the teleport spell she’d used on my friends. For all I knew she could do that herself, and she was miles away from here by now.

      That didn’t mean I’d seen the last of her. I had a feeling we’d meet again. Probably when I least expected it. I needed to arm myself – with magic, and more importantly with knowledge. It wasn’t just Melicent I had to fear, either. She said that she wasn’t the only being with her level of power out there in the world. There were others. Maybe some of them were even more deadly than she was. There was danger out there. More of it would undoubtedly be coming my way. Worst of all, I didn’t even know enough to see it coming when it did.

      But today I was still alive. I’d survived when I was sure I was done for. And that was cause enough for celebration. I picked my way through the ruins, heading for the road where my friends waited.
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      Miles was waiting for me at the bottom of the hill. He stood near the rescue vehicles, staring up toward the hotel. Watching for me, I supposed. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see him. He knew about Soulstealer being on the prowl, and that storm was a dead giveaway something was up. It probably took him all of ten seconds to put two and two together. He didn’t race up to meet me; he just stood there shaking his head a little.

      “Have you been waiting down there for me this whole time?” I asked.

      “My god. You’re alive.” He seemed bemused at the idea.

      “Surprised, or pleased?” I asked. I was exhausted, but I gave him a small smile. He’d more than earned it by not launching immediately into a lecture.

      “Both,” he answered. “My god. Ryan, I thought you were gone for sure.”

      “It was a near thing,” I said.

      “Come on. You look wiped out. The rescue crews will take care of the others. I’ll get you home in my truck. You can brief me on the way.”

      I looked around, scanning the crowd of faces. The vehicles they’d brought up to get us were some sort of tracked Army transports. Two metal boxes connected with a link, with tracks on each box. There were six of them. And the guys running around tending to the hurt, frozen, and battered cadets and their dates wore Army digital camo.

      “What’s all this?” I asked.

      “Called in a few favors and got the Vermont National Guard mobilized for the day,” Miles said. His voice had a gruff hitch to it. I hid my grin this time. No sense letting him know that I had noticed he really cared.

      Through the sea of faces I finally spotted the two I was looking for. “I’ll come with you in a minute. Need to check on some people first.”

      Miles shrugged, then nodded. “I’ll go warm up the truck. Go see your friends.”

      I headed over toward Fletcher and Theresa. They were standing close enough for their shoulders to touch. Fletcher had bandages wrapped around his head, but otherwise they both looked intact. Theresa spotted me as I came closer. She grinned ear to ear, then poked Fletcher and pointed at me. Fletcher smiled as soon as he saw me. Then his smile vanished. I knew why. I was walking alone. I had some explaining to do.

      Theresa threw her arms around me as soon as I came close. “We were so worried, Ryan!”

      Then she looked around, realizing someone was missing. “Mel?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Was she...?” Fletcher started to ask, then trailed off. Mixed emotions flashed across his face.

      I shook my head. “No, she’s not dead.” I wasn’t sure just how I was going to explain this. She’d been right there in front of us the entire time. We’d trusted her. We’d risked our lives to try to save her. And it was just part of her trap.

      “Melicent was the Soulstealer,” I said. I rushed it out all at once. “She was never captured. She had her zombies take her away to draw us in. When you two went down, I fried the other zombies, but I had nothing left to fight her with.”

      I filled in the rest of the story for them. I could see them recalling things that should have alerted them, the same way I had. Things Mel had said or done that should have clued them in. I’d done the same thing, felt the same sense of betrayal and stupidity. But it wasn’t their fault, any more than it had been mine. She’d gotten us good.

      “Ryan, I’m so sorry,” Fletcher said. “I brought her there. I trusted her. I can’t…”

      “Not your fault,” I said quickly, cutting him off. And it wasn’t. I needed him to know that, though. “We all trusted her. If she hadn’t come with you she’d have just found another way.”

      We stood in silence together for a long moment. Nobody was talking, but for me at least it was enough to just be around them. They’d followed me back into that place, even though we’d known it was nearly a hopeless fight. What do you say to the people who don’t just risk their lives for you, but volunteer to give up their lives just to stand next to you when you need them?

      There was nothing I could say that would be enough. But I could try.

      “Thank you. Both of you,” I said.

      Theresa opened her mouth, probably to wave away the thanks, but I went on. “I don’t have a lot of friends. But I have the best friends possible.”

      “The Three Musketeers, that’s us,” Theresa said. Then she slung an arm around Fletcher’s neck and gave him a peck on the cheek.

      His eyes got really wide for a moment, then he grinned. “Come on, you two. Let’s get home. I don’t know about you, but I need some rest after this party.”

      “You two go ahead,” I said, smiling. I had a feeling they might be in for some private time together tonight, and I didn’t want to be a third wheel at that party. Sure, Theresa had been my date, but it was Fletcher she’d actually wanted to go to the Ball with. I wasn’t going to stand in their way if they were finally getting together. “Miles wants me to ride with him so I can fill him in on tonight’s fun.”

