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      I STOPPED by my grandfather's statue on my way down the hill. I'd grown into a habit of walking this path. It was a little out of the way, but worth it to see his face again, even etched in stone. The chill November breeze stirred leaves in little eddies around me, but the stone stood, impervious to all of it. I laid a hand on the cold granite, envious.

      They had used a photo from his younger years for the statue’s model. I'd been told it was from his service in World War Two. The face was too young, missing all the lines and creases in my memories. But it was him. And just seeing him, standing there tall and proud, helped me to remember who I was and why I was here. Being a freshman at a military college was never fun even at the best of times – and it had been a bad month. But Grandpa would have been proud of me, and that thought helped keep back the nightmares some.

      The thing I had fought last month still haunted my dreams, most nights. I knew it wasn’t real – my room was shielded by magical wards. Knowing that my nightmares were the result of my own imagination didn’t make me sleep better.

      I pulled my eyes from the statue. There was just enough time to check my mail before classes started for the morning. I didn't often get anything from home, but my Mom still sent care packages sometimes, and Grandma too. Dad hadn't mailed me so much as a postcard. I supposed he was still angry with me for coming here.

      The mailboxes the school gave us were the main conduit for information around the campus. With freshmen barred from having computers in our rooms for the first semester – too distracting from other duties, or so we were told, although I thought it was likely just another way of cutting freshmen recruits off from the rest of the world – mail remained a critical way to get news to people, letters from professors to students, fliers about activities starting up, and other bits of college life. It felt odd to be so reliant on a physical mailbox daily instead of email. I still maintained my old email account and my new university one, and checked them as often as I could at the library or a computer lab, but it just wasn't the same as having a smartphone in my pocket to pick up news and mail right away.

      The mailroom was attached to the student lounge, which recruits were forbidden to enter. Just another of a million restrictions to remember. Forgetting would have been bad. Very bad. Lots of recruits tried to test the limits on one rule or another, but not that one. Walking into a room filled with upperclassmen who all knew from your recruit haircut and recruit uniform that you were not supposed to be there would have been dumb, not daring.

      But the mailroom was open to everyone, as was the little campus store next to it. I stepped through the doors into the warmer air inside, and strode past the door to the store. Our boxes were banks of little stacked brass containers with old combination locks on them. I reached mine and dialed in the combination, my mind elsewhere. Not a lot of mail today; a flier about an upcoming movie night, freshman allowed. A notice about upcoming midterms... Normal fare. But at the bottom was something worth getting excited about – a little green slip that said I had a package waiting for me.

      I grabbed the green slip and went up to the mailroom window. A cadet was inside, putting mail into the various boxes. For the hundredth time I was glad my Army scholarship meant I didn't have to worry about work-study. I mean, sure, doing scut jobs for the college to make money for tuition was a great way to go, but my life was already busy enough.

      I rapped on the shelf under the window and caught the guy's eye – older than me, maybe a sophomore or junior. He nodded at me and kept flipping mail into boxes.

      "Be just a minute," he said.

      "No rush."

      I turned my back on his work and let my gaze drift around while I rested my back against the mailboxes next to his window. So I was facing right toward the student lounge when things went from calm to crazy.

      One minute, the room was filled with the buzzing noise of two dozen cadets chatting, eating food from the snack bar, and playing pool.

      The next, there was a towering inferno reaching to the ceiling on the far side of the room.

      The place filled with smoke fast. Sirens blared out, and people started screaming. The sprinkler system cut in, and started dumping water in a steady stream everywhere. It didn't seem to have much effect on the flames, though, as they licked up at the ceiling tiles like a hungry hound.

      Above all of that, though, I felt a wave of magic that rocked me back on my heels.

      This wasn't a normal fire. I didn't know for certain what was going on, but I had a hunch the sprinklers weren't going to be enough. Some cadets near the door were streaming past me, heading outside as fast as they could. But it didn't look like everyone had made it.

      I crossed the hallway in two steps and yanked open the panel covering a fire extinguisher, pulled the tank out and yanked the pin. Didn't know if it would help or not, but it couldn't hurt. Then I bulled my way through the crowd trying to push their way out. I headed right for the flame.

      The room was filling with smoke quickly. I couldn't fight a fire if I passed out from smoke inhalation. It was time to call for help.

      "Kittybreeze," I whispered, "can you help me clear the smoke?"

      A wisp of air whirled out of the acorn amulet I always wear around my neck. I didn't know precisely what the little wind spirit was, but she had helped me more than once last month, and had taken to calling my amulet home. She'd seemed catlike from the day I'd first met her, thus the cute pet name. Now she swirled out and around me, blowing the smoke clear in a small bubble. It wasn't perfect, and my lungs were starting to burn. But it was better.

      I hosed the fire down with carbon dioxide from the extinguisher, with about as little effect as I'd feared. The flames were enormous, coming from a trashcan up against the wall and reaching eight feet to the ceiling before spreading in a huge semi-circle. I kept spraying, and the fire seemed to fight back. It was growing, not dying out. The trashcan buckled as the plastic caught fire and melted away, letting the flames pour like rivers along the floor, reaching for more food.

      Enough.

      I took a moment to center myself, then called my magic and willed it into a shield. I'd gotten very good at shielding myself. It had been an essential survival trait lately. But this time, instead of forming the bubble shield around myself, I built it around the fire, cutting it off from any external flow of power. Immediately I felt pressure building against the shield from some external force.

      Someone outside the room was feeding this fire.

      I gritted my teeth and fed more power into the shield, keeping it together with my will. Then I focused on collapsing the shield, shrinking it down. It crept smaller, visible only to my Sight. As I pushed it smaller, the fire began to die out. Smaller still I pushed the bubble, fighting building pressure from both inside and outside the shield.

      Then there was a sensation like a pop, and the pressure went away. My shield collapsed to nothing around the magical flames, and the fire just went out, vanishing without even a cinder remaining. I hosed down the mess left behind with the extinguisher for good measure, and flopped down into a soaking wet seat as the sprinklers continued to rain water down all over the room. That had been exhausting, and I didn't want to trust my legs enough to walk me out just yet.

      Several other cadets were still in the room, gasping on the floor in what was left of the smoke. I remembered that although I could still breathe well, they'd be having a rough time of it, so I forced myself to my feet and staggered over to the first to help him out the door.

      The local fire department had a good response time. I was just dragging the third cadet out, with another Good Samaritan carrying the fourth in a fireman's carry, when they showed up, red lights flashing. The alarm couldn't have rung more than ten minutes before. Probably less.

      Firefighters hopped off their truck and ran over. They popped out oxygen bottles and hooked us all up, despite my protests that I was fine. I was soaking wet and covered with soot, so I must have looked like a wreck. The rest of them ran inside and hosed the fire down again, then started looking for more people left inside. They found one more – one of the kitchen crew for the snack bar had passed out inside, and they hauled her out on a stretcher. But she was already conscious again, so I figured she'd be OK.

      It felt like about time to get out of there before someone started asking questions about the fire. I'd played too big a part to deny it, and I was terrible at lying. I stood up on spaghetti legs and took off the oxygen mask, plunked it down on the ground, and turned to go.

      Captain Miles was standing there in front of me.

      Miles was an officer the Army had put in place on campus after the mess last month. Apparently a nasty critter killing a bunch of cadets and one instructor was enough to show up on their radar that something might be wrong here, so they sent someone with some magical skills. He arrived a bit after I blew the thing to bits, taking a chunk of the Upper Parade Ground with it. It had been a very near thing.

      He was also not the person I wanted to see most right now. We hadn't hit it off well. It started with him trying to probe my defenses magically. I'd been surprised how easily I'd been able to swat aside the attempt. Our first meeting ended with my turning a few papers from his desk into ash.

      That was two days ago. I hadn't warmed to him since.

      "With me, now," he said, putting a firm hand on my shoulder. I let him guide me through the growing crowd.

      A fireman looked up at us and must have seen my clothes and face. He tried to wave us down, but Miles looked him in the eye and shook his head.

      "I've got this one," Miles said to the man. I felt a flicker of magic flow from Miles, and the fireman blinked and went back to treating the other cadets who'd been exposed to the smoke. We went on our way up the hill.

      "I see you have the jedi mind trick down pat," I said.

      "Comes in handy more often than you'd think. Never try it on me," he warned.

      I shook my head. Like he had the power to stop me if I wanted to. That was one trick I hadn't tried, though I wasn't planning to tell him that.

      "Thanks," I said instead. He had pulled me out of there. It felt OK to give him that much.

      "So what happened down there? I felt magic I didn't recognize, then I felt yours. I came running as fast as I could."

      I filled him in as quickly as we could while he walked me back up to my barracks. I kept it short, but didn't leave out any details I could remember. He'd already helped once. It could turn out that having some backup around might be a useful thing. Then I had a thought.

      "Wait – you could tell my magic apart from the other one?"

      "Yup," Miles replied.

      "How?"

      "Seen you use it before. Echoes in the wards you put on the campus on Halloween. In my office when you shielded yourself. The wards on your room. You use magic a lot, you know."

      I did know. "But you could tell mine apart from this other?"

      "Yup. Another trick I'll show you, sometime. I've picked up a few. You're strong, but strength isn't everything, you know."

      I tried to give my best imitation of a cocky grin, but I was too worn out to really give it my all. "It's worked out OK so far, but... Yeah, I know. So, did you recognize this other magic?"

      "Nope. Never seen anything quite like it, except that it felt raw, somehow. No finesse, just raw force. And – this is your stop, I think." We were at the door to my room.

      "Thanks," I said. "For helping me out, back there – and just for showing up."

      "I told you, Ryan. I'm on your side here," he said. The look on his face made me want to believe him, too. "Get cleaned up, and get to class. You going to the Echo Taps tonight?"

      “It’s mandatory,” I replied. I’d been dreading the event since I heard about it. There had been several deaths on campus last month. Some of them were my fault: people had died because I wasn’t fast enough, or strong enough, to save them. Their deaths hung over me daily. I didn’t need the memorial service to remember them.

      Miles’ face softened a little. “I’ll be there, if you need to talk to someone.”

      I stood in the hall as he walked off and started back down the stairs. Then I turned back to my door and stepped into my room, shoes still squishing with each step. I was a mess. I hoped I'd be able to get this uniform clean. Maybe Miles had some dry cleaning magic up his sleeve?

      I started stripping clothes off. Shower first, then deal with the rest of it. This new twist on Miles was going to be food for thought. He'd not only genuinely come through in a crisis, he'd offered information – instruction – about magic. I'd never met anyone willing to do that before. Fact is, the only other magical practitioner I'd ever met had tried to fry me and then summoned up a monster to eat me. That he'd gotten eaten himself in the process was some consolation, but not much help in the education department.

      Miles could be useful to have around, for a whole bunch of different reasons.

      I slipped into my bathrobe and shower shoes, grabbed a towel and shampoo, and headed down the hall, already daydreaming about streams of warm water washing the soot from my tired body. It wasn't until I was under a stream of blissfully hot water that I remembered I hadn't picked up that package from the mailroom. Another thing to worry about – later.
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      MORNING CLASSES went by in a whirl. My mind wasn't really on the classwork, which was dangerous because I was still trying to play catch up after the time in the infirmary, recovering from fighting the beastie on the green. But that fire this morning had me worried enough that concentrating on calculus wasn't my top priority. I had managed to burn a few pieces of paper to a crisp, but starting a conflagration like I’d seen today would take enormous magical power.

      I had some experience with controlling temperatures, but for very minor changes. Keeping warm when cold and wet, for instance. I'd never tried to keep a fire from burning me, and I wasn't quite sure how that would work. I had a gut feeling it was something I needed to learn, though.

      By the time I drifted from calculus to physics class, I was starting to work out some ideas in my head. I jotted a few notes during class, drew some diagrams of runic sigils that might help me focus my magic for the purpose. At least this was a start, and would give me a few things to try. One down side to so few people believing in magic – there was a serious shortage of reliable books on the subject. Some hints here and there, and that was all I'd ever found. It was frustrating, because I'd had to make up most of what I could do as I went along, discovering everything by trial and error.

      If I had to defend myself against some sort of magical firestorm, trial and error sounded extremely uncomfortable!

      Physics class ended almost without my noticing, I was so wrapped up in my work. I piled textbook, notebook, and other odds and ends into my bag and was getting ready to head out. Most of the rest of the class had already filed out the double doors. The lecture hall was one of those rooms with terraced seating, row after row of chairs with a desk section you could lift into place. I'd stepped out onto the stairs to descend to the door when I heard the professor call me.

      "Ryan, could I see you a moment?" she asked.

      I groaned inside, but tried not to let it show, and headed to her desk at the center of the hall. "Yes, Professor Tate?"

      She waited a moment, letting the last students file out before addressing me again.

      "I was wondering how you were doing, Ryan."

      I blinked. "I'm fine," I said, keeping my voice flat.

      She tilted her head and gave me a hard stare. "Then perhaps you can tell me what my lecture was about, today?" she asked.

      I thought hard. I hadn't paid any attention to it at all, but I knew what unit of the text we were in... If I could just remember...

      "I didn't think so. Ryan, when I have a student who has nothing but top scores suddenly spacing out in my lectures, I get curious. When I talk to other professors and find out he's doing it in other classes as well, I get concerned."

      She stopped talking, staring expectantly at me instead.

      "I'm sorry, Professor. I'll try to be more focused in class. It's been a rough week. I'm not...not really sleeping well."

      "Since that accident, you mean," she said. Miles had explained away the crater I’d left in the Parade Ground as a gas leak and explosion. “Have you spoken to anyone about it? Might help to talk to someone, if you're having trouble dealing with it alone.”

      "I'll think about it," I replied. Not sure who I'd talk to, even if I wanted to.

      She didn't look convinced, but she let me go. And I knew she was right. I couldn't let my grades slip, or I'd lose my scholarship. My father would never pay for a military school. He'd especially never pay for this school, where his own father had attended. They'd never gotten along. My grandfather had always been a hero to me, which meant my father and I hadn't hit it off very well, either.

      But the bottom line was simple: I was here on the Army's dime, or I was going to end up returning home in disgrace. Oh, Dad would get me into some other college, I was sure. But as hard as it was here, there were parts of it I loved. Being independent was no small part of that. And staying on the Army's dime meant keeping a good GPA.

      Keeping up good grades was incumbent upon staying alive, of course.

      

      The evening memorial service came up far too quickly, like the rest of the day had dashed out of the way. Before I knew it, we were in the mess hall for dinner. I poked at the offering absently, not really hungry. Usually I ate as quickly as the other freshmen, so that I could be excused and out from under our cadre’s watchful eyes. Upperclassman put in charge of the freshmen class, cadre could get bored sometimes, and use freshmen to make their lives more interesting. It was something like a year-long fraternity pledge system.

      Today their attention was elsewhere. Eyes were somber, and there were no flashing smiles, no bowls full of mixed condiments they forced freshmen to wolf down.

      Fletcher finished his food and stood up, which was the signal to the freshmen in my company that the meal was done. I glanced about, and most of my class had already left their tables. I picked up my tray and brought it to the kitchen. Then I filed out the door and marched uphill to the parade ground. Other freshmen had already formed up into rank and file lines. I stepped into the group of freshmen from my company.

      No one was allowed to look about. When standing in formation, we were strictly eyes forward. Which meant all of us were looking inward at the hole blasted in the center of the parade ground. That had been where I’d battled the nastiest supernatural creature I’d ever heard of. It had been going for the powerful ley line nexus that centered right where the crater was. I’d come there to stop it. I’d won – barely.

      But I’d lost, too. Before that, people here had treated me like I was normal. Being found in the middle of the blast crater, still breathing – after having been involved with some of the other weirdness earlier in the month – was too much. Word got around.

      Before last month, I’d felt like I belonged here. Now, I was the outsider again.

      

      They didn’t make us stand outside in the cold for too long before they marched us by company down to the fieldhouse, which was darn near filled with rows of folding chairs. We all shuffled in and took seats. The president of the University stepped up to the podium and said a few words, which I tuned out.

      The University had waited on this memorial, because there was some question on the number of people it was for. The apparition had killed some people outright. But it had made two cadets into tools it used to kill others, and had broken those tools in the process. Shattered their minds. Those two cadets had been fading ever since. The last had passed away two days ago.

      I’d lost track how great the final death toll had been. No, that was a lie. I tried hard not to remember, but I knew it well: seven. Northshield had always been a hot spot for magical activity, and a few cadets went missing every year. Some of those actually went home, or to some other school. Others became tasty snacks for some creature attracted to the nearness of the ley line nexus. But seven in the course of a month was a very bad start for the year.

      I was drifting from melancholy into downright depressed by the time the Commandant of Cadets finished his speech. I hadn’t even noticed when he took over talking.

      “And now, we share together in our grief, mourn together our loss, so that together we become stronger through this hardship,” he was saying. But I wasn’t the only one who’d stopped paying attention to his words. While I was thinking, staff had been laying out tables laden with goodies. I could smell confections in the air, and so could every other freshman in the room.

