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      Shit happens. That’s what my godmother always used to say. “Amelia,” she’d tell me, waving a half-drank martini over the cheap little kitchen island she so loved to congregate around, “there’s no rhyme or reason to the world sometimes. No one deserves what they get, good or bad. It just happens. Shit happens. Remember that, honey. If you hunt for meaning in everything—good or bad—you’ll just drive yourself crazy with guilt. Or narcissism. They’re both just as harmful to your health.”

      Laura was a smart lady. She’d always had nuggets of wisdom for me, and she spread them liberally at my feet. When she died, I tried to keep some of them in mind but when it seemed like the universe kept piling shit on top of you, ‘shit happens’ started to sound a lot like someone up there had a grudge and wasn’t about to let you forget it.

      The Rolls-Royce that picked me up from the bus station hit a pothole in the road, and the thud of the undercarriage against asphalt jolted me out of my thoughts. Probably for the best. The driver, an elderly man with remarkable green eyes, glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Beg your pardon, Miss Cresswin. Old roads out here.”

      “It’s fine,” I replied, though I fingered the edges of the letter that had brought me ‘out here’ to begin with nervously. Cars and loud noises; to say they unsettled me didn’t quite cover it. Not after what happened. I couldn’t let myself think about that, not where someone could see me.

      ‘Out here’ was far, far from where I was meant to be that day. It was September 5th, a Thursday. First day of classes at MIT. If you’d asked my godmother about it, of course, no one was ‘meant’ to be anywhere. You just were where you were, when you were there. I wondered about that as I stared out the window at the landscape stretching out to one side of the mountain road. The trees north of Moretown, Vermont, were turning from green to gold and red. In some places it looked like someone had stabbed the forest, and it was slowly bleeding out. Apt for how I felt, really.

      Somewhere in a parallel universe, my godmother was alive and driving me to MIT for my first day of school. I was in the front seat beside her, instead of the backseat of a stranger’s car, singing to some eighties classic from Laura’s college days. Getting psyched. Not watching a mountainside slowly bleed to death.

      The drive got progressively rougher, and my nerves grew more and more taut, but I gritted my teeth and dealt with it, one hand clutching my unsolicited acceptance letter from the Rosewilde Academy, the other white-knuckling the armrest on the door. Rolls-Royce didn’t install oh shit handles in their half-million-dollar cars. Probably because they weren’t meant for off-road travel, which was just about where we were at.

      Two and a half hours after the drive started, we arrived. The car slowed as it took a sharp bend in the road, and an intricate iron gate with shiny gold spikes arranged along the tops of twisting bars loomed into view from behind the hillside. The gate was tall and arched, the metalwork elaborate bordering on the ridiculous. At the very top of the arched gateway hung a broad shield crest with a rose and an elaborate letter ‘R’. Metal vines curled away from it, tangling in the bars of the gate, sharp with thorns each a couple of inches long, at least, jutting out near the crest.

      I stared up at the structure as we passed it and entered a wide, flat courtyard complete with a white marble fountain surrounded by flowers that swirled like the edges of some vortex in stripes of dark blue, crimson, ruddy yellow, and white. The three figures at the center of the fountain were frozen mid dance around something like a maypole, except there were no ribbons, and the pole itself was a stylized rose in full bloom. It was just the right amount of pretentiousness to match the letter of acceptance in my hand.

      My door opened, and only then did I realize I was leaning on it. I nearly fell out of the car and had to grab the edge of the driver’s seat to steady myself.

      “We have arrived, Miss Cresswin,” the driver said. The fountain must have mesmerized me—I somehow missed him getting out of the Rolls.

      Red-faced, I stepped out of the vehicle and pulled the strap of my messenger bag onto my shoulder.

      “Welcome to Rosewilde, Miss,” the driver intoned. “You may go inside. I will see that your luggage is well tended.”

      “Thanks, Mr.…?” It was the third time I’d tried to get the driver to tell me a name. And for the third time he only smiled, those clear, flat emerald eyes of his glinting at me. “Okay, then. For the record, it’s creepy when you do that. Maybe just… rethink it. Just a suggestion.”

      Lurch said nothing, and I did my best to keep it casual as I rounded the back to the Rolls and looked up at an even more elaborate crest gracing the eaves of an actual mansion. The academy stretched away on either side until it disappeared into a copse of trees at both ends. It was all old stonework: mottled browns, reds, and whites, as if more than a single quarry had been needed to build the place. Back in the day, before it was a school, the internet said it was the home of a British lord who’d fled England after he was found to be financing the American Revolutionists. Clearly, he’d had expensive tastes. What happened to Archibald Rosewilde, it didn’t say. I assumed he died in his bed, old, surrounded by servants and his twelve children, and still filthy rich.

      Now, it was my new home. I’d thrown the dice already. MIT was out of reach for at least the term. Second-guessing at this point was stupid. So I ascended the twelve steps to the great, gilded double doors. A heavy iron ring served as the door handle, so I assumed it was meant to be pulled open.

      Locked. That, or the door weighed about ten thousand pounds and wasn’t going to budge for my puny mortal arms. I turned to ask Lurch if there was some other entrance and if this one was just for show. “Hey, how do you…”

      The Rolls was gone, and Lurch with it.

      And with both of them, my suitcase.

      “The fuck is the—”

      “Welcome,” a smooth voice said behind me.

      I whipped around at the same time that I tried to take a step back, both instincts grabbing me at once with the clear intention to kill me. My legs tangled with themselves, and I tried to correct, but the next step back was off the top step. I had enough time to imagine one of my old high school teachers speaking at my funeral. “She had such potential. Such a shame her own legs killed her.”

      I didn’t dash my brains out over the pristine white stairs. One moment my arms were windmilling as I plunged to my embarrassing and untimely death—the next, there were strong hands on my arms, pulling me back from the brink. The man who’d startled me planted me firmly back on my feet.

      He was something to look at. Manners aside—it was just rude to sneak up on someone like that—he had a face I could only call ‘gentlemanly’. Straight jawline, a bit of a cleft to his chin, a short, swept coif of sandy blond hair, and eyes that should have been blue or green but were instead a kind of golden hazel ringed in black. Pouty lips were curved into just the hint of a smile, which meant a smug sort of half-smile, and his dark eyebrows were pinched together so hard he could have hidden something in the crease between them. All of him was wrapped up in a fitted white shirt and a high-collared, gold-embroidered black vest that belonged in a previous century. “Close call,” he said. “You all right?”

      “Uh-huh,” I grunted, before I gulped to wet my dry throat. Excellent first impression. It’s my forte. At least I hadn’t changed that much. I continued to stare at him.

      “Would you like a picture?” he asked, his head cocked to the side.

      I blinked away my panic-induced trance and brushed his hands off my arms. “A picture of what? Take a step back, thank you, please. And maybe next time just clear your throat, and scuff a shoe or something.”

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he assured me, and backed off with both hands raised. “You must be Amelia. I’m Lucas. Your greeting party. Can I help you with your bag?”

      I had no luggage, since Lurch ran off with it, and looked down at my messenger bag when I didn’t see my suitcase magically deposited nearby. “Um, no. I’ll manage somehow. How do you know my name?”

      Lucas smiled a bit wider. “Rosewilde doesn’t exactly send out acceptance letters at random. We have a file. Your picture is in it. They briefed me before I came to escort you to your admissions exam.”

      I glanced around the empty courtyard. “Am I late, or early?”

      “Neither,” he said. “You’re precisely on time. Let me show you in.”

      He turned, gripped the iron ring of the door, and pulled it open as if it weighed nothing. It swung silently out onto the landing, not so much as a whisper from the hinges. I followed him into a wide, deep foyer with a hallway to either side of the door, a pair of curved staircases at the far end, and six doors lining the walls. Lucas’s shoes tapped quietly over the ancient wood floors, filling the otherwise silent space like a metronome. I took one step, and the wood under my feet creaked menacingly.

      “Watch your step,” Lucas called over his shoulder.

      “Ha ha,” I muttered. After my next step, a whoosh of air blew in behind me, and I glanced back to see the door closing. “Lucas, right? What… kind of school is this exactly?”

      He stopped by the closest door on the right, made of some smooth dark wood like the double doors at the front. About halfway up the unembellished surface was a burnished gold symbol. Coded room labels? Probably an artifact of the Academy’s past. Rosewilde had a thing for the occult; a precursor to the big spiritualism boom. “The kind of school that mints Nobel laureates like pennies,” Lucas said as he opened the door and gestured for me to go in ahead of him.

      As intriguing as the door itself was, it led to a fairly plain office. Just a desk, a high-backed leather chair on one side and a slightly shorter chair on the other.

      “Please, have a seat,” he urged me when I stood just inside, baffled at the lack of anything else in the room. Including a lamp. There were no windows, either, and yet somehow the room was lit. As if the light was just there. I wanted to look around, the physics of the room sending my brain into overdrive.

      “I didn’t apply to this school,” I told him as he brushed past me to take the tall chair behind the desk. “The letter just came in the mail. Maybe it was meant for another Amelia Cresswin?”

      “Highly unlikely,” Lucas said, and opened a draw to rummage around for something. He withdrew a stiff black folder and flipped it open. “Just a few questions for our records. If you could sit? This won’t take long.”

      I did, but reluctantly, and while searching the room for a source of light. “How is this room lit? Where is the light actually coming from?”

      Lucas chuckled softly. “The same place all light comes from. Where else? Now, it’s Amelia Rosalind Cresswin, correct?”

      The sound of my mother’s name on anyone’s lips always made me flinch internally. “Yes,” I said. “I go by Amelia, though. Or Amy.”

      “Mm.” His pen moved to another line. “Parents?”

      “None,” I said. “I lived with my godmother, Laura Kinreedy, but she—”

      “You manifested yourself, then?” Lucas interrupted.

      “What?” I cocked my head at him. “Obviously not. My… my parents have passed. Rosalind and Jakob Cresswin.”

      Lucas blinked at me, maybe skeptical—it was hard to read his expression—but turned his eyes back to the paper and scribbled the names down. “Okay, then. Previous education?”

      “Ridge Avenue Upper, in Cambridge, Mass,” I answered, and leaned in to see what was else was on the form. “If you sent me an acceptance letter, don’t you already know that?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Yeah… I mean your other school. Your primary academy, obviously.”

      We stared at one another. I waited for the punchline but it didn’t come. “I didn’t… are you absolutely certain you have the right person? And is this place empty? I haven’t seen a single other student here. You’re not… uh… is there anyone else here?”

      I put a hand on my bag. Under the flap was a keychain with a removable can of mace. Mysterious letter? One guy in the whole place? Creepy driver? Freaky magic light tricks? I entertained a variety of explanations and a lot of them seemed to end with me in a basement dressed in doll clothes while this guy, cute or not, shouted at me about putting lotion on my skin. If he was some eccentric billionaire, I did not for a moment put it past him. Laura always said wealth made people crazy.

      Lucas closed the file and pursed his lips as he laid the pen on it and steepled his fingers. “So you went to a public high school?”

      All my red flags were waving, so I slipped my hand under the flap of my bag and rose calmly from the chair. “I can see this was some kind of mistake,” I said politely, smiling at him as nicely as I could as I stepped back from the chair and made my way to the door. “I’ll just see myself out. You have a nice day, Lucas. It was a pleasure to meet you. I think I should probably go—”

      As I opened the door, Lucas raised a finger as if to warn me of something but I was done listening to all that. Instead, I turned quickly and pushed through the door.

      Right into a much smaller room than the foyer we’d come from. There were murmurs to my right, and when I looked at the source of the voices I found a long table at the far end of the room. Behind it sat thirteen men and women, arrayed like judges on a panel, and dressed exactly the way administration and faculty were expected to at a graduation ceremony.

      The one in the middle, a man a bit past middle-aged, with shocks of white along either side of a head of receding black hair, stood and gave me a broad, welcoming smile.

      “Ah, Miss Cresswin,” he said, very much like he’d been expecting me. “So glad you were able to make it. Welcome to the Rosewilde Academy of Magical Arts. If you’ll just set your bag to one side please; it’s technically prohibited in the testing room. Then we can begin your entrance exam.”

      I closed my jaw, which had dropped open the moment I walked through the door, and scanned the line of people behind the table. I tried to summon some words—the right question, a phrase that would make them all admit that I was being punk’d, and reveal Ashton Kutcher from some hidden panel in the walls.

      Instead, all that came out was, “Huh?”
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      Rosewilde Academy for Magical Arts. Of course. It all made sense. I’d been invited to a fucking magician school. I turned to face the panel. “Look, I’m really sorry about the mix-up but… I don’t have any interest in magic. Don’t get me wrong, I have the utmost respect for Penn and Teller, I saw them in Vegas once, they’re amazing, but, um… I walked out on MIT for this, so I’m gonna go back there and beg for my spot back and go do something with my life. Thanks so much for this opportunity, though. Really. Thanks.”

      I spun on my heel to leave the room the way I came in—there could only be so many doors in this place and one of them was the exit—but stopped short when there was no door to open. I hung my head and sighed.

      “I admit, that’s very impressive,” I said. “But if someone could just… you know, make the door come back. I won’t look, promise. I know how secretive magicians like to be.”

      “Miss Cresswin,” the standing panel member said, “if you could have a seat for us. The only way out of this room is to pass or fail your entrance exam, and you’ve got”—he checked a pocket watch—“approximately fourteen minutes and thirty-two seconds to do either. There are thirty students in line behind you; we really don’t have time to entertain every student’s nervous breakdown. If you would?”

      He gestured at the empty floor of the room, but when I looked back it was no longer empty. There was a wooden desk-chair combo now sitting in the center of the room, with a blank sheet of paper and a number two pencil. What the actual—

      “That…” I shook my head. Mirrors? Had to be, maybe they dropped away into the floor. “That’s a really good trick. I just don’t really want to waste my life playing children’s birthday parties and I really don’t have the kind of confidence to perform on stage in front of crowds. So.”

      The man sighed and nodded pointedly to the desk.

      Fourteen minutes of my life. That was fine. I could just answer the questions randomly, fail out, and be on my way. At least it wasn’t some kind of creepy billionaire serial killer plot. That was a step up.

      “Fine.” I breathed out, annoyed, and set my bag down in the back corner of the room before I strode to the desk and flopped down in it. I picked up the pencil and started to turn over the paper but checked with the panel before I did. I received a nod as the standing member sat down, and flipped it over.

      “Oh, it’s blank,” I said and held up the blank sheet. “Is it supposed to be? Is it like an essay thing?”

      “Please just answer the questions to the best of your ability, Miss Cresswin,” one of the other panelists said. She was an older lady in a pale pink suit, her hair blue-washed and pulled into a severe bun that tugged at the edge of her hairline. I felt like she had a wall of decorative cat plates in her office. She seemed the type.

      More fun and games. All I had to do was run out the clock, so I put the sheet down and began marking the side where I imagined a multiple choice column to be. I filled in non-existent bubbles with the pencil, one at a time, and even put on a good show of pretending like I gave a damn. When I reached the bottom, I figured about five minutes had passed. I turned the paper back over like we used to do in school and pushed it to the edge of the desk, then clasped my hands in front of me. “Done. That was certainly challenging. Do you grade it now, or…?”

      One of the other panelists picked up a sheet of paper from the table in front of him. He pushed a pair of reading glasses up his nose. “Somewhat impressive, really.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at that. Was he for real? He must have been bat-shit crazy to take my bullshit answers seriously. This had to be some kind of joke.

      “Miss Cresswin,” a copper-haired younger panelist asked, “can you describe to me the scent of a raven’s mourning?”

      I leaned forward, as if I hadn’t heard him. But the game was on and there couldn’t be more than ten minutes left. “Uh… I guess it smells sad? How about coriander. And, ah, old vanilla that’s gone bad.” Hopefully that was pretentious enough to match my audience.

      “If you would,” another panelist spoke up, “can you assess accurately whether we are currently in the midst of a retrograde mercury cycle?”

      That, at least, I knew a little about. Bad communication? Check. “I’m gonna guess we are, and that it’s a bad one. Next question?”

      The man who’d spoken before raised his voice. “When was your last flying dream, Miss Cresswin?”

      That question caught me off guard. How did he know about my dreams? Except, flying dreams were fairly common. Everyone had them. Didn’t they? “Last week?”

      “Can you be more precise?” he pressed.

      I thought about it, at the same time that I told myself it didn’t matter. “I guess Monday night? I had some coffee before bed, so—”

      “Her scores are quite high,” the old-lady panelist said to the man sitting to her right. “And she is a legacy. That’s got to count for something, don’t you think?”

      A legacy? In other places, that usually meant one of my parents would have attended the school. Laura never mentioned this place, or that my mother or father were stage magicians. “I’m sorry, ma’am? Did you say my parents were—”

      “That’s not necessarily an indication of inherent talent,” the man in the middle said. “We’ve had a number of legacies wash out early. But I do agree there seems to be some promise.”

      I slid out of the desk to stand, hoping to get their attention. “Pardon me, but are you saying one of my parents went here? Rosalind and Jakob Cresswin—do you know either of those names?”

      They ignored me as another young-looking panelist, a Chinese woman in a black vest and gray shirt, apparently argued against my admission. “She’s had no primary schooling, though. How can she possibly keep pace?”

      “There are ways around that,” the man in the middle argued back. “Remember Adelaide Halliday—she wasn’t accepted until she was twenty-seven, with no primary education and from a completely mundane family. Graduated in three years.”

      “Adelaide was a prodigy,” the Chinese panelist scoffed, and waved a manicured hand in my direction. “This girl is not another Adelaide Halliday.”

      “Well, she could be,” a man at the end that I had forgotten was even there piped up, his voice hoarse and breathy. He looked to be about a thousand years old, his eyes so droopy I couldn’t tell if they were opened, and his eyebrows bushed out enough to almost cover them.

      I took a step toward them. “Hi, I’m still here. Is anyone going to answer my question?”

      None of them seemed to notice except when a question arose from the chatter in my general direction.

      “Do you cross your laces left over right, or right over left? Can you untie and tie your shoes for us?”

      “Are you unusually lucky?”

      “Would you show us your palms, dear?”

      “What precisely was the time and location of your birth?”

      “Do you currently smell fudge?”

      They came so fast that at first I refused to answer anything. By the third or tenth question—I honestly wasn’t counting them—I started answering automatically as I took more steps toward the panel, as if the stream of seemingly random questions were a physical current that I had to fight against to move closer. These people seemed to know my parents; I even overheard one of them commenting that I looked a great deal like Rosalind and might well have inherited her talents as well as her looks.

      Each time I answered another of their ridiculous inquiries, and each time they ignored one of my pleas for some kind of explanation—literally anything at all that would make sense of this—I grew more frustrated, until I was shouting answers at them and barking my questions.

      It wasn’t until I was a foot away from the table and finally slammed my hands down in front of them that they stopped talking. “Who the hell are you people and what do you want with me?”

      The table shook under my hands. A shiver ran through me, from my palms, up to my shoulders and down through my heels. It passed into the floor, and the hardwood groaned warnings that this old house was about to collapse.

      I backed away from the table slowly, catching my balance as the floor shifted. Or, no—it wasn’t the floor. I could still feel the vibration in my feet when I lifted them. It was me that was shaking. And it was getting worse. It felt like my bones were rattling apart inside me. My fingers ached, and then my toes, and the ache spread up my arms and legs toward my torso until every joint was on fire.

      They started up with their incessant questions again. “Miss Cresswin, there are two pillars of fire to either side of you, one is a deep red, the other is lilac, which one would you throw the moon into?”

      “Can you visualize for us a four-dimensional mobius configuration?”

      “Do you at times perceive a slight itching just behind the third finger of your left hand?”

      “Describe the emotional taste of red lentils, please.”

      “Everyone just stop!” I shouted.

      The air between me and the panel shuddered. As if there were a surface suspended between us, and I had just kicked it to reveal the trick. There was a rush of wind as the vibration in my body reached a kind of peak and turned to fire that burst from the base of my spine and shot up my back and down my legs in a flush of heat that made every part of me break out in sweat.

      Wood creaked and groaned as floorboards curled up from the ground like fingers and grasped the edge of the table. They pulled it down as if threatening to flip it, but only made it a few inches before, suddenly, the air was still, the heat inside me left as if poured out of my fingers and toes, and a dead silence descended on the room.

      I stumbled back, and bumped into the desk. “I… I’d like to go now.”

      The man in the middle of the panel stood up—entirely nonplussed by what had just happened—and worked his way behind the six panelists to his left in order to get around the table and approach me. I followed him with a wary eye, unmoving, as he strode calmly across the broken floor and extended a hand.

      “Certainly, you may go. We’ve seen all we need to, I think.”

      I cautiously took his hand and shook. “Okay…”

      “Miss Cresswin, allow me to introduce myself,” he said as he held my hand. “I’m Augustus Sinclaire, headmaster of Rosewilde Academy. I’d like to extend our congratulations, and welcome you to the next four years of your remarkable life.”

      “Can I go now, Headmaster Sinclaire?” I asked quietly. My throat was raw. I didn’t even care that I’d somehow passed the weird exam. My mind was whirling, trying to compartmentalize and understand what had just happened. Clearly I was having a panic attack and my brain conjured the strange reaction in the room to help me understand what was happening internally.

      He smiled and let my hand go as he waved a hand toward the wall where the door was before. I followed the gesture and, sure enough, there it was. I gave a small cough that I couldn’t cover in time, and straightened my shoulders. “Thank you,” I rasped. “Um… yeah. Thanks.”

      I was still shaking, but not from the… what had that been? A seizure? A nervous breakdown? A panic attack? Whatever it was, it had passed but left every cell in my body exhausted. I stooped to pick up my messenger bag and hung it on my shoulder. It seemed to have gained a hundred pounds since I set it down.

      There was another chorus of whispered comments behind my back but I ignored them. Enough was enough. I’d entertained their stupid mock-test and answered their questions until it literally drove me out of my mind. That was more than enough abuse for one day.

      I pulled the door open and expected to step back into Lucas’s office.

      Someone ran into me as I stepped through, a full-on shoulder check that left us both staggering.

      “Excuse you,” the girl snapped. “Fucking freshmen…”

      She muttered obscenities until she disappeared into the rest of the crowd.

      The foyer was full of students.
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      “Amelia! You made it,” Lucas called as he threaded his way through the crowded foyer toward me. He didn’t seem at all surprised by the sudden appearance of all these students and faculty, but then I imagined he was in on the trick, whatever it was. How had they pulled it off?

      I admit, I began to rethink my earlier assessment. The level of skill and manipulation it would take to pull these illusions off was pretty masterful. It clearly wasn’t MIT but I was intrigued enough to stick around for a day, for curiosity’s sake alone if nothing else.

      He managed to get to me and stood with his hands on his hips, smiling. “Well done.”

      “I…” I tore my eyes away from the crowd to focus on him. He was distractedly handsome. I’d always thought of magicians as... well, nerds and not the cute kind. He was making me reassess my stereotypes. “I’m not paying for the damage to that room. The academy can sue me if they want but trust me, I don’t have the money and I’m pretty sure I couldn’t pay to go here even if I wanted to do magic tricks for a living.”

      Lucas smirked. “I think they can probably manage the repairs. And you don’t pay tuition here. The academy gets contributions from alumni to cover the cost of student tuition. It’s considerable. Let me show you to your dorm and introduce you to your freshman mentor.”

      He turned to lead me somewhere but I tugged at his sleeve to stop him. “Lucas? Hi, yeah. So, what I’d actually prefer is if you’d just call me a cab or something. You can mail me my luggage, but I’m not staying here another second.”

      The man bit his bottom lip in a way that was unfairly sexy, but not enough to distract me from my point. Nice try. Classic honeypot. Not today, Satan.

      “The thing is,” he said, “there’s no cab to call. The car you rode in? It was a magical construct and is used rarely. But, I tell you what: there’s a bus, once a month. It picks up the senior students and shuttles them between here and Moretown. It won’t be by until the last weekend of the month. That’s twenty-three days. The rooms here are nice, the food is five-star restaurant quality, and you get a weekly stipend in a student account. About a grand a week. So… stick it out for just a few weeks, and if at the end you really don’t want to be here anymore, you go home with a few thousand bucks and never have to look back.”

      “Wait,” I said, somehow more incredulous about the money than even the wild magic tricks, “I’m sorry—how much money does the Academy actually have? How can they pay students that much just to be here?”

      “That’s just freshmen,” he said. “They tack on another thousand each year you survive.”

      My eyes widened and my eyebrows must have disappeared into my hairline. “I’m… sorry?”

      “Metaphorically speaking,” Lucas added quickly. But as he turned away I could swear I heard him mutter, “Mostly.”

      He walked off into the crowd and I itched absently at my right palm as I made the quick decision that following him would, at least, keep me in sight of someone I knew. I hurried after him to the end of the foyer and then up the right set of stairs.

      “The stairways lead to different floors,” he said over his shoulder, loud enough to cut through the din. “Always remember that your room is up the right stairway. The left one leads to the classrooms and labs. The dorms are divided into four hallways. It used to be just one, and there were only four doors, but there was an incident and some of the rooms collapsed on one another so ever since then we keep them all separate.”

      I tried to listen for creaky floorboards. They could pay students thousands of dollars to be here but not keep up repairs? “What, like they were one big room? Like a barracks?”

      Lucas tossed a grin over his shoulder. “No.”

      We reached the top of the stairs and emerged into a hallway with, as he’d predicted, two hallways branching off on either side. They looked like they ran the length of the mansion. “Clockwise from the left,” he said, pointing to the hallway nearest the stairs on my left, “freshman, sophomore, junior, senior. There’s no curfew, and we don’t do RAs or anything like that. We do have a security office but they’re only here for investigations related to conduct and accidents; you won’t see them unless they’re looking for you, pretty much. Each class has a head apprentice—it used to be head girl and head boy, but then we got a few of the younger faculty in and they changed it. We’re an old institution but we’re progressive.”

      “Oh, wow, great,” I muttered.

      “Come on.” He waved me down the freshman hall.

      The doors weren’t numbered. Like Lucas’s ‘office’, each door had a different pictogram on it, though I couldn’t be sure none of them repeated. I started counting doors instead, apparently under my breath.

      “Oh, there’s no point in that,” Lucas said. “The doors aren’t always in the same order. Leftover from the old configuration. Some of the seniors and deans are going to see about working that out after winter break.”

      “They don’t change order,” I breathed. “Look, can we—just stop for a moment, please?”

      Lucas did, turned on a heel, one eyebrow politely raised in patience.

      “Lucas… this is all…” I took a breath, counted backward from ten like my therapist recommended a million times over the summer. It actually did help, a little. “In the ‘exam’ room, I had a… sort of a really severe panic attack, I think. And I’m starting to wonder if I haven’t reached the upper limit of my mental health. I lost my godmother last May, and I spent the whole summer in therapy but I’ll be honest. I didn’t do any of my homework and now I think maybe my therapist was right about how if I didn’t deal with my grief it would start showing up in other ways that I wasn’t expecting. Even if this was some kind of amazing opportunity, I think what I need is to go back home and put the time in to get my mental health under control and then just… move on with my life. I’m begging you, Lucas. Can you please, please just arrange for me to go back to Moretown? I don’t need the money; I need to get well.” I scratched at my palm as I spoke.

      Lucas’s general expression of patronizing amusement gradually flattened as I spoke, and when I finished he rubbed his jaw and took a step toward me. He reached down and very gently took my hands in each of his. “I’m so very sorry for your loss,” he said softly. “I know what it’s like to lose the people closest to you. Believe me, what you’re going through—I get it. There really isn’t any way other than walking to leave the grounds and get back to town, Amelia. But I promise, there is a bus. Give this place a try. You’re more stable than you realize; this is not a nervous breakdown. What you experienced before—and I know this is going to sound like I’m gaslighting you but you have to at least consider the possibility—it wasn’t a panic attack. It was the room, and the situation, helping you to manifest a very special gift. One that almost no one in the world shares. This isn’t a school to learn magic tricks, Amelia. It’s a school to learn magic. Real magic. But if you aren’t convinced by the time the bus arrives, I promise that I will see to it you are given a seat—and your money—and you can leave and never look back. Can you just pretend, for a few weeks, that this might be the most amazing opportunity that you’ve ever received? Because it really might be.”

      “Magic,” I repeated, and searched his eyes for some hint of amusement or a tell, or… something. “You just… you just said all that as if you really meant every word. You’re a remarkable con man; I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone lie with such earnest skill before in my entire life.”

      He sighed softly and dropped my hands. “Twenty-three days. That’s it. That’s all you need to sacrifice. This is your room.”

      Lucas gestured at the next door and took a few steps backward to lead me to it. He turned the door handle and pushed it open as he knocked on it. “Hunter? You’ve got a new roommate.”

      I paused at the threshold to the room as I realized my roommate was a man. “Co-ed dorms? Seriously?”

      ‘Hunter’ didn’t even look up from his desk. The room was a small disaster in beige and chocolate. There were two narrow beds to either side, very much like any other dorm room on any college campus in the world—but the whole of it was covered with old books, stacks of papers in varying states of neatness, and there were all manner of stones and crystals hanging from the edges of the ceiling, standing or lying on bookshelves, and even tucked under the edges of the beds. What’s more, the walls had been scratched to hell with pictograms kind of like the ones on the doors outside but less angular and more twisted and curving.

      “Hunter,” Lucas snapped. “You’ve got a new roommate?”

      Hunter looked up finally and squinted at me through a pair of glasses with one blue lens and one purple. He took them off as he turned in his chair and glared first at me and then at Lucas. “The fuck is this?”

      “This,” Lucas said with strained patience, “is Amelia Cresswin. Your new roommate.”

      “Cresswin,” Hunter echoed.

      I looked from one of them to the other. “Right. So, is there some possibility that I could just stay with another female student while I’m—”

      “What exactly are you implying?” Hunter asked, face scrunched into disbelief. He shook his head, hair falling out of the man-bun tied haphazardly on the top of his head, and turned his attention to Lucas as if I no longer existed. “Put her somewhere else. I don’t need the distraction or the passive accusations.”

      “It’s not my call, Hunter,” Lucas said. “Admin put her here; you know the deal. The bed’s hers already.”

      Hunter looked me over disdainfully. “Fucking great. I’m in the middle of something, Lucas. Something important? So kindly fuck off for the moment. She can come back later.”

      “She’s meeting Serena here,” Lucas said. He leaned toward me. “Hunter is a sweetheart, once you get to know him. That steely exterior may be about six feet thick but underneath there are layers of granite, limestone, sandstone. Deep down in the middle there’s about six ounces of soft gold, though. I promise.”

      “Why… do I have to stay with him?” I asked. A school for magic was one thing, but a room with a douche? No thanks.

      Lucas spread his hands helplessly. “Admin never explain themselves to me. I’m just the headmaster’s PA.”

      “Just the headmaster’s PA,” Hunter mocked, his hand waving in the air. “Fine. Leave her here, but you can go now.”

      That sounded rather personal. A nervous tremble flooded my stomach as Lucas shook his head and turned to leave. “W-wait,” I said, and left the room to join him in the hall. “You can’t just leave me here. Hunter obviously values his privacy. Maybe we can talk to the headmaster or something? I don’t want to invade his space.”

      “I wasn’t lying,” he said regretfully. “Admin has a system for assigning rooms and roommates and I don’t know what it is, but if I put you in a different room you’ll just wake up in that one. Look, Hunter is… troubled and honestly a little obsessive but not about you or anyone else. He’s a workaholic; he’s got this project that he’s been dealing with for the last year and if you just don’t interrupt him or bother him, he’ll basically forget you exist. Believe me, he’s very good at that.”

      I frowned. “Is there like… do you two have some kind of history?”

      Lucas held his hand out, palm up as if inviting me to take it. I did, thinking there was some heartfelt confession about to happen, but instead he turned my hand over and tapped my palm right where it had been itching.

      I looked down to see a tattoo on my skin. “The fuck?” I scratched at it as he let my hand go, then licked my thumb and tried to smudge it off.

      “That’s your student compass,” he said. “Serena Venturo will meet you shortly to give you the official tour. She’s… an interesting person. Whip-smart, even if it doesn’t look like it at first, and she knows this campus very well. That little arrow will point you to whatever you’re looking for, and lasts about a month.”

      “I don’t… when did this happen?” I demanded. “Was I drugged or something? Oh my god, it moves.”

      I turned my hand and then my whole body one way and the other. The little arrow didn’t settle on one place; it moved under my skin first one way and then the other.

      “You have to focus on a task,” he said. “Need the restrooms?”

      I did, actually, now that he mentioned it, and the moment I agreed mentally that I really had to pee, the tiny arrow inside the circular tattoo snapped to one side of the circle and stayed there. Of course, once I acknowledged it, the need quickly became urgent, and the little arrow began to tremble as though it, too, desperately needed to go.

      “How is this… is this some kind of…” I stared at the tattoo. “It must be, what, some kind of nanite technology? Is this a tech school because that would—”

      Lucas laughed. “If it makes you feel better—yes. Call it a very, very high-tech school. Follow that arrow; it will take you to the restrooms. When Serena gets here, she’ll be able to find you. Just don’t leave this floor. She’s dark-haired, dark-eyed, will look like she wakes up beautiful. Kind of like you, but darker.”

      I glanced up at him, unsure from his tone whether that was actual flirting or just some kind of casual aside. Lucas was a hard man to read—like he was both totally focused on me and also entirely disinterested at the same time. I reminded myself I didn’t care and only intended to be here, at the most, twenty-three days. “Right,” I muttered. “Well, thanks for being honest with me for once.”

      He hung his head briefly, flashed me a smile, and shook his head as he walked away.

      “Welcome to Rosewilde, Amelia,” he called back without looking. “I’ll see you around.”
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      Once Lucas was gone, I turned to find the restrooms, but saw Hunter in his—well, our, I guess—room, head bent back to his work. If I was going to stay in that room with him, I certainly didn’t want there to be some kind of animosity happening. “Um… Hunter?”

      He stopped scribbling notes on a piece of paper and slammed his pen down as he turned to me. “Um… yes?”

      Prick. I ignored his mocking tone, though, in the interest of making peace. “I’m really sorry they stuck me with you. I didn’t ask for it. I’m only going to be here until the next bus comes, so… I’ll just do my best to stay out of your way, okay? I know you didn’t ask for this.”

      His lips were largely obscured by a beard that needed a trim, but he did wear it well once I got a good look at him. He was a burly looking guy, I thought, though it was hard to be sure with him sitting like he was. He combed his fingers over his chin. “The bus? You’re not staying?”

      Hunter was attractive in that caveman lumberjack way that made girls as turned on as they were intimidated. He definitely didn’t have a creep factor higher than the standard dude, else I’d have demanded a new room. I didn’t need to deal with creeps on top of magic shit.

      “I got accepted to MIT,” I said, “and I really… really should have just gone straight there. I’ve been making bad decisions lately, I think. Anyway.”

      He showed just a hint of amusement. “You would rather go to MIT than Rosewilde? What the hell for? You can go to MIT afterward. Hell, you can go wherever you want afterward; why would you not want to be here? You have any idea how lucky you are?”

      Now that I knew I had to pee, it became overwhelming. “I don’t, actually. Maybe you can tell me about it but, um, I’ve really gotta…”

      Hunter rolled his eyes and turned slowly back to his work. “Just don’t fuck with anything in the room while you’re here. Don’t touch the stones, don’t touch the ward glyphs, don’t touch anything that doesn’t look like your bed, basically. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” I breathed.

      He shrugged. “Fine. You can stay. Just don’t bring anyone back to the room either. I don’t fuck anyone in here, you don’t fuck anyone in here.”

      “Wha—I’m not… I wouldn’t… excuse me?”

      He didn’t look up. “I wasn’t speaking Akkadian. Don’t you have to piss or something?”

      I colored, and started to let him know that I was not that kind of girl, but… I really was running out of time so I left the room and closed the door just slightly louder than was necessary, and looked down at my palm to test this freaky nanite tattoo out. Hunter’s tone and his assumption about me rankled all the way down the hall to the end, where there was a connecting hallway with stairs at either end and three doors. I didn’t even want to be here. Why would I be looking for someone to bring back to my dorm?

      Each, again, had indecipherable pictograms on them, but the compass pointed me toward the door on the far left so I took that one.

      It opened into a bathroom that could only be described as opulent. Everything was white marble and gold fixtures. Through one archway there was a line of stalls visible, and through the other a row of showers and even three chambers at the far end that looked like bathtubs. Palatial—that was the word. I didn’t think I’d ever have a need to use it but if anything was palatial, it was this monstrosity of a bathroom.