      Theresa made a face. “Well, come visit us after, then.”

      “And don’t let him bug you too long, Blackwell. You need some rest, too. You look like hell,” Fletcher said.

      “Checked a mirror lately?” I said. He made a face, then the two of them turned to get in line for a ride back to campus.

      I trudged through the snow to where Miles had a big four wheel drive truck parked, warming up and waiting. I had a feeling I’d be a long time explaining last night to him.

      It wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. The trip back to campus took us half an hour, and although he grilled me with questions the whole way, Miles never once dropped into lecture mode. I spilled everything to him: the attack in my room, the threat, the way things had happened at the hotel, all of it.

      He seemed most interested in intel on Soulstealer. “A woman, you said? Can you describe her?”

      I did. He pursed his lips a bit.

      “You think you can work with someone who does drawings from a description? If we can get an idea what her face looks like, it might go a long way toward catching her. Stopping her once and for all,” he said.

      “I’m all for that,” I said. I wanted her gone. As long as she was still out there, I’d have to watch my back.

      “Miles, what she said… That there were other beings out there as strong as her. Truth?” I asked.

      He hesitated a long moment, which told me enough.

      “Truth,” he replied.

      “I could be facing another Soulstealer-type enemy at any time, then,” I said. It was not a comfortable thought. “In fact, it’s likely that this latest battle has brought even more attention to me.”

      “Probably,” he said. “But also consider: you’re still alive. They’ll know Soulstealer went after you and you lived. Never heard of anyone else who’s survived him – I mean, her. It might give some potential enemies pause.”

      “It might,” I agreed. But I was also thinking it might make some of the more paranoid among them even more eager to take me out. “But sooner or later, I’m going to face off against someone like Melicent again.”

      “Yes,” Miles said. “You probably are. Ryan, I think it’s time we talked about accelerating your training.”

      “Me too,” I said. If my voice was a little bleak, I thought it was understandable.

      He dropped me off at my dorm building. It was Sunday morning, and I had the day off. I was planning to spend most of it sleeping. Hopefully without bad dreams, although I knew from experience that probably wasn’t in the cards.

      When I reached my room I checked my wards carefully before opening the door. They were shredded, like something had gone through them with a magical steamroller.

      I threw a shield around myself and opened the door. Quickly I scanned the room with my Sight. If she’d come here, now… Well, at least on campus I had the leys at my disposal. But there was no sign of her. Just a scent – the faint but lingering smell of expensive rose perfume. Melicent’s perfume.

      On my desk, though, was a single red rose in a white vase. Under the vase was a note. I walked over to the thing, carefully scanning it with my Sight. No magical traps, no lingering magic of any kind. The rose was just a rose.

      The note was written in a careful, crisp hand:

      “Ryan,

      Thanks so much for the kiss, lover. I’ve never enjoyed one more.

      I can’t wait until our next one.

      Melicent”

      I chuckled to myself. She broke into my room and blew apart my wards, just to leave this? It was one part threat, one part a nod of respect, with a healthy dose of reminding me that the two of us had unfinished business she’d be attending to at some point.

      But I already knew that. I wasn’t going to live my life in fear waiting for her. I’d prepare, and get ready for whatever was coming next. Deep down, I still felt that I was right, and she was wrong. To help others, when we can and where we can, that’s what gives meaning to our lives. Without that, we’re empty. Like Soulstealer, no matter how many lives she ate, was always empty.

      Plus, she’d told me something else important. Melicent wasn’t spoiling for a rematch right away. If she’d been confident about attacking right now, she’d have done so. She wouldn’t have left a rose. She’d have been here waiting. So our little match had hurt her, or at least shaken her up good. I was satisfied with that for now. I tried not to think about the damage she’d done trying to get to me, and the people she’d killed. I figured Melicent had killed a lot of people over the years. This time, I’d stopped her – at least for a time. It would have to be enough.

      I reset my wards and lay down on my bed to rest. I’d get a good nap, and then go find my friends. I wondered what Melicent would be doing. My friends – and the people I helped – gave me a reason to keep on going. What did she have? I tried to imagine life like that: hollow, empty, alone.

      We all make our choices as best we can, for reasons we think are important. For me, some things were worth more than my own life. I had a feeling that wasn’t something Melicent would empathize with. But I thought my life was better for the difference.
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      I looked around the room, making sure there was nothing I had missed. Really, I was stalling for time, putting off the final moment for as long as I could. I knew it, and I was letting myself get away with it anyway. This was no small thing I was about to do.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I know.”

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

      “I’ll be fine,” I lied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Because I can.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Please,” he said, smiling.

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

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

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

      “Your friends?” Miles asked.

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

      But at my age, three months felt like forever.

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

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

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

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

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

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