      The average eighteen year old is not used to going multiple months without a desert. No ice cream, brownies, cookies, cake... I could feel my mouth start to water, and I knew I wasn’t alone. I might have been the only one feeling nauseated by the experience though.

      The commandant finished his speech, and waved everyone toward the tables. The cadet class rose in unison, but proceeded in a more staggered manner. I noticed some folks surged toward the treats almost at a sprint, and I felt a rising anger in my chest. How could they be so easily bought off by a few cookies? People had died!

      Then there were some folks who proceeded over, but at a more measured pace. That seemed to be more of the cadets, really. Some had their heads down. Some walked almost grudgingly. But they went over.

      Finally there were only a few dozen of us left in the seats. Yeah, I was one of the ones who stayed behind. My mouth was still watering at the idea of biting into one of those brownies, but the guilt I felt turned the thought to ashes in my mind.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up and looked for an exit. It wasn’t like anyone was going to see me bolt out the door, not when they were trying to bring order to two thousand young adults all fighting over the last cookie.

      I spotted an exit sign at the far end of the hall and started walking. My palms were damp, my breathing faster than it ought to have been. Inside my head, my rational voice was saying that I was just overreacting. But my body wasn’t listening. I needed to get out. Now.

      The hall past the exit sign was dark, but short, and ended in a fire door. One of those old ones with the big brass push-bar. I hit it at half a run, and luckily the door wasn’t locked or I’d have broken a wrist.

      Then I was outside in the fresh evening air, standing at the top of a short flight of concrete steps down to the parking lot. It was cold – I could see my breath. I leaned on the metal pipe railing in front of me, and the chill bit into my fingers. I savored the feeling.

      It took me a minute to realize that there were other people out in the lot. Someone was crying out there in the dark. I could hear someone else talking. It sounded like women’s voices. And of course, someone could come outside through the door behind me any time. I wanted to be alone right now, not told to do push-ups because some cadre was bored and looking for a freshman to harass.

      I stole down the steps, and managed to not make a lot of noise in the process. I’d just slip along the side of the building, following the brick face, and go sit out of sight around the corner.

      I had only made it a few steps before my foot hit some loose gravel and slipped out from underneath me. I fell forward, knee hitting the pavement first, then my palms slapping down hard.

      “Ow!” I said. Shaken, I started to pick myself up off the ground.

      “Who’s there?” A young woman’s voice, somewhere very close. I froze. A flashlight flicked on behind me, drifting back and forth before settling on me as I got to my feet.

      “You OK?” she asked. I could see now that it was a cell phone she was holding, with a flashlight app.

      “Ow. More or less, I think,” I replied. I still wasn’t sure who she was – although she wasn’t a freshman if she had a smartphone. And there were two figures standing there. The one holding the light was doing the talking.

      Then the other one spoke up. “It’s him!” she said, pointing at me accusingly. I winced at the venom dripping from her voice. I held a hand in front of my eyes, trying to see their faces.

      “Oh! Sorry,” the first woman said. The light dropped to the ground immediately.

      Meanwhile, the other woman had taken two steps to close the gap between us. “Are you that Blackwell kid?” she asked.

      I hesitated, then answered. “I’m Ryan Blackwell, yes.”

      She hissed, then rushed at me.

      There were only a few feet between us. I had almost no time to react. I threw my arms up in front of me. As I did, I felt a fresh flow of magic pour through them.

      She slammed to a stop and fell on her butt. Instantly, she was crying again, sobbing hysterically. Her friend rushed in staring at both of us.

      I was staring, too. Because she hadn’t touched me. She’d stopped cold a good foot in front of my arms. She’d struck something and bounced off. I looked at my hands, still tingling from the quick rush of magic that had passed through them. Somehow, I’d created a shield that stopped her in her tracks. This was new. I’d been able to use magic to shield against magic before, but never to stop something solid.

      The woman with the light stared at me as she knelt down and wrapped her arms around her friend. I wondered what she’d seen. The girl who’d attacked me was still sobbing.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “She must have slipped on the gravel like I did.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” the flashlight girl replied. “She’s distraught. Carmen was one of her best friends.”

      My face crumpled. The girl in the woods. The second cadet the creature had killed, and the first innocent victim. Part of the blame for her death was mine. Some of her blood was on my hands. The guilt I’d been trying to run from this evening came crashing down on my shoulders. Her crying was like a dagger in my heart, a reminder of the cost of failure.

      The fieldhouse door slammed open. A figure stepped out, framed for a moment in the dim light from inside before the door closed again.

      It was Miles.

      “What’s going on out here?” he asked.

      I saw flashlight girl’s eyes widen with alarm. I gave the slightest shake of my head. No, I wasn’t going to rat her friend out and get her in trouble. Assaulting another cadet was bad news.

      “Just needed to get some fresh air,” I said.

      “Nothing else?” Miles said. I could tell from his tone he knew more than that was going on. He could feel my magic. So he knew I’d done something, but I didn’t think he knew what. And he wasn’t going to ask in front of these girls.

      “Josephine is really upset,” said flashlight girl. “Can you help me get her back inside, sir?” Miles stepped in and helped her get her friend up.

      If Miles came out here in response to my magic, he must have come running the moment he felt me do something. I was impressed.

      “Miles, thanks,” I said.

      He looked over his shoulder at me, still guiding the girl inside. “Told you. I’m here to help.” His eyes promised me questions later, but the words made me feel a little better.

      It didn’t last long. As soon as the door shut behind them, I pressed my back against the brick wall of the building and let my legs carry me to the cold stones covering the ground. I cradled my knees with my arms, hanging on like my sanity depended on it.

      I sat there a long while. Wasn’t keeping track of the time. Miles never came back out, so presumably he got busy with something else. I just sat there getting colder. I realized it must have been getting close to eleven o’clock, because people started leaving the fieldhouse and heading back up to the parade ground. There would be a formation and formal Echo Taps tonight, as the final piece of the ceremony. As always, it was mandatory attendance for freshmen.

      I peeked at my watch, pushing the button to turn on the light. Still twenty minutes left. Plenty of time, but I figured I might as well beat the rush and head up now. I staggered to my feet, my bottom numb from the cold seat and legs sore from sitting chilled for too long.

      There was a main path leading all the way up from the fieldhouse to the parade ground. It was well lit, direct, and already had a decent number of cadets using it. I was feeling antisocial enough that I felt like taking another path, so I ducked around to a smaller route – a narrow path, and a couple of flights of stairs. I’d get there almost as fast, and not have to worry about running into anyone.

      The look in that girl’s eyes when she heard who I was still haunted me. I’d never had anyone look at me with that kind of hate before. And she didn’t even know the full story. Just heard the rumors I was involved, and had lived when her friend hadn’t.

      I was lost in thought, and almost didn’t notice the wind spiraling around my legs, kicking up dead leaves in a small whirlwind. I felt a presence that I recognized immediately.

      “Kittybreeze, what…?”

      Before I had time to finish the question, something slammed into the right side of my head, and I went down. My head hit the ground hard, gravel from the path biting into my scalp. Stars dancing in front of my eyes, I tried to push back up. Another blow landed, this one in my ribs. The air exploded out of my lungs, and I panicked for a moment. I couldn’t breathe!

      I tucked my arms up around myself. Just in time, as another impact slammed into my upper arm. That would have been another shot to the ribs.

      Then I heard a yell, and sounds of a scuffle. A meaty thwack, the unmistakable sound of a fist hitting flesh with bone under it. I managed to roll halfway upright and gathered what little magic I could muster. There was someone standing nearby, his back to me.

      “Either of you want to take a shot?” It was Fletcher! And now I could make out two other cadets, standing a bit in front of him, and another on the ground. Out cold.

      “You mess with my recruits, you have to go through me,” Fletcher said. One of the guys muttered something to the other that I didn’t catch, and they grabbed their unconscious friend under the arms and dragged him off. Fletcher let them go, staying in a fighting stance until they were out of sight. Then he turned toward me.

      I was still lying on the ground, working on convincing my lungs that they needed to keep sucking in air. That shot to the ribs had hurt. I didn’t think anything was broken, but I was going to have a wicked set of bruises.

      “You OK?” Fletcher asked, his tone brooking no nonsense.

      “Yeah,” I said. I’d managed to get that much breath back, at least.

      He reached down a hand to me, and I took it. Up on my feet again, I shook the dust from my uniform. Luckily, it looked like I hadn’t torn the fabric. It had been a rough year for uniforms, and it was just November.

      “Any idea who they were?” I asked. I rubbed my right temple, which was sore. I could feel a lump forming there.

      “I know one of them. I’ll have a chat with him. Don’t think there will be a repeat though. Just cadets being assholes. Happens sometimes.”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t help that I made myself stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” he said. “C’mon, let’s get you up to formation.”

      We started back on the path. The night was still around us. I was alert, now, and the kittybreeze was circling around nearby as well. I wasn’t as sure as Fletcher that they wouldn’t try a second time. Fool me once, and all that...

      "So Ryan," Fletcher asked, "you ever going to tell me what happened out there on Halloween?"

      "I..."

      "And maybe tell me why I have to hear it from you weeks later, instead of before you went and blew up half the campus?"

      He had a hard look on his face, hands on his hips. He was exaggerating, of course. I didn't blow up half the campus. Just blew a big crater in one field during a fight with a particularly nasty something or other. The whole thing ended with me as the only thing standing between it and snacking down on the enormous ley line nexus in the middle of the campus.

      "You know what happened, Drill Sergeant," I said quietly. "I faced the thing and blew it to bits." Barely. And was lucky to survive.

      "Yeah, I got that part already. That had to have taken guts, Blackwell." He'd seen the thing, once. It was the sort of thing you don't forget, like ever. "But why didn't you talk to me first?"

      I blinked.

      "That was our deal, remember?" he went on. "You keep an eye out for anything dangerous on the spooky side of things," he said. Then with a sudden movement, he stepped in close, his face uncomfortably close to mine. "And then tell me about them!"

      I took a half step back and broke eye contact.

      Fletcher stood there waiting.

      "You're right," I said after a long moment. "I should have told you. But everything was moving so fast. And I'd already seen the thing kill too many people. I didn't want to see it hurt anyone else."

      He probably would only have been in the way anyway, if he'd been there. Or worse, killed. The one other man who had been on the parade ground that night was recovering in a local hospital after the apparition tossed him across the grounds into a tree. He’d almost been another fatality.

      "Blackwell, look at me."

      I turned.

      "You still don't get how this place works, do you?" Fletcher sighed, his shoulders sagging. "Why should you? All we do here is beat on you kids for the first semester."

      "But the whole point – the whole point of all of it, really – is that none of us are alone. Nobody makes it through being a recruit alone. It takes a team. And the team that experience forges is something that lasts," he went on. “Nobody is alone, unless they want to be, Blackwell."

      I nodded, but somehow what I felt was more alone than ever. Like the differences which had pulled me apart from our little recruit platoon were even more vivid.

      "Listen, Blackwell," he said. "I want to help. And I could use your help, to keep the recruits safe." Every year, I'd learned, a few cadets vanished. They had strange accidents, or committed suicide under unusual circumstances. One of the nastier side effects of the campus being built on a ley nexus was that it attracted all sorts of magical creatures. Some of which were hungry. I wasn't sure if the fact that almost no one believed in monsters or magic made it better, because there was no panic, or worse...because it left everyone unprepared for the things that were out there.

      "But I can only do that if I can count on you. And that means you need to tell me when something is going down," he said. "You need to let me help."

      I nodded. "OK, Drill Sergeant. I can do that."

      "I have your word?"

      "Yes."

      He looked me straight in the eye, like he was trying to read something there. I held his stare. "Good enough, then," he said.

      

      The Echo Taps was beautiful. They set up buglers across the parade field from each other. One started playing Taps; then another echoed the sound back. Back and forth the bugles played, haunting notes sweeping loud and clear through the night.

      I was taking in the performance, but I was also thinking. It had been a rough night. First the mess with the woman outside the fieldhouse, and then the attack on the path. Clearly, there were some people here who flat out didn’t think I belonged. And I really couldn’t blame them for feeling that way.

      But Miles had come when he felt me use magic. He’d appeared in that doorway less than a minute after. He must have started moving as soon as he felt anything, to arrive that fast.

      And Fletcher had stepped up to defend me. I’d have been in serious trouble if he hadn’t come by, or had decided to avoid getting involved. It wasn’t unheard of for cadets to “force out” someone they thought was unfit for the University. Injuring someone badly enough that they had to go home was one of the less pleasant techniques.

      It had been a rough start to the year. And some people thought I didn’t belong.

      But not everyone did. I took heart from that thought.

      I wasn’t the only one crying, when the Echo Taps was over. We all shuffled back inside, and there were more wet eyes than dry. Tomorrow would be another day, and we’d all be back to business as usual. Tonight, we were united in our grief.
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          Dreaming of Flame

        

      

    
    
      I WOKE UP with a yell, the heat from the flames chasing me briefly as I escaped from the dream. Shuddering, I tried to pull myself back under control. It was just a dream. Only a dream. But the memory of fire searing my flesh was too vivid to extinguish immediately.

      "Ryan, what the hell?" came a voice from the bunk below me.

      "Bad dream, Fred," I said, trying and failing to keep my voice steady.

      I could hear him grumbling as he drifted back to sleep again. I knew I wasn't going to be able to drop right back off, though. I hadn’t been sleeping well in a while, but this nightmare was a whopper.

      I shivered. Feeling my arms, I knew why. Despite the late night chill in my room, the t-shirt I'd worn to bed was drenched with sweat. So were my sheets. I glanced down at the digital readout on my alarm clock. It was only five in the morning, still another hour before reveille was sounded. But since I wasn't going to get any more sleep anyway, I might as well get up and be about the day. I jumped down from my top bunk, landing on the floor as quietly as I could. Fred's sleep had been disturbed enough. He'd had the place to himself for a week while I lay in the infirmary recovering from blowing up a soul-sucking monster on Halloween. I'd returned to our room less than a week ago, and been waking up screaming from nightmares more nights than not since then.

      As I slipped my drenched bedclothes off and put on a bathrobe, I checked my wards. I’d gotten into the habit of doing that regularly, and the result was no different this time. Nothing. The magical wards I'd placed on the room should keep out just about any sort of magical attack. At the very least, they should warn me about an attack before they collapsed. But there was nothing, no sign they had been triggered, or bypassed, or...anything. The wards still sat there, just as steady as before.

      I sighed and slipped on shower shoes, grabbed a towel and my shaving bag, and left my room. The cheap plastic shoes clacked softly on the dark tile of the hallway floor. I let my hand glide along the wall, the cool painted cinderblock feeling good after the nightmare. I popped the door to the bathroom at the end of the hall and looked inside. No one there. It was early enough that I had the rare enjoyment of the place to myself. I turned the shower on, letting the water come up to full heat while I slid out of the bathrobe.

      The hot water felt great, easing the remaining tension out of my muscles as it sluiced the sweat away from my skin. I tried to rationalize the nightmares away. October had been a rough month, enough to give anyone bad dreams. But I had a feeling in my gut that this last one wasn’t an ordinary nightmare. Not coming right after the magical fire in the lounge the other day.

      The same experiences which made me feel OK about rationalizing ordinary nightmares made me suspicious of this one. My gut said magic was involved, and magic that could bypass the defenses I'd put on the room was scary as hell.

      I grabbed my bathrobe and stepped out of the shower. Whatever it was would show itself again. I was confident of that. Meanwhile, I had to prepare. I’d had some time now to think about the night before. I’d managed to shield myself against a physical attack last night, something I’d never done before. That ought to mean I could do the same thing with heat and flame. I needed to test that theory, and soon.

      

      After morning classes I headed to my room. I skipped lunch, snacking on an apple and a muffin from breakfast I'd snuck up to the room. There’d be some privacy for now, while most of the cadets were eating. I opened the window so I wouldn't trigger a smoke alarm and set my shoe polish alight. Most cadets had a lighter to melt some of the polish. Sped up the shoe shining process quite a bit. You'd light the polish on fire, wait for a bit to melt, and then pop the lid back on to put out the flames. Then you could dab the liquid wax onto your shoes.

      It was the only flame I had, so I made use of it. I practiced on a bit of paper first, trying to keep the flames from the burning polish from spreading to the paper. My shields just weren’t doing the trick, though, and the paper kept catching fire. The tin started getting hot, and I realized I could use that as another method – trying to hold the hot metal without burning my hand.

      I singed my fingers the first time. The second time I tried to pick the hot polish up, I pushed magic out through my hand, working more on instinct than plan. And I realized my fingers weren't smarting. I opened up my Sight, my ability to See magic. It was something I could turn on by thinking about it – like an overlay on my normal vision, magical energy would appear as patterns, whorls, and shapes.