      I went through the first archway, chose a stall, and went about my business.

      Before I finished, the door to the room opened and closed, and I heard the tap-tap of heels as someone came in. It only lasted a moment, and when I finally finished and emerged from the stall I saw a woman at one of the gold sinks. She was tall, all legs, and wearing a shimmering red dress that barely made it past her panties—assuming she was wearing any, and just from the way she held herself I wasn’t certain she was.

      She was messing with something on the counter, and before I could speak up to say anything at all—which I wasn’t sure I could because she was painfully gorgeous—she bent at the waist and snorted something from the counter.

      “Uh… hi,” I managed to get out.

      The woman straightened, delicately wiping her nose with her middle finger. She rubbed whatever was there on her teeth, eyeing me up and down as she did. When she was done getting high, she turned to face me and put one hand on her generous hip. “You must be Amelia. I’m Serena. Your mentor.”

      I pointed at the counter. “Were you just… is that cocaine, or something?”

      Serena barked a laugh. “What? Mithra’s wooly balls, no. Who even does coke anymore? It’s an alchemical powder for the party tonight. Helps with hangovers and makes your pussy taste like cherries. Want some?”

      “Gosh, not for me,” I said. “I’ll pass this time, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said. “So. I’m supposed to give you the tour of the Enterprise, where I show you all the magical stuff around here and you get all bug-eyed and confused about everything and that’s so adorable but there’s a lot of ground to cover and I have to douche at some point before this party so how about you walk with me and save all your questions for the end, and ideally for someone else, mkay?”

      “I—”

      “Thanks so much, you’re a trooper,” she said, and spun on one of her six-inch stilettos to tap-tap toward the door. “Let’s go, fresh meat; we’re on a timetable.”

      I hurried to catch up with her. Serena led me to the right, toward one of the staircases, as she started her version of a tour speech. “So, this stairway is great for a late-night blow and go. Nobody uses it, and the acoustics are great. Also, it leads to the dining hall, which is good, too.”

      We took a set of double doors into a dining room that looked like it could seat several hundred people along tables with white tablecloths, already set with silverware. “You’ll eat at the far right table. At first,” Serena explained as we strode down the length of the room, “for the first term. It’s admin’s way of making sure we ‘socialize’ with our peers before we start forming cliques and shit. The term will be over before you know it, though, so if you turn out not to be like entirely unbearable you can join whatever friends you manage to make for winter term. But you’ll see the other freshman next year if you survive, so don’t like piss anyone off—trust me, it comes back to get you. Through these doors—”

      “Survive?” I asked. First Lucas and now Serena. What the hell was this place?

      Serena only glanced back at me, and went on like I hadn’t spoken. “—you get to the central courtyard. It’s where basically everything that isn’t studying or eating happens, and a lot of the time that includes getting fucked but sound carries so you’ve gotta be quiet.”

      “Why is everyone—”

      “Remember what I said about questions?” She pushed through one of the two large rectangular wooden doors and we emerged into what I assumed was the Garden of Eden. It was the most manicured, eclectic garden I had ever seen.

      The courtyard was arranged in five tiers, each tier edged with flowers and small trees and lined with stones that led down to the next level, all the way to a massive, ancient willow tree bigger than I thought they were supposed to grow. The branches had trinkets attached to them, so that in the slight breeze there was a tinkling of metal, stone, and glass where some of them rattled against one another. Students congregated in clumps all over, and from a small pond by the willow four streams flowed away and up the tiers in little reversed waterfalls, babbling backwards until they passed into dark, grate-covered tunnels that ran underneath the mansion.

      “How are they doing that?” I asked.

      Serena gave me a tortured look. “Again, questions. The end. Someone else. So look, all the fruit trees will make fruit all year long but be super careful because the fucking druid students like to mess with them and while it’s usually pretty harmless you can end up tripping balls for a few days if you eat the wrong thing so, you know, give everything a sniff first. Now, the north end of the Academy is all staff and private labs and grad students so just like never go in there. We just came from the south end, which is freshmen classrooms and all the dorms. East is for second- and third-term classes, and west is for senior classes and apprenticeships and the library. Follow please.”

      She stalked across the garden courtyard waving and winking like the most popular girl in school, which it’s possible she was given all the eyes that turned when she passed. As we made it to the far end, I spotted Lucas standing with another student, a guy with dark hair, dressed with a lot less overt class, with a dusting of stubble over his jaw. Both of them watched me as I followed Serena. I gave Lucas a small wave—he was the only other person besides Serena and my angry roommate that I knew.

      He waved back. So did his friend.

      “Lucas Turner and Isaac Roth,” Serena said. I almost ran into her as she stopped to wave at both of them and blow a kiss. “So fucking hot. I guess you met Lucas, right?”

      “He… actually I’m not sure what he does, but he filled out some—”

      “I bet he did,” Serena cut in. “I’d give my left tit and half my right to get between those two. Sadly, they aren’t taking applicants.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Oh, so Lucas is…”

      Serena raised an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth curling as she assessed me. “Oh, had your eye on Mr. Turner, did you?”

      “No,” I countered. “No, I didn’t. And it’s none of my business if he’s gay. I was just curious.”

      “Oh, he’s not gay,” Serena corrected me. “He’s a magician. We don’t go in for limitations; everything we do is about breaking the rules. But he and Isaac for sure fuck on the regular. Used to have this whole group thing, but some shit went down last year and now it’s just those two.”

      “You keep track of their sex life?” I asked. I wrapped my hands around myself. Sex had been brought up too frequently for my understanding. Was this place obsessed with it? I knew college was where people experimented, but I got the feeling these students took it to the next level.

      Serena scoffed. “Uh, yes. Obviously everyone knows what everyone else is doing, and who they’re doing, and how. I’ve got eyes everywhere, and break wards as a hobby—still paranoid after I spent three weeks in this sheikh magician’s sex dungeon. Only supposed to be there for two, the asshole. Anyway, it’s a school for magicians; the whole point is to plumb for the secrets of creation. You don’t think we spy on one another for fun? Last year, I hosted a straight-up gang bang and half the guys and girls showed up as astral apparitions and doppelgangers. Astral sex is amazing; it’s like taking it up your soul, and there’s no practical limit to how many you can take at once.”

      My jaw had dropped, again, and Serena reached out and closed it for me. “Bless your heart, are you a virgin?”

      “No,” I said. “Not that it’s any of your business. Sex dungeon? I don’t even… look, Serena, this all is so… this is some kind of joke, right? A hoax? Am I on TV right now? You can just, like, nod once if I am and I’ll act like I don’t know but right now I need something to pin the world down for me because I’m spinning and I just… Can you just clue me in, please?”

      Serena shifted her weight to one leg, her hip stuck out to one side as she folded her arms under breasts I was pretty sure weren’t real. She looked me over in that same way she had before—like I was in some kind of unconvincing costume. “A hoax?” she mused. “Like, we all put this on just for you, to like fuck with your head or something, right?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I guess?”

      She whistled. “Wow. That is like… really impressive narcissism right there. Who the fuck are you? Are you famous?”

      The comment caught me off guard and put me off-balance. “I… no, I’m not famous. I just—”

      “So let me get this right,” she went on, waving a nail at the courtyard. “You think it’s possible that all of us got together and we were like, ‘you know what would be fun? Let’s prank this nobody and see how freaked out we can make her, I bet we can get YouTube famous.’ Is that right?”

      “No, it’s not that I—”

      “Honey, I get it,” she said, waving me down. “You’re not from a traditionally magical family, didn’t get your primaries in, I’m guessing never imagined there was such a thing as magic before in your life, right? Look, I’m not from one of those families either. I understand where you’re at right now. But the way I see it you’ve got two ways to spin this bitch.”

      “And those are?” I asked helplessly.

      She held up a thumb. “Either this whole thing is an elaborate trick set up just for you and when it’s all over we’re gonna Truman Show this shit and you’ll be famous and probably rich or something, or two”—she counted with her first finger—“all of this is real, and you lean into it, and then you get to be a fucking magician. So the way I see it, you can pick one of those two or you can have your nervous breakdown, go home and take up a Xanax habit and tell yourself all of this was just a bad trip. It’s up to you. If they were both equally possible, equally valid options, and you were gonna choose, which one would it be? You wanna be a world famous reality TV star in the most convoluted, complicated, technological marvel of modern media culture, or do you want to be able to do shit that is literally impossible and go on to be famous because you discovered a new particle or turned dark matter into an energy source or, fucking I don’t know, gave the world lightsabers or something?”

      I gaped, trying to make sense of all of that. If it was all a prank, it was elaborate. As if to help me make my decision, Serena knelt and plucked a stray wildflower from the grass. A dandelion. She held it up for me to see, and then pinched the stem between her thumb and forefinger. She crooked her free hand into a complicated gang-sign looking configuration and muttered words in a language I thought sounded vaguely Semitic, and then snapped her fingers.

      The little dandelion grew before my eyes, the yellow and orange petals furling and unfurling as it opened and closed, until the petals and the leaves grew stiff and fell away, and feathery stalks replaced them. When they were full grown, Serena brought the plant to her lips and blew, then muttered another word. With this one, the seeds flitted away on her breath and in midair, not a foot from us, each turned into motes of starlight that were visible even in broad daylight as they danced up and away from us on the breeze.

      She handed me the spent flower’s remains. “You’ve got two good options. Which one you want?”

      “I guess,” I said, my voice barely a rasp as I struggled to process what I just saw, “I… I mean…”

      “Pick the magician option,” Serena urged. “Trust me. You won’t regret it.”

      I found Lucas and Isaac still staring at me. Magicians. Real magic. Was I actually crazy? Was all this a hallucination?

      The two men smiled at me, then turned away to head toward the west end of the building.

      “I guess,” I told Serena slowly, “if I have to choose. I might as well choose… magic?”

      “Good girl,” Serena said. “Now, say it with me. ‘I’m a fucking magician’.”

      I grinned as she did, her perfect eyebrow arching slowly as she folded her arms again.

      “Yeah, all right,” I said, caving under her infectious confidence. What was the worst that could happen? “I’m… I’m a fucking magician.”

      “That’s my bitch right there,” Serena said as she high-fived me. She took on a conspiratorial smirk as she put an arm around my shoulder. “Now, how about we skip the rest of this stupid tour and go get you ready for the pre-term party tonight. Because trust me—don’t nobody in the cosmos party like a bunch of magicians. Fact. The Yakuza got nothing on us and I once attended one of their motherfucking three-day-long blood orgies.”

      “Jesus,” I laughed.

      Serena shrugged. “I mean don’t get me wrong, they are a lot of fun. Let’s go.”
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      “You’re sure she’s that Cresswin?” Isaac asked me as we turned away from Serena’s little display of magic. “Because if she is, why would they have invited her to Rosewilde? After what her parents did?”

      I shot him a chiding look. “Now she can’t be held responsible for all that. And it’s unfair to assume they did anything at all. Do you know what happened?”

      Isaac shrugged a shoulder. “A hundred and twenty-three students died that year, only seven survived. It’s not complicated math.”

      There was no dearth of rumors about what had happened to the class of 1999 their senior year, but none of them could be confirmed. Everyone had a pet theory, though. Isaac subscribed to the evil cabal of magicians seeking unlimited power from some other dimension. I wasn’t so quick to reach conclusions for which there was virtually no evidence.

      His opinion, at least, was somewhat more sober than many of the others, including a plot by the administration to destroy the world. Which was also ludicrous. Where would they have lived afterward? The other planes were all largely inhospitable to human life and magicians were only top-dog on this one. “I’m not arguing this again. It’s math that’s missing some variables and you know it.”

      “Nathan agreed with me,” he said.

      A stab of guilt made my heart twist. I paused and met Isaac’s eyes with a hard look. “Don’t do that. It’s not fair.”

      Isaac dropped his eyes and looked away, sighing softly before he changed the subject like he hadn’t brought it up. “Suit yourself. So. She’s rather attractive, isn’t she?”

      I rolled my eyes as we started walking again. But I didn’t disagree. Amelia was of average height, but that was all that was average about her. She wore her hair loose, and I itched to run my fingers through the thick chestnut locks. She had just enough curves to be eye-catching, but she walked as if unsure of her appeal. What I wanted most though, ever since the moment I greeted her at Rosewilde’s front door, was to tug her pouty lips between my teeth. What would she sound like with my mouth on her gorgeous breasts? “You know she was accepted to MIT as well? Physics track. Four-point-one GPA through high school and she lobbied her school board for healthier meals and was class president two years in a row.”

      “That’s all very impressive but I’m afraid her student file isn’t tattooed on her forehead,” Isaac said. Let it never be said he lacked a sense of humor. “Don’t tell me you weren’t pleasantly surprised to see she was gorgeous, too. You’ve got bollocks. I’ve seen them, remember?”

      That earned him a small grin, but I smoothed it before he got full of himself. “I didn’t say I wasn’t.” We turned back briefly to see Serena leading Amelia back across the courtyard toward the south wing. We weren’t the only ones who watched her. Even if no one else knew her family name, they couldn’t miss how clearly her magic begged to be unleashed. She’d have no end of offers this evening. “That’s got to mean trouble.”

      Isaac snorted. “Serena’ll have her in stilettos and painted like a Kabuki dancer for the party, I imagine. She loves a new little bird to take care of and corrupt.”

      It was certainly Serena’s typical modus operandi, but Isaac hadn’t had to contend with Amelia yet. “Don’t be so sure,” I muttered as I thought about our first meeting. Inelegant, yes, but also unforgettable. “She’s the type to dig her heels in deep, and I’m not convinced she doesn’t bite when pushed too far. Doesn’t sound like her style.”

      He gave a hopeful grunt, and waved me back onto our walk. Term began tomorrow, which made it our last day for uninterrupted ‘personal study’. Heading to the library put me in mind of the other anomaly. “They roomed her with Hunter, you know.”

      Isaac stumbled, righted himself, and cleared embarrassment from his throat. “Sorry, what? What does that mean, you think? They know what he’s up to? It can’t be a coincidence. Did you talk to him?”

      I pulled the door to the west wing open and held it open for him. “Just the usual. I’m busy, fuck off, you can leave. Remarkably civil, but maybe he was just trying to make a good impression on his new roommate.”

      He grunted ruefully. “Sure. The full Prince Charming he is. Did the headmaster say anything about it?”

      I shook my head slowly. “But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t aware what he was doing. I don’t think she’s a spy or anything. You should see Hunter’s walls. Warded to fuck and back. At a glance, I think it’s part glamour, but I haven’t checked to see what it shows. A tidy room, probably, for a start. Layers on layers on layers. Worse than the last time by a lot. He’s getting paranoid, I think.”

      “Maybe he should be,” Isaac muttered. “Maybe we should be, too.”

      We walked in silence down the hallway to the library. Hunter had his pet project, and we had ours. They’d been the same… until last year. Isaac approached the desk once we passed through the carved doors and into the smell of old ink and parchment. I swear I saw him inhale deeply and shiver as we entered.

      The librarian greeted us with a nod when she looked up from a book behind the desk, her usually wild, curly black hair today gathered at the nape of her neck in a fluffy tail. Her half-moon reading glasses cut her pupils into neat halves as she looked at us over them. “Mr. Turner. Mr. Roth.”

      “Hello, Mara,” Isaac said as he approached, pitching his voice into something more suave. “Just a few books to pull for Dean Maycomb. Mind if I pop into the back?”

      Mara drew a small wooden square with the key sigil to the restricted stacks inlaid onto the surface and passed it to him. She eyed me as she handed it over. “And Mr. Turner?”

      “Helping me out,” Isaac said. “Got to get ready for the party. Will you be there?”

      “Obviously not,” the librarian said flatly.

      Isaac grinned at her. “What a shame. You’d have fun, I assure you.”

      Unimpressed as ever, she turned her attention back to her book. “Move along, Mr. Roth.”

      Mara Eze looked like a young, dark-skinned black woman in her late twenties, but that was only because she had once specialized in temporal magic. About ninety years ago. Beautiful as she was, Isaac’s flirtation was more of a tradition than anything serious—she liked him, inasmuch as she liked anyone, and tended to trust his word. Which was ideal because, while Isaac did have a book to retrieve for the dean of alchemy, we had come for something more important than that.

      “Do you think Amelia knows anything about what happened?” Isaac wondered quietly as the gate to the restricted section thudded shut and locked behind us. There was no one else inside; the glyph on the lock glowed yellow when someone was perusing the shelves to warn that silence was preferred. “Like from her parents?”

      “She doesn’t even know her parents were magicians,” I said. “She’s just eighteen this past summer, so her parents would have died when she was, what, four? She’s just lost her godmother, too. It was in her file. No siblings, not aunts or uncles—no family at all.”

      “Shit,” he breathed. “Well, that’s depressing, isn’t it?”

      The whole affair was depressing. Isaac led me back through the shelves to the alchemy section and plucked a book from the fourth shelf down, about three inches thick, the leather edges of the spine starting to crack gradually after some six hundred years. He held the book up and shrugged. “Must be misshelved somewhere. Could take a bit to hunt it down; mind helping me?”

      “Sure,” I said, and turned to stalk down the length of the back shelf to the desk where the register was kept.

      In the year of ‘the incident’, there had been approximately 2,014 books checked out of the restricted section. Every one of them was recorded in the register, but due to the nature of the incident the names had been redacted. The entries took up pages 233 through 258. So far, we’d checked every book on the first four pages, one at a time, during short visits to the restricted library, and were halfway down the fifth page. Seniors with special authorization could take out restricted books for specific approved projects. Isaac had finagled a position with the dean of alchemy over the summer specifically to gain access, which was lucky because I had failed to get a position with the dean of mental arts. That honor had been given to Robert Banyon, who in fairness was a remarkably gifted dreamer.

      I ran my finger down the list, looking for where we’d left off during the last visit. All changes to the register were recorded and reflected in secured copy elsewhere in the Academy, and any magic performed on the tome would be reflected as well. Casting a history spell to discover which books Nathan had ultimately pulled from the shelves would have made the process faster, but after what happened last year the deans had declared the matter closed and forbidden investigation. Supposedly, the administration was carrying out an inquiry. Strangely, none of them had spoken to Hunter, Isaac, or me.

      “Ibrahim Shah’s Treatise on the True Nature of the Pauline Art of Solomon,” I read. “That’s next. What’s that? Ritual magic, you think?”

      “Or mnemonics,” Isaac said. “It’s a memory ritual. I’ll take ritual, you take mnemonics.”

      I closed the register and we each sped to our respective sections. It didn’t take long to find the book in mnemonics, and when Isaac turned up nothing in his section, he joined me. “You found it,” he breathed. “So?”

      I had only begun to flip through pages. It was an old book, and without an index. “This would be easier if Hunter would talk to us,” I murmured.

      “If you want to have that conversation,” Isaac said, “be my guest. I’ll stand on the other side of campus when you do, if you’ll pardon me. Anything?”

      The book wasn’t long. Each diagram from the original text was reproduced, with an accompanying, lengthy explanation of the various elements present in them, as well as the protracted ritual which, the text explained, was designed ultimately to invite a spirit of memory into the magician as a kind of companion; a second mind which perfectly recorded information. The many dangers of this process were outlined in detail as well.

      None of it looked anything like what Nathan had attempted. “At a glance, no,” I sighed. I shelved the book into its rightful place. “Well, that’s that. Only 1,573 to go. Come on, don’t want to make Mara suspicious.”

      Isaac tucked the new book under his arm, signed the register, and led me back out of the restricted section where we showed the book to the librarian and received a disinterested wave of one hand. “See you soon enough, I expect,” Isaac crooned.

      Mara only sighed heavily and turned a page in her book.

      I walked with Isaac as far as the hallway to the north wing, which was as far as I could go. The headmaster’s office was near the entrance—only the deans and their assistants were granted access to the dean’s research laboratories. “So I should be finished up in a few hours,” Isaac said when we reached the doors there. “Meet you back at the room, or at the cottage?”

      “Send me a Whisper,” I said, and jerked my thumb toward the courtyard. “There are still a few more students processing through the exam, and Larian’s temporal prism work is… well, I could be late to the party, don’t want to hold you up.”

      “Sure,” Isaac agreed. He grinned and leaned in to steal a kiss, a heated promise for later. I never got tired of Isaac’s sinful mouth. I let him and smirked back at his impish face. “See you then.”

      He pushed through the doors to hurry to Maycomb’s lab, and I wandered back down the west wing hallway toward the front of the estate, happy to have a bit of quiet after a busy day.

      I did have to wonder, though… Amelia likely didn’t know anything consciously about what happened with her parents. But she’d spent at least four years and nine months with them. Pulling that book on the Pauline Art had planted the seed of a thought that only began to sprout as I pushed through the wide doors from the west wing into the south.

      She might not remember anything consciously. But that didn’t necessarily mean there weren’t unconscious memories she might hold. Though, I suspected getting her to let us take a peek at them wasn’t the sort of conversation that would be easy to start.

      That, though, was just a matter of tactics.

      Plus a bit of old-fashioned charm, perhaps, as well. And it would be a pleasure to flirt with her.
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      “I can’t believe you’re wearing a sweater to a party,” Serena remarked as she led me through the back of the north wing and onto a cobblestone path down the hillside toward the sound of heavy bass. Lights were barely visible through the trees, flickering as we moved and they passed behind trunks and branches.

      “It’s chilly,” I complained. “And besides, I’m just going to meet people. Not… you know.”

      Hunter’s declaration of no… none of that in the dorm room wouldn’t have made a difference. The man himself hadn’t even looked up as I left. I tried to make conversation with him about going to the party, but he just stared at me blankly before I gave up. I was weirdly disappointed; it would have been interesting to get to know him outside of our shared room.

      “You say that now,” Serena said. “It’s always just a social call till the boys start getting naked and casting Cubert’s Vibration on their junk. The faster you start living a little, the more fun this whole year is going to be.”

      I rolled my eyes at the back of her head.

      “I can see that,” she crooned.

      “Uh, sorry.” I hurried to catch up and walk beside her. How she marched so fast in those heels, I didn’t know. Magic had to be involved. Serena had used magic to do her hair, her makeup, to coordinate her outfit, even to make her teeth a little whiter.

      Serena was an ‘illusionist’. Her specialty focus in magic was altering perception, and the way she explained it, “Basically I’m gonna be a smoking hot bitch until I die and the whole world is like one big D and P buffet.”

      “Don’t sweat it,” she said, winking at me. “I like your sass. So look, I’m not gonna stick with you the whole party because I have no idea what kind of party-girl you are, and I tend to rock it solo. So just remember that any time you want to change parties, you always take the door to your left. Your left, not the left side of the cabin. To go back, take the door on your right. And the one you walk through always locks. No going backwards. Maybe think of them like awesome stargates.”

      “Different parties?” I asked, baffled.

      She shrugged. “If I explained it now it would probably just fry your brain and you wouldn’t have any fun. Remember, it’s a magician party—there are no rules, and that includes shit like time and space. Oh, and, you know, use protection.”

      I didn’t answer that, and there wouldn’t have been a point. We’d been together for about six hours so far, and what I had learned about Serena for sure was that when she said anything there was only about a sixty percent chance she was intentionally speaking to me. The other forty, it was possible she forgot I was even there.

      We passed into the forest, and ultimately the path spit us out on the other side where, the moment we stepped foot beyond the last tree, the music tripled in volume. Bass vibrated through the cobblestones and into my bones from the air, and the sounds of howling, cheering voices were added to the mix. Serena took my hand and strolled up to the front door of a quaint little stucco cottage with a thatched roof. To one side there was a dial with seven colored panels on it, each with an intricate bit of writing that looked like a mix of complex geometry and equations written in a different language. She turned it all the way to the right, to a white panel, and looked back at me. “White is the main entrance. I’ll take you as far as green, and after that you’re on your own unless you wanna get nasty. Which I’m always down for.”

      If she was actually propositioning me, I couldn’t tell—literally everything she said sounded like she was propositioning someone, or hell, something. “Sure, okay.”

      Serena tugged the door open and ushered me into an impossible room.

      I stared at the wide, deep party full of bodies that had to occupy a space at least three times the size of the cottage. “Holy shit,” I gasped. “It’s… how is it so much bigger on the inside?” I felt like I was in that British sci-fi show with the alien who always looked human.

      “That’s what the VP asked when I pegged him,” Serena mused.

      “VP?” I shook my head in disbelief. “What?”

      Serena shrugged. “What? I’m an activist. So this is basically just the base-level party. Dancing, some booze, everyone keeps their clothes on. It’ll pretty much empty out in a few hours. This is the boring one. Follow me!”

      She had to shout to be heard, but she turned to her left and waded through the crowd to a door and waved me after her as she passed through it.

      The next room was the same size—in fact, it had three doors in the same places as before, and windows, and a bar. It was the same room but with a faint red glow to the light. There were people here dancing as well, but slower, and in one corner of the room there were sofas arranged around low tables where students draped over cushions and puffed on four-foot-tall hookahs. One of them exhaled a cloud of smoke while I watched. The smoke took on the shapes of pale ravens that dive-bombed another student. She swatted them away and breathed out smoke in the shape of a gaping demonic skull that rushed the boy who’d been irritating her.

      “Keep moving, hot stuff,” Serena called from another door. This one should have led back outside, based on its position—it was the door we’d come through, but when she opened it and waved me on ahead of her, I emerged into a room that was lit with orange. In this room, there were more students tending the bar, and high-backed chairs had replaced the sofas. The students there sipped cocktails and had seemingly heated debates.

      Serena snorted. “Nerd party. No, thank you. Wanna get off here?”

      I tore my eyes away from a pair of students who looked like they were about to start fighting with fists. “Uh… I don’t think so.”

      “Adventurous, I like it. So this next party—don’t freak out.”

      I didn’t know how to promise not to freak out about something before I knew what it was, but I followed her through the next door, suspicious about the coy expression she tossed me as she went through it. The yellow room was a beach. An actual beach, complete with what looked like an ocean.

      A nude beach.

      Students everywhere were butt-naked, some of them making out on the sand, others lounging in the sun, some of them playing volleyball. This ‘room’ was much larger than the others, but rather than walls there were high stone cliffs. “Fuck me,” I gasped and laughed at the same time, my head starting to swim. “Is this… where is this?”

      Serena strolled to a door in the cliffside. “Same place, different spectrum. There’s an illusionist somewhere in here probably about to shit themselves. Last year it was the moon. Before that it was a Victorian era bordello, though. That was kind of fun. Come on. Green is probably your speed, I’m guessing.”

      The door in the side of the cliff opened into a green room, which was a garden party under the moon and stars. A wall of flowering trees replaced the beach cliffs, and people danced to slow, jazzy music on the main lawn. There were benches in wrought iron and wood and sometimes shaped from the trees themselves all around the edges of the party, where other students sat together talking, making out, and, in one case, painting one another’s faces.

      Not that I didn’t mind a nice quiet party under the stars, but I took Serena’s words to suggest that I wasn’t down for an actual college party. I glowered at her. “This is my speed?”

      She smirked and shrugged a shoulder. “It’s nice and breezy, and your sweater fits right in.”

      “What’s in the next room?” I asked, and marched toward the door on our left—the door that had originally led into the red party—and pulled it open.

      “Blue party,” Serena said, and urged me through, grinning wildly. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      The blue party was a dance club playing slow, heavy music that pulsed like a heartbeat through the room. It was mostly men here. Mostly naked. And enjoying one another’s company in the carnal sense. All around, there were guys on their knees, sucking cock slowly or quickly, sometimes wearing a leash and sometimes wearing not even that. I had a sudden urge to cover my eyes but couldn’t stop looking over the room. My heart sped up a bit.

      “Blue party,” Serena said, amused at my reaction apparently. “Get it?”

      “I… yeah…”

      “They only get more exciting from here,” she said. “Give you two guesses what the violet party is. Indigo’s a nice mix, though, and that’s next, so. If you’re down to party, follow me.”

      I swallowed and reconsidered the green party, or even the red party. That looked fairly chill. “Um, I think… I think I’m gonna go back and get a drink somewhere else. The indigo part is…?”

      “One big orgy,” Serena said. “Usually pretty good, too.”

      Someone nearby moaned in a way that I was pretty sure meant they’d just come. “You, ah… go on without me, I think.”

      “Sure,” Serena said. “If you change your mind… well, I’ll probably be elbow deep in the V and stuffed full of D, so probably don’t come find me but keep in mind the violet party is all V. If that’s your thing. Usually real classy, too.”

      I tore my eyes away from three muscular bodies all pressed against a wall, heaving in sync with one another. “Have fun, I guess.”

      Serena winked at me and sauntered away through the door to our left.

      I turned around and opened the door behind me to go back the way I came. The door was locked.

      “Shit,” I muttered, and then remembered what Serena had told me. The door to my left led to the next party, the door to my right went back. Setting aside for the moment how insane the whole situation was, I looked for the door opposite the one Serena had gone through. It was on the other end of the blue party room, which meant wading through a crowd of at least fifty-something grunting, groaning men in varying states of ecstasy.

      I made my way through them, trying desperately not to stare and glad the light was so dim no one could see how red my face was. “Sorry,” I muttered as I picked my way around smiling faces and sleepy eyes. “Pardon me. Just gonna get past you. No, no, carry on. Oh, no thank you, I, um… I’m full.”

      When I reached the door, my mouth was dry and my heart was pounding so fast I couldn’t tell if it was still beating. Next time Serena suggested I get off some crazy ride, I would take her advice. I opened the door and was greeted by a masquerade party in a deep bluish-purple room and the sounds of both men and women enjoying themselves much the same way. Not three yards from the door, one student had her legs spread wide as two other students, a boy and a girl, hiked her thighs over one shoulder each and were obviously very busy between them.

      I backed up and shut the door. What the hell? That was the door to my right; I was absolutely certain of it. We’d come in, Serena had taken the door to our left, I had taken the door—wait, no. I had turned around, and faced the door we came through, the one that was locked. Which made the door she went through the door to my right. Fuck.

      So which door did I go through now? I turned around to face the blue party, and spotted a door—to my right—on the far wall by the bar. It meant cutting almost diagonally through the throng of sweaty, mostly naked men. Movement near the ceiling caught my eye and I glanced up to see three men suspended in the air, in something more like a triquetra than a sixty-nine maneuver. I picked my way carefully around them so as not to go directly underneath. Just in case.

      I made it most of the way there when a voice from the bar called my name. “Amelia?”

      The chances that there was anyone else in this party named Amelia were pretty low, I judged, so it was someone for sure calling to me, specifically. I looked around and found Lucas waving me down. He was with Isaac, both of them with mostly empty drinks in their hands. They each shot what was left and put the cups on the counter. At least they were mostly dressed.

      Both of them were shirtless, and I should have burst into flames for suddenly piecing together the fact that they were here, in the blue party, shirtless. Together. Because in the corner of my eye two men ground against one another in a dance that was very likely also more than just dancing and my imagination took that material and ran with it until I was wondering how the two of them kissed, and whether, like Serena said, they ever had anyone between them. Oh, god, did I want to be between them? I doubted it would be a terrible experience, and blushed even harder when I realized I had that thought.

      Lucas reached me first, with Isaac just behind him. “Looking for the Indigo party? Or… the violet party?”

      “No,” I squeaked. “No, I was, um… not. I’m trying to go backward, or even out, but the way the doors work is just… yeah. Um, so you two are… you’re here.”

      Lucas’s grin spread slowly, and he leaned a bit to one side to nudge Isaac with his shoulder. “This is Isaac. Friend of mine.”

      “Your boyfriend,” I said, half a question and half some kind of acknowledgement that I was cool with it. Trying to do both came out like I was choking myself.

      Isaac laughed. “I wouldn’t call it that exactly. Pleased to meet you. You must be Amelia, right? Lucas told me about you. A little, anyway.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Oh, did he?”

      “Just that you were new here,” he said. “And that you passed your exam in record time. Five minutes to spare. Pretty good.”

      I wasn’t flattered or anything—I smiled because you’re supposed to smile when you meet someone new, that’s all. “Um, well, I’ll let you two… I should go.”

      “We’ll go with you,” Lucas said. “We got here a little early anyway and are pretty much partied out.”

      A variety of images danced through my imagination about what exactly their night had been like. I had a hard time looking Lucas or Isaac directly in the eyes as it happened, and instead took a step back and gestured at the door. “I’ll follow you.”

      Lucas chuckled, and leaned in. “That door is to your right. You better open it.”

      “Oh,” I laughed. “Yeah, okay. Right. My right. Christ.”

      I opened the door, and sure enough it was the green room on the other side. Lucas and Isaac followed me through and I realized I was sweating. I blamed the sweater…

      With their help, which after that door was mostly just confirmation, we went back through the various rooms in reverse sequence until, finally, we reached the white room again.

      “Fancy a drink?” Isaac asked.

      I glanced at the bar. This, again, was a tamer sort of dance party but now that my head was spinning, I was sweaty, embarrassed, and honestly more than a little confused, I just wasn’t feeling it. “I think I could definitely use some kind of inebriation,” I admitted, “but, um… I don’t think I can stay here longer. Sort of like jumping in the deep end, you know?”

      Lucas’s smile seemed genuine enough. “I do know. Well, let us walk you back then. Maybe we can grab a nightcap back at our room.”

      “We’ve got contraband,” Isaac said, and waggled his eyebrows enticingly. My stomach twisted in the way it did when guys flirted with me. Isaac definitely was attractive in that posh way, with his dark hair framing his burnished sand-colored skin, and the devil-may-care grin on his lips.

      They went through the door that led to the outside world, and when we’d walked a few yards from the cottage, I turned to look at it again, searching the sides for some kind of explanation. Mirrors or something. It looked pretty much like a regular cottage.

      “So… how do they do it?” I asked.

      Lucas and Isaac moved to stand on either side of me. Close. The faint smell of clean sweat tingled at my nose from their bodies, different from each of them. I folded my arms over my chest and tried not to pant. I knew some predators could smell fear, and I wondered if they picked up other scents. Not that I was turned on, of course. I was totally fine with two shirtless, very attractive men sandwiching me between them.

      “It’s pretty complex,” Lucas said, pulling me from my thoughts. “New seniors set it up each year, a group of seven. Plato’s Spatial Prism. Not the Plato, or anything. It’s one space, but filtered through a special prism and anchored into different phases. The trick is actually in the navigation, each space is subjective which means navigation is subjective, so the cottage was built with four doors, one on each side, to keep things from getting all tangled up. Takes seven days, one phase for each day. It’s kind of a rite of passage before your senior year.”

      “I still can’t quite make myself believe it,” I whispered. “Even after seeing it, I mean… it’s just impossible, isn’t it?”

      “Impossible is what we do,” Isaac said. His voice made me want to shiver. “That’s magic for you.”

      Lucas nudged me gently with his elbow. “Have to admit it’s pretty cool.”

      I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around what he’d said. Splitting one space into separate phases, all coexisting in the same time and space. It was a violation of physics. It made my stomach queasy, though not in an entirely bad way. “That’s a word for it, I guess.”

      “Come on,” Lucas urged. “There’s no shame in not being the partying type. We only really go to be seen. Kind of a thing after your freshman year.”

      I walked with them back to the mansion and through the gates leading into the courtyard. By the time we made it to the south wing, I was yawning.

      “So,” Isaac asked when we paused by the door there. “Coming back to our room for a little after-party? We’ll be up a while.”

      Lucas’s eyes sparkled a bit in the moonlight. “Promise not to bite.”

      “He never keeps his promises,” Isaac warned me, his voice dark velvet in my ear. “But he does bite very well.”

      I stood speechless like an idiot. Serena just had a certain air of unstoppable sexuality about her—it was understandable I couldn’t always tell how serious she was. But these two were definitely propositioning me. My heart sped up again.

      “Oh,” I breathed. “Oh, um. I don’t… I mean I’m pretty tired, so… not that I don’t—that is, you’re both… thanks, but I should…”

      Isaac had rolled both his lips between his teeth and was fighting a smile. Lucas wasn’t trying at all. “It’s all right,” he said. “Maybe some other time. If you, you know, change your mind”—he pointed to my right hand—“you know how to find us. Like Isaac said: we’ll be up late.”

      “Mm hmm,” I managed, and the two of them took a few steps backward, watching me, before they turned and strolled along the south wall toward the far end of the courtyard.

      I exhaled slowly, and put my hand on the door handle to go in, but paused and looked their direction.

