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      There was something in the house with me.

      I woke up before dawn to a dark room. I was breathing heavy and loud, and my skin was damp and cold from night sweats. More nightmares, probably. At least I didn’t remember them. I pushed the blanket off my legs and started to throw them over the edge of the bed but had an old irrational fear of my feet being grabbed before I did, and hesitated.

      Well, it wasn’t so irrational anymore, maybe. There really were things that lived in the dark corners of the world. I had almost brought one of them out in the open. After a year at Rosewilde, I could officially call myself a magician, and with knowledge of magic came the knowledge that there was a lot more in the world than I ever imagined.

      Plenty of it was dangerous. Hell—most of it was dangerous.

      I raised my hands for a simple revelation spell to peer into the darkness, but when I looked through the rectangle formed by my thumbs and forefingers there was nothing to see. Just a room. Still, I held my breath and called to mind one of the handful of defensive spells I’d learned over the summer as I checked the opened bathroom door, the ceiling, and then shifted my hands into a more in-depth spell that revealed the lines of protection spells knitted to the door frames and glowing around the windows and beyond.

      I held my breath.

      Which meant that loud, slow panting noise was coming from something else.

      Fear tried to scramble my thoughts. I pushed it away as it clawed at the back of my brain and focused on the words and gestures of a spell. A shield, just to buy time for something more creative, but when my hands moved the gestures were all wrong. They were sharp and primal, instead of the delicate and precise movements I’d learned in school. I tried to speak the words, and they should have been clipped Latin but instead the sound I made was guttural, the tongue harsh and scraping in my throat.

      A set of white teeth spread into a grin in the darkness at the foot of the bed, and the teeth were needle-sharp and long. They opened, and a slender black tongue slipped through them dripping ichor and saliva. The mouth floated forward, like some fucked-up Cheshire cat. There was weight on the bed. I was summoning it. I recognized the cadence of the spell, the nature of the gestures. I was calling this thing and I couldn’t stop myself.

      I screamed, and slammed my hands together flat to stop the casting. Not that it mattered—whatever it was, it was here, and I scrambled away from it on the bed, threw a pillow, and managed to gain control of myself long enough to snap my fingers into place for Koin’s Static Discharge. Electricity crackled around my fingers as I rushed through the Attic Greek and pointed—

      “Amelia!”

      Reality snapped on like someone had thrown a switch.

      Someone had. Lucas was on top of me, holding my wrists, muttering… was that Belmont’s Elemental Suppression? The air smelled like ozone, acrid in my nostrils. Isaac was coming back to the bed from the door, where he’d turned on the overhead light. “Amelia, what’s wrong?”

      My body took a minute to catch up with my mind and continued to struggle against Lucas’s grip until I finally woke up the rest of the way.

      “Lucas,” I muttered, “Isaac?”

      “Shh,” Lucas breathed and let my wrists loose as he sank back down beside me and pulled me to him. “You’re alright. It was a dream. Inhale, exhale. You were casting in your sleep. It’s all right now.”

      Isaac reached up and, with a thumb, wiped moisture from my eyes where I had apparently been crying. Well, that was embarrassing.

      I cleared my throat and reached up to wipe them more thoroughly. “They’re getting worse,” I said as I held an arm out to Isaac, inviting him closer.

      “Probably because school is around the corner,” Isaac said softly as he slipped an arm behind my head and under Lucas’s shoulder. “That can only mean bad memories.”

      “Not all of them,” I murmured, snug between them, my anxiety gradually draining away. “But you’re probably right. It was so real, though. And casting in my sleep? How?”

      Lucas kissed my forehead. “Using your dream body. It’s exactly like this one but exists only on the dream plane. You’ll have your anatomy class this year, in preparation for the advanced casting courses next year. Doctor Ashworth will go over it in painstaking detail. You must have a particularly robust dream-self. Feeling any better?”

      I nodded slowly and nuzzled against Lucas’s chest. He kissed me again over the tangles of my bed-hair, and Isaac pressed closer to comb my hair back and kiss the side of my neck. Between them it was warm—warm enough that at some point in the night we had kicked most of the covers down to the foot of the bed.

      The last of the dream faded, the last bit of anxiety bled away, and what was left was the realization that the two of them were naked and pressed against me.

      I bit my lip as my hand traveled down Lucas’s side, along the smooth lines of his torso and over his hip. He gave an appreciative, somewhat surprised growl, soft and buzzing in his chest. I trailed my fingers over the ridge of his hip and down, until I found him growing hard.

      “Well,” he murmured softly, “good morning to you, too.”

      “I take it we’re waiting on coffee, then,” Isaac breathed as he shifted his hips. His cock pressed against my lower back as he slid a hand around my waist and down, nibbling on my ear.

      I had missed them over the summer, and Whispering back and forth over long distances, and occasionally talking on the phone, hadn’t been nearly enough. School was barely two days away now and I had made sure to get full use out of the last two weeks they’d been here with me at Laura’s—my house. I craned my head and found Lucas’s lips and a few whispers of morning breath that I barely noticed as the heat of our mouths drove the rest of my senses to quiet.

      Isaac’s fingers massaged the inside of my hip, finding the ticklish spot that he’d discovered early on and digging in at just the right pressure that, instead of laughing, I gasped, the muscles of my stomach trembling as he ground against me from behind. I tugged at Lucas’s cock, toying with him until he was fully hard as we kissed, and then shifted up a bit to angle him toward my opening.

      He grinned against my lips and took my invitation but not before he gave Isaac a nod. Isaac’s hand left me, and he sat up long enough to flick his fingers through Murthy’s Spectral Sheath. Just the first one. We’d played with some of the others, but at the end of the day nothing was better than the feel of them just as they were. Though, the vibrating version was something different and plenty of fun. Isaac’s fingers finished the spell and he reached between us to wrap his hand around Lucas’s cock, setting the spell properly. Then, leaning down to resume kissing my ear, he guided Lucas into me.

      Lucas’s cock slipped easily between my lips as Isaac’s fingers slipped in briefly with him, my desire coating him so that when he teased my clit his fingers were slick and deft.

      We were wordless beacons of sensation together, writhing in place, my body humming and taut with pleasure that drove every thought out of my head. Lucas’s hands groped and traveled, teasing my nipples one moment and slipping behind my neck the next as he gasped against my lips and groaned as Isaac’s manipulation made the muscles inside me tense and quiver.

      It never took long, when they didn’t want it to, or when I didn’t want it to. Lucas bucked against me, kissed me hard, and reached down to replace Isaac’s hand with his own. “Up,” he told the other man, breathless, “come with us.”

      Isaac complied, got to his knees, and sidled up to the top of the bed as Lucas rolled me onto my back. We’d done this once before, but with a great deal less grace. It went better the second time around. Isaac spread his knees, lowering his cock to my lips. Lucas pulled triple duty, somehow managing to coordinate sharing Isaac with me while he kept his hips moving and his fingers teasing my clit all in a complementary rhythm. Magicians, they had wonderfully talented fingers.

      Isaac buried his hands in our hair and rolled his head back as I kissed along the length of his shaft, suckling and nipping gently while Lucas teased his swollen head with tongue and lips. I wrapped my thighs around Lucas’s waist and held on to him with one hand under his arm and clinging to his shoulder, and slipped my other between Isaac’s legs to grab hold of one of his perfect ass cheeks.

      We moaned and sighed and shivered together like one body split into three places. Magic danced between us, unformed and loose, driven by needs and wants that were perfectly aligned as Lucas’s thrusting became more urgent, and my legs tensed, and Isaac gripped my hair a little tighter as his cock swelled and his balls began to tighten.

      Lucas clamped his lips around the tip of Isaac’s cock. Isaac gave a grunt. Under my lips, his cock pulsed, and he bent forward at the waist. At the same moment, Lucas’s fingers and the pressure of him inside me conspired to set off a thunderstorm that rolled through my body until my fingers dug into his shoulder and Isaac’s ass. Lucas gave a final, shuddering thrust as he swallowed Isaac’s seed down. The lightbulb above us grew brighter, hummed loudly, and burst as the three of us came together, heaving and pawing at one another.

      We collapsed in a heap after that, and nearly fell back to sleep. After a while, however, we managed to collect ourselves between kisses and final, teasing pinches and tickles, and muster ourselves to the bathroom to shower off together. It was a little tight, but that was part of the fun of it, too, and Lucas cleaned up the mess afterward with a bit of magical assistance.

      As I wrapped my hair into a knot and shrugged on a plush robe, the nightmare still troubled me. Not as bad as it had the moment I woke up—not with the afterglow of that still humming under my skin—but still lingering. It meant something. I knew it as clearly as I knew my heart was beating. But these were our last days alone together before school started.

      Isaac went to work in the kitchen, gathering things for breakfast while Lucas started coffee.

      “I was hoping Hunter might show up at the last minute,” I admitted, glancing at the X’s on the calendar by the refrigerator. “I guess he decided not to.”

      “Try not to be too hard on him,” Lucas said as he switched the pot on and turned to lean on the counter. Isaac had put on a shirt to go with his boxers. Lucas sported only a pair of gym shorts that did nothing to hide what was underneath. The man woke up gorgeous. So did Isaac, for that matter. I hated them both just a little bit for that. “He’s taking Nathan’s recovery very personally.”

      “I thought Nathan was recovered?” I glanced between the two of them. “Isn’t that what you said when you got here? You saw him, didn’t you?”

      Isaac pointedly avoided looking at Lucas. I knew what that meant. The two of them knew something that I’d managed to ferret out, and they had been trying to ‘spare’ me something.

      I made a disgusted noise and rolled my eyes. “Get on with it,” I said. “I’m going to see Hunter and Nathan both at Rosewilde; you may as well tell me now. What happened?”

      “Nothing happened, per se,” Lucas muttered. “It’s just… the last time we spoke with Hunter, it seemed like Nathan was recovered physically, and even mentally—he’s speaking clearly, sleeping through the night, his memory is functioning properly.”

      “But?” I pressed.

      “But,” Isaac said as he cracked an egg over a warmed pan on the stove, “emotionally, he’s apparently… not himself.”

      I frowned, and folded my arms self-consciously over my chest. The last, and only, time I’d seen Nathan awake had not exactly gone very well. In fact, it had gone terribly. After rescuing him from the Abyss, summoning him back across the inter-dimensional divide while thwarting the former headmaster of Rosewilde, Augustus Sinclaire, Nathan had announced that I had to die. Not a super warm introduction to Isaac, Lucas, and Hunter’s ex. Or… former ex? They hadn’t broken up, and Nathan turned out not to have died so… their status was several paces beyond it’s complicated.

      “Is that going to be a problem?” I asked. “For me, I mean. When I get back. Is he re-enrolling in Rosewilde?”

      “Probably,” Lucas said at the same time that Isaac said, “Doubtful.”

      They shared a tense look.

      “Normally,” Lucas explained slowly, “in a situation like that… anyone else would probably end up at Goldhaven, where the other difficult cases go. But Nathan isn’t just some problem student—he’s a prodigy, and everyone at Rosewilde knows it. He’ll be back to class. Probably with special dispensation to work at his own pace. Which would still be faster than any of us.”

      “You really think they’re just going to put him back into classes?” Isaac asked. “After what he’s been through?”

      Lucas shrugged, checked the level of coffee in the pot, and waved a hand as if none of it mattered. “It’s in the past. Magicians screw themselves and go crazy for a few years all the time. Then they get over it. Or they die. Nathan didn’t, so… as long as he can still cast, they’ll take him.”

      Nathan’s furious, twisted expression flashed in my mind’s eye for the first time in a few weeks. It was every bit as scary as it had been the last time, and the first time. I shuddered.

      Lucas checked the coffee again, seemed satisfied there was enough for a cup and poured one for me. He brought it to the island next to me and set it down before he put his hands on my shoulders and rubbed them slowly. “You’ve got nothing to worry about,” he promised. “Hunter’s been with him, probably telling him all about you. He was insane when he woke up, Amelia. He didn’t know what he was saying. I promise, everything is going to be fine.”

      I wanted to believe that. I really did. And I started to tell him as much.

      Except, the air in the kitchen grew sharp, and a high-pitched whine dug at my ears. Wind picked up, strong enough to shake the lights over the table and blow over one of the kitchen chairs.

      The venetian doors that led to the backyard darkened, grew wavy as though some tremendous heat was built up in front of them, and then vanished altogether a second later in place of someone’s library. Someone who was standing just on the other side, lowering his hands from a spell. I’d seen a picture just a little while ago.

      Lucas relaxed from where he’d stiffened in front of me, and waved the man through from the elegant library into Laura’s kitchen, where he pulled the man into a hug.

      Percy, Lucas’s older brother, hugged back as his eyes looked me over appreciatively. I pulled my house robe a little more closed, just in case, and tried not to snap at him to keep his eyes to himself. Magicians. No shame, no decency, no boundaries.

      “You’re early,” Lucas said as the two of them parted. “It’s only just nine. What are you doing here?”

      “Got my time zones mixed,” Percy said, still looking at me. “So? This must be her? The beautiful Amelia Cresswin?”

      “None other,” Lucas agreed. “Amelia, this is Percy.”

      “An absolute pleasure,” Percy purred as he offered a hand. I shook it but pulled my hand back before he could kiss my knuckles or something.

      If Lucas was, in top form, a classy looking aristocratic gentleman, then Percy fashioned himself one of the landed gentry. His pin-striped suit was tailored with a matching vest, a high collared white shirt beneath it, and immaculate, elaborate black leather shoes on his feet. His hair, the same dirty blond as his brother’s, was swept to one side and back, and eyebrows did not grow that precise without a little help from some wax and linen.

      “Nice to meet you, Percy,” I said. “Um… I’m happy to meet Lucas’s family, even without any advanced notice whatsoever, in a house robe, before I’ve even had a chance to blow-dry my hair much less be ready for company, but, what exactly are you doing here?” That last part I asked while eyeing a sheepish Lucas.

      “Well,” Percy said, doing the same, “I did not know I was unexpected. But it looks like Isaac is working on breakfast so—I’d say I got here just in time. As to why, I’m your ride to the Academy.”

      “Portals are Percy’s specialty,” Lucas said by way of explanation. “He’s taking us direct.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Well… thank you, Percy, for going out of your way.”

      “Not at all,” he said, waving a hand as he took one of the stools by the island. The one on the other side of me from Lucas. Closer than was really appropriate. “Not a problem at all. It’s on the way, in fact. I’ve taken an adjunct professorship for a new class.”

      “Oh?” Lucas wondered. “I didn’t know about this. What class?”

      Percy looked at me and gave a broad, thin-lipped smile. “The history of Abyssal magic and Outsider Cults. I’m something of an expert.”

      I shivered and had to resist the urge to cringe away from him.

      And here I thought the year just might be a normal school year. Well, as normal as any year was going to be at Rosewilde Academy of Magical Arts.

      Apparently, I was dead wrong.
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      “It can’t be a coincidence,” I told Lucas a couple of hours later, after breakfast and while Percy was busy setting up the portal spell to connect us to the Rosewilde portal room—which is a room I didn’t even know existed until he talked about taking us through to it. “All the shit that happened last year, and now, suddenly, they want an expert in the building? And did you know about this?”

      Lucas held his hands up. “I knew Percy was in Iran studying with some specialist, but he didn’t tell us anything about it. I swear, Amelia, if I had thought Percy could help us out last year I would have contacted him. My family isn’t exactly communicative.”

      “It’s true,” Isaac confirmed, rolling his eyes. “You should spend a Christmas at the Turner estate some time. Lucas’s family are all mired in secrets.”

      It wasn’t hard to imagine a family of magicians all hiding things from one another. I sighed and glanced at the door into the hallway. We’d returned to the bedroom, mostly so that I could finish packing. Not that there was much to pack. Rosewilde provided uniforms, and when I first arrived last year I hadn’t seen my suitcase again until after exams. Still, I had gathered some underwear and a few books I hoped I would have time to read, notebooks, pens—things like that. No point in taking much more.

      I rechecked my suitcase for the third or fourth time. “It feels pointed, is all I’m saying,” I muttered. “Like they’ve brought someone in to keep an eye on me.”

      “Perhaps they have,” Isaac said. He took my hands off the suitcase, which was as packed and organized as it was ever going to be, and turned me to look at them. “It wouldn’t be the worst thing to have someone around keeping an eye out for you. But it may not be about you at all.”

      “How could it not be?” I demanded. “Are there other abyssal harbingers just waltzing around the halls of the Academy? We should meet; maybe we can start a cult.”

      Lucas chuckled as he pulled my suitcase across the edge of the bed and zipped it closed before hefting it off the bed and onto the floor. “It could just as easily be more about Sinclaire than about you. Who knows how many more people he was involved with that might still be working there? Or students? He kept a tidy operation.”

      “Or,” Isaac added, “it may really be a coincidence. They bring in adjuncts every year with specialties that aren’t part of the usual curriculum. There’s almost nothing in the general or restricted library on the subject. Or last year would have been a lot easier.”

      “Whatever the case,” Lucas said, joining the two of us to put a hand on my cheek, “all that matters is that you aren’t a danger to anyone, and that no one becomes a danger to you. I know the former is true; it’s the latter that I want to stay true. What Percy lacks in boundaries or couth, he makes up for in wits. I haven’t spoken to him about you. At least, not the stuff you’re worried about. But I could, and he might be able to ensure that whatever happens next doesn’t drag you into a place you don’t want to go.”

      I supposed he wasn’t wrong. Neither of them were. It didn’t really make the feeling go away—that someone at the Academy was worried about what I might do, what I might become, and had gone to some effort to contain or defend against me.

      Nathan’s warning about me had affected me. Deeply. I had carried it around all summer, watching my every move, my every thought. My nightmares had continued but they had evolved. I hadn’t had the ocean dream in months now, but I had plenty of others to take its place. This morning’s crazy “thing at the end of the bed” dream was quickly becoming a new classic. There was one where I was lost in the halls of Rosewilde while being pursued by shadows, and one where the boys and Serena were all in an empty room, their eyes inky black. My personal favorite was the one where I was falling off a cliff and could see Nathan above me on the edge. I never dreamed the part where he pushed me, but I always knew that he had. That one ended with the crushing darkness of the Abyss swallowing me whole. Always a favorite.

      It was amazing that I slept at all. The only reason I ever did was thanks to some of the techniques I’d gotten from a lucid dreaming manual last year, courtesy of Mara Eze, the Academy librarian. I never did manage to master the actual technique, but I’d learned to put myself to sleep at least.

      “I guess,” I sighed, and let them both put and arm around me.

      “Nearly done,” Percy called up from the kitchen.

      I winced. “He’s not carving anything into the doorframe, is he?”

      Lucas gave a noncommittal, “No…” but after a moment shrugged. “At least, I don’t think so.”

      That was all I needed. Repairs to do when I got back. “If he ruins the frame,” I warned, “you’re going to be responsible for fixing it. The old-fashioned way, too.”

      That earned me a grimace from Lucas, who had grown up with magic. If the way they did things at Rosewilde was any indication, there was every chance Lucas hadn’t so much as picked up a hammer in his life, much less ever done home repairs by hand.

      “We should head down,” Isaac said. “The sooner we get there and get settled in, the better. I hate the anticipation before school starts.”

      Lucas grinned wide. “Well, there’s always the start-of-term party to look forward to.”

      I blushed thinking about it. There were probably already seniors at the Academy working the spells that split the Cabin into seven different spaces, all slightly out of sync with one another. Last year, Serena had taken me, and I’d wandered right into a room full of magicians having a kind of no-holds-barred sex party. I’d seen Lucas and Isaac there, too, and wondered if that’s the party they would go to this year.

      “Don’t worry,” Lucas murmured in my ear, “this year, we’ll see to it that you enjoy it far more than last time.”

      A queasy tremble in my stomach turned into heat between my legs. I cleared my throat and extricated myself from them before anyone got any ideas and grabbed the handle of my suitcase. “Are we going or not?”

      The two of them followed me back downstairs as Percy raised his hands to begin the portal spell. I tried to follow from the side, watching the gestures carefully, but they were more complex than anything I’d witnessed before. Some of them looked almost as though he were stitching something, others were a tangled mess. The magic happening, though, was impossible to miss; the air hummed with it. The doorway took on a dense blue glow that grew brighter as tendrils of light crept out like a spiderweb made of slow-moving lightning, all reaching out to a point at the center of the double doors.

      Percy muttered the spell quietly to himself. I thought it was something Semitic, possibly Hebrew, but if so, it was a dialect I didn’t know yet. I barely caught any of it and was so focused on trying to observe that when he finally finished and gave a final, booming clap of his hands it startled me so badly I almost slipped off the edge of the counter I had rested my elbows on.

      I recovered, thankfully, before anyone saw me. The space between the lines of the glowing web over the door to the backyard filled in as if someone were blowing away mist to reveal a black void that drank in light before itself dissolving into the image of a room with the familiar old wood of Rosewilde Academy’s flooring.

      “That’ll do it then,” Percy said, grinning around at us as he stepped aside and gestured through. “Nothing magical through the doorway, please. Except magicians, of course.”

      I didn’t have anything that fit the bill, at least. Other than myself. Lucas and Isaac went through first. When I reached the portal I paused. Did I count as a magical… object? Or creature? I looked at Percy. “What happens if something magical goes through?”

      “Some magic disrupts the fabric of the portal,” he said, raising an eyebrow as he peered at my suitcase. “If you’ve got anything, it’s really best if you leave it here.”

      How much did he know about me? I shifted on my feet, and when Lucas held a hand out I passed him my suitcase. Percy spread his hands. “Clearly nothing worth worrying about.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed, and balled my fists up as I attempted to dip a toe into the portal. Not that there was anything obviously fluid about it, but I put just the tip of my shoe over the perfect line that divided my house in Cambridge, Massachusetts and the academy in the mountains of Vermont, just north of Moretown.

      The portal did not collapse and cut off my toe or… something. I exhaled the breath I was holding quietly and took a slow step across two hundred miles out of the house I’d inherited from my godmother and into Rosewilde Academy of Magical Arts.

      Lucas and Isaac both bit a lip, their eyes wincing slightly as if I still might explode. “What?” I asked, and glanced back through the portal as Percy stepped through. I reached up to touch my hair, confused about what was wrong. “Did it do something to—”

      The wave of nausea hit me like a slap to the face and a punch to the gut. With it came dizziness that would have dropped me if Lucas and Isaac didn’t rush to my sides and slip their arms under mine. They hoisted me forward to where a large bucket waited. I didn’t have to ask what for.

      When I finished emptying the contents of my breakfast, thoroughly mortified at having done so with such violence in front of the boys, Percy offered me a handkerchief as Lucas helped me to my feet. None of them seemed remotely worried or embarrassed at my display. Very helpfully, the bucket remained empty, my lost breakfast hopefully not appearing over someone’s head elsewhere in the world. I tried not to look anyone in the eye as I wiped my mouth. “You could have told me.”

      “It wouldn’t have made a difference,” Isaac said. “But on the upside, it really only happens the first time. It’s the spatial displacement. Your body has never moved so quickly from one place to another, and there are all sorts of small differences we don’t notice—air pressure, temperature, even gravity, though it’s a very small change.”

      “Also, master portal magicians do it all a bit cleaner,” Lucas said softly. Not so soft that Percy couldn’t hear him as he closed the portal down.

      Percy snorted as he unwove the portal. “Hey, next time you can do it yourself, ingrate,” he complained. “Or hire one of the three or four master Doors in the world.”

      “Cheaper to buy a first-class plane ticket,” Isaac said.

      The portal turned off like someone had thrown a switch, just like before, and we were officially on campus.

      “May I take your bag, Miss Cresswin?”

      I snapped around, barking in surprise. I had flashbacks of the first day I’d arrived at Rosewilde as I nearly tangled my feet. This time, though, I managed not to fall down a flight of stairs. For one thing, there were no stairs.

      Lurch, the Academy’s… well I wasn’t sure what his actual role was, held a hand out, his flat blue eyes just as mysterious as they had been a year ago when he picked me up in Moretown and drove me up the mountain. “How did you…?” I stared at him, and ducked to pick up my suitcase and hand it to him. “There’s stuff in there that I need.”

      “Any contents that are not contraband will be transported to your dorm room, Miss Cresswin,” he droned as he took the suitcase and turned to leave us.

      I peered up at Lucas. “Okay, what is the deal with that guy?”

      “Not a guy,” Lucas said.

      “Girl, non-binary, whatever,” I pressed.

      Isaac chuckled. “No, he’s not a person at all. He’s a golem.”

      I stared after Lurch as he left. “That’s a golem? But he… I mean it does explain a few things but he’s so fast, and he can drive, and speak.”

      Percy watched the golem leave the room through one door before waving us toward another on the opposite wall. “The Academy Golem was made by an exceptional enchanter, Finneus Goldman. He loved sculpture, so all of his golems look almost lifelike. Never could make the eyes just right… anyway, there are about a dozen of those around. Believe it or not, all that intelligence is just six thousand fifty-seven lines of algorithmic enchantment and a direct connection to the Academy database. Brilliant work.”

      “Just?” I wondered, shaking my head. The things that some magicians considered ‘simple’ was beyond me.

      “That’s down from fifty-eight thousand individual enchantments,” Isaac said.

      Alright, well… it was all relative, I supposed. As we left the portal room, just as another portal began to take shape behind us, I flicked my hands through a Whisper spell and reached out to Hunter. “Hey! We just got back. Where are you?”

      The magic worked; I felt it move out of me, felt the air around my lips stir as the message was carried off. But even after the ten minutes it took us to leave the North Wing of the academy and emerge into the courtyard, Hunter hadn’t responded.

      Lucas and Isaac both seemed to notice when the look of disappointment settled on my face despite my best effort to hide it. If he was here at the Academy… maybe he didn’t particularly want to talk to me.

      Maybe the summer had just been too long to go without talking.
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      “Hey! We just got back. Where are you?” Amelia’s whisper reached me unexpectedly, and I almost turned to look around and spot her before the contents of her message really set in. I looked at the door I’d been about to walk through, and my insides tried to pull in two different directions. I started to Whisper back but…

      It would have to wait. Just until I knew a bit more what the year was going to look like. Better that way, so that I didn’t give Amelia the wrong set of expectations before I knew what they were myself. I had missed her over the summer and felt like a shit for not going up to Cambridge at least once. That had been the plan, originally. I had wanted to see her, desperately, but everything with Nathan stole the summer away.

      I pushed through the door into the recovery clinic. It was mostly empty now. There were always at least a few students and sometimes a faculty member in residence here, working with master psychics as they had their psyches repaired after one mishap or another. Or, sometimes, just learning too much magic too quickly. Or getting stuck on the astral plane, or in a dream world, or undergoing a nasty possession in a necromantic rite or… well, the list was long. Almost all of them recovered in a few weeks or a couple of months.

      That was because the psychics that handled recovery sessions had seen almost everything.

      Almost.

      “Hi, Gina,” I thought pointedly as I let the door close behind me. The perpetually cheerful telepath behind the front counter didn’t look up from whatever task she was working on but responded as though she had.

      “Oh, Hunter,” she sent back, her voice in my head like I imagined it myself. “Good to see you as always. Nathan just finished a session, he’ll be coming out of room,” the image of the icon marking the session room he was in flashed in my mind. The same one as before, and before that. One of three high security rooms.

      “How was he last night?” I asked.

      There was a tinge of concern in her mental voice when she answered, and a delay that was uncommon for telepaths. As if she were prepping herself before she replied. “He’s made a lot of progress.”

      That was a non-answer, and I left it like it was. I had authorization to see him for a few hours each day between sessions, so I walked past the small, comfortable waiting area, down the hall to the room he was treated in and waited outside the door until it opened. My mind drifted toward Amelia, to the kiss that almost happened, the feeling of her pressed up against me... and I wrestled my thoughts away. No need for Gina to “overhear” anything like that.

      “Hunter,” Nathan’s regular healer said as he came out of the room. Master Larson was a monkish type, complete with orange robes and a long mala made of inch-wide beads like something out of an eighties kung fu movie. He bowed when he greeted me.

      I gave him a nod in return as I searched over his head through the open door. “Can I see him?”

      “Of course,” Master Larson said, and stepped aside. “It was a particularly intense session today. He may be somewhat out of sorts for the moment, but he will right himself in time, as all things do when allowed to settle into their natural state.”

      There was never just a “yes” or “no” with Master Larson. I gave him a stiff, appreciative smile as he got out of the way and ambled Zen-like down the hall to wherever he went when he wasn’t treating Nathan.

      Inside the room, Nathan was cross-legged on the floor in ‘lotus’ position, his hands still pressed into simple mudras of concentration from his session. He didn’t react when I entered the room, so I settled down across from him, on my knees instead—my legs were a little too thick to sit like that comfortably—and waited for him to come to.

      It took several minutes. In that time, I traced every line of his face, his hands, the shape of his shoulders, and identified the pulse in his neck that barely reached thirty beats per minute. He was deep, wherever Master Larson had taken and left him.

      Part of me had the irrational fear that he wasn’t going to open his eyes. That he’d be back in a coma, stuck in some Abyssal nightmare like he had been before, at the end of last year. He was looking physically better now, at least. There was color to his skin again, the bags under his eyes were barely visible now, and he’d put back on a lot of his old muscle mass thanks to a combination of Master Larson’s mysterious muscle tensing exercises and a bit of magic to remind his body what it used to be.

      Nathan did, however, open his eyes eventually. I hoped this time he would smile. Instead, he blinked once. “Hunter.”

      “Hi,” I breathed. “How are you feeling?”

      He raised one eyebrow. “Do you mean to ask if I’m sane yet?”

      “What?” I shook my head. “Of course not, I—”

      “I was making a joke, Hunter,” he said quietly. He unfurled his legs and ignored my hand when I stood and offered it. He rose carefully, then bent at the waist to stretch first down, then to either side, his hands reaching toward the ceiling. “If I’m not mistaken, classes should start soon. Shouldn’t you be preparing. There’s still a party before term, isn’t there?”

      “There is,” I said, unsure what to do with my hands now. “Um, I don’t know if I’m planning on going, really. I mean, if you’re… here, you know.”

      Nathan sighed and went to a hook on the wall, where his uniform blazer was hung. He slipped into it. “You should go.”

      “Would you want to come?” I asked.

      He gave a weak smile. “That many people… I don’t believe it suits me at the moment. Master Larson has cleared me to resume classes, though. I’ll have to test into sophomore classes but I don’t believe that will be particularly challenging.”

      That was good news, but Nathan didn’t seem excited about it, which made it hard for me to muster excitement myself. “Are you ready for that?”

      “Of course I am,” he muttered as he buttoned two of the three, the last one left open, just like always. He shoved his hands into his pockets and stared at the door to the room. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

      “Who?” I asked, even though I knew pretty well who he meant.

      He knew that I knew, too, and gave me an irritated eye. “The Harbinger, obviously.”

      “Amelia,” I corrected. My heart beat a little harder. What would he do if he saw her? Nathan was dangerous, if he wanted to be. “She’s back for her second year, yes. You’ll… well, she’s a sophomore, too, so…”

      “So we’ll almost certainly have classes together,” Nathan said slowly, nodding as though thinking through something already that he liked. “Good. That’s very good.”

      “Nathan,” I took a step toward him, so that I was between him and the door. “Whatever you think she is, you’re wrong. Or at least, you don’t have the full picture. She’s good. She could have finished Sinclaire’s ritual, but chose to bring you back instead, she—”

      “She had no idea what would happen,” he said calmly, unperturbed at my being in his way or trying to change his mind. “She acted blindly, and I happened to come back through the way I went in. After barely a year of tutelage, I promise you, Sinclaire only taught her enough to summon the Dreadmother into this world.”

      Heat prickled at the back of my neck. “She didn’t act blind. She studied hard, she wanted to bring you back if she could, and if you’d been there to see what she pulled off you’d—”

      “Still call it blind luck,” Nathan said. He held a hand up before I could say anything more. “I’m well aware that you have feelings for her, Hunter. The others do as well. You all only know her in her current incarnation. I’ve seen her from the other side. I’ve seen what’s in her, Hunter. She’s the daughter of Az-Harad, wherever you think she came from. The Dreadmother is monstrously clever, her intelligence… there isn’t a way I could convey it to you. Over there, there is no time, no space. Our entire plane of existence is laid bare like a book to be read at leisure. I can promise you, Az-Harad knew what would happen that day. She knew Amelia would come here, that she would return this year, that she would bring me back from the Abyss. She knew all of that, Hunter. All of it. Which means it’s all part of her plan. You have to believe me. Amelia Cresswin is not what she appears.”

      He moved closer, took a hand out of his pocket and reached for my cheek. Opposing impulses went to war. I wanted to feel his touch again, but I wanted to pull away—deny him, until he came around from this obsession. He wanted me to choose. I could feel it in every word he said. Since I couldn’t figure out which impulse to follow, I followed neither and he put his warm hand to my face but I didn’t reach up to touch him in return. I tried to savor the contact but it felt… cold. Manipulative.

      “You don’t know her,” I said.

      Nathan took his hand away, disappointed. “I suspect, in the near future, I will. I’m not going to murder her outright, if that’s what you’re worried about. It doesn’t work like that. We’ll have classes together. You can introduce us. But I’m not going to lie about what I know, what I felt in that place; what I feel. I’m going to watch her. And if any of what I’ve seen in the Abyss starts to come to pass…”

      “It won’t.” I reached out to him, to touch his neck the way I used to.

      Maybe the choice was easier for Nathan. He leaned back just enough to be out of reach and intercepted my hand with his. “I know I’m… not like I was. I may be, eventually. I need time.”

      I held onto his fingers a moment, and then dropped my hand when he let them go. “Yeah. Of course you do. I’ll be here, though. When you’re ready. Nathan, I do still…”

      He closed his eyes tight and shook his head. “Don’t. Not now. Not… just not now. Come on. Let’s get me checked out, find out where they’re going to stick me, and with whom.”

      Nathan met with Gina at the front, who signed him out officially with Master Larson’s approval that he was able to resume classes provided he came back for weekly sessions. When we finally left the clinic, he turned to me and put a hand on my chest. “Go find the others. I’ll manage from here.”

      Much as I hated to leave him alone, I didn’t have much of a choice when he was like this. My heart hurt as he walked off down the hall, hands in his pockets, as casually as if he’d never been dragged into the Abyss, as if none of the last year and a half had happened at all. I almost expected to hear him whistling.

      What was worse, I felt confusing guilt when I began to cast a Whisper to Amelia, apologizing for taking so long to get back to her. I had loved Nathan. Even like this, changed on some level I didn’t understand yet, those feelings were still there. But I couldn’t just turn off what I felt for Amelia, either, and that feeling…

      If I named it now, I’d be caught between them maybe forever. So I didn’t. I Whispered to her. “Here. Sorry, I had something to take care of. Where are you? I’ll meet you.”

      I watched Nathan turn the far corner and disappear.

      Something told me I was going to have to make an impossible choice, sooner than I liked.
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      “The bad bitch is back!”

      That could only be Serena.

      I couldn’t help my grin as I looked up from my syllabus. The boys and I had collected them and returned to the courtyard to enjoy a bit of a sunlight while we still had the freedom to do so. Serena strutted across the courtyard toward us in stilettos that managed not to sink into the grass, dressed in a slinky looking white dress with black stripes along the side. It looked designer and probably was, and set off the massive white sunglasses on her face. Half her hair was in tight braids that made a complex pattern spreading from her temple, and the rest was bound back in a ponytail with them. She looked darker, probably from spending her summer somewhere exotic.

      I threw my arms around her when she reached us. “So good to see you, Serena. I missed you!”

      “I thought about you a few times,” she said. “Okay, done hugging; this dress is immaculate.”

      She extricated herself from me, but her hand lingered on mine a moment longer before she let it go. She pulled her sunglasses down and peered at Lucas and Isaac on the ground and gave a grunt of approval. “Still wearing these two hotties, I see. Boys. I hope you had a good summer.”

      Lucas glanced at me, smiling, and shrugged one shoulder. “It was certainly warm.”

      “Where have you been?” Isaac asked. “Getting sun somewhere tropical?”

      Serena took her glasses off and twirled them, smug. “I wouldn’t call England exactly tropical. Went to a few parties, woke up in a few beds. I could tell you which prince and sexy-ass princess I instructed in the fine art of pegging, but one does not discuss such things in mixed company. The hot ones, though.”

      “You slept with Prince—”

      She put a finger to my lips. “Shh. Hm. Aren’t you missing someone? Where’s the big one?”

      “Coming,” I said. “Hunter was ah… he had something to take care of. I think he’s getting his syllabus now.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Lucas said, nodding toward the corner of the south and west wings of the Academy. “Here he is now.”

      They got to their feet, and I turned and scanned the courtyard for Hunter. It was impossible to miss him, of course. He was a mountain of a man that towered over everyone else. He wasn’t in uniform yet, just a roughed-up pair of jeans, a red and black lumberjack shirt, and big black shit-kickers that somehow all made him seem even bigger than he really was. His beard was still clipped and groomed, which made me smile privately. I wanted to climb him like a tree or cut him down like one for not talking to me all summer. Maybe both.

      Then I saw the expression on his face.

      “Everything okay?” I asked when he came closer.

      He blinked like he didn’t know what I was talking about. “Hm? Yeah, it’s good. How was your summer?”

      “Fine,” I said slowly. Experimentally, bravely, I sidled up close and went up on my toes to give him a peck on the lips.

      All my fears came true as he turned his head just a little to accept it on his cheek instead. When I backed off a little, he wouldn’t look at me, instead giving Isaac and Lucas a friendly nod. He looked Serena over critically. “Serena.”

      “Mr. Bunyan,” she replied. “That’s a good look on you. Needs a hammer. Or an axe. Or both, one of each.”

      Hunter’s eyebrows pinched a little. I bit my lip. “She’s not wrong. You look good. Um… how is Nathan? You were with him over the summer. Right?”

      “No,” he said quickly. “I mean… not like… I wasn’t with him, or anything just… he’s doing fine. Better, anyway. Cleared for classes.”

      Okay. There was definitely something happening there. Or something that had happened. Not that Hunter belonged to me or anything. I knew things would be complicated when Nathan woke up, but I had given Hunter space and patience. Still, if he’d decided that he and Nathan were going to get back together, why not just say so? I tried not to let the confusion irritate me and resolved to just go forward. “That’s good. Is he still…?”

      Isaac and Lucas came closer, just as concerned as I was about whether Nathan was going to try and murder me if we met in the hallway. Serena came closer, too. “What did I miss?”

      “He’s got concerns,” Hunter admitted, “but he’s not a danger to anyone. He just doesn’t know you, is all. But that will change. He’s testing into the sophomore class. So… you’re going to be spending at least some time with him.”

      My gut churned nervously. I swallowed. “And he’s okay with that? All of that? Getting to know me and everything?”

      “He’s open-minded,” Hunter muttered. It wasn’t very convincing. “He’s been through a lot. The summer was hard for him. When he came out of it, his mind was in pieces, out of order. He’s been undergoing intensive treatment, dealing with his trauma, repairing his mind. He’s mostly his old self again.”

      “Mostly,” Lucas echoed. “But not entirely?”

      “How could he be,” Isaac said. “After what he’s been through. No one would be entirely the same.”

      “Hunter?” I pressed. “Are you okay?”

      His shoulders slumped a little. “It’s been a long three months. Nathan is getting his syllabus and testing sorted out, I think. Then… we’ll see. But I promise, he’s safe.”

      If Hunter said so, he would know probably better than any of us.

      “I am super lost,” Serena said, raising a hand. “Did some other shit go down? I should have caught up with you all before I left, I hate being out of the loop.”

      “The short version,” Isaac told her as he waved us to the ground back where we’d been, and we all sat down in a loose circle, “is that Nathan woke up just after the end of the school year, and sort of… had a poor reaction to Amelia’s presence. He believes she’s ‘The Harbinger’ and said that he’d been attempting to ‘stop her’. From doing what, we don’t know. After that he sort of went in and out of lucidity.”

      Lucas shuddered. “Some of the things he said… I don’t think he knew where he was, or even when he was.”

      “It was the time he spent in the Abyss,” Hunter said softly, plucking at grass. “They had to help him repair his ability to interface his consciousness with time and space. Nothing was in order. It was like his mind dissolved in the Abyss, lost the temporal cohesion that lets us define past, present, and future. So, all his memories, and predictions of the future were tangled up with the present. All happening at once. It was a month and a half before he could speak a clear sentence. He’s better now, though. Hasn’t had a lapse in a few weeks. And he’s still going to see Master Larson for regular sessions to make sure it holds.”

      “Well shit,” Serena whispered. She had managed to position herself so that her short dress didn’t reveal anything and looked every bit like the royalty she’d spent the summer with. She drummed her fingers on her knee. “That sucks. But I didn’t actually come out to catch up. I gotta steal Miss ‘Look At Me I Save The World Sometimes’.”

      I straightened, frowning. “What for? The party isn’t for another—”

      “Oh, no,” she laughed. “No, no, no. Not the party. See, I had such a good time being your mentor last year, what with the multiple magical felonies and then almost getting tentacle fucked by Cthulhu’s less attractive cousin, that I thought to myself, ‘How could I possibly repay my new bestie for all the fun?’ And then I thought, ‘Oh, yeah, I could sign her up to be a mentor this year.’ So that’s what I did. And now you’ve got a little magician nugget to tote around just like Mama Serena did.” She pinched my cheek. “They grow up so fast.”

      I gently pushed her hand down. “You what? Serena, I—”

      “It’s a done deal already,” she said. “Mentors from the previous year nominate mentors for the following year; that’s how it works. It builds character and makes you more responsible and… shit. I don’t know. But you can’t possibly have a year like I did because of it, so. Come on, let’s go meet your nugget.”

      Lucas and Isaac were biting their lips to keep from laughing at me when I looked to them for some kind of support or a loophole or something. “You’re enjoying this.”

      “Try not to hurl your mentee into the Abyss,” Lucas said, “and I think you’ll do just fine.”

      I groaned as Serena stood and offered me a hand. I took it, if only to extract a small price for signing me up for it. “I’m going to remember this,” I told her, “and I am going to have my revenge.”

      “Make sure it’s room temperature,” she chirped. “They say it’s best served cold but that has not been my experience. Too hot or too cold and it seems like your trying. Revenge is a dish best served casually so it really stings.”

      I grunted and waved at the boys as Serena dragged me off to the south wing, where the entrance leading to the front foyer was. Right about now there were young would-be magicians spread out across rooms that occupied the same space but were slightly out of phase with the rest of the academy, having their mysterious interviews, answering nonsense questions in their entrance and placement exams, and otherwise being totally confused. Well, probably not many of them as far as that last bit was concerned.

      Most students at the Academy came from magical families. They’d already done primary education at magical prep schools, which I missed out on because my parents died when I was four and gave me to my godmother, Laura, who either didn’t know the first thing about magic academies or she opted not to tell me about them. One or the other. I was still uncertain about that, given that magicians tended to undergo something that the boys called ‘occultation’—the “real” world tended to just… forget.

      Laura hadn’t forgotten about my parents, and had been friends with them her whole life almost. Which meant that either they’d somehow kept her close… or Laura was a magician herself. I’d spent the summer digging through everything she kept in the house looking for some reference, even something as meager as an arcane-looking scribble. Nothing. As far as I could tell, Laura was just a normal woman who took in her best friends’ orphaned daughter. She probably had no idea my parents only had me because some being from outside reality had made some kind of deal with them.

      “So the whole thing is super easy,” Serena said as we approached the big double doors into the foyer. “You just like, introduce yourself, give them the nickel tour of the grounds, and let them know there’s a party afterward. Um, but only if they seem cool with it. We get some real weirdos from fringe families… they rarely make good party companions. Here we go…”

      We pushed through the doors, and she walked me to a little alcove where a few other students milled about, waiting for their mentors. I frowned. “You… found me in the bathroom. Are we supposed to wait here or can I just find them when it’s time?”

      “Oh… yeah,” Serena murmured. “Yeah I actually tried to get out of that. The Academy just kind of shoved us together anyway. But that’s me, I’m a rebel. You’re… you know. You.”

      I glowered at her. Serena was one of those friends who always seemed like they might not like you very much one moment, and then make you feel like you’re the coolest person in the world the next. Except, most of that feeling was because you felt cool for knowing her. The enigma that was Serena Venturo.

      “Hope you get a good one,” she said as she stepped away and shooed me into the alcove, lowering her voice to a breathy sort of mock-shout, as if she were sending me off on a boat. “Best of luck, try not to get them killed or, you know, let the new headmaster rope them into a plot to destroy the world. Learn from my mistakes!”

      I folded my arms and bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at her. She didn’t deserve the satisfaction. When she was finally through the doors, I smiled at the other nominees for mentor in the alcove. Some of them smiled back, a few waved halfheartedly. None of them looked like they wanted to be here.

      Or, no… that’s not what that look was. Instead of the distant, thousand-yard stare of peers who would rather be preparing for the pre-term party, a lot of the eyes in the alcove were focused specifically on me. And not in a good way.

      I shifted a little and combed my hair behind my ear.

      “You’re Amelia Cresswin,” one of the students said, a guy I’d had Thaumaturgy with last year, maybe.

      I gave a nervous half-laugh and shrugged. “Yeah. That’s me. The dumb one from a normal family. Er… not normal I mean but like—”

      “Did you really almost summon an Outsider last year?” another student asked. She looked younger than me, but they were all sophomores. Still, she had a round, dimpled face and black hair that made her look almost like a doll.

      My mouth dried up. The security team that had pulled us out of Sinclaire’s secret dungeon had said they would keep the incident quiet. I should have known better than to think that anything could stay a secret at Rosewilde. Spying on one another was the magic academy equivalent of foosball. I tried to say something clever and funny but nothing came immediately to mind, and then it had been long enough that anything I did try and say would just be awkward, so instead I just folded my arms and leaned against the wall and stared at her. Very good, I thought about my choice, just be super dark and mysterious and they’ll all just come up with their own interpretations. Smooth.

      “Did no one tell you how super dangerous that is?” the first student asked, the guy who’d called me out.

      I sighed and dropped my clearly unimpressive display of mystery. “Look, it didn’t happen like you probably heard, okay? It wasn’t… I didn’t do it on purpose. Or by accident. I mean—it was Sinclaire’s idea, okay?”

      “And you went along with it?” the girl asked.

      “What?” I rolled my eyes. “No, I don’t mean he proposed something, I mean I didn’t know what he was trying to get me to do until… I didn’t know that’s what he wanted. He tricked me, and then held my friend hostage so that I would—”

      “So you did know,” the guy insisted.

      Fuck. I started to open my mouth to lay into him.

      “Amelia Cresswin?”

      Saved by the faculty. There was a change of pace. I whirled quickly and marched out of the alcove to meet a smartly dressed woman, hair almost the same color red as mine, but way taller than me and maybe middle-aged standing beside a new student. Statuesque now was a word that I had a clear frame of reference for. I hadn’t seen her before, but she was obviously faculty of some kind. She had that kind of radiating confidence and self-assuredness, like wherever she was she definitely belonged there and fuck you for even wondering if she did.

      I had an instant girl crush and wanted to grow up to be her one day. “Uh, that’s me.”

      “I’m aware,” she mused, and gestured to the girl beside her. “This is Sadie Chapman. She’s your mentee this year. Serena Venturo spoke very highly of you. I think the two of you will be a good match.”

      Sadie did not seem to think so. Maybe it was my drab, wear-them-around-the-house jeans that I wore to school because I didn’t want to risk losing a pair of my good jeans to the ether tomorrow morning, or maybe it was the fact that I wasn’t stunning and six-foot-five inches tall and an amazon like the delivering faculty goddess, or maybe she was just a bitch. Whatever it was, she looked me over and I swear that she feigned a cough to act like she was covering up her rolling eyes. She was petite, like a vicious little sprite, with curly blonde hair and stupidly beautiful green eyes that pulled off a dismissive eye-roll really well.

      “Great,” I said. “Sadie. Nice to meet you, I’m Amelia.”

      “Obviously, I heard the headmistress,” Sadie said.

      I swallowed what I was going to say next as I looked up at the woman I wanted to be one day. “Uh… oh. I didn’t know they’d… I’m so sorry, Headmistress, I—”

      She held a hand out. “It’s perfectly alright, Miss Cresswin. It was a late notice appointment after the… events… of last year. I’m Pepper Hayes. It’s a pleasure to meet all the students, but I’ve heard a lot about you in particular. Sadie couldn’t be in better care.”

      We shook a brief, professional, I-see-my-students-as-adults kind of shake, before she smiled at both of us and turned to clip-clop away in those stylish but practical half-heels that made her calves look like she could kick over trains.

      I couldn’t tell if that mollified Sadie at all, but it certainly raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I couldn’t tell exactly whether it was because of my insta-girl-crush… or because I wondered just what exactly she’d heard and why she might think any of it was a good thing.

      As she walked away, I couldn’t decide if I trusted her or not. Sinclaire had to have friends out there, right? Would they try the same thing again? Or was I just being paranoid? Maybe it really was all over.

      To be fair, my track record with headmasters, or headmistresses, or just… executive faculty in general at this school was pretty bumpy. I think anyone would be a little on guard.

      Sadie was not remotely excited to be my mentee, that much was at least plain and out in the open. She gave a long, disinterested sigh, and looked around the foyer. “Aren’t you supposed to give me a tour or something?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, and then at the gaggle of mentors looking on from the alcove. I looked Sadie over with as much of the scrutiny she had pointed at me pointed right back at her, before I delivered what I thought was a suitable introduction, given the circumstances. “Did they tell you I almost destroyed the world last year?”

      Sadie blinked, and must have caught the faces of the other mentors because she shook her head slowly, with fresh caution in her expression.

      “Well I did,” I said, and turned on a heel to lead her on the tour. “Welcome to Rosewilde. Try to keep up, and save your questions for the end.”
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      “So then she says, ‘Funny, I didn’t think they let anyone into Rosewilde that didn’t at least pass their primaries’. Can you believe that?” I slumped onto Serena’s bed, where we’d congregated to get ready for the pre-term party at the Cabin as soon as I was able to scrape Sadie off at her own dorm room. I hadn’t spent much time in my own, but it looked pretty much like all of them. Certainly cleaner than last year’s, when I roomed with Hunter. If I had a roommate this year, I didn’t know yet. Whoever it was, wasn’t there when I dropped by. 

      “She’s one of those,” Serena groaned as she carefully adjusted the illusion of makeup on her face. She’d offered to make me over with magic, but I had declined. There was no telling what I would end up looking like and I didn’t think I could pull of Serena’s style. 

      “One of who?” I asked.

      Serena made a final adjustment and then turned to me. “You know in Harry Potter there’s wizard and Muggles and some wizards don’t like Muggles?”

      I snorted. “Um… yeah, I guess. I didn’t really read all books.”

      “So you’re the one,” she murmured. But she shrugged her perfect shoulders and went on. “Anyway, some magician families are old. Like, really old. The Chapmans are one of them. It’s pretty rare for a family to mint a new magician if there wasn’t magic there to begin with. Some people think that pedigree is worth something, and they think those of us that didn’t get a full primary education are beneath them. Like we’ll never amount to anything because we didn’t ‘pay our dues’ or some shit like that.”

      “Like you?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she sighed. “And you too, sort of. I mean, honestly, we both come at it a little differently. Your family actual did have magicians in it. They just, you know… died. Mine, well… it’s different in my family. We’ve got magicians from way back, and knew about the school and everything. Just no one expected one of us to turn up with the gift for it.”

      I perked up at that. “Wait, so your family does know about magic, but they aren’t magicians?”

      Serena pursed her lips. “Eh… it’s sort of a complicated situation. They could have sent me to primary, they knew I had an inkling. They just thought it might get channeled in a different direction.”

      “Oh.” I deflated a little bit. “Well, whatever. After this whole mentor, mentee thing I doubt I’ll have to have anything to do with her. Her whole attitude just irks me. I wanted to strangle her the whole time. ‘I don’t really need a tour, I visited my brother here when I was twelve.’ And, ‘I would ask if the kitchen servitors can take specialized dietary requests, but I suppose you wouldn’t know.’ Which, by the way, I didn’t know—why didn’t you tell me that?”

      She gave a dainty snort and tucked a vial of something into her bra. Wait, no—she wasn’t wearing a bra. Maybe a hidden pocket in her dress, then. “Who can keep track of all that stuff? You just write it down on a card and sign it and do this little spell and… you know what, I’ll just show you at dinner tonight, it’s easier. You ready to go?”

      I wasn’t sure that I was, actually. “Did Hunter say anything about it after I left? I mean, is he going or… is Nathan going to be there?”

      “You just cannot get enough dick, can you?” Serena asked, feigning amazement.

      I’m sure I turned tomato red. “It’s… not about that! Jesus, Serena… No, I mean, just, last year Hunter and I finally had kind of a moment, but now Nathan is back in the picture and incidentally might want to kill me or at least, you know, prevent me from doing something horrible and he and Hunter, and also my two… er… maybe-boyfriends—”

      Serena held up a hand. “Hang on.”

      “What?” I squeaked.

      She pulled her chair over, the back facing me, and straddled it with her arms rested on the back. Somehow, she did not show anything even though that dress barely came past her hips. How did she do that? Illusion, probably, but I hadn’t seen the spell. “Maybe-boyfriends?”

      I shrugged self consciously, tucking my head as I did. “We haven’t exactly sorted it out with diagrams and charts or anything,” I muttered. “Obviously, we’re something, but I haven’t brought it up, and they haven’t brought it up and did I mention the insane ex that spent a year in the Abyss because that really does complicate things.”

      “Sweet summer child,” she said, and held a hand out for me. I took it, expecting sympathy or something. I should have known better. It was Serena, after all. “What you have to do is fuck them real good in the ass, and then they’ll belong to you forever.”

      I dropped her hand. “Your jokes are supremely unhelpful.”

      “I never joke,” Serena said, deadpan. Or… maybe she wasn’t joking? “Look, if you want unsolicited advice…?”

      I waited. “Yeah? I do want unsolicited advice. Which now makes it solicited advice. Should I say something? I mean I don’t want to seem needy, and this magician sex-drugs-and-magic thing—do magicians even do commitment like that? Not that I think they’ve been with anyone else… except each other, I guess? But how do you even—”

      “Oh my god,” she groaned as she wiped a hand down her face. She flicked her fingers afterward, as if shooing away my insecurities. “I think for the first time in my life I might have something practical and useful, at the same time, to offer.”

      I clasped my hands like a good student. “I’m all ears. This should be interesting.”

      “Do you want to take the step, and cross the line, and be exclusive and call them your boyfriends and all that stupid shit? No offense.”

      I glowered. “Yes. I do want that.”

      “Okay,” she said, unsteadily. She took my hands again in hers and looked me dead in the eye. “Then… you should… put a finger—no, not that, I mean to say… cast a cockring spell—sorry, no. This is hard for me. Um… how about you just say to them these magic words. Ready?”

      I bit my tongue first. “Sure.”

      “Okay, so the words are,” she said, her voice low, conspiratorial as she leaned in, tipping the chair toward me, “I want us to be official and exclusive because I have mad feelings for you both and want to pursue a serious relationship.”

      I blinked. “Serena, I…” I squeezed her hands. “I’m just so shocked to hear something like that come out of your mouth.”

      She let my hands go and stood from the chair. “Yes, well. Bask in the experience that is my infinite wisdom while I get some mouthwash. I’m looking forward to a night of completely non-committed pussy worship and can’t go out with my breath smelling like good advice.”

      

      The Cabin was quieter from the outside this year. Lucas cocked his head, and peered through a revelation spell, nodding appreciatively. “Someone finally figured out how to phase the dampening spell over the whole spectrum. Wow.”

      Isaac was equally impressed. He glanced at Serena. “Who did it this year?”

      “I dunno, some nerd,” Serena answered. “Hunter coming? Or Nathan?”

      I caught the side-eye she gave me, like an invisible wink for asking on my behalf.

      Lucas and Isaac shared a brief, blank look before Isaac answered for them. “Hunter, maybe. Nathan may not be up for it after everything.”