      Around my hand I could See a smallish version of my shield. I'd learned a while back to shield myself from spiritual entities that thought my magic looked like a tasty snack, and I'd gotten quite good at shielding last month facing off against the apparition. But this wasn't the sort of shield I'd used before. My usual shields stopped just magic, spirits – the immaterial. This shield blocked the heat energy from reaching my hand.

      I put the can down and released the spell, then called it back again. Same shield popped back into being around my hand. I thought about it a bit. Heat was sort of material, but sort of not. My physics background kicked in, considering the transfer of energy from atom to atom. I didn't really understand how the energy I studied in physics related to the energy I could direct with magic, but it looked like there was some sort of connection, because I could clearly impact one with the other.

      Excited, I started to think about other implications here. How strong could I make this shield? What sorts of things could I block out? I lit the tray of polish again, and held the hand surrounded by the shield over the fire.

      No heat.

      I dipped my hand cautiously into the flame itself. Now I could feel the drain on my energy reserve, a slow tug. The shield was resisting the heat, but it was taking a toll. I wiggled my fingers through the flames, amused and fascinated by the feeling. I had to grin – this was just cool.

      A knock sounded at my door, and I was jolted back to reality. With a quick plop, I put the lid on the tray, putting out the fire. I grabbed a black leather shoe and a polish rag, my cover for the smell filling the room, and stood up as the door opened.

      Knock on the door followed by a pause meant another freshman. Knock on the door followed by it immediately opening meant cadre, so I snapped to attention.

      "At ease, Blackwell," came Fletcher's voice from the doorway. "Captain Miles just called down on the hall phone. He wants to see you in his office this afternoon." Then he pulled the door shut and was gone.

      Seeing Fletcher again reminded me that I’d agreed to tell him about “spooky side” problems last night, and then forgotten to mention the fire in the lounge and my part in it. I needed to have a chat with him, but Miles took priority for now.

      Miles probably wanted to chat about last night. I wasn’t sure what I should say to him, wasn’t sure if I wanted to mention this newly acquired skill or not. But it probably wasn't going to get better by delaying things. I closed the window, put away my shoe polish kit, and slipped my shoe back on again. A minute to clean up the mess I'd made on my desk, and I was as ready as I was going to be.

      

      Broad sunlight welcomed me as I walked from the barracks and headed toward the administration building. The sun should have made the day warm, but the breeze was crisp with the scent of dead leaves on the ground, putting the lie to the image. Another reminder that winter was right around the corner, and coming fast.

      As far as I knew, Miles was the only other magical practitioner on the campus right now. He had hinted at being part of some sort of special branch of the military that tracked magical "hot spots" like the powerful ley line nexus on the campus.

      We hadn't hit it off all that well when he arrived last week, but he'd gone out of his way to help me yesterday. So I wasn't sure what to expect from this meeting.

      I rapped hard on Miles's office door. I only had to wait a moment before I heard him call "Enter," from inside. Crisp, formal, I strode quickly to the front of his desk and came to attention.

      "Recruit Blackwell, reporting as ordered."

      "At ease, Blackwell. Sit down, please."

      I nodded, and took a seat in the plush chair across the desk from him. Miles was in his Army greens, impeccable as usual, but there were dark circles under his eyes I hadn't noticed before. They made me wonder how well he was sleeping.

      "So...?" I asked after taking my seat.

      "I had a couple of things I wanted to go over with you, Blackwell. The first is about education. You've obviously got a powerful gift for magic, but it's a skill which takes time to master, and the ROTC scholarship you've got only gives the Army a four year lease on you after graduation."

      No surprises so far.

      "So it's in the Army's best interest to see you trained as well as possible before graduation. To that end, I've arranged to be your academic adviser, and I've already cleared you to take an unusual number of independent study courses so we can give you the training you need."

      That set me back a moment. "I already have an adviser, sir," I replied carefully.

      "You did have one. Now you have me."

      We stared at each other a moment, and I could sense that he was testing me, seeing how much he could push. The first time we met, he had tried to probe my magical strength with his own talent – and I'd rebuffed his probe effortlessly. He'd been a little shocked when he saw just how much stronger my magic was, and he hadn’t tried to test my shields again. But apparently he was still looking for other ways to push me. I wasn't going to play ball, not with this one.

      Besides, learning more about magic? For college credit? It wasn't an offer I wanted to refuse, even if it meant doing so under his guidance. It probably wasn't an offer I could afford to refuse. Not if I wanted to keep breathing. Knowledge was power.

      So I shrugged, leaned back in my chair a bit to affect a relaxed pose. "Sounds interesting. When do we start these classes? How will this work?"

      "I'll be directing some of them, of course," he replied. "But I'll bring in other officers from time to time as tutors as well. I figured we'd start next semester, since your course load is already full right now. Which brings me to my next point."

      "I've had several comments from your professors that you've been slipping in your classes. I'll be frank, Ryan – I'm concerned for you."

      I gritted my teeth. The last thing I needed right now was a speech about how I wasn't living up to my potential. He must have noticed me tense, because his next move was to lean back in his chair and spread his arms wide.

      "I mean it, Ryan," he said. "I know we didn't get off on a good start, but I'm not the bad guy here. And what you went through last month would have wrecked guys with a decade of experience in this stuff. I've seen soldiers ruined because they had trouble dealing with things they'd seen in combat. Same thing can happen in our line of work."

      I kept silent, trying to keep an open mind to what he was saying.

      "If you were already Army, and I was your boss, I'd be getting you some good psych counseling and then some long leave. But you're a student, and leaving the school would mess with your scholarship. Which neither of us wants to do, I think."

      I nodded. We were on the same page there, for sure.

      "So we'll have to do the best we can right here, with what we have. Which is basically you and me."

      I looked into his eyes, seeing those circles again. "You going to ask me how I'm sleeping, next?" I asked. I tried to keep my voice light.

      He looked at me sharply. "And how are you sleeping, Ryan?"

      "About as well as you, I suspect."

      He looked like he was about to say something more, then gave a small shake of his head. More than ever, I had a hunch he had been hit with the same dream I had last night, or at least something equally disturbing.

      "Is that all, Captain?" I asked.

      "No, one other thing. You're friends with Jerome Summersfield, I think?"

      "Who?"

      "The groundskeeper who was injured out there on the parade ground last month... During your battle."

      "Oh," I said. I'd never known his name, just thought of him as The Gardener. Last time I'd heard, he was in the ICU at Fletcher Allen. "Yes. Have you heard news about him?"

      "He's been released from the hospital. He's at the Briarwood Nursing Home here in town for rehab. He's still in pretty bad shape, from what I heard."

      Miles paused a moment, then added, "I can take you to see him, if you'd like."

      I felt resentment and refusal stir within me immediately. I was still incredibly angry. Furious that people had been hurt, when the Army knew this was a dangerous spot, and hadn't taken measures to keep people safe. Intellectually, I knew Miles was trying to be conciliatory, attempting to help. But my gut still blamed him in proxy for everything that had gone wrong here.

      Which probably said that he was correct about my headspace not being perfectly sound. But I didn't want to think about that right now.

      I reined my anger in, and as calmly as I could replied, "No, thank you, Captain. Not right now at least. Too much else going on this weekend. But I appreciate the offer."

      His lips tightened, but he didn't seem surprised by my response.

      "OK, Blackwell. That's all for now. But remember, I'm here if you need me. For whatever."

      "Thank you, sir," I said, and was surprised to realize that I meant it. I stood and left his office. I had a lot to think about.

      

      I figured it was about time to go report in to Fletcher. I'd promised to keep him in the loop about any new weirdness, and yesterday morning's events definitely qualified. The way the rumor mill on campus worked, he'd undoubtedly already heard about the fire. I needed to let him know about the details, though.

      I hesitated in front of his door. I'd kept him out of the loop last month without thinking about it, but the fact is that he had no defense against this sort of thing. He was vulnerable in a way I wasn't, because he couldn't see magic, couldn't use magic, and had no defense against magic. I liked Fletcher. I didn't want him maimed or killed by something.

      But it was in his nature to want to help. We were a lot alike there. And, I'd promised him.

      I rapped on the door three times, half hoping he'd be out somewhere.

      "Enter," came his voice.

      I turned the knob and stepped inside. His room was the same as it had been every other time I'd been here. One bunk – of everyone on the freshman floor, only the drill sergeant got a private room. Austere walls. Wardrobe closed. Books neatly stacked on a shelf above the immaculate desk. And a line of masking tape on the floor a few feet in front of the door. And as he always seemed to be when I came into the room, there was Fletcher sitting in the middle of his bunk.

      I closed the door behind me, then stepped up so the toes of my shoes brushed the tape line. I snapped to attention, and said "Recruit Blackwell reporting, Drill Sergeant."

      "At ease, Blackwell."

      I relaxed. A little.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “It’s about our chat last night.”

      "This about that fire earlier yesterday? I heard someone say they'd seen you there."

      I tensed up again. That's the University rumor mill for you. Anything worth knowing, and a lot that wasn't, got passed around the campus faster than magic. Especially through the cadre grapevine.

      "I was there, Drill Sergeant."

      "Spooky stuff?" he eyed me. "You wouldn't be here if it wasn't, I'm guessing."

      I looked him in the eye. "Just putting out a fire, Drill Sergeant."

      "Trying to be a hero again, Blackwell?"

      I shrugged and tried not to grin. "This one was a relative cake-walk." And then I filled him in on the details. I figured it was better not to hold anything back. Fletcher was trying to help. Giving him some of the information without giving him everything could put him at more risk, not less. I stressed how this wasn't a natural fire, and how the extinguisher had done nothing to put it out. I told him Miles had pulled me out, but not about Miles's magic. I had a feeling Miles was trying to keep the special nature of his assignment here secret, and I'd play ball for now. Fletcher raised his eyebrows, but didn't say anything else.

      He'd been pacing while I talked, but now he yanked his chair away from his desk, then sat down on his bunk. He waved at the chair.

      "Sit down, Blackwell."

      "Thanks," I said. I collapsed into the chair more than sat in it.

      "So, you think the fire was caused, but don't know who set it?"

      "That's about right. Worse, I don't even really know how to start looking, aside from keeping an eye out for more trouble."

      He rubbed his jaw with one hand. "Any way to track something like this to the source, if he tries again?"

      I had to think about that one a moment. "Maybe," I said. "Once I shielded the fire, I could feel the magic trying to batter down the shield to pour in and feed the flame. Possible I could track it at that point, but it might be hard."

      "So we're in wait and see mode."

      "Pretty much."

      "Thanks for filling me in. You go rest a while, Blackwell. Busy night ahead."

      I groaned a little. Tonight was be the night before the big football game between the Coast Guard Academy and Northshield University. Tradition dictated that the away team would try to wreak havoc on the home team's campus, committing sometimes very elaborate acts of vandalism, theft, and other pranks. The home team's freshmen class, in turn, was responsible for defending the campus. It was going to be a rough night, without a lot of sleep.

      I had one other thing I wanted to get done, though. "Drill Sergeant?" I asked.

      "Yes?"

      "What you said this morning, about needing help, and working together? I need some help, right now."

      I had his attention. I looked down at my hands, and rushed on. "The man who was out there with me on Halloween, the one who was hurt, he's out of the hospital and at the rehab unit of a nursing home here in town. I'd like to – I mean, I really feel like I ought to get down there to see him. I was wondering if you could help me arrange some sort of pass...?"

      "I can do better than that. Follow me." He stood up and grabbed his coat. I followed him out of the room and down the stairs.

      "Where are we going?" I asked once we got outside.

      "What nursing home?" he replied.

      "Briarwood."

      He nodded, pulled his cell phone from his pocket, punched a couple of buttons without breaking his stride, then said "Briarwood Nursing Home," into his phone. I peeked and saw he had a GPS app up and running. Then I realized we were headed for the student parking lot.

      He stopped and looked at me. "You starting to understand, now? It's all about helping each other. Not the little shit, not the stuff you ought to do to take care of yourself. That you need to learn to do on your own. But the big stuff? That's why we have a team. It's why we have NCOs and officers around. In the real military, and here."

      Then he turned away and started walking with those long, ground eating strides again. I hurried to keep up. This day was just full of surprises. And as I felt my heart warming in gratitude, I realized a decent number of them had been good ones.
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      TURNED OUT Fletcher drove an old and pretty battered pickup truck. Wasn't what I'd expected, but a person's car can tell a story about them. It was as clean as his room, and the engine purred like it was new, but the body was battered and much mended. He popped the locks and let me in, and we were on our way.

      The drive was short, and mostly quiet. The town of Northshield wasn't that big, and only a few thousand people lived there. Like most of Vermont, it was one of those places you can almost – but not quite – drive through and miss if you're not paying attention. Still, I liked the scenery. Plenty of trees, tall hills on all sides of the valley where the town nestled. It was a big change from most of the places I'd lived as a child.

      Then we were pulling into the lot of the Briarwood Nursing Home. The place was all one long building, with a main entrance in front of a little row of visitor parking spots. Fletcher nosed his truck into one of those and put on the parking brake, but left the engine running.

      "How long you think you'll be?" he asked.

      "I don't know, Drill Sergeant. Might be pretty quick if he's busy."

      "Keep it to a half hour, OK?"

      "Will do," I said. "And – thank you, again."

      He shook his head. "This is my job, recruit. Shit like this is what I do, when I'm not playing nursemaid to the pack of you."

      I got out of the truck and shivered as I hurried to the main entrance. Would have been smart to get my coat before we left, but hurrying would have to do.

      A blast of warm air from inside the building hit me like a wall as soon as I opened the glass front door. I was immediately glad I didn't have the coat after all. The front room looked homey enough, all carpeted floors and plush chairs, with a couple of big sofas scattered in for good measure. Little places folks could gather to chat with family who were here, I guessed.

      I've never been a fan of nursing homes. Grandpa had died without ever having to go to one, which was a blessing in my mind. Grandma had nurses who visited her home daily, thanks to my Dad. So she was able to able to keep on keeping on in her old home, even at the ripe old age of ninety. I was glad. Nursing homes always reeked of recent death and old despair.

      That was the price of being able to feel the echoes left by strong emotions. I could feel the layers of hopelessness on this place like ashes over Pompeii. Half an hour wasn't going to be too much trouble. The hard part would be staying long enough to see the gardener at all.

      I walked up to the open door of what looked like a business office and peeked in. I was in uniform, but everyone in town knew the University, and saw cadets in town pretty regularly, so that didn't seem to get more than a raised eyebrow. Two women were sitting inside at a pair of desks, facing each other.

      "Hi," I said. "I'm here looking for..." I almost said The Gardener, but checked myself in time. I recalled the name Miles had told me. "Jerome Summersfield? He's here for rehab."

      One of the women beamed an artificial smile up at me. "If he’s here for rehab, he's down the hall in C Wing. If you take a right in the main hallway, and walk straight on through BWing, you'll be in C Wing. Ask at the nurses' station there for his room number."

      I thanked her and took the right she suggested. That took me down a long hallway past rooms that smelled more of urine than disinfectant, where I came to a four way intersection. I stood there looking confused for a minute, and almost got run down by a woman chatting on her cell phone while driving some sort of motorized wheelchair down the hall at top speed.

      "Gangway!" she said, and I ducked off to one side, narrowly avoided becoming her hood ornament, and almost ran into a young lady in hospital scrubs.

      "Sorry," I said to her, and got another tired half smile for my efforts before she raced away to keep doing whatever it was she was doing. I looked down two halls and realized I wasn't sure which way I was supposed to go, anymore.

      OK. This was becoming annoying. I recalled what Miles had said about telling one type of magic apart from another, and had an idea. I knew what the nature of the gardener's magic was. I'd seen it, felt it, basked in it, even napped in one of the little gardens he tended and nurtured with his magic. And I'd seen him use what magic he had to battle the apparition last month, too.

      I figured he probably had at least a little of it about him even now.

      So I ducked off to one side of the hallway, closed my eyes, and reached out with my own magic, searching.

      The psychic noise the building gave off was overpowering at first, like a miasma of shouting voices. But bit by bit I calmed my mind, tuned out the noise, and kept searching for his distinct sound.

      And there it was, a note of calm and verdant green in the middle of the echoes. A still pool in the center of chaos. I was surprised I hadn't seen it more quickly, but then I opened my eyes and realized only seconds must have passed. I knew which way to go, now, and marched confidently down the hallway.

      Straight, then a left at the nurses' station, and I was in the right hall. I reached out again gently then, trying to pinpoint the room. Ahead and on the right hand side. And there was the room – 310 – with Jerome Summersfield stenciled in white on a blue tag next to a door which was slightly ajar.

      I reached out to knock, and heard a voice from inside before my hand could touch the door.

      "Might as well come in, boy. The dead could have heard you coming a mile away, you're so loud."

      A small grin crossed my face, and I opened the door to go inside.

      The grin was gone as soon as I saw him.

      His room was well enough kept. The bed he lay in was neat, with cool green blankets covering him. The window shades were open, letting in a little of the afternoon sun. A vase with a bunch of roses sat on the table next to his bed.