      Two gorgeous men, and here I was dressed like a suburban housewife with a trashcan full of chardonnay bottles. What could they possibly have been thinking about me?

      As I forced myself to open the door into the empty, darkened dining hall I found myself also wondering—why the hell had I turned them down?
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      My moving compass tattoo took me back to my room after I was able to focus clearly on my desire to be there. It wasn’t enough to just ask the thing, “Hey, show me how to get there, please.” Instead, I had to summon up the same kind of acute need that had led me to the restrooms before. Each time I let my mind think about Isaac and Lucas, about the promises their voices had held, the arrow would quiver, threatening me... tempting me back to them.

      When I got to my assigned room at last, I knocked gently and, I thought, politely but was greeted with Hunter’s gruff voice from the other side.

      “What?”

      “It’s… Amelia? From before, your new—”

      The door was flung wide, and Hunter was already stalking back to his desk. “You don’t have to knock. It’s your room, too, whether I like it or not.”

      I got as far as the threshold before I paused, nervous about invading the man’s space. It wasn’t all that late, really, but between the Greyhound bus, the drive, the strange exam procedure, learning that all of physics was basically wrong, and about an hour and a half of sensory overload—well, turning in a little early was an attractive idea.

      The room was lit, though, and Hunter had two books laid out on his desk, along with a legal pad where he was making loud, precise scratches with a fountain pen, complete with an inkwell at one corner of the desk.

      Hunter was right, though, and after seeing a party split into seven dimensions, it was harder to doubt what Lucas had said about waking up in this room no matter where I slept. Hell, anything seemed possible at the moment. I forced my feet to carry me into the room further and tested the bed with one hand as I peered automatically at what Hunter was working on. It didn’t make any sense at a glance—old books, old writing, odd figures. Magic stuff, I guessed.

      “What are you working on?” I asked. The silence was weird, at least to me.

      Hunter grunted and didn’t look up. “You’ve been here five minutes; do you really think you’d understand even if I tried to explain it?”

      “I might if you’re a decent teacher,” I countered his dickish quip. Maybe it was his rough demeanor, but I wanted to find out where his buttons were and see how much I could press them before he snapped. What would this man look like then? What would it feel like to be the sole focus of his attention, angry or not.

      “I’m not.” He jabbed the pen at the page, cussed, and scratched something out before he laid it down and turned in his seat to, possibly, attempt to light me on fire with his brain. “Can you do me a favor and just… not do any of that? My work is complicated, and delicate, and requires calculations in dimensions you haven’t learned about yet and you might be surprised to know that Texas Instruments doesn’t make a fancy enough fucking calculator for it. I need to concentrate.”

      My whole body had stiffened, winding tight as he bit off each word. Now that he was looking straight at me, I could see that whatever this was had taken a toll on him. Maybe he was always a little pale, kind of haggard, and maybe grooming his beard had never been a priority. But there was desperation of some kind in his bloodshot eyes, and dark circles under them.

      He tugged at me in a way I wasn’t ready to examine. He was an asshole, but a part of me knew it was a familiar defense. Like the warded the rooms with strange symbols, he was warding himself by being so rude.

      I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. I’d let it go for now. It wouldn’t matter anyways. The bus would take me away from him and the pain he carried. “Okay. I’m gonna… it’s hard to sleep with the light—”

      Hunter rolled his eyes as he turned away, and made several complicated figures with his right hand before muttering, “Lux cadere.”

      The room—or at least, my half of it—plunged into darkness. Only a faint, distant glow of Hunter’s desk lamp managed to glimmer just a bit, but the light was muted and didn’t reach far. I sighed, undressed under the blanket, and turned my back to him to get some sleep.

      Almost the moment I rolled over, the mattress seemed to shift under me, gradually changing until it took on a combination of hard and soft I had never experienced before. Not all magic, it turned out, was flashy and mind-boggling. Bed magic? That I could get behind one hundred percent. I tried to mull over my life, stare at the dark wall and let my mind run wild, but next thing I knew it was morning and I had slept.

      Hunter was already gone, and so were my clothes. I slipped out of bed, panicked about not having my luggage, but found that the short chest at the end of the bed had folded uniforms in it. All of them in my size.

      Like magic.

      I don’t know that I expected any particular curriculum for magic. After all, I didn’t know the first thing about it. But from the way Hunter had summoned darkness—or, maybe, banished light?—and the way Serena had worked her flower illusion, I had hoped it would be something like, throw this gang sign and say these words in Latin. Maybe a wave of a wand and presto-chango, that shit-eater Clark from third grade who always pulled my hair is now bald. Not that I would be petty with magic. I remember what Uncle Ben told Peter.

      

      Based on my first two days of classes, I wasn’t going to be doing anything with magic. Entrance exam or not, it became very clear about halfway through my first class that I had missed some huge chunk of critical education that everyone else had apparently gotten. On the first day of that first class, Beginning Principles of Classical Thaumaturgy, remedial was anything but remedial. Unless magician kids learned chaos math in middle school. If these were the ‘beginning principles’ then I was pretty sure advanced principles would break my brain.

      After about the fifth time I raised my hand and asked Dr. Wardwell to repeat something so I could get it down in my notes, he finally surveyed the classroom. “Would anyone here like to assist our poor Miss Cresswin with a bit of extra study time?”

      Crickets. The longer the silence went, the hotter I felt my face burning. I wished I knew the Latin gang sign to make myself invisible.

      Wardwell, who was a plump man about five and a half feet tall with two oversized front teeth and a slight lisp, spread his hands. “I’m afraid you’ll just have to write faster, Miss Cresswin, or master Gamberly’s Living Ink Enchantment—we have a lot of material to cover and I can’t derail our entire curriculum for one student.”

      “Of course,” I said quickly, shrinking down into my chair. “Um… can you maybe teach me that?”

      His face withered to a sympathetic frown. “It’s in your Essentials Primer. Page eighty-five. May I continue now?”

      I answered by attempting to hide in plain sight. Maybe I had magic after all—it apparently worked. Wardwell picked right up where he left off. “The essence of the seventh principle of thaumaturgical works hinges on the bifurcation of Plato’s ideal world into two operative realms, the electric and the magnetic, of which he said…”

      Even if I could take notes fast enough—I couldn’t—it wouldn’t have even mattered. The whole class might as well have been in Greek. And parts of it were in Greek.

      By the time I’d gotten through Sacred Geometry 101, Intro to Somatics—where the instructor suggested regularly dislocating finger joints as a means of obtaining the requisite flexibility needed for certain more complicated hand signs—and Elemental Essences, it was clear that I was no longer the star student of my school.

      That was humbling, and frustrating. In high school, I had been valedictorian three out of four years. I had a better than four-point-oh GPA, aced every test, turned in every piece of homework, and went on to score a 1,580 on my SATs. I knew I wasn’t dumb.

      “So what am I missing?” I asked Serena at the end of my second day of hell. I had my Essentials Primer laid out in front of me. The ‘primer’ was a manual of about 150 pages that covered about two dozen basic, utilitarian spells that was impossible to read without four lexicons. Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Akkadian were freely spread throughout the pages, along with explanations for how the spells worked and why they were based on some kind of fantasy interpretation of m-theory and quantum physics. “Am I doing the hand-thingy wrong?”

      “Somatic components are a bitch,” Serena admitted as she twisted my middle finger at an unnatural angle to loop around my ring finger and touch the first knuckle of my thumb. “Like that. Just do it like a thousand times and maybe dislocate that second joint once or twice for flexibility.”

      I growled my frustration and pushed the book across the table. I’d asked her to meet me in the courtyard when I managed to track her down during lunch, and she hadn’t officially promised but she did show up. Now, she looked at me like a puppy someone had kicked. “Hey, don’t let this place beat you. It’s only been two days. You should have seen me my first month. It was like a nonstop period except instead of my cooch it was my ears bleeding, and instead of blood it was my brain, and I had cramps in my mind. Look. It takes time, and there’s more to it than the words and the gestures. You gotta find the magic itself inside. It’s there, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      “Fine,” I breathed, and pulled the book back to me. “Got any tips on that part, then? Should I meditate or something?”

      Serena laughed, a high-pitched bells-tinkling sort of sound that made me that much more envious of her. Her hair even tossed in the breeze when she did it, like it was just waiting to jump in to make her look fabulous. “Honey, no. Meditation is for the mental arts kids and mostly to keep them from going psycho. No, magic is… it’s like an extra emotion, a muscle you haven’t flexed before, or an eighth color. You passed your exam, right?”

      I shrugged. “I guess.”

      “And when you did, you did some magic,” she pressed. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here. Remember that feeling?”

      Even though it was only three days ago, I had a hard time pinning the experience down. It was like a dream I’d started to forget. I did remember the vibration, though. “I think… it was like I was shaking all over, but not really moving.”

      Serena gave me a blank look. “Okay. It’s not like that for me. But start with that.”

      “What’s it like for you?” I asked. “Maybe I was focused on the wrong thing.”

      She shook her head. “Nah. It’s different for everyone. The basics are the same but the specifics are individual. Just try and focus on that. Or, you know, you could go see Lucas about it. He’s good at this kinda shit.”

      “Did he teach you?”

      “Nope,” she said as she slipped off the table and onto the grass. “I taught myself. And it took a month of menstruating in my brain, so. Do as I say, not as I do, okay?”

      I closed the primer and pounded my head on it.

      Serena’s hand rested on my back, between my shoulder blades. “Hey. You’ll do fine. It’s just gonna be hard at first. Talk to Lucas. I bet he can help.”

      I hadn’t told her about Lucas and Isaac’s invitation. I’d been avoiding both of them intentionally, not that I needed to try that hard. But if Serena wasn’t going to teach me, and Hunter was… Hunter… then Lucas seemed like my best bet. After my last class was over, I looked for the two of them at dinner but they didn’t show up—or I couldn’t find them in the crowd. So I looked at my magical hand-compass and thought of Lucas.

      The arrow wiggled, made a half-circle and wavered before driving back to center.

      “Come on,” I breathed. “I need to find Lucas. It’s important. Just show me?”

      Magic compasses clearly didn’t operate on pity. What was worse, though was that every time I focused and it did start to point somewhere, it almost immediately jumped in the opposite direction. What had Wardwell said in his… something-something principle of thaumaturgy? Something about clarity and singular intention. “There can be no conflict between the magician’s internal and external desire; for these two components, in their alignment, are as the lens which directs the etheric current in a precise direction.”

      No conflict between internal and external desires? It was the first time anything made at least a little sense. I wanted to find Lucas to help me with a problem—my external desire—but I wanted to avoid the awkwardness of having turned him and Isaac down, and the many reasons why I had done that, which started with being intimidated at how open they were about it and ended with never having been with two men at the same time before. Or two anyones at the same time, for that matter. I hadn’t even used two sex toys at the same time.

      I took a moment to set that aside. I had said ‘no, thank you’ and they had dropped it. There was nothing awkward about it and we could all just move on. It did take some doing. I had to talk myself around the bend from a few different angles, make justifications, and rehearse seeing Lucas again after that in my head until, finally, the compass gave me a direction and held steady.

      I made a small hoot of excitement in the courtyard that drew a few curious looks and quickly gathered the primer under one arm to hurry after the compass arrow while I still had the proper alignment of inner and outer desire. Or whatever.

      It led me back through the dining room, up to my own hall and to the end, past the stairs, and to the junior hallway. It took me almost all the way to the end, toward a door that was cracked open a few inches. When I reached the door, I paused as I heard a pretty specific and distinct sound, and Lucas’ voice.

      “Yeah, fuck… almost there…”

      I froze. The compass arrow spun circles. I shouldn’t have looked, because decency, but it was like the blue room, except I admit—being out of sight did make it way harder to stop. Lucas leaned back on the edge of his bed, naked except for the black slacks piled around his ankles, his head lolled back, mouth parted. The muscles of his chest and stomach twitched rhythmically as he panted, the corner of his mouth tugged up in a frozen kind of smile that would have said it all if I couldn’t see the rest.

      But I could. Isaac was between his legs, one hand moving slowly up and down the length of Lucas’s cock. It was mesmerizing, the way he did it, his fingers moving each time he twisted his fist around, fanning out and back in as he tugged up and closing again as he pumped down. He had a look of amused concentration on his face, watching as Lucas’ body responded. “There you go,” he breathed.

      And, sure enough, there Lucas went. Isaac’s hand almost stopped moving, twisting slow around the thick crown of Lucas’s cock at the last moment. And at about that time I decided maybe I should look away and come back later—except, Lucas was looking at me as his face twisted with ecstasy and he gave up a small, short-lived fountain into Isaac’s fist. “Fuck, yes.”
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      It was like he’d turned me to stone and fire at the same time. I couldn’t move, and every part of me flushed with heat. Different kinds. There was the kind in my face, which I hoped would ignite and ensure that I never had to explain myself—and then there was the kind between my legs, which made my knees go a little weak.

      “You can come in, if you want,” he said as his stomach tensed and released under Isaac’s apparently ongoing treatment. He gasped and glanced at the other man. “Shit, that’s sensitive.”

      “Obviously,” Isaac said. He leaned toward Lucas and turned to get a good look at me. “Oh, hey. Change your mind?”

      Before I could stammer out some weak answer that would probably have to be a very bad lie, he turned his face back to Lucas’s cock and his hand and licked up some of the mess. Lucas shivered and grinned at me.

      I spun around so hard that I almost turned back around. As if I were twirling for them. God, you are the most awkward person on the planet, I chided myself. Stop moving, idiot, you’re making it worse.

      Faced away from them, I hugged the primer to my chest. “Ah, no, I’m just… I mean I did change… not about… um, I need some help. With my thing. A thing, I mean, not my thing, not anything like—fuck.”

      “Deep breaths, Amelia,” Lucas said, his voice a little closer.

      I jumped and spun again but made a concerted effort to keep my eyes on his eyes. And then his chin. No, better make it… I picked his shoulder, and I don’t know why. I was still hot, and flushed, and was both horrified and eternally grateful that the school uniform included a tasteful knee-length skirt that made me feel exposed on the one hand but also certainly hid just how wet I was on the other. “Um,” I said.

      Lucas dipped his head as if trying to catch my eyes with his. How could he be so casual like this? At least his pants were on now, though he was pretty clearly still hard. Which I shouldn’t have known but I couldn’t help that my eyes just kind of did their own thing and said, “Fuck you, Amelia, we do what we want; we are the free republic of your face.”

      I swallowed too loudly and had to lick my lips, in a way I hoped wasn’t suggestive, to speak. “I need help with a spell. And with magic in general. Serena said you were good at that. At magic, I mean. Teaching it. Or something. Why was your door open, if you were… you know? Doesn’t that seem like a sort of private thing that you do… in private?”

      Lucas didn’t answer right away, which made me want to squirm a little. Which was probably the whole point and if so, well, then I guess he won that round. He finally did speak, clearly amused and with a voice that I wished didn’t do the sorts of things it did to me just then. “We like an audience,” he said. “Sometimes. Plus, everyone pretty much has astral eyes flying all around this place. Privacy isn’t exactly high on anyone’s priority since it always turns into a sort of arms race.”

      “For the record,” I muttered, “privacy is a priority to me.”

      “Hunter’s room is warded pretty well,” Isaac said as he came into view with a hand towel, drying his hands. “Shouldn’t be a problem in there. We’re, ah… all done here. Come on in.”

      I did not go in. “Is it something you can just, like, tell me about. I have a notebook; I can write it down.”

      Lucas chuckled. “Not exactly. And it’ll take a minute. Just come in. I promise you’ll be okay. Isaac and I were just blowing off some steam. Classes are stressful here; it’s good to have a friend, you know? I can put my shirt on if it makes you more comfortable.”

      I honestly did have to weigh that option for a moment. Ultimately I erred on the side of not seeming like I wanted to stare at his body, and besides—I doubted I would retain whatever wisdom he intended to impart if he didn’t. “That’s probably best.”

      Isaac opened the door the rest of the way while Lucas went to his trunk and fished out a shirt. It was plain white and fit like a second skin. Great. Not really helping.

      I stood awkwardly inside the room, just a few feet in, while Isaac sat in the chair at his desk and Lucas sank onto the edge of his bed where he’d been enjoying Isaac’s attention before. He patted the bed next to him, but with enough distance that I wouldn’t be shoulder-to-shoulder with him, and honestly at that point my knees weren’t a hundred percent trustworthy—traitors—so I did sit, still clutching my primer.

      Lucas gently pried it from my arms, and I let it go when I realized he was doing so. “So,” he said, “what’s giving you trouble?”

      “All of it,” I admitted. “I’m trying to learn Gamberly’s Living Ink, and Serena says I’ve got the somatic component right and I could say the semantic part backward and forward at this point in my sleep but it just won’t happen for me. Serena says it’s because I’m not actually using magic. Like, the magic part of magic.”

      Lucas flipped through the primer to the page where the instructions were laid out and nodded. “She’s probably right,” he said. “It’s part of our primary education—kids from magical families—and most of us get in touch with it pretty early to one extent or another. It’s the tricky part, honestly.”

      “Can you help me with that or am I a hopeless case?” I asked.

      Lucas reached to his desk and plucked a pen from a stand and used it to mark the page before he set the primer aside and turned to me, pulling one knee up on the bed. “If you can be kind of open-minded,” he said, “I probably can. It requires some flexibility. Like, mental and emotional flexibility.”

      I spread my hands helplessly. “It’s that or fail out, I guess.”

      “Basically,” he agreed. He licked his lips slowly, and then pursed them as he glanced at Isaac. Isaac only looked on with apparent interest. “So… magic is about balance. It’s about a combination of stillness and action, a kind of cosmic anticipation. Think about drawing back a bowstring, but before you can shoot the arrow you have to construct it while you hold the string.”

      My stare was probably vacant because his eyebrows mushed together in the middle with obvious pity. “I haven’t actually shot a bow before,” I said. “But I guess I… kind of get it?”

      He chewed his lip and looked to Isaac for a moment. Isaac only shrugged a shoulder. “Go on, Master Lucas. I’m fascinated.”

      Lucas snorted softly and chucked a sock at his friend, partner, not-boyfriend. Were all magicians this “it’s complicated?”

      “Smart-ass,” he muttered before he turned back to me. “All right then… try this. Ever had a lover who could take you right up to the edge of a really intense orgasm, but then hold you there, balanced on the edge, not coming down but not quite tipping over yet? And how it feels like you could just disappear into the space between the two states? This kind of endless, cosmic place of being and not being, where you start to dissolve into nothing and everything all at the same time?”

      There came that heat again. I crossed my ankles, then decided maybe it was better to just cross everything right up to the thighs. “Um, no,” I rasped. I feigned a cough. “Something in my throat. Uh, no, that has never… I’ve never had someone quite that… is there like an analogy that’s not quite that and more like the bow thing?”

      Isaac leaned to rest his elbows on his knees. “It’s actually ideal,” he said. “Even if it’s a little edgy, pardon the pun. The thing is, magic is an intimate experience between you and the universe. It may as well be sex.”

      “Ah, but sex and intimacy are not the same thing,” I pointed out, proud that I’d retained at least a few good lessons from my godmother.

      Lucas grunted. “Not if you’re doing it wrong, they’re not.”

      Touché, I granted him silently. “All right,” I said. “So do I just nip off to the bathroom stall and figure it out?”

      Isaac swallowed a chortle.

      Lucas cleared his throat and scooted an inch closer on the bed. “That’s an option,” he admitted. “The other, though, is probably more fun.”

      “And you’re more likely to get it in one,” Isaac pointed out. His voice was that deep dark velvet again. Immediately I thought of his hands on Lucas and what they’d feel like on me.

      It wasn’t as subtle as I imagined he thought it was. I found it difficult to move although I told my body to stand up and politely decline the offer. It didn’t; it seemed it had joined my face in the free republic of my body. So, instead, I scrambled around my brain looking for words. Any words, really. “Yeah,” I whispered, and there was no point trying to speak any louder because it wasn’t happening, “it’s just… not that I don’t find you very… we just don’t really know each other like that yet. And also I’m… you are both really just kind of—is it the uniform, or…?”

      Lucas did back off a little. He folded his hands on his lap and smiled at me. “It’s not the uniform, Amelia. Look, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want. It’s culture shock, I completely understand. Up there in your head, there are a lot of rules and regulations the world out there gave to you. Your teachers, your par—your godmother—maybe your preacher? About how the world works, how people work. Being a magician isn’t that. I’m not saying you have to change everything about yourself, but that box is holding you back. There are no rules, Amelia. Not the ones you thought there were, anyway. Being here, you replace them with new, wider, more flexible rules. Rules that you’re meant to find ways to break. I’m not going to hurt you, or force you into anything; neither will Isaac. If you can relax a little, though, and let yourself feel like you can do anything, I promise—you’ll be able to do anything. Think about it. Anything.”

      Isaac had leaned back in his chair as well, and swiveled the chair away from me. “You can go whichever way you want. That’s what being a magician is. Charting your own path, by whatever rules you prefer.”

      Lucas stood from the bed, and held my primer out to me.

      Somehow, I expected more of a hard sell. I’d been with one guy, my sophomore year of high school. It was… not exceptional. But he’d talked a good game and gone on and on, and made promises, and he’d even kept one or two of them. I’d liked Gary, and he seemed safe enough, and in the end he was. And that was about all he was.

      There was some unspoken promise in the way Lucas spoke. In the way Isaac casually watched on. A kind of “no pressure here, but you’ll be missing out” that I couldn’t miss and couldn’t entirely make myself walk away from. They were… easy. Like all of this was no big deal.

      And was it? I thought so, but I didn’t know why I thought so. It was some mysterious rule.

      I decided to break it. Just the once.

      “I mean, if you really want to… um, show me, then… I mean it is a school. I’m here to learn.”

      Lucas smiled and looked away, and I could swear there was just a hint of pink in his cheeks. He laid the primer carefully on the desk, as if it might break or jump off. He rubbed his jaw, eyed me sideways, and then nodded to himself. “I promise, we’re very gentle teachers.”

      I held up my hand to stop this from going further. “The door needs to be closed.”

      “People can just project—”

      “Zzzt—” I interrupted Isaac, much to his obvious amusement. “For my sanity. I won’t be able to relax if I think someone can just walk by and check out everything I’ve got going on.”

      Lucas took the few steps and closed the door, even exaggerating the motion it took to lock it. Now, I just had to forget the fact that others might be watching us in some magical spy shit way.

      I looked between Isaac and Lucas, arousal and apprehension warring with one another within me. I’d never been one for casual hookups and wasn’t sure how we did this. When I finally admitted as much, Isaac’s humorous grin turned salacious. Suddenly I wondered if Serena knew what would happen when she sent me here.

      Isaac looked to Lucas, rubbing the same hand he’d used on the other man over his chin in apparent thought. “Which would you prefer, theory or practicum?”

      Lucas dragged his gaze over me and my throat went dry. This was supposed to be a lesson in magic, but his eyes promised something else entirely. His eyes met mine even as he answered Isaac. “Theory, this time. Besides, if you explained it, we’d be here all day, and as enjoyable as that would be—we have classes.”

      Isaac smirked and I let out a squeak as he moved the chair so that he sat right in front of me. His eyes held an amused challenge. “Lie back, Amelia, and think of the universe.”

      “Um,” I started but Lucas distracted me, his face inches from mine. I had to lie flat on his bed, a mirror of his position from earlier, else risk our faces collide. My eyes flickered to his lips, wondering if he planned on kissing me.

      I felt strong hands wrap around my ankles, lifting my feet until they rested on the bed. I clamped my legs shut and reached to keep my skirt covering everything.

      “Tick-tock, Miss Cresswin,” Isaac teased, his hands ghosting up my calves, coaxing me to relax. “Remember, the universe.”

      “Right,” I choked out. I opened my eyes once more, not realizing I had closed them. Lucas was there, an understanding smile on his face. I was hypnotized by his eyes, losing myself in the fractals I found there.

      “Are you with us, Amelia?” he asked, idly playing with a strand of my hair with one hand. His other reached for my knee, spreading my leg open to Isaac’s view. “You must open yourself to magic.”

      I found myself clinging to the sheets as if they could save me from drowning. Isaac brushed the fabric of my panties with his knuckles and I was embarrassed at how wet I already was. They hadn’t even gotten into my panties yet, and this was already the best I’ve ever had.

      “Magic is this wonderful, amazing thing,” Lucas said, bending his head until his lips brushed the shell of my ear with every word. His fingers teased the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. Each finger tap brought him closer to my pussy, which was entirely too eager for his attention. He snapped the band of my underwear as he spoke a sharp word. “Magic lets us break barriers, to remove things in between us and what we want. What we crave.”

      I let out a soft gasp as I felt a finger drag up through my lips, exploring me. “You vanished my underwear?” I barely got the question out before Isaac’s mouth replaced his hand.

      He licked me like a man possessed, and I was helpless against his tirade. This man, someone I’d exchanged a handful of words with, devoured me. Gary had gone down on me, but it always felt like something he did in exchange for sex.

      Isaac? He hardly knew me, but he was already pulling me closer to the edge of an orgasm. He certainly knew what he was doing. All the while, Lucas murmured in my ear, his hand having crept up until it rested on the mound of my pussy. It was an anchor against the storm Isaac was building.

      “Don’t run from it, don’t run toward it. Just be in the moment, in your body.”

      Lucas’s words fueled the storm racing through me, my legs quivering on either side of Isaac’s head. But I tried, for him. For Lucas. I let myself stop thinking about how I’d just met these two men days ago. I let go of this last summer. Of MIT. Hell, even of Gary.

      I lay back and thought of the universe—even if my universe had narrowed down to Lucas’s lips caressing my ear and Isaac’s tongue fucking into me.

      “Feel what it’s like to be in that anticipation.” Lucas never stopped his lecture. “Something magical is about to happen, Amelia.”

      Oh, fuck, he was right. I could feel my orgasm building as I pitched my hips upwards against Isaac’s mouth. Instead of pulling away, my need seemed to renew his fervor. I was so, so close.

      I needed—I ground against Isaac, frustrated in such a primitive way. “I need—” I held my breath, waiting on the edge.

      “Breathe, Amelia. Never hold back. Magic has to flow, move. In and out. Breathe with me.”

      Lucas’s lips were suddenly hovering above mine. They were so soft, barely touching mine. He breathed in, and it was as if he breathed for us both. He held my gaze and we breathed together. This action was somehow so much more intimate than Isaac eating me out, keeping me on the cusp of orgasm.

      “When you’re ready,” Lucas whispered against my lips, “when you have gathered all that potential within you, you have the power to choose. To decide to cast the spell. Not a moment too soon, nor too late. Commit and release yourself.”

      I felt my orgasm coiling in my body, winding me tighter and tighter. I felt full, as if I contained multitudes, each shared breath deepening the power. Thickening it, making it nearly tangible. And just when I thought I was going to explode…

      “Now, Amelia. Come for me.”

      I released all of that energy, that pleasure, orgasming so strongly I nearly sat upright. A hoarse shout ripped from my throat and I collapsed back onto Lucas’s bed, empty but thrumming with power and satisfaction.
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      I couldn’t speak right away. Instead, I just kept swallowing, like a fish stuck on land, while Lucas continued to brush his lips against mine and Isaac’s mouth lingered around my upper thighs. The world gradually started to take on its usual forms—gases, liquids, and solids instead of the ethereal plasma it had been for what seemed like an eternity.

      “So endeth the lesson,” Lucas murmured. “Think you can give it a try or… should we let you sleep?”

      I gasped as Isaac caressed the inside of my thigh again and began to squirm between them, trying to put myself back in my body. “I should,” I said, and accepted Lucas’s help to sit up.

      We shifted around on the bed, giggling a little as limbs got tangled. Isaac simply leaned back in his chair, his leg crossed over his knee and a satisfied grin on his lips. For as wild as magicians apparently were, the school seemed intent on making sure only so many people would fit on these things. Probably a good idea although, based on the pre-term party, it was obvious everyone found ways around that little limitation.

      Lucas provided me a pen and my notebook, and placed the pen in my left hand. I contorted my right hand into the appropriate shape—and took a minor correction from Isaac—and rehearsed the spell’s words in my head a few times.

      “Now,” Lucas said, his breath warm on my ear, “think back. Close your eyes. Breathe deep. Be in between. Remember what it felt like to be held on that edge. Not running to it, not running away. Feel it here.” He laid a hand on my chest, between my breasts.

      “And here,” Isaac muttered, and slipped a hand under my shirt to rest on the lower part of my belly. “At the same time. Connect them.”

      Having each of their hands on me made it easier, and in a moment of breathing and letting myself float under their touch I almost couldn’t tell the difference. And then, something began to vibrate gently inside.

      “That’s it,” Lucas said softly. “Sink into it. Let it build in you, around you.”

      I nodded absently and let the vibration rise and become a strange kind of tension. I could feel it then—if I pulled away from it, it would fade. If I rushed to get to it, it would come pouring out. Instead, I let it be, and become.

      “When you’re ready,” Isaac said. “Focus on your hand, and on the words. Don’t push the magic. Let it go with your intention.”

      It took a moment longer, but when it felt right I spoke the words and passed the pen through the open space in my right hand like dipping it into oil. There was resistance, too. Just the slightest feeling of passing through some gelled substance.

      The moment the last syllable of Greek left my lips, the vibration inside seemed to flow out of me like a quiet storm of bees. I let it go.

      Lucas and Isaac took their hands away and gave me a bit of space. I was smiling. So wide it almost ached. I relaxed my right hand and barely noticed the ache as I took the pen in it and realized I could feel the enchantment. Like invisible gossamer clinging lightly to the surface.

      “Just scribble anything,” Lucas urged, tapping the notepad. “Doesn’t matter what, as long as there’s ink going onto the page. Just think anything.”

      I nodded once, and pressed the tip of the ballpoint to the paper and dragged it gradually between two of the faint blue lines.

      The ink came alive, curling itself into loops until, in my cursive, it read, I did magic.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed. My eyes burned and misted with a mix of joy and wonder.

      The letters curled again. Thank you.

      Lucas chuckled softly and kissed my temple as I stared at the miracle. “Any time, Amelia.”

      Isaac’s arm draped over my shoulder. “Look at that. You’re a fucking magician. Well done.”
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      With a fresh understanding of how to access magic itself came a whole new world of helpful little spells courtesy of the Essentials Primer. Over the next few days I filled three notebooks full of lecture notes, and managed to cast three other spells—one to clean small stains, one to make an object about the size of a textbook disappear and reappear, and one to make a small light for studying. It took hours of practice each time but was worth it when I tried to keep studying during lunch and frequently spilled or dropped something onto my Rosewilde blazer.

      What those practical little spells did not do was help me master any of the dozen ancient languages that seemed to be a part of every text on magic. Thaumaturgy was largely in Greek, with supplemental materials in Latin. Elemental Essences was mostly theory and in English, but all the reference materials recommended by Professor Xi were in Greek or an extinct dialect of Cantonese. Even the sacred geometry class relied largely on Sanskrit texts.

      My instinct had been to run to Lucas and Isaac and see if they could help me study, but over the past couple of weeks that had been a pattern—finding excuses to see them, sometimes even when I didn’t need any kind of help. Serena seemed to think I was under their spell. Not literally, of course. “If you were literally under a spell,” she’d said, “you wouldn’t be asking me whether or not it’s a bad idea to get involved with them. And, for the record, first of all I’m super jealous—but then also… I’m not saying it’s a bad idea, but just know that where those boys walk, trouble just kind of springs up in their footsteps like some kind of reverse saints.”

      What kind of trouble that was, she thought it was best not to talk about. Which had to mean it was bad, whatever it was, because, as far as I could tell, Serena received actual nourishment from spreading gossip.

      So, instead, I had holed up in my room after Friday classes, prepared to spend the weekend buried in books. It was one of the rare moments when Hunter wasn’t around. Not that I minded his presence, but I had begun to think he didn’t actually have any classes. Or that he was sending some kind of doppelganger to classes in his place. Which was entirely possible.

      I closed the text on Greek over my notebook and tossed it onto my bed to rest my eyes. Trying to fit all this into my head appeared to short-circuit the part of my brain responsible for blinking regularly, and my eyes burned. I rubbed them until the itch went away and then slumped back against the headboard and my pillow, willing the book to pour its arcane knowledge into my mind.

      Magic didn’t work like that, apparently. Which I might have known if I could read Attic Greek and was able to decipher the supplemental texts that Wardwell had recommended to me in that condescending tone he only seemed to use when answering my questions in class.

      At least I had a mountain of notes.

      My butt was numb from sitting cross-legged for so long, so I swung my legs off the edge of the bed and stood to get my blood flowing again. Tingles spread from my foot all the way to my knee, making every step nearly unbearable. I paced the small area between my bed and Hunter’s, and couldn’t help glancing at the large, leather-bound book on his desk. The one he was always writing in and cussing at. He still hadn’t told me what he was working on and I hadn’t asked again after he bit my head off the first time. It was only curiosity, but it was intense and it had been growing slowly for the last two weeks.

      I muttered Briggson’s Arcane Lens and looked through my fanned fingers at the journal and Hunter’s desk. Although the wall lit up with opalescent lines and fields of magical energies, the book itself was unprotected. Which only made me feel more guilty for wanting to peek inside—obviously, he trusted me not to mess with his stuff.

      And I wouldn’t understand what was in it anyway. But the desire grew stronger and stronger until my leg was no longer asleep and all feeling had returned to my butt and it was either sit down and go back to studying or just lift the cover and satiate my irrational desire to snoop.

      I edged toward the desk, more casual than I needed to be with only me in the room, and with just one finger lifted the front cover of the journal.

      As I expected, it didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t so much a magical theory as a mind-map written in plain English. Mostly. Some of it consisted of partial glyphs hastily scribbled so they wouldn’t actually do anything but were close enough to recognize for what they were. Some of the writing, though, was more familiar.

      Class of 1999. Seven survivors. Seven princes? Seven planets? Seven elements? Professor Xi only taught about five elements. Were there seven? There were numbers located at the corners of the circled comments, like references. I opened the journal the rest of the way to turn the page and look further. What was his interest in the class of ’99?

      And just like that, my ‘luck’ if you could call it that, ran out.

      The door opened and I scrambled to close the journal and rush back to my bed and look busy, but given that it took about an eighth of a second to open the door and I did not possess the ability to stop or even slow time, Hunter definitely saw at least my dash away from his desk.

      “Hi, Hunter,” I breathed, harder than the little sprint should have caused, “sorry, I was actually just leaving. I’ll get out of your hair and head to the library. I’ve got a lot of work to catch up on and languages to learn so, I’ll just leave you to whatever it is you do when you’re… you know, um… awake, I guess.”

      In two weeks, truthfully, I’d only seen Hunter standing up once before. And even then, he was actually sitting back down when I came into the room after lunch, so I hadn’t really seen what he looked like actually on his feet.

      Hunter was… big. I probably came up to his chest, and everything about him seemed like someone had taken a regular-sized man and just scaled them up. Big hands, big arms and legs that filled out his uniform, a neck that was too big for the collar of his shirt so it was always unbuttoned. He even had big cheeks and a big nose, though it wasn’t out of proportion. He towered, and when his eyes darkened and he glanced from his stack of books and his journal to me, it was genuinely frightening to imagine him truly angry.

      Angry wasn’t what I got. Not exactly. “If I have to start putting protection spells on my shit,” he said, “it’s gonna be bad for you. I’m not good at subtle magic. How about from now on you just promise to mind your own business?”

      Cold, like he always was. He uncrossed his arms and strode into the room, closing the door just a little too hard behind him. As always, he went to his desk, sat in his chair, and cracked open his journal and one of the books from the pile. A second later, he muttered a spell and made a smearing sort of motion with his right hand, and in a second the air between us turned thick, obscuring the light like a smudge on reality.

      I felt awful for prying. And, yes, for getting caught. Everyone in this damn school made a game of spying and cheating but all I’d done was stick my nose into another student’s work and it made me almost sick to my stomach. Maybe you had to be raised in it. “I’m sorry,” I said as I gathered my books. “Really, Hunter. I promise, I won’t pry again.”

      Hunter only waved a hand, dismissing it. He’d said his piece.

      Though, I was curious. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d done a bit of math. My parents had been twenty-five and twenty-six when they died, and I’d been four years old, and that was fourteen years ago. Which meant that if they also went to school here, they’d have been in school that year—1999.

      Now, if Hunter’s notes were right, and there were only seven survivors that year from whatever had happened, it meant they were two of them.