      I smothered my disappointment. Hot, cold, hot, cold—maybe I would just never know where Hunter really stood. I could at least try to make sure that I knew where Lucas and Isaac did, or at any rate let them know where I stood. At this party full of horny, drunk magicians. Very special moment. Perfect for confessions of love or whatever it was. 

      Serena went ahead of us, waving fingers and blowing kisses as she turned the dial to white and slipped in the front door. Lucas went to the dial next and looked back at us. “What are we feeling?”

      He said ‘we’ but looked at me directly. Did he want me to say ‘blue’? I shifted a little, nervous about answering wrong. Which was silly, I knew, but back at the house, it was just the three of us. What other temptations were there? Now that we were back at Rosewilde, where options ran rampant… who wanted to settle down with just one girl? There were girls, and guys, here at the Academy who could probably do things in bed I couldn’t imagine. “Uh… if you want to go blue, I’ll come.”

      Isaac snorted quietly, but dismissed it. “Sorry, sorry. I’m only twelve years old inside, apparently.”

      Lucas hadn’t turned the dial. “We don’t have to go wild,” he said. “Unless you like the view. I couldn’t exactly blame you.”

      I dipped my head. “I do like the view. But I mean, now that we’re back here, if you and Isaac want to… you know. I mean, I can have fun either way.”

      For a moment, Lucas looked like I’d slapped him. “Now that we’re back here?”

      “Amelia,” Isaac said, as Lucas approached us, “are you alright?”

      A small clump of magicians strolled past us, turned the dial to full violet—the open free-for-all, Caligula-esque magician orgy—and disappeared into the Cabin. 

      If Serena were here with me, she’d be shoving me, and telling me not to be meek. And probably to offer to peg them both. Or, she’d repeat what she told me before. So I summoned up my inner Serena-like confidence. “I really don’t mind going to the blue party,” I told them. “Being there with you two would probably be more fun than getting lost there like I did last year. But, um… after this summer, and everything last year, I have started to wonder where we stand? Like, I kind of want to think of the three—ah, that is the two of you—as my… boyfriends. And I get that magician culture is a little different and I’m wrapping my head around that so it’s not like I’m asking you to—”

      Lucas pressed his lips to mine, breathing deep as his tongue slipped past my lips and found mine. Isaac’s hand traveled over my shoulder, down my back. After a dizzying minute getting drunk on Lucas’s mouth, he pulled away and urged me toward Isaac, who seemed to think it was some kind of competition the way his arms snaked around my waist and he pulled me tight to his chest as he devoured my lips and tongue with soft, pleased groans. I was pressed tight enough against him to feel how hard he got as he kissed me. When he did finally let me go, he and Lucas slipped an arm behind one another, and leaned their heads together so they rested temple to temple. 

      That was a good answer, but not totally clear. Isaac clarified. “We can be exclusive, Amelia,” he said, smiling. “We weren’t sure if it was something we should bring up or not. After all, this whole world is new to you. It seemed selfish to want to limit your choices.”

      “And we know that things are not ideal with Hunter just now,” Lucas said. “Believe me, we miss him. And we miss Nathan, too. But we know you like Hunter. We’ll help how we can but he’s a stubborn man-child at times and… well, we were all dazzled by Nathan. For the moment, though… of course, Amelia. We’re yours. Nothing in that cabin compares to what we’ve got. In fact…”

      They separated, and both stalked around to either side of me, before they closed in with a familiar look in their eyes. “I’d say we wouldn’t be missing a thing,” Lucas breathed against my ear as Isaac dipped his head to kiss my neck, “if we just skipped the party altogether and found a quiet corner of the woods…”

      My breath was caught in my throat from the expert way Isaac tickled my neck with his tongue, but I managed to croak a thoroughly unsexy, “Uh huh… yeah, okay…”

      And we got about five feet from the cabin before that plan was shot straight to hell. 

      “Hunter,” Isaac said brightly, smiling as he saw the big man. Until, that is, Hunter’s companion slipped out of the shadows. 

      Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh, look who I brought.”

      Nathan Crowley met my eyes, his expression neutral. Maybe disdain was there, maybe blind fury, maybe something else at all—I couldn’t read anything from his face. He shifted his weight to one foot, his hands in his slack pockets. He was already in uniform, as if he never wore anything else. He cocked his head slightly to one side as he stared me down. “Hello, Amelia.”
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      It was said often the Devil was once an angel, beautiful beyond compare. That when one was confronted by true evil, the kind of darkness that knows no real limits, it would always present itself to the unwary as something pretty. Similarly, all the most deadly creatures on the Earth presented with the brightest, most attractive colors.

      Humans are the only animals that see the colors and covet them. Everything else in nature knows that ‘beautiful’ is frequently equivalent to ‘deadly’.

      I remembered seeing Amelia before, when I first woke from the living nightmare that pervaded my broken psyche upon my return to the sphere of creation. But in my memory she wasn’t like this, with her uncertain posture, that coppery red hair, or those wide, pretty brown eyes. When I’d first looked at her, I’d seen her as she truly was.

      Monstrous.

      “Hello, Amelia,” I said, taking her in. This was the end of the world. Fitting, I supposed. Look at how Troy ended. “I suppose we haven’t properly met. I’m Nathan—”

      “Crowley,” she said quietly. “I know. You… look better. Glad to see you walking around.”

      For half a second, I thought I saw a darkness behind her, towering over us with tendrils of liquid black shadow reaching out toward me. It made my blood cold and my spine shiver in an attempt to cause me to flee.

      I had iron control before my… odyssey. With Master Larson’s assistance, it was diamond. I kept my face impassive. “It’s good to be back. Hunter tells me I have you to thank for that. You must be quite talented.”

      She brushed hair behind her ear self-consciously. “I had a lucky moment of insight, is all,” she said. “If it wasn’t for Isaac and Hunter, and our friend Serena… I couldn’t have done it alone, I mean.”

      “I suppose not,” I replied. Beside me, Hunter stiffened, the tension suddenly growing taut between the five of us. There was no need for a confrontation here. It was inevitable, though. “Hunter believes a little fun will do me good. I’m told that drinking could be inconducive to my full recovery, so I’m afraid it’s a sober night for me. But we should go in. I’ll make a grand entrance. I suspect I’m famous by now, hm? The man that lived in the Abyss. And with Amelia Cresswin, the girl who almost destroyed the world, well… we should be practically celebrities if they don’t all flee before us.”

      “We were just—” Lucas started to say.

      Amelia slipped her arm through his. “Just about to go in. Glad you both made it. Shall we go?”

      Ah, there it was. A burst of confidence, and did I detect a hint of challenge in her voice, or the way she set her eyes? I’d hit a nerve, I suspected.

      I had to wonder, as I crushed the pang of jealousy seeing her locking arms with Lucas like she did, how many nerves had to be hit before she showed what she really was.

      Lucas gave me a long, regretful sort of look as he and Amelia turned to face the Cabin. Isaac lingered a moment longer, brow furrowed as the other two went to the door and turned the dial to white. “It is good to see you out in the real world,” he said, trying to smile as he did. “Hunter says your coming back to classes, too. That’s good. We should—”

      “What we should do,” I said as Lucas opened the door to the cabin behind Isaac, “is go inside, and try to relax while we can.”

      Isaac deflated slightly. I hated to do it to him, really. But now wasn’t the time for the four of us to rediscover the ruins of an old relationship. Certainly not with her in the equation. Hunter had regaled me with the details of how blissfully happy the three of them were. No. Reinserting myself into their lives wasn’t the smart thing to do, and it wasn’t practical now, either.

      I had a mission, and that had to take priority.

      Hunter walked behind me as we followed Lucas and The Harbinger of Az-Harad into the famed Rosewilde Academy preterm party night. The white room, which was the first of eight, in total, spread out across a multi-phase lattice of spatial sub-dimensions, was full of students. Mostly freshmen who weren’t yet inebriated enough to brave the other parties that each traditionally had a different theme. Walking into it now, feeling the bass of the music that flooded the vast room, brought back memories. Isaac, Lucas, Hunter, and I had spent half the night in the white room before we worked up the nerve to climb the dimensional ladder out to the blue room, where the tone took a distinct turn for the sensual.

      This night, I had doubts that I would go that far. Just being in this room, with the press of bodies and the vibrating air, was a challenge I struggled to hide from my demeanor. There were just so many of them. So much… density, and noise and lights and smells. Hunter pressed close behind me.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, his voice close to my ear.

      I shrugged off the hand he put on my shoulder. “I’m fine,” I assured him. “Just… acclimating. Follow Lucas and Amelia. I’ll be behind you.”

      I stepped aside to let him pass, and he did so reluctantly. Just as I’d said, though, I stuck close to him, letting his massive frame do the work of parting the sea of would-be magicians between us and the bar. The others were already there, ordering drinks from the third-rate magical construct the party’s managers had managed to cobble together this year. It was meant to look like an attractive young woman, but her features were too lacking in detail to pass as a person, and her proportions were the stuff of prepubescent male fantasies. It was lucky the construct didn’t actually weigh anything, or gravity would have toppled her.

      “Amelia!”

      A shrill sort of voice pierced the din, and from among the sea of swaying bodies emerged an elfin creature in a jean jacket, halter top, and shorts that had barely graduated past ‘belt’ status. She pranced toward us, waving an empty drink that she tossed unceremoniously onto the bar. “Fancy seeing you here. Oh… who are these handsome fellas?”

      Amelia’s face was stiff. She forced a smile as she introduced the girl. “Sadie, these are Lucas, Isaac, Hunter and… um, and Nathan. Guys, this is my mentee; Sadie Chapman.”

      I reassessed the girl. “As in the Los Angeles Chapmans? Roman Chapman would be your father?”

      Sadie beamed, and shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah. He’s kind of a big deal I guess.”

      Roman Chapman was a big deal. One of the wealthiest magicians in world, for a start, but beyond that he was the current chair of the Magician’s Court. “Nathan Crowley,” I said, extending a hand.

      Sadie blinked up at me. “Crowley,” she repeated. “Like… the one that…”

      “Yes.” Amelia answered the unfinished question. “That Nathan Crowley.”

      The Chapman girl’s eyes went wide. “You’re… way more handsome than I expected for someone who’s been in Hell for a year.”

      “It wasn’t Hell,” I said, barely loud enough to be heard. She had to lean in. “Hell would have been preferable, I assure you.”

      “So, now that’s all settled,” Amelia said loudly, “anyone up for seeing what they came up with for the other parties?”

      She and Lucas both had drinks in hand. Isaac had one a moment later. Hunter hadn’t ordered, perhaps in a show of pointless solidarity. If it had been safe for me to drink, I would have. I suspected I wasn’t going to shake him of the notion, however. And it hardly mattered in any case. I was here to observe The Harbinger; whatever else happened was of little consequence.

      “I was about to head to the violet party,” Sadie crooned as she sidled right up to Lucas and put a hand on his bicep. “Where are you all heading?”

      I thought Amelia might go apoplectic. Nerve number two, clearly. She took a step toward Sadie, opening her mouth to say something, but Lucas spoke first as he removed Sadie’s hand from his arm. “Sorry,” he said, “we weren’t clear before. Isaac and I are Amelia’s boyfriends. We’re here with her.”

      Sadie bit her lip and winced. “Wow. Gosh, sorry. I just figured… I mean I know the Turner and Roth families, obviously. Kind of surprising is all. What with her being… you know.”

      “No,” Isaac said flatly. “We don’t know. Enlighten us?”

      Amelia pushed between them. “You have a safe night, Sadie,” she said through gritted teeth. “Head on over to the violet party; I hear it’s nonstop fun if you like that kind of thing. Guys, do we want to get moving?”

      “Absolutely,” Lucas said and turned to lead Isaac and Amelia along the bar toward the door that led to the next party room. I started to follow, but Sadie put herself in front of Hunter next.

      “What about you?” she asked, looking up at him. Compared to Hunter, she looked absolutely child-sized. “Doesn’t sound like you’re part of the harem.”

      “Uh,” Hunter grunted. “I’m not really interested.”

      “God, I know,” Sadie lamented. “Sharing with those two? You look like the kind of man that needs a woman all to himself.”

      Hunter stepped around her. “I meant I wasn’t interested in you. No offense. I’m gonna catch up with my friends now. Nathan?”

      “It was a pleasure to meet you,” I said. No sense pissing off a Chapman, after all. I dipped my head, and followed after Hunter, but was still in range when Sadie made a disgusted sound of irritation at having failed. Probably, I judged, it was not her first strike for the night. Or possibly her second.

      The Chapmans were a powerful, wealthy, A-List kind of family. I suspected that Sadie had never been told ‘no’ before in her life. She probably wouldn’t hear it often here, either. At least not from the faculty. Students, of course, were another matter entirely—unless one had the requisite maturity and interest in politics, one likely hadn’t heard of the Chapmans, or any of the other seven families with members on the Court.

      I’d certainly make an ally of her over time, but I couldn’t quite muster sympathy.

      Already, she’d proven useful. Amelia had reacted to her blatant flirtation with hostility. I tucked that away. Insecurity, then—Amelia wasn’t entirely certain of her place with Lucas and Isaac. Or, she had intentions for them and was territorial due to whatever use she had in mind for them. Either way, it was something to take note of.

      We wandered the parties at a leisurely pace. The red party this year was styled like ancient roman baths, and was filled with a haze of mist that I smelled a hint of cannabis in. The red room was always the abode of the philosophical students who preferred substances and long, rambling talks about ethics and metaphysics to music. It was more my speed at the moment, but I dared not linger and fall behind as the others made their way to next door.

      This year’s orange party was unusually open, a facsimile of a broad stone terrace overlooking a vast, glittering valley under a sky full of fabricated stars that all shone with a pale orange light. The terrace was dotted with stone tables and plush chairs where students gathered to the sounds of a string quartet to talk theory and drown themselves in wine, rather than alchemical cocktails. This was where I had lingered the longest when I first arrived before. Now, the glare of the orange stars irritated me.

      As we passed into the yellow room, I had to take stock of myself. I paused at the threshold to a sunny meadow where students threw footballs and toyed with illusions of blooming flowers. There was a flash of images in my mind’s eye. This very thing, a sort of déjà vu, except I recalled it as a distinct memory. Reaching for it grazed some mental scar. I had been here before. I had seen this. Something was meant to happen.

      I clutched at Hunter’s arm. “I need to go.”

      He turned to me, and glanced over to Lucas, Isaac, and Amelia, who were seemingly debating whether this was where they wanted to remain. Lucas glanced at me, concerned, and put a hand up to forestall the other two as he strode toward me and Hunter. “Nathan, are you okay?”

      “No,” I rasped, as I scrambled mentally for a solid hold on my sense of place and time. I was here, now in the Cabin. Maybe it was the spatial prism enchantment, interacting with the psychic stitches in my mind. “I have to… I should go… it’s not…”

      Hunter put a hand on my back and began to usher me toward the door that would take us in the opposite direction. The feel of his hand stoked my irritation further. It was callused and rough, even through my shirt, and made me aware of seemingly every stitch of clothing I wore. Worse, it made me more aware of my skin, of the hair growing on it, of the air around me. There was so much existence and all of it seemed to dig at me, taunting me.

      I pushed Hunter’s hand away. “Leave me,” I snapped. “Go amuse yourself with the others; I want nothing to do with you after what you…”

      Except, that wasn’t now. I swayed, disoriented, and looked up at Hunter’s confused, hurt eyes. “Just… I can get out on my own. It was too early, that’s all. Let me be, Hunter. I’m not a wounded animal that needs your babysitting.”

      He took a step back, nodding slowly. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I know, of course. I’ll see you after. We won’t stay long.”

      I turned, located three doors in the space, and oriented myself to the one that would take me out of the Cabin entirely, just as I began to lose focus on what was happening immediately around me, events beginning to bleed together until I wasn’t sure if I was already outside or not.

      And then, very suddenly, I was outside and halfway up the path to the Academy. I was breathing hard, my nerves tingling with magic that I had apparently worked, though I sensed no spells around me at the moment. Some kind of defensive instinct, perhaps. Master Larson had gifted me a number of minor psychic spells to help reinforce the work we’d done together. Perhaps it was one of those.

      I found a tree at the side of the path and slumped against it, pressing my palms to my eyes as I combed through my thoughts, checking for anything that seemed out of place. My disorientation, at least, had faded. I had a sense of time and place, and could ground myself in the present. I sighed as I took steadying breaths and recounted to myself the events of the evening, step by step, in what felt like the right order. There was a gap, but that was to be expected. Master Larson had assured me that those gaps would fill in like any other memory.

      Hubris. That was always my particular downfall. I looked back down the path at the Cabin. She was in there. In there with Lucas, Isaac, and Hunter. Some part of me suspected that she might have played a role in driving me off. Some Abyssal magic that was impossible to sense directly… except, that wasn’t yet, either.

      I pushed off from the tree, shoved my hands into my pockets and immersed myself in my thoughts as I ambled up the hill to the Academy. I was at Rosewilde, my sophomore year, the last Tuesday before class. It was ten fifty-five PM.

      It was still at least two years before the end of the world.
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      “What happened to Nathan?” Amelia asked as he slammed the door behind him on his way out.

      I stared after him a moment. The door wasn’t going to re-open. Even if it did, it wouldn’t necessarily be from outside. “He wasn’t ready,” I said, kicking myself for having even suggested he come. “I should have realized. I have to go after him, I’m sorry, I—”

      “You should,” she said gently as she put a hand on my arm. Lucas and Isaac were some distance away, looking on, concerned and exchanging words too quietly and too far away for me to hear. “But, before you do can we…” She glanced back at the others. “Can we just talk for a second?”

      Her hand felt warm on my arm. Soft. It reminded me of the last time we’d really been together. The time when I’d had her in my arms and nearly kissed her. It felt like more than three months ago. It felt like a lifetime, back when everything was different, and I had a good idea what she wanted to talk about. I owed it to her. “Sure.”

      She licked her lips and seemed to compose herself briefly. “Look, I know that… with Nathan back probably changes some things. But the last time I saw you we… I guess, I just want to know if you’ve changed, you know, how you feel? I know we had that moment before he woke up and, well, we’re still at least friends right?”

      “Amelia.” I took her hand from my arm and held it as I gave a bit of thought on what I would say. “I…”

      She looked up at me, hopeful but already hurt.

      It was so different, being in front of her now. I’d rehearsed conversations a hundred times over the summer while I worried over Nathan. I’d told him about her, about what we’d been through, about everything that made her wonderful, hoping that it would somehow bring him around. That he’d want to know her, or at least release me. He hadn’t, though. And there were promises I’d made to Nathan, before he fell into the Abyss. Promises he’d returned. Now, though?

      It was different. Nathan was different. This moment was different than all the ones I’d tried to predict. I rubbed my hand over my face, trying to clear away whatever was keeping me from just saying what was underneath. “I haven’t changed how I feel,” I said finally.

      She smiled—sad, but full of the warmth that had gradually thawed me out last year, just like I remembered. “That’s good,” she said. “I missed you over the summer. So did Lucas and Isaac. We all know how you feel about Nathan, though.”

      Reluctantly, I let her hand go. “It’s not fair for me to make it sound like I’m ready for anything. I just mean that I… there’s so much, Amelia. So much inside, and I’m trying to sort through it, to understand where I’m supposed to be.”

      “That’s okay,” she said, her hand twitching back toward mine before she folded her arms and hugged herself. It was a strange gesture in this false, sunny meadow where we should have been rolling in the grass, playing a game, or lounging with beers. It should have been raining instead, overcast, the way it felt inside. “We’re still here for you no matter what. You know that, right? I mean, of course you know Lucas and Isaac are. But I am, too. All the time you need, Hunter. There’s no rush. I just want you to be happy.”

      “It seems like you are,” I said. “With them. Lucas, and Isaac. Maybe… maybe it’s just time for us to all move on. I know how they feel about you. I don’t know if they’ve admitted it yet, and it’s not my place to do it for them, but they had the same choice I did. They chose you, and I… I can’t just let him be alone.”

      “He definitely seems to need someone around to ground him,” she muttered. She glanced back at Lucas and Isaac again. “He doesn’t like me very much, does he? Still, I mean.”

      “We don’t know what he saw,” I reminded her. “He may have reasons we don’t understand.”

      Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say. “What, like because I’m The Harbinger, here to destroy the world?”

      “Of course not,” I insisted, waving to the door he’d left through. “He’s in pieces. He doesn’t even know what’s real half the time. Cut him just a little slack, please. For me?”

      “Sure,” she said, hugging herself. I felt like an asshole; I always seemed to feel like that around her. “Of course I will. For you. But… I mean, the least you could do is just… I’m not asking you to choose, Hunter, and I want to try and get to know him but it would be helpful if you didn’t just stand on the sidelines while we did.”

      At the center of the meadow, a clump of students cheered, breaking the gentle airy quiet of the place. Again, it was just all wrong for this. “I can’t mediate every conversation,” I said, careful to tread lightly on ground that I felt was starting to grow unstable. “I’m not sure what you want me to do. He’s going to have to come around at his own pace.”

      “You could at the very least just stand up for me a little?” she proposed.

      I knew I should have said something. “That… Amelia, Nathan’s not himself. He’s moody, and… well, he was always a little moody but he’s reorienting himself to everything. He had to relearn almost everything; you can’t judge him by how he is right now.”

      “I’m not,” she said. She turned her head as Lucas and Isaac started toward us, clearly growing concerned with the tension. “I just think that if he’s still learning, maybe help him is all. We’re friends, yeah? So I’d like to at least be able to stay close to you. That’s all.”

      My temper flared a little, just beyond my control. I regretted the words before I even said them, but they came out. “Putting me in a position where I have to be torn between you and Nathan won’t help that. He needs me, and I know how to deal with him, so let me.”

      “Hey,” Lucas said as they neared, “what’s the problem?”

      “Nothing,” Amelia said coolly. “There’s no problem. I’m… I’m not really feeling the party. I might head in. I need to get my room sorted anyway. I’m gonna… I just need to go.”

      “We’ll come with you,” Isaac said, eyeing me. “Give us just a second?”

      Amelia shrugged, and headed toward the door that was, for her, the exit from the Cabin.

      Lucas watched her, pained, and clearly wanted to go after her but spared himself enough time to narrow his eyes up at me. “What the hell, Hunter? What did you say?”

      “I think it’s more what I didn’t say,” I muttered. “Maybe I should just keep my distance for a while.”

      “She doesn’t want that,” Isaac said, shaking his head slowly. “She worried about you all summer. Then you come back attached to Nathan’s hip. And I get it. We missed him too. But there’s something… wrong with him, Hunter. You’ve got to see that, right?”

      “I know she can handle herself,” Lucas said, “but the way he spoke to Amelia… those two are going to be at each other’s throats if we don’t handle them carefully.”

      I threw my hands up. “That’s what I’m suggesting,” I snapped. “Keeping them apart.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “No, you’re suggesting keeping you and her apart for the sake of keeping them apart. What happens if Nathan never comes around? You really think you can just forget about her and go back to this version of him that you don’t even know?”

      Neither of them understood. They’d been able to just let go and move on. If it wasn’t for me, Nathan wouldn’t have anyone. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, or feel. I can’t just flip switches.”

      “You don’t have to,” Isaac said softly as he put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re not alone, Hunter. It’s all of us. Come on. Let’s catch up with Amelia, and then Nathan. We can talk it out. He’s got questions, Amelia has questions, we have them—now is the chance to do that, so let’s take it.”

      Isaac the optimist. I sagged under his hand and nodded, resignation more than agreement. I didn’t imagine that conversation going well at all. Lucas took my hand and tugged me toward the door that would take us out of the Cabin. “It’s better to get it all out in the open and sort through the pieces now than to let them fester and come out later.”

      I shrugged and let him lead me. “I know you’re probably right. I just worry that Nathan isn’t going to want to have that conversation.”

      “He’s still in there,” Isaac said. “It’s in the way he holds himself. That smug, hands-in-pockets thing he does. That’s the real Nathan; we just have to let him know he doesn’t have to act like everything’s okay.”

      Lucas pushed through the door, and cool night air hit us. I looked back at the yellow party, and had a brief memory of the four of us in the blue room, our bodies tangled together, all sweaty and excited at our first taste of real freedom from our respective homes. How Nathan had smiled. Not the hard-lipped sort of smile he had now, as if he were always just using it to cover something up. A real, carefree, easy sort of grin as he just enjoyed.

      I wanted that back. I wanted all of it back, and I wanted to see Amelia as part of it as well. Why did it have to be so hard? Why couldn’t we all just go back together.

      I almost ran into Isaac.

      “Amelia?”

      I looked up to see Amelia facing away from us. She took an unsteady step backward, and half-turned, her hands over her mouth. She was wide-eyed.

      Concern overrode everything else in me. Isaac and Lucas were just a step ahead as we all three rushed to see what the matter was, if she was hurt, if it was what I had said—

      But it wasn’t any of those things. Not anymore, at least.

      It was the body that was sprawled out on the ground, just at the edge of the light from the Cabin, limbs twisted in unnatural directions. Her mouth, ears, and eyes all leaked something black and foul that stained her jacket and halter top. Dark bruises marked her stomach, her arms, and her neck.

      It was Amelia’s mentee. Sadie Chapman.

      She was very, very dead.
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      “And you didn’t see anyone nearby?” Security Officer Emira asked, just ten minutes after I’d found Sadie outside the Cabin. They’d moved quickly, the moment Isaac had the wherewithal to cast the alert spell. Hunter had lit up the area at the same time, while Lucas checked through revelation spell after revelation spell. He had a particularly shocked look, one of cold, pale worry, and I knew why.

      The black substance around Sadie’s orifices was, at least visibly, similar to the way Lucas had looked when he was found last year, after Sinclaire sent something after him. What that was, we still didn’t know. Lucas didn’t remember much about that time, other than the terror.

      “I found her like that,” I said, watching as Lucas spoke to Gershwin, the Academy’s other security officer. There were only the two, but they were effective at this sort of thing. Supposedly. They hadn’t exactly seen Sinclaire coming.

      “And what time was that precisely?” Emira asked, craning her head to catch my eye. “If you could focus, Miss Cresswin. Every detail is important.”

      I sighed impatiently. “I know how important the details are, Officer, I just… I didn’t check the time before I left the party. About eleven, I guess. I came out of the Cabin, I was waiting for my boy—for my friends—and I walked a little way off the path to get some air and calm down, and I just… saw her there.”

      “To calm down,” she noted. “What were you upset about, exactly?”

      “It’s personal,” I said. “Just… boy drama, I guess.”

      She gave a soft grunt, and made a note. “Did that ‘drama’ involve Miss Chapman?”

      “Uh…” I frowned and tried to peek at her notes, but if there was ink on the page I couldn’t see it. “I’m sorry… are you suggesting I had something to do with Sadie’s—”

      “Miss Cresswin,” Emira interrupted, “I’m just collecting all the information I need to determine what happened. Was Miss Chapman involved in your disagreement, dispute… ‘drama’?”

      “No,” I said, holding back the anger I wanted to spit it with. “Of course not. She was my mentee, I was supposed to show her around, introduce her to Rosewilde… look after her. I should have stuck with her at the party.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Emira asked.

      My instinct was to say that I didn’t particularly like her, but that was going to sound bad. I bit my lip and shook my head slowly. “She… we come from different social tiers, I guess.”

      Emira gave another soft grunt of interest and made another note. “Because she’s a Chapman,” she clarified.

      “I guess.” I looked over to where Gershwin was finished with Lucas. “I don’t really know anything about the Chapmans. I’m not really steeped in magician society or anything.”

      Behind Emira, Percy came down the lit path toward the Cabin. I don’t know why, but it gave me a whisper of relief. “Is that… everything?”

      “For the moment,” Emira agreed. “I think you know what comes next, after last year.”

      I sighed and held my arm out. “Yeah, I know.”

      She took out a small box and opened it to reveal the metal stamp inside. She pressed it to my inner wrist, and whispered a few words. When she removed it, a pale, shimmering mark was left behind. The security tag, basically, ensuring I didn’t leave the campus or try to run off. I’d worn it throughout the end of my first year, after Sinclaire. It was removed after my finals, but it made me feel like I was under house arrest.

      Having to wear it again rankled. I just couldn’t go a single year without being under the microscope for something. But I smiled weakly at her and tried to remember she was just doing her job. I had found Sadie. It was reasonable to suspect me. Given enough time, the truth would come out. If nothing else, they could bring Mara out and have her rewind the clock to show exactly what happened. Assuming it worked that way. Honestly, I knew almost nothing about the librarian’s rare specialty other than that temporal magic was involved. It wasn’t exactly a class they offered each year.

      “Percy,” I breathed when he approached. “Are you here for Lucas? He’s still—”

      Percy grimaced and shook his head. “I’m afraid I’m not,” he said, apologetically as he peered past me and held up a small case. “Security called me to help with the initial investigation.”

      “Professor Turner is an expert in Abyssal magic,” Emira said. “Given the circumstances…”

      My heart struck the back of my ribs. “You… is this because of last year?”

      Emira tilted her head to one side, eyebrow arched. “It has crossed my mind, Miss Cresswin, that you’ve had dealings with Abyssal forces. But, no—the material found on Miss Chapman’s body, and our initial analysis of the aura traces suggest that she may have been the victim of an Abyssal attack. Professor Turner, if you would? Our experience suggests the evidence may not last.”

      Percy nodded quickly and excused himself as he pushed past me. I stepped aside to let him, and watched Emira’s face as she stared at me like she might be able to look inside. Which she could. She and Gershwin both were multi-talented magicians, and when they interviewed me last year, after Sinclaire, I gave them almost full access to my thoughts. There were some things I didn’t particularly want anyone knowing, of course.

      Now, I wondered if she knew I’d hidden parts of my thoughts from her.

      “Are we done here?” Lucas asked from behind me. “It’s been a difficult night for all of us. I think Amelia may need to turn in.”

      Emira stepped to one side and held a hand out to the path back up to the Academy. “If I have more questions, I’ll come and find you all. Stay in the light on your way back. For all we know, there’s still a killer loose. Or something worse.”

      It was the something worse that really lodged itself in my head as Lucas guided me up the path a bit, and then waited for Isaac to catch up. He didn’t want to be apart any more than I did, apparently. Hunter gave his statement to Emira; it was brief enough that I didn’t think she suspected him of anything, and when they were done he joined us as well.

      “Your brother’s here looking at the body,” Hunter said as he reached us, glancing back at Sadie where Percy had opened his case and begun examining her through tools I couldn’t quite make out. “They’re thinking this is some kind of Abyssal thing?”

      “Seems that way,” Lucas murmured.

      “They think I did it,” I whispered.

      “Come on.” Isaac started up the path. “Let’s leave them to figure it out. Once they find out what really happened, no one could possibly think you had anything to do with it.”

      We followed him, and I hugged myself as a chill breeze picked up. “So, you believe me?”

      Lucas slipped an arm over my shoulders. “What kind of question is that? Of course we do.”

      I leaned my head against his shoulder for a moment. “I wish that made me feel better. But Sadie’s still dead. A freshman… she didn’t even get a chance to be a real student. I don’t understand why anyone would do this.”

      “It may have nothing to do with her personally,” Hunter said from behind us. I glanced back at him, frowning, and he spread his hands. “She’s a Chapman. Her family has enemies. It’s possible she was targeted because of that.”

      “That doesn’t make it better, either,” I breathed. “It just means some kind of assassin got into Rosewilde. But… honestly, I’m not even sure I believe that. I mean, what are the chances that after everything we went through last year, this year just so happens to start with something like that? Is Abyssal magic that common?”

      “No,” he admitted. “At least, not to my knowledge.”

      Isaac opened the gate through the north wing of the Academy, into the tunnel that led to the central courtyard. The passage was dark, and as Lucas and I reached the edge of the light from the spells that illuminated that path to the Cabin, I paused.

      Lucas squeezed me close. “Hey, it’s all right. Hunter?”

      Hunter muttered a quick spell, and with the final word a spark of light drifted into the passage and brightened until it was lit, burning away all the shadows. Did it seem like part of the darkness took more time than the rest to disappear? I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Sorry,” I said. “It’s stupid, I—”

      “It’s not,” Lucas said, and urged me into the passage. “But the three of us are here. You don’t have to worry. If you want, we can all go back to my room and stay up. Right?”

      Isaac nodded, smiling. Hunter, though, looked off at one of the windows high up on the Academy wall facing the courtyard. “Nathan looked like he was having trouble,” he said. “I should go see how he’s doing. But… I could come by after?”

      It was late. I wanted to stay up with them, but classes started early, and I didn’t want to be too exhausted to make a good first impression. Especially since all the faculty likely knew about last year’s series of fiascos. “You go check on Nathan. And I don’t need to be coddled. It’s scary, but it’s also Rosewilde… this kind of thing happens, right? I mean, Sadie grew up with magic, right? Maybe she was messing with something she wasn’t ready for. I don’t know.”

      I gave Isaac a weak smile as he brushed my hair with his fingers. “Speculation will get us nowhere but running in circles. Let security work it out. You sure you don’t need us with you? We could come to your room with you, sit up until you fall asleep.”

      “As nice as that sounds,” I told him, “I haven’t really settled in. And I don’t know who my roommate is yet. They weren’t in when I was there before. I need some time to clear my head and”—I glanced at Hunter—”just sort through some stuff. But I’ll see you for breakfast?”

      Isaac nodded and dipped his head to kiss me. I sighed into it, trying to let the warmth of it settle into me and calm my thoughts and fears. When he pulled back, Lucas took his turn.

      “We’ll see you in the morning,” Lucas whispered.

      Hunter stood to the side, watching. I touched his arm as I passed him and went into the Academy through the empty dining room. The door closed behind me as the three of them started talking. About what, I didn’t know. Hopefully Lucas and Isaac weren’t pressuring Hunter. The last thing I wanted was for him to go further than he was ready for because they wore him down.

      I made my way up from the dining room, to the hallway that connected the freshman and sophomore dorms, checked the sigils that marked each door until I reached mine, and opened the door. Maybe I was lucky this year, and had the room to myself. That would certainly make spending time with the boys a bit—

      The room was dark, but there was someone inside. I could feel it. I slapped at the light switch with one hand, the other already crooked into the first gesture of a defensive spell. “Conteg—uh…” I dropped my casting hand when I saw the slender, pale… boy?... in my room. He sat on the edge of his bed, staring at me. Or through me. He had shaggy black hair that partially covered his eyes and looked like he might not have seen the sun recently.

      “Hi,” he said, his voice monotone. “I’m Pete. I guess I’m your roommate. Sorry.”

      “Uh, no,” I said quickly. “No, it’s fine. I knew it would probably be someone. I’m Amelia.”

      “I know,” he said. “Everyone knows you, I think.”

      I went the rest of the way into the room and closed the door behind me. “I guess that’s fair. You ah… were just sitting here in the dark?”

      “I like the dark,” he said. He hadn’t moved a hair since I turned the light on. I waited for more but… nope, that was it.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you around,” I said casually as I took a seat on the edge of my bed. “Are you a freshman? I dormed with a sophomore last year; it happens sometimes if the system—”

      “I’m not,” Pete said. “I’m a sophomore. I transferred. From Goldhaven.”

      I frowned. “The… sort of alternative school?”

      He shrugged his thin shoulders and nodded. “My parents made some kind of a deal with the Court. Now I’m here.”

      “Well,” I said hesitantly, unsure whether he thought that was a good thing or not, “welcome to Rosewilde. I’m pretty beat, so…”

      He sighed, and laid back on his bed, his legs still hanging off the edge. “You can turn the light off. Don’t mind me. I don’t… sleep much.”

      I watched him for a little while longer before I gathered my nightclothes and raised a privacy spell between our sides of the room to change. I considered leaving it up even after I turned the light off, and I certainly didn’t have an easy time falling asleep.

      So far this year a student had died, I was on the list of suspects, the man I’d save from the Abyss hated me, the whole school thought I was some kind of disaster about to strike, one of three men I had feelings for seemed to have moved on, and now I had a creepy roommate.

      It wasn’t even day one yet.

      Sophomore year was going to suck.
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      “Nathan left before Amelia did,” Lucas said, as soon as Amelia was inside and we could see that she was far enough away from the door she wouldn’t hear us.

      I tore my eyes away and nodded. “I know.”

      “As in, almost right before,” Isaac pressed. “You’ve been with him. Is he… stable? I mean, given the circumstances?”

      I knew what they were both implying, and had to unclench my fists as I reasoned out why they would even think of suggesting it. “He’s got some understandable anxiety issues, and hasn’t laid out everything he saw in the Abyss that he remembers—probably because of the psychic and spiritual trauma—but he’s not murderous if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “We weren’t,” Lucas said quickly, casting a cautionary look at Isaac as he put his hands up. “Just… I didn’t mention it to security. Did you?”

      I shook my head. Isaac did the same.

      “Right,” Lucas breathed. “Maybe we should just… well, I guess it would be better if just Hunter found out what he did after he left. Not to check his story; just to see if he saw anything.”

      “I can ask him,” I said. “But the two most likely explanations are plain. Either Sadie Chapman was messing with stuff she shouldn’t have been, or she was targeted for political reasons. Plenty of people have motive for that.”

      “Any of them would have to have gotten into Rosewilde,” Isaac pointed out. He scanned the dimly lit courtyard briefly. “That would be a task.”

      “Not necessarily.” When they looked at me like I was claiming I could break in if I wanted, I rolled my eyes and waved at the dorm wing. “There are something like eighty new students. They do teach specialized magic at Blackthorne. If someone wanted to sneak in an assassin, they’d just have them accepted as a student and it wouldn’t be that hard if you had the money and connections. How do you think Serena got a spot? The Venturos are loaded.”

      Lucas apparently hadn’t considered that possibility. He rubbed his jaw, staring up at the dorm windows above us. “I guess that’s possible…”

      “But?” I wondered. It was evident that he wasn’t sold.

      He sighed, dropping his gaze to look at me, and then Isaac. “Maybe I’m just being overprotective,” he admitted, “but between the kind of magic they think is involved and the timing… Amelia just got back. If someone wanted to take out Sadie Chapman because of her family, there were much easier places to do that.”

      “Except that students at Rosewilde die all the time,” Isaac said. “There are a million ways magic can kill you, or go wrong and kill someone nearby. You have to admit, it makes for a reasonable cover.”

      “So you think it’s completely coincidental, then.” Lucas snorted, shaking his head slowly. “I’m just not ready to accept that and let my guard down.”

      “No one’s saying they are,” Isaac countered quickly. “And the possibility that it was an assassin, who needed to get suspicion focused on someone else is out there, too. I just think we can’t jump to any conclusions. Not about Nathan, not about… just not about anything. I’ve got a class with Amelia this year. You’ve got a history credit to make up and will be in that class with her.” He gestured at me. “Aren’t you in Percy’s class? Abyssal magic and Outsider Cults?”

      I nodded. “For my evening elective.”

      “Great,” Isaac said. “I’m sure Amelia’s interested, and it can’t be filled up. We can have eyes on her most of the day, and after class make sure we stick close. If it was an assassination, it’ll be one and done and we can all move on and let the big families fuck each other over however they want. If not—we’ll be at hand if something happens.”

      I hated that the ‘something’ that might happen could involve Nathan. I really didn’t think he had anything to do with Sadie Chapman’s death, but whether he might go after Amelia or not… that I was less certain about. More than that, if he really wanted to, I wasn’t positive the three of us and Amelia could keep him from doing it. Nathan was scary smart, and could cast faster than anyone I knew, including most of the faculty.

      “That sounds like a decent plan,” I muttered. I went to the door and pulled it open for the three of us. “I should check on Nathan.”

      Lucas and Isaac went in ahead of me, and I followed them as far as the junction to the sophomore dorms. Part of me wanted to hug them, touch them, let them know I did care about them but… it felt like that would just complicate things more. I was already tangled up between Nathan and Amelia. Four directions? I’d be quartered before the first term was up. We said our goodnights, and they went off to the junior dorm wing as I padded down the sophomore hallway looking for Nathan’s room.

      He’d been given his own space for the year, so there was that. Already, when I approached his door, I could feel the taut silence around it. Nathan didn’t go in for invasions of his privacy. I knocked carefully, just in case he’d gone the extra mile and put wards on his door that had a bite to them. Technically against the rules, but then, Nathan barely ever seemed to acknowledge there were any.

      The door swung open quietly. His light was still on. He was at his desk with a leather bound tome and a notebook. “How was the rest of the party?” He didn’t look up from what he was reading.

      “Not great,” I said. “Sadie Chapman was… found, outside the Cabin. Dead.”

      Now, he looked up, brow pinched. “By what means?”

      I shrugged as I sank onto the edge of the bed nearest to him. “They aren’t sure yet. Looks… potentially Abyssal. Black ooze around her lips, nose, ears, eyes—”

      “Was Amelia with her before she died?” Nathan asked. “Sadie went after Lucas—and you—with quite a fervor, and The Harbinger is—”

      “Amelia,” I corrected. “And she found her, but she doesn’t have magic like that.”

      “You’re certain?” Nathan wondered. He put his pen down and swiveled in his seat to cross his arms over his chest as he regarded me curiously. “Didn’t she study with Sinclaire for months last year? He had access to that sort of magic. It was his duty to see to it that Amelia served her purpose. She would have needed that kind of magic to summon Az-Harad, or bring me back.”

      I spread my hands. “In that case, you would have needed that kind of magic to get there in the first place. I’ve seen your research, Nathan. We managed to unravel a lot of it.”

      “Fair point,” he conceded. “Except, I didn’t kill Sadie, and that narrows down the list of possible suspects considerably, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Percy is an expert,” I offered. “One of the faculty may have a background. The new Headmistress is an unknown variable.”

      Nathan pursed his lips, nodding. “Yes. All possibilities. And then there’s the other.”

      “Which is?”

      He glanced at the book and closed it, pushing it to the back end of the desk with the spine facing away so that he could rest his elbow there, fingers clasped. He propped one ankle up on his knee, and was pensive for a moment. “When I saw Amelia before,” he said slowly, “at the Cabin… I saw something. Like an aura but more substantial. A shadow that seemed to loom over her. Something alive, but out of phase. I don’t think I would have seen if it I hadn’t spent time in the Abyss, but it was clearly something dark. Something… possibly from that place.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” I said. “Are you sure it isn’t just—”

      “Obviously I’m not sure of anything, Hunter,” he snapped. His jaw muscles flexed as he grit his teeth and briefly closed his eyes. “I’m… I don’t believe it was an artifact of my mental condition. I can’t be certain. I can say that I saw nothing similar in the course of the evening. Not before, not after.”

      He was going to know why I was asking. I braced myself for another outburst as I formed the words and forced myself to ask. I had to, if only for my own peace of mind. “You left in kind of a hurry,” I said softly. “I should have gone with you, seen you back to your room. Were you alright, after you left? What happened?”

      Nathan’s expression smoothed. He narrowed his eyes, but not at me—he seemed to be thinking carefully. “I suspect,” he said finally, “that the effects of Plato’s Prism may have disoriented my recently fragile sense of time and space. If I had given it a moment’s thought, I might have predicted it and avoided my… episode. Once I left the Cabin, though, I… reoriented myself immediately. I came back up to the room to get some privacy and do a bit of light reading, set the room up, establish my privacy spells. I’ll just avoid any spatial distortions in the future.”

      “Sure,” I said. “That sounds good. But you didn’t see anything when you left? Sadie wasn’t… I mean, you didn’t see her body.”

      He looked up from his hands, still totally neutral, his expression betraying no real reaction at all. “Obviously not. I would have summoned security. After I applied my own analysis, of course. Lucas’s brother isn’t the only expert in the field. I’d warrant I know at least as much about the workings of the Abyss as he does.”

      “I know you probably do,” I agreed. Nathan always believed he was the smartest person in the room.

      “Are you asking because you wonder if I killed her myself?” he asked.

      I rubbed my temple. “No, Nathan, of course not. I just wanted to know if you were okay. And if you didn’t see her, it means someone killed her between when you left and when Amelia did.”

      “Provided it wasn’t her,” he said. Casually, as if I’d just forgotten that was a possibility. Anger tried to flare inside me, but I was already getting exhausted of this emotional tug of war I felt between them.

      There was no point trying to convince him she wasn’t a possibility. I didn’t believe it for a second, though. “Sure,” I agreed. “Assuming it wasn’t. That’s not a very big window, which means that—if Amelia didn’t do it—then whoever or whatever did… it was right there when you left. It could have…” I swallowed past the sudden lump.

      Nathan leaned toward me and laid a hand on my knee. “Hunter, I’m fine. And the fact that I am means that however Sadie Chapman died, it was meant for her, not a random person. Right? So, you don’t need to worry about me.”

      Tentatively, I put my hand on his. It lasted three or four seconds. In those couple of heartbeats, I thought this might be the time he finally reached out, pulled me to him, kissed me. Asked me to make love to him. Like we used to. My mind leapt to Amelia and my heart leapt into my throat. I didn’t want to choose between them.

      Instead, he took his hand away and turned slowly back to his notebook. “I’ve got a lot to do before tomorrow,” he said. “A few things I need to get caught up on before classes. I’ll be in Percy Turner’s class. I suppose I’ll have to call him Professor Turner. He’ll enjoy that far too much. I’ll see you in the morning, Hunter.”

      “All right,” I said. I stood, and, though I wasn’t sure he wanted it or that it would mean the same thing to him that it used to, I kissed the top of his head. “Don’t forget to sleep.”

      “I doubt I will,” he said, “but I do think I’ve likely slept enough lately to tide me over for a few years.”

      I left him like that, immersed in his study just like he always used to be. Of course, the last time he spent all his hours buried in books and hiding the spines from us it was before he opened a hole in the world and was dragged through it. Surely, he wouldn’t make the same mistake a second time, but I made a mental note to see if Mara would tell me what book he’d checked out. She might, given the circumstances.

      As I closed his door and felt the privacy spells snap back into place around it, however, I had a more pressing kind of concern.

      It was impossible to say why, or what it meant—Nathan could be utterly inscrutable if he chose—but I knew for certain that when I asked what happened after the Cabin, that sudden flatness in Nathan’s eyes was a clear tell, one I was intimately familiar with.

      Nathan had lied to me.
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      Maybe it was the privacy screen I’d erected, or maybe Pete was just particularly sneaky, but either way he was gone when I woke up. That was just as well, but it did make me wonder if he actually didn’t sleep at all the night before. It was only six in the morning.

      Which meant it was the official first day of school.

      I kept seeing Sadie’s body as I went about my morning routine, or at least what would eventually become my morning routine again if I did it long enough. I wrapped myself in a towel, went to the showers, washed up, dried myself off with magic to save time, came back and dressed in the privacy of a room that had no actual evidence in it that anyone shared it with me, and scurried down the hallway to the stairs down to the dining room.

      On the way, I tried not to look too carefully at corners. It’s going to sound crazy, but something told me Sadie wasn’t the last person who was going to die that way. Or, maybe it actually was crazy. Either way, I kept expecting to see someone else. And honestly, I half expected a trail of bodies leading to my own room. Like some cat leaving trophies to get my attention. Why I should think something like that, I had no idea.

      There was a plate already set for me at the sophomore’s table, and at the far end if it I did see my roommate. Pete was sitting by himself, with most of my class from the year before crowded along the other half. I didn’t know much about Goldhaven—only the little that Lucas had told me in passing—but I understood it was a rough place. I’d failed Sadie, made the tour short and made almost no effort to try and make friends with her. If I had, maybe she wouldn’t have been alone. Maybe the two of us could have fought off whoever attacked her. I guess that, and the fact I was something of a pariah at the moment with the rest of the student body—or at least an object of curiosity that I didn’t particularly like being—was what made me take my plate and walk past the cluster of sophomores at the courtyard pointing end of the table to settle in across from Pete.

      He didn’t look up when I sat down.

      “Did you sleep all right?” I asked.

      Pete shrugged. “Not sure.”

      “I hope I didn’t keep you up,” I offered. “Um… so, what classes do you have?”

      “Magic classes,” he answered. “It’s a school for magic, after all.”

      I took that as my cue that Pete didn’t particularly want to socialize. But I had gone to the trouble of moving all the way down here so I stuck to my guns and ate quickly as I scanned the junior table for the boys.

      “We’re here,” Lucas Whispered, and I caught him and Isaac both smiling at me. Hunter wasn’t with them.

      “Hunter okay?” I Whispered back. After the first term, we could eat together, but Rosewilde had some strange rules at times, and one of them was that members of each class ate together for the first part of school. Supposedly to foster relationships or something. By the time the first term was over, though, everyone would just clump together in their little cliques and tribes, just like any other school.

      Until then, I had to ignore the stares I felt boring into me. I knew how fast news spread at the school. With security all over campus last night, everyone had to know about Sadie.

      “Probably had a rough night,” Lucas answered. “Think he had a talk with Nathan.”

      I could only imagine what that was about. He had to have told Nathan about Sadie, at least. I’d bet Laura’s house that Nathan thought I killed her. I’m sure the year was going to be full of suspicions like that from him.

      “Heads up,” Isaac Whispered. “To your left…”

      I looked and felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Nathan was headed toward me, past the rest of our class, with obvious intent. Of course—he was in my class. I’d somehow managed to forget. He put his plate down near me, with one seat between us. “I understand you had something of a difficult time last night.”

      “Me?” I asked.

      He picked up his fork and eyed me sideways. “Sadie Chapman?”

      So, Hunter had told him enough that he knew I was there. Great. Thanks, Hunter. “Um, yeah… I found her.”

      “Remarkable, isn’t it?” he mused.

      “I guess,” I admitted. “Last year, we had a whole class of elementalists burned up in their midterm. I know it happens; I just thought it would at least take until—”

      “No, no,” he said, chuckling softly as he waved a piece of omelette in the air over his plate. “I mean that you’d be so unfortunate. First Sinclaire, now this. It’s as if terrible things just… follow you around. Wouldn’t you say?”

      “Like a curse,” Pete said. Had he touched his plate at all?

      I frowned at my roommate and tried to ignore him. Clearly, engaging had been a mistake. “I don’t think it had anything to do with me. Hunter said Sadie’s family had enemies.”

      Nathan chewed thoughtfully. “I suppose that’s true. But do you really believe it?”

      “Are you okay?” Lucas’s Whisper reached me just as I started to answer and I clacked my teeth shut from the surprise of his words in my ears. I nodded, hoping he could still see me.

      “I’m sure we’ll find out what happened eventually,” I told Nathan. I started to cut into my own omelette but my appetite had disappeared and the thought of eating any more didn’t appeal.

      “Yes,” Nathan muttered. “I imagine we will.”

      “The Egyptians have some curses like that,” Pete said, as if he were delivering a eulogy. “Instead of making bad things happen to the victim, they spread out and happen to the people around them. It could be a curse like that. Harder to detect. Very hard to lift.”

      “I am not cursed,” I snipped, and stood from my seat.

      Nathan looked up at me. “Now, is that entirely accurate, though?”

      I refused to dignify that with an answer and stalked away from the table, into the courtyard, to try and get myself focused for classes. Because Nathan was trying to rattle me—I knew it, I could feel it in how he looked at me.

      The thing was, he wasn’t entirely wrong, and I knew it.
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      My first class was magical anatomy, which was mostly lectures and a few specialized revelation spells meant for examination of the six non-physical bodies that each person had. Learning those spells didn’t seem like it would be that difficult; I already knew the seven levels of basic revelations and these were just modifications. None of the boys were in that class with me; they’d all taken it last year. All my classmates were too busy focusing on the spells to stare at me.

      Second period for the day was History, and I did have that class with Lucas. We sat next to one another, which mostly just seemed like a simple comfort at first. It was with Professor Harlan, who I hadn’t seen last year, and no one could have designed a more appropriate history teacher, complete with a knitted pullover and corduroy slacks. He had a way of lecturing—which he started only five minutes into a two-and-a-half-hour class—that was almost hypnotically sleep-inducing. Within half an hour I felt my eyelids drooping.

      “There will be a quiz,” Lucas murmured. “Better stay awake.”

      I sniffed as I forced my eyes open and nudged him with my elbow on the bench seat. The girl next to me glanced sideways with pure judgment in her eyes. “Sorry,” I whispered.

      If she cared, she didn’t show it.

      I caught movement in the corner of my eye and looked to see Lucas’s fingers under the edge of the desk, moving through some spell I didn’t recognize. Not Gamberly’s Living Ink, which currently turned the vague scribbles I managed to scratch out on my note paper into words as I tried to absorb at least a little of what Harlan was saying about the magicians of the San tribe of South Africa. “…believed that the first magicians practiced a form of animism not vastly different than our current conception of theurgy, though of course it would be more than ten thousand years before the first traces of what we consider modern ritual practices to arise. Little is known of the San tribe’s original magical practices but it can be observed that…”

      The ink on my paper twisted into a little knot as something feathery brushed the inside of my thigh. I reached down automatically to swat away what I imagined to be a bug. It quickly traveled up my thigh before I could, and then circled around my clit.

      I froze to keep from making any reaction and was momentarily panicked until Lucas’s fingers brushed my hand. His free hand twitched in tiny, delicate motions as if tugging the strings of an invisible marionette. There was a glint in his eye as he kept his attention apparently riveted on Harlan at the head of the lecture hall.

      “What are you—” I started to whisper as the phantom touch twitched over me again.

      I shivered, and Lucas turned his head a little toward me, casually, as if I’d asked him a relevant question. He winked, and the corner of his lip turned up in that smug, shit-eating grin I had come to love on him. “Careful of your notes,” he murmured softly, and dipped his chin at my notebook.

      “…holy fuck how does he do that to me…” the ink had begun to write.

      I threw my hands over my notepaper, my cheeks turning to fire, and with an effort of will turned that line to garbled scribbles before I put my pen to the paper and did my best to focus on Harlan’s words. Lucas’s teasing didn’t make it easy, but I managed to control my thoughts enough that I could take down what he was saying as particular bits stuck out. It didn’t help when Harlan wrote and circled a phrase on the board.

      “Sex Magic,” he declared. “The San tribe were the originators of this early, primordial form of evocation which was, at the time, intimately tied to their understanding of…”

      I had to bite my lip as Lucas’s phantom fingers gave my clit a playful pinch and then manipulated me the way he did with his thumb, making slow, agonizing circles. Probably I should have told him to stop but… well, Harlan’s lecture really was so boring, and droning, and also, I certainly wasn’t falling asleep anymore. I was going to demand that Lucas teach me that spell, though. It wasn’t fair.

      He tortured me like that all through class until I was sweating, but always with the same finesse he managed in bed—like he always knew exactly how close I was to coming and understood just how to keep me on this side of it.

      When class was finally finished, I was frustrated and embarrassed but somehow practically bursting with energy. I didn’t think I’d be sleeping anytime soon. Not until I made him make good on his ethereal promises. I ribbed him with a knuckle when we left the lecture hall. “You’re the devil himself, you know that?”

      “Oh, it’s a title I wear with pride,” he chuckled, pressing a kiss to my hair. “Didn’t you know that yet?”

      “You had all summer to teach me that,” I said as I let him pull me close.

      He kissed me slow and sweet, and I could feel him getting hard. Well, Lucas did like an audience. I didn’t particularly care for one myself, but he also had a way of kissing me that made it hard to remember anyone else was around. When he finally let my lips go, he pressed his forehead to mine. “I can’t just pour my bag of tricks out all at once,” he purred. “Wouldn’t want you getting bored with me.”

      “One of these days,” I purred back at him, “I’m going to have my sweet revenge. You won’t know when, or where, or how—but it’s coming.”

      “I look forward to it,” he laughed. “So. You’re headed to, what, Thaumaturgy 2 next?”

      I sighed. “Yes, I am. Wardwell. Again.”

      “He is the foremost authority on the continent,” Lucas said as he held his arm out. “Get used to him. I’ve got his 300 level for fourth. You’ll be seeing him until you graduate. I’ll walk you there?”