      But he was another matter. His face had a gray cast to it, and he was getting oxygen through a nasal cannula. He looked to have lost a lot of pounds and gained as many years since I'd seen him last. And I could feel the illness and injury paining him without even reaching out to try.

      But despite that, he'd managed to make this room a quiet place of peace, just as he seemed to everywhere he went.

      "Come in and sit down, boy. I won't bite."

      I realized I'd stalled in the doorway, and took the few steps forward to come to the side of his bed. A chair was there, placed so someone could sit with him, and I took a seat in it as he asked.

      "I'm glad you're out of the hospital," I said.

      "Gah! I'm glad we're both alive, boy. I wasn't half expecting either of us to survive that thing."

      "I wasn't sure we would, either. How are you?"

      "Broken hip, shattered pelvis, broken ribs, punctured lung. Enough other small breaks and cuts to last me a lifetime. The doctors tell me it's a miracle I'm alive. Then they left me in the hospital long enough to," he broke off, coughing, then continued, "get some sort of drug resistant pneumonia."

      I winced. Of course, he didn't miss that either.

      "I'm alive, boy. And while we live, while we breathe, we go on. That's the way of things."

      "I know. I just can't help but think you were hurt because you were out there to help me."

      His hand snapped out to grasp my wrist, faster than I thought he'd have been able to manage. He glared up at me from the bed.

      "Don't you dare, boy. Don't you take that on yourself. Or take what I did away from me. I've been a warrior too, in my time. Being able to make one more stand against evil? Worth everything. Everything..." His grip relaxed and he lay back on the bed, coughing hard again. After a few moments, he settled down again, eyes closed.

      "I'm grateful," I said.

      "I know," he replied, eyes still closed.

      I sat there with him a few minutes. Just soaking in the peace of the room and his presence, the way I'd basked in the living magic of his gardens time and time again.

      "I've been taking care of your gardens for you, but I think they miss you. Think you'll be back to tend them soon?"

      "Thank you, Ryan," he said. "I appreciate that you're looking after them. Found them all, did you?" He opened one eye and looked at me.

      I had to laugh. He'd told me there were more, but never where, or how many. "I've tended the ones I've found. All? I'd never think I've found all your secret places."

      "Maybe, maybe not. But thank you. As for coming back to work, I don't know, boy. The doctors here hem and haw about it, but I can see what they're not saying. They're preparing a long term bed for me here, I think. Someplace nice and comfortable for the old crippled man to ease out his last years."

      I Looked at him, then. Used my magic to try to see his wounds, and they were ugly. His aura was mottled with them, with the original wounds that had almost killed him, and the disease now making him so brittle and frail. I bit my lip.

      "Yeah, I know it's bad, boy. I can feel it myself without seeing it in your face."

      "What can I do?" I asked.

      "What all of us do, boy. Breathe and go on."

      I sighed. "I have to go. Drill Sergeant Fletcher brought me here, and he's waiting. I can't stay much longer. But I'll come back when I can."

      He had both eyes open now, scanning my face. "There's something else, isn't there?"

      I shook my head. "Not for you to worry about. Sit this one out. Please."

      "Boy, I can't sit up by myself, let alone come help in whatever mess you've gotten into now. But there's something you need to know. Something those Army spooks won't tell you – yes, I know they're probably back on campus by now, aren't they?" The look on my face must have been answer enough. "Hmmph. Thought so."

      He relaxed back on the bed, and I thought he might have been drifting back to sleep. I stood up to leave, and he opened his eyes again.

      "Ryan. You need to understand. You are more than you know."

      Then his eyes fluttered closed again and he was off into a rough sleep, like saying those words had spent the last of his strength. I eased away from the chair carefully so not to wake him, and exited the room without a sound.

      Retracing my steps out of the building, I pondered what he had said. I was more than I knew? What did that mean? I knew the man well enough to be certain of one thing – if he’d wanted to tell me more right now, he would have. I’d have to figure out what he meant myself.

      

      I was silent getting back into the car, and Fletcher kept his peace for the first couple minutes of the drive back to the campus. I don't know if he was respecting my silence or lost in his own thoughts, but I suspected the former.

      "You know, if you want to come see him again, tell me and I'll arrange another trip for you," he said.

      "Thanks. I'd like that. Maybe after we figure out what's happening at the University."

      Another long pause. Then he asked "You've got a lot on your plate, Ryan. How are you doing with classes?"

      "Getting by."

      "Should be doing better than that. I know it's hard, given everything else, but try to remember why you're here. For the diploma, not the ghostbusting stuff."

      I chuckled a little. "It does get hard to recall, some days."

      He turned the car into the long drive leading up onto the campus. Brick gateposts marked the entrance, and I could feel an electric tingle as we got closer to the ley nexus. Even this far away, it was like a weight returning to my mind, one I had been living with so long I never thought about it anymore, until it was gone and then returned.

      "I'd let you off from the guard duty tonight if I could, Blackwell, but..."

      "But it's a prime time for anything spooky to happen, and you need me alert and ready."

      "Yeah."

      "So much for the real reason I'm here." I couldn't keep a little bitterness out of my voice, and felt bad as soon as I realized it. "Sorry. Just feeling a little sorry for myself."

      "You know what you might need more than a night off, Blackwell? How about a nice way to vent some frustration in a constructive way?"

      We were pulling into the student lot. I eyed Fletcher warily. "Depends. If it means extra push-up sessions in full winter gear in the hallway, then no."

      He laughed.

      "No, I'm thinking you could use some lessons in self-defense. Might come in handy someday. And trust me, it's a great way to get some things out of your system."

      "Here on campus?" I wracked my brains, trying to recall if there was some sort of class here for that.

      "Yeah. After class hours, there's a school Tae Kwon Do club that's pretty good. It meets Monday, Wednesday, and Friday." He looked at his watch. "Class starts in twenty minutes, so you have just enough time to get into PT gear and get down there. I go, so I'll bring you in and introduce you."

      I'd picked up a little self-defense as a teen. Some of it was the hard way, but I also picked up some lessons from guys who'd worked for my father. He employed all sorts of folks. I'd never asked about formal classes, but he'd never disapproved of my learning on the fly. I could see it might be useful down the road. And fun, in the now.

      "Sure, Drill Sergeant. I'll give it a shot."

      

      Nineteen minutes later we were down in the big field house, which had no lingering signs of last night’s event. I was wearing my PT uniform: shorts, t-shirt, sweatpants and a sweatshirt I'd taken off as soon as we arrived. Fletcher had changed into a white uniform he called a dobok, which looked just like a classic karate gi to me. He was wearing a blue belt, which was something of a middle rank in most belt systems, if I was remembering them right.

      “Line up!” someone yelled. The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

      There was a rush, and the dozen students in white uniforms were forming up into rank and file lines. It looked like they were forming up by belt rank, and I of course had no rank – not even a uniform. I hung out behind the line as everyone fell into position. There were two other cadets next to me who were wearing the same PT gear I had on. One was an upperclassman, and the other had the tell-tale freshman short haircut.

      “You know where we’re supposed to go?” the other freshman whispered.

      The upperclassman shrugged, but stepped into the back rank of the class. “Back here, I guess,” he said. We took our places next to him. Ahead of us the other students were arrayed from white belts all the way up to a single red belt. Fletcher was second in line, after the red belt, so I thought perhaps I’d been off on my estimate of his skill.

      I don't know who I was expecting as an instructor. Fletcher hadn't said. But I think I had visions of either some small Asian man or some guy who looked like he'd been ripped from Special Forces. So I was a little surprised when the two folks who took their places up front were both women.

      Both of them wore doboks and black belts. One was middle aged, with white splashed through her dark hair. She was clearly in charge. The second was younger, with hair just as dark pulled back in a tight ponytail.

      The younger woman called “Chari-yut!”, and the entire class came to the position of attention. Or something close to it, anyway. I snapped to with the rest of them, but my mind was reeling. She was the one who had called everyone to line up, too – but now I recognized the voice.

      She was flashlight girl, from last night outside the fieldhouse.

      “Kyong-ne!” she called out. The class, including her, bowed to the older black belt.

      I bowed, too. But my mind was racing, trying to think of some reasonable excuse for getting the heck out of there. Last night had been grossly uncomfortable, to say the least. And this young woman had seen me use magic at point blank range. It was dark, and I wasn’t sure just what she’d seen. For all I knew, she hadn’t seen anything at all. But the not knowing just made it worse, if anything. Maybe I could sneak out before she spotted me?

      Then the bow ended, and as my eyes came back up, hers locked with mine. She quirked an eyebrow. Then she broke her stare to look back at the instructor, who was speaking.

      “We have new students today. Excellent! Ms. Gray,” the instructor said, “would you please take the class through a warm-up while I work with the new students in the back on basic technique?”

      “Absolutely, Master Wynn,” Ms. Gray – at least I had a better name than flashlight girl, now – replied.

      Master Wynn strode back around the formation. “Come with me, you three,” she said, continuing away from the group a bit. We followed her. And once she felt we were all far enough to be out of the way of the main group, we got started.

      I wasn’t sure how much fun this was going to be, but as she taught us a few simple moves, I quickly lost myself in the work. It wasn't until Master Wynn called for a break that I realized this wasn't much different from meditation, something I'd used on occasion to focus my magic. The whole lesson seemed a lot more interesting then.

      If martial arts was moving meditation, in a way, then it might have applications for me beyond just self-defense and stress relief.

      "Ms. Gray! Have the rest of the class get some water, please," Master Wynn said to the younger black belt. "We're going to shift gears to self-defense for a little while. Pair everyone off."

      I was still feeling great, and skipped the water. Staying on the floor just made more sense to me at that point, so I kept practicing a few of the movements we'd been shown. As I did, I felt myself slipping back into that same meditative state. Very fun, very easy. But this time, I tried seeing about pushing a little magic into some of the moves. I could feel the magic flow down my arms as I executed a block, could feel it pulse forward to my fist when I punched. It felt a little off, somehow, but the principle seemed sound.

      This was a beat I could dance to.

      I looked around and realized everyone else had paired off already. There were an odd number of students.

      The younger black belt, Ms. Gray, walked over to me. "Looks like you’re with me," she said. Her tone was flat, hard to read.

      I agreed with a wary nod of my head.

      She went over the first drill, and we started. Simple, really. One person throws a punch at the other; the defender blocks the punch and counters with their own attack. We went through several iterations of that before the instructor had everyone take it up a notch – adding a second counter, then a third.

      Before long we were doing five sets of attack and counter. It was a lot of fun, and now that the movements were flowing together I began losing myself in the flow again. I pushed a little magic into each block and strike, making each snap a little better. I could see Gray's eyes warm with the challenge, and I sensed her own counters speed up some to match my own.

      Somewhere in the middle, I stopped worrying about what she had seen and just started enjoying myself.

      Finally, it was done, class was finished. Everyone was drenched with a good sweat. The class bowed out to Master Wynn, and we headed toward the lockers – and a shower!

      I caught up with Fletcher on the way out. He took one look at my grinning face and said "Glad you came, I take it?"

      "Most fun I've had in a while."

      "Should've brought you in here before. But it's been a busy semester for you."

      Gray came up beside us then. "So you brought Blackwell in, Fletcher? Nice." She looked at me. "You did well in there today. Train before?"

      "A couple lessons from guys who worked for my Dad. Nothing serious though." Questions raced through my mind. Was her friend from last night OK? What had she seen? I kept them to myself.

      "Well, you did well. Hope we'll see you back?" she said.

      "I had fun." I looked from her face to Fletcher's, both expectant. I had to laugh. "Yes! I'll be back."

      "Good," she said.

      We all headed downstairs to the lockers. At the base of the stairs were a couple of young men wearing uniforms I didn’t recognize – white shirts and blue pants. But Fletcher and Gray clearly did. Both of them tensed next to me.

      “You boys here a little early?” Fletcher asked. The pair turned to face us. I realized they must be Coasties – Coast Guard Academy cadets, here before the game tomorrow.

      “Yeah, we were just admiring your turkey here,” one of the Coasties said, waving absently at the trophy case next to him. He was motioning at the statue of the academy mascot – a gold firebird.

      “I think you’d both best move along now,” Fletcher said.

      “Why? We’re not allowed here?” the cadet speaking stepped forward, crossing his arms over his chest.

      The other one behind him copied his move, and added “Who’s going to make us?”

      I was already seeing that this was going to end badly. I wasn’t worried about us – I’d already seen that Fletcher and Gray could handle themselves just fine in a fight. And my magic gave me an edge. But a fight now was just going to get all of us in a load of trouble. One look at Fletcher told me that was where we were headed, though. You could do just about anything to him, except where it came to the honor of the University.

      Time to intercede before things got too hot. Or maybe...make them hot?

      I confess, I got the idea from some movie I saw when I was younger. Something about filling someone’s athletic cup with heating gel.

      I spun a little bit of magic out, and used it to heat certain...sensitive parts of the two Coasties’ anatomy. Not enough to burn them. Just enough to make them very, very uncomfortable. It was right on the edge of my control to try something like that, and I had to fight to keep the spell from building. Somehow, the little bit of heat I was touching them with wanted to turn into a bonfire. It almost got away from me, but I cancelled the magic before it could.

      All around me, I could feel the presence of elemental magic. The same sort of magic I’d felt in the student lounge.

      And then it was gone.

      The whole thing had taken only seconds. I hadn’t had time to do more than recognize the presence before it was gone again. But whoever it was had almost turned my prank into a disaster.

      All the Coasties got was a sudden and uncomfortable increase in body temperature in their groins. Their faces went instantly red, and they rushed off as a pair, making excuses as they went.

      “What the hell was that about?” Gray said. She was looking at me. I tried hard not to wince, worked at a poker face.

      “Guess they didn’t want to deal with us,” Fletcher said.

      “I thought they were going to pick a fight for a minute there,” she said.

      “Would have been in trouble if they had, I think,” I said.

      “Probably so!” Gray said, and smiled at both of us. “Listen, I have to run. See you next class." Then she headed off toward the women’s lockers.

      Once she was gone, Fletcher looked at me. “What did you do to them?” he asked.

      I told him, and I thought he was going to bust a gut. I’d never seen him laugh that hard.

      “That’s priceless, Blackwell,” he said once he got his breath back. “I mean it. That ought to teach them not to mess with the mascot.”

      I didn’t point out that they had no idea there was any connection between their affliction and what they’d been doing. Fletcher was enjoying the idea; no sense spoiling it. I kept that brief presence of fire magic to myself, too. Now that it was passed, I found myself wondering if I’d actually sensed what I thought I had. It had been such a momentary sensation... I realized Fletcher was staring at me, a curious look on his face.

      "Thanks for bringing me today, Drill Sergeant," I said. "I needed this."

      "Remember what they say about all work and no play, Blackwell," he said. "But don't be late for formation." He held up his wristwatch meaningfully.
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          Stirring the Ashes

        

      

    
    
      ON MY WAY back up to the barracks buildings, I remembered that I still had a package waiting for me in the mailroom. Assuming it hadn't been washed away by all the water, it ought to still be there. It was on the way, and finding out what I’d been sent would be another welcome distraction from what had become a long day.

      The entire student lounge area had been shut down and cordoned off, the big glass doors locked. It still looked like a mess in there, but someone had obviously made an effort to start the cleanup. Didn't seem like there was too much structural damage from the flame, but the smoke had done quite a job on its own.

      The mailroom was open, but smelled of wet ashes and probably would for a while. A pair of cadets were working inside, sorting through the mess as quickly as they could. I fished into my wallet for the green card that said I had a package waiting.

      "Hey," I called in the window.

      "What's up?" one of them replied. The other didn't even look up, lost in sorting mail.

      "Picking up a package." I waved the green slip at him. He took it, and went rooting around on a table in the back of the room.

      "You're in luck, Blackwell," he said. "Not too many packages here when the sprinklers went off, so all of them were high and dry." He brought out a small box, carefully wrapped in brown paper, addresses written in a perfect script I knew well. I reached for the box carefully.

      "Thank you," I said.

      "Thank you," he replied. "I heard you helped put out that fire earlier. Just grabbed an extinguisher and ran right in. Whole place might have gone up, otherwise. Good work."

      I flushed. "Firemen came pretty quickly to finish the job. Glad I was able to help, though. Have a good night." I waved and ducked out the door, clutching my prize. Embarrassed and a little proud at the same time, the mixed emotions were complex and not something I wanted to deal with just then.

      Besides, this package really was a prize. That was my grandmother's handwriting. Grandma had sent me one package at school, a nice letter and a small package of chocolate chip cookies that had gotten me through a rough week. I looked forward to anything that she sent. This box was about the size of a shoebox. Judging from the feel under the wrapping, it probably was an old shoebox she'd had lying around. Grandma was one of those folks who never threw anything out that she might need someday. The box was big enough that it might be more cookies, and I felt my mouth watering at the prospect.

      Fred wasn’t there when I got back to my room, so I had the place to myself. And just enough time to peek inside the package to see what Grandma had sent. I pulled back what felt like half an inch of packing tape, and hit the paper-bag layer. Grandma believed in packing things securely, but this was a lot, even for her.