      “Um, I’m sorry,” I said as I turned. “I know, it’s none of my business and I won’t understand, but I… I did see a note that said something about the class of ’99 and seven survivors, and it’s just that I think my parents must have been in school then because they were young when they had me and when they passed. I think they must have been here that year. And they had me so… so they must be two of your seven survivors. Right? Is that what you’re always working on? Because at my exam one of the deans said that—”

      Hunter closed his journal and turned slowly in his chair. He un-smudged the air and stared at me, his expression blank. The message was about as clear as it could be. He was busy, and preferred that I go, thanks, or at least sit in the corner and not make noise.

      I steeled my nerve. “I know you’re busy,” I said, “and that whatever it is your working on is very important to you. But I didn’t really know my folks. I was four when they died, I barely remember their faces, and my godmother had almost nothing of theirs to share with me. I’ve got nothing, but it looks to me like you… like you have a bit of something that I just feel like would tell me a little about them. Maybe not much, but even just one event in their life. I don’t even have pictures, you know?”

      Hunter’s expression did soften a little. He rubbed his bearded jaw and laid one of those paws on top of the book he’d been studying. “I wish I could tell you something,” he said. “But I can’t. I don’t know what happened that year. That’s the whole point. I had a… a friend, who was a little obsessed. He died. I want to know what he found out, or if he even found out anything. Sorry I don’t know more. But yeah—Jakob Cresswin and Rosalind Valmont were among the seven that survived whatever happened. I don’t know if that makes you feel better or not.”

      It was disappointing is what it was.

      He glanced past me, at the books strewn over my bed. “What are you working on?”

      Conversation? How had I managed to rate that? I almost didn’t know how to respond. “This?” I asked, glancing back at the mess as if he could be talking about something else. “I’m ah… trying to cram Attic Greek into my brain. Afterward, I thought I’d try and mainline Sanskrit, and then etch Latin into the backs of my retinas for a cheat sheet. If you can believe it, they actually don’t teach very many dead languages in public high schools.”

      “What’s the problem?” he asked. His question was gruff, but genuine. Dark hair had escaped the band from where he’d tied it, and it gave him a nearly wild look. Which rooming with Hunter often felt like sharing my dorm with a snow leopard.

      I arched an eyebrow. I’d lost count but I was pretty sure we were up to, what, almost a hundred words? All at once? I must have hit a nerve. “The problem is that there are something like ten of them to learn,” I said. “I’m behind and can’t even catch up because to catch up I have to do something impossible. I need some kind of… I don’t know, a CIA hothouse or something.”

      The corner of his lip almost evidenced a twitch. It went the wrong direction, though. “Obviously you have to do something impossible. That’s the whole point of being here. Just get your hands on some memory enhancement, and learn it all over the weekend.”

      He said it like it was the obvious answer. To him it probably was. “What, like some kind of wizard drug?”

      Hunter rolled his eyes. “No, not drugs. Alchemy.” He looked away from me, back to his books and was quiet for a long moment. I started to think he expected me to just figure it out when finally he muttered, “Talk to Isaac; he can help you out. He’s Maycomb’s assistant. Alchemy is his specialty path.”

      Isaac? Had he been holding out on me? Why had no one mentioned this before? “Thank you for that,” I said. “And again, I’m sorry I messed with your book.”

      “Ideally it won’t happen again,” he muttered. But he did pause and glance back at me. “If I do find out anything about your parents, I’ll let you know. Sorry for your loss.”

      “It was a long time ago,” I said. I tried to mean it. I always tried to mean it. “I’ll leave you alone.”

      He didn’t respond, so I gathered my books and slipped quietly out, focusing on my need to find Isaac so my fading palm tattoo could lead me to him. And as I followed my magic tattoo I had to wonder—what actually had happened that year?

      And if so many had died, how had my parents survived?
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      Lucas stretched out on his bed, staring at the ceiling as we talked. More properly, I suppose, we were arguing. “I’m not suggesting we slip it to her when she isn’t looking,” he said. “We just need to find a means of encouraging her to take it.”

      “I fail to see how coercion is any different,” I grumbled. I slipped the paper packet off the desk and into my hand. I’d made the pellets at Lucas’s insistence but the more I thought about it, the less I agreed with his strategy. The memory of Amelia’s taste flashed through me, hitting me like a punch. It had been hard to get her off my mind. And by the way Lucas had been more demanding in bed, he’d been thinking about her too. “Messing with memory can be dangerous. She could start remembering things from pre-birth, numinous memories of another dimension and it could go very, very wrong. Not to mention if anything bad should happen while it was in effect.”

      “We can manage that,” Lucas said, dismissing that. “We’ll just keep an eye on her, keep her safe, make sure no one bothers her. She’s leagues behind everyone—it’ll do her good anyway. You told Hunter?”

      I grimaced at him, though he wasn’t looking. That was a clear indicator of his guilt at even discussing the thing. Lucas always looked me in the eye when we spoke, unless he was uncomfortable with himself. “I did. And he’s against it as well, for the record. And that should say something, you know. When it comes to Nathan, he—”

      There was a knock on our door. Lucas hopped up from the bed to answer it.

      As if we’d summoned her, Amelia was on the other side. A sliver of cold curled along my spine. Had she heard? The cold was quickly replaced by heat as I let my eyes travel down her. Once again, memories of her soft thighs on either side of my face barreled into me, my cock half hardening with desire. I wondered what it would feel like to fuck her, to fill her as she wrapped her legs around my waist. Or maybe Lucas could have the honors while she returned the favor, stretching those lips of hers around my cock.

      “Amy,” Lucas said cheerfully before he glanced back at me, his face frozen in a polite smile. “Here for another lesson?”

      She coughed, choking on something, and quickly shook her head although her cheeks took on a deliciously rosy color and, if I wasn’t mistaken, she seemed to go a bit weak in the knees. I would gladly assist her in another so-called lesson; I shifted in my chair to hide the growing bulge. “Don’t mind Lucas,” I told her, “he’s got a one-track mind. You’ve got books. Something giving you trouble?”

      Lucas stepped aside. “Come on in,” he said. “We won’t bite unless you ask for it.” Even I could hear the wish in the man’s voice. I crossed one leg over my knee, willing myself to settle down.

      Amelia came in, and Lucas helped her with the stack of books. The spines were all linguistics titles. At least five different ones. “Thank you,” she breathed as she shook her arms out from the weight of them. They were not small tomes. “And yes, I’m having trouble. Languages. Everything I’m supposed to be reading is in a different language. Does anyone here actually read all of these? Is there some translation spell that’s not in the primer?”

      I pursed my lips as I pulled the book from the top. Predynastic Cantonese. “Sure, of course,” I said as I paged through it. “We have to speak them as well. My parents started me at about six. Attic Greek, first. For six months it’s all they spoke at home. Then another language the next six months, and another after that. Once we got up to eight languages, they started switching every week, then every day, until I was eighteen. We hardly spoke English in the home at all.”

      “I had tutors,” Lucas said as he took another book from the stack, a Latin primer, and smiled. “Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Tagalog, Sanskrit. I didn’t learn old Cantonese until high school. I’m only just mastering Akkadian. This is… quite a lot to learn in a short time.”

      Amelia only stood awkwardly in the room for a few moments as we spoke. She took Lucas’s desk chair when she grew a bit more comfortable but adjusted her skirt in just such a way that nothing risked showing. So shy still, I mused to myself. Strange that it should be so refreshing. Magicians, as a rule, were raised with a loose sense of sexual propriety. What with sex magic being an official course at any respectable academy of magical arts, there was simply no point in raising children to be ashamed of themselves or their bodies. As a consequence, it was rare to meet a magician—male, female, or any other gender—who was remotely shy about sexuality.

      Somehow, it made me want her again all the more.

      “Hunter said there could be a solution for that,” Amelia said, the question implied.

      I stiffened and pointedly did not look at Lucas though I could feel his eyes on me. “Did he?”

      She spread her hands. “I know it could be a lot to ask, but if there’s a way to… enhance my memory? Just for a little while. Hunter seemed to think it was possible, and I don’t want to become reliant on drugs or anything—that’s not the kind of student I want to be—but I just don’t see how I can possibly catch up at this rate. Never mind learning magic. I can’t even keep up in class because half the time the instructors lecture in other languages. Why they can’t just do it in English…”

      Lucas hummed thoughtfully. “The problem is,” he said, “magical knowledge is highly contextual. Translations don’t often lead to effective information because some concepts are entirely native to the original magicians that recorded them. When it comes to almost any other subject it doesn’t matter so much—but with magic, you have to understand the root concepts thoroughly. As it happens, though, you’re in luck. Isaac has something that can help.”

      Amelia’s spine straightened. “You do? What is it?”

      My jaw tensed, and I wanted to hiss something rude at Lucas, but he gave me an insistent sort of look, urging me with his eyebrows.

      If there was anything Amelia could be made to recall from her time with her parents, even the smallest clue could be helpful. I tried to remember that all of this was for Nathan, to try and rectify my and Lucas’s sins. If we were careful, no harm would come to Amelia. “I… recently prepared an alchemical substance that can do what you need,” I said reluctantly. “I was going to use it to binge a few alchemy texts and maybe one of the Solomnic manuals but I can always make another dose. I suppose you need it more than I do.”

      I hated lying to anyone, much less Amelia. Lucas could do it with a smile, and make a joke, and misdirect. Hunter never had to lie—he simply didn’t say anything half the time. I’d always been an honest person, though, and it made me sick to hold out the paper packet with the pellets in them.

      Amelia accepted the packet with wide eyes. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to cost you study time. Are they difficult to make?”

      “It takes about a week,” I said. “But after the first few hours of preparation, it’s mostly just watching and waiting. It’s really no problem. Personal study is all, not for an exam or anything.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief and opened the packet to reveal the small pellets inside, each about the size of a pea. One was black, the other white. “Do I just take them together?”

      “No,” I said quickly, and a bit loudly only because her hand rose just slightly as if she might pop them in at the same time. “No, that would be very bad. The white pellet is to initiate the effect, the black one is to shut it back down.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Good to know.” She picked up the white pill.

      “Wait,” Lucas said, smiling as he chuckled and put a hand on hers. “Not yet. You want to wait until sundown. Alchemy is touchy like that. Then, make sure and set a timer, and take the black pill about half an hour before sunrise.”

      “That’s—” I started, but was silenced when Lucas looked at me with desperation. I covered it by clearing my throat but not very well, I thought. He owed me. “That’s correct. Sunset tonight will be at seven thirty-five. I’d recommend taking the white pellet about seven forty. Sunrise tomorrow will be at around seven twenty, so, for safety’s sake, you should take the black pellet around seven. Or earlier, even.”

      “If you like,” Lucas said, “we can stay up with you. Help you study.”

      Amelia considered the pellet a moment longer before she folded the paper back around both of them and tucked the packet into the pocket of her blazer. “Well, I was planning to haunt the library,” she said. “Is it okay to drink coffee with these things?”

      “Should be just fine,” I said with a shrug.

      “I’ll make a carafe and bring it along,” Lucas offered. “So? Is it a date?”

      I was of two minds about being with her while she was in that state. On the one hand, I did have panacea available, in the event that she was sent somewhere terribly dark—which was possible depending on what had happened to her in her life, especially taking the substance at night, when the memory would be open to repressed and hidden information in the subconscious.

      On the other, the guilt might eat me alive.

      “I suppose,” Amelia said slowly, “assuming you can both behave yourselves? I really do need to get all of this into my brain, and I don’t want to waste any time with ‘lessons’.” She curled her fingers in air quotes. “Deal?” She was adorable and I kind of hated Lucas at that moment. And myself.

      Lucas crossed his heart. “Absolutely.”

      She looked to me, eyebrows raised, a bit of a wry smile playing over her lips. I knew that look and wished I was in the mood to return it. “You have my word.”

      That settled, she stood. “All right then. I’ll see you after dinner tonight?”

      “We’ll walk you to the library,” Lucas said.

      She stood and went to collect her books.

      “Leave those,” I said. “We’ll take them. No sense in hauling them around, and you should take a little break between now and then. Let your mind rest.”

      Amelia never seemed to like taking help she didn’t ask for, but in this case she relaxed a bit and gave us a nod. “Okay,” she said. “I’m not gonna pretend they aren’t heavy. Um… thank you, Isaac. And you, Lucas. I appreciate it.”

      She bent and gave me a kiss on the cheek. It lingered after she stood, and she gave Lucas the same gift before she left the room, closing the door behind her. We both watched her go and waited for her footsteps on the floor outside to recede.

      I shot Lucas a pained look. “Must we really do this?”

      He waved a hand. “She’ll be perfectly safe. We’ll be with her. I know you don’t like subterfuge, Isaac.” He took my hand and kissed my knuckles. “I’m sorry to put you through it. But this could be our one shot. The more time that passes…”

      “I know,” I said. “I know. And it pains me to think that Hunter could be right; that Nathan might be out there, somewhere, suffering. I have nightmares.”

      Lucas cupped my cheek with his hand, the one Amelia had kissed. “Yeah, I’ve seen them. Me too. We’ll be careful, and take care of her.”

      “If we told her,” I said, “it would be easier.”

      “We will,” he promised. “We just can’t do it yet. After this, if she remembers something. I want to be careful with her.”

      “Should we invite Hunter?” I asked. “So he can be there if she remembers anything important?”

      Lucas’s hand dropped away and he flopped into his chair. “How’d he react to you before?”

      I sighed. “Not well. But if we need to pull her out faster than the medicine will allow, it would be good to have him there.”

      Lucas nodded. “Fair enough. Ask him; see what he says. But either way, we’re doing this. Yes?”

      I stood and gathered my blazer to go find Hunter. More than likely, in his room. “I don’t see that there’s any turning back now,” I said as I stalked out. “May the gods forgive us.”
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      I watched the clock in the dining room as I ate some kind of French chicken I couldn’t pronounce easily. Whatever else the Academy might be guilty of, bad food wasn’t on the list of my frustrations. The clock ticked down to seven thirty, and I had finished devouring the savory food. I looked for Lucas and Isaac, the packet of alchemical study aids Isaac had given to me already burning a hole in my pocket, itching for me to take them.

      But, I gathered that alchemy was as tricky as any other kind of magic. It was best to follow Isaac’s instructions.

      I found them at the sophomore tables, but they seemed to be involved with a conversation that I didn’t want to interrupt. I could just meet them at the doors when they left. Except, as I turned to leave, Lucas called for me.

      “Amelia! All done?”

      I turned to find him grinning at me, and approached him and his group of friends. “Amelia, these are Charles, Layla, and Melissa. This is Amelia, brand new to magic.”

      Three unfamiliar faces appraised me and shot knowing looks at Lucas.

      “Pleasure,” Melissa said. She had dark, short hair and a thick bar of black eyeliner on her eyelids. “Welcome to the Academy.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not, so I smiled as pleasantly as I could. “Thanks. I was happy to learn it wasn’t for stage magic.”

      The other two, Charles and Layla, giggled into their hands and shared a look that I swear was more than just a glance. There was a strange pause in which they froze before turning back to their food with barely suppressed smiles.

      “Those two are telepathic,” Isaac said. “I swear, sometimes they forget the rest of us need to use our words.”

      “Happy to,” Charles said. “If you really want.”

      Lucas stood from the table, his cheeks tinging pink. “And on that note, we should go before Charles and Layla embarrass us too badly.”

      “Nice to meet you all,” I said and made room for Lucas and Isaac to get past me as we walked to the courtyard exit. I leaned into Lucas. “What was that about?”

      Isaac snorted. “Layla’s a particularly talented seer, with a minor in telepathy. Charles is the opposite. Probably they caught a look at some of Lucas’s thoughts. Or mine.”

      I started to ask what would have been embarrassing about that but it took me about another second to do that math on my own. “Er… so they know about…?”

      Lucas took my hand and hooked it casually through his elbow. “One day, it’ll really settle in for you—everyone here pretty much knows everything about everyone. Once you’ve got the requisite language skills, I’ll show you the necessary spells to keep your mind and other business private, but until then you may as well just get used to it. On the one hand, it makes everyone here kind of like a very big, very open, very non-judgmental family. On the other, well… you get to realize over time that everyone is just as weird and perverted as you are.”

      “So was anyone watching when we, you know…?” I found myself a little uncomfortable even now, as if there were a hundred pairs of eyes watching me from all directions. I looked around, trying to see if anyone was staring at me in disgust.

      Lucas only nudged me gently with a shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Anyone looking on could only have been envious.”

      “You think a lot of yourself, don’t you?” I asked. My arm felt comfortable in his, I realized, as if it fit there naturally.

      He laughed and his eyes sparkled as he smiled at me. “What makes you think I meant envious of you?”

      There was no good response to that so I kept my mouth shut. The last of the sunlight was beginning to fade, but there were still another ten minutes until I was safely on the other side of dusk. I changed the subject before things got out of hand which, I suspected, they would if I let Lucas have his way entirely. “I recall you promised a carafe of coffee?”

      “Already there,” Isaac said. “Along with a surprise guest. You’ll never guess who we managed to cajole out of his cave.”

      I couldn’t have, and shook my head, pinching my eyebrows quizzically. “Who?”

      “Don’t be alarmed,” Lucas said, “but we managed to convince Hunter to join us. To help study.”

      Isaac stared straight ahead, and when I glanced up at him his jaw was tense. Something didn’t sit right with that.

      “Why?” I asked. “And how? I was pretty sure he only left for classes, and I’m not convinced I’ve seen him eat.”

      “Isaac impressed upon him the importance of helping a fellow student,” Lucas said, guiding me through the halls.

      “Something like that,” Isaac agreed.

      I puzzled over that. I knew there was some kind of water not yet under a bridge between Lucas and Hunter. The exact nature of it was a mystery, though. Besides that, however, was the fact that, as far as I could tell, Hunter not only didn’t like me—he specifically disliked me, a small issue I hadn’t managed to figure out or remedy and had honestly been so busy that I couldn’t give it enough thought to change anything.

      “Hunter,” I repeated. “My roommate, Hunter? That Hunter? Angry giant Hunter?”

      Lucas chortled. “I’m going to tell him you said that. That’s a good one. On the nose.”

      Isaac gave Lucas a long-suffering eyeroll and pulled open the doors to the west wing hallway. “Don’t antagonize the man, Lucas.”

      “I’m still not clear on why you invited him,” I said as I walked with Lucas through the doors and we turned toward the library with Isaac.

      “Hunter’s fluent in Akkadian, Sumerian, and several African languages,” Lucas supplied. “You’ve got twelve hours, give or take, so we figured you may as well make the most of it.”

      I wasn’t sure how long that made the list, but something about cramming that much information into my neurons seemed… not entirely safe. “Are you both sure this is okay?” I asked. “I mean, safe? From what I know about the brain, it seems like it’s a bad idea to go shuffling a billion new connections around my cortex, you know? Maybe I should stick with one language at a time, take one a weekend?”

      Isaac shook his head as he held the door to the library open. “You’ve really just got the one chance every six months or so. Alchemy is safe when administered thoughtfully, but there are some minor short-term side effects. It’s best to let it process out of your system entirely before employing it again. Taking another dose of this stuff too soon probably wouldn’t be catastrophic, but it might be uncomfortable. Imagination could become new memories, you might drag up some ancestral memories from your DNA—and only the really traumatic stuff actually gets written into the proteins, so it would all be bad. Animal attacks, spiders, snakes; all the stuff we’re sort of instinctually wary of.”

      “Awesome.” I began to wonder if maybe this was a bad idea after all. “But none of that’s going to happen tonight?”

      Isaac turned away to close the library door behind us, even though it would have closed itself. When he turned around, he wouldn’t look at me. Instead, he scanned the bookshelves. “No. Nothing like that. Ah, we put your books on a table in the back. I’ll see if there’s anything else I can pull. You two go on.”

      Lucas led me to the spread of tables at the very back of the library—where, as promised, there was a tall metal pitcher and the faint scent of coffee—while I looked over my shoulder at Isaac as he disappeared into the languages section. “He seems nervous.”

      “Oh, he’s just a nervous sort,” Lucas said. He let my arm go finally and pulled a chair out for me. “He made the pellets himself, and I would trust my etheric body in the hands of his alchemy without question. Isaac is talented, almost a prodigy. Alchemy is his primary path. Still, he’s plagued with self-doubt like all the greats are. He’d hate to be responsible for harming you, but I assure you that’s just his perpetual sense of inadequacy, no doubt instilled by his father.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Lucas as I pulled the textbook on Attic Greek to me. That one would be first, in case I had to stop or something—I wasn’t going to pass my thaumaturgy class without it. “Not a problem you suffer from.”

      “Not even a little,” he said, chipper as he took a seat in the chair opposite me and leaned it back precariously on two legs. He grinned and winked at me. “I’m definitely a prodigy, and I know it.”

      “And what’s your path?” I asked.

      His tongue slipped over his bottom lip suggestively as he wet it and folded his arms over his chest. My face turned traitor again, heating up as the memory of his lips against my skin ghosted over me. “I’m a dual-mage,” he said. “Two paths. Enchantment, which is—”

      “Laying persistent spells on objects and people,” I said, “I did read the primer.”

      “Well, then I suppose you know what sex magic is then, too.”

      I didn’t mean to bite my lip, but I did, and harder than I meant. Lucas chuckled suggestively, and Isaac appeared around the edge of one of the shelves with four more books in his arms. Mara followed behind with three others.

      My eyes widened as they delivered the tomes. “Uh… even if I remember everything perfectly,” I said, “how am I supposed to read all of this?”

      Mara opened a book to a random page and picked it up to show me. I barely got a look before she snapped it shut. “What do you remember?”

      “Nothing,” I complained, “I didn’t have enough time to even see what book it was.”

      “When you take the pellet,” Isaac answered, “you’ll have a perfect memory. You don’t have to waste time processing what you’re reading, you just need to monitor your thoughts a bit as you flip through books, and take a short break when you feel overloaded. Your unconscious mind handles the rest. Even that page is in your memory somewhere now, perfectly preserved—more or less. You’re just not aware of it. With the right prompting, you’d recall details automatically. It’s seven forty-seven now.”

      I peered past Isaac as Mara retreated, searching. “Where’s Hunter?”

      “He’ll be here,” Isaac said. “He’s almost never on time. For anything.”

      “Ready?” Lucas asked.

      I took the paper packet out of my blazer pocket. Lucas muttered a spell—Pressman’s Mug—and conjured a translucent copy of the mug that a magician named Edgar Pressman had once shunted into the ‘ideal world’. It was in the primer, but I hadn’t mastered it. Lucas poured me a cup of coffee and passed it to me. Already sweetened and the right amount of cream, the way I liked, which might have been him paying attention or might have been the product of an enchanted carafe. Either way, I popped the white pellet into my mouth and washed it down.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      Isaac sat down next to me. “Now we wait. You’ll know when it’s working.”

      And in about five minutes, I certainly did.
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      Isaac and I had both taken the memory formula before, so both of us knew the look when we saw it. Amelia’s eyes widened by degrees until they actually looked bigger on her face than was natural. She gazed around the room, a look of amazement overtaking her until she finally let out a quiet laugh. “Eight hundred and thirty-seven books,” she said. “From right here, I mean. Lucas—you’ve got 28,072 hairs on your face. That I can see. Holy… wowsers. Fuck, this is crazy.”

      “Book,” Isaac instructed and flipped the Greek textbook open to page one. “Just look at each page, give it about a second.”

      Amelia nodded excitedly and scooted closer to the table to look at the page. She began turning them as he’d suggested. “I wish I’d had this when it came time to study for the SATs,” she muttered. “I would have—oh, wow, I can remember every single question and answer. Shit, I knew I gave the wrong answer to question eighty-seven in the math—god, Mr. Canner actually aged like five years from freshman year to senior, I never noticed before, and… did he get divorced sophomore year? He stopped wearing his ring, it was—”

      “Focus,” Isaac urged and tapped the book. “Don’t get lost in the memories, you’ll go down a rabbit hole. Next page.”

      “I see what you mean,” Amelia said. “Good thing you’re here. Okay… okay, page sixty-four.”

      With occasional prompting, she kept turning pages. By the time she was almost done with the book—around six hundred pages—Hunter finally showed up.

      He looked surly—which was always true these days—and had his big hands jammed into his pockets.

      “Hunter,” Amelia said without looking up. “I recognized the sound of your breathing, isn’t that crazy? Everyone’s breath is like a fingerprint; I never realized before.”

      Isaac tapped the remaining page of the Greek book. “Focus, Amy.” His voice had softened. Amelia would realize later, most likely, how much affection the man had in his eyes for her.

      She gave a nod and turned the page.

      “Just started?” Hunter asked.

      I nodded, not wanting to distract Amelia by speaking while she absorbed the textbook, and pushed a chair out with my foot.

      Hunter glanced at it, then at me, and turned away to sit at another table entirely, waiting, and looking unhappy about it. Isaac spared him a look as well, but Hunter only turned his face away, hands clasped on the tabletop.

      At about this time, Amelia was no doubt absorbing every sensory detail in her vicinity. She might not track it all at once, but it would stick with her. Memories made under the influence of the Memento Vitalis formula had a special kind of quality to them—they stuck with a person, etched forever into both neurons and the mental body itself, where it gradually soaked into the subconscious mind like tea into water. I didn’t envy the headaches she’d have, but they only lasted a few days and it wasn’t anything a few ibuprofen wouldn’t take care of.

      Our job, as far as Amelia was concerned, consisted of keeping watch, feeding her books, redirecting her focus when it wandered, and watching for signs of fatigue. She hit her first wall halfway through the third text. First a wince, which was probably a sudden, brief pain behind her eyes. Next would come a far more painful jab.

      “Better take a rest,” I said when I saw it. “Close your eyes; let it all sink in.”

      When she didn’t look away from the page, Isaac gently pulled the book out of her hands and set it aside.

      “I was almost—” she said but winced again. “Ow. Okay, I shouldn’t be able to identify what muscle just spasmed behind my eyeball.”

      Isaac gestured for her to close her eyes, passing a hand over them for emphasis. “Take a break and that’s where it stops. That was a good hour and a half, so we’ll do hour-long intervals from here.”

      “It was an hour and twenty-eight minutes and fifteen seconds and three-tenths of a second,” Amelia rattled off, her eyes closed, her mouth splitting into a self-satisfied grin. “Why don’t we just read all the books of magic like this? You could memorize spells and hand signs and theory overnight. You’d think people would be mastering magic in a year.”

      “Magical knowledge is different,” I explained. “It’s not about memorizing. Building up the theory in specific steps, learning the meaning behind each word, each gesture, every component, is a process of digestion. You could learn your primer spells this way, but you’d still need to practice. Learning more complex magic, it just isn’t viable. More than that, learning each spell changes you just a little bit inside, and your mind and spirit have to make adjustments. Packing it all in too fast… not a good idea.”

      “People have tried it,” Hunter grumbled. “The ones that didn’t die went insane. So don’t get ideas.”

      I shot Hunter a pleading look. Can we not send her into a horrific spiral of her worst fears all highlighted in perfect clarity?

      He seemed to get it because he gave an exaggerated shrug and shut his mouth, scratching at his beard. Which was in terrible shape, now that I was looking closely. It made my heart ache to see him like this. Maybe now that he was here with us, he would talk to us again. I wasn’t about to hold my breath for it but stranger things had happened. Not much stranger, but close.

      “It’s so hard not to get pulled down,” Amelia muttered, her eyes tracking back and forth rapidly behind her eyelids. She was still smiling at least. “I can remember my freshman year, the first day of school, perfectly. Ugh, I didn’t eat breakfast. That was a mistake, I had such a stomachache. It was… oh… uh, Jesus, it’s like it’s happening—”

      Hunter frowned at Amelia, and Isaac snapped his fingers. “All right, hey, hey. Open your eyes. Let’s keep going. Be careful about sensory memories; they can be intense.”

      Amelia did open her eyes and looked a little pale. “Yeah, I guess so. Um… I was on predynastic Cantonese. Page 127.”

      Isaac opened the book again and put it in front of her, and Amelia poured herself again into reading through the pages.

      Each time she took a break, Isaac allowed her a minute to peruse her memories, just like we’d discussed. But he kept turning her attention to recent events—high school and some middle school. Getting her acceptance letter to MIT. A number of birthdays. By her fifth break and the second refill of the carafe, Hunter was pacing slowly by the bookshelf and I was giving Isaac meaningful looks every time he asked Amelia about some inane event in her life.

      As fascinating as Amelia’s life was now, the rest of her life had been utterly mundane compared to a magician’s usual childhood. She’d been raised by her godmother, who was a fierce woman by the sound of it and almost militantly focused on Amelia. She’d turned away all interested parties and given up any interest in dating in favor of tending Amelia. I wondered at that. They must have been so close. Isaac was careful not to get too close to her memories of losing her godmother, especially mindful anytime it seemed like Amelia was going that direction on her own.

      What he was also doing was avoiding taking her back before the age of five. We needed to know, and with the way he was waffling, we’d lose this chance.

      “Isaac,” I said, “you want to help me grab a few of the Akkadian epics? It’ll be tricky, getting the context right.”

      “I’d better stay—”

      “I’m okay,” Amelia said without looking up from her seventh language binge. “I’d love to memorize some Akkadian poetry, their language was so beautiful.”

      I spread my hands, victorious and helpless to Amelia’s hunger for knowledge. “Help me pick.”

      He ground his teeth and stood hesitantly from the table before following me into the stacks. I turned on him as soon as we were far enough away that Amelia shouldn’t have been able to hear us whispering. Just for good measure, I flicked a noise cancellation into the air behind him. “What are you doing? You’ve got to let her go further back.”

      “She doesn’t remember losing her parents,” Isaac whispered. “I can’t risk her emotions like that. If she goes back to that time—”

      “So skip her past that. Ask about her early memories, her parents, things they said. Happy times, and go from there.”

      “You can be an especially selfish kind of prick when you want,” he shot back, his face beginning to redden. He waved behind him in Amelia’s direction. “She has nothing to do with Nathan and his obsession. This was a bad idea, and do you really think her parents just stood around discussing what they did when they were in school? If anything, they would have avoided the subject, don’t you think?”

      “When she was around, maybe,” I agreed. “Or they might have spoken about it in a dead language so she wouldn’t understand. Luckily, she now speaks half a dozen of them.” I sighed, and pulled Isaac to me to press my forehead against his. I understood what he was feeling. “Look… I don’t want to cause her pain any more than you do. I really don’t. But we’ve got one chance to get some kind of answer. To find out what happened that year and why Nathan was so obsessed. And if we find that out, if we can use even one clue to open it up, then we might understand what happened to him. We can ask forgiveness later, and if you want we can tell her everything so she understands. We’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to her if she’s upset. But we can’t just give this chance up.”

      I knew when he caved. Isaac always did the same thing. His shoulders slumped a bit, he gave a long, quiet sigh, and he rubbed the back of his neck as he withdrew from me. “Okay,” he breathed. “But afterward, we tell her. She’ll want to know anyway if she remembers anything. If Jakob and Rosalind ever spoke of it once they left here.”

      “They were two of seven people that survived,” I said. “Out of 130 students here at the time. They talked about it, Isaac. Anyone would talk about it. Any magician, anyway.”

      He turned away. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Mara poked her head around the side of the bookshelf and glowered at us. “No casting in the library, Mr. Roth; Mr. Taylor. You both know better.”

      “Sorry, Mara,” I said, giving her my most charming smile. It didn’t affect her in the least, but I’d already banished the spell. “Won’t do it again.”

      “See that you don’t,” she murmured and glanced back at the study tables. “Is someone with her?”

      “Hunter,” Isaac said. “We were just getting back.”

      I snatched a book of Akkadian epic poetry from the shelf and followed him back while Mara gave us both the long eye.

      Hunter had left Amelia to herself, but he’d moved to our table—the far end, with a seat between him and Isaac, and two between him and me. “She’s on to middle-kingdom Sumerian,” he said when we sat. “I’d give her Atlantean next—the syntax is almost identical, and there are about four hundred loan words that will make more sense.”

      “It’s in the stack,” Isaac said. “Mara’s suggestion as well.”

      Hunter gave a quiet grunt.

      When Amelia had finally made her way through middle-kingdom Sumerian, Isaac suggested another break. It was still another five hours to dawn, but ideally, Amelia would take the antidote several hours before—she’d need sleep after this, and a lot of it.

      As before, she closed her eyes. And this time, his own eyes closed, Isaac asked the question. “Amelia, how far back in your… early childhood can you remember?”

      She frowned momentarily, concentrating, and I worried that it would quickly turn to pain. Instead, she smiled, and a tear sprang up from under her eyelid and trickled down her cheek as she gasped softly. “Oh, my… Mom?”
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      “Mom,” I said, softly, as if she might hear me if I were too loud. Her face was so clear that I could reach out and touch her. I did, with hands that were too small and smooth. She smiled down at me, and there was something about her eyes—the way they pinched at the corners. There were lines on her face, too many for her age. And gray hairs. About a hundred and thirteen of them, divided evenly between two patches near her temples, sweeping back into a practical sort of ponytail. “What happened to you?”

      “How old are you?” Isaac asked.

      His asking seemed to bring the information right up to my mind, the product of some internal clock. “One thousand, two hundred and ninety-one days,” I said. “Three going on four. She’s so beautiful.”

      She kissed me on the top of my head in the memory and, like a chain being dredged up from some dark place, a whole long line of related memories came with it. All the hundreds and hundreds of times she’d kissed my head like that, sweeping past me with perfect clarity. “She used to kiss me just like that,” I said, my eyes burning and wet under my eyelids. “All the time. Before bed, when I woke up. Every time she was close to me, it seems like. How could I have forgotten all those kisses? All the way back, like a little ritual I never even noticed, from the very first… from the first time we met…”

      I was right there, my cheek on my mother’s bare chest. The sound of her heartbeat was reassuring but in a strange, thoughtless kind of way. Pure instinct, without any words, with nothing between the feeling and me. My throat was raw, I’d been crying, afraid and cold, and my eyes hurt from the light—and then I was warm again, and there it was; that steady, soft sound. Her lips touched the top of my head, and the smell of her filled my nose. It was the first time I’d smelled her but I knew in my bones who it was that held me. That I was safe.

      “It’s done then,” my father’s voice said. “There’s no going back now, Rose.”

      “It was going to happen no matter what, Jake,” my mother said. “I’m not going to regret it now. There’s no point. She didn’t ask for this.”

      The coldness in my father’s voice stabbed at present-day me, and I put my hand to my lips. “He didn’t want me…”

      “Who?” Lucas asked. His voice was distant. I hadn’t gone this deep into my memories before, Isaac had been helping keep me afloat. “Who didn’t want you, Amelia?”

      “My father,” I said, “he… they argued…”

      All the other times I’d heard his voice came flowing back to me, and then I was somewhere else. Somewhere… primordial is the only way I can describe it. No thoughts—there were no real memories from my own mind, just sensation. Warmth, pressure. The ever present thump-thud of a sound I didn’t recognize as a sound at all—it was the universe, my reality, an ever-present element that simply was. And beyond it, from somewhere far away, distorted to my present-day ears, came two voices. One that seemed to be all around me, and another that came from somewhere else.

      “So take another pill then,” my father said, his voice echoing through the waters around me. “It’s still early, Rose. I’ll get another egg and try Chandra’s Termination again; it had to have been a problem with the spell—”

      “The spell was perfect,” my mother said, her voice vibrating around me. I realized I was inside of her. “And the pill isn’t going to do anything. It’s not natural, Jake, don’t you get that? We promised a child. She’s seeing to it that we have one. We made a deal.”

      “Amelia?” Isaac asked. “What are you—”

      I held a hand up and grabbed tight onto the memory before it led somewhere else. “Just… just be quiet.”

      There was a loud, sharp sound. I kicked, startled. “Jakob, stop,” my mother said. “Just stop. It’s done.”

      “There are other things to try,” he said. “We can go to a clinic. Do it surgically, have them cut the baby out—”

      “How could you even suggest that?” my mother demanded. “And what do you think would happen? She’d intervene, Jake. The doctor would be in a car accident, or the nurse would have an aneurysm.”