      I slipped my arm into his. “I think I’ve got an enchantment class with Isaac for third, right?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Scripting; it’s sort of the base level enchantment craft. I took it last year instead of history—for obvious reasons. Isaac has ideas about mixing enchantment and alchemy, but has been putting it off. He’s terrible with invested magic. You’re taking Percy’s class, yeah?”

      “Of course,” I muttered. “How could I not? For all I know it’s more like a genealogy course for me.”

      He tugged me closer. “Don’t say that. Hunter will be there. I was going to take it myself but if I don’t get my 300 Thaumaturgy I’ll be doubling up on Wardwell at some point and I’m not sure I can take it. Plus, I don’t think I can called Percy ‘Professor Turner’ to his face. I’d never hear the end of it.”

      I sensed a pattern here. “So… of my four classes this term, one of you are in three of them with me?”

      “I guess so,” he mused. “That’s lucky, hm?”

      Luck wasn’t the word I would have used. “Did you three plan it that way?”

      He only shrugged before he pointed to the familiar door of Wardwell’s classroom. “There you are. Don’t want to be late.”

      I turned to face him. “I’ve got fifteen minutes before class starts,” I reminded him.

      “Quickie in the bathroom?” he asked, grinning. “I must have done a number on you.”

      “You did,” I agreed, “and you and Isaac are going to make good on that later… but, I’m more concerned that the three of you are rearranging your schedules to keep an eye on me.”

      “And if we were?” he asked.

      I couldn’t exactly be upset with them. Not just from that. It was touching that they’d gone out of their way to be near me. Still. “I’d tell you I’m a big girl, Lucas, and I can look out for myself. You don’t have to throw your class schedules off course just to stand watch. And… you know, it’s hard to know if you’re watching over me or…”

      “Hey,” he said gently as he rested a hand on the side of my neck, his fingers warm and soft as they tugged me into another kiss. It was a distraction, and it worked for a moment. “We’re not worried about you going off the rails. I promise. After last year, we just want to be sure you’re okay, is all. Not just from mysterious shadow beings, ancient unnamable horrors, or insane faculty, either. Let us worry and watch. It makes us feel useful.”

      “If you want to feel useful,” I said as I dug my fingers into his sides a little, the way I did when I rode him, “you just have to say so.”

      He groaned softly and nuzzled my nose with his. “To think, you were such a shy beauty only a year ago. We’ve corrupted you, I fear.”

      I chuckled and gave him a gentle shove. “Maybe a little. Go to class, leave me alone. I get one period in the day to myself and I’m taking it. I’ll see you after classes?”

      “Always,” he agreed. “Have fun with Wardwell. He’s got a great sense of humor when you get to know him.”

      I snorted at that. “Really?”

      Lucas shook his head as he backed away. “No. Not really. But he’s vindictive so if you think he’s making a joke, better laugh just in case. Loudly.”

      As he turned away to head to his own class he twitched the fingers of his casting hand and I realized as his phantom touch slid over my backside that he’d never actually released the spell. I managed to at least keep from yelping in surprise right in the middle of the hall and promised myself I was going to think up something truly special as vengeance. I turned, shaking my head and smiling to myself as I went into Wardwell’s lecture hall and found a seat near the back of class. Right up front, and I was easy pickings for him. All the way back and it looked like I was avoiding his attention. About three fourths of the way, and I figured I was in a kind of safe zone where he might not notice last year’s dunce back again for more abuse.

      I took my notebook out, cast Gamberly’s Living Ink on my pen again to make sure the spell would hold through class, and tried not to let my mind wander too far out of line thinking about Lucas and Isaac—and, because it was in my own imagination, adding Hunter to the mix as well.

      The seat next to me shifted as someone slipped into it, even though the room was barely a quarter of the way full. “Look at this,” Nathan said as I turned automatically to see who it was. “Seems we’ll be spending some time together this term. Won’t that be nice?”
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      “…which necessitates an equal exchange of forces,” Wardwell was saying about the first law of thaumaturgy. “Take for example, a simple spell no doubt beloved by all students, Gamberly’s Living Ink. What is the exchange of forces implicit in the structure of that spell?”

      A few hands went up. I would have put mine up but my body was rigid next to Nathan, who seemed less interested in Wardwell’s lecture and more interested in tormenting me. As Wardwell pointed and a student began to answer him about exchanging potential energy for heat, Nathan leaned toward me, his voice a low, harsh whisper. “The first law only really applies to terrestrial magic, of course. You must know by now it doesn’t govern Abyssal forces.”

      “I wouldn’t know, actually,” I murmured back. “I’m trying to concentrate on the lecture.”

      “It’s all in the books,” Nathan said. “And besides, how much could you possibly care about all this? You managed Sadie Chapman just fine.”

      A cold knot of fear in my stomach made it hard to breathe. I glanced around at the nearby students, wondering if any of them heard him, and if they agreed with him. “I didn’t kill Sadie,” I hissed back. “You weren’t even there, you didn’t see… just leave me alone.”

      “Not a chance,” Nathan breathed. “I’ve seen what you do, you know. In the Abyss. A million different timelines. Infinite outcomes, but they all lead to the same place. You. In the thrall of your mistress, doing her bidding. Swaddling the world in a darkness that devours everything. Lucas, Isaac, Hunter—even me. You will bring ruin to everything, Amelia. The Harbinger of Az-Harad. You can feel it, I bet. That hunger in the very core of you, craving something you can’t even define, but it drives you anyway. To devour. To sate an appetite that will never know a—”

      “My dear Mister Crowley,” Wardwell snapped. Nathan barely reacted, smiling effortlessly at the professor as he sat up.

      “My apologies, Professor,” Nathan replied. “Miss Cresswin here is just a little behind. I was explaining the first law. I understand last year was a bit of a mess for her; it seems she didn’t quite retain your lessons.”

      Wardwell’s flat, judgey eyes moved from Nathan to me, and I could see that he believed it. And why not? I’d struggled in Wardwell’s class last year, and he knew what had happened. All the faculty did, even if not all the students were entirely certain what the story was. “Yes,” he said, “well, you can do that after class if you’re so inclined. Miss Cresswin—do try to keep up, please. It’s unfair to the other students that we should slow down to accommodate your shortcomings, yes?”

      “Yes, Professor,” I croaked. What was it about Wardwell’s class that made me want to shrink away to nothing? Ah, yes—the crushing sense of inadequacy and ignorance. That was it. Did I know a spell to shrink myself? Not off hand.

      Nathan was smiling, self-satisfied as he cut his eyes at me.

      I hated him, I realized. It probably wasn’t fair. He’d been through so much. And at some point or another the boys had seen something in him that must have been good and kind. That, or there was some other attraction I didn’t understand. It didn’t change the fact that my chest burned and I wanted to plunge my pen into his stupid eyeball, or at least tell him to go fuck himself and leave me alone.

      Worse than all that, though, was that his words stuck with me. They echoed around in my skull. He’d seen it, he said? Me, ending the world? Or worse. I didn’t know enough about the Abyss to know if what he said was possible or not, but I did know that it was a place without space, or time, and I knew enough about both of those things to imagine what this world must look like from that perspective. All of it laid out bare, raw, everything from start to finish in its many permutations. It would be senior year before I took classes, but there were discussions on the spatial and temporal implications of interacting with the Abyss in some of the theory books we’d used last year.

      I looked at Nathan out of the corner of my eye and tried to muster sympathy. If he’d really seen all that, it was no wonder he came back like… this. But if I knew anything with certainty, it was that there was not one timeline. There were an infinite number, and he’d admitted as much. So whatever he saw, whatever he thought he knew—he could be wrong.

      Wardwell dismissed the class a painful hour later, and I gathered my books without a word to Nathan before I stood and stalked out of the room in the middle of a flood of students all doing the same. A few of them cast me familiar nasty looks—some of the same from last year, in fact. They all knew about my stupid questions that should have been answered at a primary academy, about my struggle with the dozen or so dead languages Wardwell often cited to illuminate one point or another, and the fact that I couldn’t cast the simplest spell for my first month of school.

      It was even worse now. All that work, and I still hadn’t caught up? Poor Amelia. Poor stupid, insufficient Amelia, who’d always be a shitty, third-rate magician assuming she even graduated.

      “Not so fast,” Nathan said as he caught up to me and fell into step to my left. “I’m quite curious, you see, what sort of spell did you use on poor Sadie? Because I dropped by the library this morning to speak with the librarian and she says—”

      I stopped and let him pass me by a couple of steps. He spun, eyes narrowed, and cocked his head. “Something I said?”

      “What did Mara say?” I asked. If she’d gone down and taken a look through time to see what happened, she had to have exonerated me. Security hadn’t come for me for more questioning, after all. I suspected Nathan was talking out his ass—and beginning to wonder if he ever talked out of anything else.

      He pursed his lips slightly, looking me over and clearly unimpressed by what he saw. “She saw nothing,” he said. “Just black. Between the nearby distortion of Plato’s Prism, and the nature of the magic used… there was nothing. Just a big black stain on time, conveniently obscuring what happened. Strange that. Wouldn’t you say?”

      I had to admit, it was; but I didn’t have to admit it out loud. “So someone covered their tracks,” I said instead. “But you could ask anyone in school that’s had a class with me and they’ll tell you—that kind of magic is way beyond me.”

      “Beyond you, maybe,” he admitted. “But then, you’re more than you, aren’t you, Amelia?”

      I sighed and started to walk past him. “I have to get to class.”

      Nathan stepped in front of me, one hand up, and leaned in close to my face. “You know,” he said softly. “I know you do. I had to pick and choose what I… kept from that place. But I kept what was important. And I know you went there—that you saw the truth. You know where you came from. Do yourself and the rest of creation a favor. Next chance you get… go back. Go back before it’s too late. Before you can’t make any choices, and we have to send you back, do you understand me?”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t. I’ve got free will, and I’m using it. Lucas and Isaac and Hunter all understand what it means to me to be… to be what I am. Talk to them.”

      His smile was slow, and cruel, even as it was sympathetic. “You poor, poor thing,” he muttered. “You think what’s between your legs is enough to keep them from seeing the truth. Trust me—if they’ve got to choose between you and all of creation? I know exactly what they’ll choose. And it isn’t pink.”

      That was the extent of what I could put up with. The sliver of boiling anger in my chest overflowed the little place I’d forced it into and spread out until I clutched my books tight to my chest and jerked forward with my shoulder to check Nathan hard. He staggered a little as I shoved past him and stormed off to my next class before I did something much worse and regretted it.

      “It’s only a matter of time, Amelia,” he called after me. “I’ll be watching. Every hour of every day.”
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      “I need you to teach me the privacy wards you used on our room last year,” I told Hunter as we left Percy’s—that is, Professor Turner’s—frankly bland class on Abyssal magic and Outsider Cults. Day one had been a discussion of the syllabus, and then a lengthy discussion of his excessive resume, as if a single student in the room somehow doubted that he knew what he was talking about or how he’d gotten the job. That, or he just liked talking about himself. Which was a possibility. I adored Lucas, but… it was possibly something of a family trait.

      “Why?” Hunter asked. “Plans to get into something?”

      The last thing I wanted was to pit Hunter against Nathan or play them off one another. I shook my head. “Just concerned about privacy, is all. Everyone seems to have one idea or another about what I did last year and why. I have a feeling they’re… you know, looking in on me, hoping to find out if I’m planning to give destroying the world a second go. Or something, I don’t know, just—can you teach me, or not? Or at least tell me what book to look into.”

      “Are you sure now is a good time for that?” he asked.

      I looked up at him, frowning. “What’s that mean?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I just think… probably, security is keeping an eye on you, even though we all know you didn’t… do it. But if you start warding your room up it could look like you’re trying to hide something.”

      “I am not—”

      “Which, you of course aren’t,” he said quickly, “but still. The Magician’s Court doesn’t convict on circumstantial evidence, but it could still be a problem. If they have sufficient cause, they could bring you in, have an expert perform a deep dive, and I think we both know there are things you don’t want them finding out?”

      I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall of the hallway, next to the door where Percy’s class took place. “Shit,” I murmured to myself, more so than to Hunter. “Why do I never hear these things until they’re relevant? Isn’t there a guide book or something?”

      Hunter snorted and waved around at the Academy. “You’re living in it. I’ll teach you the spells this weekend. Just wait until you’re cleared before you use them.”

      “You can’t do it tonight?” I asked. “I’ll need time to practice; you know how I get with new… oh. Right, I guess you’re…”

      “It’s just until he’s better,” Hunter said apologetically. “I don’t really want to leave him alone right now.”

      I rolled my eyes as I pushed off the wall. There was a stupid amount of reading to get done before I could sleep. Or even eat, maybe. “Don’t suppose you could retake Thaumaturgy 200? That’s where he is from about ten forty-five to one fifteen each day for the next nine weeks.”

      “I don’t want to take 300,” Hunter muttered, and followed me as I started off toward the sophomore dorms. “Wait… you’ve got class with him? He was supposed to be in anatomy for second period. Are you sure?”

      I groaned. “Obviously, I’m sure, Hunter. He sat right next to me. And…”

      There just wasn’t a way around it. I moved off to the side, toward the stairwell at the end of the hall and out of the way of anyone trying to get past us. Hunter’s face was a mask of concern. “What is it?”

      I steeled myself. I’d been rehearsing all day but didn’t think I’d work up the nerve. “Look… I know that you love him, Hunter, and that he’s been through a lot but… today, he was just… vicious. I’m trying to give him the benefit of the doubt, but he said some terrible things. I don’t want to get between the two of you, but can you at least just talk to him? About me? Tell him that I hate my”—I glanced around for any prying eyes or listening ears; the ones I could actually see, anyway—”the… circumstances of my early childhood. He thinks I’m a monster. Or that I will be, eventually, no matter what I do. You know what all that means to me, how I feel about it. Can you just ask him to back off me?”

      “I have,” he said. “Amelia, I promise I have spoken to him, I—but, I will talk to him again. And again, as many times as it takes. I know Nathan’s sharp side; believe me, that’s not all new. But he has good parts, too, more than the others. You believe me, right?”

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure I did. But I also knew what it felt like to not be believed. For his benefit, I changed the subject, forcing myself to smile. “Will I see you after dinner?”

      He clearly tried to smile but it didn’t work. I shook my head before he could make an excuse. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll be in the courtyard, I’m sure. At least for a little while. I’ll see you in class if I don’t see you before then.”

      “You will,” Hunter said.

      There was that awkward, stiff pause. My body tried to twitch toward him, like I might give him a kiss on the cheek as we parted. His shoulder gave the slightest shift as well, like he felt the same thing. For a few heartbeats, if felt like we were supposed to say something, but we must have both swallowed the words. Once the awkwardness reached its peak, we settled on an exchange of faint, sad smiles before I went to the stairwell and Hunter—who needed the stairs as well—walked down to the other set in a clear effort to keep from making it worse.

      I carried that awkwardness with me all the way to my room where I tossed the books on my desk and thanked whatever deity happened to be looking my way that I had the room to myself for a moment.

      Or at least, I thought I did.

      The air grew chill, and the light seemed to dim just a little. I looked up at them and started to cast one of the adjustment spells I’d learned from Hunter last year. Before I could, I caught movement just at the edge of my vision. When I turned toward it, I couldn’t even scream as fear paralyzed me.

      “Well if it isn’t Miss ‘I almost destroyed the world’,” Sadie mocked, her eyes, nose, and mouth all marked with a trickle of black. “I guess you and I are stuck together, aren’t we? Maybe you should have thought about that before you murdered me, you low-class bitch.”
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      Sadie took a menacing step toward me. I staggered back, hit the edge of the bed and dropped onto it. “I-I didn’t,” I stammered. “I didn’t kill you, Sadie, I promise, I never would have—”

      “Blah blah blah,” she spat. “All I hear is ‘Boo hoo, I never thought the vengeful spirit of my victim would come back to haunt me, wah.’ You can’t lie to me, Amelia—I was there when you did it!”

      Banishing spells. I knew at least three from Sinclaire’s lessons, and the seven basic ones from last year. I moved my hands through the first one and rattled off the Latin as Sadie began to pace the room.

      She snorted as I finished the spell. “Your Latin puts a whole new spin on the term ‘vulgate’. So, not an illusion then. Care to try another?”

      Constructs. Banishment level two. I muttered the Greek as I twisted my fingers together and split them apart.

      “Strike two,” Sadie mused. “Is she a ghost? Or a shade? Or a revenant? What if I’m a zombie? How do you banish that?” She leaned and waved her hand through the desk, then straightened and shrugged. “Not a zombie. Too bad, you could just kill me again.”

      One of Sinclaire’s banishing spells, then. I didn’t have a great grasp of Etruscan but I stumbled my way through it, standing up to work the more complicated full-body movements. When I finally thrust my hands out at Sadie’s… apparition, though, she didn’t so much as flinch, much less dissipate.

      “What do you want?” I demanded. “Sadie, if that’s you… if it’s really you then you know I didn’t do this.”

      She cackled and wiped a black tear from the corner of her eye. It smeared over her cheek-bone like tar. “That’s rich,” she chuckled and jabbed a finger at me. “One day, when someone murders you, you’ll know the last thing you see before you die is some asshole standing over your body and let me tell you what, bitch—you don’t forget what they look like. You know what? I must be a revenant after all, because I’ve got a strong urge to get some vengeance for my untimely demise. How about I reach into that C-cup chest of yours and rip that black heart out of it? That sounds like the kind of vengeance that’s appropriate. Hold still—this will hurt a lot and take a long time.”

      I wasn’t about to stand still for shit. She reached for me, and I bolted for the door, fumbled with the handle, and then went stumbling through it in such a panic that I hit the wall across the hall from my room and turned, already a third of the way through the strongest banishing spell I knew.

      The words died in my mouth when Sadie wasn’t behind me. The light in the room was back to normal. A cluster of students at one end of the hall were all staring at me.

      Worse, the door next to me opened, and a round-faced girl with bags under her eyes glared at me from around the doorframe. “What the fuck is going on. Why are you pounding on the wall?”

      “Sorry,” I rasped, “sorry, I… I just… I… tripped.”

      She closed her eyes, shook her head in disgust, and slammed the door as she disappeared behind it.

      My heart was racing, and I could barely catch my breath. I swallowed several times to try and get my throat wet, and combed my hair behind my ears with my fingers as I tried to cover up whatever signs of anxiety might be obvious. Each step back toward my door was torture, but I made it and raised my hands to peer through revelation after revelation, looking for traces of leftover magic. It hadn’t been Sadie. It couldn’t have been. I hadn’t killed her, I knew it—I could see that night as clear as if it were happening all over again. I had left the Cabin, stood outside the door for a moment to keep from crying, then worried about being in the way if someone came through behind me so I walked away from the entrance, went around the corner, and tried to calm down.

      I’d noticed something a little way off the path, and realized it was a shoe. I’d approached, thought it looked familiar, and then saw a little way off a leg—attached to Sadie. It all took maybe three minutes? Five? And then the boys had come out and found me. There were no gaps in my memory. I hadn’t sensed anything, hadn’t seen anything except her body.

      None of the revelation spells showed anything. But not all magic left traces and it wasn’t that complicated to clean up behind yourself if you tried. A talented astral projector could change their appearance, for example, and that wouldn’t leave…

      Nathan. Son of a bitch. He was determined to fuck with me. I flicked my fingers furiously through a Whisper spell to Hunter. “Are you with Nathan?”

      Just a second later, his response came to my ear. “Can you not shout in my ear, please? I’m with Nathan, yes. What is it?”

      I didn’t respond. If it wasn’t Nathan, then…

      The cruel thought occurred that maybe Hunter was somehow in on it. That was ridiculous, of course. Hunter would never do something like this. But that didn’t leave a ton of options. Security? Was it a tactic to get me to confess? Some friend of Sadie’s who’d heard what happened and thought I was responsible?

      There were too many things I didn’t know to be able to reason it out. I closed the door, almost put a few lock spells on it before I remembered I had a roommate, and then went the long way around to the dining hall to keep from going past the students down the hall.

      I ate by myself, in silence, and quickly. Lucas, Isaac, and Serena did the same. I didn’t see Hunter and Nathan, maybe they had come down right after classes or maybe they would come later. Maybe they were skipping dinner. I didn’t know, but as soon as I was done I stood and caught Lucas’s eye before I went out to the courtyard.

      They joined me in a few minutes, probably rushing to catch up with me.

      “How was class?” Isaac asked as he swept around from behind me and brushed his lips across my cheek in a fleeting kiss. “Lucas tells me you—oh. What’s happened?”

      Lucas circled around to join him, frowning as reached for me. “Hey, are you alright?”

      “No,” I said as Serena came out from behind me, “I’m not okay. I saw…”

      No. I couldn’t say it. Not that I saw Sadie, that she’d claimed I killed her. They had all agreed to keep me from becoming the monster I worried about. If I had some dark impulse, they’d remind me who I was. But if they thought I really had killed someone?

      “What?” Serena pressed. “A really bad weave?”

      I wish I could have laughed. It wasn’t in me. “Someone, I think, sent a… something, to my room. I don’t know what. I couldn’t find any traces of magic left behind. It freaked me out. I thought maybe it was Nathan, honestly, he was horrible today, but—”

      “Nathan was?” Lucas interrupted. “What did he do? When did you see him? I’ll have words—”

      I put hand up and he threaded his fingers between mine as I slowed him down. “Hunter is talking to him,” I said, “and the last thing I want is some kind of pile-up. It wasn’t Nathan. I just… do you know how to look for things like astral… traces? Some sign that a person projected into a room? Maybe a disturbance in the local etheric field? Something like that?”

      Isaac frowned, nodding slowly. “I suppose,” he said. “Sure. What exactly did you see? It might give us some clues how to look.”

      I struggled for words that were specific enough to make them useful but vague enough that I wouldn’t have to face their doubts in me. “Um… it didn’t have a very solid shape,” I said. “Kind of hazy. The room did get cold, just before, and the light didn’t go out but it got dim.”

      “Not an illusion, then,” Serena said. “Unless that was all part of it. Was it actually cold or did it just seem cold? Did your nipples get hard?”

      “What?” I scrunched my eyes at her. “I don’t know if my nipples got hard or not, Serena; I was terrified.”

      “So it was frightening,” Lucas said. “Temperature and light… it could have been a construct of some kind, was it solid?”

      “No,” I told him, “and I tried the second banishment. It didn’t do anything.”

      Isaac winced. “You’re certain you did it… you know… correctly?”

      That was a fair question, so I didn’t snap at him. I took a slow breath to make sure of it. “After last year, I spent the whole summer mastering those spells,” I said. “I worked it correctly, yes. The first through third, and then one that I learned from Sinclaire in case it was summoned. Nothing worked.”

      Serena whistled. “No illusion, no construct, no psychic projection and no… whatever you banish with Sinclaire’s godforsaken claptrap. Heat and light—both affected by some types of ghosts.”

      Lucas grimaced as he pulled me close. “That must be it,” he breathed. “Rosewilde has a few of them; they’re normally bound tight but perhaps something about last year disrupted their containment.”

      The Academy was just chock full of secrets. I was wide-eyed as Lucas hugged me. “There are ghosts locked up somewhere?”

      “Sublevels,” Isaac said. “But the wards are all laid in metal in the floors and walls where they’re kept. The chances the ritual last year set any of them free…”

      “Still,” Lucas said as he caught my chin with his finger and tilted my face up to his, “I’ll report it to Yakovich so he can have a look.”

      Yakovich was the dean of necromancy. I supposed it made sense. Maybe he would find something wrong down there, and ‘Sadie’ the ghost was just some cruel trick by an angry spirit. “Can ghosts look like… well, I don’t know. Other people? Or things. Not that it looked like someone specific, or anything…”

      “Sure,” Isaac said. “The older ones, anyway, and the ones in the sublevel are pretty old. And they’ve had nothing to do but practice. There are six, as far as anyone knows. Used to be more, but the others were sent off years ago. The ones left are the particularly persistent ones. Did it say anything?”

      I shook my head, but I must have looked bad enough in the moment that my guilt wasn’t obvious because Lucas just kissed me before he let Isaac through to do the same.

      “Ghosts are assholes,” Serena said, “but they can’t actually hurt you. They just make a big show and talk you to death basically. If it comes back, just turn over and don’t listen to it. Jealous bitches; they’re just pissed they can’t eat, piss, or fuck anymore.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “I’ll… try to remember that next time.”

      “There won’t be one,” Isaac assured me. “Yakovich will take care of it. Come on, tell us about what happened with Nathan. Say what you will, but we need to have a talk with him.”

      “Fine,” I said as they led me down the tiers of the courtyard to our favored spot under a peach tree that always had fruit in its branches.

      I did tell them, though I hated the thought of them going after Nathan too hard and said as much. Yes, he was an asshole, and yes, he said awful things. I still hurt for him, and for Hunter who was stuck dealing with him. I could feel all those things at the same time.

      And in the back of my mind, as I laid it out, I tried to remember—had Sadie’s ghost ever actually touched me? And if not—if it was just some other ghost who’d seen what happened and wanted to fuck with me for whatever reason—then could I afford to call her bluff when or if it happened again? She’d wanted to rip my heart out, after all.

      That was a hell of a gamble.
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      It took three days to hear back from Yakovich that, in fact, the six ghosts bound in great big warding boxes in the sub-levels of the academy were secure and not going anywhere. “However,” he said, tugging at his pointy goatee, “this does not mean there are no other restless spirits on the campus. I will perform appropriate rituals and investigate. Ghosts cannot harm you, do not fear.”

      He had tapped his chin at that, and spread his hands as he shrugged. “Wraiths, revenants, shades, poltergeists, and eidolons, however—these can be quite dangerous.”

      “Uh… and how do I know the difference?” I had asked, bewildered.

      Yakovich quirked an eyebrow. “They will be able to do you harm.”

      “Wards,” I demanded of Lucas and Isaac when the creepy old dean was finally gone. “I want wards against all of that, and astral projection, and psychic intrusion, and anything else.”

      “All right,” Lucas said, urging calm with his hands. “We can do all of that. Between the four of us we should be able to shut down anything trying to get in.”

      By ‘four’, of course, he meant them, myself, and Serena. Hunter was almost entirely absorbed in Nathan’s ‘recovery’, which I was beginning to think didn’t actually mean anything. As far as I could tell, nothing about Nathan had changed. I had done my best to avoid him, even going so far as to show up to Wardwell’s class at the last possible minute to take whatever seat was furthest from him. I waited until everyone else had left to leave, and made a habit of taking the door out to the greenhouses and going the long way around. The boys had talked to him, apparently, and even warned him off. But they came back sympathetic to both of us.

      “Good,” I said.

      “But”—Isaac held up a finger—“before we do that… maybe we should talk to Mara. If we could get a better look at whatever it was, that could help set the right wards, and even help Yakovich trap or banish whatever it is.”

      A thrill of panic straightened my back. “I wouldn’t want to bother her with it,” I said. “And the room does need cover, so, we could just hit all the bases?”

      “Sure,” Isaac agreed, “but honestly… there are always going to be gaps. Something we didn’t think of.”

      With any luck, Mara would just refuse. She did like Isaac, but she didn’t particularly like actually using her magic except in service to the library books. I crossed mental fingers that she would decline his offer to leave the library and peer through time in my room.

      “Oh,” I said, just thinking of it, “my roommate—he doesn’t spend much time in the room; I’m actually not sure where he spends most of his time, we don’t have any classes together. But maybe we could set the wards while he’s out? I don’t want to freak him out; he seems a little… um, well actually he doesn’t seem like the type who gets freaked out about anything, but still.”

      “Pete?” Lucas mused.

      I sighed. “Yes, Pete.”

      “You do know the academy can tell if you’ve got a roommate or not,” Serena said. “Making someone up doesn’t change how they manage the dorms.”

      Owing in part to the fact that I had no idea what Pete’s schedule was, and he’d taken to having his meals away from the dining room for some reason, I had never managed to quite create an opportunity for them to meet him. When I’d told Isaac and Lucas about him they admitted they hadn’t noticed him sitting across from me on the first day of class. Serena outright denied his existence.

      “With any luck,” I grumbled, “he’ll be there and we can finally lay this whole thing to rest.”

      “Could be he’s your ghost,” Isaac offered.

      I thumped him in the arm, barely hard enough to sway him. “Har har. You’re making it worse, you know.”

      “Roommate or not,” Lucas said, “let’s ask Mara. We’ll need to get some books anyway if we’re going to turn your room into a small fortress.”

      We left the courtyard where we’d congregated after lunch, entered the west wing of the Academy, where the entrance to the library was, and predictably found Mara where she always seemed to be—behind the front desk, reading a book in one hand and sorting recently returned ones with her other. She barely looked up as the door opened. “Mister Roth,” she said. “Mister Turner. Miss… Cresswin. Serena. What can I help you with? Not up to anything dangerous, I hope?”

      I had never heard Mara use anyone’s first name. I glanced at Serena, curious, but there was nothing there to see.

      “We actually have quite a favor to ask,” Isaac said as he sidled up to the desk and started to lean on it until Mara shot him a warning look. He smoothed his jacket instead. “Ah… so Amelia’s recently had a bit of an incursion, and we’re having a time trying to figure out what it was so that we can properly guard against future visits.”

      “This is the ghost that Yakovich was looking for?” Mara asked.

      Word did travel. “Yes,” Isaac confirmed, “but it turns out the ghosts downstairs are all still secure. It was only a few days ago now. Do you think you could… drop by with us and help us get a look?”

      She closed the book she was reading, and took her glasses off to rub the bridge of her nose. “I have told you before, Mister Roth, that peering through time is a delicate process that I do not exercise incautiously. You’ve got a ghost. Ward the room in all nine directions and it won’t matter what kind of spirit or spell plagues you, none of them will get in.”

      I relaxed tension I didn’t realize I was holding in my shoulders.

      Isaac wasn’t ready to take no for an answer, though. “Mara, please,” he insisted, pouting out his lower lip a little—just enough to make his lips seem slightly sexier than they already were. That was never going to work on someone like Mara, though. “As a personal favor? I’ll whip up anything you like in the lab, I promise. You know what last year was like for Amelia. I just want to keep her safe.”

      I started to interrupt him. “Isaac, last year was—”

      Lucas put a hand on my arm and shook his head, suppressing a smile.

      Mara gave a long-suffering smile as she stared at Isaac’s most adorable puppy-face, and then looked at me before her placid frown turned to real sympathy. A bit of a crease between her eyebrows, the sudden appearance of faint lines at the corners of her eyes. She spread her hands. “My price will be steep and you will pay it without question,” she said, pointing at Isaac. “I’ll give it some thought.”

      “Excellent,” Isaac chimed. “You’re the best, Mara, you know that?”

      Mara snorted as she stood from her seat.

      I put a hand out. “Oh, you don’t have to… I mean we can do it later, we need to get some books and plan some—”

      “Nonsense,” Mara muttered. “May as well do it while it can be done. The longer we wait, the murkier the past becomes. More than a week, and too many streams have intersected, and I could be looking at a past that never was. We’ll go now, while it is relatively fresh. How long ago, did you say?”

      Isaac looked to me. “Dinner three days ago, just before—about ten to twenty minutes, would you say?”

      I knew my eyes must have shown my panic. I stammered the response out. “Uh… yeah, that’s… something like that.”

      “Good enough,” Mara breathed with no small amount of irritation as she led us through the door and down the hallway.

      If I tried to tell them I didn’t want it, they’d wonder why, and I’d have to make something up for that, which would probably lead to some other lie or omission, and I knew from both experience and common sense that you could only manage so many lies before they came tumbling down around you. Laura had proved that to me more than once when I was a child.

      And while I tried to figure out how to keep Mara from looking into the past and seeing Sadie accusing me of being her murderer, we managed to make it all the way to my door. Mara looked it over. “No wards at all?”

      I shrugged uncomfortably.

      “Could have been anything, then,” she said.

      “Isn’t the whole school protected?” I asked. “I mean, are we supposed to prepare for this kind of thing?”

      She knocked lightly on the door before she opened it, and I half-hoped Pete would be in there but he apparently wasn’t. “This is a school for magic, Miss Cresswin,” Mara said as she looked around the room slowly. “You have to prepare for everything, because anything is possible. Give me a moment, then.”

      Mara Eze dipped her hands into the pockets of her jacket and pulled out a magnifying glass and a twenty-sided crystal icosahedron. She muttered a few words before she placed it in the air around the center of the room, where it hung suspended, perfectly in place as if she’d fixed it to time and space itself.

      She took a slow step back, continuing to mutter spells in a language that didn’t seem at all familiar until I realized she was speaking backwards. It was Sanskrit, maybe, or some variation, and as she spoke the spells, she cast with both hands—different gestures with on each. We all stood back from the door, and as nervous as I was about what she would learn, and reveal to the others, I couldn’t help but marvel at a master magician at work. I was always impressed with how easily the boys, and even Serena, seemed to pull off the most complex spells, as if their hands were made of putty. Mara was over ninety years old—even if she didn’t look a day over thirty, or sometimes forty depending on her mood—and had been at this longer than we’d collectively been alive.

      It showed. Magic built up in the air, first just whispers of power being stirred up, but then visibly as threads of gold began to pierce the air and pass into each of the crystals faces. It wasn’t until all twenty sides were threaded that she brought both hands together gradually and then made a slow turning motion with her hands.

      I don’t know what I expected. Maybe for my life for the past three days to go streaming by in reverse? From the outside, though, nothing seemed to change, though there was an odd kind of pressure in my ears, like the air pressure rising. Mara adjusted the crystal’s orientation several times, each time lifting the magnifying glass up to look through it, until, finally, she let out a soft gasp. “Oh, dear… that is most likely not good at all.”

      “What?” I asked, desperate for her to just say that it was the ghost of Sadie and accuse me of killing her.

      Instead, she turned to us with a grim look in her eyes and held the magnifying glass up for us to look through, far enough away that we could all cluster around and try to see.

      “This was the moment after you entered your room, before dinner, three days ago,” she said. “I believe you can see the problem.”

      I could. We all could.

      Just like the story Nathan told me about Mara’s investigation into Sadie’s death, my room and everything in it was shrouded in absolute darkness.

      Whatever had killed Sadie—really killed her—had been in my room that night, with me.

      Or, even worse…

      It was me.
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      We left no potential metaphysical stone unturned. Over the next few weeks, all while Pete was frustratingly away at just the right time to miss them, we painted sigils, set crystal anchors, even hung a variety of animal bones around the edges of the room. If Pete noticed or cared, he didn’t say so. The only comment he made at all was late one night while I was studying.

      He came in as quietly as he normally did, looked up at the animal bones, and made a rare sound of curiosity. “Worried about wendigos? Something I need to know?”

      “Just covering our bases,” I muttered.

      “Smart,” he said, without inflection at all to tell me if he was being sarcastic or not. “The day you’re not expecting a wendigo is probably the day one of them gets you. You never expect the thing that gets you, though, I suppose.”

      I was protected from wendigos, in fact. And a long list of about fifty-something other nasties, several of which the boys were convinced did not exist. After picking apart the structural elements of some of the wards that purported to keep out things like ‘bogeys’—which Isaac got a good laugh from before offering to just buy me a palette of tissues instead of going to all the work—it was clear that at least a few of the warding practices were nothing more than superstition.

      That didn’t stop me from putting them up, however, or the next ones, or the ones after that, until the state of my dorm made my and Hunter’s old room seem tidy by comparison.

      “Well,” Serena said, the day we exhausted the last of them just after dinner, “I’d be surprised if you could get back in here with all this going on. I have to say, the boys do pretty good work. You, too.” She had her hands up, formed into a triangle as she looked around at what I knew was a dense network of mystical energies all crammed together in the walls, ceiling, the floor, the space under the bed, even the closets.

      She had no idea how close to home the comment struck. Two of the wards were suggestions of Percy’s, and I’d taken them. They were meant to keep out Abyssal magic and entities. Lucas was skeptical that they worked at all. “Percy’s specialty as a magician isn’t Abyssal anything,” he complained. “It’s talking himself up, and he’s a master.”

      “Just help me?” I’d insisted. And he had, and Isaac had, and even Serena had pitched in, until all of us has sore fingers and raw throats and the smell in my room was… exceptional.

      “I’m not too worried about me,” I said. “Yakovich says there are no ghosts, Mara can’t identify that… darkness that covered my room, and I’m not taking chances. Now, I don’t have to. Honestly, when I’m awake at least there are normally people around. It’s going to sleep that worries me.”

      “Still having nightmares?” Serena asked.

      I shrugged. “A few. Not as bad as over the summer. Or while we were picking apart that fucking book last year. Mostly just your standard ‘running down an endless hallway from a faceless horror until you run off a cliff into a black sea full of crawling things’ kind of dream. You know the type.”

      Serena gave me a horrified look. “I mostly have sex dreams.”

      “These are sometimes sex dreams, too,” I said. “They don’t usually end very well, though.”

      She heaved a sigh and flopped onto the edge of my bed. “You are stressed.”

      “I think it’s a combination,” I told her as I sank onto the bed next to her. “Stress, a looming sense of doom, a certain asshole I won’t name who I can feel looking at me every time we’re in a room together, waiting for me to prove that I’m fundamentally evil and… well, the fact that somewhere deep down I might actually be fundamentally evil.”

      “Please.” She leaned into me. “You’re fundamentally pure as the driven snow deep down. I can smell it on you, all the time. It’s a smell that says ‘this girl probably doesn’t even masturbate she’s so repressed’.”

      I nudged her back. “Shut up! I do… you know.”

      She threw her head back, laughing. “You can’t even say it! You’re adorable, Amelia; I’m so glad we met. I’ve got to take you traveling sometime. Nothing makes me happier than corrupting the innocent.”

      “Which one of us has a soul from the Abyss, again?” I wondered.

      Serena gave a pretty snort, and rubbed my knee. “Have you thought about talking to someone? About your dreams, I mean.”

      “I have,” I said. “All summer before I came here for the first time. I had this therapist… she was good, I guess, but she thought my dreams were all about things like… you know, parental issues, or anxiety about being a woman and grief from losing Laura. I sort of don’t think eldritch horrors from outside reality were quite in her scope of practice.”

      “I do think everyone needs therapy,” she said, “but I meant more along the lines of someone here. Like one of the dreamers.”

      At that, I laughed. “Yeah, I think I’ll pass on that. I don’t want anyone running around my dreams. Honestly I don’t even know if that’s safe, Serena. They’re dreams to me but sometimes they feel intense. Real. I can’t always wake up from them when I want and this summer I woke up casting a few times. Ask Lucas; I could have done damage.”

      “Still,” she urged gently as she stood, “it’s something to think about. The other thing to think about in the meantime, however… is the Inter-Academy Gala.”

      I blinked at her. “The who-now?”

      Serena pressed her thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her nose. “The… have you not heard about this? The biggest event of the year? Of any given four years at Rosewilde?”

      I shook my head, totally lost. “No, I haven’t. No one’s said anything, plus I’ve been busy either studying or warding this room so I—oh, wait. No, you know what, I do think Lucas… might have said something… I don’t think I was listening.”

      “I mean, half the time I look at him I don’t hear a word he says either,” Serena admitted. “Him or Isaac. They’re so fucking pretty… anyway, the Inter-Academy Gala. There’s five academies in the US, and they all get together at one school or another for an annual Gala. Only top students in the senior class actually go, which means the rest of us only see the one that takes place while we’re in school. I’ve been to a few ’cause Daddy is sort of a big deal in some circles. Anyway, this year, it’s here at Rosewilde. It’s fancy as fuck and you’re gonna need a sexy dress that can be hiked up past your waist without ruining it and I have exactly the—”

      “Hiked up?” I interrupted. “What?”

      She waggled her eyebrows at me. “Well you gotta plan ahead, sugar.”

      It caught up to me, and I blushed at the thought of Isaac and Lucas taking turns holding my dress while the other… “Um, right,” I murmured. “Wait, five schools? But then isn’t it every five years per school?”

      She made a face. “Uh, no. Nothing happens at Goldhaven. That place is a shithole. But Blackthorne, Merriwether, and Bludhaven are all going to bring their best students, most of their faculty, and their boards, and while they work out whatever bullshit agenda they want to set for the next year, we get to put out the good silverware and get wild. I’m gonna snag me an assassin and a vampire. When I went with Daddy, he kept me under his fucking heel the whole time. I’ve got making up to do.”

      Because of course there were vampires. “Blackthorne is an assassin school,” I counted, “I know Goldhaven is some kind of…”

      “Call them rejects,” Serena muttered.

      “…right,” I went on, “and I’m guessing Bludhaven does what it says on the tin?”

      “Blood-sucking creatures of the night,” Serena agreed, and bit her lip. “They don’t have to get off until they want to, so they just like… go forever. Literally—I dropped by this vampire orgy when I was… I don’t know, like thirteen or something… and last year right before school started I showed up because I was in the area thinking maybe there’s another one going on, like it’s an annual thing, and there was—but it was the same orgy. Going on like five years. It was insane.”

      “Uh,” I tried not to get bogged down imagining that. “Yeah… so, then what’s Merriwether?”

      Serena rolled her eyes. “It’s this… thing,” she said, waving her hand. “They’re nobody, really, but they’ve got a ton of money.”

      “What kind of thing?” Now that she’d teased me with the rest of it, I had to know. “Magicians, vampires… is it like werewolves or something?”

      “Ew, no,” she said, “no, those people don’t go to schools, they just grow up barefoot in the woods. Which, don’t get me wrong, they grow up hawt, but no, they don’t have a school. Merriwether is… well, like you saw the Wizard of Oz, right?”

      I nodded. “Obviously.”

      “Right,” she said, “so imagine like, a whole campus kind of like this one but way more, like, sterile and strict and with no sex or basically any fun at all, and all the students are Glinda the good witch of the north. It’s like that.”

      “It’s a witch school?” I grunted curiously and wondered why this was the first I was hearing about it. “There are witches?”

      Serena grunted, rolling her eyes. “Don’t get excited,” she said. “Witches aren’t remotely like us. It’s this kind of a whole thing; it goes way back. Basically Magicians are like ‘we’ve got magic bitches, we do what we want’, and witches are more like, ‘praise the goddess, let us serve nature and hug trees and cultivate free-range dendrophiliacs. What a beautiful gift we have.’ They’re the worst; they’re all super judgey if you like, use a plastic straw in their presence.”

      I knew I shouldn’t laugh at that, but I did. “Okay, well… so when is it?”

      “Christmas break,” she said. “Just the first weekend. Everyone likes to get back before you-know-who shows up.”

      I didn’t, and pinched my brow in question.

      She lowered her voice. “You know… ‘ho ho ho’…?”

      “Santa Claus?” I snickered again as her eyes went wide with concern. “I thought Hunter was just… is that serious?”

      “Hell yeah it’s serious,” she squeaked. “You have any idea how many kids go missing at Christmas? Not to mention that the ‘suicide’ rate goes up. Yeah, Santa’s no joke.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered.

      Serena took a calming breath. “Anyway… so before that, we’re going to get you set up with a bitchin’ dress because I saw how you looked when you got here and I’m just assuming you, you know… don’t have one.”

      “I have dresses,” I shot back. “I just didn’t bring any.”

      “Uh,” she cocked her head to one side and clearly assessed me, “yeah, cotton one-piece strapless floral print numbers… don’t count.”

      How did she know? I didn’t dignify that with a response. “Well, we can worry about that later. Thanks for helping me get the last of these set up, I know it’s crazy sounding, but it does make me feel better.”

      “That sounds like a dismissal,” she mused as she went to the door. “Fine. Wouldn’t want to encounter your fake roommate anyway. See you after breakfast tomorrow?”

      “Always,” I said.

      Before she could open the door, though, it opened for her. Or, rather, it opened before she got to it. Serena took a step back as the door swung quietly into the room to admit my roommate.

      “Oh my god,” Serena breathed.

      I stood up from the bed and flung a hand in Pete’s direction as he stood wide-eyed and confused at the commotion. “See?! I told you he was real!”

      Pete was frozen. Serena put a hand to her mouth, and from the look on her face… was she going to pinch his cheek? Before she could do that, though, Pete looked at me, and held out a slip of paper. “It’s for you,” he said. “Headmistress wants to see you. Maybe about all the wards.”

      I snatched the paper from him. A note? A school for magic, and I was sent a note. Though, it did occur to me that… perhaps a message wouldn’t make it through the walls and into the room. “Shit,” I muttered. “What do you think this…”

      I was taken aback as Serena did the very thing I feared. She bit her lip, reached out to Pete’s placid face and pinched his cheek. “You… are adorable.”

      That woman was a fucking mystery to me.
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      Walking into the headmistress’s office was difficult. I stood outside the door and could almost feel Sinclaire on the other side of it, waiting for me. When I reached up to knock, my hand shook and I had to compose myself before I walked in looking like a mess in front of Headmistress Pepper Hayes. Sinclaire isn’t here anymore, I reminded myself. He’s about as gone as it’s possible to get.

      I told myself that a few times and counted backward from ten before I knocked.

      “Come in, please,” Hayes called.

      I opened the door and peaked around the edge of it. “You wanted to see me?”

      She looked up, and took her glasses off. “Miss Cresswin,” she said, smiling, “I did. Please come in, have a seat.”

      I pushed through and closed the door behind me. The room had changed. In fact, it didn’t even look like the same room at all. The carpet, the curtains, the desk—all of it was softer, somehow. The desk looked like a well-worn antique, someone’s favorite piece of furniture. The built-in shelves had been replaced with book cases filled, not just with arcane-looking tomes and ancient artifacts, but regular books. I spotted at least a few science books, and a whole shelf full of fiction, classic and new. One shelf was devoted entirely to Harry Potter, which made me grin just a little as I took one of the plush, comfortable leather chairs on the receiving end of the desk.

      “Like what I’ve done with the place?” Hayes asked.

      I smiled a little wider. “I do. It looks… I don’t know. Lived in?”

      “It is,” she said with a tired kind of grin. “I should consider having a bedroom built onto it. It would save me time. So, how is this year going for you?”

      I had a hard time believing that Headmistress Hayes was checking in with all two hundred and some-odd students in the school this year. Still, it was nice of her to ask and I tried to imagine it was a casual interest, or polite chatter. “Well,” I said, “being a suspect in a grisly murder has made the year a little stressful. But I’m doing well in classes, I think.”

      She winced slightly, in an exaggerated sort of way. “Yes, that business is terribly unfortunate,” she said softly, “and… I did happen to notice that you’ve done a remarkable job decorating your dorm room? Dean Yakovich tells me there was some business with a ghost.”

      It was my turn to wince, but I tried to hide it. “It, ah… didn’t turn out to be a ghost. But since I didn’t know what it was I thought I should cover all the angles. It’s not against the rules to ward our rooms, is it? Last year it wasn’t, but—”

      “No, no,” Hayes said quickly, “it’s not at all a violation. I didn’t mean to imply that it was. It’s quite impressive work actually. I wasn’t going to send a note but… all other forms of communication were rather effectively averted. Sometimes the old, simple ways are best I suppose.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling. I was just a little proud, I supposed. Even with a lot of help. “Sorry about that. Um, but if I’m not in trouble for going a little overboard on wards… can I ask what I am here for?”

      “Certainly,” the Headmistress said as she flipped open a folder with a few more pages in it than I really liked—it was obviously my file. She put her glasses on and looked it over. “I understand that your Path was identified last year as Summoning. Now, although I understand that business with the former headmaster must have been quite difficult, we are still left with the need to arrange some kind of training for you.”

      My skin crawled as she spoke. Right up from my hips and over my scalp until the two met in the middle of my spine and I almost had to stand up to keep from vocalizing my discomfort in a very uncivilized display of unmitigated fear. Somehow, I managed to root myself to the spot and keep breathing. “Oh,” I breathed as I tried to calm myself. “You know, I’m not all that concerned with having a Path, Headmistress. I’m sure it sounds like I lack ambition but honestly I’d be totally happy just being kind of a mediocre magician in the end. Magic itself is kind of enough for me, and I know there will be plenty of ways for me to make a living while quietly applying my skills. I still think I might head to MIT after this, and—”

      Hayes raised a hand and both eyebrows at my word-vomit. “I haven’t a single doubt that you will become an exceptional magician, Miss Cresswin,” she said. “You’ve already shown yourself to be excellent stock. Few, if any, of the students here could have accomplished what you did in your first year. You have a raw instinct and a clever mind, and the determination that will make for a first-rate professional one day. But I’m afraid it’s not as simple as you might imagine to just walk away from your Path.”

      “Plenty of magicians don’t have a Path at all,” I pointed out. “I don’t mind being among them. I understand Winston Churchill did okay.”

      She laughed quietly, nodding. “He did, at that,” she admitted, “but the difference there is that the Prime Minister did not have a Path to begin with. You do.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “but I don’t see the difference.”

      Headmistress Hayes pressed her lips together and stood slowly. She came around the desk and paced the room. “It’s… a delicate matter,” she said slowly, “and I don’t wish to alarm you over it. But you do need to know. A magician’s Path isn’t merely a proclivity or an area of interest. It’s integral to who they are as a caster. In many cases, a magician saddled with a Path they don’t care for is not cause for any concern. Take an illusionist, for example. They may at times of stress find themselves spontaneously manifesting minor illusions, but they can do no real harm. A psychic may discover that they are at times unable to entirely filter out the emotions or thoughts of those around them, but there are coping mechanisms for a condition like that. An elementalist? That becomes something of another matter. Spontaneously starting fires could be dangerous, it really must be trained to reach a good level of control. Your particular Path is about breaching the division between worlds and bringing through those breaches beings not native to this plane of existence.”

      She stopped pacing and pinched her eyebrows sympathetically. “I have the deepest sympathy for your initial experiences in this kind of magic, Miss Cresswin—you never should have been subjected to such abuse. However, I’m sure you can see how spontaneous manifestations of your particular ability could be more than merely inconvenient?”

      I started to argue that summoning was a complex process, and that I couldn’t possibly do it by accident… but the dream I had just before school this year made me wonder if maybe she was right. Still, I had a hard time accepting the idea of going back to it. “Isn’t there… I mean, can’t we work out a way to sort of block it? I know there are different types of engraved spells to channel magic in a certain direction, and away from others.”

      “The costs of those procedures are high, and extensive,” she said. “While it is possible, of course, it isn’t accomplished by turning off certain magical talents—it’s accomplished by channeling all available magical talent into a specific vein of operation. And even then, you need to have a natural talent to begin with. The only such enchantments that would be effective, would be those that pertain to some kind of summoning. You’d be effectively giving up magic in that case.”

      “Alright,” I breathed, wringing my hands in my lap, “but then what about the training itself? Sinclaire said that summoners are rare. Would it be with you, or would you have to bring someone in? How would I even go about it?”

      “We can acquire relevant texts,” Hayes assured me, “but as for a teacher… yes. It has presented something of an unusual challenge. As such, it has also yielded an unusual solution. You are aware, I believe, that the young man you rescued from perdition last year is himself quite a remarkable talent?”

      My jaw dropped. “Nathan? Nathan Crowley?”

      “The same,” she agreed. “In fact, his tenure in the Abyss was caused by an unfortunately unrefined but nonetheless impressive grasp of—”

      “I know who Nathan is,” I interrupted. “Uh… sorry. I just mean that I… I’ve spent a little time with him. I don’t think he’s a good choice, Headmistress. He doesn’t exactly like me. In fact I’m pretty sure he’d be happy to see me dead or at least gone.”

      She furrowed her brow, confused. “I don’t believe that to be the case at all, Miss Cresswin. When I spoke to Mister Crowley, he didn’t hesitate one moment to accept the task. Enthusiastically, in fact. He spoke quite highly of you.”

      If my jaw dropped again, it was going to fall off. “I… but he…”

      “I think,” the headmistress said as she approached and took the chair next to me, crossing her knees and clasping her hands over them, “that you will find Mister Crowley has come quite far from the moments of his first lucidity. Master Larson has worked with him extensively, and you must understand that when Mister Crowley was first returned from his terrible ordeal he was not precisely… himself. But, I spent much of the summer carefully monitoring his progress and I assure you that he has regained himself and is quite happy to serve as an instructor just until we’re able to find a more experienced specialist. It is highly unorthodox, I will admit, but… well, your particular talents are highly unusual. Some allowances will have to be made if we’re to ensure that you pose no danger to yourself. Or… to others, Amelia. I’m afraid you simply must gain some degree of mastery over your magic in this regard. To fail to arrange for that would be criminally irresponsible on my part. Surely you can understand how important this is?”

      I was sweating in places I hoped she couldn’t see, and folded my arms across my chest as I tried to think of a way around or out of it. One didn’t present itself immediately, but more than a few other possibilities did. “I could summon something spontaneously,” I muttered, and frowned as the implications popped into my thoughts. “Would I… if that were to happen, I mean, would I know that I was doing it?”

      She took a deep breath, thoughtful as her eyes drifted to her hands. “I suppose unconscious casting is as much a possibility with your talent as with others,” she said at length. “Illusionists are known to unconsciously make themselves appear more or less how they view themselves inwardly, without realizing that they’re doing such. Elementalists have been known to cause storms or other inclement weather—or quite lovely weather—based on their moods. Summoning is a more complex and demanding kind of magic but I suppose if sufficient emotion and energy were present—yes, I believe, based only on what I do already know, that it would be possible. That’s part of the rub here, you see; there is a great deal that we simply do not know. I would be remiss if I did not admit that Summoning is not only a quite rare path… there also are not a great many summoners who are, shall we say, in their golden years.”

      “Which is to say they tend to die,” I guessed.

      Hayes spread her hands and gave a shallow nod. “I do hate to be impolitic. But, that is what I mean, yes. And that is what I’d like to avoid for you.”

      “What about Professor Turner? He’s teaching the course on Abyssal magic. Surely he’s an option?” I was desperate for other options. My heart sank as she shook her head.

      “Unfortunately, Professor Turner’s knowledge is entirely theoretical,” she said with regret. “He wouldn’t have half an idea on the true matter of Summoning as Nathan. Believe me when I say a student is not my preferred instructor. But it is all we have available at this time.”

      It would mean spending more time with Nathan. The thought made my blood boil. And she’d already spoken to him, and had a chance to fall under his spell. I didn’t doubt that Nathan could be charming as fuck if he really wanted to. But she did have a point. I’d already started to cast summoning magic in my dreams. And was it remotely possible that I had already unconsciously harmed someone? The common denominator between Sadie’s murder and my haunting had been that, in both cases, Mara had seen only blackness—and that’s precisely what both summoning portals I had so far seen looked like. Flat, dead black.

      Maybe… maybe I really had been responsible.

      Letting myself go unchecked would be, like Hayes said, criminally negligent. I’d never be able to live with the guilt if I found out I had accidentally killed Sadie, and harmed other people. Or worse. How much damage could I do without even meaning to? One bad day, and a big black hole swallowed up Rosewilde? Or the state of Vermont? Or the world?

      I sagged a little in the chair. “I guess,” I said, “if you think it will help me control my magic… I can meet with Nathan. And see how we… get along.”

      That glass wasn’t half empty—there simply wasn’t any water in it. Still, it was my option, it sounded like. Headmistress Hayes reached across and patted me on the knee. “I think it’s the right decision. And in the future, Miss Cresswin, I beg—don’t doubt your particular abilities, or potential. In my experience, those magicians who are most cautious, but persistent, make the greatest names for themselves. I believe you have an abundance of caution, which is good. I’d counsel that you must also allow yourself to be ambitious. Ambition and realism, together, will take you quite far. And I believe there is no limit to how far you can go, if you apply yourself with those in each hand.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and tried to mean it. It was hard to really take a pep talk to heart when I was dreading being in the same room as the only person who could potentially keep me from murdering my classmates on accident.

      Because if Nathan had his way, I didn’t have a single doubt that our lessons would turn just as deadly as my rampant id would if I didn’t tame it in time.
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      “Do you have a second?” Amelia’s Whisper came to me just as I was leaving the shower, and the tingle of stirred air in my ear gave me a shiver that crept over my skin and stirred up other things.

      I tightened my towel and Whispered back. “Sure. A few minutes? I’ll meet you in the courtyard.”

      “Thanks.”