      Finally I reached the box inside – and I was right, it was a shoebox. I lifted away the lid, and hit paydirt. Or aluminum foil, as the case might be. I lifted the carefully wrapped package from the box. I could already smell the contents – chocolate chip cookies again, if my nose was right. My mouth began watering in earnest.

      Underneath the foil-wrapped goodies was something else, though. It was a leather-bound book, about the size of a large paperback – big enough it just barely fit in the shoebox. I lifted it out, handling the battered cover with care. It was about an inch thick, with a worn out rubber band wrapped around it. A note had been folded in half and slipped into the rubber band.

      I set the book down and took the note out first. My grandmother’s handwriting was unmistakable.

      

      Ryan,

      He always wanted you to have this, when you were old enough. He’s not here anymore to give it to you, so I have to guess when the right time might be. I think this is a good time, now that you’re off on your own at the school he loved. I hope this helps. I wish he could be here for you, but I’m here, if you need me.

      All my love,

      Grandma

      

      I was more excited about the book than the cookies, now. This was something of Grandpa’s? I opened the book to the first page, and saw it was a journal. His steady cursive filled every page I flipped through, with the occasional photo or sketch paper-clipped to a page here and there.

      I turned back to the first page, wondering when he had written this. The first date was October 20th, 1942, written in England, and I was immediately fascinated. I knew Grandpa had fought in Europe during World War Two.

      

      We leave soon to join the battle. I know not precisely where. It’s not for a Captain to know these things. But our tanks are painted in desert colors. So I suspect we will be moving against the Germans in Africa.

      They have a tremendous force there. But we are launching a great army of our own, and the British as well. It feels good to be preparing for battle, after months of waiting. I have never been one to stand idle while evil men were allowed to make their way without interruption.

      

      I had only read that much before I heard cadre out in the halls, calling out: “Formation!”

      Time to go. Wistfully, I set the book aside. It would be fascinating reading. I’d heard some of Grandpa’s stories, but he’d died when I was only thirteen, and I think he had sugar-coated them a bit. Reading his journal, I felt a connection to him that I’d missed very much. With regret, I tucked book and cookies back into the box, and the box into a desk drawer for safekeeping. It would have to wait a little longer.

      

      I pounded back up the stairs to the fifth floor alongside my platoon mates. Dinner had been brief, and everyone was in a rush to get back as soon as we were dismissed. It had been an intense day, and with all that had happened I'd forgotten the fun and exciting evening planned for all Northshield freshmen. Yelling from below, Drill Sergeant Fletcher was reminding us, though.

      "Into your bunks, people! Lights out ASAP! We go on watch at midnight, and none of you are going to be caught sleeping on watch, am I right?"

      "Yes Drill Sergeant!" we called back by rote.

      Yeah. Big football game in the morning. Big pre-game prank night tonight, with freshmen on guard to prevent it. Joy.

      I let the door to my room shut out most of the racket from the hallway. Unable to contain my curiosity anymore, I was moving to my desk even as the door was settling closed. I popped open the drawer and slipped Grandpa’s journal out of the package and tossed it gently onto my top bunk. Then I stripped out of my regular uniform and put on the “army combat uniform” – all digital camouflage – we’d be wearing for guard duty. The ACUs were comfy; they were a good uniform to lie around in. And I’d be one step ahead by being already dressed, later. Once I was changed, I jumped up onto my bunk and picked up the book.

      Time to get a little reading in.

      Fred came in a few minutes later, turned off the light and hopped into bed himself. “See you in a bit,” he said.

      “Yeah, not looking forward to this.”

      “Me either. Get some sleep.”

      But I couldn’t sleep. So I tossed the blanket over my head, and used my magic to bring a tiny mote of light to my fingertip. Just enough to read by.

      I got lost in the book for a couple of hours.

      Grandpa described his part of something called “Operation Torch”, a joint US-UK invasion of North Africa, and pretty much the entry of the US into the European front of the war. He was in an armor unit, leading a company of tanks. He talked about the trouble of loading the tanks onto the ships that would carry them. About getting seasick on the trip. About the landing he made on November 8th, 1942, near the city of Algiers in Algeria. His unit linked up with French partisans there, and pushed back the occupying German forces.

      Somewhere along the line, part of his unit got cut off in the desert.

      

      We had only three tanks with us when we rolled into the ruins. The others were elsewhere, and we were having trouble reaching them by radio. For some reason, as soon as we got close to the old piles of stone, the radios went on the fritz. But we needed the cover, so we brought the tanks we had right in among those piles of old rocks.

      I had the men disembark from the vehicles and work to move stones into rough fortifications. I knew the German unit we’d seen only an hour before had to be somewhere in the area. I knew we had friendly units nearby as well, but I suspected we were ahead of most of the rest of our unit. So we needed to hunker down a little while until we could link back up with the others.

      It was while we were digging up stones and piling them into a rough cover for our tanks that the men happened across the tunnel. I had to investigate, of course. It might have been a cache of weapons, or a passage that would allow the enemy to sneak up on us. I was hoping it might be someplace we could hide, if things went very badly above. The Germans had planes in Africa, and their bombs would rip our tanks to bits. But what we found was so unusual that I’d never have imagined it.

      The ruins were old. Very old. I don’t know how old, but the writing was like nothing I’d seen before, and the walls were covered with it. I took two men with me, leaving the others above to continue the work. We went in, and down, carrying flashlights for illumination. It felt like we were disturbing someplace that hadn’t been open for a long time, and my intuition prickled at the place. Something about it made me want – even need! – to go forward.

      At the end of a long tunnel, past several flights of descending stairs, we entered a small room. It was a circle cut from stone, no walls of stone blocks like the halls we’d walked to get there. The walls were painted with more of the strange writing we’d seen, covered with the stuff. I wish I’d had a camera with me.

      In the middle of the room was a small gold statue, about the size of a housecat. Around the statue was a circle, carved into the stone floor, and more lettering carved there too.

      

      I turned the page, and had to stifle a gasp. Grandpa had taped an old photo to the next page. He must have taken the shot later, after all this had happened. The photo showed him, holding the statue, surrounded by men in uniform who I presumed were the rest of his unit.

      But what shocked me was the statue in his picture – which looked precisely like the firebird statue sitting in the trophy case at the University fieldhouse.

      Was it just another statue, made in the same shape? Or was the statue my grandfather found actually sitting right here, on this campus? This was family history I’d never heard before. I read on.

      

      I brought the statue back up with me. Don’t really know why, except that it felt like the right thing to do. The men with me were thinking about melting it down or chunking it up, I suspect. Gold makes men’s minds do funny things. But neither of them said anything about it to me, if that’s what they were thinking.

      We neared the surface only just in time. I heard the boom of a big gun firing nearby while we were still in the tunnel, and we hit the ground out of instinct. The impact shook the walls a little, but the roof held up. We got back to our feet and took off running for the way out before the whole thing came down.

      The sun was just starting to settle below the horizon when I came up, but there was enough light to see the silhouette of the panzers bearing down on us: six of them. They were firing as they came. Out in the open wasn’t where we wanted to be, so all three of us dashed for our tanks as fast as we could run. The other men were already in the vehicles waiting for us, yelling to us to hurry.

      I reached my tank about the same time the other guys reached theirs. We didn’t have extra room in the tank for a statue, so I laid it on the stone wall outside the tank with a pang of regret. I figured it was probably going to get blown to bits in the next few minutes, and wondered what on Earth had compelled me to bring it up to the open sky in the first place. Somehow, though, that had seemed like the right thing to do at the time.

      

      Then I almost jumped out of my skin as the door to my room slammed open, someone barged in and yelled “Get up! Get up!” The lights flicked on, and I shut down my light magic. More hollering commenced, but now that I knew it was just cadre waking up the company, it was easier to tune them out. Upperclassmen enjoyed pulling this sort of thing, and I knew half my platoon would be blearily climbing out of bed and trying to rush into clothes.

      I hadn’t been asleep, so I was able to keep calm. I slipped the book under my pillow so it wouldn’t be noticed, and hopped to the floor.

      I was still dressed from earlier, so getting ready was a matter of throwing on some boots, then dashing out into the hall. I was already wondering what happened next in Grandpa’s story. Was it the same gold statue? If so, how had he brought it back?

      I wasn’t going to get to find out right away, though. I stifled a yawn. This was going to be a long night.
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      I'D COME to the conclusion that football is the root of all evil.

      Nothing else would possibly have me hiding behind some bushes in the middle of a Vermont November. Ever been to Vermont? It's cold. No, colder than that. There was frost on the ground that night, and I was pretty sure it was creeping up my ankles and heading north from there.

      And why was I out there? Football, of course.

      Every year Northshield University and the Coast Guard Academy have a showdown game. It's a bit like the Army-Navy game those respective Academies run every year. Just done smaller, with the Coasties squaring off against a private military college about their size. Same rivalry though, same intensity.

      Same pre-game frolics.

      One of the jobs of the upperclassmen is to make life interesting for the other side. One of the jobs of the freshmen classes from each college is to keep interesting things from happening on their home campus. Since the game was being hosted at Northshield this year, the entire freshmen class – all five hundred and twenty "Recruits" – was out pulling an all-nighter in camouflage uniforms watching a bunch of high profile targets all over the campus.

      I was with a squad watching a statue. It wasn't just any statue. It happened to be the statue of my grandfather, and I'd been delighted that I was assigned to defend his memorial. That had been about three cold hours ago though, and the luster had definitely worn off.

      I was almost too chilled to think about dozing off, but the weight of my eyelids was just about ready to overcome the shivering when I felt the faintest wisp of magic at the edge of my perception. That snapped me awake again in a hurry. I was on a hair trigger when it came to sensing any movement of magical energy, so I was already completely alert when I heard whistles sounding in the distance.

      The whistles meant something was going down. Either we'd caught someone from the Coasties, or they'd pulled one over on us. Either way, our orders were to sit tight and stay on guard. No telling if they'd hit one place or many, but our job was to keep the toilet paper rolls, shaving cream, paint, or other sundry bits of vandalism away from the memorial.

      That didn't mean that I couldn't reach out with my other perceptions and try to track down the source of that magic. I wasn't catching much, though. Just the barest traces, over by the fieldhouse.

      "Ryan," whispered Fred from the bushes next to me, "you see anything?"

      I shook my head. "All quiet here," I replied softly.

      My roommate had some idea about the magic thing, but he didn't seem to want much more than that. I spotted some movement on one of the nearby roads. Someone was coming this way. Squinting, I brought up my Sight to identify the walker. It was Fletcher, coming our way. Something was up, and my guess was it was something on the “spooky side”.

      When he was about twenty feet away, he called out, "Blackwell! Need to see you a minute."

      I stepped out from behind the bushes, trying to get circulation back into freezing limbs as I limped over to him.

      "Move it, Recruit," he said.

      I moved. "What's up, Drill Sergeant?"

      He leaned in close to me and spoke softly. "They got us good this time, Blackwell. Somehow, they snuck right past half of Charlie Company's Recruits. They swiped the Phoenix."

      I rocked back on my heels. I’d just been reading about the firebird statue my grandfather had found. Which might well be the one here at the University. Which had just been stolen. And it had been stolen right after I felt magic being used somewhere on campus.

      I was never very fond of coincidences, and this one positively reeked.

      “How’d they steal it?” I asked. The Phoenix was always under lock and key, but tonight of all nights it must have had a guard detail as well. The trophy case was a prime target for the sort of pranking the Coasties were apt to be trying. Stealing it should have been the next thing to impossible, but then there was that wisp of magic I'd felt. With magic, a lot of things were possible.

      “We don’t know. Looks like it vanished into thin air. Think you might be able to help?”

      "Maybe. I'd have to go see the spot it was taken from, and maybe then I can track whoever took it."

      He nodded. "I'm taking Blackwell with me," he called back to the rest of the squad still huddled by the bushes. "The rest of you stay here on watch. They've hit us once, no telling where they'll show up next."

      With that he turned and just started walking, and I stepped out quickly to keep up.

      

      The fieldhouse was about a quarter mile away, but we made the hike in only a few minutes. There were people milling about outside the building, but they saw Fletcher's face and either nodded in recognition or ignored us as we went inside.

      "Every entrance was guarded?" I asked.

      "Yes. And guards posted inside on the trophy case, too."

      The floor with the trophy case was taken up by a bunch of athletic offices and locker rooms. As we went down the stairs from the main level, I saw there were a lot more people hanging about here, talking and generally spinning their wheels. It looked like a hornet's nest kicked over, but with all the hornets put out that there was no one nearby to sting for the affront.

      I was a freshman, so I was beneath the notice of the upperclassmen present. That gave me some freedom, which I used to take in the situation. The outside of the building was guarded. The hall here was guarded. And the case itself had been locked. I looked at it closely, and as near as I could tell it was locked even now.

      "Drill Sergeant, did they relock the case?" I asked just loud enough to be heard over the din.

      "Not that I heard," he said. "Sounds like the thief relocked it himself."

      "Where'd he get a key, though?" I wondered aloud.

      Picking a lock wasn't too hard, but doing it while two guards are watching the case seemed pretty ridiculous. That meant I was probably seeing the target of that magic I'd sensed earlier. I Looked at the case with my Sight, and sure enough there were traces of magic on the lock and drifting gently about the room.

      "That was a perfectly neat little job," I said. Fletcher looked at me quizzically.

      "He used magic, Drill Sergeant. Looks like he used it to pick the lock quietly, and probably to make himself unseen too."

      Fletcher nodded slowly. He remembered – I'd pulled that same trick for us, once, keeping us both hidden from view while in plain sight.

      "Can you track him?"

      "Maybe. I've got a good sense of his magic.” Now that Miles had told me it was possible, and I’d had a chance to practice at the nursing home, I was feeling more confident about telling one person’s magic from another’s. “I might be able to follow that easier than the bird."

      I slipped my necklace off. I wasn't carrying a lot of magic paraphernalia with me tonight, but I always had my pendant. It was a real acorn, dipped in silver and then inscribed with runes, hanging from a silver chain. I always kept a good charge in the pendant, in case I needed a little boost for a spell. Right now, it was just about all I had with me for tools, so it would have to do for a bit of dowsing.

      I wove through the crowd a bit, keeping the pendant out of sight, and stopped right about where that faint thread of magic faded away. I fed my sense of that magic into the necklace, weaving a spell of finding affinity, of seeking. Slowly the acorn began to swing a bit, tugging my hand down the corridor ahead. I followed the trail, letting the gentle tug lead me away from the crowd.

      Someone had turned on all the hall lights, so it was well-lit in the main corridor. But the rooms on either side were still dark, and the little open space at the far end from the trophy case was fairly dark as well. The trail brought me to the foot of a flight of stairs on the opposite side of the building from the ones we'd come down. These stairs went either up or down. The tug was pulling down.

      "Down there, I think," I said softly. Fletcher had been padding along behind me the whole way, quietly ensuring I wasn't disturbed. He nodded and took the lead, creeping to the stairs and peeking down. He looked back and me and shook his head.

      Nothing.

      He continued down the stairs, and I followed. At the bottom floor, the stairs opened into another long hallway, this one only dimly lit by emergency lights. Even in the gloomy light, I could see a gaping hole in the floor where someone had lifted up a locked access panel. Below were corridors used to service the heating pipes running between the buildings. I'd been down in those tunnels before, and felt my skin prickle at the memory. That was where the trail led. As I stepped quietly toward the hole, I felt a tug at my memory, a sense of deja vu. I shook my head a little, trying to remember whatever it was. Overtired as I was, it wasn’t coming back to me.

      I pointed down into the hole. Fletcher nodded. We moved silently to the edge, and peeked down. The floor was about eight feet below. Climbing out would be a lot harder than getting down there. Fletcher pointed two fingers at his eyes, telling me to keep watch. Then he sat down on the edge of the hole, and dropped inside.

      He landed on his feet with a soft thud.

      “It’s dark down here.”

      “Hang on a sec,” I said. I stifled a half dozen reasons why this was a very bad idea… Then I followed him down into the tunnel. Climbing back out wasn’t going to be a lot of fun, but I’d done it alone before, so working together we ought to be able to manage.

      The tunnel ran off in both directions under the fieldhouse, following the heating pipes. And he was right – it was very dark down here. No light at all past the small pool of radiance cast from the dim lights above us.

      “That’s something I can fix,” I said. I was still holding my amulet, so I called light into the acorn pendant, letting it dangle like a lantern from my hand. The tracking spell was still holding, too – so the little light began tugging my hand again.

      “After you,” Fletcher said, a crooked grin on his face that made me chuckle. Then we were back to business, following the light into the darkness.

      We went a little ways without running into anything. I saw the dim light about thirty feet ahead only a moment before I heard whispers. That had to be the Coasties up ahead. We’d just about caught up, so I dimmed my light as low as I could without having us trip over ourselves in the dark. I wondered what their plan was.