      “Then we keep trying,” he shouted. “Rose, be rational. If we have this baby—if you have this baby, that’s it. She’s done with us. You know damn well what happened to the others. We never should have… gods, what did we do? What can we do now, Rose? One mistake. One mistake and we pay for it with the rest of our lives and now… she won’t stop with us. You know that. We should have been more careful. If we’d just done what we agreed and gone our separate ways before this happened…”

      I slipped. I reached instinctively for other conversations, other times they’d fought. Had I been an accident? Or something worse? And the moment I wondered, other memories surfaced. These, though, were even fuzzier. Impossible to even understand. I was a spark, and then nothing, and then…

      “L-Lucas?” I asked, grasping at the air. “Isaac? I… I can’t… where am…”

      It was darkness. Not the absence of light but a kind of substance, like some Abyssal liquid that didn’t so much press around me as absorb me. I was spread through it evenly, everywhere and nowhere. And that had to be where it was—nowhere, outside of any place that was any place at all. I wasn’t alone.

      “There’s something… it’s here with me… I have to—”

      “Bring her out,” Lucas said, his voice tense, from a long way away. I tried to open my eyes, to claw my way back, but the Abyss was everything, a whole new vista of eternal memory, or the timeless illusion of memory that clawed at my mind and dragged me further out toward… something. Something vast, and hungry.

      “Swallow,” Isaac commanded. I could barely feel my mouth but something rubbery was in it. Liquid followed, and I sputtered before it cascaded down my throat, and it was like being there, in the darkness, unable to breathe or see or feel anything and the hungry presence at the heart of it was coming for me, hunting me. It would catch me, there was no escaping it—it wasn’t a thing in the Abyss, it was the Abyss. It already had me, and it would never let go. I could feel it pushing against me, pressing me against the surface of something else, some limitless light.

      It whispered to me, its words impossible to understand as it told me secrets, made promises, told me horrible things that nestled inside me and curled up to sleep, and wait.

      I clawed at it, and caught something in my hands and tried to tear it to pieces, to survive. “I won’t go,” I screamed. “You can’t make me, I don’t want to do it, leave me alone!”

      “Hold her down,” Hunter barked. “I fucking told you this was a bad idea. You should have listened to me!”

      “It’s done now,” Lucas shot back. “She’s taken the other pellet; it’ll only take another fifteen, maybe twenty minutes at the most.”

      “She’ll be permanently insane by then,” Hunter shouted. “Mara! We need you!”

      My destiny. That’s what the Abyss was telling me, and every word it spoke seemed to write itself into my soul, shaping me until I was carved from the black like some work of twisted art. The pressure intensified, and the voice spoke more quickly. There was some kind of urgency, something was happening fast. It was a race, and there wasn’t much time, everything had led to this moment and I could almost understand what it was saying now. It was another language. Something primal, something beyond comprehension but native in a way that made breathing seem like some alien task. If I just listened a little longer, I could—

      Fire and ice tore through me. My skin itched, pierced with coals and icicles, and I heaved forward and onto my side. Something vile leaked from the back of my throat, and my palms were slippery as I tried to steady myself.

      “Breathe, Amelia,” Hunter urged. “Deep breaths. Come on, open your eyes. Look at me.”

      “Gods, is she…?” Lucas asked.

      “Maybe you should leave,” Isaac snapped.

      I grasped at the air and a rough large hand—it could only be Hunter’s—rose beneath it. I held onto it tight, coughing as my mind seemed to close down like a lockbox. The boom of the ‘lid’ slamming shut echoed through my brain and struck the back of my eyeballs. My heartbeat throbbed in my skull painfully, and every wracking cough made it worse, and made my stomach ache.

      “I’ll get towels,” a woman’s voice said, her accent vaguely African. Mara, I thought, but I couldn’t make myself open my eyes yet. “You all should be ashamed of yourselves. I’m reporting this, so you know.”

      “Mara, please, we need to—”

      “I’m especially disappointed in you, Mr. Webb,” Mara said, her voice trailing away.

      “Fuck,” Hunter muttered. “Amelia? Say something. Anything. I need to hear your voice.”

      I tried to speak but the words seemed to bounce around, playing a game of hide-and-seek with my mouth. With a monumental effort, I managed to get at least one word out. “Water.”

      The three of them let out loud breaths, as if relieved. “She’ll be all right,” Isaac said. “Fuck. Amelia, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, I didn’t…”

      I sat up, slowly, with Hunter’s help. Someone pressed a cup into my hand and I drank the lukewarm water in one go to wash the taste out of my mouth. When it was gone, I finally opened my eyes and wished I hadn’t. Even the dull light of the library was painful. I held the cup out, and someone took it. Hunter was in front of me, peering not into my eyes but at them. “Pupils are normal,” he muttered. “Get more water, she’ll be dehydrated almost. Amelia? Try to focus on my finger.”

      I followed the tip of his finger with my eyes. It was difficult, and my eyes crossed a few times, creating two ghostly images instead of one solid, thick finger. He didn’t look pleased by that. “We have to get her down to rest,” he said. “Have another cup, and we’ll get you back to the room.”

      Another hand, softer and shaking slightly, took mine and pressed a cup into it. My thoughts were finally starting to settle out of the cloud of dust they’d been in, back into the lakebed of my brain where they were supposed to be. I drank the second glass and finally risked looking around to see Lucas and Isaac both nearby, deep lines of concern around their mouths and eyes.

      “Are you okay?” Isaac asked.

      “No,” I croaked. “No, I’m not okay, Isaac. I think… I think my parents tried to abort me. And I think maybe they had a good reason.”
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      I didn’t doubt that Mara would report us. I just wished there would be actual consequences. In the end, though, it would just be a slap on the wrist and a warning—probably for Amelia—to be more careful with things like alchemy. The faculty almost never intervened directly. After all, the Academy’s motto even encouraged recklessness. Intellegere, Audere, Voluntar.

      To comprehend; to dare; to be willing.

      Amelia managed to get back to our room on her own feet with my help and Isaac’s. Once I laid her down and got her blanket over her, Isaac stood nervously by the door while Lucas pulled a chair out as if he thought he would sit and wait for her to wake up.

      “You should go,” I told him. “I’ll watch over her. You’ve done enough, I think.”

      Lucas glanced up at me but couldn’t hold my gaze. When his eyes dropped, he stood from the chair. “I know you don’t agree with it,” he said, “but you heard her back there. She learned something. She knows something about what happened even if she doesn’t understand the context. When she wakes up, we have to ask her. If we don’t, we may never know what Nathan was trying to do.”

      I wasn’t prepared to tell him he was wrong about that. I had Nathan’s notes, every book he’d been studying that was still available at least—some had been taken out of the Academy altogether—but there were giant holes in my understanding. No context to give some of his research meaning. Getting it from a girl who’d been a magician for two weeks, who had no idea where she really came from, though, seemed almost cruel. “Did you ever think that there are some things it’s better not to know?”

      Lucas turned on me and peered at my desk, overflowing with books and piles of notes. Crumpled paper filled the bin with failed theorems I hadn’t yet burned to keep the faculty from finding them. To say Nathan’s research was against the Academy’s statutes was likely an understatement. “Did you?” he countered. “Don’t lecture me on seeking out dangerous knowledge.”

      “Dangerous to yourself is one thing,” I told him, and Isaac, sweeping my eyes to include both of them. Isaac should have known better. He used to, at least. “Dangerous to someone who didn’t ask for it is another. Leave. I’ll talk to her when she wakes up.”

      Isaac looked like he might argue, but instead put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder. The gesture was tender, and familiar. I turned back to my desk so I didn’t have to see them leave together. The stab of pain wasn’t unexpected as it twisted my gut, but it was certainly unwelcome.

      I should have known better, should have put a stop to it before it started. It was as much my fault as theirs that Amelia had gone through… whatever it was she’d gone through. That guilt threatened to chew a hole in my stomach, and I attempted to distract myself with my and Nathan’s notes, searching for correlations in the next book on my list to make sense of whatever madness took him before he killed himself. If, indeed, that’s what happened. I had my doubts.

      It took Amelia two hours to finally stir. When she did, it sounded painful.

      “Hunter?” she asked, groggy, wincing against even the faint light of my desk lamp.

      I turned it further away from her and stood one of the bigger books up to shade her eyes from it. “You’re in our room,” I told her, in case she was disoriented. It was possible. Even after purging her system of Isaac’s alchemy, there would be a come-down window as her mind put itself back together in the right order.

      Something about her made me want to be like the old me. The one that would brush her hair out of her face and tug her close. The one that would be selfish, who would answer the questions I saw in her stolen glances. I could show her a different vein of magic than this stilted and controlled version they taught here at Rosewilde. I clung to that control now after everything that had happened. It was the only thing keeping me together.

      She rolled onto her side and pulled the blanket up to her chin, squinting at me. “How long did I sleep?”

      “Only a couple of hours.” I hated that part of me itched to ask what she remembered. Instead, I turned back to the notes. “You should go back to sleep. Rest. You’ll feel better in about a day.”

      “Not sure I want to,” she said. “I was having dreams. Not good ones. What did I… what happened to me back there?”

      I ignored the question. “Better that you rest, Amelia.”

      “My mouth tastes like someone shit in it,” she complained.

      “Never had a hangover before?” I asked. I felt my lip twitch upward. Talking with Amelia was like poking a new bruise—it hurt, but in a fascinating way. She threw me off-center, only enough to be noticeable, but it was a distraction I didn’t need.

      She groaned, and I couldn’t help looking over to see her rubbing her temples. “Not like this. And I didn’t even drink anything. Is alchemy always like that?”

      “Pretty much.” I focused on writing down a note, but not anything important, just to get the point across that I wasn’t going to have a conversation.

      Amelia seemed determined, though. She crawled up the headboard into a sitting position and continued to rub her temples. “I remembered things,” she said. “Are they… does that memory pill or whatever—does it cause hallucinations? I mean like fake memories. Isaac said there were dangers to using it.”

      “Isaac would know,” I muttered. “He’s the alchemist, not me.”

      “They felt real.” She hugged herself, and stared at her palms. “I think my skin is leaking.”

      I put the pencil down and turned to her, but the irritation that I tried to muster didn’t quite make it to the surface. Something about the uncertainty in her made me remember who I used to be. Before everything went to shit. “You went too deep,” I said. “Got lost in the… place before birth. Primordial memories, stuff you’re not ever supposed to actually recall. Once time and space are out of the equation, it’s… instead of a memory chain, one thing linked to the next or the one before, it’s all happening at the same time. You can’t navigate, so you can’t get out of it. You have to either wait until the effect wears off, the antidote kicks in, or you have to purge the substance from your system forcefully. It looked like you were too far gone, so I used Maimonides’s Fifth Purge to cleanse your system. It’s meant for poisons but it works just as well on other substances with a minor alteration.”

      She stared at me, frowning. “Uh… thanks, then. Is that what I was remembering?”

      This was where I should have told her to go back to sleep, more forcefully, or even helped her along. I knew at least one sleeping spell, but she’d probably had enough of that kind of thing for the week, if not the month. I couldn’t help wanting to know, though. “I don’t know. You were incoherent. Do you remember anything?”

      Her eyes grew distant, haunted, and she gave such a slight nod that I wasn’t sure her head had actually moved. “I think…”

      “If you want to talk about it,” I offered, the words coming out on their own.

      Amelia shuddered and pulled the blanket closer.

      “I can heat the room if you’re cold,” I said.

      She pressed her lips tightly together and looked troubled. “The kind of cold I’m feeling, I don’t think you can warm it up. My parents didn’t want me. They talked about aborting me—they tried to abort me. Something about… they tried not to have a baby but ended up having one anyway. They promised someone, some woman, that they would. They argued a lot, and after I was born… I don’t think my father was around much. And my mother seemed sad all the time. And then there was… before.”

      She took a shaky breath and closed her eyes tight, maybe against the memory. They would fade again, soon enough. She might remember her early childhood forever, but the other things—the pre-birth memories—those weren’t meant to be contained in the flesh. They would evaporate back to where they belonged in about a day.

      Which meant there wasn’t much of a window to learn what disturbed her so much. Gods help me, was I any better than Lucas? I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my palms. “I can write it down if you like,” I said. “Soon, you won’t remember any of that. If you’d rather forget—”

      “No,” she said quickly. “No, I don’t think I should. Forget, I mean—it felt important. Or, maybe it’s always like that? I guess I wouldn’t know. What’s supposed to happen before birth?”

      I shrugged. “Not my field. You’d have to talk to one of the necromancers, but I think they deal mostly in what happens after death more so than before life. What was it for you?”

      “Black,” she breathed softly, before she met my eyes. “Like before the first lights turned on. It wasn’t emptiness, though. Not like space. And there was something there with me. I could feel it pushing me into this world, forcing me somewhere. My mother’s womb, maybe. Not physically, of course. There was this spark on the other side, like a pinprick of light reaching the bottom of the ocean. The thing is… Hunter, I could swear the darkness spoke to me. I didn’t understand what it was saying but I think it was telling me what to do? Like it had a whole plan laid out for me, but it only had a short time to give the instructions. It felt urgent, rushed. Like… fuck, I don’t know. Does that sound crazy?”

      The more she spoke, the colder I got. A chill seemed to fill the room, even though I knew the temperature was constant; I’d laid the spell myself. I kept my face impassive. “When it comes to magic, nothing sounds crazy.”

      Which was true. But if I didn’t know better, I’d have thought she was telling me that her soul—or at least some part of it—had been handcrafted in the Abyss itself. And that it happened because of something her parents did.

      But Nathan wouldn’t have been trying to open up the Abyss. He’d grown obsessive but never truly mad. Not to that extent. Had he?

      I turned back to my notes, a new lens seemingly slotted behind my eyes that I couldn’t pull out. All the texts on Abyssal magic were kept securely somewhere that no student would have access to, and hardly any of the faculty for that matter. It was strictly taboo, the sort of thing that could end the world—or worse. Unimaginably worse in the most literal sense; things from that place were utterly alien to the mind.

      “Hunter, I’m scared,” Amelia said. “You don’t think… I mean the feel of that place… am I… could I have been born evil?”

      She was in tears when I looked up at her again.

      “Do you feel evil?” I asked.

      She shrugged, then shook her head but didn’t seem convinced.

      Lucas, every bit of this is your fault. If I’d been more talented at mental magic, I’d have sent it to him direct. I had to settle with hoping the universe paid him his due, though—not that there was anything remotely just about the universe. “Look, for all we know that’s how we all come into the world,” I told her, though I didn’t believe it. It couldn’t be coincidence that her parents had survived 1999, made some kind of a deal, and then had a magical baby that couldn’t be aborted. Until I knew more, though, I didn’t want to burden Amelia with uncertainty. More than she already had, anyway. No one deserved that. “There are just too many unknowns. Did this emptiness tell you to do something bad? Something evil? Be the next Hitler, or end the world or something?”

      “That’s just the thing,” she replied, hands spreading to make two tents under the blanket. “I don’t know. And for all I know, my whole life I’ve been carrying out some kind of evil plan.”

      “Ah,” I said, trying to inject some humor into it, “acing your tests, turning in your homework, being valedictorian. Certainly sounds like anti-Christ material. You ever consider running for office? Because I think if any primordial being has an evil plan, it would have to involve being a politician.”

      That got the barest hint of a laugh out of her, weak and raspy but real. “I hadn’t considered it, no.”

      She yawned then, wide enough that I could hear her jaw when it popped. Amelia winced and rubbed the joint.

      “You’re tired,” I urged. “Get some sleep; it’s the only way to feel better. I’ll… well, you know I’m always here. So if you have nightmares and wake up, you won’t be alone.”

      Amelia slipped back down, lying on her side again, her pillow gathered under her head. “I know you don’t particularly like my being here,” she said, “but thank you, all the same. For… I don’t know. This. Keeping watch. I wouldn’t want to be alone right now.”

      I waved the sentiment off. “Not like I have a choice.”

      She snorted quietly. “That’s the Hunter I know.”

      I did my best to ignore her after that, turning my attention back to Nathan’s notes and my rough reconstructions. There were glyphs in some of his work that I had no references to, which were in a style that wasn’t present in any culture’s magic I’d been able to find so far.

      Was it possible? Had he been trying to summon something from the Abyss?

      I kept finding myself looking over at Amelia, though, curled up under her blanket, her lashes dark against her cheeks. I didn’t want to like her; it was easier now, not being connected to anyone. But she reminded me of Nathan. From what I’d learned about her, he’d have loved her. It was almost like Nathan was there, glaring at me and pointing at her. I shook the thoughts out of my head and turned back to the page before me.

      It was painful to think that he would have been involved in magic that dark and destructive. I had known him, intimately. We all had. I knew what Nathan wanted to do was dangerous, otherwise he wouldn’t have been so secretive about it. Lucas and Isaac maintained they didn’t know either, that they only helped him because he begged them and so that they could be there if something went wrong. Fat lot of good that did.

      Maybe they were lying. Or maybe they didn’t see it either.

      Nathan, I asked silently, not expecting an answer, what did you do?

      It wasn’t the first time I’d asked the ether. This time, though, another question came unbidden. And what did it have to do with Amelia?
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      By the time I finally woke up, most of Saturday was gone. I did feel a little better, despite the fact that I tossed and turned and woke up from nightmares for about twelve hours. My head still pounded a bit, and my eyes were sensitive. My heart felt like it had been put through a blender and then poured back into my chest, and chunks had been left behind and tossed out in the trash. If there was a such a thing as pain in a person’s soul, I had that too.

      I did know Attic Greek now, though. So. There was that.

      “What time is it?” I grumbled at Hunter when I finally decided I wasn’t going back to sleep again.

      “About four,” he said as he looked over at me. “Another nightmare?”

      I nodded as I sat up. “But I don’t think I can sleep anymore. And I’m sort of functional, so”—I gave a half shrug—“I should probably try and use the rest of the weekend to try and study up. Fuck, I’m starving.”

      My stomach woke up just a bit later than I did, and complained loudly as I realized the hollow feeling down there was hunger.

      “Me too,” Hunter said. “We can poke around the kitchen and find something. Feel like a walk?”

      I eyed him warily. “You’ve been awfully… nice. Are you sure you’re okay? I mean, nothing hurts when you do that?”

      Hunter leaned back in his chair, arms folded, and gave me a long, surly look. It broke eventually, though, as I stared back at him with as earnest a look of concern as I could manage. “I like my privacy,” he said finally, “and I don’t particularly care for change.”

      “But?” I wondered.

      He stood, flipping closed his notebook. “But nothing. I don’t like excuses, either. If it’s any consolation, it’s not you that rubs me the wrong way, it’s the change to my routine.”

      “And having someone in your space while you do your super-secret research about my parents,” I added pointedly.

      “It’s not about your…” He trailed off as I raised both eyebrows at him. “Are you hungry or not?”

      “I am,” I muttered, and pushed the blankets off me.

      I was still in my uniform, but somehow it didn’t seem to have suffered being slept in. Practical magic—I wished I’d become a magician earlier in life; it would have saved me a lot of time doing laundry. What it did not take care of was my hair, or the fact that I hadn’t showered in a little over twenty-four hours. “But,” I said, “I should definitely clean up first. You want to go ahead or wait for me?”

      “I’ll wait.” He started to sit down again. “I could… Lucas and Isaac will want to know that you’re awake. If you wanted me to bring them around, I could have them meet us.”

      “Sure, of course,” I said. “I should thank them for… or, should I not? What’s up?”

      Hunter’s expression had darkened, and I peered up at him, trying to determine whether this was about me or some personal beef with them. “Hunter?”

      “It’s nothing,” he said, waving a hand to dismiss my concern. “Just had a thought about a problem, is all. You go clean up. I’ll Whisper Isaac. It’s a weekend; chances are he’s with Lucas.”

      I knew better than to try and crack him—hell, I was still amazed he was willing to talk to me—so I left the room and made my way to the bathrooms. This time of day they were empty, just me and the hot water, so I took my time and tried to wash away both the grime of a whole day and some of the headache. The heat only helped a little.

      As I rinsed soap from my back, the door to the restroom thudded closed, but I didn’t hear footsteps. I hurried to try and finish up. Not that I minded other students showering the same time I did, but I had always been the girl that was uncomfortable showering in the locker room after gym.

      “Amelia,” someone whispered.

      I froze. It wasn’t a whisper spell—it had come from somewhere else. The stall across from me? I peeked out around the edge of the stall. “Hello?”

      “I can see you,” they whispered. It wasn’t deep enough to be a male voice, not really high enough to be another girl. Sort of raspy and genderless. It sent a shiver up my spine that the hot water did nothing to prevent.

      “You and everyone else,” I called back. “It’s a magician school. Hope you’re getting a good show, jerk.”

      I shut the water off and reached around the edge of the stall to get my towel from the hook. It was gone. That bit of fear turned to anger. “Okay, asshole. Ha ha. Super funny.”

      “Ha ha,” the voice whispered. And then again, and again, until the whole restroom seemed filled with a hundred voices all whispering mirthless laughs.

      I growled and flicked my fingers through Briggson’s Arcane Lens and peered through my fingers, looking for some sign of a phantasm or astral projection.

      The room’s aura was solid black.

      It was so sudden and drastic a change that I stumbled back, away from the stall’s edge, and banged my head against the tile wall, dropping my hands. I almost screamed, but my throat had tightened like someone’s hand was on it and I couldn’t.

      The laughing continued, and the water turned back on but was icy cold. When I scrambled to turn it back off, I saw something tar-like pouring down my arms and stomach. It spread and pooled on the floor as I clawed at the handles for the water, but they were off. Panicked, I took a step back and slipped.

      I went down hard, no fault of my clumsy legs this time. The entire floor was covered in the oily black substance, and worse—it was rising, crawling up the stalls, the walls, and thick tendrils of the stuff reached for me, prodding at my legs and stomach from all directions.

      “No,” I whimpered. “No, no, no. Stop it! Whoever this is, stop it right now!”

      “Mine,” the voice whispered, and like the mocking laughter, it turned into an echo from all sides. “Mine.”

      The tendrils pried at my calves and knees, trying to spread my legs. I bent forward and tried to pry them off me but my fingers passed through them. An illusion, maybe, with some kind of telekinesis? My thoughts raced, searching for escape, and I stumbled mentally over the banishment sequence from the primer.

      I gave up on trying to free myself conventionally, and instead ignored the grasping oil-tentacles in favor of focusing on the hand signs and the Sanskrit for Chandra’s First Banishment. The magic almost didn’t come—second time was the charm, and a soft burst of light broke from my hands to unravel the basic elements of the majority of simple spells.

      Nothing changed. I tried the second banishment, and the third, and by the time I was done with them my legs were encased in the stuff and my legs were spread almost painfully wide. I was out of options and it was clear what the attacker wanted. All I could do was scream.

      When I did, full of fear and anger, the magic screamed with me, howling out in an uncontrolled torrent. The room exploded. Stalls went flying, tiles shattered and rained down along the walls, and shower fixtures snapped and went rattling over the floor.

      I shielded my eyes against a brief rain of ceramic razors, shocked at myself and the sudden destruction. When the last stall had tipped and fallen, crashing to the floor, I slowly took my arm down.

      The black substance was gone. The restroom was totaled.

      “What the actual fuck?”

      I gasped, shivering, and looked to the end of the row of what were once showers to see Serena, staring at the decimation. She settled on me after she’d taken it in. “Girl… do you need like a Midol or something?”
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      Twenty minutes later, I clutched a mug with shaking hands in the dining hall, with Serena, Hunter, Lucas, and Isaac arrayed beside me and across from me, all of them staring at me like I was a crazy person. I hadn’t bothered to dry my hair, opting instead to tie it back. More pressing concerns at the moment. I related to them as confidently as I could manage the events in the restroom.

      “Could it have been a student?” I asked. “Someone giving me a hard time? It was terrible. Those tentacles tried to… they wanted…”

      “It’s okay,” Serena said. “We know what you mean.”

      I sipped warm tea. There was food, but my appetite was gone. “I should be able to say it,” I muttered. “They tried to get inside me. Who would do that? I haven’t pissed anyone off, I’ve kept my head down and studied. No one even knows me, not really. They all ignore me.”

      Except these four, I told myself, but refused to believe any of them would have pulled that shit. Though, Serena had been there just moments after it ended. After I ended it—at least I thought. Had I, though? Or had it just gotten out of hand for whoever was responsible?

      There was another possibility, of course. One that I think Hunter was considering, given the deep lines of worry around his eyes and brow, and the way he stared at me like he was trying to send his thoughts into mine. I met his eyes only briefly before attempting to pick at my food. A slice of apple wasn’t a meal, but it gave me something to do with my mouth besides go over the details again.

      “If it was a student,” Isaac said, “there will be some lingering magic left for a while. Assuming your… defense method didn’t wipe everything away. The headmaster has an index of every student’s signature, though if it was more than one student working together that can muddy things up. We can ask for an investigation, though—there aren’t many rules set in stone here but among the ones that are, any kinds of sexual coercion or assault are strictly forbidden, magical or otherwise.”

      “Did you get a look at the aura?” Lucas asked. “At least to see what kind of magic it was?”

      I nodded. “Black,” I said. “Blacker than black… not even a color. I can’t get it out of my mind; it was like… just looking at it was horrifying. Sound familiar?”

      No one answered right away.

      “All magic has a color, sweetie,” Serena said softly. She reached out and put a hand on my arm. “Black isn’t one of them. Even necromancy is a kind of marbled gray.”

      “I know what necromancy looks like,” I shot back, harsher than I meant. Serena snatched back her hand. I felt immediately guilty. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. We covered the colors of magic in thaumaturgy, first week. None of them were like this, but maybe it wasn’t complete?”

      Hunter’s lips were almost white they were pressed so hard together. He had something to say but wasn’t saying it.

      “What do you think, Hunter?” I asked.

      All eyes turned to him.

      Hunter shifted in his chair. He looked at them all, and then settled on me. “Nothing I’m familiar with.”

      His eyes flicked to Serena. Just enough to make me think it was something he didn’t want her to hear. Was he worried about her as well? Serena was an illusionist. And she’d said before that she’d give her tits to get between Lucas and Isaac. It couldn’t be a jealousy thing, though. Serena wasn’t the type. Was she?

      I’d only known her two weeks, I reminded myself. Which was to say—I didn’t really know her at all.

      I took a deep breath and let it out as if I were putting it behind me. “In the end, I’m fine,” I said. “Nothing bad happened. Not as bad as it could have been, anyway.” I turned to Serena. “Thank you. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for my drama to interrupt your weekend. You don’t have to stay with me.”

      Her expression was hard to read. Flat, then a ghost of compassion, and then she straightened in her seat and got up. “Just glad you’re okay,” she said, affectation gone from her voice. “Let me know if you need anything. You boys take care of my girl.”

      With that, she turned and stalked off. I felt awful for even thinking she could have had anything to do with it. “Serena…”

      But she didn’t hear me or ignored it. A few seconds later, she pushed through the doors to the courtyard and was gone. I turned back to the boys, miserable. “Dammit.”

      “No,” Hunter said. “No, it’s okay. She’ll get over it. Serena has the memory of a goldfish and doesn’t hold grudges.”

      “That’s patently false,” Isaac said. “That woman can hold—”

      Lucas elbowed him in the side.

      “Right,” I breathed. “So, fucked that up. Still, though—I tried to touch the… the tentacles and my hands went through them. That sounds like an illusion, right? You don’t think Serena…?”

      “There’s another possibility,” Hunter said softly, his words weighted with meaning. He raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” Lucas asked, looking between us. “What possibility?”

      I could see in Hunter’s face he was letting me decide whether to say anything to them. And since there was only one thing I’d shared with him that I hadn’t told the others, I knew what he must be thinking.

      “He’s talking about what I saw when I wigged out on the memory pill,” I said, my stomach curling over itself with worry, banishing whatever bit of appetite the apple slice had managed to wake up. My throat was tight when I spoke again. “It’s mostly faded, but… I think I might have seen the Abyss? And… I’m not sure it’s done with me. Maybe now that I’ve seen it, it can see me. And maybe it wants me back.”
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      With Hunter’s help, I told Lucas and Isaac about what I’d seen. When the story was told, both of them looked like they’d just murdered my dog in front of me. Lucas was the worst, his lips even twitching as if he were on the verge of breaking down. Isaac refused to look at him, and I wasn’t quite tracking what the problem was. It hadn’t happened to them, after all, and it’s not like they’d sent me there on purpose.

      Except…

      A lump rose in my throat. “You’re both very quiet,” I said.

      Hunter glowered sideways. “Tell her.”

      I was surprised for him to say anything—and quickly realized it had been his suggestion to ask Isaac for help. “Tell me what?”

      Lucas swallowed and looked not exactly at me but off to my left. “There is a lot you don’t know,” he started. “About yourself, about your parents, about this school. About us—the three of us.”

      “Don’t bullshit,” Hunter grumbled. He leaned on his elbows and met my eyes. “I’m sorry, Amelia. For what we did. We had a good reason, and if you want to know it, we’ll tell you—”

      “Hunter, she doesn’t need to—”

      “I’ll tell you,” Hunter said, forcefully enough that Lucas quieted. Lucas seemed to bend under the weight of Hunter’s voice. “Isaac had the memory formula prepared because he and Lucas suspected that you might be led to remember something your parents had said that would shed light on the problem I’ve been—well, we’ve been working on. Because it might be connected to them, and what happened when they were here. We didn’t know you were coming to the school, and we’ve hit dead end after dead end.

      “So when we realized you were going to be so far behind everyone else, Lucas suggested the memory pellet. Isaac made it. They asked me, and although I didn’t like the idea… I agreed to be there. Because I was desperate, and because I knew that if it went badly, I had the necessary magic to pull you out of it. There were risks, though, and we all knew what they were. These are the reasons, but not excuses. It was wrong. I’m sorry, Amelia. You have to believe me, I didn’t want you to get hurt. I just didn’t have another way to go. You told me you didn’t remember anything about your parents and I… I couldn’t see past my own desperation.”

      I stared at him, and then at Lucas and Isaac, sick to my stomach. “So you… you all planned this?”

      “We are all equally culpable,” Isaac said quietly, his eyes downcast. “Lucas thought of it, but I made the pellets. Hunter was against it, but we convinced him.”

      “Oh,” I laughed mirthlessly, “well, as long as one of you was against it to begin with.”

      “Amelia,” Lucas said.

      I cut a hand through the air and stood from the table, nearly tipping the chair over. “No. I feel so manipulated. Why the fuck would you do this? What did you need from me? You could have just come to me, all of you, and said what you needed. How do you know I wouldn’t want to help? You think I don’t want to know anything about my parents? Who they were, what they wanted, why they wanted to—”

      My throat closed, and a sob tried to escape. I composed myself with sheer will, and had to turn away from them to do it. I refused to let them see me break, what they’d done to me. When I had finally managed to get myself under control, I turned back to them, wiping my eyes. I folded my arms over my chest to hold myself straight and managed to speak steadily. “So. You did this to me. What did you get out of it? Was it worth it, at least? What is it you’re all so obsessed with that was worth my sanity and whatever it is I’ve walked into?”

      A hush fell over them, all eyes looking away.

      “Seriously?” I pressed. I couldn’t fucking believe them. I thought at least Lucas and Isaac had been my friends, especially after… fuck, had that been a part of all of this too? I felt shame wash through me, quickly replaced by anger.

      “Come back to the room,” Hunter said, breaking the guilty quiet. “We’ll explain everything. It’s… a lot. And it’s not safe to talk about it here. Bring your food—you should eat something.”

      I did bundle up the food, and we made what felt like a funeral march back to our room. At that moment, I had no idea what else to do. Like I had told them, no one else really knew me. I had nowhere else to go.

      We went to our room, Hunter explained, not because it was closest but because it was safe to talk there. “Once I started looking into this,” he explained, waving at the glyphs and crystals and crests around the room, “I knew the faculty would not like it. What happened was considered a hazard of irresponsible magic, and no investigation was made. They want us to break rules, but there are some laws of the universe which aren’t meant to be ignored. So I warded the room every way I knew how and learned a few new ways to ensure no one would be looking in on me. The faculty all rely on scrying and projection to check in on the rooms, and the spells are mostly automated. They don’t make visits in person unless they have a good reason.”

      “All right,” I said, crossing my arms as I sat in my desk chair. The food bundle was dropped on my desk, but I ignored it. “So, what don’t you want them to see?”

      He handed me a notebook. I opened it, but while I could now read the mix of Akkadian, Greek, and Sanskrit, it didn’t make the meaning any clearer. “Some kind of… what is this, a ritual of some kind?”

      “We had a friend,” Lucas said. “Nathan Crowley. Ah… more than a friend really. A brother. A lover. We all came to the school at the same time, but our families knew one another. Mine, Isaac’s, and his.”

      “I met them a few weeks before term started,” Hunter provided. I looked between the three men, and realized I was finally about to learn why there was tension between them. I was still angry, and I hated that when I saw the pain in their eyes I wanted to comfort them. Hell, I even felt like Hunter needed a hug, and if I hadn’t been so mad at him I might have been brave enough to do it. They didn’t deserve my comfort, though, not yet. Maybe not ever.

      Lucas nodded, taking the notebook from my hand. Hunter took it from him before he began to flip through it, and Lucas put his hands in his pockets. “Nathan came to the Academy on a mission, we learned,” he went on. “He had an obsession with the events of 1999.”

      “The class that died,” I said. “Or most of them, anyway.”

      “Not just the class,” Isaac corrected. “Everyone, including faculty.”

      “All but seven,” Hunter said. “Your parents were two of them.”

      I slumped down in the chair and picked at a thread on my skirt. “All right, I know that part. What did Nathan have to do with it? Why was he so interested?”

      “That’s what we don’t know,” Lucas said. He heaved a sigh. “All we knew at the time was that it was important to him, and the more he learned the more secretive he became. He seemed to think there was some kind of incomplete work that had been started then and never finished. Something that needed to be ended, but although we were all very close, Nathan was…”

      “A prodigy, even more so than us,” Isaac said softly, smiling sadly. “Genius like you can’t imagine. He lived and breathed magic in a way none of us had ever seen. He consumed knowledge like water, mastered everything the day he learned it. Created new spells in his first year, things brand new to the Great Canon—the compendium of every spell ever authored.”

      It was clear, hearing the way they spoke and seeing the sadness on all three faces, that whatever happened was a great loss, not just to the world. Nathan wasn’t here, after all. “Something went wrong,” I surmised. “What happened?”

      “He was enabled,” Hunter growled.

      Lucas whirled on him. “Fuck you,” he spat. “You knew Nathan as much as we did. Do you really think he would have just dropped it if we hadn’t been with him?”

      “We’ll never know, will we?” Hunter shot back, crossing his thick arms. I felt my eyebrows raise at the anger between the two. Forget magic, it seemed like they were moments away from a good old-fashioned brawl.

      “Please,” Isaac said, desperate. “Please, can we not?”

      He answered my question more directly when Lucas retreated to the other side of the room from Hunter. They both were glaring at each other, but at least neither had thrown punches. “Nathan devised a ritual. We don’t know where he got it, or what it was really for. He didn’t explain, and frankly, even if he’d tried, there’s a good chance we wouldn’t have been able to understand. He kept talking about a scar that had to be fixed, something that was done here that caused irreparable damage, about… about something in the world that shouldn’t be. But even he didn’t know what the damage was. He confessed that what he wanted to do would be terribly dangerous. Perhaps deadly. He asked us to help him.”

      “Hunter refused,” Lucas muttered. “If he hadn’t—”

      “Lucas,” Isaac warned.

      Hunter said nothing, glowering into some invisible distance.

      “But you two did,” I guessed. It had started to make sense, at least some of it. “And Nathan died, didn’t he?”

      “Yes,” Lucas said softly.

      Hunter, though, disagreed. “Possibly.”

      The two of them shared a look that should have set the air between them on fire from the friction of their eyes.

      “Lucas and I saw Nathan…” Isaac had to pause, and swallow loudly. “He was taken through a breach. The old scar he was talking about, perhaps. From the structure of the spells he used, it leads to some other place. Another dimension. Which one, though, we don’t know. Almost all of them are hostile to human life.”

      “But not all of them,” Hunter said. “Not all of them are deadly and the ones that are, there are ways to survive. Nathan could have protected himself, could have pulled something at the last minute, or found an ally, or jumped to some other, safer place. You both saw the things he could do, and you were always envious of his power, and skill and you—”

      Isaac turned and slapped Hunter, open-palmed, right across the face. The sound startled me. “Don’t,” he snapped. Brittle anger made the man’s voice shake. “Don’t you dare, you son of a bitch. We weren’t jealous of him; we loved him. And when we saw that he wasn’t going to back down, we chose to try and help him do it safely, to support him so that he wouldn’t die pointlessly from his own insatiable curiosity. And if you hadn’t abandoned us, maybe he wouldn’t have!”