      It would probably be another moment like we’d had before. I’d told Nathan to lay off her. So had Lucas and Isaac. So far, none of them had come back and told me he was still a problem so… I hoped that even if they couldn’t learn to understand one another at least the active conflict was diffused.

      I strode back down the hallway to my room to get dressed again. Nathan turned the corner and smirked when he saw me. I rolled my eyes. Before everything, that smirk would have led to more. Now, though… now it was a hell of a lot more complicated. The thought that if it had been Amelia to turn the corner and smirk at me as I only wore a towel made my gut clench with nervous anticipation.

      “Headed back to your room?” Nathan asked as he paused beside me.

      “To get dressed,” I jerked my head toward my room, a silent question in the movement. “How are you classes? Anything exciting?”

      He turned on his heel to walk back with me. Nathan shrugged as we walked into my room, my roommate Mykal on his bed, a privacy shield erected between us. He was a good roommate, but I missed Amelia. The memory of sleeping with her in my arms still clung to me. I doubted Mykal would want me to sooth his nightmares.

      “Not… yet… perhaps eventually. Do you recall the—oh.”

      I looked up to find him watching me as I tugged a pair of boxers on. The towel was laid over the end of my bed. I paused, one eyebrow up. “See something new?”

      He smirked, leaning against the wall. “I suppose not. You’ve been careful around me, though. I wonder at the sudden change.”

      I pulled the boxers up the rest of the way and picked up the slacks. “You’ve made it clear where we stand,” I said. “I haven’t done it on purpose. Just… I don’t know, keeping boundaries is all. Didn’t think you’d really noticed.”

      “I suppose I haven’t,” he mused. “Where are you headed off to?”

      There was never any point in lying to Nathan, and I had nothing to lie about, really. Except that he got a certain look on his face whenever I mentioned Amelia. Still, I wasn’t going to play that game forever. “Amelia’s asked me for a word,” I told him as I zipped and fastened the slacks. “It’s not about you, is it?”

      He pursed his lips, and for once the expression on his face wasn’t sour or angry, but… enigmatic. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve given her space like you asked, though, if that’s what you mean. I haven’t said a word to her. No idea what she wants.”

      I picked up the plain white undershirt. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “You’re naturally suspicious,” he muttered. He looked me over and for a moment there was a familiar but long gone look in his eye. “It’s among your many admirable qualities.”

      “Thanks,” I drawled sarcastically. A part of me wondered if the old Nathan would ever come back. This new Nathan hid things from us and lied too easily. Despite their teasing, I never thought he was perfect before. He could be an asshole, completely absorbed with himself and his work. He attacked his work like Amelia had attacked catching up. There had been a reason why I thought they’d hit it off had he never disappeared.

      Now, though, rather than hitting it off—it seemed like sparks flew between them, but these sparks were going to explode eventually. I felt like I was betraying Nathan and I’s history because I knew he was the main cause of it. Amelia was a spitfire, but she was kind. Accepting. I’d been rough and callous with her and she hadn’t given up on me. Even after being a jackass and letting the summer pass without contact, she was still there.

      Did any of us deserve her?

      “You’d better get going, then,” Nathan said. “You wouldn’t want to keep Amelia waiting.”

      I grit my teeth as I buttoned the shirt and snatched the jacket off the hook by the foot of the bed. When I did, Nathan glanced back at me. “What’s got you upset now?”

      As I pulled the jacket on, I weighed the relative costs and benefits of bothering to say. A lengthy argument wasn’t something I cared to start just now. At the same time, Nathan always did tend to want time to form his own arguments. He wasn’t the sort that easily expressed himself at an instant. “I’m trying to figure you out, Nathan,” I said softly, with none of the irritation that he rightly deserved. “You don’t want me for yourself, and you’re uncomfortable with the idea of Amelia and me, or the guys. You don’t seem to want to reconnect with them yourself because you can’t get over this… obsession with Amelia and her supposedly written-in-stone destiny. I’m trying. I really am, and I’m…”

      He frowned at me. “What? Go ahead. Say whatever it is while I’m listening.”

      While I’m listening. As much as I felt for him, that about summed up who he’d always been, really. It was a hard truth, but the fact was that Nathan had, once upon a time, chosen his quest and his magic over me. Over all of us. Lucas and Isaac had seen it, told it to me time and again. I guess I just remembered Nathan… different than he really was. Now that he was back? There were times I preferred my memories.

      My shoulders sagged. I smoothed my damp beard and raked my fingers through my hair. “I’m tearing myself in half, Nathan. Trying to… be your friend. To see you back to your old self and keep everyone else at a distance. I can’t do it forever.”

      His expression cooled. “I’m not going to be my old self, Hunter,” he said quietly. “What I went through changed me. Forever. It’s up to you whether to accept that or not, but I can tell you right now—I’ve been through a crucible and that’s not changing.”

      “Nathan, I…”

      “Go have your meeting with Amelia,” he said as he turned and opened the door. “Just remember, All I’ve ever done, I’ve done in the interest of you three. That’s not going to change either.”

      I scowled at his back, struggling to tell if the way I felt was because he wanted me to feel that way or not. He was a master of manipulation, saying things at the precise time to have the most effect. I couldn’t wade any further into it, though, and keep Amelia waiting after I told her I’d be down. So I followed him into the hall, where he’d already disappeared from, and took the long way to the courtyard as I mulled all of it over.

      Amelia was waiting for me, perched on one of the stone tables in a yard that had mostly emptied for the evening. My heart lurched in my chest at the sight of her. I still remembered the first time I saw her, Lucas guiding her into my dorm room and announcing her as my new roommate. I’d been an asshole, obsessed with my work and not wanting a distraction. This year, when I found out my roommate wasn’t Amelia, I’d felt a keen disappointment.

      I’d spent all summer with Nathan, trying to appease whatever guilt or lingering loyalty I felt to him, and I didn’t regret it. I hadn’t realized how much I’d been looking forward to spending time with her again, sharing our space, until I realized we weren’t. And now? It’s not like I could amble up to her and say if she were still having nightmares, I’d be willing to stay the night with her. Besides, she had Lucas and Isaac. They’d been brave with their hearts and I was still a coward.

      It wasn’t yet totally dark but it was on the way, and the lights around the edges of the walls and in the trees gave the place it’s typical greenish yellow evening glow. She didn’t smile when she saw me, and while I tried to muster one it didn’t quite work out.

      “I’m here,” I said, sitting beside her. “Sorry it took a little bit, I was in the shower when you—”

      “Did you know?” she asked.

      I had to search a moment for something I might have known and not mentioned. The sort of thing that would make her angry with me. I couldn’t find anything. “Ah… I don’t think I did. What?”

      She sighed, and ran her fingers through her hair. Whatever it was, it had her upset. I balled my fists on top of my thighs, stopping myself from reaching out to her. She looked off across the courtyard. “Hayes wants me to keep mastering my Path,” she said, apparently frustrated by it. I supposed I could see why.

      “That’s probably best,” I said. “A Path is a tricky kind of thing to just put down.”

      Amelia nodded slowly. “Yeah. Except, there’s no faculty that can help me with it.”

      I took a seat on the edge of the table next to her. “Is that what you’re upset about? The Academy can probably hunt down someone, it might take some time but there have to be more books—”

      “Oh, they found someone,” she breathed. “Nathan. Hayes wants him to teach me, because he’s the closest thing in reach that can do the trick, apparently.”

      I pulled a grimace at the thought of Hayes asking Nathan to do that. He’d backed off but… that didn’t mean he was ready to play nice. “Ah… I can’t imagine he’s going to agree to that.”

      Amelia gave a soft snort and straightened, tucking her hands between her knees. “Actually, she already asked him, and he already agreed. With ‘enthusiasm’ she said, and apparently he had lots of nice things to say about The Harbinger of Az-Harad, Dreadmother, She with a Thousand—”

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, shocked beyond the pale. “I didn’t… he said he’d teach you? He hasn’t said anything to me. I was just with him, I asked him…”

      She glanced sideways at me, maybe critical for a moment but it softened. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make more trouble between you two. I’m not trying to break you up or anything, Hunter, I just—”

      “Huh?” I shook my head quickly. “No, Amelia we’re not… that is, we haven’t been—we’re not together like that, or anything.”

      That was the last thing I wanted her to think. But I instantly knew why she thought that. What other indication had I given her? We had almost kissed just before Nathan had woken up, and since then, I’d spent all of my time with him.

      I was a fucking idiot.

      “Nathan is my friend.” I spoke slowly, staring at the ground. I felt the tape holding my heart together strain at those words. “I fucked up, before he disappeared. He’s back now, but he’s… different. I know Lucas and Isaac don’t think I see it, but I do. And, maybe I’m an optimist, but it feels like if I keep trying the old Nathan will come back.”

      “I,” she started before pausing, and I wished I was brave enough to look up at her. “Hunter, I know we’ve had our ups and downs, and we certainly did not… start well… but last year I felt like we finally had something. You were there with me in Sinclaire’s… dungeon, I guess, and almost no one knows what that was like. Isaac does, but Lucas doesn’t. And we came so close—this close—to being able to find out if we had something.”

      The hope in her voice had me looking up, finding her eyes with mine. I could feel my heart racing against my ribcage and my palms were clammy. All I wanted to do was bury my hands in her hair, to taste her lips and see if they were as sweet as they looked. I wanted to find out if that pull we felt at the end of last year was still there, or if it had just been the atmosphere of the party.

      “Hunter?” she wondered.

      I turned toward her, moving slowly enough to project what I was doing. Slowly enough that she could pull away. I couldn’t bear to think about being rejected by her, not now as I carded my fingers through her soft hair. But Amelia didn’t pull away from me. She leaned into my touch, dropping her head back, her mouth parted in a quiet “oh”.

      This time there was no interruption.

      I don’t know who gasped, maybe it was the both of us, but the moment our lips touched it was as if I’d been hit by a spell. I wanted to devour her as a terrifying need radiated from where we kissed. I felt her hands grab my arms, pulling me toward her, her tongue darting out to trace the seams of my lips. Unable to refuse her, I deepened the kiss, savoring her taste and her eager response.

      That single kiss alone was enough to have my cock aching and hard.

      I pulled away, slowly, and rested my forehead against hers, my fingers still in her hair. We were both panting, breathless from the intensity.

      “Sorry,” I whispered, “anymore and I couldn’t promise to not embarrass us.”

      “It’s okay,” she whispered back, looking up at me under her eyelashes. “That was good—really good—and I want to do that over and over again. But”—I felt my guts turn to ice, cold water flowing through my veins—“Lucas and Isaac, we talked and we’re exclusive—”

      I pulled away faster than if she’d slapped me. I stood up, despite her protests, unable to look at her as nausea and anger and jealousy and pain coursed through me. “My apologies, then.”

      “Wait, Hunter—that’s not—”

      I couldn’t stay there a moment longer. If I did I would lash out, screaming out my heartache for all of the Academy to witness. Or I’d collapse and become a fucking miserable mess at her feet. I stormed away, barreling through a pack of students who yelled curses at me. Even over them I could hear Amelia shouting at me. I couldn’t turn back, though. I wasn’t nearly strong enough to listen as she explained why we could never be.

      Fuck, I had thought losing Nathan had been the worst heartbreak of my life. But losing the possibility of Amelia? It was an all-new level of hell.
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      I could feel the frown marring my face as I tried to not run from the courtyard. Hunter hadn’t let me finish, and he’d just assumed I was saying it was too late. He had to have felt the same pull as I did. His kiss had made me want to purr like a damn cat in heat. I had tried to call him back, but the man was as stubborn as a brick wall it seemed like. Students had watched him, bewildered, before turning their looks to me, judgment in their eyes.

      Just when it seemed like something was going well for me, it turned into something more complicated than ever. Shit happens. That’s what my godmother always said. I’d love it if shit stopped happening. Shit could just go away.

      That kiss though… I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Why so happy?”

      Sadie’s livid body loomed over me at the top of the stairs. I went cold as I stumbled back, realized too late that I was on the stairs and there was no floor behind me. I shot a hand out to the rail as I went backward and managed to just catch myself in time to get my feet under me and run back down to the first landing.

      I was breathing hard when I looked up, expecting to see her coming for me, and found the stairwell empty.

      “What do you want?” I screamed at the empty stairs. “Just come out and tell me what you want!”

      There was no answer, and the strength in my legs gave out. I sank against the wall, pulled my knees to my chest, and just… sobbed. It was ugly, heaving, snot-nosed crying that I was grateful to do alone. For about thirty seconds that I was alone, anyway. A student came down the stairs, wide-eyed. A freshman, I thought, but I didn’t know her name. I was pretty sure I’d seen her around, though. She froze at the turn onto the landing. “Are you… are you okay? Were you screaming?”

      I looked up, and quickly wiped my eyes on my sleeve, sniffling. “Sorry,” I said. “Sorry, I didn’t… I’m…”

      She descended the last step and came to my side of the landing where she knelt and offered a hand. “I’m Nina.”

      “Hi,” I managed and took her hand. It was small, soft, a little cool to the touch. “I’m Amelia.”

      Nina bit her lip. “Uh… yeah, I know.”

      I laughed, and it was probably more bitter than she deserved for coming to check on me. “Of course you do.”

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “Word travels. Did something happen? I mean… other than, you know, everything.”

      I started to tell her nothing was wrong, but… something was. And I had to say it. Someone needed to share it with me and I couldn’t bear to put it on the boys. Or even Serena. Not when they had so much faith in me. “I keep seeing Sadie Chapman,” I whispered. “First in my room, and then just now. She looks like she did when I… uh, when I found her. I guess I’ve never been in that position before, you know? So maybe it happens to everyone. I was her mentor. Or, I was supposed to be. Maybe it’s just guilt but she’s so… real.”

      Nina was very quiet after that.

      Shit.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed as I pushed myself up to my feet. “You didn’t need all that, and it’s insane, I know. I’m a mess. It was nice to meet you—”

      “It’s okay,” she said as she stood. “Really, it is. Um… this is probably going to sound like I’m making it up but… I’ve seen her, too.”

      I stared at her.

      “I swear, I’m not—”

      “No,” I said quickly, recovering, “no, I believe you. I just am a little shocked. No one else… when did you see her?”

      “Just around,” she admitted, shrugging. “I was in class, Wardwell’s 100-level Thaumaturgy, and I was taking notes and then I looked up and she was just… there. By his desk. I looked around to see if anyone else noticed and when I looked back she was gone. And then in the dining hall? It was breakfast, five or six days ago, Tuesday I think, and she was sitting across from me just… watching me. I freaked out and got up and then she just wasn’t there. I saw her in a bathroom mirror, in my dresser, just… everywhere. I thought I was crazy.”

      It meant something. It meant it wasn’t just me, that I wasn’t losing my mind, that there really was something happening. Maybe it really was Sadie’s ghost, or revenant, or whatever, I didn’t care if it was fucking Fury sent by a pissed off god as long as it wasn’t just in my head. “Have you told anyone else?”

      Nina shook her head. “I guess I thought it was just stress?”

      “Did she say anything?” I pressed. “Anything at all, has she spoken?”

      “No,” she squeaked. “Nothing…”

      I realized I was slowly invading her space. I backed off. “Sorry,” I told her. “I’m just… honestly I thought I was losing it, too. Um… do you mind coming with me to the junior dorms? There’s just… there’s someone else I need to tell about this and I think if you’re there it will be easier and then they’ll know that it isn’t just me. Which probably sounds even crazier but—”

      “It doesn’t,” Nina assured me. “I get it. I wanted to go to the necromancy dean, Yav… Yas…”

      “Yakovich,” I offered. “Yeah, I did go to him. He said there were no ghosts or anything. But my boyfriends are a little more open to the idea there’s something going on.”

      Nina raised an eyebrow.

      I shrugged. “It’s… a long story.”

      I led her up the stairs and down to the junior dorms, where I listened a moment at Lucas’s door before I knocked. I didn’t mind walking in on them, but Nina… well there was no telling what she was used to or not.

      No one answered. “Lucas?” I Whispered.

      I waited a full two minutes with no answer, so long that I actually imagined the brief tingle of air in my ear a couple of times. That was… not right.

      Lucas wouldn’t have put anything dangerous on his door, but I tested the doorknob carefully at first, before I eased it down and then pushed it open carefully. “Lucas? Isaac?”

      There was no answer, but the silence in the room made my stomach twist. I reached a shaking hand inside and felt around for the light switch and pressed it.

      No!

      I fell to my knees inside the door, my hand over my mouth, too horrified to even make a sound. Isaac was slumped over the desk, his eyes wide and staring, tarred with black ooze, his lips thick with it as it dripped off the side of the desk. Lucas was half on the bed, half on the floor, as if he’d been crawling onto it to get away from something. His mouth was open wide, as if he’d been screaming, and as my heart pounded in my ears I could almost hear it, like an echo left behind.

      Nina’s hand rested on my shoulder and I flinched away before I remembered she was there. I cracked like glass, into a million jagged pieces, as my heart threatened to choke me.

      “This is your fault,” Nina said softly. “You must have killed them to. The way you killed Sadie. What a shame.”

      I bolted to my feet, a knot of grief and fury and fear, my fingers crooked into two halves of some spell I didn’t even know, words crackling over my lips.

      For half a second, I froze, staring into Sadie’s dead, smiling eyes.

      And then I was on my back, struggling against her, screaming as I tried to form spells with my hands, biting at whatever I could manage as magic churned in my veins.

      “Amelia!”

      If I could just summon enough, maybe I could force her back. I tried to push with raw magic.

      “Get Master Larson,” someone snapped. “I don’t know what’s wrong with her!”

      It wasn’t Sadie, or Nina—if there even was a ‘Nina’. It was Isaac, trying to hold my hand open with his while Lucas held the other.

      The fear and fight poured out of me in a high-pitched whine of mixed relief and horror at something else entirely. I’d been… had I been dreaming? I didn’t remember going to sleep. “Lucas?” I asked. “Isaac? You’re alive… Oh god… Something’s wrong with me…”

      “Amelia,” Isaac breathed, and then his arms and Lucas’s were under me as they helped me sit up. The two of them crushed me between them, shushing and rubbing, their hands tangling in my hair, stroking down my back.

      “It’s all right,” Lucas insisted as I sobbed between them, “we’re here, you’re awake. Whatever it was, it was a dream, it wasn’t real. Let it out… it’s alright.”

      Isaac pressed his lips to my temple. “We’ve got you.”

      I had to get it all out, once it started. They held me close as I cried, until the last sob left me, and my eyes stung from giving up too much. For the last minute or so, I didn’t even have tears left. My throat hurt, and I couldn’t breathe through my nose. If either of them noticed how utterly ragged I must have looked, they didn’t show it.

      When the crying spell was past, and I was left shaky and weak, my stomach sore from it, they finally asked. “What happened?”

      I didn’t want to tell them. Still, after all that, I just hated the thought of how they’d look at me if they knew. I was slipping. Something had gotten to me, and if it wasn’t a ghost, or a poltergeist, or a fucking wendigo or something then the only options left were inside and… if they looked at me, just once, like I was losing my mind or like I was going dark, I didn’t think I could take it.

      Maybe they read some of that in my hesitation. Isaac knelt at the edge of the bed, took my hand, and looked up at me, pleading. “Amelia, whatever it is, we can work through it together. Anything at all.”

      Lucas rubbed my back, from the nape of my neck down to the base of my spine, and pressed his lips to my hair. “Please don’t shut us out,” he breathed. “We’d never turn on you. Please believe that.”

      I wanted to. So… I did.

      It still took a moment for me to compose myself, but when I finally had they watched me with sympathetic, compassionate expectation instead of the nervousness that I expected.

      I licked my lips and steadied my breath before I spoke. “I saw Sadie again,” I said slowly. “And then something else. This… girl. Nina. Except I don’t think she was real, and I brought her here and saw… I saw the two of you. Like Sadie. It was as real as this is. And…”

      The lump in my throat returned. I swallowed around it and croaked out the rest. “I think there’s something really, really wrong with me. I think… I think I could have killed Sadie.”
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      I closed the door harder than I meant to when I marched to his room. Nathan didn’t even look up from his work, where he stared at the diagram he was working on before, motionless. “Were you going to tell me you were going to teach Amelia summoning?”

      Nathan didn’t respond. I rolled my eyes and went to shake his shoulder. The distance between the courtyard and his solitary dorm hadn’t been enough to settle me. And I was sick of his fucking games. “Are you just going to ignore me?”

      He startled slightly, looked up at me, then back down at his diagram. “Ah… again. What are you on about? Amelia?”

      “Why wouldn’t you tell me about this?” I asked.

      Nathan looked up at me for a long moment, frowning, but seemed to recover himself before he turned back to his work and picked up the compass. “You’ve got enough on your mind,” he muttered as he traced a line on his diagram with the tool. “I didn’t think you needed to know. My deepest apologies if it does concern you.”

      I stared at the back of his head. “Would you just… stop working for a moment and look at me?”

      He sighed and laid the compass down. With exaggerated deliberateness he turned his chair to face me and folded his hands in his lap. “I’m perfectly capable of multitasking,” he said curtly. “But you now have my full attention. I take it you’d like to discuss my plans for Amelia?”

      What I wanted was to discuss why he was lying to me, and how much he was lying about. Now that he brought it up, though, I did have that concern as well. His flat expression, tinged with a hint of aloofness, was irritating enough that I was almost ready to haul him to his feet and shake this madness out of him. I restrained myself, but had to speak through gritted teeth. “Do you have plans for Amelia?”

      He glanced sideways at his diagram. “In fact I do. I intend to continue her education in Summoning magic, as the headmistress asked me to. I may not be entirely prepared for our first lessons, of course, since I’m currently falling behind on the planned materials, but if you prefer her education be full of holes, I suppose that’s your prerogative.”

      “Stop. Lying. To. Me,” I ground out. “Nathan, I know damn well what you think about her, what you think she is, and you expect me to believe all you want is to teach her? I’m at the limit of what I can take. No more lies, no more… whatever it is your trying to do. Just be honest with me, for fuck’s sake!”

      Nathan’s jaw worked as though he were chewing something. “If you’re so concerned,” he said, “you can sit in on the lessons. I assure you, I’d much rather Amelia have some basic grasp of her particular talent than to let it run rampant. But, if you’re concerned about ulterior motives then… you may as well know that I do have them.”

      “Do you care to share them with me?” I asked.

      “In this mood?” He waved at me. “I’m not sure I do. However”—he tilted his head sharply as I opened my mouth to demand he talk—”there is no reason they should be secrets. I want to examine her in greater detail, in a controlled environment.”

      “Why?” I pressed. “What are you hoping to gain from this?”

      He sighed and looked around the room. “If I were to tell you to pick an object in this room and hold it, what would you choose? You needn’t do it. Just… pick one and think of it.”

      “Nathan, now is not—”

      “Please, humor me,” he murmured.

      I narrowed my eyes and picked at random just to see where this was going. The pillow, I decided.

      “You chose the pillow,” Nathan said.

      “All right,” I replied, unimpressed, “so, you’re running some minor telepathy spell?”

      He shook his head slowly. “The reason I’m not explaining myself, Hunter, is because you wouldn’t comprehend it. You could understand, but it wouldn’t give you the necessary experience. Part of the work I did with Larson was to sort out the information I brought back with me from the Abyss. I had to choose from among hundreds of thousands of timelines, perhaps more, that I witnessed from within that place. In seventeen of them that I currently retain, you chose the pillow. Now, let me ask you this: could you have chosen differently, just then?”

      I opened my mouth to insist that I could but… I was well aware of the many philosophical arguments for and against free will and fixed choices.

      Nathan went on without waiting for my answer. “Allow me to enlighten you—if I had told you not to choose your pillow as the object, you could have. But only through my intervention. In fact, in three of the timelines I have in my head, I did just that, to make the point.”

      “What does this have to do with Amelia?” I asked.

      He spread his hands. “I need data. The timelines are all similar enough that I can’t always tell which one is unfolding. Which one I’m in. I need more. In each of these timelines, I continue Amelia’s summoning education. I’m playing a delicate game of chess here, Hunter. The kind where only I can see the board, and if I let anyone else see it then none of the timelines I remember will be of use.”

      That hardly tracked. “But, you’re telling me. Doesn’t that… invalidate the data or whatever?”

      He smiled. “Does it?”

      Trying to match Nathan’s intellect was going to be like chasing a nonexistent tail. I’d never catch it and it was an act of insanity to even try. This time, at least, I managed to figure it out on my own, I thought. “In these timelines,” I said slowly, “you… tell me this. You’ve seen this entire conversation. But then… did you see...?”

      “You and Amelia?” he asked. It was the first hint of emotion I saw in him. In the corners of his eyes, where he gave the slightest wince. “Of course I did. It happens in virtually every timeline. I knew when you came here and told me. Before that, in fact. I identified events this morning that helped me orient myself to which set of timelines I was experiencing. They’re entangled, crossing at specific moments, which is why I kept this group and not another. Think of it like my ‘neighborhood’. Is your head hurting yet? Because mine is killing me. Always.”

      It wasn’t hurting yet but it was certainly spinning. At least the sting of Amelia’s rejection couldn’t hold up against the philosophy of parallel universes and timelines. “So, is there a timeline where the thing you’re trying to prevent… doesn’t come to pass?”

      Nathan pressed his lips tight and said nothing.

      I sighed and ran my fingers though my hair until I was rubbing my neck. “So if you tell me, it changes things… and you end up in a timeline you can’t predict, so you have to be careful what you tell me, so that things play out the way you… need them to, right?”

      Still, he said nothing. His eyes flicked to the door and back.

      It made me wonder why, so I looked over my shoulder just as the door burst open. Lucas and Isaac charged in, Amelia right behind them. She was pulling at Isaac’s shirt. “Please, Isaac—Lucas—don’t. I don’t want this!”

      Before I could figure out what she didn’t want, Lucas stormed past me and hauled Nathan to his feet by his jacket. “Whatever you’re playing at, it stops right fucking now, Nathan; do you understand me?”

      “Lucas!” I put my hands on his shoulders to pull him away, but Isaac got between us and pushed me back.

      “You don’t know what he’s done,” Isaac snapped at me. He looked back at Nathan. “Tell him.”

      Before I shoved Isaac out of the way, I checked Nathan. His face was placid, still, as he held Lucas’s gaze. “Nathan? What’s this about?”

      Nathan didn’t make an effort to get free of Lucas or protect himself. Amelia did, however, slipping past us to tug at Lucas’s arm.

      “Lucas,” she said softly, “I’m telling you, I don’t think—”

      “I want to hear it from him,” Lucas growled. “And it had better be convincing.”

      “What exactly is it I’m being accused of?” Nathan asked. “It would help if you could be more specific.”

      “You know,” Isaac said, his eyes still on me as he turned his head enough to be heard clearly.

      “I really don’t,” Nathan said. “Enlighten me. If I’m guilty, I’ll cop to it.”

      Lucas gave him a hard shake. “You’ve been tormenting Amelia,” he barked. “Sending apparitions of Sadie Chapman after her because you’re convinced Amelia was responsible for her death. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      My stomach clenched as Nathan didn’t immediately answer. His jaw flexed, and he glanced quickly at Amelia. “Nathan?” I asked. “Is this… is he right?”

      Nathan raised his hands and put them on Lucas’s. “You’re wrong,” he said quietly. “Now if you wouldn’t mind letting me go?”

      “I’m not convinced,” Lucas hissed, pulling Nathan close to him. “I don’t know what you’ve been through or how fucked-up you are, but it’s apparently a lot more than I thought. I tried to be diplomatic, Isaac and I both did, but you’ve stepped over a line, Nathan. Your fucking condition is no excuse for this.”

      Amelia winced and pulled at Lucas’s arm until he finally let Nathan go. “Lucas, please. I don’t want this.”

      Lucas looked like he might spit as he turned away from Nathan to face me. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s what you’re protecting.”

      “May I attempt to explain?” Nathan asked.

      Isaac and Lucas both turned toward him, arms folded, as Nathan smoothed his blazer and clasped his hands behind his back. When he had their attention, he inclined his head toward Amelia. “Whatever plagues Amelia has nothing to do with me. In fact, I don’t have the slightest clue what you’re talking about. And for a variety of reasons… that is upsetting on multiple levels. Can you please, I implore you, explain to me what brought this on?”

      Lucas raised a finger and took a menacing step forward, but Amelia held her arm out in front of him. She and Nathan looked at one another for a long moment before she spoke. “I’ve been seeing Sadie Chapman,” she said.

      When she laid the rest of it out—the first encounter in her room, and the second just tonight, along with a strange and horrifying waking dream—Nathan’s expression gradually flattened, his eyes hardening, until he was brooding and pensive and pacing what little space was left in the room.

      “And you say that Mara perceived only blackness at both the event in your room and the site of Sadie’s death,” Nathan muttered.

      “Yes,” Amelia said. “I don’t know what it means, but I bet that if she looked at Lucas and Isaac’s room from tonight, she’d see the same thing.”

      “Nathan,” I said, “you have to tell them what you told me.”

      He looked around at their faces. “Yes,” he agreed. “That’s a fairly static point. But it won’t do any good. There are… gaps. In the timelines I’ve retained. Black spots that break up the flow of events that I’m concerned with. It’s why I have to check.”

      When the others rightfully wanted to know what the hell he meant by that, Nathan explained it like he had to me. Most of it, he delivered while watching Amelia, who seemed to pale a little bit over the course of it.

      “So you… didn’t see who killed Sadie either,” she said when he was done.

      Nathan turned his hands up helplessly. “I’m afraid not.”

      “But something did happen that night,” I said, as much as it pained me to do it in front of the others. It was time for it to come out. “Nathan, when I asked you about it the first time, I know you lied to me. I don’t know about what, but I know you did. I know you well enough. What did you leave out?”

      Lucas and Isaac both made fists at their sides, and Nathan noticed. He put both hands up and took a seat slowly on the edge of his bed. “It isn’t necessary to beat it out of me,” he muttered. “I kept some details to myself because they didn’t concern the matter at hand, that’s all. That night, after I left the Cabin, I… lost a small chunk of time. It’s happened a few times, and is a natural consequence of the procedures I underwent to repair the damage to my mind and memories, as well as the presence of so many timelines in my mind. I get… lost in them, from time to time, and have to recenter. During that time, retaining new memories is difficult, so I remember them as blanks.”

      Amelia exhaled sharply and took a step back. Nathan rolled his eyes. “Come now,” he said dismissively, “I had nothing to do with Sadie Chapman’s death. I’m in a sort of fugue state when it happens. I wouldn’t have been capable of casting anything.”

      “But you said you knew I had done it,” Amelia snapped. “You said you’d seen it!”

      He shrugged. “Yes. It was necessary. And, if you had, you would have reacted accordingly.”

      “Wait,” I said, confused, “wait, but… even if you can’t see the events themselves in your timelines, you had to have been able to see her reaction. So you knew she wouldn’t.”

      Nathan pursed his lips and turned his eyes back to Amelia. “I saw several reactions, in fact,” he said softly. “And in some of them…”

      Amelia looked to us first, as if any of us could explain Nathan’s riddles, before she looked back at him. “Well? Can you… I mean is there a timeline where you can see that I did or didn’t do it?”

      Nathan was thoughtful for a long moment, probably examining timelines, or however it worked, regarding whether he could or should say anything. Or what to say to get what he wanted. I wished I knew.

      When he did finally speak, it wasn’t anything that any of us wanted to hear. “All I can say,” he answered, “is that there are timelines where you are held responsible, and others where you are not.”

      “That’s it?” Amelia asked. “So… so what’s going to happen to me?”

      “Honestly?” Nathan said, shrugging, “I don’t know yet. But we’ll know soon enough.”
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      I didn’t know when we would find out whether Nathan’s highly variable prophecy would come true or not. I tried to let go of it because of that. There were enough unknowns in my life to plague me; I didn’t need to add another sword to the collection hanging over my head. But knowing you should do something and actually doing the thing are very different things.

      Path week came around, and all the freshmen were in a constant buzz about what theirs would be. I almost missed that. Not knowing. The days when it could have been anything and I wasn’t yet in Sinclaire’s grasp. Pete was the only sophomore who was included, given that he hadn’t done his freshman year at Rosewilde.

      And because Serena had taken a bizarre interest in my weird roommate, I got to hear all about. All eleven or so words.

      “How did it go?” she asked him in the courtyard in our usual post-lunch hangout spot. I supposed I couldn’t exactly justify any irritation at her bringing him.

      “I got necromancy,” he answered. “Makes sense, I guess. Parents both do it.”

      “Your parents are both necromancers?” Lucas wondered. “That explains a few things, I suppose.”

      I shot him a warning look. Serena didn’t even seem to notice. She toyed with Pete’s flat hair. I supposed, under a certain light—not much of it—and from a particular angle, like… almost behind him… he was a little cute. Serena was about a foot taller than him when she wore heels, which was always, and when they were side by side it looked like she could bench press him.

      But, it wasn’t to last. Serena glanced at the sun and sighed as she pecked him on the cheek. “I’ve got to get to class. Meet me afterward by the east restrooms? For a quickie.”

      “Okay,” Pete said. He accepted the peck but otherwise didn’t seem all that interested.

      That is, until she walked away. He watched her go, and then stared at the door she’d gone through for a while. It was fucking weird.

      “We should also be going to class,” Isaac said, and helped me up from the grass. “Walk you there?”

      Lucas was thoughtful a moment, looking at Pete. “Uh… anyone want to meet by the west restrooms?”

      “I am not Serena,” I reminded him.

      “After dinner,” Isaac suggested. “And… not at a restroom. We can hang out?”

      I smiled at them both. “I’d really like that. It’ll be after class for me, though. Path week—specialty lessons are starting, which means… me and Nathan. In a room together. Summoning things. I wish I knew what was in his head.”

      “I’m not convinced he’s telling us the truth,” Isaac said, running his hand over my leg. “Just be careful, hm?”

      “I will,” I said. Pete was still sitting as Lucas got up. “Um… Pete, you going to be okay?”

      “Hm?” Pete wondered. He looked up at us, unflinching at the sun that had to have been in his eyes. “Sure. See you later, I guess.”

      We left him there, and Lucas walked with us as far as the door into the west wing. “There’s something wrong with that kid,” he muttered. “What on earth does Serena see in him? I mean, not to be mean but… well, look at him.”

      Isaac and I did as we opened the door. Pete was exactly where we’d left him, just… staring.

      “I kind of wonder that myself,” I admitted. “But… Serena’s, you know… Serena. Who can say?”

      We parted ways after we got in. Lucas gave both of us a kiss, and gave me a pat on the ass as he held me close. “Try not to worry too much about Nathan. Tell us all about it afterward. Promise, we’ll give you plenty else to think about after, hm?”

      I laughed quietly against his lips. “That would be a welcome distraction.”

      Isaac and I walked arm-in-arm up to Metaphysical Anatomy. “Nothing recently, right?” he asked. “I mean, you’d tell us if there was.”

      “Nothing lately,” I agreed. “Just the usual night terrors.”

      He sighed, wincing at that. “I wish there was something that helped. You really should see about talking to Master Larson. You know, everything he sees is totally confidential.”

      I grumbled quietly. “You and Serena.”

      He stopped us at the turn into the hallway where our Anatomy class was. “Serena recommended some kind of self-care? Then you should definitely do it.”

      “Isaac,” I started to shush him, but his eyes were deadly serious. “I don’t see what good it can do.”

      “And you won’t,” he replied, “until you try. Just consider it for me? For us? And for yourself, but… it’s frustrating, not being able to help you. We worry. And, you’ve had some episodes seemingly related to these dreams getting worse. It’s worth looking into. Even if it’s just to get all the information.”

      “And if Larson gets in there,” I muttered, “and finds out I’m having horrible nightmares because I’m a monster?”

      Isaac kissed my forehead and pulled me close to him until my cheek pressed to his shoulder. “He won’t,” he assured me softly, “because you aren’t. Don’t let Nathan get to you, please. He’s unwell. Pete seems more sound of mind than him right now.”

      I wasn’t sure how true that was, honestly. Hunter was the most vocal about it, and I had been sympathetic since school started but… after what he told us he seemed more calculating than I realized. That was scarier. A lot scarier.

      “Come on,” I murmured, and tugged him toward class. “Meridians to memorize, chakras to chart, astral bodies to map.”

      “A young magician’s work is never quite done,” he agreed. We were the last two into class, but at least got to sit together.

      I tried to pay attention, but even having Isaac and Lucas to look forward to didn’t quite alleviate the growing anxiety I got from watching the minutes on the clock tick away.
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      I showed up at the workroom the Headmistress had set aside for us in the north wing precisely on time. Not a second early. I planned on leaving on time, as well.

      Nathan, however, had apparently been there at least long enough to set things up. He looked over his shoulder as I entered the small room, about the size of one of the dorms but empty. For a moment, I could see what had attracted the others to him years ago. When he didn’t seem guarded, he looked less… broody and murdery. The workroom itself was just a plain room with a chalkboard on one wall, a smooth hardwood floor, and a single narrow bookshelf set into one wall. There wasn’t even a chair or desk. “Right on time. Shall we get started?”

      I looked around. “Should I… take notes standing up?”

      He ignored the question and finished a final few tick-marks to a complex diagram on the chalkboard that had a familiar sort of cadence to it. It was a summoning circle, but the elements were very different from what Sinclaire had been teaching me. I tried to track them but there were too many unfamiliar elements present. “What’s that lead to?”

      Nathan waved the chalk. “Nothing dangerous. We’re going to start close to home and work our way out.”

      “Sinclaire had kind of the opposite approach,” I said. “How do I know that’s not some kind of… portal you can kick me through.”

      For a few seconds he looked at me like I might have seen through his plan. Then he chuckled quietly and shook his head. “If Sinclaire had taught you properly,” he said, “you’d know this isn’t the kind of circle that you can push a person through. Look it over. Tell me what you do see. There’s no desk because you won’t be taking notes. I’ve got more than enough notebooks full of theory, and Hayes requisitioned some books that will be here by next week. They’re coming from a repository in Serbia. Please. Pick it apart. I need to see how you’re thinking about this.”

      I could have gotten closer to look at it in more detail, but the thought of getting close and letting Nathan have my back made the hairs on my arm and neck stand up. I stayed where I was by the door and worked from big broad elements down to the smaller, more specific ones. “The… square motif keeps it here, in the material world. So it’s not inter-planar. Those vectors… some kind of living thing, like an animal. I don’t know where you’re getting the angles from.”

      “Work them backward,” Nathan urged, pacing back and forth along one side of the room where the bookshelf was, his head bowed. “Where’s the reference point?”

      I searched but didn’t find one. “It’s missing,” I said. “You must have forgotten it.”

      “Is it?” he wondered. He turned to look it over and shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Well,” I grumbled as I tried to figure the degrees of the angles by sight, “without a reference point the angles don’t point to anything, they’re just… they…” I frowned as I trailed off, and almost as though I could imagine another angle, at the bottom-most point of the diagram.

      “Do you see it?” he asked.

      “The magician,” I muttered; it was nearly brilliant. “You’re using the magician as the reference point. So, if the top is point north then… then these lines”—I walked up to the diagram and pointed—”these must be like longitude and latitude. Coordinates. Here, on this world.”

      He gave a soft grunt. “So, Sinclaire gave you a few basics. Good. What else? Keep going. The notebooks on the shelf are organized by elements if you need them.”

      I wasn’t about to ask him to explain it. But the more I tried to work out exactly what the vectors must have meant, the more I started to think there was just a gap that was too large in my understanding of how the circles were constructed. I grudgingly went to the bookshelf and took out the volume on vector definition. I realized, once I started paging through them, that they were in Nathan’s handwriting. When he’d said they were his, I didn’t realize he meant they were his.

      I held the notebook up. “Where was this?”

      He frowned. “What exactly are you asking?”

      “Last year,” I said, “Hunter, Lucas, Isaac, and I, we pored over your work. All of it, we had mountains of papers and journals, but these weren’t in them. Where were they?”

      He shrugged. “They weren’t germane to that particular project. I had them in storage.”

      “Here at Rosewilde?” I asked. This would have made the entire shitstorm last year much easier.

      He smiled. “Work out the circle, please. If you can. When you’re ready to give up, let me know.”

      I suppressed a sneer—it wouldn’t have made any difference, I was sure—and cracked open the notebook and paged through it until I found some of the relevant formulas. There was chalk in the tray at the base of the board, so I used that to solve the vectors as I went. Nathan said nothing as I worked, just watched from the sidelines. If I made a mistake, he didn’t tell me.

      What I could tell, at least, was that the location pointed to was at a place in the midwestern United States, assuming I used myself as the reference point. The vectors were configured for a small living thing. The parts that normally served to open a portal, at least in the horror show that was Sinclaire’s summoning circle for an Outsider being like Az-Harad, weren’t present, which was confusing until I realized there were spatial components—this circle was meant to move something from some place to this place, but a portal wasn’t necessary.

      It took an hour and a half. Almost all the allotted time for the lesson. When I finished, I put the notebook back.

      “So?” Nathan asked. “What does it do?”

      “It’s missing a part,” I said, firmly. “The construction requires a… receptacle. You’d have to construct one in the diagram, but if you did that, you’d throw off the vectors, which would mean the angles wouldn’t harmonize. It doesn’t do anything like it is currently.”

      “Doesn’t it?” he asked. He turned to open the closet door and took a hat down from a hook. A shiny black top hat. He tossed it to me. Once I caught it he nodded back to the diagram. “Now, what do you think it does?”

      I snorted, turning the hat over in my hands. I could see where it would sit in the circle and tried not to smile but it was hard. “Is it—”

      “No,” he said, “don’t guess. If you’re wrong, I’ll tell you.”

      Well that made it easier not to smile. I waved the hat at the chalkboard. “It’s for pulling a rabbit from a hat.”

      He smiled slowly. “It is a school for magicians. We’ve got half an hour left. Chalk the diagram out, assume the topmost point is north. Once you’ve done that, we’ll work on the gestures and incantation pattern.”

      “Pattern?” I asked as I set the hat aside and picked up the chalk.

      “One thing you’re going to learn quickly,” he said, “is that summoning is a more dynamic magic than any other. In some instances, there are standard semantic elements like other spells have. But, summoning is about time, and place, and these things are shifting and relative except in relation to places which are static—places that do not experience time and space, and therefore are not dynamic in relation to our plane. Those, there are ancient spells to access. But for the rest of the work, you’ll have to learn how to improvise, based on time, place, the angles of stars, the phase of the moon, our relative position to the planets—all the subtle forces that can cause things to go very, very wrong.”

      I looked at the chalk in my hand, and then at Nathan, who I fully expected to be setting me up. The math didn’t lie, of course, but there had to be some angle to this. “Sinclaire… he didn’t tell me any of this.”

      “You’re suspicious of my intentions,” Nathan said. He nodded. “I understand why. However, let me propose this: Sinclaire was not teaching you the fundamentals of summoning as an art. He was teaching you one specific ritual, and only the rules you needed to complete it. Sinclaire was on a timeline, he believed, and needed you to do a single task. He wanted you to paint by numbers, which is why you have no real control over your natural inclination toward this kind of magic. I am teaching you the fundamentals. For that, we start close to home and work our way out.”

      “So… I do this,” I said, waving at the diagram, “and I’m going to pull a rabbit from that hat. Not some kind of monster, or… worse?”

      He came a bit closer and leaned in toward me. “I suppose there’s just one way to find out. If you think you’re capable.”

      Oh, I did. Even if I doubted it before, I wasn’t going to fall on my face in front of Nathan Crowley. Even if I was starting to think he was pretty to look at. “Step back, please,” I said, sneering now. “I need space to summon this fucking rabbit.”
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      “And, that’s how I got this little guy,” I told Lucas and Isaac as I stroked the unbelievably soft head of the long-eared rabbit in my lap. The animal was remarkably docile. Definitely not wild. I cocked my head a little at him. “I… think I just stole a rabbit from a pet store somewhere. Hopefully not some little kid’s room. Tomorrow, he’s going to show me how to send him back. So, I guess it’s more like borrowing.”

      Lucas peered over my lap from his chair like he was trying to get a look at something under the rabbit. “I’d prefer if he didn’t leave pellets on the bed.”

      I rolled my eyes. “The beds clean themselves. Besides, there’s always Isaac’s bed. Isn’t there some option to live off campus here?”

      They exchanged a look that I couldn’t quite read fast enough to know if I’d said something wrong. Lucas shrugged. “Maybe. Not yet, though.”

      “What’s that mean?” I asked. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest we should move into together or—”

      “No,” Isaac said quickly. “Nothing would be better. We’ve… talked about it a little. But for now, the dorms are the only option.”

      I quirked a curious eyebrow. “So… that won’t always be the case?”

      Lucas shrugged, smirking at me. “Who knows?”

      When Isaac only mirrored the mysterious expression, I narrowed my eyes at both of them. “Magicians and secrets. It does get old.”

      “If I recall,” Isaac murmured, “you didn’t drop by for secrets. Did you?”

      I bit my lip, shrugging one shoulder as I hefted the rabbit and set him down on the floor, where I’d secured a few carrots for him to chew on and a dish of water to drink. He loped under the bed to get to them as I leaned back on Lucas’s bed. “I did drop by for secrets,” I said. “But not that kind, no.”

      The two of them turned wicked as they moved toward me. Excitement ran through me, but as they crawled onto the bed on either side of me I had a sudden flash of my moment with Hunter, before everything unraveled. Guilt followed behind. I should have told them before, and now that we were about to get a little downtime together it made me ache to think that I’d betrayed them, even for a second. “Uh… there is one thing,” I said quietly as I sat up, nervous at the prospect of copping to what I’d done. “Probably, you should know before we… you know.”

      “What’s that?” Isaac asked as he trailed a finger down my neck and over my back. Even through the uniform shirt it left behind traces of wiggling lightning. 

      Lucas put a hand on my leg. “Tell us,” he said softly, squeezing gently just above my knee.

      I bit my lip. “Um… so, the night that I had my last… waking dream event,” I said slowly, “before that, I was with Hunter.”

      “Yes,” Isaac said. “We know. You told us.”

      “I left out a detail,” I muttered, sick with a mix of hope and guilt. “I didn’t really mean to, it was just… after what happened I had other things on my mind, and then with classes and everything we haven’t really had this kind of time so it just never came up and, well… it’s just that Hunter and I kind of… well, we kissed. And I know we had a whole talk about being exclusive and he didn’t force himself on me or anything, it really isn’t his fault, we just were talking about Nathan and this whole thing with him teaching me and… and… I don’t know. There’s no excuse, and I’m so, so sorry.”

      The two of them were quiet a moment. I looked from Lucas to Isaac and then down at the floor. “I don’t know why I did it.”

      “Sure you do,” Lucas said quietly as he squeezed my knee again and then let his hand travel up along my thigh, under my skirt. “You miss him. Just like we do.”

      Isaac’s hand traveled up to my neck, tangled in my hair a little, massaging the tense muscles at the base of my scalp. “Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

      Part of the knot in my stomach untied. “You’re not mad at me? After we talked about it just being the three of us, I thought…”

      I trailed off as Lucas reached the top of my thigh. “We know how you feel about Hunter, love,” he breathed against my ear. “He’ll sort himself out, but it’ll take time. It always does with him. In the meantime, you’re not supposed to be worrying about anything right now, right? Pretty sure that was the deal.”

      “How do you suggest I not stress out about Hunter being, well, Hunter and worrying that Nathan is secretly going to ‘disappear’ me at any moment?” I ran my hands through my hair, pulling it out from its ponytail, intent on redoing it. Lucas’s hand on mine stopped me though, as he instead directed my hand to his lips. I expected a gentlemanly kiss on my hand (I blamed all the regency era movies I’d watched over the course of one week this summer) but my stomach burned with desire when he did something utterly salacious. It felt like he stole my breath from my chest as he sucked my finger into his mouth, his tongue teasing me with lustful promises. 

      “I think we can offer something suitable,” Isaac murmured into my ear as his hand slid over my belly to tease at my skirt’s waistband. I let my eyes fall shut as Lucas moved to another finger, enjoying the sensation more than I ever thought I would. 

      Hunter flashed through my mind and I jerked, startling myself. I blushed hard, embarrassed that I almost thought about someone else while with them. I peeked one eye open, squinting at Isaac as he traced his lips over my shoulder.

      I shuddered as he looked at me through his dark eyelashes, his eyes full of heated desire. Slowly he arched an eyebrow before his sinful lips tilted up in a knowing smirk.

      “Something, or should I say someone, still on your mind, Amy?” he said, his whisper sending shivers through my body as I tried to stammer a reply. But he covered my lips with his own, teasing me with a simple kiss, so much more innocent than I knew he was capable. “Do you wish it was Hunter’s hand sliding under your skirt?” I squeezed my eyes shut as I felt curious fingers tease their way under my hem. They stayed there, just on the provocative side of appropriate, rubbing in soft circles. Isaac’s lips nipped at my earlobe before he continued in a hushed whisper. “Or his tongue teasing your fingers?” 

      I whimpered at the idea that cast and I could feel myself growing wetter, my pussy crying out to be touched. Lucas’s mouth moved from my hand to my neck as his hands deftly unbuttoned my shirt, unclasping my bra and pushing both items off of me, baring me to them. 

      Knuckles brushed down my breast before fingers plucked and teased my nipple. “Hunter would spend hours on your tits.” Lucas’s voice was labored and dropped an octave. He pressed into me, as if seeking attention for his straining cock. My focus narrowed down to where they touched me and the words they spoke in my ear. “Teasing, and pinching, and sucking.” It was like he was casting an illusion for me with his words. In my mind, their hands turned into Hunter’s. “Do you want that, Amelia? Do you want Hunter to taste you, to wrap his lips around your nipple, teasing you with his mouth until you’re on the edge of cumming from that alone?” 

      “Oh god, yes,” I shuddered out, sagging backwards onto the bed, my hands lifted to rest over my head and my eyes still shut to maintain the illusion. Oh, I knew it was Lucas and Isaac doing this to me, and it was hot as fuck. But having them encourage me to fantasize about Hunter? It made everything so much hotter. 

      Lips and hands enveloped my breasts, and I imagined it was Hunter’s hands kneading my breasts, guiding a nipple toward him so he could lick at it before wrapping his lips around it. It was delicious torture only relieved when he moved to my neglected breast, the sensation shooting down into my panties. 

      The relentless manipulation drove me to the edge as promised, and when I sank my fingers into the back of his uniform, in my mind it was Hunter’s back I clutched as I hung on the precipice of orgasm. I wanted to rub my thighs together, but those teasing fingertips pinned me to the bed as if they were ropes. 

      “Would you tell Hunter that you were going to cum?” Isaac’s voice was warm velvet across my cheeks and I reached out to grasp his shirt, lips parting as I let out a low moan. I nodded, unable to form words. 

      “Tsk, Tsk, Ms. Cresswin,” Lucas admonished me. “Tell Hunter you’re close to cumming. Say his name and he might make you cum.” 

      Fuck if that didn’t nearly do it just then. I licked my lips, desperate for more than the gentle teasing of Lucas’s hands, just enough to get me so close, and wanting to beg for Isaac to slip into my underwear, to touch me in the exact way that would shatter me. 

      “I’m so close, Hunter,” I cried, my hips bucking as saying his name turned the dial to max. Isaac’s hand moved so quickly I could only let out a yelp that turned into a moan as he cupped me, grinding his heel down against my clit. 

      “Come for Hunter, Amelia,” Isaac ordered, his hand giving my aching clit exactly what it needed.

      “Say his name, Amy,” Lucas seconded before his lips wrapped around my nipple once more. 

      “Hunter,” I moaned out, unashamed. “Hunter. Hunter. Hunter.” It was my personal mantra of lust. Every other word, in all the languages I knew, disappeared and I could only cling to his name. Then... I was launched over the edge, arching my back as my hips ground down against Isaac’s palm. 

      Limp from the orgasm, I let Isaac banish my panties without admonishment. They were likely ruined after that anyways. I lazily complied, my eyes closed in bliss, as they rolled me to my side. I heard Lucas mutter the familiar contraceptive spell, but Isaac’s was different. Unfamiliar. I turned my head to look back at him, and then felt a warm, soothing sensation where I definitely didn’t expect it. 

      “Oh—what...” My throat closed up. We actually hadn’t done this yet and I could feel my nerves beating against the relaxation I’d found. 

      “The spell will make it much more comfortable for you,” Isaac said against my shoulder, his tongue flicking out as if tasting me. “If you want to, we don’t have to. And if we do, and you don’t like it, we’ll stop.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip, flashing my eyes toward Lucas, whose cock pressed against the juncture of my thighs. He watched me, curious, his golden eyes darkened with lust for me. 

      I nodded, unsure at first before finding my voice. “I want to try it,” I said with genuine feelings, even if a part of that was uncertainty. Never of my lovers, only of trying something new. 

      “That changes, and you let us know,” Lucas said as he slid a hand down my thigh until he guided my leg over his hip. He reached between us, gripping his cock and dragging it against my pussy. 

      “Promise,” I said quietly, unable to speak any louder as I pushed back against Isaac. It was like the idea had gone from wariness to an overwhelming need. 

      Isaac pressed his lips against the back of my neck and I felt him guide his cock to my ass. Slowly, he entered me, and I was thankful to the spell. I had heard, before I knew about magic, of girls having anal sex and how uncomfortable it could be without proper preparation. But with the aid of magic, Isaac slowly sank into me until his cock was buried in my ass, and it felt amazing. My breath hiccupped out of me as he started to slide out. 

      My breath caught entirely as Lucas thrust his cock into me at a faster pace, the dichotomy of the sensations making my mind go blank. Over and over, Lucas and Isaac caught me in their devious game of push and pull. Spinning me toward another orgasm as they fucked me at the same time.

      Then they started talking. 

      “You let Hunter get you ready for us,” Lucas said before he licked a hot stripe against my neck. 

      “Say his name again, Amy.” Isaac’s words came out in shudders, his thrusts growing harder. “Let him know how good we’re fucking you for him.”

      “Show him how much you love our cocks in you, how much you wish it was him fucking you right now. His cock fucking your pussy.” 

      “Fuck.” My voice cracked at the end, as my hands scrambled against Lucas’s chest, my nails catching on his buttons. I wanted to sob, the pleasure building in my stomach, so much deeper—heavier—than before. Once again, Hunter’s name spilled from my lips. Over and over, louder and louder, as if calling his name alone would summon him to me. That he would feel my pull through space and let him hear me worship him with my voice. I could feel my pleasure beating against my skin like harsh waves trying to drag me into their depths. I could feel the weight of it spreading into my magic as it filled every part of me, Lucas and Isaac’s harsh pants the accompaniment to my song. 

      Hunter. Hunter. Hunter.

      Over and over, until I couldn’t even say that and light burst behind my eyelids as my orgasm overpowered me. 
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      When I finally came out of the blissed-out stupor we found ourselves in afterwords, my limbs still felt too heavy to move. So I leaned back against Isaac, my head pillowing on his shoulder. Lucas was slumped against me, his face against my chest, his arm thrown around the both of us. He was adorable, occasionally pressing delicate kisses to me. 

      “Hey,” I whispered, loath to break the relaxed calm of the room. “Why are you two still roomed together? I thought they changed?” 

      Lucas’s breath raced against my chest as he huffed out a quiet laugh. 

      “When we were freshmen, Lucas got it in his head to make sure we were always roomed together,” Isaac whispered, bringing a hand up to play with my hair. “He got it in his head to bespell the admin’s scroll that made the selections. The assistant who caught him was impressed enough with his enchantment that he offered to fix it permanently for us.”

      “Huh,” I grunted in amusement. I ran my fingers over Lucas’s draped arm. “Thank you, by the way. About Hunter?”

      Lucas squeezed us tight as he tilted his head to look up at me, an understanding smile on his face. “How could we blame you? Hell, we knew Hunter wanted you last year. The man has to get over his self-imposed guilt already.”