      And then I saw a little flash of fire. One of them had struck a match. He lit a cigarette with the fire.

      And the deja vu came back in full force.

      I realized with a start that I recognized this place, that fire, the way the shadows played on the walls. I had seen all this.

      In my dream the night before...the one about fire, flames, and burning alive!
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      “SHIT.”

      If I remembered the dream right, I had about three seconds to act before the corridor erupted in flames. I didn’t know if the flames were coming from the Coasties, or if they were about to be toasted too. But there wasn’t anything I could do to help them. They were too far away.

      I’d wasted two precious seconds considering their welfare.

      I turned, saw Fletcher standing behind me, a confused look on his face. I grabbed him and pushed him up against the wall of the tunnel. He didn’t resist, thank god. He trusted me enough to just move.

      His back was against the wall when everything got a lot brighter very quickly.

      I reached deep into the well of my magic and drew power, pouring it into a shield that I wrapped around both of us. I built it like the one I’d practiced in my room: a shield to hold out fire. Nothing else; just flames and heat.

      I prayed I’d have the strength to hold the shield.

      Fletcher’s face was directly in front of my own. His back was flat against the wall. His eyes were locked down the hall. And very wide. I turned to see.

      Flames rolled down the tunnel, billowing and curling in hungry orange plumes. I knew the instant the first blast of heat hit my shield that it wasn’t going to be enough. By instinct more than by design, I did something I’d been avoiding ever since the showdown last month.

      I reached out for the nearest ley line.

      Without any effort at all, I spun a tendril off the enormous magical energy pouring through the line down toward me. Fresh power hit me like a sledgehammer, lighting up my nerves. It was a little like riding a tiger, and I knew that if I lost control of the power even for an instant that I’d be fried to a crisp – first from the inside, by the ley, then from the outside after my shield failed. I gritted my teeth against my doubts, and dumped all of the energy I could draw into the shield.

      There was a roaring in my ears, and I wasn’t sure if it was the power rushing through me, or the flames dancing around me. I could taste the magic in those fires, and See the force pushing those flames. Such power! What could possibly fuel something like this? It was all I could do to survive it.

      And then it was over. The flames went out, although a few fires still glowed bright in the tunnel where the flames had lit a few flammable objects. I released the power from the ley, but kept the shield up anyway. It was still pretty hot out there, but I could handle that without borrowing power from the ley. The whole ordeal hadn’t lasted long enough to leave much lasting heat, and fresh air rushing in to fill the space was cooling things off quickly. Cautious was synonymous with ‘still alive’ in my head just then, though.

      “Stay close to me,” I said, bringing light back to my amulet. I spared a glance at Fletcher’s face. His eyes were still very large, but he was able to give me a nod. “You OK for this?”

      He didn’t respond for a second. Then he seemed to shake off whatever he was feeling. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m good.”

      I took one cautious step forward, then another. Whatever had kicked off all the flame might still be ahead down the tunnel. From up ahead, I heard a moan.

      Someone was still alive down there.

      I knew that anyone who had lived through that wouldn’t last long without help. Caution be damned. I started taking long strides forward, watching where my feet went and staying alert for trouble. But I needed to close the distance fast.

      The smell hit me first. It was a little bit like a pig roast, down that hall. Then I saw them. Three bodies. I thought it was two, at first, but one had fallen more or less over one of the others. The one laying under the other was doing the moaning, but didn’t seem to be conscious. I was pretty sure the other two were dead.

      “Fletcher, got your cell phone?”

      He pulled it out, then shook his head. “No bars down here.” He kept the phone in his hand though, and turned on a flashlight app.

      “Shit.” I didn’t want to touch them. They had terrible burns, and I knew just enough about third degree burn first aid to know that touching those burns could do a lot of harm. At least, for any of them who were still breathing. I looked around the area for something that might help, and that’s when I saw the hole.

      It was a hole in the wall, about three feet around, sitting about halfway up the side of the tunnel. The stone there looked melted… Like it had been burned away. I reached out with my hand, keeping the shield tight around my fingers, but I didn’t need to bother. The hole had already cooled. The surface inside was glasslike. I peeked into the hole. It went up and away at an angle as far as I could see.

      “What the hell is that?” Fletcher asked.

      “Don’t know,” I said, still poking at the hole. I could feel residual magic lingering there. “I think whatever made the fire went this way.”

      I shivered. I had once set a couple of pieces of paper on fire. The fact I had done it without touching the leys had startled Miles, who had a lot more years of experience with this sort of thing than I had. Burning those few pieces of paper was a big deal. But whatever had done this was operating at an entirely different power paradigm from that. I was flat out scared.

      I also knew I couldn’t let whatever it was get away. I was pretty sure this was the source of the fire in the lounge, too – the magic had felt the same, anyway. There no one had been hurt, but could have been. Here, people had been injured, maybe killed. It was escalating.

      Right then, I wanted to be just about any place other than Northshield with its ley lines and its monsters. I was sick and tired of it. But I wasn’t going to stand by and let the monsters get away with murder, either.

      “Found a pulse. This one is still alive,” Fletcher said. “I think the other two are gone.”

      I looked over to him, kneeling next to one of the victims. He’d been carefully checking the Coasties out while I was fretting about what to do next. I took a deep breath.

      “OK. You need to go get these guys some help. You’ll get reception once you’re out of the tunnel.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “I’m going after the thing that did this.”

      He stood back up. “How can I help?”

      “Against something that can do this?” I waved my hands around at the tunnel. “You can’t. I don’t even know what I can do. But I need to try.”

      I started to turn back toward the hole in the wall, but he grabbed my arm before I could turn. “Why?” he asked.

      I locked eyes with his. I could see worry there, warring with fear and his own overdeveloped sense of responsibility.

      “Because nobody else can,” I said. Which was at least part of the truth. The whole truth was that I still wasn’t sure myself, and part of my mind was screaming at me to go, get out, to go anywhere but up into that darkness.

      He let go of my arm as I turned back toward the hole melted in the wall. I hung my pendant back around my neck. I’d need the light, but I’d need my hands free, too. With a little effort I pulled myself headfirst into the hole, all the while wondering why I was chasing the monster into the dark, scary place. There was one moment before I pulled myself up enough to get leverage with my feet where I thought the panic trying to claw its way out of my gut was going to succeed. Then I felt something solid under my feet.

      “You OK in there?” Fletcher asked. It was his hands, supporting my feet.

      I took a couple of deep breaths before replying. “Am now. Thanks.”

      With his boost I got myself into the hole and started making slow progress up. The surface of the little tube was glassy, but it was also misshapen, with rounded chunks sticking out in places. And my rubber boot soles were getting a decent grip on the smooth surface. The going was pretty easy for the first dozen feet, upward at an angle. Then the angle stopped, and it shot straight up. I didn’t have enough space to wedge my back against one wall and my feet against the other. So I was stuck slowly edging my way upwards, using arm strength and the friction of my boots against rock to climb.

      Luckily it was only another ten feet or so to the top. I could tell that I was getting close because the light coming from the end of the tunnel was getting brighter as I drew near. I could smell something new, too, a sharp and familiar odor: chlorine. The opening above must be somewhere near the pool.

      My arms were about done in by the time I reached the top. I knew that I ought to be cautious, but if I waited any longer, I’d end up slipping back to the bottom of the tube I’d just climbed. And even if I wasn’t hurt by the fall, I doubted I’d have the strength to climb back up again. I put hands on either side of the pit and heaved myself up.

      My hands met the cool feel of a tiled floor. I pulled myself the rest of the way out of the hole and then rolled off to one side, staying low. I wasn’t sure what was waiting for me up here, but I wanted to stay as out of sight as possible.

      This wasn’t just near the pool. It was right next to the pool. Orange light reflected off the water and sent shimmers around the walls and ceiling of the huge room.

      Those orange shimmers looked a lot like the flames I’d seen down in the tunnels. I threw my shield back into high gear, and just in time. Flames scorched the tile all around me, pouring down from somewhere above. The shield held, but without the ley line I was tapping my own strength, which had limits. I reached out to the nearest ley and drew a tendril of power to me. I felt no hesitation, this time. The power poured into me like a golden river.

      Up above me in the girders crossing the ceiling, something screamed defiance at me. Another blast of flame slammed into my shield, and then a third. The flame poured off the shield and spattered to the floor.

      “I can keep this up all day. Can you?” I hollered upward. I wasn’t sure I could, actually. I’d never had to hold a ley line’s force for very long before. I wasn’t sure what that much power would do to me over a sustained period. But it looked like I might be about to learn.

      Another screech from above, and I saw a bright light moving fast across the ceiling. Then it turned, banked at the corner of the room, and I got a better look at it. It was an enormous bird, with a wingspan maybe twice my height.

      The bird kept following the edge of the room, swinging around with hard wing beats, picking up speed as it went. I realized with a start that the bird itself was the source of the orange light. Instead of feathers, this bird was covered with tongues of flame, like it was itself on fire. The fiery plumage shimmered as it flew.

      I hadn’t seen the golden phoenix statue downstairs among the injured Coasties. I’d assumed that someone or something had stolen it from them when it burned them. Instead, I found myself face to face with a living phoenix.
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      THE FIREBIRD rounded another corner and banked sharply. I realized with a start that it was headed straight at me. It gave another keening cry, and I had a moment to see sharp talons the size of short swords before another furious blast of flame washed over me. The flame wasn’t burning me, but it was bright.

      I was blind. And it was only seconds away from me.

      And my shield was set to stop heat and flame, not a sharp beak and claws.

      So I did the only thing that made any sense at the time. I dove as far as I could off to the right. I had a moment of being airborne, and the sensation of something huge passing very close to me. Then one of the wings clipped me, and my jump turned into a tumble. But at least I was still moving in the right direction, and I hit the pool water with a huge splash.

      The water felt like ice after the heat of the fire blasts, and it almost shocked me into trying to take a breath. I remembered myself just in time. I opened my eyes, and made my way back to the surface of the pool by following the light. When I broke the surface, the bird was still up there, circling around where I’d hit the water.

      It saw me bob up and dove again. This time I was ready, though. I focused all the ley energy I could manage, and slammed it into the water around me. Water rose up in a plume like an explosion had gone off under the surface. The phoenix was going too fast to stop – it flew straight into the wall of water..

      Much steam and squawking ensued.

      I swam to an aluminum ladder on the side of the pool and reached for the top rung. “Not so hot now, are you?”

      The phoenix was still circling above the pool, but now it was keeping a little more distance. I had a feeling it hadn’t liked the water much, and was working on a new strategy. Which gave me a little time to figure out how to deal with it. Unfortunately, I wasn’t really coming up with any cool ideas.

      “Listen,” I said. “You want to talk?”

      No reply.

      I pulled myself halfway out of the pool, then thought better of it. I was probably better off staying in the water. I tried to recall what I could about phoenixes. Everything I’d ever seen talked about how they were big birds that went up in flames to reproduce. I’d never read anything about them flying around and setting things on fire. More than ever, I wished I’d had more time to finish Grandpa’s journal. If this was the same statue, there might be some clues in his little book about how to deal with the thing.

      It was getting brighter again. After flying through the water, it had been more dim, hadn’t blazed with the same raw light. But now it was back to full strength again, and if anything it was getting brighter. I kept my heat shield up at full strength. So long as I stayed in the water, I ought to be safe. Not much I could do to it, but it couldn’t take me out with fire, and it didn’t seem like attacking me physically was going to go well for it while I was in the water, either.

      Still, I was worried. That radiance was growing brighter by the second. The phoenix was definitely up to something. Worse, somebody was going to notice all that light before too long. Anyone who just walked into the pool building right now was going to be fried to a crisp – it was already that hot. Without my shield, I’d have been cooked even in the water, judging by the steam rolling off the surface.

      The firebird became too bright to look at directly. About then, it stopped circling over the pool, and flew to one wall of the room. It started circling, hugging the walls tightly, traveling the entire circumference of the room. As it started its second lap, it flared brighter still, and began trailing flames behind it like a comet.

      It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. If I wasn’t fighting so hard to stay alive, I’d have been enjoying every moment of the show. As it was, I had a bad feeling that my respite was just about up. That second pass had already started scores of small fires on flammable objects all around the room.

      On the third pass, the phoenix flared the brightest yet, and the stone walls scorched and cracked. I recalled reading that sometimes old medieval castles burned – even the stonework would burn, if it got hot enough. I had a feeling things had just about hit that point here.

      Where was the fire department when you needed them? Enough was enough, I decided, and climbed out of the pool. Time to get the heck out of here.

      I’d only just gotten my feet back on land when it dove again, with that keening scream that sent shivers down my spine. I poured everything I had into the shield. If I didn’t get out of here – if it forced me back into the water – for all I knew, the phoenix could burn the whole building down around me. The water might save me from burning, but it wasn’t going to save me from tons of roof falling on my head!

      I tried desperately to remember how I’d blocked the physical attack from the girl in the parking lot the night before. That had been instinct. I had to pray I could do it again.

      I envisioned the shield ahead of me as a wall, strong, solid, unbreakable. And I poured the ley energy into that idea.

      The phoenix smashed into my barrier like a battering ram. I flew backwards from the concussive force of the blast, smacking my head on the shattered tiles now scattered all over the floor. Dizzy, I got my hands under me and pushed myself up. The firebird hadn’t had the best of times, either. It still blazed with the same burning light, but it had tumbled to the floor as well, gouging a huge trail of broken tile and torn rock in its path. It sat up, shaking its head, setting everything alight around it.

      I felt hot, and it was getting hotter. Confused, stars flashing in front of my eyes, I tried to pour more power into the shield, and realized that all I had was my own strength. I’d lost my hold on the ley when I hit my head. I reached out with my mind, trying to recover a grip on the power, but I couldn’t focus well enough.

      My uniform was steaming. All the water it had soaked up was being burned off, and I was next!

      I staggered to my feet and tried to make my way to the door. But the phoenix was faster, and darted in my path, hissing fiercely at me. I stepped back, the shield barely keeping me safe from its heat. The entire room was full of flames now, everything alight, and I was losing track of which direction was which. I tripped over something, and fell again.

      The phoenix stepped closer now, and I had a crazed image of a burning chicken pacing across the floor looking for a meal.

      There was a wind, and I felt rather than heard a feline growl. The wind darted past the phoenix, and three long scratches opened on its face. It shrieked, snapping at the air around it. Another gust, and a set of scratches appeared on one of its legs.

      “Kittybreeze,” I said softly, “be careful!”

      The phoenix snapped again, and I felt the hiss the little wind spirit gave in reply. Then kittybreeze was up above the phoenix, taunting, spinning just out of reach. The firebird screamed a challenge, and leapt into the air to chase. Kittybreeze fled, staying just out of reach, zipping out through one of the widening cracks in the roof. The phoenix wasn’t dissuaded – it merely brightened more, growing hotter, and melted a path out through the roof to chase. And just like that, they were both gone.

      Chunks of rock fell down all around me from the roof, barely missing my head. It was time to get out of here. The trouble was, I was totally turned around. I wasn’t even sure which way was out. And I was pretty sure I didn’t have time to wander my way around the wall looking for a door. More chunks from the ceiling were starting to come down. The entire building was likely going to fall apart any time now. I peered through the flame and smoke, looking for anything that might lead me toward an escape, but I couldn’t see anything at all.

      The heat pressed in so hard that it was taking all my focus just to avoid burning alive. The smoke was building up, searing my lungs and eyes, making it that much harder to concentrate. And any minute the entire mess was about to come down around my ears. The phoenix wasn’t an immediate threat for the moment, but this was definitely as case of ‘out of the frying pan, and into the fire’!
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      STAYING PUT wasn’t an option. The building was coming apart, and the fire was getting worse by the second. Still unsure which direction might lead me to a door, I set off straight ahead, away from the pool. I could only hope that I’d get lucky. The odds were decent; I recalled that the room had a number of exits.

      The haze was thickening. My head throbbed from where I’d hit it against something in the fight with the phoenix. No sign of the bird returning, anyway. I hoped kittybreeze was OK. She’d probably saved my life by getting the phoenix to chase her.

      I was coughing hard by the time I reached a wall. Through tearing eyes, all I could see was a smooth stone face. I beat my fists against the wall in frustration. Looking both ways, all I could see was more stone, vanishing into the smoke. I coughed harder, every breath burning my lungs.

      “Blackwell!”

      I looked up. Who…?

      “Blackwell!” the voice called again. And now I could see movement, off from my right through the fire and smoke. A silvery sheen, flashes of reflected flame.

      “Over here!” I yelled, or tried to. I started a series of hacking coughs, and wasn’t sure how loud my croaking voice had been. But I started making my way toward the silvery figure.

      A huge chunk of stone and steel crashed to the ground behind me, throwing me forward. I skinned both hands as they hit the floor. I tried to get an arm under me, haul myself back up. But I couldn’t catch my breath. I tried to breathe in, but it didn’t seem to help, and I felt myself sinking back to the floor.