      I thought the tension in the room might strangle me and had to force myself to exhale when Hunter only turned his face from Isaac and clammed up. So. This was the entire grudge between them. I had clearly stumbled into it all and worried what it would mean to be tangled up in it. My heart ached for them, even if they’d used me. Who wouldn’t have? If they lost a loved one? If I knew, or even thought, I could get answers to my own past or even bring my parents back by doing something similar to the three of them, I couldn’t lie to myself about what choice I would make. Maybe I would have gone about it differently, been more careful—but maybe not.

      “All right,” I said, “everyone just… this all seems really fresh, but you haven’t answered all my questions. What did you think you could get from me? Can’t you just pick his spell apart?”

      “No,” Hunter said in a giant sigh. “It’s not that simple. There are over twenty-eight spells involved in Nathan’s ritual. Something from almost every path of magic, and about a dozen spells that aren’t recorded anywhere that I can find.”

      “Or us,” Lucas added. “Hunter isn’t the only one searching for answers; he just thinks the answer is in unlocking Nathan’s ritual to try it again. To bring him back. Or bring back whatever’s left of him.”

      Hunter didn’t dispute that.

      “It’s suicide,” Lucas went on, turning the full heat of his eyes on me. “If Nathan Crowley couldn’t do it successfully, there’s not a fucking magician alive that could do it. He wanted our help and we refused because we already lost Nathan.”

      “You refused because you’re a coward—”

      “Boys,” I barked. “Tell me what you thought you could get from me. Right now.”

      Hunter shot Lucas a last angry look, but that anger melted when he turned his attention to me. “Since that year,” he said, “all seven survivors are either missing or dead. Based on the timeline Nathan put together, your parents were the last of them. We hoped that if you were able to remember your brief time with them, they might have said something that would explain what they were doing that year. What kind of magic it was, some clue that would point us to the right resources. Some of these spells may well be Nathan’s invention, but others he might have found during the course of his research. The Academy covered up the whole event, and the governors placed the investigation under seal. Even the yearbooks were redacted.”

      “Without knowing what the spells are meant to do,” Isaac explained, “attempting them could be catastrophic. Ritual magic requires several spells all working in conjunction with one another. Some of them, on their own, do nothing. Others set up critical forces and contain or direct them. And without the proper context…”

      “We could just end up killing ourselves or everyone in the school,” Lucas finished.

      I let that sink in, and it seemed they did the same. Hunter was the only one watching me. “We should have asked you,” he said. “We decided that we couldn’t risk you saying no. It’s unconscionable, and you have every right to hate us for it. But… it seems now like there may have been consequences we didn’t foresee. If you can tell us what you remembered, though—perhaps we can solve both problems. Yours, and ours.”

      “I will,” I said as I stood. “And I get it. You all lost someone close to you, and you want to know why, or fix it.”

      Lucas and Isaac seemed to relax. But prematurely.

      “But,” I said, holding up a hand, “right now I just need time to… process. It’s hard to look at the three of you.”

      I went to the door and pulled it open but paused in the doorway without looking back. “I need some time. And some space. And I think I need to apologize to Serena. When I’m ready, I’ll come and find you.”

      And I left them, their fallen faces twisting at my heart. I hugged myself, keeping my eyes down to avoid any eye contact with the occasional students I passed.

      I only hoped that, at some point, I would be ready to find them again.
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      The churn of emotions in my head and heart followed me away from the dorms and down into the dining room, to the courtyard, and when I focused on my need to find Serena and let the compass guide me to her, it followed me there as well. I saw her with a book, tucked away in one corner of the courtyard. From some distance away, I watched her.

      Serena always seemed to be ‘on’. This image of her, leaning against one of the corners of the stone tiers that gave the courtyard its various levels, reading a book with a look of pinched concentration on her face, almost didn’t seem real. Where were the throngs of adoring men and women that I always assumed she was surrounded by when I wasn’t looking at her?

      She didn’t know exactly what I’d thought of her before, but that didn’t make me feel less guilty for it. I approached cautiously, and when I was a few yards away she looked up. “All done? How’d your secret meeting go? You don’t look well-fucked.”

      “It’s all on the inside,” I sighed. “And… not in a good way. Can I sit?”

      “I can understand why you’d think it,” she said, turning the page, “but I don’t actually own this place. I just play top-bitch on TV.”

      I took that as a yes, smiling as I sat down next to her. “What are you reading?”

      “I’m behind in Sigils and Seals,” she said. “Studying on the weekends is not a regular thing for me, lest you get ideas. So… things didn’t go great?”

      “Serena, I—”

      She held up a hand. “You don’t have to tell me anything or apologize. Secrets are part of being a magician; we all have them. I don’t tell you everything and probably never will. What’s going on between you and the guys is your business and theirs, and if I really wanted to know I would astral project or scry or send one of the local ghosts to spy on you for me. I do it all the time—Belinda Grace and Micky Bale are, like, better than reality TV; you should see the hexes they put on each other over the stupidest shit. I wish I could record it. Micky ate out this other girl over the summer and Belinda almost made his dick fall off. It was glorious.”

      I laughed, horrified but somehow unable to resist. Serena joined in, quieter, and for a moment we just had that. “I’m not sure the stuff between the guys is my business to spread,” I said when we were quiet again. “But it’s not because I don’t trust you, or don’t want you to know. I can tell you my part, though, and I’m sorry it seemed like I didn’t want you to know before.”

      Serena shook her head. “You don’t have to do that, Amelia,” she muttered. “It probably seems like we’re friends or something, but honestly it’s none of my business and I’m just your first-term guide.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” I said, and shifted to face her. “You could have left me in that room, let me clean myself up, and gone off to gossip about it.”

      “You don’t know I didn’t do that the minute I got out here,” she pointed out.

      “You took me where I needed to go instead,” I went on. “Got me dressed, asked if I was okay before asking what happened. That’s friend level stuff.”

      She groaned and set the book aside. “All right. If you feel you have to unburden yourself, I’m listening.”

      And she did listen as I told her about my memories, about my parents—even about the Abyss and the scary shit that went down, apparently, before I was born. Her face was impassive through most of it. Until I told her how it happened.

      “Those assholes,” she breathed. “Mithra’s golden taint, I can’t believe they did that.”

      I shrugged. “Not to let them off the hook—I’m still pissed—but… I kind of get it, I guess. They lost their friend.”

      “Nathan?” she asked. “Is that what this is about?”

      “Did you know him?”

      Serena blew out a long breath. “Sure, everyone did. He was star everything. Amazing magician, hot as fuck, popular with all the students and most of the staff. Nice guy, a little withdrawn. When he died, it hit a lot of people hard. We all expected him to, I don’t know, single-handedly fix the climate and take us to Mars and shit. Big, world-changing stuff. This was all about him?”

      I propped my elbow on the retaining wall. “I guess so. You know Hunter doesn’t think he’s dead, though?”

      She pulled a grimace. “That’s so sad. Poor guy. No wonder he barely leaves his room. Those four were close, always together. Lucas and Isaac seemed to move on. Maybe they’re just better at hiding it. So, did your parents have something to do with it all? Back in 1999?”

      “It seems like it,” I said. “I want to find out. I really want to trust the guys, too. It’s hard, though.”

      “Must be,” she agreed. “What are you going to do?”

      “I wish I knew,” I said, my eyes falling on her book. “At the least… keep going to class, try to get caught up. Decide whether I want to keep going or not. It’s amazing, all of this—magic, the guys, you—but it’s scary, too. I guess I worry… the way I got here; it’s like it was always meant to happen.”

      Serena frowned. “Like…”

      “I can’t shake this feeling there’s some plan in store for me,” I said, “and if I walk away now, while there’s a chance, it never comes to pass.”

      “Heavy stuff.” She put a hand on mine. “If you wanna talk about it, I’m here. But I think that choice probably has to be yours.”

      I understood what she was saying. No one could make that choice for me. Which was usually true. The problem was, I’d begun to worry that it really wasn’t.
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      As awful as the experience had been, at the very least I did retain the languages I’d learned that night and over the following weeks they more than justified the cost. Finally, I was able to keep pace and even start catching up in my classes. Professor Wardwell stopped giving me that exasperated look every time I asked a question and instead started answering them. He didn’t offer any praise for having caught up to the point that I knew what questions to ask, but then he pretty much never praised a student for anything at all, as far as I could tell.

      Consequently, now that I understood my homework, I had to start doing it consistently. As the days ticked by, I spent more time with Serena, either in the courtyard, the library, or in her room. I wanted to rely on the guys less, and the soreness from what they’d done did wane but didn’t go away entirely. Every time I did see them, there were apologies and promises but I just wasn’t ready. For one thing, I hadn’t decided if I would stay. Hunter was the only one who’d stay silent, having said his piece already. But each time I went back to our room, I could feel his eyes lingering on me. I didn’t know if that was better or worse than when he’d ignored me completely before.

      Yes. Being a magician seemed amazing. Who would turn down magic under normal circumstances? Except, these weren’t normal circumstances. The more time I spent dwelling on what I remembered, the more I began to worry that I was meant for something… not good. While I didn’t encounter another horrifying rape-demon vision in the showers again, I did have terrible dreams.

      Sometimes, I would be back in that black liquid void, running away from something I couldn’t see. Others, I would hear my parents talking about getting rid of me, and then see their faces twisted like monsters as they tried to kill me. They chased me through the woods, through the hallways of the Academy, and through the house they’d owned when I was born. Every night I had these dreams and they were tack-sharp, rock solid, and impossible to wake up from. Mara suggested a book on lucid dreaming when I asked about magic to make nightmares stop, but it was a skill that could take months to learn.

      I had been avoiding Lucas and Isaac for two weeks just to keep from having the same apologetic conversation again, when Lucas finally found me in the courtyard after classes on a Friday. His shadow blocked the sun, and I looked up and there he was. I closed the lucid dreaming book and sighed. “Lucas.”

      “I’m not here to rehash it all,” he said, “I promise. I come bearing a gift.”

      “Oh?” I asked, my lips twisting into a slight sneer. “Will it turn my brain inside out?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “That… is a fair question. No, it will not. It’s a bus pass.”

      “Huh?” I asked as he held out a slip of paper, which I took from him to look it over. It was embossed with the school’s crest and signed. By the headmaster.

      “You asked that I get you a spot on the first bus back to town,” he explained. “I promised I would. If you still want to go—this is your official opportunity. Of course, one will arrive approximately every month but I don’t know that I can convince the headmaster to sign a pass every four weeks.”

      It was an out. I could go home. I technically owned my godmother’s house now. It would be empty, but it would be mine, and I could probably reapply to MIT. I knew a little magic, practical stuff that would make life a bit easier. Maybe if I left the Academy, got some distance, the dreams would even stop. I looked up at Lucas. “Thank you. I had almost forgotten; I figured you did, too.”

      “Never,” he said. “I can be a bastard. And despite what Isaac claims, I do keep my promises, Amelia. We all do, the three of us.”

      All of them had promised honesty since that night, and never to pull anything like that again. Maybe that’s what he was talking about.

      “The bus arrives in about an hour,” he said. “If you like, and it’s what you decide, we’d want to see you off.”

      I tucked the bus pass into my book and stood up, hugging the book to my stomach. “I had a suitcase when I arrived.”

      Lucas bobbed his head and glanced at the south wing. “The Academy would see it delivered to your home. It’s tagged somewhere, and they’ll know if you decide to leave.”

      “Of course they would,” I breathed. “Well… I haven’t made my mind up. But I’ll be out front when the bus arrives. It might take me until then to decide.”

      He took a step back. “All right. Then we’ll see you there.”

      His sad smile lingered for a moment longer before he finally turned away. As he left, I looked down to examine the bit of the pass still sticking out of the book. For the next hour I wandered the halls of the Academy. I dropped by the library to return the book, tucking the pass into my blazer pocket. Mara was surprised. “Did it help? Usually lucid dreaming takes a long time to master.”

      “Not sure yet,” I said. “If I need it again, I’ll come check it back out. Thanks, Mara.”

      “Anytime,” she said, frowning a little. “Are you okay?”

      My indecision must have been painted on my face. It was all I’d been able to think about. “Just have a big decision to make.”

      “I see,” she said as she plucked the record card from the inside cover to slot it back into the box with the others.

      “You’ve been a magician a long time,” I said, “haven’t you?”

      She shrugged. “Longer than some, not as long as others. Why?”

      I leaned on the counter, but only until she eyed my elbows disapprovingly. “Has it been worth it? I mean, if you had it to do over again… would you make the same choice?”

      “Worth, that is hard to quantify,” she said. “If I had it to do over again? Yes—I would.”

      “Why?” I pressed. “I mean, why did you keep going?”

      Mara pursed her lips and steepled her fingers. “Some will tell you,” she said, “that being a magician is about freedom—about slipping loose the shackles of life’s rules. To know, to dare, to will, after all. To me, however, magic is more than freedom to do as I wish. It is about the freedom to be who I wish. If you are not sure whether you will continue, Amelia—try to decide for yourself what magic is to you. If you do not know, then you cannot make such a decision.”

      I realized that I didn’t know, and left her trying to figure out if I had an answer.

      At six o’clock precisely, I was standing outside with some of the other students, avoiding the awkward questioning glances when the bus arrived. I didn’t see the guys, but maybe they’d decided it was better to let me figure it out on my own.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Since arriving at Rosewilde Academy, they’d been—apart from Serena—a part of the whole experience. Even ignoring the memory thing… and the lesson in magic, they’d been there. They’d become my friends, even Hunter in a weird “is he going to smother me in my sleep” sort of way. Isaac never ignored me in the hall if we passed each other, a witty flirt always at the ready. Lucas always tried to get me to break the rules and sit at their table for food. They’d shared parts of themselves with me… because they liked me. Even Hunter had loosened up enough to give a friendly, but silent, nod of greeting when I would get back to the dorm room.

      That’s why what they did was so painful. They’d been my friends—Serena, too, no matter what she’d said. I’d let them get close. And even though it hurt, the idea that they would be gone from my life hurt more.

      As I was thinking that, however, and students began to board the bus, Hunter spoke from behind me.

      “So, is this goodbye?”

      I turned to see the three of them, along with Serena, lined up in front of the door.

      At first I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “If you think this is what you need to do,” Isaac said, “you don’t have much time to do it. The driver is notoriously impatient.”

      I glanced back. Half the students had boarded already. “I wish I knew whether it was the right decision or not. If I stay… what if it turns out that I’m meant to do something terrible? Something I couldn’t do if I didn’t know enough?”

      “It could be,” Hunter admitted. I realized he’d trimmed up his beard. Had I missed that somehow? It looked good on him. He still looked like a lumberjack, but the sexy kind—not the serial killer hitchhiker kind. “It could also be that there is no dark destiny for you. That you write your own fate.”

      “That’s a big if,” I told him.

      Lucas shrugged. “If you’re that worried about it, you could rely on us to make sure it doesn’t come to pass. All the worst villains in history were left to their own devices.”

      “And if you were legit going dark side,” Serena added, “you know I’d slap a bitch and set you straight again.”

      There were only about a dozen students left to board. I wrung my hands. “Have you made any progress? What I told you—has it helped you figure out what happened to Nathan? If he’s alive, or what he was doing?”

      Hunter waved it off. “Don’t worry about that. It’s not your responsibility.”

      Six students left.

      “You really think if I went… dark side or whatever, you could keep me centered?” I asked.

      Lucas stepped forward and held a hand out. I took it, and he held it with both of his. “I promise you, Amelia,” he said, “that we will help you make your own destiny, whatever that’s going to be.”

      “Agreed,” Hunter said.

      “I concur,” Isaac added.

      Serena shrugged one shoulder, a lopsided, wry smile on her lips. “You don’t look so evil to me.”

      I didn’t know what magic was to me yet. It seemed like a question too big to answer in just an hour. But there were four people in front of me, and no people behind me. My godmother’s house was empty. My friends, the few I had before this, were spread over the world going to their respective prestigious universities. I would be alone, that was a sure thing. Nothing else seemed as sure as that.

      And there was something between Lucas, Isaac, Hunter, and me. I didn’t know what it was yet. If I left, I might be safe from magic or the Abyss or whatever it was—but I also would never know if there was something here, something I didn’t want to miss or lose.

      The last student boarded. Hunter nodded toward the bus. “It’s now or never.”

      I didn’t know if it was the right decision. I didn’t know if I’d have a second chance to make it. Maybe there was something terrible awaiting me here—maybe it would follow me wherever I went. Part of me thought that no matter what happened next, I would always be a magician. I couldn’t really escape that. And if I went back to my old life, but was still at risk, I’d be facing it alone. At least here, I had my friends.

      I turned to see the bus driver watching me, scowling.

      With a deep breath, I waved him on. The door closed, and with it my chance to leave now. At least for the year, I was committed.

      I turned slowly back to the group. “All right,” I said. “I’m in. It’s not really in my nature to run from things anyway.”

      “I didn’t believe for a second that it was,” Lucas said. “In that case—come on. Dinner’s about to be served and, if you really do want to know, we have made some progress.”

      “We?” I asked.

      Hunter grunted. “On the back of my hard work, he means. But we know a little more than we did.”

      “Good,” I said. “I’m glad, really. Let’s eat and then… how about you tell me all about it? If I’m going to stay, then I’m going to help. However I can.”

      Lucas slung his arm over my shoulder and Serena looped my arm through hers and we walked back into the Academy.

      Even if I had some evil-ass creature coming after me, I knew without a doubt that these people wouldn’t let me face it alone.

      Bring it, Evil, I thought as Isaac and Lucas teased Serena, because I’ll be ready to shank a bitch.
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      Each year, the Rosewilde Academy of Magical Arts selected students from among the freshman class to be placed into specialty tracks. According to the Primer, those tracks followed the twelve core fields of magic. Necromancy, divination, alchemy, elemental magic, illusion, mental magic, ritual magic, healing, enchantment, artifice, theurgy, and abjuration. Each of these had a number of sub-paths which many magicians tended to focus on as their careers developed, sometimes to a ridiculous degree of specificity.

      “There’s this guy in India,” Serena said, four weeks after I made the decision to stay at Rosewilde for better or worse, “he specialized in Abjuration and now he’s the world’s foremost specialist in contraceptive magic. He’s best known for the condom spell—Murthy’s Spectral Sheath, which works like a charm and comes in like fifty varieties that all have different textures.”

      “I’m guessing you’ve tried all of them?” I asked as I flipped through the pamphlet that had been delivered to my room, inviting me to take part in this year’s testing.

      “Actually no,” she said. “I stopped at number twenty-six. It vibrates. After that, what’s the point? I can show you the spell; you can test it out the next time you and the boys, you know…” She stuck her finger repeatedly through her circled thumb and forefinger of the opposite hand suggestively.

      After two months, I should have been used to Serena’s forward nature, but I still blushed at least a little. “Uh, no—there is no ‘next time’. There hasn’t been a first time, thank you very much.”

      She looked like I’d told her I believed the Earth was flat. “Huh?”

      “What?” I flipped to the next page of the pamphlet. “Did you think we were sleeping together?”

      “No,” she said, “I assumed you were fucking. Why aren’t you, exactly?”

      I shook my head, chuckling nervously as I read and reread the descriptions of mental magic. So far, I hadn’t shown much natural inclination toward telepathy or telekinesis or any of the other sub-categories. Probably not for me. “I like complexity,” I said. “Maybe ritual magic?”

      “You don’t pick your path,” Serena said. “You test for it. So, this whole time you mean to tell me that your late nights with those three hotties who already cross swords once in a while, you never once jumped in the dog pile? I figured you were just being, you know… you.”

      “What is that supposed to mean exactly?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know. A lady doesn’t kiss and tell, look at me, I’m Amelia Cresswin and I brush my teeth after I suck a dick. That kind of thing.”

      “I do not… I’m not dignifying that with a response. Are you going to help me understand this or not?” I held up the pamphlet. “This feels like a big deal.”

      She snatched it from my hand and flipped through it before tossing it back on the courtyard table. It was midday, sunny, warm. Come to think of it, the weather was always pretty much perfect here. I frowned, then shrugged, realizing it was likely a magical thing. It should have been shocking how quickly I was becoming used to magic. Our table was beside one of the reversed streams, babbling politely over river rocks as it defied the laws of gravity. “Specializing is overrated anyway,” she said. “It means more classes. Trust me, I tested into illusion and now I have two extra classes each week, and I don’t get a break from the other ones. I mean you at least do hand stuff though, right?”

      It took me a moment to realize she’d switched back to my possible sex life with the guys. “You’re obsessed,” I breathed.

      “It’s not obsession, it’s vicarious experience,” she countered. “Which, by the way, I know a spell for that too so if you don’t want to do it, I’ll totally switch places and—”

      “They haven’t brought it up,” I said. “Okay? And we’ve had more important things to talk about, and I’ve been swamped with schoolwork, and… and lots of reasons. They’re like… I don’t know; they’re like big brothers. It would be weird anyway. Wouldn’t it?”

      “If by weird you mean hot as fuck with a side of multiple orgasms,” Serena said, grinning. “Seriously, my offer is on the table.”

      It was hopeless trying to keep her focused. I laid the pamphlet down and propped my head up on one hand. “I’m not switching bodies with you or whatever,” I said. But I did relent a little bit. It wasn’t like I could talk to the guys about it. That was the whole problem. I claimed they were like big brothers but really… “Sometimes, Lucas will say something that makes me think they want to. I mean, there was that one time but since then it just hasn’t officially come up. And Hunter is still kind of sore about everything that happened with Nathan. He doesn’t go on and on about it or anything, but sometimes one of them will just say Nathan’s name and Hunter shuts down. It’s like there’s the ghost of an ex in the room and everyone knows it. And for all I know, there is.”

      She whistled. “Cock blocked by the missing cock.”

      “You are vulgar,” I said, though I was smiling. She simpered at me. “But… yeah, basically. I do like them. But Isaac always shuts Lucas down, and Hunter is… Hunter. For all that he looks like a giant who could hulk out any second, he’s actually kind of shy, I think. A few times, I’ve been sort of… thinking about it, but then we start getting to work and digging through books and it feels like it’s not the time to say anything. I’m not really one for hookups against the bookshelves. Plus, what if they’re not interested?”

      Serena laughed, and waved at all of me. “Um… they are. Did you go to an all-girls school?”

      “I went to public school,” I replied. “You know that, and I know what you’re implying. Isaac and Hunter at least aren’t like that, they have more than one thing on their mind. Jesus, listen to me—magician culture is getting into my brain. Lucas is the one that’s always making comments, so if it was any of them it would be him but we’re never alone. And again, there’s so much going on—”

      “Stop,” she said. “Just stop doing that. I see you, Amelia. Your whole life has been one project after another. Make good grades, pass the tests, bust the SATs, succeed, make someone proud. College in general, and especially magician college, is about you. No one else. Not in a selfish way, just in a… self-empowerment way. Every time we’re with the guys, you turn this very attractive shade of pink and just stay that color until they’re gone.

      “When I mention them, you stutter and stumble and hem and haw. It’s obvious you like them, and I promise—they adore you because they’re just as fucking bad about it. Even fucking Hunter. Serena is a truth speaker, okay? And the truth is, I’m about to put you all in a line and slap you because being around any of you is starting to be unbearable. Now, you tell me the truth. You want those boys?”

      I shrugged. “I mean I—”

      Her gold-painted nail shot up between us. “Ah—I said truth. Don’t equivocate.”

      “That’s a fancy word,” I muttered and glared at the grass.

      “And that’s a weak attempt to change the subject,” Serena shot back with a bright smile. “I know you think I’m the shit—everyone who knows me does. There’s a reason for that. I own it. You have to start owning yourself. I’m trying to help you. So, say it out loud, queen.”

      When I opened my mouth to protest again, her eyebrows silenced me before the words came out. And… she wasn’t wrong. I fantasized. I waited. I saw the way the guys looked at me sometimes, and heard the unspoken things that filled silences when we were together. Maybe, after what happened before, they were just too worried about stepping over some boundary. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I hadn’t actually laid that boundary down, either. Add to that the fact they all seemed to respect it and, well…

      “Okay, fine,” I muttered. “I… like all three of them.”

      “You can do better,” Serena urged. “Own it, bitch.”

      I grinned as she nudged my knee with hers. “You’re the worst influence, you know that?” But I took a breath and uttered it out loud for the first time. Quietly. “I want them. I want to… see what it’s like.”

      “Good.” She bumped my knee again. “Step one in the long journey of self-actuation.”

      “Self-actuation,” I repeated. “Are you taking a psych course or something?”

      “You’re not the only girl who blew her SATs out of the water, Miss MIT,” she said. “I was en route to Harvard. There are no dumb magicians.”

      I had never thought of Serena as ‘dumb’, but that was news to me all the same.

      “Okay, my work is officially done,” she said, and swiped the pamphlet up again. “So. The only one you really want to look out for is theurgy. It’s all about gods and goddesses and most of them are stupidly obsessed with human sexuality—or lack thereof. It’s all about abstaining for months at a time, and honestly it’s barely worth it.”

      I marveled at how easily she could switch gears. It was harder for me, though I did listen as she talked about the various pros and cons of the various paths, and talked about people she knew from each. At the same time, though, I kept thinking about Hunter, and Lucas, and Isaac. Maybe Serena had a point. Self-actuation aside—I wasn’t sure how much indulging in a fantasy would actually help me become my ideal self—I had been timid with them. And they’d handled me with kid gloves since the night they’d screwed up. Maybe it was time I spoke up for myself and broke the tension that was definitely starting to grow between us.

      After this week, though. Maybe it was an excuse, and if so I had a million more of them. But if Serena’s description was anything to go on, this week was going to be long, exhausting, and challenging beyond what I’d dealt with so far.

      I had to admit, though—she gave a hell of a motivational speech.
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      Path week, as it was called by the students of Rosewilde Academy, was a time for celebration, as well as crushing defeat. A rotation was established with each of the deans, who tested every student individually to discover their path—or in some very rare cases, paths, for those students who were especially gifted.

      Mine began with Enchantment. I was sort of excited at the prospect of going into it. Making magical objects seemed like very practical magic with a wide range of applications. I imagined some of them—everything from astronomical compasses that always pointed toward Earth, in the hope that I might make some impact on space exploration, to, frankly, a brush that would clean my hair to save myself time in the morning. It was complex magic that sounded challenging and rewarding, and wasn’t that far from engineering at its core. Right up my alley.

      “You are not an enchanter,” Professor Wimple told me after half an hour spent attempting to perform a painfully simple spell to magnetize a paperclip.

      I slumped in my chair. Wimple was dean of enchanting. When I’d first seen her, she’d been in a pale pink suit, her hair pulled into the kind of bun that hid wrinkles. She still had the same hair, but today’s suit was lavender. Identical in every other way but the color. She didn’t look nearly as enthusiastic about my being here as she had during my exam.

      “I could try again,” I offered. “I think I had the gesture—”

      “That won’t be necessary,” she said shortly. “And there are students behind you. Run along now, Miss Cresswin.”

      My encounters with Professor Gardner—dean of divination—and Professor Yakovich—dean of necromancy—were similarly failures. I could not successfully read tea leaves, playing cards, a natal chart, or bones, and if there were spirits of the dead out there somewhere they thoroughly snubbed me.

      “Is it possible I don’t have a path?” I asked Hunter as he walked me to the dining hall from our room. “I mean I know it’s just those three so far, and I wasn’t really all that excited about being a diviner, but nothing in the list really calls to me, you know? Did you know you’d be an elementalist before you were tested?”

      “Sure,” Hunter said. “I knew I was an elementalist when I was twelve. But it’s different for you; you didn’t grow up with magic. And… yeah, there are people without a path.”

      I had begun to wonder if Laura knew about my parents, about magic. She had some weird quirks, after all, and magicians were a weird bunch. But surely, if she had, she’d have been educating me in magic instead of encouraging me to apply to MIT. “That’ll be me,” I groaned. “No path. Just a mediocre, everyday, run-of-the-mill magician.”

      “I don’t think you quite qualify as that,” he said. There was apology written on his face when I glanced up at him hopefully.

      “Oh,” I said. “Right. I’m the magician from the black lagoon. Well, I guess not, then. Still, it would be nice to feel like there was some particular thing for me, you know?”

      He paused at the stairs. “You know, a lot of famous magicians didn’t have a path.”

      “Anyone I’ve heard of?” I asked.

      Yeah, I had him there. “Well, no. Famous to magicians would be more accurate. Except—there was Winston Churchill.”

      Color me skeptical. “Churchill was a magician?”

      Hunter nodded, wincing. “Yeah. So was Hitler. They spent most of the war trying to kill each other with magic. I think you’ll have history next semester. The woman that made the Bermuda Triangle? She didn’t have a path either. That whole thing was an accident, and she died—or, disappeared, perhaps—in the process, but still, also very well-known.”

      “This is all so encouraging,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t trip on the sarcasm I was spilling.

      Hunter gave me a rare smile as he put his hand on my shoulder. Warm, heavy, comforting. I wanted him to pull me to him, hug me in those big arms. He didn’t, though. He never did. “I suspect you’re remarkable in ways you don’t yet realize, Amelia. Don’t sweat it. There are still nine paths to go.”

      “I know,” I breathed. “I’m just anxious. And hungry.”

      We continued the rest of the way to the dining hall, where we had to separate and go to our respective class tables. I ate quickly, mindlessly, while I thought about the possibilities of the other paths. Honestly, what I really hoped for was something that would be useful to understanding what happened to Nathan, and, by extension, what happened to my parents. What that might be, though, was beyond me. Necromancy had been promising. The prospect of life after death? Maybe I could just summon up Laura’s spirit, or even my parents, and ask them directly.

      When I asked Lucas about the prospect, he hadn’t seemed to think it was out of the realm of possibility. “Nathan would have thought of it,” he said, “but he may not have had a sufficient connection to them to make it work. You’d be a different story. Blood calls to blood, after all.”

      Necromancy was fickle, though, and while I would learn the general principles in third year, it wasn’t likely I’d be calling ghosts with that knowledge. You had to have a certain quality of Yin, Professor Yakovich explained. She didn’t tell me what quality my Yin had, if it had any, but whatever it was wasn’t necromancy material.

      As usual, the five of us met after dinner in my and Hunter’s room, where the wards kept our discussions private. Except this time, as soon as we arrived, Serena made a shocked little sound and put a hand to her mouth. “I can’t believe I forgot; I have a tutoring session to get to. Sorry! Where’s my head these days? You four just… carry on. I’ll catch up later.”

      “No problem,” Isaac assured her.

      I smelled a trick, and it was confirmed when the boys headed in and Serena gave me an exaggerated wink. Why that woman was so interested in my sex life was beyond me.

      “How’s that now?” Isaac asked as I closed the door. “Everything well?”

      “Hm?” I asked.

      Lucas smiled, waving a finger at my face. “You’re a little flushed, looks like. It’s good on you.”

      “I’ll turn the heat down,” Hunter said.

      Isaac and Lucas shared an exasperated sort of glance but didn’t press the issue further. I was glad for that and took my seat while Hunter cracked open the latest book that Isaac had apparently slipped out of the restricted library. It was one of the books checked out the year my parents had survived the massacre, and apparently it was potentially relevant.

      “There are two mentions of the Abyss in this book,” Hunter said, thankfully pulling Isaac’s and Lucas’s focus, which was making my cheeks worse. He flipped to the first one, which was marked with a ribbon between the pages about halfway into the volume. He read it in Hebrew. “And God spoke unto creation, saying, I Perfect Thee, and the inequity of the creation suffered, and rebelled, and perfection became destruction, and the shells of the tree were broken and cast into the Abyss, out of the sight of God.”

      “The Qliphoth,” Isaac muttered. “Right? The story of the original creation, the one before this one. But it didn’t measure up. We study it in alchemy, sort of.”

      “The word itself means shells, or husks,” Hunter said. “I’ve seen the reference once before, but it didn’t mention any Abyss—just that the ‘glory of God’ was too much to contain and they broke. Makes it sound like there was some second attempt at creation where whatever creative force was at work stayed clear to keep from breaking it the second time around.”

      “Wait,” I said, “so is this… apocryphal or like a magician’s actual history? I mean, is there like… an actual God?”

      Lucas waggled a hand. “Eh… jury’s sort of out on that one. There are divine beings; theurgists work with them often. And many of them reference something they call the Divine Eternal, which a lot of theurgists claim is the original, primordial sort of ‘god’ creator. But plenty of other divine beings claim to have created the universe. Hard to say.”

      “This book is a collection of theory based on myths and legends around Kabbalistic traditions,” Hunter explained. “It’s not really possible to say how literal any of it is. But it’s the theory that’s interesting. Later on…” he flipped through pages and then turned it around to show us. There was a complex figure drawn on the page, some kind of circle with a series of interlocking, ever smaller circles inside, almost like a fractal in reverse. “See, this outlines the theory, but not the practice, of reconstructing those shells in a kind of microcosm. Basically, recreating the old creation on the small scale. It supposes that without those shells, the beings that inhabited that creation are incorporeal, and unable to take physical form—which in this context almost means spiritual form. It also suggests that this Abyss—”

      “Is full of whatever was in the old shell,” I muttered, reading some of the text and putting the rest together with my own experience in the pre-birth memories. “You think Nathan used this book?”

      Hunter held a finger up as he tugged at the second ribbon to open up the other marked page. “I think he must have at least read over it. Look at this.”

      The figures on this page lined the right margin. They were glyphs, like some that I’d seen in Nathan’s work when Hunter finally laid it out for us. Not exact, none of them seemed to be a match, if memory served—and it was possible memory did not serve because they were fiendishly complex—but the style was unmistakable.

      “So Ibrahim the Elder calls these the names of the unnamed,” he said. “Unnamed, in the sense of names being stripped. Now, in all the old Semitic traditions, words and names were power, and form—God spoke creation into existence, named this thing and that thing, told Adam to name things. In Babylonian creation myths, Marduk was given the secret words, and so on. Obviously, we know the value of language and words, but this is different. This references beings or maybe states or dimensions that were stripped of that quality. And the note at the bottom mentions the Abyss again.”

      I had to squint at the faded ink to read it. “Which what God has taken away, a magician of sufficient intellect and knowing and will may yet return, temporarily… offering up to the Abyss that which is denied it…”

      “Those characters,” Lucas said. “They’re similar to Nathan’s grand ritual.”

      “Not exact,” Hunter said. “But yes. They’re the same style. He must have gotten his from some other source, these are the only ones recorded in this book, but there should be three other books written by Ibrahim the Elder.”

      “Right,” Isaac said. “Well, next time I can nip into the restricted section I’ll see what I can find.”

      Hunter closed the book and set it aside. “If this is the right direction,” he said, grim, “it may mean that Nathan was attempting to commune with or reach into the Abyss. And if so… I can’t think of a reason why.”

      “We’ll leave why for when we’ve got the full picture,” Lucas said. “For all we know it was curiosity, that’s all.”

      “A person doesn’t take a risk like this out of curiosity,” Hunter said. He drummed his fingers on the tome. “It was dangerous. Deadly dangerous. If this book is anywhere close to painting an accurate picture, the things that inhabit that place don’t like us. They’re jealous. They want what creation has—form, structure, existence. They want to bask in whatever light creation gives off. Magic itself, maybe; I don’t know.”

      “Your point is?” Isaac asked.

      I knew. I’d seen the way Hunter grew more and more sad the last couple of weeks, as whatever gears turned in his head rolled it all over. “He isn’t sure it’s a good idea to keep going.”

      Hunter glanced up at me with sad eyes, and nodded.

      Lucas scoffed, standing. “Well, that’s just bullshit. Look, no one’s saying we have to go through and do everything he did, even if we could—which I’m not convinced we’re even capable of—but the only way to put it all together is to put it all together.”

      “He’s right,” Isaac said. “There’s no danger in collecting the knowledge itself.”

      “You sure about that?” Hunter asked. “You know full well there are books that are heavily guarded specifically because the knowledge in them drives people to madness. That’s collected work—we can’t possibly know that Nathan didn’t put enough discrete pieces together to affect his mind. Magical knowledge is real, tangible, psychic material. Some of it is dangerous, and if anyone could have found it, it would have been him.”

      Though this wasn’t familiar to me, it seemed to give Isaac and Lucas pause. They both grew distant, thinking.