      “One of these days,” Isaac said, “Hunter will realize what he wants for himself. This whole tortured thing he does? It’s not new. You’ve got to understand, he came from a place where everyone sacrifices for the greater good. It’s an endearing quality—he’s utterly selfless—but at times… getting him to admit what he wants and act on it is like pulling an old stump from the ground. It only comes slowly, and it makes a mess on the way. If anyone could get him to stand up for his own wants, though… it’s certainly you.”

      I wasn’t sure that he did, entirely, but maybe that was a conversation that needed to happen. I kissed them both a final time as we said our goodnights and made my way back to my room late enough, thank God, that no one was around to see my obvious just-got-fucked hair. Pete wasn’t in the room; probably, he was with Serena doing god-knew-what. I could certainly imagine a few possibilities, but I was sure that they were nothing like the reality. It sent me down a spiraling rabbit hole that I quickly climbed back out of.

      Speaking of rabbits, I laid down in the bed and put Mister Rabbit on top of the covers, and was just a little melty when he snuggled up near my armpit and closed his tiny eyes, nose wiggling rapidly. 

      “Must be nice,” I breathed as I switched my lamp off. “Having the simple life, munching carrots and snuggling all day. Though, I guess that life rarely involves sudden trips across several state lines. Sorry about that.”

      The rabbit didn’t respond—something that was in no way guaranteed, I thought—and before long I was slipping into sleep, counting myself down in the hopes of going right past dreams and into a deep, dreamless sleep where I could actually get some rest. 

      Oh, the futile hopes we foolishly cling to.
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      I fully intended to have that conversation with Hunter. I just decided, after several awkward, failed attempts, that it might be better to wait until winter break, which loomed just a week away, along with this Academy Summit event. I was rehearsing that conversation for about the two hundred and sixty-fifth time, not that I was counting, during Percy’s—Professor Turner’s—supposed class on Abyssal Magic and Outsider Cults, when he actually managed to say something that caught my attention. It wasn’t an anecdote about his personal travels or rare manuscripts he’d gotten exclusive access to, for one thing. 

      “Which brings us,” he said, “to the subject of the Outsider Gods themselves.”

      My ears practically burned. I sat up straighter in my seat and put my pen to the notebook in front of me for the first time this class. For the time being, Hunter was set aside in my thoughts.

      Professor Turner paced behind his desk, pensive, before he came around to the front of it and leaned against the edge, his gaze sweeping the room in a melodramatic fashion. “There is some belief,” he said grimly, “that speaking the names of the Outsider Gods is enough to draw their attention even from beyond the bounds of our reality. Therefore, they have been given monikers; pseudonyms which, it is hoped, will not rouse their attention when spoken.”

      If that was true, Az-Harad had me under a magnifying glass. I felt like that was the sort of thing that should have been introduced on day one of the class. Thanks, Professor.

      “That said,” he went on, “no one really knows whether it’s true or not. Which is the problem of the Outsider Gods. All those that have much knowledge, like the famous, if unfortunately short-lived, magician Abdul Alhazred, who is one of our few firsthand resources regarding these mysterious beings, have a tendency to go mad in their research. However, I have been fortunate—if one can call it that—to peruse a list of these beings and their many names.”

      I wanted to tell him to please get on with it. Two seats away, I saw Hunter white-knuckling his pen as he stared down the rows of seats in the small lecture room, probably thinking the same thing. My eyes lingered over him, willing him to look my way. He kept staring so harshly at his desk I was surprised it hadn’t caught on fire. Professor Turner kept droning on since he never gave us anything of value without first giving us the story about how he came to it.

      He pushed off the desk and began to pace along the front row. “About eight years ago,” he said, “I was on an excavation to a buried temple about sixty kilometers southwest of Fayum, Egypt. The excavation had been difficult. The builders of the temple, and the generations of cultists who had used it as their sanctum, had lain a series of nasty wards and enchantments on the outer walls, the inner chambers, and the entrance to the sub-level where their rituals and worship took place. We took twelve competent magicians with strong archaeological backgrounds. Only five of us made it to the sub-level.”

      Professor Turner paused, presumably to let that sink in. Some of the students—mostly the young women, but a handful of young men as well—gave hushed gasps and murmurs as they waited for more. He gave it to them only after making a show of giving his fallen magician comrades a moment of silence. “When we did finally breach the sub-level,” he said, “I detected a three-thousand-year-old glamour that was still operational and remarkably challenging to both detect and dismantle. It had a nasty confusion effect layered into the illusion, but once I realized the scorpions crawling over my body weren’t real, I was able to reveal, beneath a seaming of ancient stone, a clay urn. Now, thanks to my personal experience and knowledge of Outsider cults and their magical practices, I knew right away two things. This urn was immeasurably valuable—and it was heavily protected.”

      I was tapping my foot at this point, and had to force myself to stop. I looked over at Hunter again, and this time he turned to look back at me. He shook his head slowly, rolling his eyes. Well, at least it was an easy credit. I watched Hunter a moment longer, but when he didn’t look back to me again, I sighed and slumped on my desk, chin in hand.

      I did my best to pay attention to the details of Percy’s story as he described the complicated process of getting the urn out of the temple without either damaging it or triggering the curses laid on it, and then the several people who were killed attempting to break those curses. One was swallowed up by the desert sands, another was devoured by phantasmal insects, and a third began to lose skin until he was flayed to the bone over the course of several days while the others attempted to halt the curse. They failed. 

      “It was in a feverish moment of desperation,” he said, “that I finally realized that two of the glyphs that were carved onto the surface of the urn repeated. Three times each. The sign of Shem-Aruk, the Silent Warden. Thanks in large part to my research in Iran and my encounter with the belok in southern Pakistan, I was able to puzzle out a seemingly nonsensical incantation cross-referencing the markings on the urn with the pictograms on the altar in the sub-level of the temple. Upon speaking this incantation, a kind of key-phrase to neutralize the curses on the urn, it… opened.”

      “What was in it?” a student asked. Nancy-something, she was a junior and she sat front and center every day, and was constantly throwing obvious questions at Percy. The kind that he was inevitably going to answer, but he always seemed to like that she asked. She was the only one that did.

      “I was the only one of us willing to reach inside,” he told her, and then the rest of us as he swept the room again with his eyes and a dramatic pause. “And inside, I discovered a single square of parchment no bigger than my hand.” He held his hand up, fingers spread. “Now, I knew right away that whatever was written on this parchment, sealed in a cursed urn that was made of layers of clay, lead, silver, and gold, it had to be immensely important to this cult. And as I began making sense of what was written there I discovered that it certainly was.”

      I had to scribble out the words please just get on with it when Gamberly’s Living Ink shaped my idle scribbles into my loudest thoughts. 

      “Until that moment,” he said, “there were only four known Outsiders. Throughout all of history, these cults have managed to maintain a veil of secrecy that has rarely been pierced, though many have tried. Those four names were paid for in blood. Written here, on this parchment that was over four thousand years old, there were seven names. And these seven are, to this day, the only seven Outsiders that we have names for, although there is a great deal of speculation that there may be many, many more.”

      “What are the names?” Hunter asked, loudly, and a little sharp. I looked at him along with the rest of the class.

      Percy glanced up at him, his face momentarily blank, which I’d come to realize was irritation at having his stories interrupted. Still, he did answer. “Rather than speak them out loud,” he said, “just in the event that speaking them does, indeed, draw their attention, I will write them down. I caution you all—speak these terrible names at your own peril.”

      He turned to the blackboard, and where many of the teachers at Rosewilde simply wrote down whatever they thought necessary, Percy made a show of it. He took a piece of chalk, broke it in half and placed it on his desk. The first spell pulverized the chalk to dust, and a second sent it streaming onto the blackboard to make thick white lines of jagged handwriting. 

      I wrote the names and epithets down as they appeared. 

      Shem-Aruk, the Silent Warden, Gatekeeper of the Fallen Gods.

      Az-Harad, the Dreadmother, She with the Thousand Hungering Offspring.

      Yol-Virat, the Unfather, He That Devours Creation.

      Khet-Urur, Son of the Deep, That Which Decays. 

      Kur-Thep, Daughter of Chaos, She That Drinks the Stars.

      Ruu-Asik, Deathsister, She That Consumes the Fallen.

      Zaar-Shehem, Goatbrother, He That Sows the Unclean Seed.

      I felt my gut quivering as I wrote them down, and my handwriting, even with the Living Ink enchantment, was shaky at best. Mother, Father, Son, Daughter, Sister, Brother. A tidy little Abyssal family of horrors. 

      Percy turned back to us, dusting his hands although he hadn’t actually touched any chalk except to pick it up and put it on his desk. “These seven comprise what we believe to be a kind of… primordial foundation of the original creation. Or perhaps corrupted templates of the first elements, or even the original creators who were overthrown by whatever force is responsible for the current reality we exist in.” He paused for a dramatic second, letting his fans in the front row dangle with anticipation.

      “The truth is, no one really knows, and very little is known of the Outsider Gods except what we’ve been able to collect, gradually, regarding their worshippers. We don’t even know how the first came into contact with our world. Were they always here? Are there some who are simply more susceptible to their influence than others?” At that, his eyes fell on me. “Do they, at times, reach into this world and deliver their corrupting touch in an attempt to pervert the creation that they seem to view with both avarice and destructive hatred?”

      No one had an answer. Least of all me. And, as with most questions that Percy asked, they were mostly rhetorical. He smiled and spread his hands. “Again, no one really knows. Now, tomorrow, we’ll begin discussions on cults throughout history and, in some cases, still operational to this day, in relation to each of the seven Outsiders, starting with the Silent Warden. I hope you’ll arrive fresh, and remember that if at any time you simply cannot countenance the weight of the material in this class, I can see to it that you’re provided with notes after each class if you need to excuse yourself.”

      I glanced up at the clock over the chalkboard. Of course, class was done. I smothered my frustration. At least tomorrow we would, potentially, begin to actually learn something that could be useful. I waited until I saw Hunter standing up before I scooped up my notebook and went after him. I caught up to him in the hallway. “Hunter,” I said as I came up behind him. “In a hurry?”

      He slowed as he glanced back, and shook his head. His cheeks turned red, but he spoke quickly. “Just headed back to the room. A lot of studying to get done.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Memorizing Percy’s anecdotes for the inevitable memoire he’s going to have us all write about him? I have to say, it’s a smart way of getting the book written.”

      He chuckled. “No,” he said, “but now that you mention it that does make perfect sense. Maybe I’ll get a head start. Just classes, is all. Lots to remember and apply. You’ll be headed to your next lesson with Nathan. How is that going? Still good? He’s not… you know…?”

      “Trying to break me?” I asked. “Or kill me, or send me back from the black abyss from which I emerged?”

      “It’s a serious question,” Hunter grumbled.

      I cut him a little slack. “He’s actually not a terrible teacher,” I admitted. “I don’t know that I’d say we’re friendly but… it’s not bad. Um, hey—so, I wanted to ask you, actually… you know this Academy thing is happening over winter break?”

      “The summit thing,” he said. “Yeah, I know. Why?”

      “Well,” I said, “there’s this… big thing. The Academy Ball or whatever, and Lucas and Isaac and I are going to be there and I just sort of wondered if… you know, if you were going to be there? Or you and Nathan, or… something.”

      “I’m not going with Nathan,” he said. “Those kinds of events aren’t really his style anyway, even if we were so inclined to go to things together, which we aren’t. I wasn’t entirely opposed to going, I know a few of the students coming up from Goldhaven from back home, but haven’t really decided.”

      “Oh,” I said, clinging one of my notebooks to my chest. Other students hurried around us in the hall, heading to their next class. “I was just wondering. Serena is taking Pete, and she’s dressing him up and everything and we’ve got a betting pool going on whether she’s going to have him in a gimp suit, just a gold lamé g-string, or just stark-naked with a bow tie.”

      He barked a laugh and quickly put a hand up to cover his mouth, as if he were embarrassed. It made me smile to see him give such a genuine reaction. I ducked my head, pushing my hair behind one of my ears, hiding my smile. 

      He was quiet for a moment, until, finally, “I’d hate to miss whatever getup Serena puts Pete in. So they’re still…?”

      I shrugged. “It’s a complete mystery. Serena won’t really talk about it, which is really weird for her because you know boundaries really aren’t her thing at all. But she seems happy. A little run-down sometimes, but I think they’re not, um… sleeping much. Ahem.”

      Hunter looked as mystified as I was. He sighed. “You should get to class. Trust me, Nathan gets irritable when things don’t happen on a schedule. I’ll see you, then?”

      I blew a dramatic raspberry. “When is he not irritated with me?” I stopped in the cross section of the halls. “Whisper me if you change your mind, Hunter?”

      His eyes went wide as he blushed again, and I cocked my head, baffled. “Are you okay?” 

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Fine. Whisper. Right,” he croaked out. “I, uh, got to run.” 

      He gave me a too-broad smile and left me, headed down the hallway toward his room. I didn’t know why he was being weird, but still I watched him for a little bit, to see if he’d look back. Yeah, I know. Silly.

      But, about halfway down the hall… he did. And he smiled, and I smiled and offered a tiny wave. 

      Then I went to go learn how not to accidentally open portals to hell dimensions in my sleep.
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      “If we actually had seasons here, this dress would give me hypothermia,” I tried to complain as I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. It may be a danger to my health, but damn I felt gorgeous. It was a crimson number with silver highlights in key places, which Serena insisted would ‘draw the eye to all the right parts’. A swirl across my left breast, a little starburst sort of pattern over one hip, and a long, winding kind of stripe that led to my calf—it was clear what ‘parts’ she thought needed eyes drawn to. 

      Not that I was really complaining about the dress. It was actually about the nicest thing I’d ever worn. Strapless, calf-length, and made of fabric that, unless I moved, I didn’t feel like I was wearing anything. Something alchemical, but what exactly the ‘secret sauce’ was, Serena wouldn’t tell me. 

      “Just know that it will be really fun, but not until you want it to be,” she assured me. “Trust me. I’m the classiest bitch you know.”

      Looking at myself in it, I wondered if maybe part of the magic of the fabric was that it made you look just a little bit curvier. Not that my hips were nonexistent but… maybe the silver highlights really did draw the eye just in the right way. 

      “So this,” she told me as she put a necklace that was almost short enough to be a choker around my neck, “is a personal favorite, and if you lose it I will break your kneecap. Kidding. Sort of.”

      It was a fine gold chain with a cascade of smaller chains that laid over my neck and collarbone, with a small purple stone dangling just into the hollow of my neck. “Serena, this is… are you sure?”

      “Uh, wow,” she muttered. “You are easy to please. Well hold onto your horses because…” She reached around and stroked the stone as she muttered something in Pre-dynastic Egyptian that I didn’t quite translate fast enough before the enchantment switched on.

      I reached up to my face, where a perfect smoky eye, slightly smoothed eyebrow lines, mascara, lipstick—the works, all of it—shimmered into existence on my skin. “Holy wow,” I breathed. “Is this how you always look so—”

      “Shh.” Serena put a finger to my lips. “You must never, ever speak of this to anyone, ever. If you do, the enchantment turns you into a frog with a lot of warts. With gonorrhea. And crabs. You don’t want that.”

      I reached up to take the necklace off, unwilling to take the chance.

      But she caught my fingers and rolled her eyes. “Rama’s purple rosebud, I’m kidding. Leave it. But seriously, it’s kind of my secret, so don’t spill it. Everyone will wonder why I spend so much time in the bathroom in the morning.”

      “Why do you?” I asked as I tried to find a flaw in the illusory makeup. It managed to somehow look like me, but sort of brushed up. Normally, I didn’t go for makeup. Maybe a lip gloss from time to time, but it just seemed like a waste of time in a very, very busy schedule.

      Serena grinned. “Lately? Because I shower with Pete. He has a tongue that can just go and go and go—”

      “Wow, okay,” I whispered loudly as I glanced around at some of the other girls in the room, all of them in the process of getting done up for the party. “Well, at least I know you see something in him.”

      “Oh, that’s not even the best part,” she said as she leaned in close. “Pete has a dash of incubus blood in him. Can’t you tell? He’s like, a walking sex idol.”

      My mouth fell open, and I stared at her. Clearly she saw something different than I did. “Uh… no, I guess I couldn’t. Incubus? Huh. I mean… but is that like… you know, safe? Cause you’ve been looking just a little tired lately.”

      “Fuck you too,” she snapped, though she was smiling as she gave me a gentle shove. “I am tired but he’s not like sucking my soul out or anything. He’s barely a sixteenth; he couldn’t register with a coven. It’s just enough, though, that he’s insatiable. We go for hours sometimes. It’s… yeah, I can’t even describe it.”

      “Thank God,” I muttered. “But, I mean… you’re happy with him?”

      Serena threw his head back and laughed, and actually wiped a tear away when she looked at me again. “Oh, sweet thing. You are just so precious. Phenomenal orgasms make me like, really, really happy, so yeah. I am. But I’m not gonna marry him or anything. I might keep him around forever, if he’s a good boy. But this bitch? I am more than happy just being me. A good boy who can follow orders and has a slightly elastic tongue is just a really nice accessory.”

      “Ah,” I breathed. “Still you, then. Just checking. Mm… should I like, put my hair up, or…?”

      Serena got behind me and looked over my shoulder as she arranged my hair over my shoulders. “Nope,” she said, “just like this. You’re gorgeous, and those boys are going to cum in their pants when they see you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Har har.”

      She turned me around and held me by the shoulders. “No, really. That’s the secret about the fabric, so, careful what angle the light hits it at.”

      I laughed, but she didn’t.

      “Uh… seriously?” I asked, squirming as I reached for the zipper in the back. “Serena, I can’t wear a dress that—”

      When she couldn’t hold it in anymore she gave another long, beautiful laugh and wiped her eye again. “Oh my golden gods, you’re too easy, I can’t even help it. You’re perfect. Come on, let’s go get our boys.”
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      We stopped by my room and grabbed Pete first. He was not, as we were betting, in any kind of fetish gear. Instead, he wore a simple pinstriped tuxedo number with a bow tie that matched Serena’s purple gown, which made my own dress look like it was off the rack. Which was fine with me—I wasn’t about to try and pull off Serena’s style.

      “I like your dress,” he said, with the same flat affect and nearly blank expression he said everything else. Maybe it was the incubus blood? Or come to think of it maybe it was having necromancers for parents. Or maybe he really was a golem… the more I thought about it, the more that explained so much of his personality. 

      Whatever the case was, Serena acted like he’d told her she outshone the moon. “You are the sweetest thing,” she murmured as she pulled him close and buried his face in her cleavage. She lowered her voice to almost a whisper, though I could still hear her. “We’re gonna skip out about halfway into this thing and I am going to do things to you that would make your great-great-grandparents look away.”

      I puzzled over that as we left the room and headed to Lucas and Isaac’s, until about halfway there I realized that if Pete was something like one sixteenth incubus, then his great-great-grandparents were full-blooded. Or at least one of them was. I snorted a laugh, and drew a curious look from Serena. I waved it off and composed myself as I went to Lucas and Isaac’s door and knocked softly. 

      “…just wear the fucking wing tips, Isaac, you know they make your—oh. Uh… wow.” Lucas looked me up and down, blinking. “I didn’t…”

      “Expect me to dress up?” I asked, and bit my lip as I swayed a little and looked down at the dress. “Is it too much? Serena loaned it to me, I don’t really—”

      “It’s not too much,” he assured me. “Isaac, come and get a look at this.”

      Isaac stumbled out from behind the door of his narrow wardrobe, shoving his foot into a shoe, just about matching Lucas in his fitted tux. When he looked up, he stepped wrong and nearly lost his balance. “Good gods,” he said, slack-jawed. “Amelia, you’re… I mean, you’re always… but this…”

      “Okay,” I grumbled as I touched my neck self-consciously. “You’ve both done your duty. It’s a nice dress, we’re all on the same page. Are you almost ready?”

      “I am,” Lucas said as he stepped back and spread his arms to show off his tux. His didn’t have tails like Isaac’s. Instead, he’d opted for a jacket that was nearly a bolero, buttoned to show off the shape of his muscular torso. His dress pants hugged his hips and did obscene things to his ass, which I saw as he gave a turn and a hint of a teasing wiggle. “Not bad, hm?”

      “You clean up all right,” I admitted, and indulged in the hungry look he gave me as he got closer and pulled me into a kiss. 

      He murmured against my lips. “The only thing that could make any of this look better, is if it was all piled up at the foot of a bed. Or maybe just scattered around the floor, hanging off a lamp…”

      “Careful,” I whispered back as I felt him stirring against my hip. “We do have a whole party to get through.”

      Isaac managed to get his final shoe on and button his coat. “There,” he breathed. “I hate these sorts of things.”

      “You didn’t have to get all dressed up,” Lucas said, rolling his eyes. “I did tell you the slacks and shirt looked fine.”

      Isaac came to us and gave me a hungry kiss before he responded. “And I know you only said that so you could be the shining star. Vanity, thy name is Lucas Turner.”

      Lucas only gave a lopsided grin, shrugging. There was no use denying it, and he knew it. I stepped back to look at them both. 

      “I don’t say this often enough,” I said quietly as Lucas put an arm over Isaac’s shoulder and put his other hand in his pocket, while Isaac struck something of a pose with one hand in his jacket Napoleon-style, “but I am a lucky girl to have two painfully handsome men on my arms.”

      I held both arms out toward them, smiling wide as they broke form and each crooked an elbow for me to hook my arms into. “Off to the ball, then?” 

      “The word ‘ball’ makes it sound a lot more fun than it is,” Isaac said. “But, it’s a well-deserved night to relax, I suppose. Ah, did you hear from Hunter?”

      Serena and Pete were already down the hallway so we fell into an easy walk in that direction. Based on the other student’s gowns, everyone had wanted to go all out. Even the freshmen were dressed in their best. “Mm, I didn’t hear from him today,” I said. “But he did say he might be there.”

      “And Nathan?” Lucas wondered.

      I shrugged. “No idea, but Hunter didn’t think so. He’s been okay at our lessons, but I’m a little excited for a break. I was… thinking of maybe going back to Cambridge for the rest of the break after this. I mean, I don’t really have anything to do there, but… beats sticking around here. I assume you two are going home this year?”

      “Yes,” Isaac said, drawing the word out like there was more.

      “We were planning to go back to Isaac’s family for the holiday,” Lucas said. “But… we wondered if you would want to come? Meet his parents. Maybe over the summer, you could meet mine if you don’t mind putting up with the Turner Family Intrigues, which is what we do when we’re all together. You know, lie, backstab, steal secrets, interrogate one another. That sort of thing.”

      “Sounds like so much fun,” I said nervously. “Um… family. That’s… yeah, I mean, I guess it should happen at some point, right? If we’re… I mean, are we?”

      “Are we…?” Isaac urged.

      “Ready for things like meeting family,” I clarified. “Not that I think we’re not, but just… well… I’m just a little worried about what kind of impression I might make if I happen to wake up screaming and casting spells out of a nightmare…”

      Lucas chuckled as he stopped us just shy of the stairwell down to the dining hall, which had been converted for the summit party. He stepped in front of me, and tucked a lock of stray hair behind my ear. “You may have a point,” he said, “for now. But Isaac and I have talked about it at length. I’d be proud to take you home to meet my family. Slightly worried about what you’ll think of me after but… proud to show you off.”

      “Me too,” Isaac said as he nudged me with his shoulder and kissed the top of my head. “My parents are going to love you. But, we can always wait until you’re ready.”

      It was pretty rare that it hit me anymore. It had been over a year, after all, but at that particular moment, I thought of Laura, and what she would think about me bringing home two boyfriends. Or three, for that matter… 

      And all at once, my throat was a little tight. My eyes burned a bit. I started to say that I’d like to meet their families, but the words got stuck. 

      “Hey,” Lucas said as he and Isaac slipped arms around me. “We know.”

      “You don’t,” I croaked, and held them tight.

      “We do,” Isaac insisted. “We won’t get the chance to meet Laura.”

      I tried to compose myself, swallow the knot, and clear my eyes. “Sorry,” I breathed, “I know… it’s um… I shouldn’t get like this anymore. It hasn’t hit me since I cleaned out the attic.”

      Isaac wiped my tears with a thumb, his eyes soft as he searched mine. “Don’t apologize for missing your godmother.”

      Lucas glanced at the stairway. “You know, if you’d rather skip the party, we don’t have to—”

      “No,” I said, as I wiped my eyes with my palms and was incredibly grateful that my makeup was illusory. Thank you, Serena. “I want to go. I didn’t wear this dress just for you two, whatever you think. Come on. Let’s go down. I want to show the two of you off. I expect drinks, and dancing, and to meet at least one vampire.”

      They laughed as I hooked my arms back into theirs and tugged them toward the stairwell. 

      Maybe Laura wouldn’t get a chance to meet them. But I was confident that if she did, she’d tell me I’d made good choices. That was enough for me, for now.
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      After the madness that was the preterm party each year, I wasn’t sure what I expected from the Academy Summit Ball.

      It was not this.

      The opulence of the dining hall, still very classy on its own, was almost blinding. A crystal arrangement hung in the air near the ceiling, hundreds and hundreds of perfectly clear crystals in dozens of shapes that did a slow, coordinated dance as they threw off prismatic lights from the colored globes hiding inside the arrangement. Tables lined the walls, where the constructs that served drinks were as much decoration as they were functional.

      One of them was a tall, lithe cheetah on two legs, equipped with opposable thumbs to serve drinks. Another was some take on a bird of paradise, with an almost ethereal crest of feathers on its head and along its arms. All of the constructs were some take on a beautiful animal. Some of them milled around among the guests and students with butterfly or dragonfly wings twitching and throwing off motes of light that would fade away like fireworks.

      We were not the most elaborately dressed people in the room by a long shot. Some of the outfits were studded with enchantments that made accessories hover in the air around them, orbiting a wrist or floating over a head like a halo here and there. Those were mostly faculty, I decided, as they all looked a bit older.

      “Welcome to a magician’s ball,” Isaac murmured in my ear.

      “Yeah,” I said softly as I let the room awe me. Rosewilde, for all its little magical quirks, was rarely ostentatious with it. But as the foremost school for high magic, I supposed there was no time like a big summit meeting to show off.

      Isaac pointed into the crowd. “You wanted to meet a vampire?”

      I nodded, still dazzled, and looked where he was pointing. I couldn’t tell who he was pointing at, though. Then again, I didn’t know what a vampire was supposed to look like. Other than… like anyone.

      “Come on,” Isaac said, and drew both of us into the crowd. On the way there, we passed a construct who looked like a bigger, more sparkly version of Tinkerbell carrying a tray of drinks. Lucas grabbed a flute for each of us. It was something sweet and fizzy with a series of aftertastes that delivered a different fruit with enough force that it was like taking a bit of apple, strawberry, cherries, and passionfruit.

      “Callin,” Isaac called when we neared a small clump of students wearing elaborate coats embroidered in gold, silver, and white like something out of a high budget period drama about French royalty.

      One among them looked up, a pale skinned, red-eyed man who looked about fourteen years old. When he spoke, his voice was too deep for his body, and he smiled to reveal canines that were normally sized but had wickedly sharp points. “Isaac,” he crooned. “I thought I’d see you here. Well met, my friend. It’s a pleasure to see you. Lucas.”

      There was enough of a stiffness in Callin’s tone when he said Lucas’s name that I wondered if there was some kind of baggage there. If there was, Lucas was either oblivious or over it. “Good to see you, Callin.”

      Callin gave a nod and then looked me over slowly. “And who is this morsel?”

      “Amelia Cresswin,” I said. I stuck a hand out to shake.

      However old Callin looked, either he was a lot older or vampires were all a little old-fashioned. He took my fingers, lifted my knuckles to his lips, and gave a polite, short kiss. “Enchanté, Amelia. Cresswin, was it?”

      Did everyone know my family name? I nodded.

      “I believe I knew your grandmother,” he said.

      Isaac cleared his throat. “Ah, Callin is an instructor at Bludhaven.”

      “Do vampires… need school?” I asked. “I mean, no offense, I just figured… if you’re going to live forever…”

      Callin raised a hand to dismiss the potential stumble. “No offense taken,” he said. “We train our students to identify their particular talents and hone them, as well as some more basic skills that help them blend in among humans. It is trickier than many imagine. And of course, economics. Forever is a long time to be poor.”

      “If you want investment advice,” Isaac said, “you can’t have a better advisor than a vampire.”

      “Vampire financial advisors,” I muttered. “I never would have guessed.”

      Callin gave a small bow and produced a business card possibly from nowhere. “Please, keep me in mind. I can connect you to specialists in virtually every area of investment.”

      I didn’t have a pocket in this dress, but I took the card anyway and used the same spell for storing a textbook to send it just out of phase. I rarely used the spell, and hoped the card came back out in one piece. It did make sense, vampires as accountants and advisors—I supposed they must live long enough to get the bird’s eye view of a market.

      “Well as exciting as this conversation is,” Lucas said, smiling as he held a hand out for me, “I think a dance is called for.”

      Above and all around us, the music changed. I recognized the timing as a waltz and grimaced at him as he tugged on my hand. “Oh… I don’t… I mean, I can shake a leg if I’ve had enough booze but I can’t waltz, Lucas, I’ll be all—”

      He came close and slipped an arm around my waist. “Let me lead, and I promise you’ll do fine.”

      With our bodies pressed together, I let him sweep me into the crowd of people starting to turn and waltz in pairs and gave Isaac a pleading look as Lucas turned us both. Isaac only smiled and raised his glass in a silent, sympathetic toast.

      “They’ll have some catching up to do,” Lucas murmured as he led me into what turned out to be a relatively simple dance.

      My feet moved automatically with his lead, and in the first few moments of concentration I managed to only step on his foot once before I got the general hang of it, enough that I could ask what was on my mind. “Callin doesn’t seem to like you.”

      “We have an equitable relationship,” Lucas said. “But vampires hold grudges for a long, long time. He thinks I stole Isaac from him.”

      I caught sight of Callin again. From a distance, no one would mistake him for an adult. “He and Isaac were…?”

      “No,” Lucas chuckled. “That’s the whole issue. Callin’s family—such as it is—has history with Isaac’s. Isaac grew up with him and even had a crush on him for a long time. But Callin is over a hundred years old.”

      “So Isaac was too young for him,” I guessed.

      Lucas stepped back, held my hand, and pulled me close again in time with the music. Dancing was never quite my thing, but I did get a bit of a flutter in my stomach from it. Especially when we were hip to hip again. “He wanted to wait until Isaac was old enough,” he went on. “But of course, by the time that happened…”

      I couldn’t help but feel a little sympathy for Callin. The outcome of that was pretty obvious. “He didn’t look old enough for Isaac.”

      “Imagine taking a century-old lover who looks like he’s twelve,” Lucas said with a quirk of an eyebrow. “It’s unfortunate. There are rules about making vampires too young for that very reason. They always end up lonely. It wasn’t that way when Callin was first made, I imagine.”

      We stepped up the complexity of dance, Lucas grinning wide as he added an extra move to our feet. “One, two, three-and… there, see? You’re a natural.”

      “It’s sad,” I said after I learned the new pattern. “I mean, he’s not really a kid. I can’t imagine how that must suck.”

      Lucas gave a quiet snort and laughed softly.

      I rolled my eyes and ‘accidentally’ stepped on his toe. “That’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny,” he insisted. “But I agree. They’re still friends, but Callin will always see me as the man who stole Isaac away.”

      “Wonder what he must think of me, then,” I muttered.

      He stepped, back again, our arms outstretched and linked at the hands as he made a twirling motion with his other fingers. I took the direction and spun, letting him pull me in again as he lifted my hand and I made a single whirl beneath it that ended with me in his arms. “Isaac’s headed this way,” he said. “Don’t tell him I told you. He considers the whole affair embarrassing.”

      “I won’t,” I promised, as he turned me again and this time let me spin right around into Isaac’s open arms and hands.

      “There you are,” he murmured softly against my ear. “Lucas was telling you all my dirty secrets, I imagine.”

      “Secrets?” I asked innocently as we turned in the simpler, safer waltz that Lucas and I had started out with. I moved my hand over his shoulder to tease his neck with my fingertips.

      Isaac gave me a critical look but didn’t press. “You’ve got quite the natural talent for this,” he said instead, and gave me a twirl like Lucas had. His, though, ended in a single spin as we pressed tightly together. “We should dance more often.”

      “I wouldn’t mind learning more,” I admitted. “Though I don’t know the next time we’ll be at a genuine ball.”

      He winked at me. “Oh, you might be surprised. Supernaturals as a whole enjoy very little more than an aristocratic event to display their ludicrous wealth. There are balls all year long at one or another estate. My own family throws one every few years. Lucas’s family does as well, and they’re always unbelievably ostentatious. We’ll have to go next time.”

      “You two aren’t going to let this go, are you?” I wondered as we swept between two other pairs.

      “Whatever you may think of yourself,” he said, “you are the type of person one takes home to one’s parents.”

      “Sure they’d want to mingle with a Cresswin?” I asked.

      Isaac shrugged. “My family? Sure. Lucas’s might be a different story, but he just needs an excuse to avoid holidays with them anyway. You’d be doing him a favor if they just couldn’t take it.”

      It made me think of Hunter, wondering what his family was like. Accepting like Isaac’s, or above it all like Lucas’s family sounded? I scanned the room for him.

      “Looking for Hunter?” Isaac asked when he spotted my gaze wandering.

      I bit my lip and shrugged a shoulder. “Just curious. He said he might be here, that he had some friends from Goldhaven coming.”

      “Makes sense,” he said, and turned us both all the way around once, and then again but only halfway. “Ten o’clock, by the fairy with the red and silver butterfly wings. He brought company.”

      The splash of red was impossible to miss, and I saw not only Hunter in his plain suit, unbuttoned collar and loose tie, but his ‘date’ for the ball—Nathan, who belonged in a regency ballroom. I so rarely saw them from a distance that it was almost comical how much larger Hunter was than him.

      The image Hunter presented would forever be imprinted in my memories. He wore his long hair with the front pulled back out of his face, and the rest of it was soft against his shoulders. I realized I had never actually known how long his hair was, since it was always up in a lazy knot. Coupled with his casual suit, he almost looked like a pagan Viking pulled from the past. My mouth went dry as I imagined him painted in blue runes, axe in hand, and yelling out a battle cry. Hunter was one of those men that would never look right polished and well-dressed. He was rugged, and I wanted to steal him away to the woods and just let him get his man on.

      “Shall I get his attention?” Isaac asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I… I’m enjoying myself. He knew I would be here. He can come find me for once.”

      We danced a while longer, and Isaac taught me a few new variations before the waltz finally ended and the music changed to something less upbeat that lent itself naturally to conversation more so than a dance. Isaac led me back to where Lucas was chatting with a small clump of students I didn’t recognize.

      “Well done,” Lucas said as he saw us getting close. “Here, let me introduce you. Sam, Mary, this is Amelia. Mine and Isaac’s girlfriend.”

      I blushed a little to hear him introducing me that way and shook the hands of both students. Sam was a portly young man in a maroon suit with a black shirt. His hand was warm, so probably not another vampire.

      “Goldhaven,” he offered as if reading my mind. “Pleasure to meet you, I’m Sam Blake.”

      “Mary Creekspell,” the other one said as she gave a curtsy. She wore a pants suit that, on my brief inspection, looked like it might be made out of very dense moss. “Merryweather.”

      “You’re a witch,” I said with some interest as she smiled. “And Sam?”

      Sam shrugged. “Just got a small talent for prophetic dreams is all,” he said. “Don’t know if anyone’s told you, but Goldhaven is where they send the ones that don’t quite fit anywhere else.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that exactly, so I avoided it. “My roommate, Pete, was there,” I said, “before he… transferred, I guess.”

      “Pete Campbell,” Sam said, nodding. “Yeah… it’s good he’s here. Definitely good.”

      I wanted to ask about that, and about the look on Sam’s face—like he was genuinely relieved—but Lucas looked up at something behind me and I turned to see what it was.

      Hunter was coming our direction with Nathan. He didn’t look at all comfortable in this place, but Nathan may as well have been born to it. He nodded and exchanged brief greetings with students and faculty alike as he and Hunter went, until the two of them were standing with our little group.

      As much as I wanted to loath the man, I felt the same pull toward him that everyone else seemed to feel. Eyes followed him, intrigue and desire plain on some of the less careful observers. He bristled with cold arrogant power and I realized he was basically a magical Mr. Darcy. I looked back at Hunter, wondering whose role he played.

      “You made it,” I said to Hunter as he gave a tight-lipped smiled and waved at Sam and Mary. He looked down at me, then glanced at Nathan. “Yeah, well. Only happens once while you’re here. And I couldn’t miss seeing you like this. You look… nice.”

      I swayed a little, looking down at the dress. “Yeah, I guess I do. Thank Serena for that; it was all her doing.”

      As if summoned, Serena swept by us with Pete in hand, practically running down one of the constructs with champagne flutes on a tray. She winked at me as they passed.

      Pete seemed to be in a daze, as always, but he managed to wave to Sam as he passed. “Hey, Sam…”

      “Hi,” Sam said, trailing off as Pete and Serena disappeared to, I assumed, tackle one of the fairy servers. He stared after them a moment longer. “Pete’s got a girl?”

      “I think it’s more that the girl has him,” I mused. “But, yeah. He and Serena. Months now, it’s… unique.”

      The music changed again, to something a little upbeat. I grinned at Isaac and Lucas and held a hand out. “Who wants to dance again?”

      “You’ve got a taste for it now, hm?” Lucas asked

      Before either of them could take me up on it, though, Nathan stepped past Hunter and put his arm under my hand. “May I?”

      He looked to Lucas and Isaac, rather than asking me. The boys, however, looked to me, their expressions letting me know that they’d handle it if I said no.

      But… we’d made some progress, I felt. And maybe this was something of an olive branch, now that we’d been spending time together in lessons. Had I finally made real strides with Nathan Crowley? If I had, well, there was probably nothing I couldn’t do. “Sure,” I said. “But I should warn you—I only just learned to waltz, much less anything else.”

      “I believe I’ve shown myself to be an apt teacher,” Nathan said.

      I spared a final look for Hunter, who seemed concerned about the idea but said nothing as Nathan stepped away and drew me after him.

      It wasn’t the up-close, hip to hip, romantic kind of dance I’d shared with Lucas and Isaac, which I realized was part of the fun of the exercise as Nathan kept me at arm’s length while we drifted in small circles among the others. He moved with precision and was a little pushy with his body to get me into step with him but I didn’t so much mind.

      “You cut a nice suit,” I offered, looking him over quickly.

      “You take a polish yourself,” he replied, sounding sincere. “A compelling choice of color and cut. And the alchemical effect is magnificent, really.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I… what effect?”

      “You’d have to see it from a distance,” he muttered, and turned us toward a small empty space before muttering something under his breath and twitching his fingers while they were still in contact with me. A misty image of myself appeared in the empty space, solidifying slowly until I could see what he meant.

      The dress shimmered with prismatic light as I moved. Patterns lit up and flowed over it before fading away, until a slight turn caught another reflected light from above and set of another cascade. It was breathless to watch, and I was disappointed I hadn’t noticed before.

      I was also a little caught off guard by Nathan. First, that he’d extended a compliment—literally any compliment—and then that he’d cast with such minimalist movements. “How did you do that?”

      “Practice,” he said as the image vanished. “Small muscle movements, precision timing between somatic and semantic components, and of course a fully focused will and intention.”

      “Is that something you can teach?” I asked.

      He lifted one shoulder, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Highly dependent on the student, I imagine.”

      It was impossible to tell how he meant it, so I took it to be one of his neutral, universal barbs that was meant for people in general rather than me specifically. “And what do you think of me as a student so far?”

      “Passable,” he muttered. “You’ve certainly got some talent, but then, that’s the point of you, I suspect.”

      And there it was. I sighed. “Here I thought we’d made some progress.”

      “I’ve made considerable progress,” Nathan said as he pulled me just close enough to let another couple spin slowly past us. I was back to arm’s length a second later.

      “What’s that supposed to mean, exactly?” I tugged him a little bit as I spotted another couple coming up behind him, and he followed as I turned us. I managed, thankfully, not to throw our rhythm off. “You’re figuring out my evil plan?”

      He shook his head more like he was disappointed than disagreeing. “I’m well aware you don’t harbor evil intentions, Amelia. It’s not your intentions that concern me. It’s your hubris.”

      Well, that was a new one. “Hubris?” I scoffed. “Uh… have we met? Where exactly are you getting that?”

      “From all of you,” he answered. “This foolish idea that you must fully cooperate with Az-Harad in order to see her will done. You don’t. Your hubris is that you believe you can contravene her will for you. And believe me, Amelia, I’d love to see you manage that—but if I have to gamble the world on it, I’m afraid I have to give the ancient timeless deity from before the dawn of creation the odds. One day, she’ll push. Hard. And I simply am not willing to put all of creation on your number when that day comes.”

      I shivered even though it wasn’t cold, and almost felt a need to cover my shoulders. “You must think I never worry about that,” I said quietly. Lucas, Isaac, and Hunter all watched us, as if ready to step in and end it when I gave the signal. I almost did, but… I couldn’t not say my piece while I had Nathan’s attention outside of his rigidly focused lesson plan.

      “You don’t worry enough,” Nathan said. “Otherwise I don’t think we’d be here and having this conversation. You’d have done the safe thing already.”

      “And that is?” I fumbled from between my clenched teeth.

      He spun us once, and again before answering. “As long as you’re in this plane of existence,” he said, “you’re a threat to everyone.”

      “So I should kill myself,” I spat. “Is that it?”

      “Of course not,” he breathed. “Don’t you know anything yet? That wouldn’t help. I’m not even sure you can do such a thing. No, that won’t remove you from creation. You’d have to do what I did. Throw yourself into the Abyss for the greater good.”

      I let him go and took a step back. He stood a couple of feet away, one eyebrow raised. “I knew it,” I whispered, and jabbed a finger at him. “You did it on purpose. And you’re trying to get me to do the same thing. Is that your whole plan? Your modus operandi—things seem impossible so, may as well check out. Eliminate the need for a fight instead of putting up any kind of fight at all.”

      He spread his hands. “It is the only tactic guaranteed success. If you don’t believe you can win the battle, make the need for one obsolete.”

      “Well pardon me,” I snapped, “but fuck your philosophy right in the ass.”

      That drew a number of critical looked from the faculty closest to us, and Nathan’s eyes shot past me to where I suspected the boys were coming to separate us. I was a little past caring, though, and now that it was coming out, I wasn’t going to shut myself off. I took a step toward Nathan. “You know what that sounds like to me? Cowardice. You were afraid to face whatever was coming, and you took the coward’s way out.”

      “I simply know the magnitude of the power that opposes us,” he said calmly, though there was the slightest twitch at the corner of his eye. “Strength isn’t just a matter of winning fights. It’s also about doing what needs to be done.”

      “Said every dictator ever,” I shot back.

      The boys came up behind me, and one of them put a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe this isn’t the place to have this particular argument?” one of them asked. I was so furious I couldn’t tell which one said it.

      “My destiny is in my own hands,” I went on, and waved at Nathan with disgust. “You think it’s all just written down in stone, and if that’s the case then why even bother at all? You can hide or run however you want, but when it comes time for it, I promise you that I will stand my ground and pick my fate. No one makes decision for me, Nathan, not her and not you and fuck you for thinking otherwise!”

      “Amelia,” Hunter urged as he pulled me back.

      Nathan gave a derisive snort and looked away, then around at the gathered crowd momentarily before he put his fingers to the bridge of his nose, shaking his head slowly. “You’re such a simple girl,” he breathed. “You have no idea… no idea what you… you’re… damn it. Wrong. It’s the wrong… I… this isn’t what…”

      He looked up, eyes staring through me and maybe through the entire room, and took a stumbling step to one side. Hunter rushed to him and steadied him. “I should get him out of here,” he said. “He needs—”

      Before Hunter could do any such thing, or I could even have time to feel bad that I’d apparently sent him into a seizure, someone on the other side of the ballroom screamed.

      Almost immediately, all hell broke loose.
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      Like everyone else in the room, my head whipped around to look in the direction of the screaming. It was a male student, I think, but it was such a high-pitched shriek that I wasn’t entirely sure of that. Automatically, I turned back to Nathan, mouth open to tell him we had to do something.

      Standing behind his left shoulder, Sadie Chapman grinned at me with blackened teeth. Abyssal slime oozed over her cheeks and chin, dripping onto her shirt and the floor.

      I was dreaming. I had to be. I clenched my hands into tight fists to keep from casting and tried to will myself to wake up before something terrible happened.

      Except, Nathan rushed forward, clearly recovered, and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Come with me!”

      He pulled me into the crowd toward the source of commotion. It wasn’t hard to find—it was the place all the other students and faculty were running from in a panic. All around us, defensive magic snapped up as a couple of hundred magicians put up shields, wards, made themselves invisible, or tried anything else they could think of to keep themselves safe. The air stung my skin, the magic was so thick and sudden. You’d think they’d be trying to help. Maybe it was like an oxygen mask on an airplane, help yourself before helping others. Well. Hopefully I didn’t need the magical equivalent of an oxygen mask.

      The boys were right behind us, and when they caught up Hunter grabbed Nathan while Lucas and Isaac pulled me away from him. “This way,” Lucas shouted over the noise.

      Nathan had turned to shove Hunter off of him, snarling. “We can stop this, and we have a chance right in front of us; get off me!” His furious eyes settled on me. “Amelia!”

      It didn’t matter which direction I looked in; Sadie was there, getting more grotesque each time I saw her in a different part of the room, amid a different chunk of the crowd. Maybe it wasn’t a dream. Or maybe the dreams were bleeding into the real world, making it impossible to know whether helping Nathan was safe or not.

      Either way, I couldn’t do nothing. I pried Lucas’s hand off my wrist. “You all get out of here; let me and Nathan see what we can do.”

      He looked at me like I was insane, but that disbelief quickly turned to resolve. He groaned and waved me after Nathan as I pulled away from Isaac and they started speaking. I couldn’t hear what it was, and we didn’t have much time, so I tore my attention away and raced after Nathan.

      The doors leading to the courtyard had been torn almost entirely off their hinges. There was a student on his back just before the entrance, clawing at a cloud of darkness above him, trying to shout spells. Each time he did, though, the thick cloud shot toward his mouth and he had to snap it shut and turn his head away. Tendrils of it dug at his body, pried at his face, and slithered around his ears as if trying to get in.

      “The banishing we discussed last week,” Nathan snapped. “I’ll attempt to keep it in place.”

      His hands came up, and I was momentarily entranced by the utterly perfect, snappy way his hands and fingers moved. Magic sent a cascade of electric tingles over my skin as he bit off the words too quickly for me to even catch them clearly.

      Before I managed to get my arms up, the student under the black fog was pressed to the ground, not by the phantasm itself, but Nathan’s spell as space expanded between the two of them. Four more invisible walls made an open box around the darkness, and when it rushed up to escape it struck another one. Invisible walls gave off a faint glow wherever the black cloud pressed to seek escape.

      He had it. Holy shit.

      “Cast, damn it!” Nathan shouted at me.

      I was shocked out of amazement, and the words came to me in a tumble as I snapped my hands out and clapped hard and loud enough that my hands were going to ache after this. I spoke in choppy, guttural Sumerian and tried not to be distracted by the now much brighter flashes of light coming from the containment. It was about to escape.

      That was, until Lucas, Isaac, and Hunter stepped up behind us and began chanting; an augmentation spell—a safe additive to any group ritual. The flashes of light waned as Nathan’s spell stabilized with the added strength of three more magicians, and I danced forward and backward with the ancient, full-body movements of one of the oldest banishing spells in existence according to Nathan.

      “Barra, barra,” I called and spread my arms wide before I clapped hard again and barked the final words. “Banrabisu, barra!”

      At almost the same instant that I spoke it, the containment spell gave off a blinding flash of light. Magic rushed from me in a torrent that I barely managed to keep myself standing under. The containment spell shattered, and the darkness tried to pour itself into the student as he scrabbled for purchase on the ancient, smooth hardwood floors.

      The banishing struck the black cloud, and for once it seemed like it could work. It curled in on itself, and parted, and for a split second I saw the image of Sadie Chapman screaming at me as the darkness rushed toward me, furious and intent on taking me down with it—

      —and vanished.

      I only realized once it was dissipated that I was on the ground, one arm over my face. My heart pounded so fast, so hard, that I couldn’t feel the space between heartbeats. I was hyperventilating, my lungs on automatic and in a panic to get more air into me.

      “Amelia.” Isaac breathed my name like a prayer as he and Lucas knelt to my side, wide-eyed with concern. “Are you all right? What’s wrong? Look at me, Amelia, try and focus on one thing; just look at me.”

      “You’re okay,” Lucas urged as he pulled me to him and stroked my hair with a hand as I tried to keep my eyes on Isaac’s, to focus on them to the exclusion of everything else. My mind had gone nearly blank. It was just raw, wordless panic at this point.

      “It’s gone,” Isaac assured me as he held my gaze. “You banished it. You were incredible, Amelia, and it’s all over now, all right? Try to breathe deep and hold it…”

      I did. It took several moments, and my diaphragm still seemed to struggle against me. When I did finally manage to take a deep enough breath and hold it, my heart slowed immediately down to a lazy gallop rather than a breakneck sprint. Progress.

      Beyond them, I realized that Nathan was on his knees, holding his head. Hunter was beside him, practically cradling him as his lips moved. Nathan pushed against him as if to throw him off, but he was apparently weak, and Hunter was determined. He looked up and gave me a pained look thick with sympathy. I thought maybe he deserved it more than me. The backlash from the broken containment spell, maybe, mixed with Nathan’s inevitable fury at not having been able to hold it himself had to be a lot for the young man.

      I only became aware of the rest of the room when Hayes’ voice snapped me to full awareness. “Everyone please, be calm and exit the ballroom in an orderly fashion. All students with injuries, whatever the cause, please proceed to the clinic. I said orderly, students!”

      People were still in a panic. They funneled out of the dining room-come-ballroom stuck in a herd mentality, barely controlled by the handful of faculties from the five academies who tried to keep them moving and not tramping one another.

      All but the one on the ground staring at the ceiling with wide, frightened eyes by the door. “Go check on him,” I told Lucas, giving him a little push in that direction. “Go. I’m okay. He’s in shock or something.”

      “What the hell happened here?” Hayes demanded as Lucas went to the fallen student. Her heels tap-tapped toward us at a furious pace until she was standing a short distance away, fists on hips as she surveyed the door, the fallen student, and us.

      “An attack,” I croaked as Isaac helped me stand. “Some kind of darkness. It tried to get into his mouth, his nose—it could have been what killed Sadie Chapman. I don’t know. It was… strong.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, and the rest of us, before glancing back at the emptying room. “Mister Turner,” she said, “get Mister Waverly to the clinic, if you please. Miss Cresswin, Mister Crowley—come with me.”

      “We’ll come as well,” Isaac said. “Lucas can join us—”

      Hayes pinched the bridge of her nose. “Mister Roth, I realize that you are quite close with Miss Cresswin and Mister Crowley but this really does not—”

      “They can come,” I said. “Please. They know about… I don’t keep secrets from them, and they can potentially help. Plus, they saw as much as we did. Maybe more. Nathan and I were focused on casting.”

      She appraised Isaac and Hunter, then Lucas as he helped ‘Mister Waverly’ to his feet. She nodded once and turned on a heel. “Fine. My office.”

      We trailed behind her, past clumps of students going through varying degrees of crisis. There were at least a dozen vampires among them. It was easy to spot them, because they didn’t seem the least bit affected. The witches were nowhere to be seen. Just about every student from Goldhaven and Rosewilde, though, seemed to be in a state of shock.

      Hayes ignored every question shouted or whispered at her as she passed them, so we did the same. Lucas peeled off to take Waverly to the clinic, but by the time we made it to Hayes’ office he came jogging up the hall that adjoined the front of the Rosewilde Academy building, breathing hard.

      Hayes unlocked her door and led us in.

      “Headmistress Hayes,” Nathan started as soon as we were all inside, “if you’ll allow me, I believe I have some idea what’s happening, and—”

      “A moment, Mister Crowley, please,” Hayes muttered. “There are two more on the way, and I’d like us all assembled before we go speculating.”

      Nathan looked like she’d slapped him. “I don’t speculate about these things, Headmistress, and I assure you that I’ve put a great deal of effort—”

      She drummed her fingers on the desk once; the act somehow managed to be menacing. Nathan grit his teeth, pressed his lips tightly closed, and clasped his hands in front of him. He looked shaken, maybe even a bit pale. From what we’d seen? Or maybe it was just the stress of casting. Or keeping his mouth shut.

      Or, maybe, he’d had another spell. The very moment the shadow made its move. Like when Sadie had been killed. There was something to that, but I couldn’t quite pin it down yet.

      Before I could ask about the timing of any other episodes, the door to Headmistress Hayes’ office opened, and Percy entered, followed by Emira. The security officer looked grim, and not at all happy to see us. She and Percy moved past the group of us, and Emira went to Hayes, eyebrows pinched. “This seems like a lot?”

      “They’re attached at the hip,” Hayes muttered. “But… in their defense, all of them were involved in that business last year. Plus Miss Venturo—where is she?”

      I cleared my throat as I raised a hand. “Um… she and her, ah, boyfriend didn’t intend to stay for the whole event. They may have left early to… socialize privately.”

      “No matter,” Hayes said, dismissing it. “Professor Turner, Miss Athenbow?”

      Percy rubbed his neck self-consciously. “Yes. Right. Well… we believe… that is, Security, and Headmistress Hayes, and myself, after a great deal of analysis and tapping some old resources that I happen to—”

      Hayes groaned softly. “Professor Turner…”

      “Of course,” he said quickly. “We believe we may know, at least in part, what’s afoot here. It seems… that something may have come back from the Abyss. With Mister Crowley. And it seems to be running loose.”

      “That’s the general consensus,” Emira confirmed, “not just among the faculty here, but from the other academies that are here for the summit as well.”

      “Okay,” I interjected. “Well, that’s a start, right? So, you can just… bring someone in and have them send it back?”

      Headmistress Hayes gave a quiet sigh.

      Before she could respond, though, Nathan spoke up. “The two most likely candidates for that job are already in this room.” He kept his hands clasped as he looked to me. “I suspect that task falls to you and me. I hope you retained Sinclaire’s lessons. You’re about to need them.”
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      I knew the details of my return from the Abyss. At least, as they were reported. A small detail that had been left out, though, rankled when security officer Emira offered the rationale for their belief.

      “When Mister Crowley was initially brought to the clinic,” she said, “there was a black substance which was reminiscent of what was found on Sadie Chapman. It also underwent some sublimation process.”

      Percy cleared his throat. Twice. “Yes. Ah… it is my professional opinion that… the entity in question is one of the offspring for which… um, the Dreadmother is known. She with the thousand hungering offspring. Though, it is worth noting that the age which originated that moniker was one before the number ‘zero’ was widely disseminated, and that at the time the number one-thousand was considered to be… as large as was conceivable to count to. Which is to say—”

      “That Az-Harad has countless offspring,” I said, rolling my eyes at the man’s need to go on and on. “Obviously, Percy. What leads you to believe it’s specifically that? There is no shortage of monstrous things in the Abyss, I assure you, all… melded into one endless empty space.”

      “That’s Professor Turner, Mister Crowley,” Hayes said sharply, eyeing me.

      “Beg your pardon,” I said, and gave Percy a hint of an apologetic bow from the waist. “Professor Turner. What makes you think that?”

      He glanced around the faces in the room and seemed to straighten his shoulders a bit. “Experience.”

      Turner men and their damned egos. I kept my expression carefully neutral. “All right. Let’s say that it is—”

      “We don’t know that, though,” Hunter put in, stepping forward to hover over me. “I mean—that it came back with Nathan. There are plenty of examples of similar substances appearing on anything that passes between planar states—even ghosts leave behind ectoplasm during strong manifestations, and it can range from clear to pitch-black. It also evaporates. Ectoplasm is a well-documented phenomenon, and this thing was… it was just a cloud of black. It looked like some kind of spirit; aren’t we jumping to conclusions here?”