      “No, you don’t,” someone said.

      A strong arm slipped under mine, and hauled me back to my feet. I knew that voice from somewhere… I raised my head, wiping soot from my eyes with my free hand. It was Gray.

      “How?” I croaked, pushing my fire shield out to cover her as well as me. “With this,” she said, waving the edge of the silvery blanket she’d draped over both of us. It was a fire blanket; she must have grabbed it from somewhere and used it to cover her from the heat and fire. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. The place was going to come apart in earnest any moment now. The fire was so intense, I’d no idea how she had made it to me at all, but she never would have made it out without my flame shield, even with her blanket. It had been a hell of a risk.

      We were moving at a good jog when the double doors came into view. I couldn’t recall ever being so glad to see anything. We kept up at the pace as we hit the door, slamming our weight into the release bar.

      And were stopped cold.

      We both pushed again, but there was something wrong with the bar. The heat must have warped the metal somewhere, because it wasn’t opening. I tried to think of something I could do to break it open with magic, but I was pretty tapped out. Frustrated, I banged futilely on the release arm again.

      “I’ve got this,” Gray said. She pushed me out of her way, and took a step back.

      I watched her close her eyes. I could almost feel her focus from where I was standing. Then she blurred into motion, her left foot sliding behind her right, her right foot cranking up toward her chest and then lashing out hard against the door.

      These were steel fire doors, and I didn’t hold much hope of her breaking them down. But I wasn’t counting on her aim. Her heel slammed into the release bar precisely where the latching mechanism was. I heard something snap inside the bar, and the door flew open.

      “I’m impressed,” I said.

      “Be impressed outside, please!”

      I motioned her through the door. She gave an exasperated huff, and went. I followed, looking back over my shoulder at the disaster the building had become. I had to find a way to stop this thing, before it could do any more damage.

      The cool night air was a blessing. But the night was ablaze with light and noise. The fire department had shown up in force. Looked to me like it might have been several fire departments – none of them had many fire trucks in these small Vermont towns, and there were at least six parked nearby. They were all over by the other side of the pool building, though – the side where it connected with the rest of the fieldhouse complex. So far, they’d stopped the blaze from reaching any farther, but it looked like the pool building was a goner. We kept moving across a soccer field until we’d put a safe distance between us and the building. It was going to be a big mess when it came down.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “No problem,” Gray replied, coughing. “But let’s not make this a habit?”

      “No promises.” I was starting to feel enough like myself again that I was able to give her a grin.

      She sighed. “I was afraid of that. Fletcher said you were hazardous to his health. Now I see what he meant.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, trying to come up with some sort of explanation for why I was in the pool building when it caught fire that didn’t sound crazy or arsonous. She held up a palm, saving me.

      “Don’t want to hear it. Not right now,” she said, then stopped to cough again. “I saw that thing bust out through the roof, right after Fletcher told me you were in there and needed help. You can fill me in on the details later.”

      “OK,” I replied. I wasn’t at all sure she was going to want the details, or that she could handle them if I gave them to her. But she’d earned something more than a blatant lie, anyway.

      “There he is!” she said, pointing.

      Her outstretched hand was aimed at a pickup truck rocketing across the field toward us. The truck pulled to a sharp stop right next to us. Fletcher looked out the driver’s side window.

      “You two need a lift?”

      “Depends,” I said. “Did you see where the firebird went?”

      “Toward town,” Fletcher said.

      Where it was undoubtedly pulling off a good approximation of Mrs. O’Leary’s cow. The town of Northshield was small, but there were hundreds of people living in the little downtown area. I had to find a way to stop this thing.

      “Then yeah, I could use a ride.” I started walking around to the passenger side of the truck. Gray beat me there, putting her hand on the door handle.

      “Not without me, you don’t.”

      I looked past her at Fletcher, who just shrugged.

      “I just pulled your ass out of a burning building,” she said. “I think I’ve earned a ride to see the rest of this.”

      “This isn’t a game. People are going to get hurt. And... I might not be able to protect you from that thing,” I said.

      “I told you I’m in. I meant it.”

      I didn’t see much else I could do, short of using magic on her. Fletcher wasn’t being any help, and we needed to get on the road. But I couldn’t see how one more person in the line of fire was going to help. She’d just be one more person to try to protect. One more life lost, if I failed.

      “OK, get in.” I took my hand from the truck door.

      She popped the door open and slid in next to Fletcher. I piled in, slammed the door shut – probably a little more firmly than I really had to, but I was frustrated. And then we were off, Fletcher hitting the gas hard enough that the tires spun plumes of turf up into the air behind us.

      We were already going at good clip when we reached the road. Fletcher flicked on his lights and took a left, headed toward town.

      “What are we up against?” he asked.

      “Near as I can tell, it’s a phoenix,” I said.

      He gave me a quick, blank look before turning back to the road.

      “Phoenix. Bird that in legend would immolate itself, dying in its own flames, then a new phoenix would hatch from an egg in its ashes,” I said.

      “Doesn’t seem to me like it’s dying,” Gray said. “It’s just setting everything on fire.”

      That had bothered me, too. The legends of the phoenix all talked about it dying in flames, and a new egg hatching from the ashes. But they didn’t hint at anything like what I’d seen. This thing seemed more raw than that: a magical force of fire. Something elemental.

      “Yeah, I had noticed,” I said drily. “We’ll have to chastise the guys who wrote the myths later, though.”

      “So how do we stop it?” Fletcher asked.

      “Damned if I know. Get it really, really wet?” I said. Although water had only slowed it down in the pool room, not stopped it.

      Then we rounded a corner and started down the hill toward the center of town. I could already see the flicker of firelight there.

      “We’re too late,” I said. “The town is burning.”
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      THE FIRES in town were not quite as bad as they had seemed at first. As we got closer, I could see that a couple of small fires were burning, but none of the buildings were alight yet. Mostly, the fire seemed limited to some brush and trees. I wondered why the firebird was being so selective until I saw that it wasn’t flying around randomly. It was still chasing my little air spirit.

      She must have been keeping it away from the buildings. As I watched, I saw the firebird lose interest in her for a moment and turn as if to incinerate a small house. But kittybreeze swept in and slashed at the bird’s wing, and the chase was on again.

      Fletcher pulled the truck to a stop in the town square, and I stepped out, already reaching for any nearby ley lines, but there were none within my range. We were too far from campus to tap into the nexus there, and there just weren’t any leys nearby. Not building a town near a ley line was probably a good survival trait, most of the time – nasty stuff had a way of hanging out near lines of magical energy. But tonight, it meant I had no outside sources of power to tap.

      All I had was what was inside me.

      The square was a grassy park about the size of a couple of basketball courts. All around the park was a square of buildings – mostly little shops, a couple of houses. In the middle of the square I noted the stone water fountain, a big statue with a pool of water around the base. They’d turned off the water for the winter, but it still might come in handy.

      Every tree in the square was already alight. I had to hope the fire department would respond before the fire spread much further. I could probably stop those fires with magic, but it would tap too much of my reserves. The fight with the phoenix had more or less been a stalemate when I had access to the ley lines, but without them? I didn’t have any magic to spare.

      The phoenix was flying in a long arc across the sky, blazing a trail. Kittybreeze must have seen me arrive, because the little air spirit was leading the chase right back toward me.

      “Show time,” I said.

      “What can we do?” Gray asked. She’d stepped out of the truck, too, and was standing by my left elbow.

      I had only a little time before the phoenix would be all over us. “Stay out of the way,” I replied.

      “You’re going to tackle that thing alone?”

      “You have a better idea?” I was getting a little frustrated with the questions. “You and Fletcher try to help get people out of the way, OK? There’s probably going to be a lot of property damage involved.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re serious.”

      “As a heart attack. Go, please.”

      She went, Fletcher running alongside her. They took some dubious shelter behind a mailbox in front of the general store. Which left just me standing there in the middle of the square. I took a few more steps away from Fletcher’s truck. No sense putting it right in the line of fire.

      Kittybreeze wasn’t leading the firebird in an arc anymore. They were headed straight for me now. I drew power from my amulet, and from within myself, and sent up a shield spell. But this time, I wasn’t trying to shield myself. I dropped the shield as a flat disk, right behind kittybreeze as she slid across the sky. A barrier, right in the phoenix’s path.

      The creature slammed into the shield and stopped cold. The shield shattered, my Sight letting me see the glowing fragments vanish as the spell came unraveled. But the magic had done its job. The phoenix tumbled headlong out of the air, plummeting toward the ground.

      And I’d placed the shield just right. It didn’t hit dirt, or grass. When the firebird crashed down, it fell into the pool of water under the statue.

      It hit the water with a crack like thunder, and steam roiled out of the pool madly. The firebird gave a cry that was both avian and alien. I wished I had a better idea if I had done some damage, or just pissed it off. I couldn’t tell from the scream it gave, and couldn’t see it through the instant smokescreen of the steam.

      “Kittybreeze, can you clear that mess?” I called out. She responded, spiraling around the cloud, her wind whisking up some of the fog. Then she darted away fast, like she’d been scalded. I raised a heat shield around myself as soon as I saw her dash back, and was just in time to block the wave of heat crashing around me.

      “Guess it was too much to hope that a dunking would have done the trick,” I said.

      A little wind picked up and finished the job kittybreeze had started in blowing the steam away. There sat the phoenix on the stone edge of the pool, ruffling its feathers. And it did have feathers. I could see them now, with the flames extinguished. The feathers seemed to shimmer in every shade of gold, rippling with the color in reflected firelight. As I watched, some of the feathers caught fire, flames streaming from the center rib until the entire feather came alight. The creature shook itself, flinging more water droplets away, and more feathers came alight.

      At this rate, there wasn’t a lot of time left before it would be back in full flames. So I gathered more magic, and pushed it into the water remaining in the pool. I made a physical shield there, and expanded it – fast! It drove out hard enough that it raised a big splash of water.

      I figured if one dousing didn’t work, maybe a second would do the trick.

      But the phoenix saw the danger, unfurled its wings, and lifted off into the air toward me. I barely had time to get out of the way, and my wave missed entirely.

      The phoenix swept skyward, letting the wind brush away the last droplets of water. It reached a point about fifty feet above my head, and burst into full flames again. Then it stopped its ascent. It seemed to stall for a moment in the air.

      I realized I’d seen this sort of behavior from birds of prey before.

      “Uh oh,” I said, and started moving. I pulled more magic around myself and ran as quickly as I could while still keeping one eye on the firebird. I didn’t want to be out in the open…

      And then it dropped.

      It was like a rock falling from the sky, coming so fast it was hard to react. I had started pulling a shield around myself the instant I’d seen what it was up to, though – so when it stooped, I was more or less ready.

      The phoenix crashed into the best shield I could muster, flames pouring in all directions, sparks flying where its talons met my magic. The force of the blow dropped me to my knees.

      Stopping it left me perilously low on magic.

      I fired a bolt of solid magic at the firebird, but it spun on one wing and dodged the shot. Then it wheeled about in a tight circle and crashed against my shield again.

      Gritting my teeth, I held the shield. But I was just about out of energy. My mind felt battered, drained.

      The phoenix launched a bolt of flame at me. I couldn’t block too many more attacks, so rolled out of the way instead. The bolt spattered against a building fifty feet or so behind me instead. I turned for a second to see where it had hit, and recognized the sign.

      Briarwood Nursing Home.

      The flame licked at the front door for a moment, and then sprang to hungry life, sheathing the front of the building in a wall of fire.
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      THERE WASN'T much time. A lot of lives were at stake here, but my mind couldn’t get away from thinking about the Gardener being in there, already hurt because he’d tried to help me. I wasn’t about to let him get hurt again. I was going to have to hit the phoenix with everything I had left. I took a chance and dropped my shield, channeling that magic into my hands instead.

      Bringing to bear every scrap of magic I could muster, I willed a shield into being again. But this time, the shield wasn’t around me. It flashed into being around the phoenix instead. Just like I had done with that fire in the lounge.

      No air flow. No fire. No flight.

      The phoenix looked like it had simply stalled, out there in the sky. It fell, blazing like a shooting star as its dying flames trailed behind it toward the ground. I released the shield just before it crashed into the ground in the center of the town square, and it struck with a force that sent shock waves through the ground.

      It didn’t get back up again. It just lay there, a smoking wreck. Which was a good thing, because I didn’t have a lot of energy left. I sank to my knees, and only barely kept myself from doing a faceplant into the dirt.

      Then Fletcher was there, next to me. He grabbed my shoulder, helped me ease back into a sitting position.

      “You look like hell,” he said.

      “Feel like it, too.”

      “You going to be OK for a few minutes? I want to go help with the nursing home.”

      I nodded. I’d be OK. Just needed some rest. I looked over at the burning building, and saw some folks already running in the side doors and hauling people out. They’d be OK.

      “Fletcher?” I grabbed his arm before he walked away. “Jerome Summersfield – make sure he gets out, OK?”

      “You got it. Rest. You did good.” He put a comforting hand on mine for a moment, then headed toward the nursing home. Gray met him partway there. I saw them both go in one of the side doors, a good distance from the flames.

      After he’d left, I sank down the rest of the way to the cool ground. I was totally worn out. I’d overspent my magic a couple of times before, so it wasn’t a totally new feeling – but that didn’t make it any better. Especially not while lying on the cold ground.

      I kept one eye on the phoenix. There wasn’t a lot I could do about it right now, weak as I was. But at least it seemed to be out of commission for the moment.

      My eyes fluttered closed, still facing toward the downed firebird.

      Then I snapped them open again.

      I thought I’d seen something, just as I closed my eyes. A little tongue of flame, maybe, or a glimmer of light. Probably just my imagination. There was still a lot of fire around. The trees around the square were all still burning lightly.

      Then I saw a tongue of flame leap from one of those trees toward the phoenix. The fire touched the downed creature, and vanished.

      Were the feathers a little brighter, where the flame had disappeared?

      It wasn’t my imagination. More little bits of flame darted from the burning trees, alighted briefly on the phoenix’s body, and then vanished. After each one, more of the soot-tarnished body shone gold again. I struggled to rise, but I didn’t have any strength left in my arms. They simply wouldn’t support me.

      I watched the phoenix’s recovery with growing horror.

      Then all at once the remaining flame from the trees leapt to the phoenix. The flames struck, there was a bright flash of light…

      And when my eyes cleared, it was standing there, vibrant and wreathed in fire again. The phoenix fluttered its wings experimentally. Then it raised its beak skyward and screamed a harsh sound into the night air.

      Kittybreeze swept down on the wind, gliding toward the firebird. It tracked her progress with its eyes, just standing there. Waiting for her. I tried to scream a warning, but couldn’t find enough breath to do more than whisper.

      A wall of flame met the brave wind spirit as she dove in to tear into the phoenix with her claws. She couldn’t possibly stop in time, and went straight through the flames. Kittybreeze came out the other side and veered off away from the phoenix instead of darting in to attack. I could See she’d been hurt, but I didn’t know how badly.

      The phoenix snapped its attention to the burning building then. I kept as still as I could. If it attacked me right now, there wasn’t much I could do to defend myself. It watched the flames for a moment, then took to the air again, heavy wing beats blowing hot air across the square.

      It circled the building once. I was almost holding my breath, hoping that it would draw those flames into itself like it had drawn the fires out of the trees. But it must have been fully restored already. Instead of drawing the flames in, it launched a huge fireball at the nursing home. It spattered against one wall, clinging like napalm and lighting more of the building on fire.

      I pulled myself back to a sitting position. Fletcher, Gray, and the Gardener were all in there. I had to do something. Casting about, I used my Sight to Look for some other power source, anything that I could borrow a spark of magic from. But there was nothing. I was too far from the ley lines, and had tapped out all my stored power.

      Then the doors on the side of the nursing home nearest to me burst open. It was Gray and Fletcher – and they were carrying the Gardener between them. I could See his green aura even as far away as I was.

      Straining, I pushed myself back to my feet. I took a pair of stumbling steps toward them.

      I was only about fifteen feet away when the phoenix saw them.

      It swept down toward them out of the night sky, brightening as it came. I knew what that meant – it was about to launch another firebolt.

      I saw the grim determination in Gray’s face as she scrambled backwards, trying to drag the Gardener out of the line of fire, but never for a second dropping him to run.

      Fletcher turned his back to the firebird and I, so I couldn’t see his face. But he tried to cover both of the others with his own body.

      Jerome Summerfield – the Gardener – was the only one of the three who saw me there, I think. His eyes met mine, in that last moment before the phoenix let loose a blast that would incinerate him. I saw compassion there. Forgiveness. Understanding. I felt calm wash over me, the special calm with which his magic filled his gardens. And I remembered the last thing he told me.

      “You are more than you know.”

      There was maybe one more power source available to me. One last scrap of magic that I could summon. But even if I could reach it, it would be the last thing I did. I spent several agonizing heartbeats railing at how unfair this was.

      My friends didn’t have time for me to hesitate any longer than that.