      “Well, Nathan was one person,” I said. Their eyes turned to me. I spread my hands helplessly. “None of this is freshman first-semester material, but it… seems to me that if combinations of magical knowledge could be dangerous then the logical answer is to spread it out. Between people—between books, I guess, too. Maybe. Right?”

      “Amelia…” Hunter breathed.

      “She’s right,” Lucas said. “That’s exactly right. It’s been done before. The Codex Diabolica et Arcana is an example—it’s nine different books, all identical at a glance but each one has subtle differences that lay out a ritual to make compacts with dark spirits. You have to collect and collate the differences to use the ritual. The only people to have done it successfully did so with partners. It’s always this or that cult, not so-and-so the evil magician.”

      “That’s different,” Hunter argued, “it’s a story.”

      “It’s based on truth,” Lucas insisted. “There really is a Codex Diabolica et Arcana; there’s a knockoff copy in the restricted library. It’s reference material without the other eight versions but the story is well-known; there’s a whole introduction about it.”

      Isaac stood as well, and went to the door. “I’m going to see if I can prompt Dean Maycomb with a few questions, get him to send me to the restricted library. I’ll pull what I can from Ibrahim the Elder. You need this book longer, Hunter?”

      Hunter said nothing as he picked the book up and handed it to Isaac.

      Isaac took the tome, kissed Lucas on the cheek and surprised me by kissing me on the cheek as well. Then he left, apparently intent on doing the task right away.

      Lucas was smiling. “Well. That’s a breakthrough. Progress, finally. We might figure out what happened yet.”

      Hunter turned to his desk and opened a notepad. “Maybe we will.”

      The room grew colder suddenly. Metaphorically speaking—though it was cooled down from when I’d first come in with red cheeks. Lucas stared at Hunter’s back for a long moment, pensive, then seemed to banish the mood and smiled at me. “Care for a walk?”

      I did, and almost took him up on it. The whole interlude had been taken up with the excitement of discovery, and any chance for taking Serena’s advice had passed, it seemed.

      But I could tell something was bothering Hunter still. More than what he’d said. It was easier to read him these days, now that we’d had time to actually talk. “Uh… I’m pretty tired,” I told Lucas. “I’m gonna turn in. Big day tomorrow. I could turn out to be an abjurer, an alchemist, or a psychic.”

      It was obvious he saw through it. He glanced at Hunter again before he nodded. Then, like Isaac, he approached and kissed my cheek. “All right then. Sleep well, and let us know how it goes.”

      “I will,” I said. When he stood there just a moment longer, I risked leaning in to kiss his cheek as well. “See you tomorrow.”

      Lucas’s lips spread slowly into a smile as he backed away, then turned to stroll through the door and into the hallway. I closed the door as quietly as I could after him, wondering if that had been awkward for Hunter. There was a subtle but definite shift in the room. It didn’t take long to confirm it.

      “So,” Hunter muttered, “you and Lucas? And Isaac?”

      “What?” I asked, but as soon as the word came out I knew it sounded like I was over-dramatically playing dumb. I sighed and sat on the edge of my bed. “Sorry, I know. You’re not blind. I’m not sure, I guess. Serena seems to be, but… I mean, you know Serena.”

      “I do,” he agreed, tapping his pen against his notebook. He wasn’t looking at me but I could feel his attention like it was a military-grade searchlight.

      I licked my lips and tried to ignore my pounding heart. “You know, I do think you’re—”

      “I’m not jealous,” he said quickly. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      “No, I know that,” I said, and stood. I took the couple of steps needed to get close and put a hand on his back. “I was going to say now that I know you better, I do… wonder why you aren’t with anyone. It’s not like you aren’t attractive; hell, even I’ve considered it. You know, let out some steam after studying or something.” Even I heard how cringeworthy that sounded.

      Hunter had gone stiff under my hand. His pen rested on the paper, but there was no writing under it. Slowly, he laid it down. And when he did, he turned and shrugged my hand off. “I really can’t, Amelia. Not right now. Not… not with all this.”

      “I know,” I said, hiding the sting of hearing it out loud. It was obvious how committed Hunter was to his quest. Whether or not he thought it was a good idea, it was something he couldn’t give up on. The more he knew, the more he just seemed to hate that he had to go through with it. Like he already understood that he wasn’t going to like where it led him. “It’s okay. I just thought I’d better say something. Air it out, you know. Three months of therapy after Laura died, and that’s pretty much what I bought.”

      “Amelia, I—”

      “It’s okay,” I assured him. “Really. And I am kind of tired. I’m gonna… read this next chapter in Woolsey’s Thaumaturgical Essays and turn in. Don’t worry about the light.”

      I hoped he would say something else, ask me to talk, maybe even grab me and confess his tortured desires. Instead, he gave a stiff nod, tried to smile, and went back to his notes—though, he still didn’t immediately write anything down.

      Maybe it was cruel of me, in retrospect, but rather than undressing under my blanket this time, I peeled my uniform off until I was in my bra and panties, folded it up neatly, and replaced it in the trunk before I crawled into bed. If Hunter looked up, I didn’t see it, but when I glanced up from Woolsey’s essays, he had turned slightly to face away from me.

      Well. I could at least tell Serena I tried. Maybe if I did, she’d stop haranguing me about it. So much for the bold approach.
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      Once Amelia had drifted off, I dimmed the light on her side of the room and tried to ignore the tug I felt toward her. There was too much work in front of me to let myself become distracted by her. And she was, distracting that is. I’d find myself thinking of her at random moments, any time my brain quieted, suddenly she’d be there. It didn’t matter if I were in class, in the library, eating, or even, to my chagrin, in the shower.

      Knowing that Isaac and Lucas had been with her simultaneously gutted me and aroused me. I’d accepted my self-imposed celibacy after Nathan’s disappearance without issue until the damn headmaster’s room-assigning spell indicated she’d be best fitted with me. It was magic that Lucas likely understood a fraction better than I, and he knew hardly anything about it. The academy simply placed students where the magic said they needed to be—giving no concern for class standing or genders.

      I’d thrown myself into the hunt for answers even more after she’d appeared, desperate to keep her out of my thoughts. Others might say it was out of guilt or loyalty to Nathan but it wasn’t. Hell, even I knew Nathan would be the first person egging me on to take the woman up on her offer. All I knew was that the glimpse I’d let myself selfishly have of the soft curve of her hips, pert ass covered by the plain but bafflingly sexy panties, and soft slope of her breasts was going to taunt me. It was all I could let myself have, though. It wouldn’t be fair to her to tumble into the bed and drive myself into her, not when I couldn’t offer more. Amelia, I knew it in my bones as well as I knew I was a magician, was meant for more than just a fuck for fun. And I couldn’t offer that.

      I shook my head and turned back to my work.

      Translating incantations from one language to another rarely revealed their purpose. Some spells were direct enough with their semantic components—my dimming spell lux cadere literally translated as ‘light, fall’. Other spells, however, were more poetic. Dissecting them could be the work of years without proper references, digging not just through the words themselves but through the poetry and literature of the culture, looking for the native context.

      That was easier when the language in question came attached to a culture that had been preserved. Whatever Nathan had been attempting, he employed spells from cultures that had been dead for thousands of years. Little more than a few scraps remained, and those that did were often useless. Maybe I overestimated myself thinking I could match wits with someone like Nathan. How he’d amassed the necessary understanding to actually use this kind of magic was beyond me.

      It was clear that the ritual involved a cascading series of such spells, each one building on the next. My research had at least given me a sense of the overall structure of it. Energy was gathered, contained, directed, reshaped the way a key might fit a lock, rotated through some mysterious medium, changed a second time, turned again… if I didn’t know better, I’d think it was almost like picking a lock. Nathan was brilliant and loved complexity, but he knew when simplicity served better.

      Amelia groaned. I looked up from my most recent attempt at a graph for the ritual, expecting her to be waking up but instead she only turned in her bed to face me. Her face was obscured in the shadows.

      “Amelia?” I whispered her name, the syllables rolling off of my tongue like a spell.

      She didn’t answer. She must not have been sleeping well again. I started to turn back to my work but she made another noise—this one sharper, fearful. I paused again, waiting, and in a moment she groaned again. “Help me,” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep and fear. “What… did I do?”

      “Amelia,” I said, louder. “Hey, wake up.”

      “C-can’t… breathe…”

      She began to wring her blanket, shifting back and forth as she twisted against something I couldn’t see. A weak sob escaped her.

      Amelia had been having nightmares, I knew. So far, they hadn’t broken out like this. I stood, waiting for her to calm down, to slip back into sleep. When she didn’t, I almost cast the only sleeping spell I knew off the top of my head to see if it would settle her. After our alchemy violation, though, it didn’t seem like the sort of thing that would go over well. Plus, it might just throw her deeper into a sleep she couldn’t escape from.

      I leaned over her, half into the darkness around her bed, and put a hand on her shoulder to shake her gently at first. “Amelia, wake up. You’re dreaming.”

      She shook her head, gasped for air that wouldn’t come, and whined as her legs kicked in slow motion against whatever she was dreaming about.

      I shook her harder. “Amelia!”

      Her eyes fluttered open. She gasped for air as if she’d been drowning. For several seconds her eyes were wide and wild, and a shaking hand snaked out from under the blanket to grasp at my wrist. “I… Hunter?”

      “You were having a nightmare,” I said, and began to pull away.

      She clutched at my arm. “Don’t go. It was… I haven’t had that dream in a while. It was worse this time.”

      The thought of pulling away when she seemed so distraught seemed to grip my heart and squeeze until it hurt. I sank to the edge of the bed, letting her hold onto my arm. I held myself back from lying next to her with all of the mental focus required of a greater work of magic. “Do you want to talk about it? It might help.”

      Her eyes closed, and she reached up to put a hand over her eyes, then combed her fingers through her hair. “It’s… I’m in a forest, surrounded by trees,” she said. “I make my way through them to a beach, except the ocean doesn’t look right. Then there are these four men… um, they take me to the water’s edge, and I think that they mean to help me or something but then the ocean comes to life and starts to drag me away. Three of them seem like they want to help, but the fourth one gets in the way, lets it happen. Like… like he thinks that it’s supposed to be that way? And then I’m dragged under, and I can feel the pressure from the water, and see the light disappearing and… usually I wake up at that point. This time it felt like I never would. I knew I was dreaming, is the thing, but I couldn’t do anything about it.”

      “That’s terrible,” I said. I turned my hand in hers so I could take it and give a reassuring squeeze. “You’re awake now, though.”

      “Yeah, and exhausted,” she sighed.

      “Well,” I said, and started to stand, “I should let you—”

      “Stay with me?” she asked. “Just for a little bit. Just until I fall asleep again. Please?”

      I grimaced. “Amelia, I don’t think there’s anything I can do to…” She looked crushed already and began to let my hand go.

      It was impossible for me to know what it was like for her. Finding out her parents may not have been the people she hoped, losing everyone she cared for, discovering there were mysteries in her past, even experiencing some kind of haunting—on top of the nightmares that plagued her. I knew it must have been awful, though. I gave up in the face of that look of hurt. And a small part of me wanted to be selfish. “I suppose I can spare a few minutes. Just until you sleep.”

      She looked as though she might argue, now that I’d told her I didn’t want to. Which wasn’t entirely accurate; but what I wanted and what was right were different things. She sealed her lips, though, and shifted in the bed to make room for me.

      I lay down next to her, on my back. After a short time, she rolled under the blanket to face away from me. I stared at the darkened ceiling, and then at the dim light coming through the veil of shadows that surrounded us, counting silently to myself and listening to her breath gradually change. It took almost ten minutes, but eventually the swelling and receding of her body grew shallow and slow as she slipped back to sleep. I began to get up carefully.

      Amelia twitched and made a soft groan. I figured she’d gone right back into REM sleep, it was a common enough technique for dreaming to wake up midway through the night and go back to sleep, straight into a vivid dream. When she twitched again, and gasped, I lay back down, turned over and slipped my arm around her. I pressed close to her on top of the blanket and whispered, “It’s only a dream, Amelia.”

      Tension left her body by degrees, until she was placid again, peaceful and, I hoped, no longer having nightmares.

      I should have gotten up then and gone back to my work or even to bed—it was late, and my first class was early. But I told myself I was worried for her. That if I left, and slept in my own bed, she would be chased through dreams again and this time no one would wake her. Dreams were usually only phantoms of the mind, but in her case I did wonder if it wasn’t more than that. Something that could actually hurt her, if she lent it any magic.

      And I was only a human, after all.

      So I chose instead to stay with her, one arm draped over her body. Telling myself it was only until it seemed she was safe from her dreams.
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      It was exactly as I feared. I flopped onto the grass where Lucas sat as he waited for Isaac after my final evaluation and stared at the sky.

      “That doesn’t look good,” he muttered. “How did it go?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “I have nothing. No path. I have about the psychic ability of a rock—”

      “In fact, remarkably psychic… but never mind.”

      I eyed him sideways. “I couldn’t divine the location of my own ass, I’m pretty sure necromancy is a hoax, elemental magic is beyond me. I even suck at thaumaturgy. I mean… how is it possible that I’m just bad at all magic?”

      “Come on,” he said, and lay down next to me. “Just because you don’t have a specialized path doesn’t mean you’re bad at all magic.”

      “Name one other student you know without a path,” I challenged.

      He had to think about it. For a while. “Curtis Shiner,” he said. “He’s a senior, graduating this year.”

      “I think you’re making that name up.” I scuffed at the grass with my heel and wished there was a cloud in the sky. Maybe I could read it and divine some omen about what I was good for. “How is it possible I’m some kind of Abyssal creature and don’t have a natural talent for a particular kind of magic?”

      Lucas sighed as he rolled onto his side and propped his head on his palm to look at me. “You’re not an Abyssal creature.”

      “Whatever it is,” I murmured. “At least having a path would make me feel like I understood it. Even if I didn’t, it would be something to focus on, you know? What am I supposed to do now?”

      “Go to classes,” he said. “Learn magic. Do what you can, find your own individual path through it. Path specialty is just… a program of focus, Amelia. It isn’t an indication that you’re special, it just means you’ve got a predilection. If anything, it restricts the courses you end up taking, and you either have to take on extra classes and fill your schedule or end up with large gaps of knowledge. Now, you can be a jack of all trades. Try to see the positive.”

      “It’s just one more reminder that I’m no longer a big fish in a small pond,” I said. I rolled to my side to face him. Hummingbirds played chase above us, hiding the fact that beyond the edges of the Academy it was well into the fall now and beginning to cool fast. It would be winter soon but that wasn’t obvious from the greenery here. “I kicked ass in school. Top of every class, almost, and always ahead of the curve. I keep getting reminded how dumb I am compared the rest of you. It’s not a fun experience.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “Stop it. You’re far from that. Don’t obsess over this. You know Isaac didn’t get affirmed for alchemy his first time. He worked hard and asked to be evaluated again after winter break.”

      We were so close, and ever since Serena’s motivational speech, I’d been forced to acknowledge the tension between us. Serena had been right, of course, and now that she’d called me out, I knew there was no way Lucas could ever be like a brother to me. Not when all I wanted to do was pull him on top of me and let him do very un-brotherly things to me.

      “You can do that?” It was a ray of hope if so. Whatever Lucas thought, I had always excelled—AP classes, college prep, academic extracurriculars. I was a star mathlete for three years, until I had to quit to focus on diversifying into other STEM programs to impress MIT.

      He gave a half shrug with one shoulder. “Isaac’s family knew some people. My point is, as a magician you will change and evolve over time. You’ll grow, and if you don’t have a path right now, it may not be forever.”

      “Unless I’m like Curtis Shiner?” I asked. “I’m gonna ask around, see if I can find this guy. I’m not convinced.”

      Lucas chuckled and poked at my ribs. “You’ll never find him; he’s elusive.”

      I swatted his hand away, smiling. “You can’t distract me from this.”

      “Freshmen are always so enamored of this idea of having a—ah… a moment.” Lucas sat up and his eyes unfocused for a moment. When whatever it was had passed, he gave a nod and flicked through the gestures for the Whisper spell. “Of course, Headmaster. I’m with her now, in fact. I’ll escort her right away.”

      I perked up at that and pushed myself up to sit. “What’s up?”

      Lucas stood and brushed grass from his butt, then held out a hand to help me up. “It seems the headmaster would like a word with you. He tasked me with hunting you down.”

      My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What about? Did I do something wrong? I know how this place is about rules but I haven’t broken any—”

      “No, no,” he said quickly as I stood with his help. “I don’t believe it’s anything like that. He checks in from time to time, he’s seen two other students this term so far. He probably just wants to see how you’re getting along, catching up—that sort of thing.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      Lucas turned and waved me toward the southern end of the west wing. I fell into step beside him. “Yes,” he said. “Absolutely certain. Or at least certain you’re not in trouble for anything. Why? Does going to the principal’s office make you nervous?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I never went. I never got detention, either. Didn’t even get time-out when I was little. I’m a good, virtuous, honest student.”

      “I can only imagine. But you know what they say about lying down with dogs, don’t you?” He threw me a crooked smirk.

      I let him open the door for me and brushed past him. “I’d hardly say you have fleas,” I told him. “You are the headmaster’s PA, after all—somehow I imagine he wouldn’t have a ne’er-do-well for an assistant.”

      Lucas put a finger up. “Ah, but that assumes I’m the sort of ne’er-do-well that gets caught. Perhaps I’m a very clever criminal.”

      That did sound about right. We went down a short hallway off the entrance that I hadn’t noticed before, and came to a tall, wide, gilded door in gold and dark cherry wood. Augustus Sinclaire, Headmaster was emblazoned on a plaque affixed to the middle of it. Lucas knocked twice, waited, then opened the door for me. “This is as far as I go. Whisper me when you’re done. I’ll be with Isaac and perhaps Hunter if he’s up for it.”

      Hunter. The memory of waking tucked up against his chest, his arm draped over my waist, the soft puff of his breath against the top of my head… it made my heart ache. He’d woken shortly after, asking after my dreams and then acting as if nothing had happened. Then again, nothing had happened… but it certainly felt like something changed, until he put his damn walls up again.

      “Sure thing,” I said. “Wish me luck?”

      Lucas gave a soft snort and walked backwards down the hall until I turned away to enter the headmaster’s study.

      It was a big room—definitely the sort of room that said “important person”. One entire wall was lined with books, the opposite with built-in shelves that held all manner of magical tools, most of which I hadn’t seen before. The hardwood floor here looked newer than in the halls. Headmaster Sinclaire sat behind his desk, scribbling something in an open file when I entered, and he eyed me briefly over his glasses before gesturing at the chair in front of his desk with his pen. “A moment, please, Miss Cresswin.”

      I sat as politely as one can and folded my hands in my lap to wait. Sinclaire’s desk was littered with magical looking doodads, from a tetrahedral prism that glowed with a faint blue light to a small silver globe that rotated slowly in a crystalline container that was dotted with stars. I was still staring at it, certain I could see faint lights and wispy clouds on the surface, when he closed the file and set the pen aside.

      “So, Miss Cresswin,” he said, “I understand you’re performing quite well in your studies thus far.”

      “I’m getting there at least,” I replied. “I wouldn’t say I’m excelling. But I’m keeping pace for the most part. Am I… have I done something wrong?”

      Sinclaire’s thin lips spread into a friendly smile. “Not that I’ve been made aware of. This isn’t a disciplinary meeting, Miss Cresswin. It’s about your evaluation.”

      Shit. Had Lucas underplayed the importance of having a path? Was it like not picking a major? “Oh,” I said, “I finished today. But really, I think with some more study—”

      “Your evaluation isn’t complete,” he clarified quickly, raising a hand before I could rattle off more excuses. “That’s why you’re here. I have one more test to administer.”

      Mentally, I counted off the twelve paths of magic to myself. I had tested for all of them. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I met with each of the deans… which path do you want me to test for? Because if you could let me know and give me just one day to brush up, I think I do better when I have time to prepare.”

      “Relax, Miss Cresswin,” he urged me. “Don’t put too much pressure on yourself. I’m not going to retest you for a path you’ve already shown no natural inclination for. On the contrary. I’ve got a special test.”

      The way he said it made me wonder if I needed someone in the room with us just then. My stranger danger alert was clicking like a Geiger radiation counter. He stood from his chair in a smooth, slightly too slow motion that put me in mind of a large lizard, and strode to his shelves. There, he slid a black velvet-wrapped object about two and a half feet wide and, from the rough shape of it, round, from the center shelf. He carried it to a pedestal near his desk and carefully balanced it on top before he pulled the velvet away and waved me over.

      “I intend to evaluate you for a particular special kind of magic,” he said. “A thirteenth path. If you fail to show talent, your memory of this meeting will be erased and instead we’ll discuss your performance and comfort at Rosewilde.”

      A hand went automatically to the back of my head. “My memory?”

      “Painless,” he assured me, “and entirely safe. All the senior staff have performed the simple charm hundreds of times; it only affects the short-term memory. Now, at a glance, what does this appear to be to you?”

      I examined the round tablet on the pedestal. The surface and sides were carved with intricate lines that swept and darted back and forth across a geometric figure that was reminiscent almost of the sketches in Hunter’s notebooks. There were clear differences, but the overall format was similar. “If I were to guess,” I said, “it looks like a magic circle. Meant to define the limits of a particular effect for… ah, for focus and in some cases the manifestation of hostile or friendly environments for exotic magical effects?” I mentally crossed my fingers. Ritual magic wasn’t until junior year, but Wardwell had given magic circles a very brief treatment in his lectures.

      “That is the stock answer, yes,” Sinclaire agreed. “This particular circle is special. I’m going to give you a very simple spell—the most basic foundation of this particular path—and I’d like you to take a few moments to get familiar and then attempt it. Focused on this circle.”

      “What… does it do?” I asked.

      “Nothing dangerous,” he assured me, and then passed me a small, ancient manual of only about twelve pages. “Take your time. You may use my notepad and pen to make any graphs, if you need.”

      I flipped through the pages briefly before I gave him a nod and went back to my chair and sat down to read through it.

      The spell was simple enough, the semantic element directly translatable rather than some archaic bit of foreign poetry. I recognized some of the somatic components from other spells as well—they were foundational for the most part and the only gesture that looked particularly difficult was near the end. I practiced it several times, wondering if Sinclaire would step in and correct me. Instead, he examined the slab, which looked like it was made of something other than stone or wood—possibly wax? Whatever it was, I’d never seen anything quite like it.

      It took about half an hour for me to feel like I could say the words with confidence, make the gestures, and coordinate them appropriately. I was still almost too nervous to think straight when I finally told him I was ready, though.

      “Good,” he said, and held a hand out to indicate where I should stand. “Just try to relax, and trust the magic.”

      “This spell sounds like it’s meant to open something,” I said. “To… part the boundaries of the world?”

      Sinclaire smiled. “Very good. You may encounter something very much like it later in your studies; it’s often used in complex elemental magic. Do you feel prepared?”

      “As much as I can be without spending days on it,” I said. “Um… just, over the circle or on the side?”

      “Focus on the circle itself as the target of the spell,” he said. “Just as if you were casting something like a Whisper spell and targeting the recipient, hm?”

      I don’t know why—it was a perfectly useful and common example—but I found myself wondering if he’d been somehow listening in on Lucas and me when we approached his door. Which it was possible he was. What school official didn’t keep an eye and maybe an ear on their own front door?

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, and began to cast.

      The words were in Greek, and not difficult. The tricky part of any spell wasn’t the individual components but the mental juggling that had to take place. Finding and holding the magic, executing the gestures in time with the words, and making sure everything fit together just right. Timing was everything, and it was a combination of physical, mental, and emotional timing. The chant was short, but repeated seven times, and as I worked the spell I focused the single-point of attention that directed magic outward into the center of the circle, where a particularly complex knot of lines seemed to weave around one another.

      By the fifth round of the chant, my fingers were sore and my concentration was wavering, but I pushed through and executed the final two rounds along with a painful hand position that involved hooking my thumbs together and twisting my hands around into a kind of pretzel before the final word left my lips and I pried my fingers apart. There was resistance against them at the same moment that a straight line above the circle appeared as a wavering trace of slightly opaque air. I pulled, focusing my inner and outer intentions into alignment as I felt instinctively what I was supposed to be doing here—prying that line open.

      The effort wasn’t one of muscles, but one of will and focus. I hooked my fingers just as the diagram had indicated and exhaled a tight breath as I willed the hazy shape open like two circles overlapping to form a double-pointed vesica piscis. It was when I recognized the forming shape that I gave a small grin and changed how I was envisioning the process to one of bringing those two overlapping imaginary circles into alignment, rather than prying something open.

      The change was instant. The shape expanded more smoothly until, finally, a circle of hazy light hung over the slab, the edges vibrating audibly with a high-pitched whine. There was tension still, so I held it, dedicating one portion of my mind to keeping the spell intact. “I… I did it!”

      “You certainly did,” Sinclaire breathed. “Very well done, Miss Cresswin. Now, reach in with your mind. Through the opening. Find what’s on the other side and will it through the opening. From that side, to this side.”

      It took time to get my thoughts in order and make the adjustments so that I could focus on both tasks. I imagined an invisible hand passing through the surface of the light and into whatever was beyond it.

      The response was instant. The surface of the light shifted to a dark red, and a shape began to push through. A sense of malevolence filled the room and my thoughts, as if all the light had suddenly dimmed, and I pushed back instinctively. Whatever it was, though, wouldn’t be dismissed so easily. I felt it shove back against my will, and when I tried to simply release the circle and let the spell fizzle on its own, it was like trying not to think of an elephant—I simply couldn’t force my thought to turn away from it.

      Sinclaire stepped forward and made two cutting gestures before he slammed his hands together and barked something in a language I hadn’t learned yet. The single word boomed through the room, a physical force that knocked books off shelves and made objects on the other wall rattle in place.

      A spike of pain shot through the front of my head, and I yipped in surprise as the red circle snapped shut.

      I was breathing hard, one hand to my forehead, when I felt Sinclaire’s hand on my shoulder. “Center yourself, Miss Cresswin,” he said. “Turn your attention inward and take a few breaths. Imagine your seven bodies moving back into place, all centered around a thread that passes from your crown to your feet. Very good. There you are. Just breathe it out.”

      I did as he directed, inhaling through my nose and exhaling loudly through my mouth as I went through the simple exercise from the Primer, meant to clean up the jarring effects of canceled magic on the seven subtle bodies. After a moment, the pain in my forehead subsided and I straightened, my heart a bit slower but still thudding hard with fear. “What happened?” I asked. “What was that? It felt evil, did I do that?”

      Sinclaire took a step back from me to give me some space, which I appreciated. He was smiling. “Evil is relative,” he said. “It was likely some low-level denizen of a universe adjacent to ours. That was remarkably well done, Miss Cresswin. I’m very pleased to declare that you most certainly do have a path.”

      “I do?” I asked. “What… what path is it?”

      He smiled and nodded to the magic circle. “You’re a summoner. One of very, very few in the world. I had a feeling you’d be remarkable, young lady. I’m happy to say that I was correct in that regard.”

      “A… summoner,” I said. “Like a theurgist?”

      He shook his head slowly. “No. A theurgist makes a request, sets a table, invites a divine being to cross the threshold of this world of their own volition. Summoning is considerably different. You just opened a gateway to another universe, and nearly called something across. In time, you’ll be able to do far more than that.”

      I didn’t have words. Fear was still in me, but so was excitement. I did have a path after all. I’d known it in my bones. I found myself standing a little straighter. “That’s… wow. Thank you, Headmaster, for giving me the chance. I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say nothing,” he said. “About this, or about the lessons you’ll be taking with me from now on, after your normal classes. Summoning is the thirteenth path, and it is highly restricted. From now on, if anyone asks, you’re to tell them that you’re being personally instructed by the headmaster in foundational magic in order to ensure that your education is properly rounded. Am I understood? This is dangerous, delicate magic. I believe you are up to the task, but secrecy is paramount.”

      I licked my lips and nodded, nervous about the idea of taking secret, dangerous, after-class instructions on something I wasn’t allowed to talk about. I did wonder, though, seeing that magic circle… “Sir,” I asked, “I do wonder… Nathan Crowley. Was… he a student of yours as well? A summoner, I mean?”

      “No, he wasn’t.” Sinclaire’s face didn’t falter, his eyes didn’t dart one way or another. He didn’t touch his face or do any of the other things that suggested he wasn’t being honest.

      Still, when he answered I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was lying to me.
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      I left the headmaster’s office and almost Whispered Lucas right away. Something about the man made me uneasy, though, and I decided to wait until I was further away. Why keep my path a secret? Why, for that matter, was this kind of magic restricted in the first place?

      When I judged that I was far enough away, I Whispered to Lucas, “We should meet. Where are you?”

      I hoped I’d gotten the spell right, and decided I probably had when his message came back to me, tickling the inside of my left ear. “Library with Isaac and Hunter. Isaac’s in restricted. Come meet us?”

      “Coming,” I Whispered back.

      I found Lucas and Hunter at a table near the back of the library, arguing in harsh whispers over a book. “I’m telling you,” Hunter insisted, jabbing a finger at the page, “this is the same format of ritual. Nathan was trying to open something up.”

      “What you’re suggesting,” Lucas hissed back, “is that Nathan was attempting some inter-dimensional heist, and I’m telling you he’d never have done such a thing. He wasn’t an idiot, Hunter. He’d have been well aware how dangerous something like that would be.”

      “And it turned out to be damn dangerous, now didn’t it?” Hunter made a disgusted noise and tossed the book onto the table between them before he saw me standing between the edges of two shelves. “Amelia. There you are. How did that go? What happened?”

      “You told them?” I asked Lucas.

      “Sorry,” he said, “was I not—”

      “No, no,” I said as I pulled a chair out at the end of the table rather than by one or the other of them. Whatever they were arguing about, I didn’t want to look like I was picking a side. “Um… can you do the noise thing?”

      Lucas frowned and gave a nod before he gazed around the table, his hands twisting and flicking through the spell as he muttered it. The sound around us took on a new shape, as if we were in a very small, dense box. “What happened with the headmaster?”

      “I tested for another path,” I said. “And… I guess I passed.”

      Lucas smiled broadly and put his hand on mine on the table. “Amelia, that’s great.”

      “Why this?” Hunter asked, waving a finger at the ceiling and Lucas’s magic.

      I grimaced. “Because I’m not supposed to tell anyone. Headmaster Sinclaire seems to think my path is summoning. I almost did summon something, and I don’t think it was friendly.”

      Hunter’s expression pinched with concern. “Summoning.”

      “That’s restricted magic,” Lucas muttered. “There aren’t even books on it in the restricted library; it’s practically outlawed.”

      That gave me a jolt of panic. “Outlawed? What, like there are magician police or something?”

      “Parliament,” Isaac said.

      All three of us jolted with surprise at the sound of his voice. Isaac gave an apologetic wince. “Sorry,” he said as he slipped into the chair beside Lucas and put two books on the table. “I said your names, but it became clear the sound was cut off. What’s going on?”

      I told him, and Isaac got the same look on his face the others did. “That’s quite serious magic, Amelia. I’m a little surprised Sinclaire bothered to test for it.”

      “He must be a summoner himself,” Hunter said. He nodded toward the books Lucas had brought. “Did you find anything?”

      “Ah, I did,” he said, tearing his eyes away from me to pass Hunter the book on the bottom. “Mostly a philosophical treatise, I’m afraid. But it was on the list. Bastien Tremere’s Meditations on the Void. It’s a creationist text, but there could be something useful in there.”

      Hunter barely acknowledged that Isaac had spoken. He opened the book to a random page and looked it over. “It’s something, at least.”

      “Anyone mind telling me why summoning magic is restricted?” I asked.

      Isaac frowned. “Well, it’s incredibly dangerous, for a start. It deals with the boundaries between worlds, you see. Go poking holes in those, and well, even well-executed magic can be unpredictable. Usually it’s practiced in large groups for that reason. Like theurgy, except, historically, the ‘guests’ are dragged kicking and screaming and are none too happy when they arrive. You’ll learn about it second semester, in magical law with Professor Xi, but mostly just the laundry list of reasons it’s not practiced commonly.”

      “It’s remarkable,” Lucas muttered.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Is it? Sinclaire seemed to think so but… something about him, when we’re alone, seems…”

      “Suspicious?” Isaac offered, cocking his head.

      Isaac could be hypnotizing when he turned his focus on you. His voice held a hint of a British accent, as if he had British parents but always lived in America. He was the type of man that, when his attention was on someone, they knew they had his entire attention. It was seductive, sensual… intimate, even if unintentional.

      “Maybe.” I gave a helpless shrug. “I asked him if Nathan had the same path.”

      “What?” Hunter looked up sharply from the book, apparently listening closely enough. “Why would you ask him that?”

      The intensity in his eyes was almost frightening. I described the magic circle that Sinclaire had me use to the best of my ability. It was too complex to describe in detail. “The thing is,” I finished, “something about it kind of reminded me of the drawing in Nathan’s notes. The one you showed me that took up the whole page. It wasn’t exactly the same, I’m pretty sure, but it was close enough that I noticed. So I thought maybe Nathan had studied with Sinclaire as well.”

      “No,” Hunter said, shaking his head. “No, if that had been the case we would have known about it. And if he was studying something like summoning, we would have known.”

      He looked at Lucas and Isaac as if for confirmation, his tone dismissive but in a desperate sort of way.

      Neither of the other men rose to the occasion. In fact, Lucas chewed on his bottom lip for a moment, looking past Hunter, toward the shelves. “Possibly,” he admitted. “But Hunter… we both know that Nathan did keep his secrets.”

      “He might have kept his research mostly to himself,” Hunter countered, “but that’s different. He talked about his classes, about his ideas, about wanting to go further than the school allowed. He didn’t hide his ambition and you know how he liked to brag—he was cocky, if he picked up something like that, he would have said.”

      “Unless he had a reason to keep it from us,” Isaac said. “I’m sorry, Hunter, but if Amelia’s right—”

      “Amelia didn’t know Nathan,” Hunter snapped. He slammed the book closed and stood from the table. His hard eyes fell on me. “If you get a chance to take another look, try and memorize as much as you can. I’m going to see if this book has anything useful.”

      With that, he stalked off, out of the quiet zone of Lucas’s magic and away into the shelves.

      “He can be such an asshole,” Lucas sighed, raking his fingers through his hair as he shook off Hunter’s hostility.

      Isaac shot Lucas a reproachful look. “He’s hurting, Lucas. Give him a break.”

      “So am I,” Lucas replied. “So are you. He doesn’t have a monopoly on it.”

      “I shouldn’t have brought it up,” I said, fighting an urge to go find Hunter and apologize. When Hunter wanted to be alone, he didn’t always come out and say it but it was easy enough to read. He did a lot of walking away, for one thing. “It’s my fault; I just thought there might be some connection.”

      “It’s really not your fault,” Lucas assured me. “Really. It makes sense, and frankly Hunter tends to… remember Nathan a little differently than he was.”

      “And you don’t?” I wondered.

      Isaac gave a soft sigh, smiling. “Maybe a little?”

      “I wish you could have met him,” Lucas said. “Nathan was… not just brilliant but effortlessly charming in a way that made you think he didn’t quite realize what he was doing. Handsome, too.”

      “Devilishly so,” Isaac chuckled. “And had no idea of that, either.”

      They both got the same look on their faces—gentle half-smiles, eyes crinkled at the corners, lips slightly parted, as if they were sharing the same amusing memory. “You miss him,” I said.

      Isaac nodded, his lips closing, a bit of sadness sneaking into his smile that I felt responsible for.

      “But,” Lucas said, sliding his hand over the table, palm up, “we live in the present.”

      I hesitated for a breath before I put my hand in his. He closed his fingers around mine and squeezed gently.

      “Should I be worried about Sinclaire?” I asked. “Honestly.”

      “All magic is a little dangerous at least,” Isaac said. “Some more than others. Sinclaire has been headmaster here for ten years, though, and he’s been fair and just, promoted progressive policies. I don’t know that there’s anything to worry about, and if Nathan was a student of his, it’s entirely possible the instruction was benign—and that Nathan simply kept it to himself.”

      “That said,” Lucas added, glancing back at Isaac before he grew serious with me, “Hunter wasn’t wrong about a good course of action. Learn as much as you can, commit as much of what you see to memory. If Nathan was learning summoning magic from Sinclaire, it could unlock his ritual for us. That’s a whole branch of magic we don’t have any resources for, nothing to compare, nothing to use as a decoder ring, if you will—and we’ve covered most of the other bases so far. It wouldn’t surprise me if this was the missing piece.”