      Percy’s cheek twitched and he went a bit red around the nose. “I know my business, Mister Webb, and I’ll remind you that I’ve spent more than a decade—”

      “Plumbing decrepit temples,” Hunter growled, “yes, we know, Professor, and that’s about all we know from your class—your adventures, but precious little actionable magic—”

      “Just what are you suggesting?” Percy demanded, louder now.

      Hunter was never one to be outshouted and got even louder as he took another step toward the good professor, jabbing a finger out at him. “I think you know exactly what I’m saying, you fucking fr—”

      “Boys!” Hayes snapped. She accompanied it with a stomp of her foot that made the room shake despite having barely raised her foot for it.

      Both Hunter and Percy quieted.

      When they’d been silent a moment, Hayes folded her arms over her chest and stared imperiously at them. “We have a dead student,” she said calmly, “and another attempted… murder, or killing, or whatever can be assigned to this entity. We have more than merely Professor Turner’s experience to suggest this. There were a number of incidents over the summer that could not be confirmed, but which security believes support the timing, at least, to suggest that the entity’s origin is indeed Abyssal.”

      She turned to me, and glanced at Amelia as well, grouping us together, it seemed. “Now. In fact, we have invited a specialist who has a practical background with Abyssal magic and its consequences and effects in our world. It will take him some time to arrive due to his… particular restrictions around portal travel. In the meantime, we have a summoner, and perhaps the only individual to have visited the Abyss in recent history—certainly the only one able to carry on a conversation. We are magicians. You may be students, but you are not children, nor are you incompetent or incapable. This is to be the sole focus of your investigation into the summoning path from now until a solution is arrived at. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Amelia said, right away. A paragon of justice and virtue. I could see the same brilliance the other three saw in her. See why they replaced me.

      I feigned the last remnants of a headache—it wasn’t difficult, in fact—and searched the timelines for some hint as to what I should say. I seemed to recall several visits to the headmistress’s office in which Amelia was taken away as responsible for these deaths. No, just the one—or, no, someone was supposed to have died at the ball, weren’t they?

      “I… forgive me, the backlash from the bolstered containment spell has given me a migraine,” I said by way of excuse. “The ball… was there another fatality?”

      Emira shook her head. “No. Not this time. You and Miss Cresswin were adequate, this time.”

      That was wrong. There was supposed to be a fatality. There were two, by this point, always. Which meant…

      “Another timeline,” I found myself murmuring, in half a panic as I instinctively tried to find the next intersection back to something predictable.

      “Mister Crowley?” Hayes inquired. “You haven’t answered me.”

      “Hm?” I backtracked a little, trying to remember what she’d said. To focus on solving the problem, I thought. “Yes, of course, Headmistress. It will be our top priority. Are we to suspend regular classes?”

      She snorted. “No, Mister Crowley, you are not.”

      A shame. I had already consumed all the textbooks for my classes and mastered the ‘new’ techniques and bits of knowledge meant to be delivered over the second half of the year.

      “However,” Hayes added, “you have another eleven days of break before classes resume. I trust that a young man of your abilities, and a young woman of Miss Cresswin’s considerable talent, will be able to resolve this problem. Or at least find a way to mitigate the potential damage. Professor Turner will be at your disposal over the break—”

      “Oh, I have a great deal of—” Percy started.

      “—and he will assist you in any way he can,” she finished with a bit of snap to it, cutting her eyes toward Percy as she did. “You have full access to the restricted library as well.”

      “Of course,” I said before Percy could come up with some excuse. Not that I particularly needed or wanted his involvement. I was inclined to believe Hunter, and he’d already told me all about Percy’s ‘class’ and the many, many anecdotes of his adventures that seemed to have taken the place of practical instruction. That fool would be more of a hinderance than anything else. How he’d conned Hayes into hiring him was beyond me. “We’ll get to it immediately, of course.”

      Hayes flicked her hands. “Go, then. Get to it. I won’t have another student dying at the… tentacles of some malicious Outsider. I’ll forward any discovering made by myself or the faculty to you, if there are any.”

      “This specialist,” Percy asked meekly, “you said he takes issue with portal travel? Would that happen to be… Aramus Klein?”

      The headmistress nodded, apparently weary of the subject. “Yes, the same. Aside from you, he’s the only specialist in these matters currently sane.”

      “Ah,” Percy breathed. “Yes. Yes, of course. Excellent choice. We’ve worked together before.”

      She looked him over and raised an eyebrow, first at him, and then the rest of us. “You’re all dismissed, please. Go. Except you, Miss Athenbow. I have a few new policies I’d like to discuss with you.”

      We filed out in a tidy line. Once outside, I turned to Percy to inform him that his presence wasn’t required. He beat me to it.

      “Nathan, if you’ll just excuse me,” he said quietly, “I have some… ah, some books that I should consult. If I find anything, of course, I’ll let you know.”

      I gave him a blank stare. “Please do.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I’ll just…”

      He left us in a hurry, and the five of us watched him go, muttering to himself as he did. Not about the issue at hand, though. I could have sworn I heard him cursing Aramus Klein.

      “Any idea about that?” I asked Lucas.

      Lucas shrugged. “Honestly, I see Percy for Christmases and his birthday. He never misses his own birthday, believe me. He’s definitely got a bug up his ass about this Aramus guy.”

      I sighed and let it go as I turned to Amelia. “Shall we?”

      “She needs rest,” Hunter warned. “The two of you can pick it up tomorrow, Nathan. You should rest as well.”

      Dear, sweet Hunter. The grumpy mother hen. Clearly, he hadn’t changed entirely while I was gone. I looked to Amelia. “It’s your choice. I’ll be in the library either way, working on the problem.”

      She bit her lip a little as she looked around at the four of us, conflicted. Lucas and Isaac no doubt were with Hunter. The question was, would she make her own decision or not?

      “I’ll join you,” she said finally. “But in a little bit. I need to get out of this dress, it’s not exactly… um, fighting the Abyssal legions material.”

      “No,” I agreed, “I suppose it isn’t. I’ll see you there.”

      Hunter came closer before I could leave them. “Nathan,” he said softly, “back there in the ballroom you were—”

      “And now I’m not,” I snapped. I smoothed my embroidered jacket. “Thank you for your concern. I’m well aware of my limits, and haven’t yet reached them, so if you’ll pardon me, I have a great deal of work to do.”

      His eyes were hard for a long moment before he finally stepped back, hands up. “Fine,” he said. “Let me know if you need me, I guess.”

      He turned and stalked away.

      I shook my head slowly. “He still thinks I’m invalid.”

      “Maybe he just gives a shit,” Lucas said. “Imagine that; Hunter giving a fuck about…”

      We had a brief staring contest, which I won. I had no doubts about Hunter’s feelings. They simply weren’t relevant. Not now. Not until there was time for things like that. I turned to Amelia. “Don’t be long.”

      She nodded, and I left them, my mind swirling with concerns. Foremost among them, where we had deviated from a known timeline. I’d been so fucking careful to keep the most relevant ones. Had I missed something? I blamed ‘master’ Larson for urging me to limit them to a mere twenty. The man had no conception of the complexity of the matter or the capabilities of my intellect. I could have taken thirty, perhaps more, and managed them just fine. In one of those, I knew, there was an answer I no longer had at hand.

      Slightly behind that, there were other worries.

      For one thing, the evidence was beginning to mount, and I could no longer rationally deny it. Not after tonight.

      I had experienced a brief interruption of consciousness when the shadow attacked. And around the time Sadie Chapman had died. And just before Amelia reported her assault. There was a fourth, as well, which I suspected coincided with another event. And when Amelia’s banishing was directed at the thing, I felt it. As if it tore at something inside me.

      All of it added up to something terrifying to contemplate.

      The shadow wasn’t some manifestation of Amelia’s darkness.

      It was connected to me.
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      “We should get you back to your room,” Isaac said gently as Nathan stalked off in the opposite direction from Hunter. “Get you changed, and make sure you’re not injured.”

      I smiled at him, but with a bit of exasperation. “Isaac, I’m fine. I mean… physically, I’m fine.”

      “You were in a state,” he said. “I haven’t seen you like that… it was worrying.”

      Lucas held out his hand. “Come on. Master Crowley isn’t a patient man.”

      “I do know that,” I said. “Um… but you two go on. I’m going to check on Hunter. He seemed… I think Nathan really hurt him.”

      The two of them heaved half a sigh and went to great length to cover it up as they nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

      “You could… come with me,” I suggested.

      “When it comes to Nathan,” Isaac said, “I really don’t think we can. Not that we’re not willing.”

      Lucas looked down the hall where Hunter headed off to. “Hunter is, I think, still a bit sensitive to our opinions on the matter. You go, see how he’s feeling. If he’s up to it, Whisper us and we’ll come. Don’t want to set him off, though.”

      They did at least walk me most of the way there before peeling off to go to their own room. I made my way down the hall and braced myself before I knocked. Hunter was inside, I thought. There was a light under the door. Though, it might have been his roommate. I waited, nervous until finally the door opened.

      Hunter had already taken off his tie and jacket, and his shirt was half unbuttoned. He blinked when he saw me, and quickly began to button it again. “Sorry,” he muttered as he took a step back from the door to let me in. “I was just changing out of this damned suit. I was just going to wear my uniform. Nathan insisted though…”

      “I’m sure he did,” I said. “He looks like he’s a stickler for class and appearance.”

      It was easy, being in the room with Hunter. If I let myself, I could imagine that it was like last year, our beds close but separated by paranoid wards. Hunter’s solid presence letting me know I wasn’t alone. Him crawling into my bed and shielding me from my nightmares. I wanted that back, I wanted him back like that. Not living with him, sharing quiet jokes, working on homework in the same room together… I didn’t realize how lonely I felt until now. I had Lucas and Isaac, but I didn’t have him.

      “His adopted family, the Crowleys, are a little like that,” he said. “He grew up with it worse than Lucas, even.”

      I looked around the room briefly as I sat at the end of Hunter’s bed, trying to ignore the familiar scent of him—No sign of Mykal—before I frowned at Hunter. “Nathan’s adopted?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. He doesn’t like to talk about it. I met his parents, though. They mentioned it. I think… they don’t really let him forget it.”

      “No wonder he’s an overachiever,” I mused.

      Hunter shrugged. “So, ah… I’m sorry I left like that. Nathan just gets under my skin sometimes, and I have to walk away before—”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m not here to yell at you. I wanted to check on you.”

      “Why?” he asked, as if genuinely bewildered.

      I stared at him, trying to decide if he really was clueless or just pretending like that was a legitimate question. I shook my head slowly, amazed at either his ability to delude himself, or his ability to lie with a straight face like that. “Hunter, is that not obvious? Do I have to say it in a different language? You looked bent out of shape about it, and I worried that you were hurt, so I… Christ, why am I explaining this like you don’t know? I swear to god you are so…”

      He sank on the bed, shoulders slumped. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I scooted closer, and reached for his hands. “Hunter, I just wanted to—”

      “I know,” he said as he pulled his hand back, wincing, his face turning red. “You’ve got work to do, you should probably...”

      It was like he’d slapped me. I stood up, nearly staggering, before I recovered myself. “What the hell is wrong with you? Can’t you just let me in… I thought before, when we… is it Nathan?”

      “No,” he said as he stood. “No, it’s not Nathan, and before… that was a mistake, you’re with Lucas and Isaac, and I shouldn’t have—”

      “A mistake,” I breathed. “Kissing me, you mean? That was a mistake. I told you what Lucas and Isaac said, I was honest with them about and they… Jesus.” I ran my hands over my face, sparing a thought to be thankful of Serena’s illusionary makeup. No need to have mascara running down my face and make me look as crazy as Hunter was making me feel.

      “Amelia,” Hunter said, in that tone that he always managed to use, like I was a child throwing a tantrum, and I was this close to living up to it.

      “Dammit, Hunter, why do you keep going hot and cold on me?” Tears burned my eyes, but I didn’t know if it was from hurt or anger, or a combination of both. “Is it because Nathan’s back? Is he your one and only? Because if so, just fucking tell me and I’ll back off. But I can’t back off when you keep getting so close before running like you’re scared.”

      The man jumped to his feet, towering over me. “I am fucking scared, Amy.” Hunter was close to yelling, his voice strangled and coarse. He slapped his chest to make his point. “When Nathan disappeared, it fucking broke me, okay? And now that he’s back? It should have been better but it’s worse now.”

      I watched, speechless as Hunter of all people began to crumble in front of me.

      “It feels like I’m all splinters and broken pieces, held together by glue and sheer determination.” He stared at me, his eyes filled with pain as I finally began to understand. “And if I let myself have you—I could fall apart, totally and infinitely.”

      “What if it was the opposite, Hunter?” I couldn’t believe I was pleading with him, but I was. “What if instead of falling apart, we could put you back together.”

      He snorted, the sound full of disdain. “This isn’t one of your fucking romance novels, Amy. This is real life. When I fall apart, it’ll hurt us both and I’ll lose everything again. Even Lucas and Isaac. They wouldn’t be able to forgive me a second time.”

      “Fuck you, Hunter,” I said, my rage overpowering the hurt. I marched over to him and poked him in the chest. “I am not a fucking flower meant to be protected. You think I don’t know what it’s like to lose someone you thought was your entire world? To be falling into grief and know that when you hit the ground, you’re going to shatter into a thousand million pieces and never fucking recover? How dare you insult me—”

      Hunter crushed his lips to mine in a ferocious kiss. It was filled with anger, fear, and grief.

      And I fucking loved it.

      I buried my fingers in his hair, grabbing handfuls to pull him closer. Our kiss was full of hardness, of clashing teeth and forceful tongues as if we fought with our lips instead of words.

      Hunter’s large hands held my hips, squeezing hard enough I knew I’d have bruises tomorrow. In retaliation I dragged my nails down his back, scratching him even through his shirt and making him growl into my mouth.

      He pulled away from me, my lips and cheeks burning from the scrape of his beard, only to move his assault to my neck. I hissed out in pleasure, but I needed more. I reached for his half-buttoned shirt, ripping it apart with a snarl. Finally, Hunter’s broad chest was exposed to me.

      I scraped my nails over his chest, feeling the strength under his feverish skin. He pulled his mouth from my neck and I didn’t give him any time to speak before I pressed forward, kissing his chest and touching him everywhere I could reach. I couldn’t get enough of him, not after we’d finally thrown ourselves at each other. If this was my only chance, I was going to take everything I could from Hunter.

      When my lips brushed over Hunter’s nipple, I nearly came from the sounds he made. Hunter moaned like a fucking god, I imagined. The sound came deep from his chest, and I could feel it through my kiss before it rattled out of his lips. I swore in that moment I’d hear that sound for the rest of my life.

      His hands moved from my hips down to cup my ass. That was all the warning I had before he lifted me up against him. I had to remember to send Serena a thank you card later. The dress’s slit was so high that I could wrap my legs around Hunter’s waist without tearing it.

      His cock was so hard against my pussy I couldn’t help grinding against it, desperation and a year’s worth of tension making foreplay utterly unrequired. He kissed me again, that sexy moan spilling from his lips onto mine, and I swear I saw literal stars as I shuddered as an orgasm washed through me.

      “Fuck, Amelia,” he panted against my lips as he took the two steps to his desk, bumping into it. I swept my hand blindly behind me, scattering his notebooks to the floor, uncaring. He set me on the mostly clear desktop, his hands moving to my waist. He looked down at me, his lips swollen from our kisses, his pupils blown wide. “Tell me to stop, and I will.”

      I grabbed his belt, tugging it open with one hand as I cast the spell to vanish my own soaked panties. “Don’t you dare stop now, Hunter Webb.”

      We were frantic after that, as he finally tore his shirt off and I fumbled with his belt and pants until I had his cock in hand. A whispered spell, and with a groan from both of us, he was sinking into me, holding my legs tight around his waist as I braced myself against his desk and attached bookshelf.

      Thrust after thrust, Hunter pounded into me, the shelf biting into me, my clit and pussy swollen from need. A textbook fell off the shelf, hitting the ground with a loud clap, but Hunter never slowed. I’d have screamed if he had. I was so close and all he was doing was fucking me like his life depending on it, like our very existence depended on it.

      Every thrust of his cock was filled with the fear and desire and uncertainty he felt. Every thrust, I dug my heels into him tighter, holding him to me in a promise, as if I could make us join together, forever.

      “Say my name,” Hunter demanded, his voice wrecked. “Say it like you did for them.”

      My eyes went wide in realization, but I was far from embarrassed. I dropped my head back to rest against the shelf, meeting his wild eyes. “Hunter,” I whispered, as if in awe.

      His eyes fell closed, his breath shuddering from his chest, his cock stroking inside of me.

      “Hunter,” I moaned louder, and his hips snapped harder into me. I grabbed the shelf behind me, arching into him. “Just like that, Hunter.”

      Over and over, he fucked into me as I sobbed out his name, until I felt his hand seek out my clit, his thumb pressing over it hard, and I came hard with a silent cry. Hunter buried his face in my neck, and I clung to him, his hips stuttering and grinding into me as he shouted against my shoulder.

      Minutes passed, and still Hunter stayed hunched over me, his entire body shuddering with his heavy breathing. I ran one hand over his back, reveling over the sweat—knowing I had been the cause of it. The other hand traveled up into his hair, scraping my nails gently against his scalp, hoping it was soothing.

      Finally he started to pull away and I let my legs drop, wincing as my hips ached, and he slid out of me. Another whispered spell and he was cleaned up and pulling up his pants from his ankles, unable to look at me.

      That simply would not do.

      “Hunter.” I grunted out his name, uncaring that I was still on his desk, dress twisted and my legs spread, revealing my well-fucked pussy to him still.

      He started to look up at me, but his eyes were drawn to the sight. I couldn’t help the smirk as I spoke. “My eyes are up here.”

      His dark eyes snapped up to mine, wide with shock, and I laughed before he could stammer out an apology.

      I groaned as I leaned forward, finally closing my legs. I poked him in his sexy chest and very obviously checked his full body out. “Next time, we’re going to be naked.”

      “Next time?” he asked, bewildered. I had to smother a smile. Apparently post-orgasm Hunter was adorably stupid.

      “Yup,” I said getting to my feet. I wrapped my arms around his neck, his hands coming to rest on my hips as if by instinct. I kissed his lips gently. “There will definitely be a next time, Hunter. Now, do you have any clothes I can borrow? I told everyone I was going to check on you and then change before heading to the library.”

      That seemed to get through his foggy brain. “Lucas and Isa—”

      “Are totally fine with what just happened,” I interrupted him. “So long as you’re okay?”

      Hunter chewed on his lower lip before leaning down and kissing me. This kiss was totally different than our first one. This time it was slow and intimate as he tried to tell me what he couldn’t with words. Hunter was so easy to love.

      “I’ll be okay,” he promised after.

      “If you’re not, you have to promise to let me know,” I said, seriously.

      He nodded and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Let’s get changed. I think I have an old hoodie that you won’t swim in.”

      “Perfect,” I said as I let him step away from me. “Will you join us? In the library? We could use your help.”

      Hunter paused with his back to me as he opened the drawer. After a moment he pulled out two pieces of clothing and handing them to me. “Yeah. I will.”

      We changed quickly, my dress kicked under his bed as I made a mental note to get it back later. When we got to the library, Mara waved us back into the stacks where Lucas and Isaac were pouring through books that Nathan was delegating to them.

      Hunter faltered in his steps as the three of them looked up at us, twin smirks on Lucas and Isaac’s faces. I rolled my eyes as I pressed a kiss to the top of their heads before flopping into one of the empty seats across from them, and Hunter slowly took the one next to me. I noticed that both of our seats already had books stacked in front of them. I looked up to Nathan, an eyebrow cocked in question.

      The young man looked nonplussed at Hunter and I arriving together, me clearly in the man’s clothing.

      Nathan tapped the book on top of my stack. “Let’s get to work.”
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      This was not the winter break that I envisioned. I wasn’t sure what exactly I had hoped for—maybe a day off campus with the boys? Or a visit to one of their families, which I was starting to come around to the idea of—but it wasn’t this.

      For a week, we took our meals in the library, much to Mara’s chagrin, and spent every waking hour with books from the restricted section and from the small collection that Hayes had acquired for Nathan’s lessons in summoning. There were few references to things coming out of or going back to the Abyss. Almost as if no other magicians had been stupid enough to try it and write down the results.

      Those that had tried generally didn’t survive to write books about it.

      “On the one hand,” Isaac said as he closed yet another rather abruptly ended journal from another old magician who’d taken an interest in the subject, “I’d say you managed to do something unbelievably rare and dangerous. Six journals, and they all seem to end on the same note. Some version of, ‘By gods I think I’ve got it, I’ll be attempting the ritual tomorrow.’ I suspect there’s a reason all these diaries are stained…”

      We’d managed to gather a collection of about ten diaries, each with varying degrees of usefulness. Most of their utility, however, seemed to be as cautionary tales.

      I groaned as I finished skimming one of the ‘textbooks’ for the summoning lessons. “Nothing here, either, except a general admonition that one should never, ever, under any circumstances, go anywhere near the Abyss.”

      “That’s good advice,” Nathan murmured. He rubbed his forehead and crumpled up another sheet of paper where he’d been devising a proper circle for the task of sending something back to the Abyss. “Never mind that just figuring it out could drive a person to madness. It’s good common sense not to go opening up passages to the un-place where everything that hates creation dwells, waiting for someone to take a peek.”

      Lucas passed a book to Hunter. “How’s your Tagalog?”

      Hunter took the book and paged through it briefly. I bit my lip to stop the grin that threatened as I watched his hands move across the pages. It had been a bit of an exaggeration that every waking moment had been with books. There had definitely been stolen moments where Hunter’s hands traveled over my skin as gently as if I were a sacred tome. “Passable,” he muttered before looking up at Nathan and I on the other side of the table. “What’s the process you’re trying to figure out?”

      Nathan snorted and shook his head as he pulled a fresh sheet of paper into place in front of him. “It’s pointless to try and explain,” he said. “Trying to educate you in the principles would take too long.”

      I glowered at Nathan and shot Hunter an apologetic wince on his behalf. Hunter didn’t seem to care though, appearing used to Nathan’s attitude. “The problem,” I told him, “is that we need to establish a kind of baseline for the entity itself. So… if I were to summon or banish, say, a ghost—I’d need to first get it into the circle. That’s summoning, and I need something to connect directly to the entity for that to happen. Or to somehow lure it into a circle, but it’s acted intelligently so far, so, that doesn’t seem like an option. To send it back, I need a complex array. First, get it to the circle, which means identifying it. Then, to open a passage back to the Abyss to push it through. Does that make sense?”

      “Plenty,” Hunter said, narrowing his eyes at Nathan. “Maybe Amelia’s the better teacher.”

      “Well done, Amelia,” Nathan muttered as he began sketching out a new diagram on the paper. “Now have Hunter actually diagram that process. It would be immensely helpful.”

      Jerk. I sighed and shrugged my shoulders as Hunter gave me a forlorn look of irritation. “I guess it is… a little more complicated than it sounds.”

      “That’s the problem with laymen explanations,” Nathan said as he made some mistake and snatched the paper off the table to ball it up and throw it in the corner with the others. There was quite a pile by now. Mara was going to kill us. While Nathan continued, I banished the discarded diagrams. “They’re illustrative but impractical. I don’t need any of you to understand how to do what we need to do—just to find useful references that can help us identify the entity.”

      Lucas frowned. “Amelia was able to banish it in the dining hall, wasn’t she? Doesn’t that mean you’ve got some idea?”

      “Not exactly,” I said, deflating. “That’s one of only a handful of Abyssal banishings I know. It might be what I need to push it through a portal, but… other than that, it won’t do the job alone, and it’s not specific enough. It’s a good defense, but it’s not exactly fast, and it certainly doesn’t put an end to anything.”

      Hunter ran his fingers through his hair. “So, a week in and we know exactly… what?”

      I closed the book in front of me and pushed it away, defeated. “Nothing. Not much more than we started with anyway.”

      “That’s hardly true,” Nathan said as he waved to where the pile of crumpled papers had been, shrugging as he saw they’d vanished. “I’m relatively certain I now know two hundred and thirteen wrong ways to summon an Abyssal entity into a circle from somewhere in this world. Only an infinite number to go, and I’m sure to stumble upon it.”

      Nathan could be a comedian if he ever wanted to give up magic, I thought with vicious sarcasm.

      Isaac cracked open the next book in his pile. “Well, if you’d show us what you’re doing, maybe some outsider perspective would help.”

      “Highly doubtful,” Nathan whispered. He started to sketch another circle with his compass and then paused, set it down, and rubbed his temples.

      All eyes went to him, waiting.

      He looked up at us, looking around the table before he rolled his eyes. “I’m fine. It’s just a standard issue migraine. Perhaps because of all the chatter. Maybe you could remove yourselves to another section of the library for the moment? And let me know if you have anything useful, rather than gabbing away and distracting me from this incredible delicate and nearly impossible task?”

      Lucas pulled a face and opened his mouth to argue over it, but Hunter put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder as he stood. “We’ll give you some quiet,” he said, a little forcefully so that Lucas snapped his mouth shut.

      We all stood up, gathering books.

      Nathan glanced up at me. “Not you.”

      I shared a somewhat surprised and confused look with the others, and slowly sat back down. Well. That was progress of a sort, I guessed.

      As Lucas and Isaac went around the table, they each bent to kiss me, silently wishing me good luck with Nathan, I thought. Hunter was last. He hesitated at the corner of the table, jerking a little one way and another as if his body and mind were at odds, before finally he kissed the top of my head and hurried after the others.

      Nathan’s head was down for all of it, but when they were gone it was clear he’d noticed. “So. Hunter finally came around.”

      I looked at him out of the corner of my eye as I opened the next journal. It was old, the pages bound papyri, the letters faded Greek. The Testament of Kiratus the Athenian. “I’d ask if you were upset about it,” I said, “but I just assumed you couldn’t give a shit, given the way you’ve treated him.”

      Nathan only snorted at that, the graphite tip of the compass scratching away as he laid the foundation for a summoning diagram.

      No snarky comment? No disparaging remark? I put my finger on the page to mark the line I stopped at and looked at him. His expression was concentrated, and grim. “Seriously?”

      He looked up briefly. “What?”

      “After all that, after the things you’ve said to him, you’re pissed at him over this?” I could see it like it was written on his skin. Nathan was never speechless.

      “You’re delusional,” he said. “And still distracting me.”

      I rolled my eyes and peered at the paper. “It’s wrong already,” I pointed out. “You can’t harmonize those first two vectors in the space you have, you’ll have to sacrifice stability to do it and we can’t risk an unstable circle.”

      He paused, looked it over, and sighed before he crumpled the paper up. “Well spotted.”

      “Yeah, I’m real observant.” I put my hand on the paper that he pulled from the stack before he could start again. “If you’re upset that Hunter is moving on, don’t you think you should just tell him how you really feel? It’s obviously you feel something. I don’t even think you’re really fooling him. You’re definitely not fooling me.”

      “To what end?” he asked, turning as he clasped his hands together, eyebrows raised. “Where exactly is the benefit of an emotional entanglement when the end of the world is looming near? Let’s say that I did have feelings, for him and for the others, even you, and let’s even imagine that all five of us can live in blissful harmony, shall we? What possible benefit could there be? Will our complex tangle of romantic feelings grant us the mysterious ability to avert the end-times, Amelia? Will the power of love save us all, as if this were some cheap Disney adventure, where all we need do is believe hard enough?”

      I reached to take the compass from the table, and the protractor, and slid his paper over to me before I passed him the journal. “Let me have a crack at it,” I said quietly. He had a point.

      I turned to the paper and started to trace the circle before I paused. You know what? He didn’t have a point. “Just… for the record,” I said, “the whole ‘power of love’ thing isn’t about some quasi-spiritual magic or something.”

      “Pray,” he breathed, “enlighten me.”

      “It’s about motivation,” I said. “And connection. And shared strength. I want to keep the boys safe as much as you do, Nathan, and I know that you do. So I work hard, and you know what? If I didn’t have them, I don’t know that I would push myself past my limits the same way. That’s the ‘power of love’ and yeah, it can save us. Not alone, obviously, but it helps. Maybe if you just admitted that you miss it, that you want that, that you need that connection with them, you’d find out that it gives you just the little bit of extra determination. And that little bit extra? That might make all the difference in the world. If I wasn’t trying to protect them, I don’t know that I could have given myself over to… whatever instinct it was that I leaned on to get you back. Without them, and without my love for them, I might have just done what Sinclaire wanted and not felt there was a reason to fight back. So… so that’s…”

      Nathan was staring at me, hard, a deep furrow in his brow, his lips pinched in the way they were when he was working something out. Had I managed to say just the right thing? I reached out to put my hand on his. “They do miss you, Nathan. If you were to—”

      “What?” He shook his head and pulled his hand away. “Stop talking. I think… give me that compass.”

      I handed it over, and he snatched another piece of paper and hastily sketched out the first part of a circle. When he was done, he turned it and pushed it toward me. “What do you see?”

      “Uh…” I picked it up. “The… vectors are wrong, I think. This is for something here in this world, but physical. Except… no, this set here, that’s for a person’s astral body. Except they intersect the physical at the wrong angle. And there’s no arrival point, you’d need a…”

      I looked up at him, frowning. “You’d… need a hat. Like the rabbit. A receptacle. Nathan… what’s this supposed to mean?”

      He took the paper back from me and laid it down. “The… timing of my lapses and the attacks has not escaped me. I believe it hasn’t escaped you, either.”

      I shifted uncomfortably in the chair and shrugged. “I suspected. But that could be a shared resonance issue—you spent almost a year in the Abyss, that thing is from there, and it puts off a field effect; Mara’s seen it twice, and it probably happens every time it manifests. That could just be—”

      “We’re connected,” he said softly. “I know it, now. First because of the way if affected my mind when it arrived at the ball, and then when you banished it. My migraine wasn’t from the backlash of the containment spell, Amelia. I can ground the released magic from a broken spell in my sleep. It was the banishing; it… felt like it was splitting my brain into two. I believe it’s the reason I lost my grip on the containment spell. The evidence is fairly clear.”

      “So you think…” I looked at the sketch again. “We use you. You’re the reference point, and the receptacle.”

      He nodded slowly. “It will at least work to summon it. After that… well, we’ll need a means of sending it back.”

      His eyes were hard, unemotional. Like he knew what the cost of that might be. He’d have to be in the circle to act as reference and receptacle, and we wouldn’t be able to risk getting him out of it for the second part. The image of Sinclaire’s face in his final moments flashed in my memory, and I shivered. But he knew the risk, and I wouldn’t insult him by questioning him. “Let me see the diagram,” I said softly, and he passed it to me. I looked it over and picked up the compass. “All right… let’s just see if we can come up with a stable version.”

      It took another couple of hours. Incorporating a person, their astral connection to another creature, and drawing that creature through a non-spatial vector to avoid turning the person into inter-dimensional spaghetti proved difficult but not impossible. We took the final version to the study nook where the boys had settled down.

      They all looked up as we came in. Nathan and I had agreed, however much it made my heart ache, not to tell them about the many, many risks involved. We focused on the positive, instead.

      “We might have done it,” Nathan said. “A means of summoning and sending the creature back.”

      The three of them—Lucas, Isaac, and Hunter—sat up straighter in their chairs and began to ask questions.

      I put my hands up. “We can talk about the details after, if it works. Right now… we should try this as soon as possible. Before someone else is hurt.”

      “Actually attempt it?” Isaac asked. “Are you certain it’s safe, then?”

      Nathan’s expression was neutral. I did my best to look confident. “Definitely,” I assured them. “It’s… completely safe. This will work.”

      I hoped that the power of love and belief really was some kind of magic. Because we were going to need it to pull this ritual off without killing Nathan, and possible the rest of us as well.
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      “And you’re certain this is a viable solution?” Hayes asked when we took her to the workroom and presented our plan. “I understand there is some history of angering entities with failed summonings.”

      “There is,” I admitted. Sinclaire and Nathan were at least in agreement about that.

      “We don’t believe that will be an issue,” Nathan said. “The procedure is fairly straightforward.”

      Headmistress Hayes turned to Percy. “Your thoughts?”

      Professor Turner folded his arms, looking over the diagram. If he could tell which elements were intended to connect the circle to the Abyss, it didn’t show on his face. He was looking at the center of the circle. “Seems like sound spell work.”

      Nathan politely coughed into his hand.

      “All right,” Hayes said at length. “That’s Miss Cresswin casting, Professor Turner, Mister Turner, Mister Roth, Mister Webb and myself augmenting. You believe a fourth level containment field will be sufficient?”

      “Given the scale of the magic inside the circle,” Nathan said, “it would be dangerous to go beyond that. With five magicians supporting it, fourth level should be enough. I used a fifth level containment at the dining hall, and the augmentation only hardened the lattice to the point that it became brittle. Fourth should allow for some flexibility.”

      “I concur,” Hayes muttered. “All is in preparation, then? Has the circle been tested?”

      “We wanted—” I started to explain, but Nathan cut me off.

      “We’ve checked the calculations numerous times,” he assured her. “It will work.”

      She eyed the two of us for a moment. “And you believe it to be safe?”

      Nathan shrugged. “As safe as magic like this is going to be.”

      Headmistress Hayes grimaced slightly but was forced to concede that with a nod. There was no such thing as a totally safe summoning and subsequent banishing of an Abyssal entity. “Then, we should begin.”

      My hands were shaking slightly. Nathan turned to me as he took his shoes off. “Just as we discussed. You’re more than capable. You have only to follow it through.”

      I nodded and tried to wet my dry lips. “I know.”

      Even though we’d had our differences, and there were definitely a lot of them, I hated how much of a risk he was taking. Over the last few months, we’d gone from enemies to something more like frenemies. If I sent him back into the Abyss instead of just the creature, I’d never forgive myself.

      He stuffed his socks into his shoes and, for good measure, knelt to roll up the hem of his slacks. Then, careful to avoid stepping on the chalked lines of the summoning circle, he picked his way to the middle of it. It was large, by necessity, filling almost the entire room. I’d considered performing the ritual in the dining hall instead, but Nathan pointed out that if the circle was too large, the convergence of forces would be proportionately more intense as well. A ten-foot circle was about as large and as small as we could safely go and still keep the elements within it distinct.

      With some direction from me and Nathan, Percy, Hayes, and the boys arranged themselves around the circle at the points where the diagram was set up for them. Six was a good number, easy to harmonize and structurally sound. Nathan watched me, and when I had rehearsed the words and gestures in my mind enough that I was confident I could execute them correctly, I gave him a nod and raised my hands.

      A second later, the five other magicians around the circle did the same and wove their fingers together as Hayes began the containment incantation and moved her hands at a reasonable pace through the gestures. One at a time, as her spell came to life around the perimeter, the others joined in. Each added magician thickened the shimmer around the edge of the circle into a haze, until Nathan and the circle itself were both washed out from the pale light.

      I waited until all five of them were chanting and casting in time with one another to start the summoning. These movements were simpler, focused on the hands and wrists, rather than the archaic full-body movements that would come later. We’d composed the spell in Latin so that I didn’t have to work so hard to memorize it, or to meld the words with the gestures and my own focused intention. It was short, focused, even elegant—Nathan really was brilliant as a magician.

      Magic flowed from me, into the edge of the circle and along the connected elements, tracing out the pattern across dimensions, bending them to intersect with one another as invisible tendrils reached first into Nathan, and then across the connection between him and the shadow entity. I kept my mind clear and focused on the casting as I tracked the magic reaching out for purchase along every vector. It was like casting multiple fishing lines into as many possible lakes and rivers as we could plan for, hoping that our quarry was resting in one of them.

      I’d begun to worry that we would have to recalculate those vectors and try again, when I felt the distant tug of something connecting on the far end.

      All things resisted a summoning. Even Mister Rabbit hadn’t popped right over. Summoning was a bit like fishing in that way, too—once the connection was made, the entity in question had to be reeled in. There were other elements in the circle for that as well. I shifted my stance and moved smoothly into the next part of the ritual, calling the entity across the established connection. Inside the containment field, the lines of the circle took on a lambent blue-green glow that gradually shifted to violet, and finally to red before, at last, I felt the sudden give of the shadow entity losing its hold on wherever it was as it slipped across dimensions.

      “It’s coming,” Nathan breathed. He swayed a little, and shook his head, blinking through some confusion as he muttered to himself. “When…? I thought you… Hunter, I’m not sure I… it’s too soon. Too soon…”

      “What’s happening?” Hayes asked between rounds of the containment chant.

      I caught her eye and shook my head, trying to urge her back to the containment spell without breaking my own concentration. There were no gaps in my spell for me to answer. She just had to trust me, and Nathan, and go along for the ride like the rest of us.

      Just as I felt the last thrashing resistance of the shadow entity, a split in the air above Nathan opened up as if space itself were giving painful birth. The shadow spilled out of it and seemed to dig smoky tentacles into the world to keep from being dragged through. It knew. It had to know what we were doing. Perhaps only because Nathan knew, or because it was more intelligent than we really understood. Either way, it began to fight back, and it did so with a sudden fury that nearly made me stutter my spell.

      When it became clear the thing couldn’t resist the pull of the circle, it surged out of the space between dimensions and slammed against the containment field and the circle’s edge. It struck out at all six of us and stalked the edge of the circle as I changed the spell from summoning to holding. The lines of the circle changed from red to bright white as the tone of the magic shifted.

      It knew. The entity hovered a moment, and then sent tendrils at the diagram, attempting to scrape the chalk from the ground. At this point in the ritual, though, the magic itself held together with or without the guidelines of the diagram to control it. Furious, the shadow scrabbled over the ground, seeking out the edges of the circle with obvious desperation. Its form became less smoky, and began to solidify into something like a long, slender cephalopod with dozens of elongated thin tentacles that swayed in the air and over the ground like some black plant caught in a water current.

      When the circle and the containment held, it changed tactics. It went after Nathan.

      Inky tentacles snapped out around him and grasped his arms, his thighs, and throat. The slender ‘body’ of the creature pressed close to him, and he pried at the arms, trying to dislodge them as his eyes went wild with panic. He gasped for air and tried to throw himself on the floor as if he might smash the shadow creature against the circle. It only flowed around him, though, until several tentacles pried at his mouth and attempted to get inside.

      It was seeking refuge. If it got into him, the dynamics of a banishing changed entirely. We hadn’t planned for an exorcism. I finished the holding and started on the banishing. But it was already too late. I couldn’t possibly finish in time. Panic threw off the rhythm of my chant. The next line didn’t match the gestures. My heart raced, and fear trickled down my spine like ice water as I scrambled to get back into sync. Nathan’s eyes bulged wide, and he clawed at his throat.

      I dropped the banishing meant to send the shadow back to the abyss. The circle’s light began to fade as I rolled into the banishing that had worked in the dining hall.

      “Miss Cresswin!” Hayes snapped. “What are you doing?”

      I didn’t answer her, there was no time. The Sumerian chant flowed over my tongue, between my lips, and into the circle as I stomped and clapped in time with them, throwing my body into the somatics until finally I shouted the last words and brought my hands together. Maybe because of the dissipating magic of the circle, or the effects of the containment spell, but when I shouted the final ‘barra!’ and clapped, the room shook, and the air inside the containment field took on a heat-haze as the shadow surged up and out of Nathan’s throat and dissolved into black mist, and then into nothing as it was forced back across the dimensional wall into whatever plane it hid itself in.

      “Drop the field!” I shouted at the others.

      Hayes continued to chant, but the boys, and then Percy, stopped. A second later, Hayes gave up as well. She was red faced as I dove into the circle by Nathan’s prone body. I lifted his head and felt for a pulse.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Hayes demanded as she stormed toward us. “We had the creature in our grasp, we could have ended this, Miss Cresswin!”

      I glared up at her. “It was killing him; couldn’t you see that?”

      “Perhaps if you banished it more quickly, then—”

      Nathan coughed and gasped for air as he flailed his arms once and then rolled to his side to dry-heave.

      “Get some water,” I demanded as I clapped Nathan hard on the back to dislodge whatever ectoplasmic crud was caught in his lungs. “Nathan, can you hear me?”

      He waved me off him as Percy bolted from the room to, I hoped, get water for him. After another round of coughing, he rolled onto his back. “What… happened?”

      “Miss Cresswin failed to complete the ritual,” Headmistress Hayes snapped. “We’ll have to try it again, and this time—”

      “No,” I growled up at her. “Christ, he was nearly killed! We have to rethink it, plan a better protection, if we account for the fact that it went after the receptacle—”

      Nathan sat up, glaring at me. “She’s right. You should have kept going. What were you thinking? We had it, it was going to work. Can no one do anything even half-right in this godforsaken… get out of my way.”

      He stood unsteadily and gave me a final, disgusted, and disappointed look before he stalked out of the room, coughing again into his arm.

      Hunter bent and helped me stand. My whole body was sore from so much magic and from the wild exercise of the Sumerian banishing. “Thank you,” he said quietly as I rose with my hand in his.

      Hayes shook her head slowly, brushed her fingers over her brow, and gave a final sigh of frustration before she left the room as well.

      “You did the right thing,” Lucas said. “Any of us would have made the same choice.”

      “Except for Nathan, apparently,” I muttered. “We knew there was some danger, but…”

      I stared down at the ruined diagram. All of it would have to be done again. There had to be some way to pull it off without killing Nathan, without putting him at so much risk. My mind began to swirl with the possibilities, solutions, half-baked theories.

      “Come on,” Isaac said gently as he lifted my chin with his fingers and urged me toward the door. “You need to rest. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed, “I know… I know we will. Just… Hayes and Nathan weren’t entirely wrong. We did almost have it. If I’d kept going… this could all be over.”

      “Don’t blame yourself,” Hunter said as we emerged into the hallway. “Next time, it’ll work. We’re close.”

      “I know,” I said, and wrapped my arms around my stomach to hold back the sinking feeling there. “But I have a feeling we just pissed it off. And whatever happens next… whoever gets hurt? That’s going to be on me. I can’t shake the feeling that I just chose between Nathan’s life and someone else’s.”

      And I couldn’t admit it out loud, but I didn’t regret it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Amelia

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is the best Christmas present ever,” I sighed as I sank into the warm water of a hot spring just outside the academy grounds. It had taken some work, and a little distraction, but the boys had managed to combine their talents to call up a pool of hot water in a little meadow in the mountains. We had made some progress on Nathan’s connection to the shadow entity but stalled over the last day.

      Or, more specifically, I had stalled. Nathan was some kind of demon, pushing himself relentlessly. I couldn’t help but think about him in the workroom or library, poring over books, grumbling to himself about my absence. Or, maybe he was happy to have me out of his hair for a little while. Either way, Christmas Eve presented the ideal opportunity to step away and re-center a little. Most of the students were gone, and the faculty had been taught the banishing spell that was effective against the entity. For the moment, there was little danger anyone was going to die, and we still had another week to go before the school was populated again.

      That, though, wasn’t the only concern. Hunter glanced warily at the sky. “We’ve got about four hours before sundown,” he said. “We should make sure to get back before then.”

      “Right,” I breathed as the heat seeped into my muscles. I wiggled down in the smooth stone bowl, until my neck was in the water as well. “Santa Clause is coming to town, right?” I sang.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Don’t make jokes. And don’t draw his attention.”

      It didn’t seem like a laughing matter, but I couldn’t help a brief chuckle. “I know. And I can’t really afford to take four hours off from this. Half an hour, and then we should get back.”

      Lucas grinned as he dropped trou and slipped into the water next to me. “An hour,” he argued. “What difference can an hour make? And you’ll go back, relaxed and fresh. We all will.”

      Isaac slipped into the pool on the other side of me, which only left Hunter at the edge of the pool, staring out at the woods, arms folded as he brooded.

      “Hunter,” I said, “come on. You said yourself, we’ve got four hours before you have to worry. Come join us.”

      He grunted quietly and looked around the woods a final time before he studied us enjoying the warm water. Most of the work was his—calling up the spring, shaping the stone, ensuring that the temperature stayed in a safe range. Isaac had added a little something special to the water that made my limbs feel like they could melt. Lucas had come up with the idea and found the spot, and probably harangued Hunter about it until he agreed. That had to have been serious work.

      Hunter finally sighed. “I suppose I may as well take advantage, before I have to do the work of putting it all back where it belongs.”

      “You can’t just leave it?” I pleaded, splashing a little as he kicked his boots off and began to unbutton his shirt.

      He shook his head and waved one arm at the surrounding landscape. “A hot spring doesn’t belong here,” he said. “Leave it, and you’d be surprised what kind of effect it might have on the environment. No, I’ll have to put it right.”

      “Respect for mother nature and all that,” Lucas murmured, his eyes closed as he leaned against the side.

      Hunter hesitated a moment before he took his shirt off and folded it carefully to place on top the boulder from which the warm water poured out. He reached for the button of his jeans, and paused, then turned away from us.

      “You can’t possibly be shy,” Isaac laughed. “Come on, we’ve only got an hour.”

      Glancing over his shoulder, Hunter shushed Isaac, and ignored his and Lucas’s amusement as he unzipped and peeled his jeans down. He folded those as well, and then paused for a long moment before he finally gave a loud exhale and hooked his thumbs into his boxers. I had flashbacks of being in his room, pressed against the desk under his weight, the last time he’d taken his clothes off. I hadn’t gotten to see him from this side yet.

      “Right?” Lucas murmured, and grinned at me when I blushed a little from staring.

      Hunter turned around and kept his hands over his groin as he stepped into the water and sank down. It was adorable, kind of—Lucas and Isaac were so utterly free with their bodies, I was convinced they only wore clothes in the first place for the sake of decency. And fashion, in Lucas’s case. Hunter, though? Even after we’d been together, even after he and Lucas and Isaac and Nathan had spent a year as a group of lovers—he still had some shyness.

      I reached my foot out and brushed his calf. “See? Not so bad. You make a good hot tub. Any chance I could get you to do this back Laura’s house?”

      “Not sure the city gives out permits for magical hot springs,” Isaac said, and splashed a little water at Hunter, who positioned himself on the opposite side of the pool from where we were snuggled together. “You’re going to stay all the way over there?”

      “I don’t like to get crowded in the heat,” he grumbled. But his foot brushed mine a little bit.

      We were quiet for a moment, soaking in the warmth under the auspices of the chilled winter air. There was snow on the ground, though not as much as some other years. All natural, this time. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, smiling as I remembered my first Christmas at Rosewilde, how Hunter had made it snow when we went up to Waterbury to just be a normal group of college students. Well, except for the part where we controlled the weather. It had made the news, and probably made more than a few meteorologists question their career choices. It had to have been my favorite time of my entire freshman year.

      “Are we all going to keep pretending, then?” Lucas wondered.

      I raised my head and peered at him through lazy eyes. “Pretending what?”

      He snorted and rolled his eyes. “Please,” he groaned, “spare me the act, I think we all know there’s no point in it. You and Hunter? We’ve all seen how things have changed between you. Are we not going to address that? Here we all are, as vulnerable as it’s possible to get, just about.”

      Hunter shifted in the water, and wouldn’t meet my eyes, or anyone else’s. “It didn’t mean…”

      I raised an eyebrow, and he caught himself before he finished that sentence. With a great sigh, he twisted a bit and folded his arms over his sparsely haired chest. “Obviously, I don’t mean it like that, just… well, I don’t know. Don’t we have more important things to worry about lately?”

      It was Isaac turn to groan with irritation. He splashed Hunter again. “Do you have to be this stubborn? Really?”

      Hunter pressed his lips together and shrugged. His eyes turned to me, and I could see a mix of need and pain and hesitation there. Like it was up to me; like after he’d practically jumped on me before, he still wasn’t sure if I really wanted him.

      I wanted to glance at Isaac and Hunter as a plan formulated within me, but I didn’t want there to be any room for Hunter to doubt my motivations. I slipped across the unnatural spring, gliding through the water the short distance it was to the man. I crawled into his lap, my knees resting easily on the conjured natural, smooth benches Lucas had cast into existence. Hunter’s hands went to my hips as he watched me with nervous, but curious eyes.

      I could feel Hunter’s cock already three-quarters of the way hard.

      “They,” I turned my head back to see Lucas and Isaac, and grinned as I saw the two slide up against one another, watching us with clear lust, “are fine with us Hunter. I promise.”

      “More than fine, really,” Lucas said, his voice deepening from desire.

      “You two are quite a beautiful sight,” Isaac agreed.

      I looked back at them with a flirtatious grin and felt my stomach twist in arousal as I watched Isaac lick a trail up Lucas’s neck, all while Lucas trailed soft circles over the other man’s shoulder and watched Hunter and I with a deep hunger in his eyes.

      I turned back and wet my lips, Hunter’s eyes darting to my lips. “See, they don’t mind if we’re like this.”

      “Amelia, I…” he trailed off, and I saw the conflict in his eyes and leaned back slightly, looking at him fully.

      “Hey,” I said softly, “if you aren’t up for this, just say it and this will be over. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pushed.”

      “No,” Hunter rushed to assure me. “It’s not that. I want this, and I want you. It’s just been a while since the last time with them…”

      I ran my hands over his hair, careful not to disturb his sexier-than-legal hair was tied up. “It’s just you and me,” I spoke, my words caressing his lips, my breath losing itself in the rough scratch of his beard.

      “You and me,” he whispered back, his lips feeling like the sharp buzz of magic as if he’d spelled his words.

      He held me against him, his cock thickening as it was caught between us. Our mouths explored each other, languid and relaxed as our hands traced over familiar skin.

      “I don’t think I could ever grow tired of kissing you,” I said as we pulled back from one another.

      “I don’t think I could ever grow tired of touching you,” Hunter replied and I nuzzled my nose against his, some of my hair falling in gentle curls around us from the heat of the water.

      “I definitely will never grow tired of watching you two,” Lucas’s voice drawled, a sensual tilt on his lips.

      I rolled my eyes at him, more self-conscious than actually annoyed.

      “Well,” Hunter whispered as if in conspiracy, “If they want to watch us, let’s give them a show?”

      I cocked an eyebrow, “Well, look at who is jumping right into the fire.”

      He leaned forward, nibbling my lower lip before he replied. “The frying pan was boring anyways.” Hunter looked over my shoulder. “Well, act like gents. Quid pro quo and shit.”

      “A show for a show?” Isaac offered, tracing his fingers down Lucas’s chest, his dark eyes flaring as he watched me with an intensity that made me shiver.

      “It’s only fair,” I pointed out and Isaac leaned towards me, Lucas helps him stretch farther into the water. Hunter braced me as I reached to meet him, our fingers lacing together as we embraced and braced ourselves. “Seal it with a kiss?” I asked breathlessly.

      “Most definitely,” Isaac said a moment before kissing me in that decadent way only he seemed to possess.

      Kissing Isaac with Hunter’s hands strong around my waist, bracing me with the same evergreen strength he always offered. In Hunter’s hands, there was never any fear of falling.

      I pulled back, before I grew too desperate and flung myself back into his arms. Hunter was all too satisfied to have me back completely, his hands sliding up through the water to cup my breasts, his thumbs teasing my nipples.  I arched into him, unashamed of the greed in my desire.

      “A magician’s word shouldn’t be broken,” Hunter said before he dipped his head and caught a nipple between his lips. But after little more than a teasing tug, he released me. Before I could ask, he lifted me easily in the water and started to turn me around. I got with the program and settled with my back against his chest. Hunter ran his hands down my thighs, spreading my legs until they fell to the outside of his. And then he spread his own legs, forcing my own legs open until I was totally revealed to Lucas and Isaac. Well, if I weren’t underwater.

      Hunter nuzzled my throat as he spoke a spell against my skin, the magic tickling me as it spread into the world. The water cleared around us, as if now glass—but there was no difference in resistance. It’s as if Hunter simply stilled the water, no matter what disturbed it. I lifted a hand, curious to watch the water drops fall back. But they were absorbed without so much as a small ripple.

      It meant, though, that where Lucas and Isaac had been blurred by the water, I could now see them as if we were outside of the spring. Which meant they could see where Hunter’s cock strained against my pussy. They were definitely looking.

      I brought my hands to my throat, Hunters large hands gripping my thighs, his fingers so close to touching me where I really wanted him to. It was as if I were casting a spell with how rapt Lucas and Isaac’s attention was on me as I slid my hands down my breasts, teasing myself briefly before going further down, fingers tattooing over my sensitive clit to tease Hunter’s cock.

      I whispered the spell for the condom, before guiding the head to my entrance. He raised me, nearly weightless in the water, and helped me sink on to him, the slight friction making me close my eyes in pleasure.

      I leaned back, draping myself over the larger man, letting him surround me. His shoulder was the perfect pillow for my head, and I turned my head towards him, nipping at his neck, tasting a hint of salt.

      “Time to show off,” I whispered the challenge against the shell of his ear, and Hunter ducked his head to nip at my neck. The sharp sting of his bite faded as he bucked up into me before easing back out.

      Hunter slid his hands under my legs, lifting me so that he had more room. Another incantation, and the water was holding me in place securely. I knew I could break the spell if I needed to, but the thought of being held in place while Hunter had his way with me was too hot to resist.

      His hands, now freed, traveled over my body, his cock never slowing, never speeding up, and never faltering. Steady thrusts over and over, promising more, while his hands enveloped my breasts, kneading them and teasing me until I strained against my watery bonds.

      “Hunter,” I ground out, wanting him to get on with it. It felt good, great even, but he was touching me as if whispering promises. I wanted, craved more from him.

      “The show can’t be too short,” He said, his voice rough. “Plus, you aren’t watching your own.”

      My eyes flew open and I focused on Lucas and Isaac, their mouths latched as they gripped each other’s cocks. My gaze was arrested to where their hands pumped each other, and I realized Hunter was matching their pace. Every time Lucas’s hand slid up Isaac’s cock, Hunter slid out of me. Every time Isaac’s fist glided down Lucas, Hunter fucked back into me.

      I was hypnotized by the motions, entranced by the sight before me. The two men broke off their kiss, resting their heads together as they watched me, their pupils blown wide. Hunter’s hand pressed against my stomach, his fingers sliding down until he cupped me.

      “Fuck,” I groaned out, my lips swollen from biting them, as his fingers found my clit. Circling it, he dragged an orgasm out of me, my pussy clamping down against his cock, his thrusts never faltering. Hunter didn’t stop his fingers, drawing out my orgasm, until my legs quaked against the spelled water.

      He pressed a kiss against the side of my neck and whispered, the water relaxing around my body once more.

      “You’re going to have to teach me that spell,” I said, swallowing thickly.

      “Elementalist secret,” he teased me, and I rotated my hips in his lap, grinding down against him to make him groan. He retaliated by dragging a finger against my sensitive clit and making me twitch. “Here, kneel beside me,” he said, swatting me on the thigh, though the water prevented the sting.

      I scrambled to do so, shivering as my breasts were exposed to the cold winter air.

      “Lean over the side,” he said as he settled behind me. I could feel his drag the head of his cock against my pussy as I hurried to lean over, uncaring of the sharp sting of snow against my nipples. I looked up to see the vivid colors starting to drift their way over the sky before I turned to pillow my head on my arms, my face turned towards the two others.

      “Fuck, you’re a gorgeous sight,” Lucas growled as he pumped his own cock. They’d lifted themselves to sit at the edge, steam rising off of their bodies as they watched me.

      “I can’t wait to bury my cock in you Amelia,” Isaac purred, a dangerous glint in his eyes.

      Hunter dragged his cock through my pussy again, and I arched back at him, turned on by them all watching me.

      “So fucking good, Amy,” Hunter hissed out as he slowly sank into me. I could feel my pussy take every inch of his cock.

      This time Hunter fucked me faster, taking his own pleasure from my body. Rather than being annoyed, it actually turned me on more. I wanted them all to fuck me like I was made just for them. That only I could give them what they really wanted, what they needed. What they loved.

      Hunter grabbed a handful of my hair, pulling my head back hard enough I had to bow my back, thrusting my breasts out as he fucked me. Like this, my body was on even more display for the guys.