      I reached down into the core of my being, and grasped my life force. I grabbed hold of that spark, that last source of power available. I took everything it was, and threw everything I was feeling into a spell. I took the fear for my friends. I took the anger I was feeling, because this would likely be the last thing I ever did, and that wasn’t fair. I took the compassion the Gardener had lent me, too. All of it, I fed into one last shield.

      And I surrounded my friends with that barrier as the flames poured down on them.

      When the flames finally stopped, the barrier was still there, my friends still safe inside it. Shrieking fury, the phoenix hammered down another bolt of flame. But still my barrier held.

      And I was still there. I laughed aloud, and the phoenix cocked its head toward me, seeing me for the first time since its revival.

      I was better than alive.

      More flames poured from the firebird, washing over me. With an effort of will I kept them from burning, but let them splash around me. I held a hand in front of my face, watching the flames play around it. I’d felt this much power from the ley lines, but that was always wild magic, barely under my control. This new well of power felt still, and calm, and...natural. Part of me. But there was a depth to it I had never felt before.

      The phoenix screamed again, and the intensity of the blaze increased. The heat was greater than anything it had sent before, but still my shield held. I reached down into this new well of power within me, and held my ground.

      Then I took a step forward, against the flames.
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      ONE FOOTSTEP at a time, I pushed against that steady flow of fire magic. The phoenix threw everything it had at me, but none of it touched me now. Walking forward felt like fighting a strong current. It was hard work, each step an effort. Our battle had come down to this contest of wills.

      Worse, I had no idea how deep this reserve of magic went. I knew I’d tapped into something extraordinary, but this was completely beyond my experience. I ought to have died when I cast the shield spell with my life force. Instead, I had more magic at my fingertips than ever. It didn’t make sense, and I didn’t trust it. It might vanish as quickly as it appeared, leaving me helpless. But in the meantime, I’d use what I had!

      I gritted my teeth, leaning in against the force buffeting me, and took another step closer to the phoenix. I was only a few feet away.

      It didn’t fly off, and I wondered at that.

      I stepped closer still, and now I could see the bird, face to face. Its plumage was beautiful, the golden feathers shimmering in reflected firelight, cascading ripples of light flowing down its body endlessly as the fire danced around it. Its eyes were huge, round, with a golden iris surrounding each large black pupil.

      Those eyes stared deeply into mine. I saw fear there, and sadness, and fury, and an intense loneliness.

      I wondered what it saw in mine.

      Whatever it saw in me, all at once it relaxed its posture. The flames stopped. I felt an overpowering urge to touch the phoenix. I reached out to stroke the bird’s beak…

      ...and the world changed.

      Sand was blowing. Something exploded nearby, sending a shower of dirt and dust and bits of rock scattering in all directions. The steel beasts were closing in on all sides, hammering the ground with explosions as they came. There were three of the steel beasts nearby, huddled together and surrounded by the ones closing in. One was hit, and burst apart, sending fragments of shattered metal and bits of flesh flying.

      I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. Those were tanks, firing on each other. Old tanks. And I was sitting on a low stone wall. It was difficult to remember who I was; the phoenix’s personality was so strong, the emotions it felt so intense. I realized I was reliving its memory.

      Some of the oncoming beasts were likewise destroyed, but there were simply too many. A dozen of the things at least, and they broke first one, then the other of the steel hulks nearby. Then, something odd. A man crawled from one of the broken hulks. He was hurt, bleeding. Dying. His life force was fading. It was the human who had carried her out of the cairn where she had rested safely for so many hundreds of years, sleeping. And alone.

      My heart leapt when I saw the man’s face. It was my grandfather.

      The human crawled across the sand to the wall, and picked her up. He leaned against the stones, cradling her to his chest. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Sorry I brought you up with me. I did it because I saw something beautiful in all this ugliness. Now they’ll just melt you down, and defile that, too.” The human was crying, the tears mixing with his blood. The blood, and the fires raging nearby, woke something in the phoenix. She roused to fury, the golden statue becoming in an instant a golden bird again. She took wing, exploding into flame. In her rage, she reached out, touched each of the steel beasts coming toward her, and turned them into slag.

      Then she doused her flames and returned to the human who had helped her awaken. He was unconscious, which made looking into his mind simple enough. But what horrors she saw there! More demons like the ones she had vanquished, belching fire at each other. Huge machines everywhere. Steel, and weapons, and hatred, and battle. This world was not a place for her.

      But she saw in his mind something else. She saw that he loved others. Saw his passion for life, and for beauty. She saw into his spirit, and saw reflected there the beauty that he had seen in her statue form.

      And then he faded. His breath stopped. His heart ceased beating. That beauty vanished from her sight, and the vanishing made her sad.

      The fury and rage of a few moments ago was gone now. She cried, one silent tear leaking from her eye to spill across his face. All her compassion and love was bound in that tear.

      The man gasped, waking. His wounds were gone, and her magic still rested in his bones, making him strong and well again. Beside him, she was a statue again. Her fury, and her love, were spent.

      And then I was back in my own body again, feeling the cold November instead of the hot desert air. The phoenix stood on the ground in front of me. She ruffled her feathers as I withdrew my hand from her beak. As I watched, her flames dimmed.

      “That was my grandfather you saved.”

      I know. I saw the recognition in your mind. And he saved me, too.

      “Why all this?” I waved my hands, gesturing to the trees, the fire still burning at the nursing home, people evacuating the building as fast as they could.

      I was afraid. And alone. Always lonely.

      I felt the depths of that word in the thought the phoenix sent. Shatteringly alone, devastatingly alone, absolutely alone… My mind tried to take it in, and rebelled. It was too much. I bowed my head, overcome with the emotion even after it faded.

      “This is still no place for you,” I said. And perhaps no place for me, either. I looked over at my friends, who were watching me, wondering what they were thinking. After what they’d seen me do, how could they ever treat me like one of them again? The kittybreeze drifted by on the wind, brushing by my cheek gently as if to remind me that I was never alone.

      I know. My fear is less now, knowing that beauty still exists in this world.

      The thought confused me. She lifted her beak, stared into my eyes.

      In you, Ryan Blackwell. The same beauty that made my tears flow for your grandfather rests in you. Sacrifice. Like him, you were willing to give your life for others. This is beauty.

      I could tell I was crying now. I wasn’t even sure why. Crying for loss. Crying because of the phoenix’s words. Crying from relief. Crying because in a way, the phoenix was a kindred soul, and I had a feeling she would not be staying much longer. I saw a tear roll down her face, too. She leaned in toward me, so that the tear dropped on my finger.

      My gift to you, as to your grandfather. Use it, and it will heal all wounds like it did for him. Or, for someone with your magic, it would give you long life and even greater power. My love and compassion are yours to do with as you see right.

      Then there was a flash of light so bright I had to close my eyes for a moment. When I opened them again, the phoenix was gone. All that remained behind was a gold statue of a firebird, resting on the grass. The fires it had set around the square were all gone; even the blaze at the nursing home was extinguished. Only the dim illumination from the moon and a few street lamps remained.

      

      The drop of water wavered on my finger as I stared at it. It wouldn’t last long. But then, there was really only one thing that came to mind to do with it. I didn’t need more power; already, it seemed I had reserves far beyond what I’d imagined possible. I’d need to explore those, another day. But no, there was a debt I needed to repay. And this tear would do the job.

      Carefully, I kept it balanced on my finger while I picked up the phoenix statue with my other hand. Then I walked over to my friends. Fletcher and Gray were both sitting on the ground next to the Gardener. They looked up when they heard me approaching. Both Gray and Fletcher looked grim.

      “We got him out,” Fletcher said. “But…”

      Jerome Summerfield’s face was twisted in pain, and ashen. His right hand was twisted up in the front of his shirt.

      “Heart, I think,” he said. “Told you that you were something special, boy.”

      “Yes, you said I was ‘more than I knew’. Need to talk with you about that, sometime.”

      “No time, boy. Sorry to be leaving, after seeing you burst into bloom like that. But…” And then he just stopped talking. All the tension went out of his body, muscles relaxing as he exhaled and did not inhale again.

      “No need to leave yet, old man,” I said. I knelt next to him, and gently laid the phoenix tear on his lips.

      “What did you do?” Gray asked in an almost reverent voice.

      “Wait. Watch.”

      The three of us sat there a few moments. Maybe a minute went by, but I think it was less. I wasn’t sure when I noticed Jerome breathing again, but the signs of healing were unmistakable. I reached down to his wrist, and his pulse was strong, steady. A Look at his aura showed no trace of the ugly disease that had afflicted him. He was healed. I was willing to bet even the fractures were all better.

      “He’ll be fine, now.” I stood back up. I was still holding the statue, and saw Fletcher staring at it.

      “Was that…it?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Kinda. Long story, but yeah.” I figured that the Coasties must have accidentally awoken the phoenix’s spirit from within its slumber; they’d used some low grade magic to break her out, and then lit a fire in the tunnel. Maybe one of them had cut themselves, too – I remembered that blood and fire had awoken her for my grandfather.

      Fire trucks were pulling up now, hosing down the nursing home, but the phoenix had taken its fire with it when it left. I didn’t think there was any further risk to the building. An ambulance pulled in next to the fire trucks.

      “Come on, guys. We ought to get out of here before someone starts asking questions we don’t want to answer.” I waved one of the EMTs from the ambulance over, and they lifted the Gardener onto a stretcher.

      I could hear him starting to wake up as they got him into the ambulance, and smiled. There, that was two of us surprised to still be alive tonight. Fletcher, Gray, and I packed ourselves back into his truck, which had miraculously escaped all the carnage wrought around it, and headed back to campus.
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      THE NEXT DAY brought new meaning to the phrase ‘the show must go on’. Despite everything that had happened the night before, the powers that be around the University decided that the Northshield vs Coast Guard Academy football game would proceed as scheduled. So I – along with the rest of the freshman cadets – was outside bright and early to march down in formation and parade across the football field before the game. I was tired, had a roaring headache, and really would have preferred a sleep-through. When I gave Fletcher a pleading look, he roared at me to ‘drop and give him twenty’, so then I was sweaty on top of everything else.

      But he grinned when he said it.

      After the marching, the freshmen were expected to stick around in the stands through the game. It was an odd game to watch. Everyone was trying to pretend like things were normal. But two of the Coasties had died during their prank last night. The third would be in the hospital a long time. The rumor mill said they’d run into another gas leak while abducting the statue.

      I wasn’t sure that the rumor mill was going to continue buying gas leaks as the answer for every magical explosion on campus, but it seemed to be working so far. If the university ever switched over to another form of heat, it was going to make cover stories harder to come by.

      The pool building was trashed, but the firemen had kept the flames from reaching the rest of the fieldhouse. There was water and smoke damage, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed, in time. All in all, it felt like we’d gotten off lightly. But watching the game, with smoke still rising from the twisted girders and stones that had been a building the day before as a backdrop? It was hard to pretend like nothing had happened.

      The game was in its fourth quarter when Miles sat down next to me on the bleachers. Enough of the other freshmen had quietly wandered off that we had a little space to ourselves.

      “So all those years, that statue was a real phoenix.” Miles said. He kept his voice pitched just for my ears, and I did the same.

      “Sort of. My impression is she’s more of an elemental force of nature, a powerful fire spirit. The phoenix of legend was a regular bird with an odd reproductive cycle,” I said.

      “Legends often have just a grain of truth. They reflect part of the story, not the whole. I talked to your friends. It sounds like you managed to protect yourself from its fire not once, but several times?”

      I wanted to talk to him about that new well of power I’d discovered within myself. It was still there. I could feel it. In fact, any time I called magic, it now came straight from this source. It was like I’d always been drawing on it, but until now I’d only ever been able to touch the very surface of a deep pool. Somehow, I’d plunged my hand deep into its heart, last night.

      Miles might know what was going on with all that. But as much as I wanted to trust him, I still had some lingering doubts. And I knew someone else who could tell me what was going on, or at least give me some idea: the Gardener. He’d seen it in me, before I did. He had known. So I wanted to ask him about it before broaching the subject with anyone else.

      I hoped he’d be back to work soon. I had a feeling he would be.

      “Yeah. I used the ley energy while we were on campus. It was harder down in town.”

      “It would be, yes. Be careful with the leys, though – you can burn yourself out. Seen it happen.” He paused a moment, his eyes inspecting me. He wasn’t using magic to probe my shield this time, but I had a feeling he was Looking at more than just the physical me. Then he shook his head, and turned away. I wondered what he had seen. But I wasn’t going to ask.

      “Funny how this stuff keeps happening on campus, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Not surprising, really. The ley line nexus here is really powerful. It’s going to attract trouble like honey gathers flies. We may need to start up your training sooner than next semester, Ryan.”

      I nodded. “I agree. The more I know, the better my odds of surviving this place.” And keeping the people I care about here in one piece too.

      He stood up. “Come see me this week. No rush. We’ll start working some time into your schedule.”

      I watched him walk away. The more time I spent with him, the more I was convinced that Miles’ heart was in the right place. I was surprised how glad I felt to have him here. I remained less certain of the people who gave him his orders, though.

      Cheering brought my attention back to the game. Down on the field, I saw light glinting off something golden. Probably as a way of thumbing noses at the Coasties’ failed attempt to steal the statue, someone had the bright idea of bringing it out onto the field for the game. Now that I knew what to look for, I could feel her magic from here, even transformed as she was. She was a creature of battle and fury and spirit; and what was football if not a modern mock combat?

      We won the game 54-0; it was the worst defeat for the Coast Guard Academy in the history of the schools’ rivalry.

      

      Later, when the game was over, I went up to Allen Hall, the administration building. Most of the offices were closed – it was a Sunday, after all. But the University museum was open. Nothing grand; it was just one room. But it was a fascinating room. Lots of assorted memorabilia from wars over the centuries were kept in cases under lock and key. And they’d moved the firebird statue here for safekeeping, while the fieldhouse was being renovated.

      She was sitting in an upright glass case, on a shelf by herself. I laid my head against the glass, enjoying the cool against my skin.

      I missed her. I’d barely known her, but I missed her. She and I were a lot alike. No other being I knew, not even Miles or the Gardener, could understand what it was like to wield the power I felt within me now. It was frightening, deep, vast. Scary. And lonely.

      Yes, the phoenix and I were kindred spirits.

      You have already chosen what kind of being you will be. The beauty within you will not let you become anything other, she whispered in my thoughts.

      And you are not alone.

      Then she showed me a vision of Gray and Fletcher, sitting in his room, chatting together.

      “Thank you,” I said. Then I quietly left the room and went back to my barracks.

      

      Two loud raps on the door, and a voice boomed from inside “Enter!”

      I opened the door and stepped in, walked to the familiar tape line, and stood at attention. Fletcher was sitting on his bed. Gray sat on his desk, legs crossed, a beer in her hand.

      As soon as the door slipped shut, Fletcher relaxed and picked his own drink back up from the floor on the other side of his bed. “At ease, Blackwell. Come sit down.”

      Gray laughed. “Catch!” she said, tossing me a bottle. I snagged it out of the air. Northshield was a dry campus, but that was one rule upperclassmen didn’t follow all that well. But giving a beer to a freshman wasn’t something I’d ever heard of.

      “You looked like you could use one,” she added.

      “Thanks, Gray,” I said, sitting down on the edge of Fletcher’s bed. He handed me a bottle opener, and I popped the top off.

      “My name’s Theresa,” she said.

      “Mine’s Ryan,” I took a sip. I’d snuck a few beers here and there as a teenager, but it wasn’t a usual drink for me. Dad’s shindigs were more wine and champagne affairs than beer parties. Something felt right about this, though, and I relaxed a little inside.

      “So I was telling Gray about the tunnels, Blackwell,” said Fletcher. “It was a totally no-shit-there-I-was story. No shit, there I was, down in the dark with this guy, when he shoves me against the wall. I’m like, what the hell, but then this fire comes roaring out of nowhere…”

      I smiled, and took another sip. Tomorrow would bring whatever it would. But here, now? I had friends who cared about me. Who’d risked their lives to help me, and who I’d risked mine to protect.

      I couldn’t ask for more, or better.

      

      
        The End

        

        Thank you for reading! I hope you’ve enjoyed this Blackwell story. Ryan’s story will continue in the novel “Dead in Winter”.  You can get your copy today by clicking here!

      

      
        http://mybook.to/deadinwinter

      

      
        If you’d like to see more stories about Ryan Blackwell and kittybreeze, please consider putting up some stars or a review! I enjoy hearing from readers, and can be reached via my website at http://www.kevinomclaughlin.com.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Check out Book 3: Dead In Winter

        

        CHAPTER ONE

      

    
    
      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 moonlight lit everything about me almost as bright as daylight. I stood out as plain as could be. But 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 keeping quiet. 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, it seemed.

      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. “Earth is their enemy!”

      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 form my hand. 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.”

      

      
        Find out what happens next - read “Dead in Winter”, available now!

        You can get your copy today by clicking here!

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

      Click here to get started: www.kevinomclaughlin.com
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