      His thrusts grew deeper, his hips twisting against me as he got closer. My scalp tingled from where he pulled my hair, but the pain twisted into perverse pleasure than made my nipples ache they were so hard. With a hoarse shout, Hunter came inside me.

      I let my eyes drift closed as he let go of my hair and he slid slowly out of me, my pussy aching with emptiness.

      But I wasn’t empty for long. Suddenly another cock was there, and I peeked over my shoulder. Isaac was there, his hands sliding over my ass, his thumbs teasing my slit. I wiggled back against him in a silent plea.

      He lined himself up and we both sighed as he glided in. He set a frantic pace, just like Hunter had, using me to chase his pleasure. Isaac pulled out and I yelped as he flipped me over, my shoulders resting on the edge of the spring, and my legs hooked over his arms. His cock filled me in a single sharp thrust before he returned to his pace.

      My hands scrambled against the ground, trying to find a hold when they were both caught. Hunter had one hand and Lucas the other, bracing me while Isaac took me. Lucas shifted closer, and Hunter let of go me, only to press one hand against my back, the other teasing my nipples. Each pinch sent a jolt of pain and pleasure to my pussy.

      Lucas tapped my cheek and I forced my eyes open. He guided my face until I was able to take his cock in my mouth, hard and full. I twisted my tongue along the underside, making the man’s blue eyes darken. I couldn’t move my head, but that didn’t seem to matter as Lucas carefully pulled out before thrusting back in. Each thrust he pushed a little further into my mouth, his cock slick with my saliva, until he touched the back of my throat.

      I felt a cold tingle of magic before my throat relaxed, any threat of a gag reflex disappearing. My clever boy. He looked down at me, in question, and unable to answer, I pressed my mouth forward until I had his cock fully into my mouth.

      Like that, being supported and touched by Hunter, Isaac and Lucas fucked me. Their moans filled the clearing, my own being caught by Lucas’s thrusts. Lucas watched me, his lips parted, a groan pulling itself from his chest. “So close, Amelia,” he said while he pulled back as if to save me from it. But I wanted to taste him, to come in my mouth as much as I wanted Isaac to come in my pussy. I grabbed his thigh, pressing my mouth back down on him, taking him deep into my throat. He hissed, but renewed his thrusts, his hands holding onto my head, until I finally felt his hot seed pump into me.

      Swallowing him down, I tried to smile at him, but Hunter’s fingers once more found my clit and I came hard around Isaac’s cock, triggering his own release.

      We were all a panting, sweaty mess, and I shoved Isaac and the others off of me before flopping up out of the hot spring and into the cold snow.

      “Jesus, it’s cold,” I hissed as I settled down, ‘but fuck if it doesn’t feel good. I’m fucking hot.”

      “Yeah, you are,” Lucas drawled like a prepubescent boy, but he laid down beside me, enjoying the cold.

      Hunter and Isaac crowded around us and we shifted until my head was resting against Hunter’s chest, and Isaac and Lucas laid beside me. Silence drifted into the clearing as our breathing finally settled back to normal.

      “I was wrong,” I murmured, breathing in the cool air, watching steam rise from our piled bodies in the snow.

      “About?” Isaac wondered lazily.

      “The hot spring is nice,” I said, “but this is the best Christmas present ever.”

      Lucas gave a quiet, rumbling assent. Even Hunter had to admit it. We lay there, spent, cooling in the snow, and he sighed contentedly as he trailed one hand back and forth along my shoulder. Lucas wrapped a hand around Hunter’s calf, his own leg thrown over mine, and Isaac picked up my hand and kissed the tips of my fingers. For a few seconds, I could imagine it was like this all the time. We were wild creatures, like a pack of wolves, and this was simply how we lived. No magic, no creatures from the Abyss, no responsibilities or dark destinies. Just comfort, and pleasure, and the seasons, and the open air around us.

      Somehow off in the woods, just at the edge of hearing, something chimed.

      Hunter shot up, searching the trees. “Did you hear that?”

      “No,” Lucas said, frowning. “What?”

      Hunter shuddered. “A jingle bell. We should… we should get back.”

      I sighed as we mustered slowly and got dressed. I bet wild animals didn’t have to worry about Santa Clause. Oh, to be a wolf.
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      Christmas came and went. On Christmas day, I called my family back home to check that they’d weathered the night. They had, which was always a relief when I couldn’t make it back. Of course, our community took Santa seriously, and made all the necessary precautions each year. I could tell Amelia still doubted our sincerity, but she just waved our attempts at explaining it away saying something about how she remembered the Rudolph song. I had no idea what that meant.

      If Nathan noticed that the season had come and gone, I couldn’t tell. He seemed irritated that we’d taken time away from hunting down solutions, but it was short lived. There were dark circles under his eyes, and he muttered more than usual when he was reading, and he was drinking coffee at an alarming volume. All bad signs.

      “You’re stressed,” I told him the day after Christmas, with only five more days to go before classes resumed. “You should take a break. Let us know what you’re looking for and we can mark pages for you. It’ll even save you time.”

      “Rest,” Nathan snorted, and shook his head. “You think I could rest even if there was time for it? I’m fine, Hunter. I’ve asked Isaac to cook me up some energy.”

      Isaac tried to hide behind the open journal in his hands. I glowered at him but turned my attention back to Nathan. “Just two hours. You won’t be able to think straight or—”

      “It’s a bit stuffy in here,” he muttered. Nathan stood from the library table, closing the book over his notes. He tucked the tome under his arm. “And loud. If you’ll excuse me.”

      He stalked off into the bookshelves, bound for the opposite end of the library as I dropped into my seat, confused and irritated. Well… not so much confused, really. I knew exactly what was going on in his head, more or less, I just didn’t understand how he couldn’t see the way exhaustion was affecting him. I narrowed my eyes at Isaac. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged helplessly. “It’s Nathan. He’d have just done it himself. It’s perfectly safe in small doses for a little while. I wouldn’t make him enough to overdose on.”

      “I know it won’t kill him,” I muttered. “But that doesn’t mean it will help his mental state at all. Already he’s dealing with a lot. It’s irresponsible.”

      Amelia looked up from the book she’d been poring over, her finger pressed to the page. “I think I… where’s Nathan?”

      The three of us raised eyebrows at her as one.

      “Must be an interesting read,” Lucas mused. “He went to get some privacy. Apparently, we’re all a bit too loud for him. What did you find?”

      She tapped the page again. “Something troubling, but potentially useful. I’m not quite sure if I’m reading this right, but… I don’t know, I should take it to Nathan. Which way did he go?”

      “That way,” I said, pointing toward the shelves. “Probably to another part of the library, but he could have gone as far as his room. Who knows? Hang on…”

      I moved my fingers through the Whisper spell and pointed it at Nathan. “Amelia has something. Where are you?”

      In a moment, Nathan’s irritated voice Whispered back. “Headed to the Headmistress’ office. She’s requisitioned a second-hand copy of this diary; I need the original… tell Amelia to meet me there.”

      Amelia looked at me expectantly as I listened, until I heard the message. I relayed it to her. “He’s picky about his books,” I added. “And not remotely afraid to at least try and rake the school’s highest administrator over the coals. You should hurry and catch up with him before he makes an ass of himself.”

      She gave a dark laugh as she stood and marked the page with a loose sheet of paper. “Your confidence in me is inspiring, but probably poorly placed. I sincerely doubt I can prevent that. He does it just by walking into the room most days. All right. I’ll be back in a bit, then. Whisper me if you decide to head out. It’s easier to soak this awful stuff in with your three around.”

      “Hey now,” Lucas said as she turned to leave. “Going so fast?”

      She turned back around, a slight grin on her lips. “Hunter did say to hurry.”

      “And you seemed to think it wouldn’t make a difference,” Isaac pointed out, and tapped his lips.

      Amelia sauntered to him, smiling wider, and bent to kiss him, trailing her free hand down his cheek and neck. Lucas was next, from behind as he hung his head backward over the chair. Even after Christmas Eve, I almost didn’t expect her to come around to my side of the table. She did, though, sidling up with one leg between my knees as she tangled her fingers in my beard and pressed her lips to mine. It was a lingering sort of kiss that left the taste of her on my tongue and lips. When she pulled away, I had an urge to adjust myself, but resisted to keep from taking crap from Lucas and Isaac when she left.

      We watched her leave, and I went back to my Abyssal bestiary—a book with no indication of real accuracy, but which was on the list Nathan had practically etched into our foreheads—and picked up where I’d left off.

      “So,” Lucas mused when we heard the library door close, “change of heart, at last?”

      I looked up at him, already irritated from where the conversation felt like it was heading. “I suppose you could call it that. Can we focus on the task at hand, though?”

      “Well,” Isaac said slowly, “it’s not exactly all that simple, is it? I mean, obviously you’re not sleeping with anyone else. You’re… you know… you. But the thing is, we’ve had ‘the talk’ with Amelia already. You haven’t, I’m guessing.”

      “’The Talk’,” I echoed back at him. “You mean about being exclusive? I know, Amelia told me. And… obviously, we haven’t.”

      “Thing is,” Lucas put in, “it’s not really just Amelia to talk to, now is it?”

      I sighed and sat back in the chair, hopeless about actually making more progress. Not that I was likely to pull anything from the book anyway. It was mostly gibberish about made-up abyssal animals. Shoggoths, and Mi-Gos, and ‘elder things’ whatever that was supposed to be. No references to hungering offspring of Az-Harad. “So I’ve got to have ‘the talk’ with you two as well? Do we really need to do that? Where would I find the time?”

      “It’s the principal of the thing,” Isaac said. He turned the page in his journal before he set it down and put his pencil in it to mark the page. “Look, Hunter, the thing is… we’re not worried about us.”

      “We’re not,” Lucas confirmed. I wanted to throw my pencil at the dolt. Amelia wouldn’t blame me.

      “We just need to be sure that you’re not going to hurt Amelia,” Isaac said, finally getting to the point of it. “This come-and-go thing… Lucas and I have been through it. You can’t put her through it, too.”

      That stung, and I didn’t hide it. Not now, after all this. “That was completely different,” I said quietly, my voice quavering with an old anger. “I was grieving, asshole. You can’t have expected me to maintain what we had in the middle of that.”

      “We did,” Lucas countered. “And we grieved, too—together.”

      “Well, Nathan’s back now,” I said as I picked the book up, trying to signal that the conversation was over with. “We can all just move on.”

      “Until something else happens, you mean,” Isaac said quietly.

      When I looked up to give him an exasperated scowl, his expression was soft. Compassionate. Warm. I felt like an ass. They were looking for an apology, I thought. And… maybe they were owed one. “I… shit. Look, we all handle that kind of thing differently, okay?” I shrugged, unable to really make the right excuse. Or any excuse. “I needed time on my own, to process, and then finding Nathan’s research… it just became the thing that held me together. And I shouldn’t have to remind you that because I did dive into it, we did manage to get him back.”

      Lucas held up a finger. “Ah, that’s not accurate. Amelia managed to get him back. And only because she brought the three of us back together with a purpose.”

      “I’m not sure I see the real difference,” I admitted.

      Isaac grunted and leaned his elbows on the table. “Can you not? If you’d let us in to begin with—”

      “I’m sorry, alright?” I snapped. I quieted my voice, sensing the distant eyes of Mara piercing through the bookshelves to burn into my forehead. “I didn’t know how to handle it. I’d never lost anyone like that before. Not someone that close. You two seemed to have one another, and I thought that was enough. And… and it made me feel… weak. To be so broken over him. And to hold that kind of anger about the two of you helping him do that to himself… I wasn’t in a good place, all right? And I wanted to be in that place by myself, to dig myself out of it on my own.”

      Lucas nodded slowly as he listened, and Isaac’s eyebrows gradually pinched tight with sympathy.

      Lucas wasn’t sympathetic. “Well, that’s just stupid, Hunter.”

      I glared at him.

      “What?” He asked, spreading his hands and sitting back in his chair. He waved a frustrated hand at me. “This whole… I don’t know, toxic mountain man ‘don’t let them see you cry’ thing is bullshit and you know it and you knew it, but you did it anyway. What don’t we know about one another? What haven’t we seen? What haven’t we shared, including losses and failures and injury? You say you haven’t lost anyone like that, and I know that’s true, but we were there when your Gran died, and you did cry, Hunter. And you grieved. You did it with us, and we were there, and you knew that you could trust us with your pain, but you pulled away not because you were hiding.”

      Each word dug into me with the sharp stab that only came from the truth.

      “No. You pulled away because being hurt makes you angry. And what happens when you get hurt again? What happens when Nathan never does come around, or he throws himself back into the Abyss, or he just feels like he’s done with us, with all of this? Because you know that’s in him, right? He thinks he better than you, and me, and Isaac, and Amelia—he thinks he’s better than everyone—”

      “Lucas, come on,” Isaac said, and reached for him.

      Lucas brushed his hand away. “No. No, I won’t ‘come on’. This isn’t about just you and me now, Isaac, it’s about her, too, and I don’t want Hunter to hurt her the way he hurt us. So? Hunter? Don’t you think it’s worth putting on the table?”

      Lucas had gone red in the face, a little. Isaac wasn’t angry, but I could see old hurt in his eyes, too. Shit. He wasn’t wrong, was the thing. And I was speechless.

      We sat in silence for a while, as Lucas gradually composed himself. I tried to imagine a day when Nathan just turned his back on me, on us, forever, and went his own way. I knew, as I felt a slight sting, that only a few months ago that would have hurt to think about. I thought of Amelia, shouting at me that we’d keep one another together, that all of us, together, could be stronger. She’d been saying what Lucas was saying now. I supposed I could see how similar they were. Maybe that’s what drew me to her. She had Nathan’s relentless optimism, Isaac’s gentle compassion, even a bit of Nathan’s blithe natural talent—though none of his crushing ego. I wondered if they saw in her, something that they saw in me as well.

      Seemed doubtful. At least at the moment.

      I stood slowly. “I really am sorry,” I muttered, picking up the book.

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “He says as he prepared to run off and sulk in private. Who are we to one another if we can’t get angry and live through it, Hunter? Maybe we can’t have what we used to. But we can have something like it, can’t we? At least trust, if nothing else?”

      I looked to Isaac, wondering about his limited input on the matter. He sighed and stood up.

      With some hesitation, he walked around Lucas’s chair and came to stand in front of me, half-obscuring my view of Lucas. Isaac looked up at me, his brow creased. And then he reached out and wrapped his arms around me, tucking his head against my shoulder.

      My eyes closed on their own. A mix of memories came rushing to the front of my mind. Most of them good, maybe because of the context. A few of them… not so good. Sprinkled amid the times we all writhed together in the grass, on a bed, or in a sauna—or the myriad other places we’d gathered to relax over the year and a half we’d had—there were memories of lonely nights, right after Nathan vanished. Seeing Lucas and Isaac together on campus. Watching them grieve with each other at a distance and thinking, over and over, that I should go to them. Set my anger aside and just be sad with them. And then talking myself out of it.

      Isaac’s embrace was as gentle as he was. He didn’t push, didn’t urge me for more, just… held me there, as if reminding me.

      I set the book down and let my hand drift to his waist. Odd, the stark difference that I was suddenly aware of. The firmness under my hand when I touched him, versus the softness I felt on Amelia when I touched her. Yin and yang, sort of.

      Isaac parted from me, slowly, but kept his hands on my hips, his fingertips curled into my uniform shirt. “It’s old and new,” he said quietly. “That’s the best kind of thing, I think. And maybe… maybe Amelia is what we were missing before. Glue, to hold us all together. I think I love her, you know. And I still love you. And Lucas. And even… gods help us all… even Nathan in a certain way. Different, but still there.”

      I hadn’t seen Lucas standing. He put a hand on my shoulder, though, coming around from behind Isaac, and gave me a long, affectionate stroke down my back, a touch speaking of familiarity from long ago. “I’m angry still,” he said. “A little. But that doesn’t mean I want you to leave, Hunter. So… stay? Not just here, in the library, obviously. I mean… you know.”

      Inside, some bit of wall that I hadn’t realized was still there crumbled. It had been around for so long, after I kicked parts of it down—well, all right, after Amelia bulldozed over parts of it—that it had just become part of the landscape. It wasn’t until another brick tumbled down that I realized it was still there, and that there were parts of me still in shadow because of it. My throat constricted, and my eyes burned a little.

      “I… I have missed you both,” I breathed around the lump. I pulled Lucas to me.

      And stopped, as the lights around us dimmed. Lucas looked up, curious, and his eyes widened.

      Before I even looked to see what had surprised him, I knew what it was. His lips and hands began to move at the same time, and I started casting before I looked up to see what was coming down on us.

      The Shadow Entity streaked down from the ceiling, smoky tentacles shooting out to grab us as a filthy mockery of a face emerged from the smoke, shrieking a bloody fury.
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      I recognized the words and gestures Lucas made the moment I saw them, and the three of us stumbled back as we each took up part of the containment spell that we’d used at the circle and in the dining hall. The library filled with the sounds of shouted spells and wailing as the shadow twisted around the leg of the table and shot up from the ground toward me.

      The last word of the spell left my lips, and the shadow poured over an incandescent wall of light. Before the light even faded, though, cracks began to appear faster than we could mend them, even chanting the spell together.

      Lucas and Isaac circled around the cube of space that held the shadow, their hands moving in sync, their chant rhythmic and fast. When I could finally see them, I matched my pace to theirs, but the field was still breaking down with each attack. I tried to ignore the primal panic trying to convince me to run as fast as I could to anywhere this thing wasn’t.

      We moved together, creeping back toward the bookcases, but all of us knew the same thing. The moment we stopped casting, that thing would come after us and there was no way we could outrun it.

      “Denbora motela da!”

      I glanced long enough to spot Mara emerging from between two bookcases, hands raised, each one locked in a mudra that she twisted slowly as though against something, her jaw locked, her eyes focused and determined. “One of you do something, and quickly,” she growled.

      Inside the containment field, the shadow had slowed, its thrashing happening as though it were caught in something thick and viscous. Time itself, probably, given Mara’s specialty.

      I risked dropping my part of the containment spell. There was a slight delay as time inside Mara’s spell caught up, but the cracks spread in slow motion across the surface of the cube. There was Amelia’s banishing. But as I tried to recall the words, my brain fumbled around for the right inflections and all I managed was to stammer through part of it as my arms flopped in the wrong gestures.

      “Quickly,” Mara warned. Sweat broke out on her forehead, and her arms had begun to shake. She couldn’t sustain the effort of holding time for very long.

      My thoughts raced, sifting through everything I knew, every possible solution, scrabbling for something out of the box...

      The box. The containment spell could hold it. Which meant that the shadow was in one phase—it could be held, pinned, trapped. It was at least partially physical, and apparently constrained to some extent by time. As the cracks in the containment spell began to glow with the warning that it was about to shatter, I muttered the first line of a wind spell, hands lifting and twisting as I pushed magic out and into the air around us.

      A breeze picked up in the room, growing steadily as I fed it, until papers were blown off the table. Then books opened, and pages began to flap in the twisting gale. The containment spell shattered, shards of compressed space flying apart slowly as they dissolved. By the time the backlash reached Lucas and Isaac, they were as ready as they could be with the time delay, and both staggered only a few steps back as they protected themselves from the whiplash of magic twisting on itself.

      The wind grew strong enough to knock over chairs and rattle the table. I pressed down on it with my will, crushing the forces tightly around the shadow as it expanded beyond the broken containment spell toward us. Where the wind hit the threshold of Mara’s spell, there was a horrible ripping sound that assaulted our ears.

      “Let it go!” I called over the cacophony, between two repetitions of the spell’s words. Mara either heard me, or reached her limit, because she dropped her hands and sagged. The sound of wind-shear was replaced by the howling of the shadow entity.

      I brought my cupped hands together, pushing the rotation of the sphere of wind hard enough that the air itself became opaque. Inside it, the shadow filled the space, its scream vibrating as the sphere closed and sped up.

      “How long can you keep that up?” Lucas yelled.

      To get the wind up to speed I had to quicken the pace of the spell. Between repetitions, I shouted words at him. “Not... forever... figure... out... something... else...”

      It was working, for the moment. Each time some of the shadow managed to press through, the barrier of wind swept it back into the vortex, which was now down to the size of a basketball. It wobbled, and keeping it both rotating and in one place required different intentions that were quickly fatiguing my mind. Magic burned raw over the meridians in my hands, and they were starting to go numb.

      Isaac began Amelia’s banishing. He had to start twice, but the second time, he managed to time the stomping and arm flapping to the words of the chant, picking up his pace as his confidence grew and his movements became more intentional. Sharper.

      Lucas watched him for a moment, like a child waiting to jump into a game of double dutch until Isaac started from the beginning again. He joined in. Amelia had done it on her own, with one attempt. Maybe it was her summoning talent that made that possible, or that she’d simply practiced more. Whatever the case, I reached my limit on their third repetition.

      The wind sphere wobbled. A chair went flying. There was a high pitched whistle, and I missed a gesture when I couldn’t feel my thumbs.

      The sphere lost its shape as the spell failed, and with a crack like short-lived thunder all that concentrated kinetic energy burst out in all directions. Wind struck me in the chest, throwing me back against a bookshelf as it rocked, and began a slow fall.

      The shadow, at least, had suffered as well. It’s smoky form was torn apart by the wind, spreading out over the study area and into the bookshelves.

      Lucas and Isaac pushed against the howling wind as they clapped their hands together at the same time. The words and the sound of their final gesture were swallowed up by the gale, but the magic of the banishing struck the shadow entity as it attempted to concentrate itself back into the dark cloud it had been before.

      For a split second, it hung in the air, loosely in the shape of a person—a head, two arms, two legs. It twisted in the air, shrieked at us, and then gave a final thrash before the banishing forced it back through the dimensional fabric and into it’s astral or etheric hidey hole. Before it disappeared, though, I could have sworn I recognized its face, even twisted like it was.

      The wind died. All around us, bookshelves had tipped, books littered the ground, and loose pages drifted in the air as they began to settle.

      “When I said to do something,” Mara grumbled as she pushed herself to her feet, “I did not mean destroying my library, Mister Webb.”

      I opened my mouth to complain about that, but... the library was a disaster. “Uh... sorry, Mara.”

      “Elementalists,” Lucas rasped. “Every problem is a nail for you people, isn’t it?”

      I stared at the space where the shadow had disappeared, replaying the moment in my mind.

      Isaac righted a chair, frowning. He looked up at me, and then at the same spot in the air over the table. “You saw that too, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It looked... like it had the shape of a person.”

      “Not just any person,” Isaac said, grim as he looked around the ceiling and the shadows between fallen bookshelves.

      Maybe I hadn’t imagined it, then.

      “I didn’t see anything,” Lucas said.

      “I did,” Mara muttered. She scowled. “That thing looked like Mister Crowley.”

      Isaac nodded. And that’s what I’d seen as well.

      Lucas’s brow pinched as he surveyed our faces. “What? But it... well then what the hell does that mean?”

      “That they’re more than just connected,” I said quietly. “That thing didn’t just hitch a ride with Nathan back here. It’s part of him.”
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      “No,” I growled as Nathan and I quickly began to escalate from ‘argument over a point of theory’ to ‘shouting match with improvised weapons’, “what I’m saying is that according to Notes on Alhazred’s Madness none of the lesser Abyssal beings can exist here independently. We already know it’s connected to you somehow, so it makes sense that—”

      Nathan barked a laugh and waved dismissively at the journal I was now white knuckling. “You’re talking about incorporating reference points beyond the scope of time and space into an array predicated on location and timing,” he said, his ears and cheeks already red from shouting me down. “You’re wasting your time on that nonsense, they’re notes on Alhazred’s madness! You can’t possibly trust that material as literal.”

      “Obviously I’m not taking it literally, you asshole, I’m interpreting what he’s saying and applying it to… to… agh!” I threw my hands up and almost hurled the journal at him. “You’re so fucking sure of yourself, you won’t even—”

      “Children!” Hayes snapped, looking up from where she’d put her face in her hands to massage her forehead. We both stopped shouting. I bit my lip, suddenly embarrassed for letting it get out of hand like that. “Miss Cresswin, if you please, lay out your hypothesis in a calm and straightforward manner. Mister Crowley—not a word.”

      Nathan snorted, folding his arms over his chest as he paced away from us, shaking his head. When he finally turned around, he wore a look of utter disdain and impatience.

      I took a breath and held up the journal. “Bertram Freud talks about Alhazred’s experience with a possession, which he believes happened when he attempted to commune with one of the Outsider Gods—the Gatekeeper. The manifestation that Alhazred talks about, in his roundabout way, matches the description of the shadow entity, which made me think they could be the same thing. Even down to the victims it leaves behind.”

      I waited for a reaction, but didn’t get one. “Anyway,” I went on, “Alhazred apparently didn’t make any diagrams that survived regarding how he ultimately got rid of it, but Freud believes that he did, and that the means of doing it was by applying abyssal elements to a terrestrial summoning ritual. And it makes sense. Listen.”

      I opened up the page and read the passage in Bertram Freud’s native German. “The Eichen Manuscript number seventy-five supports the possibility that rather than utilizing abyssal elements alone, Alhazred was able to blend both abyssal and terrestrial magics, in order to isolate the entity from himself. While his method is not known, there are further writings by the Mad Arab, and so it can be inferred that he was indeed successful. Examples in the Eichen Manuscript, number seventy-five, are potentially early attempts at this, and indeed, although they do not appear functional, there is a clear progression which I believe proves that the pages are cataloged in the incorrect order. As we know, Alhazred was a mathematician first, and would have solved for individual variables.”

      I switched back to English, “The rest just goes on about the manuscript being out of order, but it’s pretty clear that he had strong reasons to believe that terrestrial magic alone couldn’t permanently get rid of the entity.”

      “Is that all?” Nathan asked.

      I bit my tongue for a second to keep from saying anything that would embarrass me more in front of the headmistress. When the urge passed, I nodded. “That’s the gist of it.”

      He looked to Hayes. “May I?”

      She closed her eyes, rubbed the back of her neck and nodded slowly as she gestured for Nathan to say his peace.

      “I can think of six reasons why that theory is entirely senseless and will only derail our efforts,” he said, and held up his thumb. “One: abyssal and terrestrial magics are mutually exclusive, there is no available interface between them.”

      “That’s not necessarily—”

      He cut me off as he put his forefinger up. “Two: Freud’s whole assumption is that Alhazred was attempting an exorcism, which means that he was inhabited by a being at the time, which we have no proof of at all—Alhazred was called the Mad Arab for a very good reason.”

      It always came back to this. I gave a disgusted groan. “I’m telling you, the word used for ‘possession’ is an archaic form and… Nathan?”

      He put his hand to his forehead, but not to feign one of the headaches that he swore I gave him.

      “Mister Crowley?” Hayes muttered as she approached him.

      Nathan swayed. “I almost… Mara, I had nothing to do with… no, that’s not right…”

      “It’s happening again,” I said, and rushed to Nathan’s side as he sagged. His eyes were wild, rolling as if he couldn’t make sense of where he was.

      “Miss Athenbow,” Hayes said, her fingers locked into the last gesture of a Whisper spell, “Mister Crowley has lapsed again. We can assume there is some manifestation currently. I’m administering the sedative right away.”

      I looked up, surprised. “What? No—you can’t sedate him. And it won’t matter, anyway. I think this only happens when it comes through. In the ballroom he was lucid as soon as it attacked.”

      Hayes reached into the pocket of her jacket and produced a syringe, her lips hard as he pulled the cap free and flicked it to loosen any air bubbles trapped in the needle. “I’m afraid we can’t gamble on that hypothesis.”

      Even as she knelt though, Nathan began to come back around. His eyes focused on me first, then the needle in Hayes’ hand before he swatted it away. “What on Earth are you thinking? I can’t afford to—ah…”

      He pressed a hand to the side of his head, and his knees buckled. I grabbed him under the arm and managed to at least lower him to the ground as he pressed his eyes closed. “Pressure…”

      “What do I do?” I hissed at him. “Nathan, tell me what to do.”

      In another moment, it passed. Nathan’s jaw was clenched, and he breathed hard as he took his hand from his head and looked blearily around Hayes’ office. “Hunter… I think I…”

      Or not. I took Nathan’s chin and turned his face toward me.

      He pulled his head away. “What are you doing? Give me space.”

      With a sigh, I stood and backed away. “My mistake. I thought you were still delirious. What about Hunter?”

      “I saw him,” Nathan said as he rose unsteadily to his feet and took a moment to straight his uniform. “That time was different, somehow. Headmistress… the attack was, I believe, in the library. Ask Miss Athenbow—”

      “She’s already intercepted the three of them,” Hayes said, her head cocked to one side. “Apparently they’re headed here. Mara seems to be having a fit over the state of the library.”

      “Good,” Nathan muttered, and began to pace. “This shouldn’t happen… though it seems like a natural progression, but how? Not a standard possession, the entity doesn’t appear concerned with the use of my physical body as a vessel—ah, but—”

      The door to Hayes’ office opened. Hunter, Lucas and Isaac hurried in. “The shadow—” Lucas started.

      “—It’s Nathan,” Hunter announced for him as the three of them stared at Nathan like he might be a ghost. “Or… it’s taken on some of his appearance. I’m not sure.”

      “Not my appearance,” Nathan muttered. “No… it must be a psychic impression of some kind.”

      Isaac frowned. “Sorry… no one seems profoundly shocked or disturbed by this?”

      I met Nathan’s eyes before he turned to Headmistress Hayes. “I don’t believe that sedating me would have made a difference,” he said. “I believe the entity is capable of acting independently of whatever connection we share. That said… I do believe it may be necessary to contain me. We need more observation, and I’d like to work with Master Larson more consistently.”

      Hayes gave a slow nod. “Can anyone attempt to give a clear explanation of what just happened, and what it means?”

      The boys were silent. Nathan seemed uncomfortable without an answer, his head bowed.

      The Headmistress looked them over and then turned to me, one eyebrow raised. “Miss Cresswin?”

      I spread my hands. “I’m sorry, Headmistress, I don’t…”

      Except… maybe I did. I held a finger up, as she began to press for an explanation, and considered this piece. The shadow was taking on Nathan’s appearance. It had harassed me relentlessly for days—until Nathan and I began our lessons. I had even said it to him; we’d seemed to make strides in his attitudes. And the next time it attacked, we were arguing at the ball.

      “It’s not just running around loose,” I muttered. “It’s acting out your instincts.”

      Nathan looked up, his expression miserable. “Possession.”

      “But not of your body,” I said slowly. I had been paying attention in anatomy class after all, it seemed. “You were in the Abyss. There’s no physicality there, no time and space so the only things available are the non-physical bodies. It possessed your… identity, maybe? Or your astral body. That would explain the incoherence in your consciousness when it lashes out. That’s it—that’s the reference point we use, then, and we just have to… to separate them…”

      He nodded, and looked out the window, his face carefully neutral.

      “Good,” Hunter said. “That’s good, right? We needed to know how it worked and now we do, so we just fix up a new circle—”

      I bit my lip as Nathan turned to face us, knowing what he would say. “A new circle,” he confirmed. “But for the effects of the entities manifestation to be this pronounced, I suspect it is thoroughly invested in the structure of my astral body. I can’t even manifest my own astral projection with that degree of physical interaction. It will have to be loosened considerably to fully separate.”

      “And each of the six energy bodies is anchored in the physical,” I added.

      The boys shared looked that said they were certainly concerned—they just weren’t clear about what.

      I hated to enlighten them, but Nathan’s lips were pressed tight.

      “To separate them without shredding Nathan’s energy bodies,” I said quietly, “we need to get him somewhere that his physical body doesn’t hold them all together.”

      Hunter understood right away. “No…”

      “Yes,” Nathan said softly, resigned as he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I will… have to return, at least briefly, to the Abyss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Nathan

          

        

      

    

    
      I had spent the summer in the cell, and as I was escorted back to it now, I imagined I might have some kind of nostalgia about it. The small, focused space, the hours upon hours of talks with Master Larson as he probed my mind, helped me re-order my thoughts. We’d had several stimulating discussions during those months.

      Instead, walking down the hall toward the door to that room gave me a quiet sense of dread. All of this felt like things I should have been able to predict. If not from the twenty timelines I had kept to aide me, then just from working it all out logically. I’d considered possession early on, when I first started my sessions. Larson had assured me, however, that there was no separate psychic force present in my mind. And, he was right. It had secreted itself away in my body after it had taken hold while I languished in that awful place.

      Master Larson wore the same kind, infinitely patient expression he always did when he greeted me. “Nathan. Namaste. I’m sorry to hear you’re unwell.”

      “Yes,” I muttered. “Seems we didn’t explore every nook and cranny thoroughly enough.”

      I turned inside the door and faced Amelia and the others. Emira stood some distance behind them. She and Gershwin would be rotated out to stand watch over me. “I’ll need the journals and books I was working with,” I told them. “And… I’ll need my original research. It’s in my room, in the desk and… under the floorboards beneath the bed. Old habits. We’ll need a workroom prepared. Amelia and I will work out the wards to contain any… issues that arise. If we’re careful, it can all be done safely.”

      Hunter shifted, as if he wanted to reach out to me. But maybe I was wrong about that too. “Nathan, maybe that’s premature, there could be another—”

      “There isn’t,” I said. “If I could put an end to this by killing myself, even, I would, but the astral body survives physical death for several days. There is no telling what it might do, totally unrestrained. I’ll work on the separation process, then Amelia and I will work out the details of the ritual itself.”

      They peered past me, into the small, windowless room. Lucas shook his head. “You shouldn’t have to be stuck in here, though.”

      “The room is meant to contain aberrant psychic disturbances,” was all I said.

      “We can modify the protections to contain astral emanations as well,” Master Larson added. “This is the safest place Nathan can be.”

      “It should mitigate the attacks,” I explained. “At least, on everyone else. I imagine my passenger may not be quite happy with me. But it seems also to act on my knee-jerk, instinctive intentions. This place will be quiet and calming. Peace at last.”

      Apparently, my efforts at humor went to waste. Not one of them seemed inclined to move. I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t need a housewarming party, boys. Go; please. Time is of the essence.”

      The four of them started to leave. It tugged at something foolish in me to do it, but I reached out and plucked Amelia’s jacket sleeve. “Just the boys,” I told her. “If you wouldn’t mind staying, I have some… possible solutions to discuss?”

      She frowned, nodded, and turned to the boys. “You three go. I’ll be okay.”

      One by one they exchanged kisses with her, and gentle squeezes of her arm before glancing at me with what I imagined was a degree of mixed sympathy and warning. The sting of Lucas and Isaac showing their affection was distant. Seeing Hunter’s eyes briefly drift closed as he so clearly savored that moment of connection… I didn’t have the luxury to indulge the hurt, however briefly, so I brushed it aside as I waited for the procession to conclude.

      “We monitor emotional states,” Master Larson said, “but not thoughts inside the room. If you need me, I’ll know.”

      He was speaking to Amelia, more so than me, though he did spare me a look as if to include me in the instruction. She thanked him quietly before entering the room with me. Master Larson closed the door behind her.

      Amelia looked around at the simple room. It was hardly a cell, per say—the bed was bolted to the wall, but only because a particularly powerful telekinetic might have trouble sleeping on a bed that wasn’t nailed down to something. The floor was carpeted rather than tiled, and although there was padding on the walls, it was hidden behind a façade of wood paneling. None of the etching for the wards was visible; they were laid into the depths of the walls, to prevent removal by unstable patients. All in all, it was about a ten-foot by ten-foot space. Respectable, but hardly spacious.

      “You were here for three months straight?” she asked.

      I nodded. “It was necessary. I never had much psychic talent, but with my mind in that state… you don’t need much, if you’ve got a particular affinity for magic. It also prevented outside emanations from affecting the rather delicate lattice work we built together.” I tapped my skull.

      She sighed, and folded her arms as she turned to me, clearly uncomfortable in the limited space, though I wasn’t certain whether she was actually uneasy for herself or for me. “I guess this explains why the first manifestation wasn’t until class started.”

      “It does,” I admitted. “I suspect… you already know what you’ll have to do?”

      Amelia shifted from one foot to the other, looked around the place, and then sank onto the edge of the bed, eyes downcast. “You can’t open a portal to the Abyss and self-exorcise and get yourself back out all at the same time.” She licked her lips and shivered. “You’ll need me to open the passage, I’m guessing. And summon you back across.”

      “You brought me into this world,” I reminded her. Another attempt to be glib. It didn’t take either.

      “I want to help,” she said, looking up at me, “I really do, Nathan, but I… doing that again, when last time I barely managed—”

      “Stop,” I breathed. I supposed, given that I couldn’t accomplish the task without her, that now was as good a time as any to make an attempt to bolster her confidence, since she seemed in need. There was nowhere else to sit—Master Larson provided his own chair when he came in for treatment—so I took the edge of the bed a little distance from her. It was easier that way. I didn’t have to meet her eyes.

      “You’ll perform with exemplary skill and precision, I suspect,” I said quietly. “You really are quite talented. Intelligent. Creative. All good things for a competent magician to be.”

      She gave a short huff. “Well, I’m no prodigy, but… thank you.”

      The word made me chuckle. “Prodigy… yes, that’s what they call me, isn’t it? And I’ve let them, because I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the degree of prestige that seems to come with it. But the truth is, I’ve lived and breathed magic since I was a child.”

      “You were adopted by magicians, right?” she asked.

      I suppose I should have imagined a world in which Hunter revealed my past to her. At least in part. “So, you know that much, at least.”

      “I was adopted, too,” she said. “By my godmother, Laura. She, however, was not a magician.”

      “The Crowleys are…” I laughed softly. “I hesitate to say ‘famous’, but in academic circles they are well known. They hardly pushed me at all, when I was young. I wanted to fit in with my older brothers and sisters. Four of them, all brilliant, all trained from childhood… there, but for the grace of God, so the saying goes, I suppose.”

      Amelia’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      I weighed the potential consequences of what I wanted to say. The timelines in my head offered no guidance—we were well and truly off the path now, it seemed. Hubris… I had accused Amelia of it. Perhaps that was the pot calling the kettle, a bit.

      All I knew for certain was that I wanted someone to know.

      “Did you know we’re the same age, you and I?” I asked.

      Amelia cocked her head to one side, in thought. “But… you would have been a junior this year.”

      “I don’t know about ‘prodigy’,” I admitted, “but I can at least claim to be exceptional. That, along with my last name got me early entrance. We were born within days of one another, in fact.”

      “How do you know when I was born?” Her voice quavered slightly as she asked. Perhaps she knew what I was about to tell her. Not the content, but the context, at least.

      I leaned to rest my elbows on my knees, my fingers laced together. “Which one of us was born as the Harbinger of Az-Harad was perhaps partially a matter of chance,” I told her. “For a long time… I believed it was me, and not you. You see… I was adopted because my parents suffered a terrible, and freak, accident. Just like yours. They were classmates. For some time, I believed that I was the child of Jakob and Rosalind Cresswin. The timing was accurate, the region was close enough. The Crowleys refused to tell me about my parents, so I had to do some digging to find out, you see. And I discovered that the Cresswins had a child, and that the child was given to someone when they passed. The records were all sealed by the Magicians’ Court.”

      I risked a glance at her and found her face impassive as she stared at her hands.

      “I wasn’t, of course,” I went on. “No… my parents were Allison and William Cartwright.”

      That got a reaction. She looked at me, comprehension dawning. “They were survivors. Hunter had a list—”

      “I had a list,” I corrected. “I hunted down the names of every member of the class of 1999. The Cartwrights were among them. I even found a picture—one of the only ones to survive, and from a previous year. I’m the spitting image of my father, it turns out. And the more I researched, and dug into the past, and tried to understand what had happened that would kill off all of those survivors—all but Augustus Sinclaire, which I realized too late—the more I came to understand that our parents were… misguided.”

      Amelia’s voice was barely a whisper. “Do you know what happened?”

      “I thought I did,” I said. “It wasn’t until I was over there that I was able to see the whole picture. Az-Harad has a peculiar relationship with our world, you see. As such, while there have been many cults to glorify the Outsiders, none have been so eager to breach the Abyss as her cult. She’s a kind of… anti-creation goddess, as it were, which isn’t to say a goddess of destruction. She’s… like the negative image of creation.”

      Amelia gave me a blank, lost sort of look. “Is that not destruction?”

      I shook my head. “You recall Wardwell’s lecture on the laws of transmutation?”

      “That all magic requires the transmutation of like forces,” she answered. “Sure.”

      “And what I told you?”

      She considered it a moment, before she recalled. “That Abyssal magic doesn’t require that exchange,” she muttered. “So… that’s what you mean by ‘negative image’?”

      “Yes.” I sat up and shifted to rest my back against the wall, one legged pulled partially onto the mattress. “You see, our parents wanted that. Magic without cost, though not without consequence. Unlimited power, in effect. That is what Az-Harad offers to her faithful. I believe they operated from a manuscript that Sinclaire provided. They should have been more cautious, but… well, they were teenagers, and that is a very tempting proposition, is it not? Think of what a person could do with limitless power to create without destroying, without changing or transmuting forces. That kind of power could shape the world, mint new stars in the sky… Anything imaginable, really.”

      Amelia paled. “They had to make a deal for it.”

      Hunter had told me that Amelia knew some of her past. And that she hated it, hated what her parents had done. What she was, or potentially was. I could see it in her eyes, now, more clearly than before. Perhaps I had truly misjudged her.

      “Yes,” I said. “Each of them was required to carry out a task. The birth of the Harbinger has long been a part of the Az-Harad mythos, if you will. References crop up across extant texts, though there aren’t many of those. A few magicians throughout the ages who have tried to commune with the Dreadmother have gone mad and babbled about ‘The Harbinger of Az-Harad’ for days on end before dying of starvation or thirst, or even killing themselves to escape the agony of insanity. I managed to piece together just enough to begin to believe… that I was that child. But, where you seem to believe you can change your fate, I… came to a different conclusion.”

      “So you…” She stared at me, mouth partially open, eyes slowly widening. “You threw yourself into the Abyss. You did it on purpose.”

      I couldn’t hold her gaze very long. I looked at the door to the room, wondering what Hunter would say if I told him the truth. He would never forgive me. Not a betrayal like that. “I reasoned that there was a one in two chance it was me. And I’d always felt a certain call to the darkness, though… I can’t say it was ever quite that dark. Still, I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t me. I took a chance.”

      “But, Lucas and Isaac, they thought you—”

      I cleared my throat to head off the lump trying to form. “I’d appreciate it, I think, if you… didn’t tell them. I didn’t tell them before because I didn’t want their memory of me to be… tainted. I didn’t expect to return. Now… well, I believe you’re quite well aware of the risks of this endeavor. The real risks, I mean.”

      She was quiet for a long moment, before she hesitantly extended a hand and rested it on my knee. Just that—just a small gesture of comfort. It didn’t help a great deal, but I accepted it without comment. “I won’t tell them,” she said. “But Nathan… after all this is over, I think you should.”

      I gave her a sad smile. “Perhaps I overestimated your intelligence after all. The likelihood that I return—”

      “I’m not stupid,” she said, a slow smile spreading over her lips, “I’m just optimistic. We’re going to get you through this. We’re going to send this offspring of the Dreadmother or whatever it is back where it belongs. And then you’re going to tell the boys everything. There’s a rift there, and it’s painful for all of you. I can see it plain as day. You have to heal it, Nathan, or you haven’t really come back from the Abyss at all. You’ll still be there.”

      There were no windows in the room, so I knew rationally that the light didn’t change. But somehow, her face seemed slightly brighter. I found myself smiling. “I may have misjudged you, Amelia.”

      She withdrew her hand, fighting a grin. “Well. Miracles do happen. That happens to me a lot. I am, after all, The Harbinger of Az-Harad, the Dreadmother, She With The Thousand Hungering Offspring. It’s an easy mistake to make.”

      “There is a danger, though,” I went on, sobering us both quickly, “that Az-Harad will corrupt you, if she can. She’ll never stop trying. You are her endgame, Amelia. You have to accept that, or you won’t stand a chance.”

      “If that is the case,” she said as she stood from the bed, “I think our only option, then, is to finish this, and kick Az-Harad right in her abyssal ass. What do you say we do that?”

      I can see what they see in you, I thought, though I didn’t dare say it out loud. Not now—not yet, certainly. Not until it was done, and we could see how the chips fell. Instead, I stood as well, and surveyed the carpet. “Perhaps we will. But… we’ll need to pull up this carpet first. I believe we’re going to make an absolute mess of this room.”
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      If what we had to accomplish was just opening a passage to the Abyss, we would have been all set. Of course, it wasn’t that easy—not if Nathan was going to survive the attempt. There were six separate elements of the ritual that had to be worked out and even the process of safely opening and containing a portal to the Abyss wasn’t necessarily easy, even though we had a template to work from in both Nathan’s research and Sinclaire’s journals—which Headmistress Hayes only unsealed reluctantly.

      “Supervised study only,” she said the first day that Nathan and I got to look at them. Emira was in the room with us, and she stayed until we had worked out part of the revised ritual.

      Then, there was getting Nathan safely into and out of the Abyss itself. Magic would work differently inside, so Nathan determined that we’d have to come up with some means of taking terrestrial magic—anathema to the Abyss—in with him so that he could complete the separation. Which was the fourth component that we had absolutely no literature on other than the general structure of exorcisms as a science.

      Even then, that wasn’t all of it. In the Abyss, the physical body was spread out, unrestrained by the spatial dimensions that gave everything terrestrial length, width, depth and continuity in time. In short, he wouldn’t have hands or lips to cast with, which meant looking into alternative casting styles. Unsurprisingly, those were the realm of a handful of exceptionally determined magicians with various disabilities—and there weren’t many of them that fit the bill. Fifth problem defined.

      The last problem wasn’t something we could possibly control.

      “Because even if we can get him back after he’s separated, we have to be sure that nothing else comes with him,” I whispered to Hunter as the new term of Abyssal Magic and Outsider Cults started, the Monday after winter break ended. I showed him my notebook—one of about twenty I’d gone through so far with Nathan—and pointed to the calculations meant to give us our window of timing for shutting the passage down after Nathan returned.

      He looked it over, frowning. “Three seconds? If you pull the plug—”

      “There’ll be so much magic in the circle itself that it can’t just be shut down,” I said. “It’s a whole process. Last year, in Sinclaire’s dungeon, if I’d just stopped casting all that would have happened is that the containment elements would fail. The same thing would happen here, unless we devise a kind of kill-switch, but honestly, it would take months, maybe years, to figure out what to do with the errant magic. Nathan did suggest constructing a sort of sink device, but there are risks to that, too. Explosive ones.”

      Hunter nodded grimly as he re-read the equations. “So you need a bigger window.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed, “but every time we try to solve for a bigger one, shit gets weird. And that’s just the math we can predict. Abyssal magic doesn’t exactly follow the same rules, so trying to solve with those variables is like… I don’t know, trying to make a cake with spaghetti and moonlight, using a blender instead of an oven. Everything just stops making any sense. There’s some bit that we’re missing, I know it, but I just can’t figure—”

      “Class is officially in session,” a man said from the front of the room. He had the slightest hint of an accent I thought might be Dutch or German.

      He definitely wasn’t Percy. This man was a little past middle age, his thick silver hair swept back into a tail at the base of his neck. He had scars over his face, down his neck, along his hands. It looked like there wasn’t a part of him that hadn’t been cut or burned at some point, and one of his eyes was pale and milky, crossed by a puckered scar that ran from his brow almost to his chin. He gave the class a long, hard stare that sent a chill down my spine as it swept past me and Hunter.

      Did it linger on me for half a second?

      “My name,” the man said, “is Professor Aramus Klein. I will be taking over for the remainder of the year. I understand there is a great deal of catching up to accomplish, so this will be a rather difficult term. However, it is critically necessary, now more so than ever.”

      Now, he was definitely looking at me. I resisted the urge to squirm. That was the specialist Headmistress Hayes mentioned. The one that Percy was so uncomfortable over. Why? Other than his general creepy vibe, anyway. I could see how Klein would make anyone uncomfortable, not just from his appearance, but from his grim countenance.

      “What happened to Professor Turner?” A girl at the front of the class asked. I only really knew her by the back of her head, but I recognized her as one of several that seemed to have no limit of interest in Percy’s stories.

      Klein gave a deep sigh and looked around the room again. “I will say this once, and only once, and I will not elaborate further. Professor Turner was an assistant of mine for many years. I am more qualified to teach this class. Now, I suggest you all prepare notebooks. We have a great deal of ground to cover, starting with the various signs associated with the presence of Abyssal magic.”

      He wasn’t exaggerating at all. Klein lectured at a breakneck pace and took no questions until the last fifteen minutes of class. By the time Hunter and I filed out with the other students, my brain was aching from so much information. “Why couldn’t Hayes have brought Klein in from the beginning?” I wondered out loud as we took the turn toward the clinic. “We could have been on top of this shadow entity thing from day one. And Percy must have told dozens of stories about his adventures—he never mentioned Klein once. Why is that?”

      “I have a hypothesis,” Hunter muttered, “but it doesn’t paint a very pretty picture.”

      “I probably have the same one,” I said. Percy seemed like a nice enough guy. But in all those stories of unearthing ancient ruins and combatting nascent Outsider cults, well… he didn’t exactly look like someone who had been through all of that. Now, Klein? Klein was a man who’d been in fights. A lot of them. And while I could imagine Percy swaggering into an ancient temple to loot a desiccated sanctuary Indiana Jones style… I could more easily envision Klein doing it with a relentless interest.

      On the other hand, I could see Klein showing up at my house over the summer to root out an Abyssal threat. And he’d given me the sort of eye that seemed like he was already planning it. “He’s a little creepy, isn’t he?”

      “A little?” Hunter snorted. “That’s being generous. Probably being around all that stuff does that to you, though.”

      I glanced up at him critically.

      He grimaced. “Sorry. Not you, I mean. You’re not creepy.”

      “Not yet,” I breathed. We came to the entrance to the clinic. “You want to see him?”

      “Yes,” Hunter admitted. “But… I think he’d rather me be in the library digging through the restricted section with Lucas and Isaac. We’ll bring over anything that seems like it might help. You two getting along in there?”

      “You know, we kind of are,” I said, as amazed to hear myself say it as he was to hear it. “Nathan’s complicated, and I really get that now… but he seems to finally respect that I only want to help. And the talks we have—no offense, but Nathan gets excited about magic in a way that you guys don’t. It’s infectious, and I can kind of see how he got to where he is. He loves it.” Plus, we’d been opening up to one another and sharing secrets a little at a time—that, though, was a discussion for after Nathan survived this shit.

      Hunter smiled fondly. “Yeah, he does. More than anything else, I think. Including people. Well, you go on in. I’ll see you later, yeah?”

      I got up on my toes as Hunter bent his neck so that I could kiss him. His big hand trailed along my side briefly, sending tingles to all the places, until we were pushed right up against the limits of what was decent, and also practical. Nathan wasn’t going to save himself sitting in that room. He needed us.

      Hunter paused, after we parted, his eyes locked on mine a moment before he gave a nod, colored a bit around the tops of his cheeks, and then let me go. “Yeah, um… right. So, I’ll see you later, then.”

      “Uh huh,” I said as he turned and left. Well… now that was a little odd. Maybe he hadn’t quite gotten comfortable kissing me in public. Though, there were just a handful of students lounging at the far corner of the hall, and none of them paying attention to us.

      I pushed through into the clinic, eager to pitch Nathan the handful of potential solutions I’d come up with throughout the day, and waved at Gina, the woman who managed the clinic for the most part. A powerful telepath, she never actually spoke aloud as far as I could tell. Instead, she greeted me without looking up, her voice echoing in my head. “Evening, Amelia. Nathan’s got a visitor.”

      Probably one of the boys, I decided as I made my way through the next door and down the hall to where the secure facility was. Nathan’s door was closed, of course, and Gershwin stood guard outside it. I knew him and Emira both fairly well, now. At least, as well as anyone knew the security agents. Gershwin gave me a nod. “He’s got company.”

      “I know,” I said. “Gina told me. Lucas?”

      “Close,” Gershwin muttered. He knocked once before he opened the door to let me in.

      It was Percy, in fact. He looked… defeated.

      I stepped far enough in that Gershwin could close the door. “Uh… Professor Turner. Good to see you. We missed you in class.”

      Percy’s face turned pink. “Ah… yes. It was decided that Aramus—Professor Klein, that is—would be… ah, more formal. Provide a better background. I’m actually just leaving. I mean to visit with Lucas before I go, briefly, before I get back to the good work. I brought these.”

      Nathan stepped aside as Percy gestured to a stack of small, weathered journals on the bed. “Just my observations, bits of abyssal script I’ve recorded from a few sites, some of my own personal pet theories… I’m not sure that it will help, but I hope that something there is of value.”

      “You’re leaving them?” I asked. I looked to Nathan, wondering if he had anything to say.

      Nathan only pursed his lips slightly as Percy nodded and plastered on a smile that I think was supposed to be charming but only made him look slightly constipated. “Yes. Well, I’ll no doubt recover them later. But for now, I suspect you may need them more.”

      “Thank you,” I said. It didn’t seem like there was anything more that I could say, without unnecessarily hurting his feelings more than they already clearly were. “I’m sure they’ll be helpful. After all this, I’ll make sure Lucas gets them.”

      “That would be… yes. That’s a good idea.” Percy looked around the room and patted down his jacket briefly before he finally put his hands in his pockets. “Right. Well, I will… let the two of you get to your work.”

      He turned to leave, and I moved out of the way of the door so that he could, but as he passed me, he paused, and turned his head, his voice low. “Aramus is… accomplished. And quite zealous. Do your best to stay well out of his notice, if you can.”

      Percy gave me a pat on the shoulder, and then knocked to be let out.

      When the door closed, I turned back to Nathan, confused as I jerked a thumb at the door. “What’s that all about?”

      “Percy’s chickens coming home to roost, I think,” Nathan drawled. “There may well be something useful in his journals, but… I believe that the majority of his vast experience is rather second hand. Aramus Klein has, somewhat mysteriously, published a number of short volumes about his exploits. They bear a shocking resemblance to Percy’s first-hand accounts.”

      I groaned as I took my usual seat at the end of the bed. “I was afraid of that. Klein’s class today was… a lot to take in. All about how to look for traces of Abyssal magic, he assigned us a new revelation spell that I’m probably going to have to break my fingers a few times to actually cast. I could show you?”

      Nathan glanced at the journals, and at the chalk marking on the floor and walls, clearly interested in getting on with our work. But… he did love magic. “If you can execute it,” he said. “I suppose it would be a useful trick to have.”

      Maybe it was a little bit of time wasted. But once I showed him, and Nathan in turn showed me the trick to crossing my pinkie over my forefinger without breaking it, we were both a little more relaxed. I cracked open my notebook and laid it down. “So, I was thinking about how bungee jumping works,” I started.

      He was skeptical, of course. But after a couple of hours, we had a working theory to build the spell around. Which was one problem down—more or less.

      Now, there were just four more impossible things to do, and we were in the clear.

      Easy.
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      Days turned into weeks. Weeks turned into months. By March, I knew three new things.

      First, magicians can supposedly do impossible things. And given enough time, that’s mostly true. Sure, peering into other dimensions, calling up the elements, changing the weather, and creating remarkably lifelike dolls that walk around and carry your luggage for you all sound impossible—but that’s just a lack of imagination and the proper tools. Some things, it turns out, are damn near impossible for magicians. The sorts of things I never would have worried about at MIT. Not that I’m complaining.

      For instance, bungee jumping into the Abyss? Very damn close to impossible, even for magicians. What started as one fairly straight forward spell turned into a series of six. One to create the bungee, one to ensure that terrestrial magic could be stored until it was used, another to make sure that the storage component didn’t break down in the abyss, which meant another tether just for that…

      It was like every time we set up magical dominos, we realized we were one short to get them all tumbling. That problem took six weeks to crack, and by the end of it was I pretty sure all the boys were going to break up with me on the basis that I was a slave driver. I had pretended not to notice Lucas mutter that I was as bad as Nathan.

      Second, Klein’s new Abyssal Magic Cram Course, which is what it realistically was, was not for the faint of heart.

      “Take a good, long look,” he said somewhere in the second week as he flicked on a projector and scrolled through pictures of magicians who had not survived tampering with the Abyss. “This is the consequence of meddling with powers that do not belong in the terrestrial sphere.”

      One of the photos was of a man who had been torn in half, from the crown of his head to his crotch. Each half had subsequently sprouted legs like some horrific spider with eight joints to a limb and tried to run off in separate directions. Klein’s team had arrived to put the abomination out of its… misery? I couldn’t imagine there was any human mind left in the creature after that.

      Another photo was of a roughhewn temple in the Adirondacks. At first, because the photo was black and white, I thought the walls were carved with relief sculptures of screaming people. Klein disillusioned us of that notion. “That is what remained of the cult we discovered in nineteen eighty-eight,” he warned. Everything sounded like a warning. It was like Sex-Ed in a red state, only instead of the dangers of pregnancy and STIs, it was being turned inside out or playing host to something that would give people nightmares at a casual glance.

      He had dozens of pictures just like it, which gave the entire class the impression that Abyssal cults were far more common than Percy had led us to believe.

      The third thing was that very soon, I was going to have to open a passage to the Abyss, at the very real risk of becoming one of those photos, and do roughly ten to twelve technically impossible things.

      “We could run the equations through another verification,” I told Nathan and the boys the day that we’d gathered together to finalize the plan. “Just to make sure. I’m confident about some of them, but the others—”

      Nathan rubbed his face and waved at the wall of his ‘cell’ which was now so covered in equations and diagrams that from far enough away it would look painted chalk white. “We’ve been over them hundreds of times,” he said, probably as weary of having this conversation as I was. “No amount of repetition is going to yield the results you’re hoping for, Amelia. Some variables we simply cannot predict. We should…”

      He closed his eyes and sagged a little so that he had to brace himself on the edge of the bed as he sat down, until the pain behind his eyes passed.

      Four things.

      We’d learned four, over those three months since Christmas. One of them, was that Nathan didn’t have limitless time. The protections around the cell that kept his astral body—or anything hitching a ride—from leaving and wreaking more havoc had a side effect we hadn’t predicted but couldn’t do anything about. Instead of lashing out at the world around it, the shadow had begun to plague Nathan internally, pounding at its fleshy prison any time he got even a little agitated.

      At first, that had been when we argued. By now… it was pretty much any time he had so much as an itch.

      “I don’t think we can wait any longer,” Hunter said as he went to Nathan and knelt in front of him, taking one hand to let Nathan squeeze while his mind twisted into knots, until the spell passed. “That was a long one. Almost thirty seconds.”

      “Only that?” Nathan wondered, bleary eyed and slightly slurred. “Funny. It seemed a lot more like something nearing eternity.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, miserable on Nathan’s behalf. I’d seen so many of those attacks now. They were killing him. They had to be—no one could take that much punishment for that long.

      “We should take this to Hayes,” Lucas said, watching Nathan gradually recover. “We can do it tonight. We’ve gotten all the same results for weeks now.”

      It made my hands shake to think about it. “I know,” I muttered. “But it’s me that has to do the bulk of the casting. I just have a bad feeling about it.”

      Nathan heaved himself up from the bed with Hunter’s help. “We can’t guarantee our success,” he said as he approached me. He came close enough that he could grip my shoulders. “But I have every confidence in your abilities. Take it to Hayes. We need access to Sinclaire’s temple to do this correctly.”

      I shuddered involuntarily. “Can’t we make this work—”

      “Not because it will be easier,” he said softly. “Sinclaire’s temple has safeguards. If… something was to go wrong, which I’m confident it won’t… we can’t risk letting whatever happens spread.”

      Meaning, in simple terms, that the place was a death trap and that if I fucked up, we could rest assured that only we would die horrible, long, screaming deaths. Comforting.

      “I trust you,” Nathan said softly, his quiet words giving me more strength than logical. “And I don’t have infinite time, so, let’s make arrangements.”
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      I don’t know that it was comforting, exactly, but Hayes had many of the same reservations about opening up Sinclaire’s temple that I did. It was nice that someone was roughly on my side—and the side of caution more generally—but it didn’t keep her from agreeing.

      “Mister Crowley does make a pertinent point,” she admitted as she went to the wall in her office where the passage was, though it was now hidden behind the façade of the new wall. “Though I hate to go anywhere near Sinclaire’s Abyssal sanctum… he is correct. There are a number of safeguards intended to seal it off. Permanently.”

      “So what,” I asked as she traced her fingers in a complex pattern over the wallpaper, “if it looks like things are going south, we just pull the ripcord?”

      “Not you,” she muttered as he finished the key sigil. It flashed purple, and the wall rolled back like paper. I realized then that it actually was just paper—the reverse side was covered in script and sigils. Hayes turned to us. “I know the procedures. I’ll be accompanying you down, naturally. I can hardly ask students to do what I’m not myself willing to attempt. I’ve reviewed Mister Crowley’s work—his and yours, that is, Miss Cresswin—and I can assist.”

      “And with Nathan in the center,” Isaac said, “that makes five around the circumference.”

      “Six would be better,” I muttered as I peered into the endless black of that horrible stairway down into what looked like the heart of the Abyss itself. It may as well have been. “But I can’t ask anyone else to risk it.”

      “Miss Athenbow will assist—”

      “No,” Hunter said. “They’ll need two security officers up here, just in case. It should be someone else.”

      “Serena would help,” Lucas said. “Assuming, you know… we can pry her off of Pete.”

      I snorted. “That’s a big assumption. But… she was there last time, and she didn’t lose her nerve. No more than any of us did. I’ll ask her. But if she says no, we can do it on our own. The last thing we need is someone who hasn’t seen what we have freaking out if something tries to come through the portal.”

      “If that’s settled, then,” Hayes said slowly, staring down in the darkness just as I had and looking almost as nervous about it, “we’ll start in two hours. Time enough to make the preparations outlined in your extraordinary work. Dismissed, for the most part—Miss Cresswin, if you’d stay behind?”

      Even if she didn’t use the tone, I still somehow felt like I was in trouble. I gave the boys a nod as they left and waited for the door to close and Hayes to speak. When we were alone, she paced to the desk and picked up one of the paperweights. Nothing special, just a smooth cube of stone that she turned over in her hands.

      “The work you’ve done with Mister Crowley,” she said finally, “how much of it is his? How much yours?”

      The question caught me a little off guard. “Uh… I don’t know? Maybe… half and half. Why?”

      “And which parts were he responsible for?” she asked.

      “Oh, it wasn’t really like that,” I said, and went to the notebook on the desk to flip it open and page through. “Pretty much every part of the ritual is something we both collaborated on. I designed most of the opening, based on Sinclaire’s lessons. To try and make it safer. The tether was largely Nathan’s work, but it was my idea to incorporate the ‘battery’, and he was the one that worked out the containment that will keep it working—”

      “So, what you’re saying is that you can no longer separate the two,” Hayes said gently before I rambled on too long.

      I shrugged. “Basically. Why?”

      She put the cube down and kept her hand on it as she seemed to turn pensive thoughts into words. Finally, she turned to me, clasping her hands. “I have a concern about Mister Crowley’s… fitness. His state of mind.”

      I looked back down at the notebook, frowning. “Well, the math all checks out. He’s still got his wits, and we ran every equation… wait, what do you mean ‘concern’?”

      “I’ll be frank,” she said. “I’m not certain we can entirely trust his intentions. They may not be his own.”

      “Okay,” I said, still a little confused, “but the shadow is infecting his astral body, not his brain, it doesn’t have access or control of his conscious or unconscious thought processes, just his—”

      “He spent one year in the Abyss,” Hayes said. “I realize that this may be difficult to countenance, but I have read Mister Crowley’s file, and the reports of his previous excursion into Abyssal magic. I’m also well aware who his parents were… and the role they played in the doomed class of 1999. Can you be absolutely certain that all of this we’re about to attempt is, in fact, expressly for the purpose stated? That there are no ulterior motives? There are unsolved variables in your equations. Chaotic elements that appear to be difficult to predict. I’d like you to consider whether Mister Crowley isn’t himself one of those variables.”

      I hadn’t considered it. Not at all. But I understood why she might worry. “No offense, Headmistress Hayes but… this is the only way we have available to us. We’ll just have to roll with the mystical punches. But I am very confident that this will work.”

      “It isn’t the only way.” She squared her shoulders a little. “Professor Klein has apprised me of another, possibly safer, approach. When he arrived, I briefed him, and he explained the alternative. I wanted to wait until I could see your work before I made the decision, and I still haven’t.”

      I stared at her, not sure whether to be furious or to fall over laughing. All this time? “I… we just spent three months of hardly sleeping, working ourselves to death… what do you mean there’s another way? What is it?”

      Hayes spread her hands. “As I said, I wanted to see the alternative. According the Professor Klein… it is possible to eliminate the entity. Isolate it, seal it. It’s been done before, a number of times.”

      “Okay,” I said, “sure, we know about that, but we couldn’t do it without shredding Nathan’s energy bodies apart, he’d never be a magician and it could have any number on his body including potentially… uh, potentially… killing him. But you know that.”

      To her credit—what little there was—she seemed uncomfortable confronting that possibility, fidgeting with the corner of the desk briefly before she nodded. “It would be a great loss, and one that I would regret for the rest of my days,” she said quietly. “But weighing that against the alternative? How can we not consider it?”

      “Uh, how about because we don’t kill people?” I offered. “Or because we’re magicians, and we do impossible things like this. Headmistress… Pepper—magician to magician? This work is a breakthrough. Nothing like this has ever been done, and if we can do it safely the implications… we could have a safe way to protect ourselves from further incursions. There are long term benefits to this work, and Nathan deserves the chance to survive.”

      She’d raised an eyebrow at my use of her first name, but this wasn’t about students and faculty. This was about humanity, about whether or not we sacrificed one person’s life just to solve a problem. And if me and the boys had to fend off her, and Klein, and the rest of the faculty to do what we thought was right—I didn’t have a doubt in my mind that they’d do it. And I’d perform the ritual myself and somehow make it work. I stood just slightly straighter, raising my chin as Hayes appraised me.

      The headmistress picked up the notebook from the desk and stared down at a page. “Be honest with me,” she said, “what is your confidence that you can accomplish this? If there’s a doubt, I need to know.”

      I took the notebook from her hands and closed it and ran my hands over the plain front of it for a moment, deciding how to answer. But there was only one answer I could possibly give, and I knew it.

      I looked up from the cover. “I can do this, Headmistress. I’m absolutely certain.”

      For several moments she regarded me, eyes slightly narrowed, the barest hint of a wrinkle between her brows, like maybe she could pierce some mask I was putting on for her. It wasn’t until then that I realized… it wasn’t a mask.

      I could do this. I knew the spells, the order, the entire ritual. Already, I could practically feel the shape of the magic. “I’m a summoner,” I told her. “This is what I do.”

      The corner of mouth twitched up. “Perhaps it is. Gather whoever you believe will be useful. We’ll start very soon.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I took a step back and turned to the door.

      “Oh, and Miss Cresswin?” Hayes asked as I reached it and began to turn the handle. I looked back at her. “No pressure—but it would be ideal if this experimental magic didn’t destroy the world.”

      Yeah, I thought as I gave her a final nod and left to find Serena. Yeah, that would be really good.
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      Serena gave me a blank, distant look. “You wanna what now?”

      “I know it sounds crazy,” I said, pacing back and forth in her dorm.

      Pete sat on her bed, working on her skirt with a needle and thread. Why, exactly, I couldn’t fathom. “It doesn’t sound crazy,” he said, expressionless. “Just opening up the Abyss is crazy. Taking a vacation there sounds apocalyptically dumb.”

      I tried to remember—was that the longest series of words I’d heard from him? Was that an attempt at a joke? I shook my head in amazement and to shake his assessment off, then gave Serena a pleading look. “I need someone there who I can trust,” I said. “Not just to do the right thing, but to face this with me without flinching. You’re the baddest, most hard-core magician I know. I’d trust you not to piss yourself before I trusted the boys.”

      Serena took a long breath, considering. Her arms were folded and had been since I pitched the idea. She looked away now, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Well… that’s definitely true, and everything,” she murmured, “but it’s not exactly a stellar sales pitch.”

      I waved at the open notebook on her desk. “Check it over yourself.”

      She glanced at it, but shook her head. “It’s not that I don’t trust you work, girl, it’s the part where we throw someone into the abyss and then pull them out again like they’re getting a shampoo or a… flea bath. And last I checked, weren’t you and Nathan about to kill each other or… rage fuck or something? This is a lot to do for him.”

      “We were not going to rage fuck,” I grumbled. “And… yeah, you kind of missed a little bit.”

      I couldn’t really help that my eyes when to Pete on the bed. It was automatic, a reflex. Serena didn’t miss it.

      Her arms dropped, and she looked at Pete for a long moment. “All right,” she breathed. “Sure. Guilty as charged. But look how adorable he is there taking up the hem of my skirt? He’s so sweet.”

      “And I’m very happy for you,” I assured her. “Really. I’m not—I didn’t mean to say—”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “You didn’t have to. I know what I’m like… I just can’t resist a giant—”

      “It’s fine,” I said quickly, not needing to hear the end of that sentence. “Really, Serena, I’m happy for you. And for Pete.”

      Peter flashed me the closest thing to a smile he was probably capable of.

      “I’m not going to browbeat you,” I said as I picked up the notebook. “I get it, you’ve got a lot to lose. I can’t ask you to risk that.”

      She sighed as she put a hand on my arm. “No… stop. I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it. I just said it was dumb, and dangerous. But it’s not like that doesn’t describe four fifths of my entire life. I’m dating an incubus, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Only one sixteenth,” Pete pointed out helpfully.

      “Yes, baby,” Serena said, “and it is plenty for Mama.”

      I waited as they ogled one another, until Serena seemed to get a hold of herself. She shrugged and took the notebook from me to page through it. “I have some making up to do,” she said. “I figure something like this’ll get me slack for like… I don’t know, a hundred years?”

      Smiling, I took the notebook from her. “Two hundred. Promise.”

      Serena nodded, then turned and crawled onto the bed. Pete set aside her skirt as she crawled on top of him, and possibly tried to scoop his uvula out with her tongue. They grunted as she rocked her hips against his and I finally turned away as my sense of decency caught up with my shock.

      It went on for… some time.

      When it finally did stop, the bed creaked a bit and I looked back carefully to see Serena adjusting her skirt. “Kay,” she chirped. “All done. Let’s go give your friend his transdimensional flea bath.”
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      An hour later, we stood at the top of those steps again.

      “You okay?” Isaac asked.

      I realized I had been standing there a long time, staring down the steps. I took a breath. “I’m okay,” I said. I repeated it to myself a few times, before I turned to face him and the others.

      Lucas, Isaac, Hunter, Nathan, Serena, and Headmistress Hayes were arrayed behind me. “Last time, I was under duress. Sinclaire forced me down there. This time… I’m going on my own. To fix something. It’s different.”

      Nathan came forward, rested a hand on my shoulder, and gave a slight nod before he headed down the stairs.

      Maybe that was what I needed. For someone else to go first. It made me feel like a coward, but… less so when I turned and followed him down. We filed down the passage. Before, the lights had flickered to life and led the way. Maybe whatever magic gave them life had been cut off when Hayes sealed the place up. This time, Nathan and Hunter called up flickering lights that seemed to struggle against the darkness.

      There was still power in that place. The same power that had been there before. I could feel it as naturally as I felt my own heartbeat. It lingered, clinging to the cool walls, lurking under the stairs, and nestled in the cavern below us like a predator waiting for us to get close enough to pounce on.

      The lights didn’t reach to the edge of the walls when we finally reached the temple. The only way to know how large the cavern was, was from the sound—even out breaths echoed in the great space.

      “We need more light around the center,” Nathan said. “Bring the box.”

      Lucas, Isaac, and Serena all added lights to Hunter and Nathan’s. They had to bring them close to the ground in order to give off enough that Nathan and I could see the floor. And the box.

      Hayes collected it from where it sat on one side of the stairs. It was a crate, really, sealed up just after the rest of Sinclaire’s office was dismantled and this place closed up. She set it down, and with Nathan’s help pried the top off. Inside were all that remained of the materials left from Sinclaire’s ritual.

      “There’s got to be some other way,” I murmured as Nathan snapped a chunk of the greasy chalk in half and handed me half. I shuddered as I recalled what it was made out of.

      “Not for the first part,” he said softly. “Don’t worry. After this, we’ll destroy all of it.”

      I nodded and looked around at the open floor. A fresh canvas. At least this time I wasn’t decorating it on my own. “I’ll take west,” I said. “Meet you in the middle.”

      Nathan took his chalk to the opposite side of the space, and we both knelt to the work.

      It took a couple of hours. At least the dank temple was nice and cool, in a supernaturally chilled, there-is-no-light-or-life-here-this-is-a-horrible-mistake kind of way. My back cracked when I finally stood from the awful lines with a chunk of chalk about the size of a quarter. I looked down at it. Hopefully, we’d done it right. If not… well, there wasn’t enough left to try again, and I suspected that none of us wanted to find out how the stuff was actually made.

      “We’re done,” Nathan announced. “We should start.”

      I met Nathan’s eyes, and silently pleaded for him to say something to the boys. Anything that could help them in case he didn’t make it. And it looked, for a moment, like he was considering it. He looked from me to them, hesitating.

      But instead of saying anything that would offer closure, he went to the center of the circle and clasped his hands behind his back. “Whatever happens,” he told me, “keep going.”

      I bit back a sigh. I gave him a nod and gestured around at the focal points of the circle. “Like we talked about,” I told the others. “Just keep the circle sealed.”

      They positioned themselves around the circumference, right where they were supposed to be. Hunter started the spell, muttering the words quietly, as if to himself, as he watched Nathan and began the movements to seal the circle tight. One at a time, the others joined him.

      I swallowed around a lump in my throat and raised my hands, but my lips wouldn’t move. Nathan watched me, brows furrowed. “You can do this,” he said. His words were muffled behind the thickening barrier that would trap him in there with both the shadow, and a hole in creation that led to the worst possible place.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t think I could. It was that I didn’t know, in that moment, if I should.

      I wish I had taken the time to hug him, or… something that showed him I would care if this went wrong. Nathan started to say something else, but his knees almost buckled. He swayed and got slowly down on all fours. Eyes closed tight. He muttered something, but I couldn’t hear him anymore. I recognized the way his eyes rolled, though, and a moment later, above him in the circle, a speck of darkness swelled, and stretched and began to spread.

      There was no more time to hesitate, or second guess. “Okay,” I said. “Okay. Just… hang on.”

      I doubted Nathan could hear me as he pressed a hand to the side of his head. The circle wasn’t going to get more sealed than it was.

      My hands came up as I closed my eyes, and let the movements take over my hands and arms. The sound of the words to the first spell buzzed in my constricted throat. For a moment I was back in time, performing for Sinclaire, my guts twisting and cold as I worked the magic meant to bring something terrible into the world. I stumbled and had to start over.

      This wasn’t for Sinclaire. It was for Nathan, and for Hunter, Lucas, and Isaac. So that everything we’d gone through wasn’t for nothing. I opened my eyes and saw the shadow hunting along the edge of the barrier, testing for weaknesses as Nathan languished at the center, his mouth open in a scream none of us could hear.

      The tether came first, binding Nathan to the circle, tying him to this world. Then the battery, raising magic into the circle first, before directing it into a concentrated point. Oxygen for his metaphysical lifeline. Then the containment to keep the magic stable on the other side. All if it was modeled on the old magic, as close to blending with the nature of the summoning as we could make it. And piece by piece, it came together.

      When it was time to open the portal, the shadow had either lost patience, panicked, or realized what we were trying to do. It flowed around the edge of the circle, spreading and expanding until everything inside was obscured. If Nathan was dead in there, we wouldn’t have known.

      I caught Lucas look for Nathan as he cast, his expression worried. To my other side, Hunter’s face was pinched with concentration and concern.

      All we could do was keep going. Like Nathan said. No matter what happened.

      This was the part I dreaded most. I let the guttural words bubble up from inside. The jerky motions of the ancient magic came as natural as a well-practiced dance—as if I wasn’t so much casting the spell as trying to get out of its way. I couldn’t even hate how it felt for the magic to come so clearly. All there was, was the spell. My Path. Just like before, it was hard not to be elated by the feeling of magic that came so easily that I could practically breathe it.

      “…lugaldimmu essu atate…” Magic swelled and flowed and pierced something inside the circle. Some skin that resisted. Creation itself. Different than before, but not entirely. That had been a calling, a kind of prayer to the Abyss. This was more forceful. Not a beckoning, but an invasion, and when I hissed the final word and thrust my hands forward toward the circle, pressed together, I felt the barrier between our world and that un-world part.

      I gripped two sides of the tear and tore them wide.

      Inside the circle, the shadow swirled, retracted, and folded in on itself. When enough of it cleared, a lightless disc of black hung in the air before Nathan. The shadow flowed into him, into his open mouth, his eyes, his ears. It was running, hiding itself, just like we knew it would.

      Nathan got to his feet, swaying, as the last of the shadow vanished into him. For a moment, he stared blankly at the ground, frozen. I held the portal open, magic coursing through me like ice water and lightning. He had to go in. That was the next part. He had to go in and do the rest of the ritual there. If he didn’t…

      He looked up at me, and I saw his eyes. Black, from edge to edge, all the white gone. The corner of his lip twitched up.

      Something was wrong. “Wait—”

      Before I could close the portal, Nathan turned and dove through it. My chest tightened, and for half a second everyone around the circle except Hayes stopped chanting.

      “No!” I shouted at them. “No, keep going, keep the circle closed.”

      They picked up again, but I could see on their faces the doubts. Nathan had gone through. He was in the Abyss. But I could feel the tether, feel the sheathing spell that would keep it connected. Now, we just had to wait for Nathan to do his part. To free himself from the shadow.

      My arms shook. The magic began to thin, and without its full strength it was a matter of will to keep the portal opened. Worse, the longer it stood wide, the more I could feel pressure building from different angles. The terrestrial world itself, furious at my affront—and something from beyond. The nature of the portal was specific, the spell crafted to prevent anything crossing over that wasn’t invited, but this was one of those variables we just couldn’t predict. The portal itself was a membrane where abyssal and terrestrial magic touched, and where they mingled the rules weren’t consistent. There was no math that could prove how they were affected one another.

      “How long is it supposed to take?” Hunter shouted quickly between repetitions of the spell.

      “He’s been in too long,” Hayes barked. “Amelia—you have to close it. He’s lost.”

      “No,” I shouted back, blinking a stinging drop of sweat from and eye, “just… just give him time!”

      Something slammed against the portal from the other side. I barely managed to hold it, opening myself to magic until I thought my skin would peel. My bones vibrated with it, and when the strike came again, I felt it in my joints, like something had struck me physically.

      “What’s happening?” Lucas asked. “Amelia?”

      “I… I can’t…” I couldn’t hold it open. Not from here, not from the outside. Not against whatever was pushing against it. If I closed it, there would be no opening it again—Nathan would be gone. Trapped there forever. It would be my fault. I was the one that failed.

      “Stop,” I told them. “Stop casting!”

      All of them stared at me, horrified as their lips and hands continued to move.

      “You have to… I need a window, just count to five!” I winced as another blow struck the portal and nearly drove me to my knees. Maybe it was Nathan. Maybe he couldn’t get back out. “Count!”

      The other five magicians all stopped, their hands still in the starting position of the sealing spell. They were quiet. I counted.

      One.

      The sound from the portal was piercing, a tearing kind of wail that ripped at my ears and scraped over my skin like sandpaper. Whether it was a real sound or not, I didn’t know—maybe it was just the friction between the two dimensions, clawing at one another like cats.

      Two.

      The shimmer in the air faded slightly. I nudged a toe over the edge of the circle, and felt only a slight resistance, as if the air there were thick but not impenetrable.

      “Amelia?” Hunter asked.

      Three.

      I stepped over the line, my hands still spread, careful not to step on the fine lines of the circle’s inner diagram.

      “No!” Isaac shouted. “No, Amelia—don’t do this, Nathan wouldn’t—”

      Four.

      “Seal it back up,” I told them. I paused at the threshold of the disk. This close to it, I couldn’t hear myself think, but I could feel the magic thick and pulsing around me. “I’ll be back.”

      Lucas started to move, taking a step toward me.

      Five.

      I leapt. Into the black.

      Into the Abyss.
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      I looked down at my hands. I had hands. I was standing on something, as well. Nothing that I could see, or even really feel—there was just a sense of beneath. A ground of some kind.

      It wasn’t cold there, or hot, or… anything. I could only barely feel my body, and it was more of a sense of shape than skin, and bones, and muscle. Like everything was numb.

      “Nathan?” I called out, but there was no echo, as if the sound of my voice was confined to my own head. The tether, though—I could feel magic. I could feel it vibrating and almost hear it like a neon sign, buzzing just beyond what I could see.

      A voice answered me.

      It wasn’t Nathan.

      Welcome home, daughter.

      The voice was all around me. Inside me. It was the fabric of the place itself. The voice wasn’t feminine, or masculine, or anything at all except the words themselves, forming all around me with the same certainty that I would say my own name with. I knew who it was. What it was. Fear gripped me, permeated through me, as if I had become only that.

      I have something that belongs to you.

      In the darkness ahead of me, I could see Nathan. He was within arm’s reach, or maybe a hundred miles away, or on the other side of the universe for all I could tell. His hands moved sluggishly, his lips moving. He was trying. He was working the spell.

      Do you want him back?

      “I’m not making any deals,” I told Az-Harad. “If you don’t give him back, I’ll close the portal. We’ll all be stuck here, and your Harbinger plan is over.”

      Dear one, Az-Harad crooned, you are my beloved. How could I deny you anything? I wish only to give you everything. If you want it, take it with you.

      “You know damn well why we came here,” I said. “You infected him. If you want to give me what I want, then what I want is for you to take it out of him. Your… shadow.”

      Your sibling, Az-Harad corrected. As much a part of me as you are.

      If I had a real stomach there, I might have thrown up at the way the Dreadmother said it. I felt something where my cheeks should have been, a brief burst of sensation like the back of a hand caressing me. I flinched away. “I’ve told you what I want.”

      So you have. See. It is cleansed.

      Nathan jerked, and his face was momentarily obscured by black smoke as the shadow poured out of him and vanished into the emptiness of the Abyss.

      Have I pleased you, daughter?

      The portal was all around me, a pressure that seemed like it would squeeze me deeper into the Abyss. Without a sense of space to measure it, I couldn’t tell which direction it was. It was in all directions, maybe. I had to get to Nathan, get him back out, before I couldn’t hold it anymore.

      You weaken, Az-Harad whispered. Senseless struggle. What need have you, my beloved, my Harbinger, of such withered power? Do you not know what I have given you?

      I tried to will myself toward Nathan. He was so close, in one frame of reference, but the moment I tried to reach for him he was far away. “I don’t want it, whatever it is,” I told the outsider. “I didn’t ask for anything from you. I never will!”

      Won’t you? She questioned, and as she did the void around me rippled, twisted, broke into a thousand, million images that rose and fell out of sight.

      People screamed, all around me. I saw Cambridge, Laura’s house, twisting open like some kind of flower as it groaned. Black rot spread from beneath it, traveled over the ground and caught a woman running down the sidewalk. It spread up her legs, and her flesh split and cracked, and tendrils sprang from the cracks like worms, until she sloughed off her skin and a mass of writhing worms burst free of the body and slithered across the broken road to envelop someone who’d fallen over a jagged ledge of concrete.

      I tore my eyes away, but that only turned my attention to Rosewilde. The walls of the academy cracked, and an inky mass leaked from it and into the sky. It began to tear chunks of the sky out of place like chipped paint, and beyond it a billion red eyes blinked against the light before they descended and flooded the mountains. Black stained the landscape, consuming trees, the earth, everything in sight.

      It didn’t matter which direction I looked. There were countless visions, each arising from the Abyss like snakes, each moment a shimmering scale leading to a gaping maw where the end waited. Timelines. Laid out bare, and without a physical brain, a nervous system to limit how much information I could absorb at a glance it threatened to drive me insane. All I could do was close my eyes, but even that didn’t keep the images out.

      The worst of them were of me. I stood in Sinclaire’s temple, my arms outstretched, my eyes black, my skin peeling back to reveal a void beneath. I smiled as I tore the world to pieces and let everything in the Abyss into creation. In another, I was on a mountain top. In another I was older, lines marking my face, weeping black ichor as I opened a passage in the midst of a vast wasteland. Sometimes I was at home, in Laura’s house. Sometimes I was in the middle of Cambridge. Sometimes I was with Hunter, and Lucas, and Isaac, and Nathan. They stood behind me, their hands raised with mine, their eyes black like mine.

      Az-Harad showed me endless variations. Every one of them led to the same place.

      You were always mine, beloved, Az-Harad sang. My chosen, my precious one. You were… always.

      I saw myself—here, in the Abyss, suspended among the writhing timelines. Just as I was when I entered the portal. Wearing jeans. In a lab coat. My hair cut short, or all the way to my waist. Endless timelines, all showing the same event. It struck me as I watched them play out, as they burned themselves into my consciousness—I was always going to end up here. One way or another… this was always going to happen.

      “No,” I rasped, “no… you don’t… I make my own fate! All you have are lies, Az-Harad! And I won’t accept them. None of them! Give him back to me, now!”

      The visions winked out of existence as if they’d never been.

      Take him, Az-Harad offered, and return. You have so much more work to do, my sweet one.

      I saw Nathan again, twisting around in the darkness, his hands moving slowly as he tried to cast something, tried to draw on the magic we’d packaged up for this little trip, but failing. I reached for him, but he was too far. Az-Harad was toying with me. I pushed against the Abyss with all my will, tried to leverage myself against the edges of the open portal.

      You reach for that which is far away, Az-Harad whispered. This is your domain, precious child.

      As much as I hated the feeling of the outsider’s voice, it touched some instinct inside me. Nathan wasn’t separated from me at all. There was no space, no distance here. Only perception.

      I stopped reaching. I opened my hand and closed it around Nathan’s wrist.

      With the same instinct, I stepped through the portal.

      The world reappeared around us. It was disorienting. Gravity dragged against my limbs. Magic rushed in, filling an emptiness that I hadn’t noticed inside the Abyss, but now that I could feel it again… it was like being able to breathe, or drink water again, or feel my own blood flowing in my veins.

      “Amelia! Nathan!”

      I couldn’t tell which direction the voice was coming from, or who it belonged to. Hayes? Lucas? Hunter? I swiveled my head around.

      “The portal!” They shouted. “Amelia, you’re through; close the portal!”

      I didn’t understand the words at first. I looked around, trying to make sense of it. Up, down, left, right—directions, distance. The floor was too close to me, my arms were too short—or too long, and it was too far away. Christ, I couldn’t have been in there for more than a few minutes, maybe an hour? It had felt like forever.

      Nathan had been there for a year. Or, had he?

      “The portal!”

      That was Hayes. Time and space reoriented in my brain. Names, faces, voices all slipped back into place. So did magic.

      I looked behind me. The portal loomed over Nathan and me, a solid disc cut out of the world. The edges began to fray. Tiny filaments of abyssal black slowly worming away from the portal and into the surrounding reality. Except I wasn’t holding it open. I dropped the magic entirely or tried to. Some force pulled at it, dragged at me from the inside.

      “I… I can’t,” I wheezed from the ground.

      Strong hands found my shoulders and pulled me to my feet. Nathan turned me to face him, peered into my eyes. “Amelia. You can.”

      There was a pulse that struck the air. Both of us staggered. Around the circle, so did the others.

      “What…?” Hayes’ casting faltered. She stared past us, at the portal, her eyes slowly widening. “No…”

      Nathan and I turned together. Deep in the black, pinpricks of red glinted to life. A howling wind picked up, pouring out of the void as the swarm of red eyes came rushing toward us from an infinite distance away.

      “I saw this,” I breathed. “I—Nathan, I—“

      “Focus,” he snapped. “Together. Move, Amelia!”

      He turned to face the portal and raised his hands. His hands swept around, fingers clawed, and he chanted the words to close the circle, and the portal. Once I was able to push through the shock and terror, I joined him. It took us another repetition to get in sync, and then our voices melded until they felt like one sound, vibrating between us. Our movements were so identical, I could almost feel his limbs in place of my own, some kind of optical illusion or maybe the way the magic resonated between us.

      And a bit at a time, the edges of the portal smoothed. The current of magic waned. It began to close.

      And then it stopped.

      Nathan’s voice rose, maybe to cast more forcefully, and maybe out of the same panic I felt. We glanced at one another long enough to try and exchange some signal, a silent oh, shit that we both felt. Something was pushing back, holding the edges of the portal wide open, trying to make way for the hungering hoard that sped toward us. We got through three more chants, three more wild, ancient dances before it became clear that there just wasn’t magic enough to do it. It had to be the circle; we were inside it instead of out.

      Nathan turned to Hunter. “You have to let us out. Drop the containment, we can’t close it from the inside.”

      Hunter nodded, dropped his hands and stopped chanting.

      “No!” Hayes snapped. “Mister Webb, resume you chant.”

      I turned to her, horrified. “Headmistress, we—“

      She raised her voice in the chant as Lucas, Isaac and Serena stopped. It wasn’t enough. Hayes on her own was a powerful magician, maybe strong enough to stem the flow of magic over the circle. There was grim determination in her eyes.

      Worse—there was someone on the stairs behind her.

      “Pepper,” Aramus Klein said, his accent unmistakable, “give the order.”

      They were going to shut it down. Close us in here, or whatever the failsafe was. I caught Lucas’s eye, and looked down at the edge of the circle. He didn’t nod or acknowledge me. He just acted. His hands came together and slammed into the ground as he dropped to a knee and shouted a spell that was simple, short, and direct. A most destructive magic.

      The ground shuddered. The veins on Lucas’s neck bulged as he exerted himself, and a crack formed before him and spread across the ground into the circle.

      Magic broke free like a snapped rubber band. It struck everyone in the cavern except Nathan and me, who were tugged at by other forces as the portal was unleashed. Magic welled up, coming within reach, and Nathan didn’t miss a beat as he spun and began the closing sequence again.

      He will fail, that horrible voice came again, just inside my ear, between my eyes, in my bones. It is too late. It is as I showed you, dearest. Your siblings come to join you. To prepare the way for me.

      I don’t know if I shouted mentally or aloud, but I stepped into time with Nathan and pushed against Az-Harad and her hoard of offspring as they pushed against the passage, resisting. The magic was there, I could feel it, but it was like pounding our heads against the ground and expecting to crack the earth. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

      Take what I offer, Az-Harad whispered. There are no limits to your power, child. Take it, wield it. Defeat me. If you dare.

      It threw me off. My throat went dry. Hunter and Isaac fell in behind us, working the same movements, trying to augment our spell, but it wasn’t the same. I was a summoner, and Nathan had practiced this. I could see thousands of jaws clacking and biting at the air.

      I turned to see Lucas shouting as Aramus grabbed him by his jacket. Hayes was speeding away, leaving the light as she hurried up the steps.

      “What have we done?” Nathan gasped as he finally tired, his arms falling to his sides. “You should have left me… you should have left me there, Amelia, I…”

      Hunter grabbed Nathan by the shoulders and dragged him stumbling toward the stairs. “Isaac!”

      Isaac’s hand closed around my wrist, and he pulled me in the same direction. They were abandoning ship. The portal would stay open, darkness would pour out. The Thousand Hungering Offspring—we couldn’t outrun them. It was hopeless.

      Unless…

      I pulled away from Isaac’s grip. He turned, startled, confused, and reached for me again. I shook my head as I stumbled back to the portal. “Go,” I told him. “Get somewhere safe, seal it off. Nathan knows the right spells, just—you have to go!”

      He called for me to stop, and came after me, but I turned away from him to face the portal. Because Az-Harad was right. There was only one way. The way she offered. Limitless power. Which maybe meant power enough to fight back.

      I thrust my hands out, and felt for the edges of the portal, and then what was beyond it. That blackness, that humming dark, even the voice of Az-Harad itself.

      I reached in and pulled.
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      The power that came from the Abyss was thick, like oil, oozing through my veins and nerves. Wherever it spread, sensation stopped. No pain, no pleasure, no hot or cold. There was no buzz to it like normal magic. Instead, it was simply an all-consuming presence.

      There was no shape to give it. No need to weave it, to coordinate forces or focus it into words and gestures. There was just the power and my will. I turned both to the portal, into it, against the swarm of offspring clamoring to pour out of it. Just as I had simply taken Nathan while we were there, inside, all I had to do was reach out and push.

      The swarm of red eyes and gnashing teeth burst, shrinking back into the distance of the void, away from this dimension and back where they belonged. The edges of the portal were tangible to me, as if I could peel the darkness off of the world and roll it up. Which I did. As easily as if it were made of silk, I scraped the edges off like a sticker and pressed down on them. The portal twisted, closing unevenly, as I twisted my hands around and closed them, crumbling the opening down until it was a spot of black hanging in the air, and then a speck, and then nothing.

      Above us, magic thrummed. I could feel it in my skull like the buzzing of a gnat in my ear, irritating and wrong, an itch that I instinctively tried to scratch. I pressed my will against it and felt the shape of the spell as lines of magic arced down from the ceiling, flowing along the walls in a lattice that threaded through the stone.

      “We have to go,” Nathan shouted, and I realized suddenly that they were still there, standing around me. Lucas and Isaac’s eyes were wide. Hunter was pale. Even Serena had a hand to her mouth. They were staring at me.

      And they were terrified.

      That should have hit me somewhere inside. Made a dent in my emotions. Instead, I looked up at the spell slowly sealing us in, reached out to it and tore the magic out of the walls.

      There were flashes of light, arcs of errant energy seeking manifestation. Ozone turned the air acrid and burnt. Whatever magic was meant to seal the temple, it was simply gone. Dispersed.

      I lowered my gaze back to them. “It’s okay. I stopped it. We’re okay now.”

      That should have relieved me. I knew it, intellectually, but the feeling, the realization of it, was distant. It just was. I looked down at my hands. Why had I resisted to begin with? This kind of power—I could do anything. Fix anything. If I reached just so… I could even feel the border between life and death. A seething mass of power lay beyond it. Or, no—not power. Souls. Or maybe they were the same thing. I could bring Laura back.

      I could even picture her face, her hair, the shape of her, and the power inside me urged me to bring her into the world. All I had to do was make a body, and then put her soul in it. It was the simplest thing in the world, and I raised a hand slowly thinking that if I did it just right, maybe she’d even have her memories. After all, all of them were out there in the psychic plane, waiting to be plucked like berries.

      “Amelia,” Nathan said, softly, and I turned from my brief distraction to meet his eyes.

      “Yes?” I wondered. He seemed concerned.

      He licked his lips, and very carefully reached for my hands. I let him. “Amelia,” he repeated, slowly, “it’s done. The portal is closed. The failsafe is diffused. You can let it go, now.”

      “Let go?” He wasn’t making sense.

      Hunter crept forward, hesitant at first, but then with more purpose. He put his hand on my arm. “Amelia, please. Come back to us.”

      I cocked my head at him. “What are you talking about, Hunter? I’m right here.”

      Lucas joined them, and then Isaac.

      Isaac put shaking fingers to my cheek. His eyes were wide, and wet. “You have to let it go. Give it up.”

      “Please,” Lucas begged.

      None of them made any sense. I stared around at them. Maybe they were confused. I could fix that, I realized. Then they’d see that there was nothing wrong. That I was me. Who else would I be? I smiled at them. “I can fix this.”

      Nathan jerked suddenly to one side. I puzzled over that before I realized Serena had shoved him out of the way. She sucked in a breath and squeezed the words out. “Medusa’s tits, I hope you don’t kill me for this…”

      “For wha—”

      She slapped me. Hard. That, I felt.

      “I told you,” she said, and drew a hand back, “that if you went dark…”

      I barely had time to blink before she slapped me again. Both my cheeks stung. Tears stung at my eyes. I reached up to touch my face where it hurt, and for a moment… I saw their fear for what it was.

      This time, as if it slipped in through the lingering sting of Serena’s abuse, I felt it. Deep. It stirred up revulsion in my gut, and suddenly the oily power of the Abyss felt like what it was—a sickness. It turned my stomach, and I pushed it away. It clung to my mind, to my will, tried to entice me again. I could bring back my parents. I could bring back Nathan’s parents, I could change everything that happened before, save all the lives of all the students and faculty lost. All I had to do was embrace and make the change.

      I felt lips on mine. Hair scratched and tickled at my chin and cheeks. I tasted Hunter, smelled him, felt his lips desperate as they caught mine.

      I didn’t push the darkness away. Not really. Instead, I invited something else in, something that swelled and pushed against it. Hunter. And Lucas, his arms around me. And Isaac, his hands tangled in my hair. And when I looked up—Nathan, his eyes intense as his lips moved. “Your fate. It’s your fate, Amelia.”

      Sensation flooded me. Hot and cold, grief, joy, desire. Like I had never felt them before. My knees gave out, but my boys had me, held me and lowered me to the ground.

      “I’m sorry,” I sobbed, as they murmured to me.

      “It’s all right,” Lucas said in my ear.

      Isaac’s breath was warm on my hair. “You did it,” he said, “we’ve got you, Amelia. You’re okay.”

      Hunter held my face in his hands, his forehead pressed to mine. “You came back, Amy. You came back to us.”

      I swallowed hard and took time to let it out as they milled around me. Nathan stood to one side, brows pinched, frowning, his arms folded. Beside him, Serena had one hand on her hip, waiting impatiently until I finally urged the boys back and let them help me to my feet.

      I broke away from them and strode toward Nathan.

      “Well done,” he muttered.

      I smiled at him, and a chuckle bubbled up from my chest. I shook my head as I turned to Serena. “You know I could have turned to dust, right?”

      She looked me over and shrugged a shoulder. “I mean… heart of darkness really isn’t your color, honestly. I was doing you a favor.”

      “Come here,” I laughed, and pulled her into a tight hug.

      “Thank you,” I told her as she hugged me back. “Thank you.”

      She extricated herself from me and held my hands. “Yeah, you’re welcome. Just, you know… don’t pull that shit again, kay?”
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      I barely noticed writing the answers to Wardwell’s final exam on the paper or performing cantrips with fire for my elemental magic exam, and I barely remember what I wrote in the history paper about the relationship between magicians and djinn in ante-deluvian Persia. From the moment we emerged from the temple to a shocked Headmistress and a scowling Professor Klein, all I could think about was Amelia.

      They way her eyes had turned to that bottomless black. The ease with which she wielded that power. The way that Hunter, Lucas, and Isaac clung to her afterward, and every day since. I understood it—understood what they felt, why they held so tightly to her, why they were with her every moment after that.

      They were worried. And they needed to be.

      I knocked on her door, on the last day of class, after exams were done. The post-year party was planned for that night, but I didn’t feel up to going. I suspected she didn’t either. It took a moment, but she answered.

      “Nathan,” she said. “Uh… how did your exams go?”

      “Well,” I said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, of course they did. I think I passed mine, at least. So that’s something. Survived another year at Rosewilde. Yay.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Yay, indeed. May I… come in?”

      Amelia stepped back from the door and waved me in. “Pete and Serena already took off,” she said as I entered and looked around at the half-empty room. “I think they’re going to Brazil for the summer. God knows what they’re up to down there.”

      “And you?” I asked. I thought I knew, though.

      “Back to the house,” she said. “Um… and then from there… to Isaac’s family estate. For a little while, anyway. No one went home for Christmas, you know, so… I’m sure you’d be welcome. If you wanted. Not that it’s my place to invite you, I guess, but Isaac would. Invite you, I mean. Unless you’re going home to your family?”

      Her cheeks had gone just a little red, along with her ears. It was hard not to smile at that.

      “Maybe,” I said. “But I came to discuss something different.”

      She deflated slightly, nodding. “Yeah, I figure you didn’t stop by after five weeks of radio silence to talk about exams and summer plans.”

      I closed the door behind me. “What you did… in the temple. You’re aware what a danger that represents, I trust.”

      Amelia shifted a little on her feet, then looked behind her and settled onto the edge of the bed biting her lip. “I haven’t had any more urges, or anything.”

      “I suspect there’s a reason for that,” I said. I tried to keep my voice gentle. “Amelia, you embraced the Abyss. Az-Harad is going to push you again. Try to get you to take up that power. She doesn’t have short term goals—only a long game. I worry that everything that has happened—you bringing me back, my… infection, our plan to cure it… all of it may well have been her plan.”

      “If you’re worried I’m going to go darkside, I—“

      “I’m not worried you will go there willingly.” I sat on the bed across from her. “I’m worried that we’re playing a game of chess with a being who can see an infinite number of steps ahead of us, on a board with dimensions we can’t see, using pieces that are all the same color and don’t have any rules of movement.”

      “At that point, is it really chess?” she asked.

      I spread my hands. “That’s an excellent question and completes the analogy. We don’t know what game we’re playing.”

      Amelia sighed, closing her eyes briefly as she rubbed the bridge of her nose. “If you think I haven’t thought about this, Nathan, then you don’t know me. I barely managed to pass my exams because I stayed up late thinking myself to death instead of studying. If I could have just dropped out and hidden away in Cambridge I would have. I’ve obsessed over it.”

      “That’s good,” I said as I leaned forward. “Because we need to figure out what happens next, and how to avoid it.”

      That should have alarmed her, I would have thought. Instead, she smiled a little. “So, we agree that we can avoid it, if we have the right information, and act smart?”

      “I’d prefer if we actually were smart,” I mused. “But… I suppose you did put on quite a show. Not bad for…”

      “A girl?” She asked, smirking.

      I returned the expression with interest. “I was going to say for The Harbinger of Az-Harad, Dreadmother, She With The Thousand—“

      She groaned and led her head fall forward. “I get it. Christ. Can we just call her ‘that bitch from the pit’ from now on? It’ll save us all a lot of time.”

      “Agreed,” I chuckled. I looked around the room. She was mostly packed, it seemed. “Will you be… going to the party?”

      Amelia pursed her lips and glanced at her suitcase. “Not this year. Just… it was a lot, you know? Sadie, and then the… haunting, if you want to call it that, and then everything… I could use a little quiet. And at the insistence of Serena and the boys, I actually have one last thing to do here.”

      “Which is?”

      “They convinced me to see Master Larson about my little night terror problem,” she muttered. “I honestly don’t think he can do anything but it’s worth a try. I hate to cut this short, but I’ve got a date with a sleeping enchantment and a bald psychic.”

      I stood and held a hand out. “Come on, then. I’m due for a final check in anyway, and I had nothing to pack. I’ll walk you there.”

      She eyed my hand like there was a possibility it might bite her, and then cautiously took it. I tried to decide if that was the first time I’d actually held her hand. Outside a moment of dire crisis, that is. Her fingers were strong, like a magician’s ought to be after a couple of years of training, but still soft. I let them go once she was up. A queer silence filled the space between us until she opened the door and led me out.

      “So, your summer plans?” She asked. “Will you go home?”

      “Perhaps for a few days,” I said. “My family isn’t especially fond of me. And after so long away… well, it’s not as though they came to visit last summer. I’m not even sure they know I’m back. Or, for that matter… if I was ever gone. The Crowleys aren’t that affectionate among themselves.”

      “You really could come with us,” she said. “I mean, not if you’ve got something important to do, or anything. Or… I don’t know, what do your timelines say you should do?”

      I got the impression she was joking with me and eyed her sideways. “There are still some valid timelines in operation. But if I—“

      “Told me them they wouldn’t be valid anymore,” she breathed, and flashed me a half-smile. “Hunter told me all about it. That’s fine. You keep your secrets, Mister Crowley.”

      “There… are significant gaps in them now,” I admitted. “Just flashes. I think that possibly the only reason I was able to retain was I did was because of the presence of a creature familiar with a non-spatial, non-temporal state of being. The human mind alone apparently isn’t suited to navigating multiple timelines simultaneously. Well—you know. You were in the Abyss with me this time. What did you see?”

      Amelia took a breath, as if she would answer, but only held it instead. After a few seconds she just shrugged. “I don’t really remember. A lot of bad shit, mostly.”

      “I can certainly sympathize with that.” I quickened my step to reach the clinic door before her and held it open. “After you.”

      She cut me a sly look as she went in ahead and glanced back at me when she passed. “Leaps and bounds, Mister Crowley. Leaps and bounds.”

      We greeted Gina, who were assured that she had alerted Master Larson. “I could wait in the lobby,” I told her as we headed toward the door into the treatment area of the clinic. “Are the others meeting you here?”

      “I’m meeting them after,” she said as she put a hand on the door handle. “Percy is going to set us up with a portal back to Cambridge, Lucas is supposed to meet him in the portal room. We’re going to take Laura’s car—er, I guess I mean my car. Two years, you’d think… anyway, we’re road tripping. The old-fashioned way. Roadside diners and stuff like that. I think Hunter and Isaac are planning some sort of surprise I’m not supposed to know about, so.” She chewed her lip a bit and glanced at the handle under her hand. “Uh… I mean, if you’re meeting Master Larson, too, you may as well come back with me. It would be good to have someone there.”

      I nodded slowly. “Of course.”

      She smiled and pulled the door open and held it. “After you, Mister Crowley.”

      “Yes,” I murmured, “leaps and bounds indeed.”

      We went down the hallways to where Master Larson waited along with a senior student, likely one of his apprentices. Thomas, I thought, or maybe just Tom. A ruddy faced young man with a topknot of ginger hair and a mala around his neck with much smaller beads than Master Larson’s. They were both, however, a study in orange linen.

      “Amelia,” Master Larson said with a grin as we entered the room. “I’m glad you decided to come. I wondered if I would miss you.”

      Amelia cleared her throat. “Yeah… well, it’s mostly to make the boys happy. And Serena. She is all about this self-care stuff.”

      I stifled a grin. I’d been on the receiving end of Master Larson’s assistance, and I fully believed in his efficacy as a practitioner of psychic arts, of course. But I still harbored some general skepticism. Psychic arts were more art than science, after all.

      “If you’ll be attending,” Thomas-Tom said, “try to keep your aura as calm as possible. Please, have a seat. Can I get you some tea?”

      “Anything stiffer than that?” I asked as I sat and watched Master Larson lead Amelia to the treatment table that was set up with a blanket and a pillow. “Preferably something over twelve years old and aged in an oak barrel?”

      Thomas-Tom’s brows pinched slightly. “I have chamomile tea.”

      “Chamomile it is then,” I replied.

      Amelia gave me a slightly worried look as Larson laid her out on the bed, adjusted her pillow, and murmured the usual tripe. Calm your mind, relax your muscles, breathe deeply. None of that in the least bit affected the application of a sleeping charm. But perhaps this bit of ritual was part of his process. I gave her a thumbs up, and winked.

      She rolled her eyes before she followed Larson’s admonition to rest her head more comfortably and close them. After a moment, he retrieved a clear crystal bowl the size of his palm from a box on a table in the corner, and a mallet which he rolled around the edge to produce a pleasant, tenorous tone that hummed in the air for a time after he took the mallet away, his lips moving silently as he murmured the sleeping charm.

      It was the sort of magic someone of Amelia’s talent could have shrugged off, but she must have been receptive. Her eyes began to roll a bit under her eyelids, and she sighed out a long breath before her chest began to rise and fall in slow, shallow breaths. Larson set the bowl back in the box and put his fingers to his lips to indicate that I should stay quiet. I gave him a nod and watched as he held a hand first over Amelia’s forehead, and then her chest, his eyes half-lidded as he no doubt explored the state of her consciousness.

      Thomas-Tom returned some minutes into the process with a steaming cup of tea, on silent feet that I didn’t notice until he was standing over me. The tea smelled and tasted of soil, but I sipped it anyway to keep my mouth wet.

      It wasn’t a terribly long process and watching Amelia in repose wasn’t unpleasant. Her face slack, she looked slightly younger than her nineteen years, I thought, and utterly peaceful—a state I hadn’t actually seen her in before. For two hours, Larson sat perfectly still behind the head of the table, his fingers pressed into a complicated looking mudra, his eyes closed and his expression utterly placid. Twice, I almost drifted off myself, probably thanks to the tea. And the relative boredom.

      That boredom, however, was utterly shattered when Amelia began to stir. She only twitched a little, at first, but within a few minutes of the first motion, she flailed one arm, and then the other, and then was gasping for air as she sat up. I was on my feet without having quite realized I’d gotten up, and went to her side, frowning as she wiped sweat from her forehead. “Fuck me… I’d like to sleep for just a few hours, anytime, without… sorry. I’m fine, Nathan, really.”

      I had to take a step back, suddenly realizing how close I was. “I didn’t realize your night terrors were so pronounced,” I said. I looked to Master Larson. “What was it?”

      He only rubbed his jaw pensively, peering at Amelia.

      She looked back at him, brow furrowed. “So? Can you help? Do I need to meditate or… take some kind of herb? Maybe a pharmaceutical? I sleep walk on Ambien, just for your information.”

      Master Larson looked even more deeply concerned as he stood from his meditation chair and adjusted his robes and mala. “Well… you were certainly asleep…”

      Both of us snorted. Amelia shrugged. “Yeah, I mean… obviously, I was.”

      “But?” I inquired.

      Larson turned to Amelia first. “This is confidential information—”

      “I fished Nathan out of the Abyss. Twice,” she said. “We’ve got a certain level of intimacy. What’s the diagnosis?”

      Again, he adjusted his robes, clearly uncomfortable either with what he had to say, or with saying it in front of me. Either way, he stuffed his hands into his sleeves and inclined his head slightly before he answered. “While you slept,” he said, “I did sense some anxiety, and I was able to determine that you were, indeed, in a deep sleep. REM, for the most part, which is the nature of the charm. However… I’m afraid, Miss Cresswin, that you were not dreaming.”

      She stared at him, and then shook her head slowly. “Okay, well… it was worth a shot. I was definitely dreaming, so maybe your antenna needs an adjustment or… whatever.”

      She started to get up. Larson stepped around the table, serious now. “I do not doubt that you were experiencing something,” he said softly, “but I have thirty-eight years of training in this art, Miss Cresswin. And I can assure you—what you were experiencing as you slept, was not happening in your brain.”

      My stomach sank.

      Amelia shook her head. “Well, I don’t know what kind of experience you—“

      “Thank you, Master Larson,” I said quickly. “If you don’t mind, could we have a moment alone?”

      Larson eyed Amelia like the curiosity she must have been, and nodded before he glided out of the room, trailing Thomas-Tom behind him. They closed the door.

      Amelia searched for my eyes, caught them, and held them. “What is it? Larson may be good at some things, but he’s no Gina and I’m not entirely convinced his job isn’t mostly hypnosis and suggestion.”

      “It isn’t,” I said. “I’ve had him in my mind, exploring my psychic landscape with me—if he says you weren’t dreaming, then you weren’t. But… there’s another possibility.”

      “Great,” she breathed, and clasped her hands between her knees. “Lay it on me, Doc.”

      I hated to do that. I truly did. But she needed to know, because it complicated things significantly. If what I believed was true—and there was ample evidence in the literature to support it, though I had thought it only superstition—then Az-Harad already had a firmer grip on her than I realized. Her eyes were concerned, though, and then pleading as I weighed the pros and cons, until finally I simply had to trust that she could handle it.

      “These terrors,” I said slowly, “it’s possible that they aren’t dreams at all, Amelia.”

      She shrugged. “Okay. Then they’re…?”

      “They may well be… short trips into the Abyss,” I said, and it pained me when her face slowly fell, but she needed to hear it. Needed to be prepared.

      “That proverbial game of chess? I think… we may already be many, many steps behind.”
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      Marie Robinson lives in the Pacific Northwest with her husband Michael, their son Kal, and their two aging-but-young-at-heart pit bulls who love to sleep on the couch. After years of helping out authors as an editor and literary agent, she took the time to write her own book and has never looked back. She loves magic, adventure, and romance—and so that’s exactly what she spends her days writing about.
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