      I nodded nervously. It was a lot of pressure but for a good cause. “I’ll do my best.”

      “We have the utmost faith in you,” Isaac said.

      Lucas’s thumb caressed mine. We still held hands. It was comforting, like an anchor or a buoy—both, perhaps. Keeping me from getting swept away in my own anxiety over what I’d seen today, and keeping me from drowning under the weight of it all. I had wanted a path, felt like I was unremarkable without one. Now that I had it, I worried about the implications. Poking at the borders between worlds seemed dangerous, and I’d gotten a taste of it firsthand today.

      “You’re tense,” Lucas muttered.

      I shrugged and tried to relax my hand in his. “Long day,” I said. “Big news, scary stuff. Plus a lot of studying to do over the weekend.”

      “If you like,” he said, “we could… help.”

      A shiver ran through me. From the way he looked at me, and the barely contained grin on Isaac’s face, I had some idea of what he meant. My instinct was to pull back, demure, say I could handle it on my own as if I didn’t know what he was talking about. He’d leave it at that if I did.

      And I’d be left continuing to fantasize in private.

      It took every ounce of willpower to make myself focus on what I wanted, instead of what I thought was prudent. I was already tangled up with them, after all—how much more complicated did I want that to be? On the other hand, I was already tangled up with them. These feelings weren’t going to go away any time soon. And besides, I deserved a little fun after everything I’d been through the last few months.

      I could almost hear the voice of mini-Serena on my shoulder, complete with horns and a little tail, urging me to say yes.

      I was never going to hear the end of it from her.

      “I… think I’d like that,” I said, my cheeks burning. “But—I really do have to study, too.”

      Lucas grinned and banished the sound-dampening spell with a gesture and a word. He stood, still holding my hand, and tilted his head toward the front of the library. “Well, then. Let’s go hit the books.”
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      The moment we stepped through the door to their dorm, Lucas was on me—plundering my mouth with his kisses, his hands holding my hips tightly. Isaac grabbed my bookbag, and I heard it plunk somewhere loudly; I was too busy trying to give up the act of breathing to care.

      Lucas kissed like a demon; his kiss was like an obscenity as he licked into me, dark promises made in the way he caught my lower lip between his teeth and tugged. He backed me up until I was pressed against the door, anchoring me there with his hips and his very evident arousal.

      “Wait,” I gasped out, breaking away from Lucas’s kiss reluctantly.

      “Hmmm,” Lucas asked against my neck. He trailed burning hot kisses down my neck, lavishing my skin, and I knew without a doubt he was leaving marks. Arousal twisted inside me at that image, being marked by him for all to see.

      “Wards,” I gasped out, and looked for Isaac. The man was slowly unbuttoning his white shirt, watching Lucas set me on fire. I shuddered and realized why they liked an audience, having Isaac there watching me… it made everything so much more intense. But it wasn’t something I wanted other people to see—at least, not everyone. There was one person, one man, I wanted to be curious enough to look—but I doubted Hunter would. Like he had told me, he was too busy for anything like this.

      Isaac arched a smooth eyebrow, and I wanted to glare to make my point but Lucas’s lips found my earlobe and my eyes fell shut as pleasure arced from where he touched me right to my pussy. If I hadn’t felt what Isaac had done to me before, I’d have sworn they were using magic. Fuck, maybe Lucas’s kisses were magic. It would definitely explain a lot.

      I heard Isaac speak the words needed to create a ward, nothing nearly as complicated as Hunter had set up, but it was enough for me to relax.

      “I’ve been dying inside to know what you taste like,” Lucas whispered as he ground his hardness into me. He braced one hand on either side of my shoulders, caging me between him and the door as he dragged his nose along the slope of my neck. “After Isaac had you, and you left us, I licked every drop of you from his lips. But it wasn’t enough.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered and tossed my head back, my head hitting the door hard enough that I winced.

      “That is the goal.”

      I opened my eyes to see Isaac smirking at me, his shirt hanging open as he palmed his cock through his pants. He was sitting in the same chair as before, but for now it seemed he was an eager audience member instead of active participant.

      Lucas dropped his hands to my breasts, cupping them through my bra and I arched into his touch, my eyes never leaving Isaac’s. There was definitely something to this audience thing. I wanted to mewl when Lucas moved his hands away, but he was slowly unbuttoning my shirt, his hands hot against my bare shoulders as he pushed it down my arms.

      I nearly felt shy, but then mini-Serena, horns and all, whispered in my ear: Own it, bitch. So that’s what I decided to do. I’d had sex before; I knew what parts went where. I wanted both of these men, and they clearly wanted me. We were all consenting adults, so why not enjoy this to my fullest?

      I reached back and unhooked the clasp of my bra, pulling the garment off and tossing it to the side before guiding Lucas’s hands back to my breasts.

      “Eager, aren’t we?” he murmured before taking one of my nipples between his lips.

      “Ah—I”—I swallowed back a sound of pleasure—“am just an excellent student. Always been top of my class.”

      Lucas took his time, laving at my nipple before moving his attention to the other and drawing out my pleasure. Frankly, he teased me enough I wanted to shove him to his knees and tell him to get on with it. It seemed as though he understood my needs and his mouth moved lower over my stomach.

      He dragged his hands up my thighs and under my skirt before sliding my panties down.

      “Thanks for not vanishing this pair,” I said breathlessly, and he looked up at me with a cheeky grin.

      “You could just stop wearing them,” Isaac suggested, my eyes flying back to his across the dorm room. “Then we wouldn’t have to work around them.”

      “You should listen to Isaac,” Lucas said as he lifted my skirt, tucking the hem into the waistband. He planted kisses against my thighs, and I shifted, spreading my legs further apart for him. “It would be a sweet torture, having you in the library, totally naked under this skirt. Maybe we could convince you to sit on our laps, sneak our hands up your skirt and see how many times we can make you come before you beg us to let you ride us.”

      Holy shit, it was as if he were an illusionist and casting the image into my mind. Sitting on Lucas’s lap, his hands up my skirt, as Isaac quizzed me over elemental configurations.

      Lucas guided my left leg over his shoulder and I pressed my back into the door to brace myself, my hand stroking through the man’s hair. The first stroke of Lucas’s tongue against my pussy caused a sigh to slip from my lips as my eyes closed, savoring the feeling. His technique was different than Isaac’s. Where he had been demanding, Lucas was slower, as if he were savoring the experience just as much as I was.

      “Amy,” Isaac’s voice was thick with want and I felt my body responding to him. I opened my eyes and my mouth went dry at the sight before me.

      Isaac sat, mere feet from where Lucas licked and sucked at my pussy, stroking his cock languidly as he watched us. His cheeks, normally fair in color, were tinged pink from arousal. He stroked slowly upwards, rubbing his thumb over his glans, before slowly twisting his hand down back toward his base. He met my eyes, a lascivious challenge in them, and I realized he was putting on a show.

      I bit my lower lip between my teeth and brought my free hand to my breasts, returning the challenge. I teased my nipples, playing with myself as Lucas fucked me with his tongue before moving to suck on my clit. His hands held my ass, grinding my pussy against his face, tasting every part of me.

      I felt him slide two fingers into me, stroking me in time with his licks. His fingers brushed against the spot I’d only found a few times myself, causing me to groan and bear down against him. Over and over his fingers fluttered against that spot, Isaac stroking himself and watching me chase my orgasm, until finally I felt myself break. I bucked against Lucas’s demanding mouth, bending over with the force of my pleasure as the aftershocks made my knees weak.

      His touch turned gentle and he eased his fingers out of me. Once more he looked up at me from his knees, this time his lips covered with my wetness, and raised an eyebrow. “So should we move to the books now or…”

      “Or.” I nodded, catching my breath. “Definitely or. And you’re way too dressed for this.” I looked up at Isaac. “Both of you.”

      “So demanding,” Isaac said sarcastically, but he stood and divested himself of his clothing just as Lucas stripped down.

      I shimmied off my skirt and toed off my shoes before crawling up onto the same bed I’d had my last so-called study session with them. Kneeling, unashamed of my nudity, I admired them. They were so similar but different.

      Lucas was toned, giving the impression of the type of guy who’d hit the gym regularly but ate what he wanted. Isaac was fit, but nowhere near as toned. His was the fitness that came from working, from carrying cauldrons and storage boxes, heavy stacks of books from either end of campus. They were both stunningly beautiful in their own way, even if it made me feel like a romantic poet to think that.

      I tilted my head and I felt a smirk forming. “So, I’ve seen Isaac get you off, Lucas, and now Isaac has seen you get me off. So maybe it’s Lucas’s turn, Isaac?” I patted the bed beside me, in a way I hoped was inviting and seductive and in no way resembled a trained walrus at the Bronx Zoo.

      Walrus imitation or not, Isaac sat where I indicated, leaning against the headboard and spreading his knees so I could move between them. He laced his fingers behind his head in open invitation.

      Nerves struck me, but I pushed past them and wrapped my hand around Isaac’s cock, slowly stroking upwards. His pouty lips fell open as a breath escaped him, and it gave me a sudden burst of confidence. With a, hopefully, sultry look at Lucas, I turned back to Isaac and trailed my lips over the head of his cock.

      Isaac wasn’t a quiet receiver of pleasure, it turned out, as I took him in my mouth. Each stroke of my tongue, each press of my lips, each purposeful tease of my teeth had Isaac groaning, biting out curse words as he struggled not to thrust up into my mouth.

      I felt the bed dip behind me and I let Isaac’s cock fall from my mouth as I felt Lucas’s hand on my lower back, the head of his cock stroking through my sensitive pussy.

      A thought occurred and I sat upright, though I still kept one hand stroking Isaac.

      “Condom?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at Lucas. He frowned as if confused. But before I could go on a lecture about sexual health, he had a look of comprehension.

      “How the fuck has Serena not shown you the contraceptive spells?” Lucas muttered, but it was less at me and more at the woman in question.

      I shrugged one shoulder and looked at Isaac, his eyes blown wide with desire as I kept teasing him. “She told me one version vibrated?”

      “Yeah, that one’s good,” Isaac breathed out. “We should try it later. And the one that makes cocks nearly cold. That one’s great in a hot shower.”

      “Trust me?” Lucas asked and I nodded. He made a simple gesture with his hand and spoke a word that I swore I heard in yoga class once. “There. Basics, the same effect as if I were wearing a condom you could buy in the store.”

      “Awesome.” I turned fully back toward Isaac and wiggled my hips at Lucas with a grin. I took Isaac in my mouth just as I felt Lucas press slowly into me, hissing and holding my hips tightly.

      Three-ways, I decided then and there, were fucking awesome, pun totally intended.

      “Fuck, I forgot what this was like.” Lucas’s voice sounded wrecked, and Isaac only moaned in response.

      I braced my hands on either side of Isaac’s hips, touching him gently until he got the message and began to thrust gently up into my mouth. Lucas mirrored his thrusts, moving me enough that I took Isaac deeper into my mouth. A small part of me made a note to ask Serena about spells that would help me deepthroat without gagging, even though it seemed Isaac could sense my limits and he never pushed deep enough to trigger that reflex.

      One of Isaac’s hands reached for my breast, pinching and pulling at my nipples and causing bolts of pleasure racing through me. Then, as if they had planned it, Lucas’s fingers found my clit, circling it as he thrust into me. I was so close, my body shaking as they filled me, playing my body as if we’d been lovers for years instead of only once before, when I realized their other hands were on my back, their fingers interlaced as they fucked me, joining us all together.

      That connection, that intimacy, launched me over the edge and into a second orgasm. Only a few thrusts later, they both followed me—Isaac spilling himself in my mouth and Lucas thrusting forward, grinding himself against me as he came.

      I swallowed down the salty evidence of Isaac’s pleasure even as he pulled me up against him, Lucas’s cock sliding out of me, to kiss me and chase his taste on my tongue. Lucas muttered a spell behind us, before pressing himself against my back, kissing my shoulder before nosing at Isaac.

      He pulled away from me and I pillowed my face against his chest as the two of them shared a lingering kiss. It was a kiss that spoke of years of experience together, and surprisingly I didn’t feel jealous at all. Instead, I felt excited because I wanted to get to the point where we all had that kiss with each other.

      I couldn’t stop smiling, and it was starting to make my face hurt.

      “Good study session?” Lucas asked, as he eased down beside me on the bed.

      Isaac ran his fingers languidly up and down my leg. I twitched a bit, my nerves still raw, but didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of swatting his hand away.

      “You’re decent tutors,” I murmured.

      Lucas gasped in mock outrage. “Is that some kind of challenge? Because I for one was holding back, and I’d gladly—”

      I shut him up with a kiss.

      Isaac reclined next to me, propped on his elbow, and when Lucas was properly speechless, I turned my head and smiled up at Isaac until he dipped his head down to kiss me, his lips soft and delicate, always so gentle compared to Lucas’s insistent, hungry mouth.

      “So,” I said. “About that help actually studying?”

      “That totally counts,” Isaac said. “Call it anatomy, physiology, a primer on sex magic.”

      “It was at least a little magical,” I admitted. I wiggled sideways until my body was more firmly pressed against Isaac’s and urged Lucas to press closer as well. It was warm between them, but not uncomfortably so at the moment. With the two of them to either side, I could almost imagine that nothing could get to me. Not my bruised confidence from being the student who needed catching up, not the list of losses I carried around with me, not even some apparition from the Abyss. Here, I was safe, and I realized that, for the first time in a long time, I felt a lot like myself.

      “You’re thoughtful,” Lucas observed. “Or is that the haze of two glorious orgasms in your eyes?”

      I rolled those eyes and nudged him with an elbow. “My god, Isaac was spot on with you.”

      “Hey,” Isaac protested, “traitor! Turncoat!”

      “What’s that about?” Lucas wondered, eyes narrowed at Isaac and then me. “You two have been talking about me behind my back?”

      I giggled as Isaac ribbed me. “You’ll only make it worse,” he said. “I promise.”

      “Now you’ve got to tell me,” Lucas insisted.

      “I think he said, just a little praise and your ego would never stop swelling,” I laughed, fending off Isaac’s fingers. “Clearly, he’s right.”

      “Oh,” Lucas said, grinning wide. He shrugged a shoulder. “Well, that’s certainly true. I’ve made Isaac speak in tongues. And made him explode a lamp, too.”

      Isaac groaned. “We were in high school,” he muttered. “It was three years ago. See what you’ve done? You’ll never hear the end of it.”

      We shared a chuckle, and a few more kisses, before finally the heat of three bodies got to be a bit much—and I was dry in the mouth and desperate for water. Lucas, for all his ego, offered to fetch some, and when he returned, I curled my legs under me and drank while they looked on, then passed the half-empty glass to Lucas, who drank and passed the remainder to Isaac.

      “I really do have to study,” I said. “And if you two wouldn’t mind, some actual help wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Anything you need, m’lady,” Isaac said.

      Lucas made a half bow, arm swinging out. “Your wish is our command.”

      He rolled off the bed, tossing a shirt toward me. As I pulled it on, I realized it was one of theirs and, even though it was totally cheesy, I tucked it closer around me. I didn’t bother with my skirt, and neither of them did more than pull on sweatpants with the Rosewilde crest on the thigh. Isaac handed me my nearly forgotten book bag, demanding a kiss before he relinquished it.

      I cracked open my thaumaturgy book with the two of them looking on, smiling like they were pleased with themselves. For some reason, the act of opening the book made me think of Hunter, and left me wondering if he’d ever seen them smile that way, or worn the expression himself. I thought of him alone, in his room, hunched over his books and papers. But he’d made himself clear enough. I shelved my worry for him for the moment and focused on the present. “So,” I muttered, “what do either of you know about ‘evocation and the intransitive property of elemental radiance’?”
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      If ever I had thought my classes were difficult, attending daily lectures and practicums in summoning with Headmaster Sinclaire served to highlight how very easy I’d had it so far. He was an absolutely merciless instructor, for one thing, and for another the subject itself made thaumaturgy look like third-grade arithmetic.

      The magic circle he’d introduced me to was revealed to be a kind of template from which all other summoning circles could be derived. There were 537 lines in the diagram, and 108 characters around the circumference of the circle itself. The angles, intersections, and curls all had to be executed precisely, and each had a meaning, derived both from the symbolism of the interactions between lines, as well as mathematical formulae meant to coincide with the rotations of a subset of planes of existence that couldn’t be observed and so had to be calculated based on a mile-long list of observances in everything from the stars to chemical reactions at the site where a summoning was to take place.

      Magic, Professor Wardwell had said on the first day of class, can easily drive the weak mind to madness. He was definitely not speaking in hyperbole. I was not given to rage, but the first hundred times I failed in my calculations—which were only drills, much less actually magic—I wanted to scream at Sinclaire that what he was asking of me was patently impossible.

      To the headmaster’s credit, he always seemed to be able to tell when I was approaching that point and let me take a break. I didn’t hear a word of praise from him—not that I should have needed it, I know—until it was almost winter break, with midterms underway. Without Lucas and Isaac and, in his own way, Hunter, I would have walked away from summoning and possibly checked myself into a psych ward somewhere. Hello, yes, lines and circles are driving me insane, please put me in a padded cell somewhere. I was trembling with frustration at myself after having drawn one of the fine lines of the summoning template wrong—again—and had to keep my hands still before I tore the paper up.

      Sinclaire swiped the paper off the desk in his office and held it up. To my shock, he actually smiled. “You’ve become very adept at this, Miss Cresswin. Only eight critical errors. That’s a long way from where you started, and in truly remarkable time. Well done.”

      I came close to jamming my fingers in my ears to look for wax. Surely, I had misheard that. “I… really? It’s only sixty of the lines and I didn’t even realize there were two other mistakes. Which ones?”

      “Twelve, eighteen, thirty-seven, thirty-nine—they’re dependent on one another, it’s almost impossible to get the one wrong without miscalculating the other—forty, forty-six, fifty-four, and I suspect you know that sixty is incorrect.” He laid the paper back down and patiently showed me where I’d gone wrong in my math, and how that affected the lines.

      When I corrected them, he gave a shallow, pleased nod. “You see?”

      I did, and was embarrassed to have entirely overlooked two of the hypothetical variables he’d given me for the chart. “Jupiter’s third moon,” I said. “And the azimuth of Mars. I thought I’d accounted for them; I must have forgotten. I’m sorry, Headmaster, next time I’ll pay more attention.”

      He sank into his chair and continued to shock me by producing a bottle of something dark. “Brandy,” he explained. “Just the once, I think, before winter break. Here, I insist.”

      He pushed one of two glasses he’d poured toward me, smiling.

      I didn’t trust it. For the past month and a half, our three-hour private lessons, four days of each week after class, had been full of torn-up charts, stern reprimands, insistence that I wasn’t “thinking it through” or that I had no real desire to learn this “highest of magical arts”. I couldn’t be entirely sure this wasn’t a test. “I… don’t think I should.”

      “Nonsense,” Sinclaire said. “I’m well aware the students take their fair share of drink. Even the most focused of you do so on the weekends, in the cottage. There will be no classes until after the break, and that includes our private lessons. Consider this the beginning of your holiday festivities, please. You really have earned it, Amelia.”

      He never called me by my first name. I took the glass cautiously and gave it a sip. Brandy, I decided, was not a drink I particularly cared for. Still, it wasn’t impossible to drink and I smiled as though I enjoyed it. “Thank you, Headmaster.”

      “Tell me, Amelia,” he said conversationally but with that bit of heaviness that made me worry what he was going to ask before he asked it, “if magic could accomplish absolutely anything for you, without restriction, what would you do with it for yourself?”

      I blew out a long breath and stalled with another sip. “Uh… well, I guess for a start I’d do something big. Reverse climate change, maybe? End war in the Middle East. Make food plants that would grow anywhere and—”

      “I mean for yourself,” he interrupted gently, one hand raised. He gestured at me. “Something entirely selfish, just for you. Think on it a moment. It’s a question every magician ought to ask themselves from time to time. Revealing, many believe.”

      I opened my mouth to answer easily but he quirked one of his graying eyebrows and I paused and tried to give it more thought. It didn’t take very long, of course. “I’d bring back the people I’ve lost,” I said. “My godmother, Laura. My parents, of course. I have a lot of questions and would love to get answers from them directly. I’d want to know if Laura knew about Rosewilde, and my parents, and if so why she didn’t tell me.”

      He hummed thoughtfully, nodding slowly as he swirled his brandy in the cup. I don’t know why, but I swirled mine as well. Maybe it made the stuff taste better.

      “You must have so very many questions about them,” he said. “There’s rarely any true closure when we lose someone at a young age or very suddenly. Necromancy does allow us to get some of those answers but rarely the most important ones. It certainly can’t bring anyone back. Or at least, true resurrection is a sort of holy grail for a necromancer—the elusive pinnacle of the art. What would you ask them precisely?”

      That was a loaded question with no simple answer, and the one answer I did have immediately I wasn’t about to give to Sinclaire. “I… guess I’d ask if they—”

      I was spared having to make up an answer when someone knocked at the door, then opened it partially. It was a student, a girl I’d seen around, and maybe a senior? But I didn’t know her personally. “Headmaster?”

      “Yes, Miranda?” Sinclaire answered, setting his glass down.

      Miranda spotted me and gave an apologetic grimace. “Sorry to interrupt, but… there’s been an incident. Professor Naranyan sent me to get you.”

      Naranyan taught Hunter’s elemental magic classes. It was Friday. Hunter had a class with her but I couldn’t remember when. “What happened?”

      Miranda only pressed her lips together and waited for Sinclaire to respond.

      “Fatalities?” he asked.

      She gave a single nod.

      A knot of ice formed in my gut, and I was on my feet before I realized I hadn’t asked if this lesson was dismissed. Sinclaire had stood as well, though, and gave me a look of idle curiosity as he buttoned his suit jacket. “You should come along,” he said as he rounded the desk. “In an ideal world, we would never lose a student. When we do, however, it’s important that the stakes are made clear.”

      I didn’t have a response to that, and Sinclaire didn’t seem to expect one. He went to the door and waited for me to go through it before he closed it behind him and muttered a security spell on it. And then another. And a third. Maybe in a school full of budding magicians, a headmaster had to be extra careful. I’d seen the room, but I supposed I hadn’t combed through it to see what all was there. The only summoning texts in the school, for a start. No telling what else was in there.

      We marched quickly through the halls to an area of the Academy I hadn’t been to before. The magic in this part of the school was thick enough to feel it in the floorboards and walls, the doors banded with metal that had sigils and formulae engraved on them. I recognized elements from at least one, though—containment wards. Hunter had mentioned there were specially warded work rooms where volatile magic could be practiced. I imagined someone had lost control of a spell.

      I knew we were getting close when I saw the black marks around the floor and doorway of one of the rooms. It was accompanied by a sickly sweet scent that I had never smelled before. It put me immediately on edge, and on some level I knew what it was before we got close enough to see the wreckage of the door and the room beyond it.

      Four bodies were inside. As much ash as there was still smoking around the room, it was possible there had been more. The students who had been burned only down to their bones were at the epicenter. Professor Naranyan had her arm already wrapped, and healer magicians tended her and one other student who I couldn’t even look at for more than a second. Burns had covered much of his upper body, and he was thankfully unconscious.

      Sinclaire picked his way across the room toward Professor Naranyan, Miranda and I in his wake. Miranda didn’t make any small talk, but she did cast a wary, regretful sort of look my direction as I followed them.

      “Rani,” Sinclaire said sadly as he neared the professor, “I’m glad to see you’re in one piece. What happened?”

      Professor Naranyan was staring at the four bodies, her face pinched and drawn. I couldn’t tell if it was a look of bitterness or sadness. Both, I supposed. “It was the elemental manifestation part of the exam,” she said. “They attempted to put their own spin on it. I had warned them, Augustus. Not sternly enough, I think. By the time I realized what they meant to attempt, all I could do was try to protect the other students.”

      I glanced at the burned student. His face was unfamiliar now, but I wondered if I knew him. I wanted to ask if Hunter had been in this class, or to try and Whisper him, but it seemed wrong to do either in the moment. The student with the burns wasn’t big enough. Were any of the bodies? It made me nauseous to look at them but I tried. If any of them had been Hunter, it was impossible to say now. They were just blackened bones.

      My arms had gone to my stomach without my realizing it. I tried to lower them, to look more dignified somehow, but they wouldn’t go. Miranda was in the same position, at least, and looked just as affected as me.

      “The elemental was lightning, fire, and air,” Naranyan said, shaking her head. “They proposed this two weeks ago. I told them not to do this. I told them. Foolish boys. When the interactions became unstable, one of the other students attempted to dispel the construct. I don’t know what he did wrong. The whole thing burst free. I barely managed to protect myself, let alone Miss Farad. If she hadn’t cast her own protections, I think we both would have burned as well.”

      Miss Farad? I looked at the burned student again and realized her chest was lopsided under the burns. Now, I almost did throw up.

      “File a report tomorrow,” Sinclaire said gently. “I’m so sorry, Rani. You did what you could.”

      She didn’t answer him.

      “Professor… I’m sorry,” I rasped, “I know one of your students. Was… was Hunter Webb in this class?”

      My throat caught when she turned her dark eyes on me, waiting to hear that he was among the ashes. She released me with a word, though, and I nearly broke into tears. “No.”

      Sinclaire appraised me with enigmatic eyes before he gave Professor Naranyan his condolences again and led me out of the room.

      “How could this have happened?” I asked when we were in the hallway again. I couldn’t escape the smell, and it was starting to burn in my nostrils. I took shallower breaths.

      “How do you think it happened?” he asked. “What do you think went wrong in that room?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t… I haven’t even taken an elemental—”

      “Not the magic,” he said. “Not the technique—what do you think went wrong ideologically?”

      At first, I didn’t understand what he meant. It took me a moment to connect the two things, and when I did, I realized Sinclaire didn’t see this as some tragic accident. “They took an unnecessary risk,” I said quietly. “Is that it?”

      “That’s the consequence,” he said. “The problem is that they did not respect the forces they attempted to control. Much of your first year will be simple magic—straightforward, utilitarian spells that form much of the foundation of a magician’s training. It may lead you to believe that magic is not dangerous, that with the right knowledge and technique it can be mastered.” He pointed into the room behind me. “Turn around.”

      I did, slowly.

      “Look at the burned corpses of those students,” he ordered. I did that, too, and when he spoke again it was closer to my ear. “It is easy to believe that magic is wonderous, and even friendly. Using it feels good. That, Amelia, is the reality. Magic is volatile, adversarial, and obeys the magician only insofar as the magician respects the forces he or she wields. You do not have the luxury of enjoying a first year of cantrips and child’s magic. The forces you must learn to master as a summoner are the most dangerous, the most volatile, the most deadly of any magic yet discovered. Do you understand now why I have been so hard on you?”

      There were no words. The images of those skeletons would be burned into my brain forever. I could only nod.

      “You may go,” he said. “Good luck on your midterms, Miss Cresswin. I’ll see you the day after winter break, same time, my office. Yes?”

      “Yes, Headmaster,” I rasped, and had to choke down a sob.

      “Have a pleasant break, Miss Cresswin,” he bid me, his easy smile back on his face though it didn’t reach his eyes.

      I muttered something similar back and then made my way stiffly down the hall, containing myself all the way until finally I reached my room. Hunter was there, of course—he always was.

      “Amelia?” he asked when I closed the door behind me and leaned back against it, finally unable to hold back the tears or the sobs that had tried to take me when I first stepped into that room.

      Hunter stood, confused. “What’s—”

      I threw myself to him, hugging his waist tightly, pressing my face against his chest as I let it out. In his confusion, Hunter’s arms only hovered as he stiffened. Only when the outburst grew violent enough to rack my body with jerky, ugly shaking did his arms finally settle around my shoulders, and then tighten into a hug I desperately needed.

      He held me until it was all out, and never once asked me what was wrong. Only shushed me quietly, his cheek pressed to the top of my head. “It’ll be okay,” he said. “It’s all right, Amelia. You’ll be okay. I’m here.”
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      Midterms were barely interrupted by the deaths of what turned out to be twelve students. Professor Naranyan recovered with significant magical assistance in the Academy clinic and was back to teaching in just two days. Kira Farad took a leave of absence, shipped off to some special hospital for magicians. There was a memorial, but it only lasted an hour and then it was back to business as normal, even for the students who had lost friends.

      “It happens at least once a year,” Lucas explained somberly after the memorial. “Usually in a junior or senior class. Students who know enough to kill themselves but not enough to know better than to try that sort of thing.”

      He was far from cavalier about it but still… I didn’t quite understand how the whole school didn’t just shut down for a while. What was worse? There was no in-depth investigation. No police came, no detectives to question students and find out if it was really an accident or not. I understood the usual law enforcement agencies couldn’t have gotten involved. But even the security office seemed to write it off.

      What was worst of all, though? Everything returned to normal so quickly that I found myself swept up in it, and by the time winter break rolled around I had narrowly passed my midterms and almost forgotten that it happened unless I thought about it.

      Hunter gave me a sad smile as I lay on the bed worrying about it. “Don’t beat yourself up,” he said. “These things happen. Magic is dangerous.”

      I rolled to my side to stare at him. “That’s just it, though,” I countered, “it shouldn’t be as simple as that. Twelve people died. Our peers, people our age. And we just get together for an hour to say how unfortunate it is and then move on. What about their parents? Or siblings?”

      “They’ll have been informed,” he said.

      “Informed,” I breathed. “Seriously? ‘Informed’? Won’t they, I don’t know, sue the school? Or something?”

      “In what court?” he asked.

      “Isn’t there a magician court or something?” I asked. “I mean… what happens when a magician commits a crime? Do we not murder, or steal, or anything that would require some kind of justice?”

      “Sure,” he said easily. “And we mete out magician justice when that happens. It’s a pretty effective deterrent. Sort of an eye-for-an-eye style of justice. There’s a magician court, but they mostly handle high crimes—crazy magicians who try to end the world, that sort of thing. We get one now and again. But generally speaking, if one magician murders another one, or steals, or violates someone, well… we tend to handle it ourselves, and it’s usually not pretty.”

      It was horrifying to think about. People with the kind of power magicians had just running around doing whatever they wanted, virtually no real accountability. I was one of them now, of course, and I would never do things like that. Vigilante justice didn’t seem terribly effective—what happened when there was a magician too powerful or clever? But I could see that Hunter didn’t sympathize, so I dropped the matter. Maybe when you grew up in the magician life, it all looked different.

      “Are you going home for winter break?” I asked. The school was already nearly empty. Everyone seemed to be going somewhere. I hadn’t seen Serena around yet and wondered how she handled breaks, given that she also didn’t come from a magical family.

      Hunter nodded. “Back to Appalachia. My parents do a big Yule thing. We’re old-world pagans where I’m from. Everyone in town is a magician, or a witch, or something else.”

      I perked up at that. “Something else?”

      He smiled. “Sure. You don’t think magicians are all there is, do you? You haven’t wondered?”

      “That if magic is real, other things must be, too?” I asked.

      “Mm-hm.”

      I had to admit, I really hadn’t. Maybe I’d just been too busy to consider the implications. “So, what else is there? Is Santa real?”

      Hunter shuddered, grimacing. “You… really don’t want to know. What about you?”

      I had a stab of hurt that wasn’t his fault, so I curbed my knee-jerk reaction. “Ah, no,” I said. “I don’t really… it’s just an empty house, so. May as well stay here and get some studying done, work on getting caught up.”

      “Fuck,” he whispered. “Amelia, I’m sorry. I should have thought before I spoke. I didn’t mean—”

      I sat up. “It’s okay. Really. I forget sometimes, too. This place has been a big distraction from the rest of my life. I do have a house, back in Cambridge. Inherited from Laura. My friends would probably be visiting but… honestly I’m not even sure I could hold a conversation after all this. I guess they think I’m at MIT, ignoring them…”

      Suddenly, it was like my old life woke up and loomed over me. Hey there, Amelia. Remember when you had friends? When’s the last time you checked your text messages?

      “It happens,” Hunter said softly. “There’s even a word for it. Occultation. It’s this thing that tends to happen to magicians. The rest of the world seems to get distant; it’s easy to forget about the people you used to know. Lucas, Isaac, and I all grew up in magical communities for the most part. But we had non-magical friends as kids. Last time I caught up with any of mine, they didn’t even remember me.”

      I thought about my nerdy little clique. Gabby, Evan, Naomi, and Hector. We’d been friends since middle school, almost six years together. Of course, after Laura died, I had been a little… distant. But still—I hadn’t said a word to them since the summer. What must they have thought of me?

      “I, ah… probably won’t be gone the whole break,” Hunter said. “A lot to do here, and everything. I mean, if you’re sticking around. We could work on Nathan’s research.”

      I forced a smile. “Yeah. But don’t ditch your family on my account. Besides, I won’t be alone—there must be a few students who don’t go home for break, right?”

      Eventually we went to lunch and caught up with Lucas and Isaac. I still hadn’t seen Serena anywhere and was beginning to think she’d left without saying goodbye. Lucas and Isaac, I learned, would be going home to the same town, where both of their families lived.

      “We’ll have to deal with my grandmother’s insistence on seeing us married,” Isaac complained. “She’s very old-fashioned. Well… progressively old-fashioned.”

      Lucas groaned. “I’m hoping it will be a brief visit this time.”

      “Lucas hates his family,” Isaac explained.

      “I don’t hate them,” Lucas corrected. “I just prefer to experience them in short, small doses, far apart.”

      I was curious about a family of magicians, and a little sad that all three of them would be gone for the winter. “Has anyone seen Serena?”

      There were only about twenty students in the dining hall, and she wasn’t among them. Lucas shot off a quick Whisper spell and waited. Eventually, he shook his head. “She must not be at the Academy, must have taken off early.”

      “Oh,” I said, nudging today’s salmon dish with my fork. “That’s too bad. I hoped I’d get to see her before break.”

      The boys grew silent as something passed between them. Hunter broke it gently. “Amelia’s planning to stay here over the break.”

      Isaac looked shocked at first, and then pained. “Not even to see your friends?”

      “Occultation,” I said, but waved off their concern. “No, look—I’m years behind everyone else, so a couple of weeks to focus on my studies and maybe even review my summoning material will be good. By the time you all get back, I might even be able to help unlock Nathan’s research, who knows? This will be good.”

      I tried very hard to mean it.

      As a means of demonstrating their solidarity, at least, the boys spent the day with me. I learned a lot about Lucas’s family, and the kind of drama that involved things like cursed objects for wedding gifts and hexed body parts for cheating spouses. Isaac’s family was lovely, as far as he and Lucas were concerned, and Hunter conceded that they did know how to throw a good party. I almost wanted to meet them, but asking to meet Isaac’s family seemed a little rushed. I suppose I could have gone as a friend, but I wouldn’t have felt like it. I wasn’t sure what we were, and no one seemed to be in a hurry to label it.

      Hunter had a very different life than the two of them.

      “Where I’m from,” he said, “we’re old-school magic types. There are eight ritual festivals a year, it’s totally self-sufficient, and we observe the wheel of the year. It’s a lunar calendar. Everything about our community is ritualized, from old, old pagan roots.”

      “Hunter’s grandparents didn’t want him coming to Rosewilde,” Lucas revealed. “They think proper magicians are stuck-up.”

      Hunter cut chiding eyes at Lucas. “My folks are proper magicians, thank you very much. They know old magic, the kind of stuff that ‘proper’ magicians don’t get.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      He sighed and shrugged. “Hard to explain. For us, life is all magic, all the time. The Turning of the Wheel isn’t just some old superstition—we perform the rites and observe the Wheel as an ongoing ritual of life and abundance. It’s been going on continuously since before the revolution, when my ancestors settled up in the mountains. It was hard living then, lots of crops wouldn’t grow. They brought the magic of the Old World with them, though, and began the rituals, and in a generation that had all changed.”

      “Farmer magic,” Lucas said. “Subtle and interesting from an anthropological standpoint, but it’s not exactly advanced.”

      “I think it’s interesting,” I said, smiling at Hunter as I did. He didn’t seem to be perturbed, and I wondered if he was just used to it. “There’s so much more magic out there than I realized. Somehow I thought… well, I don’t know what I thought but all I’ve really seen is the Academy, you know?”

      “The Academy is really all you need,” Isaac said. “That’s where the bulk of magical knowledge is concentrated. Here and the few others. All collecting and sharing over the centuries.”

      “All except Blackthorne,” Lucas muttered.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Blackthorne?”

      “Different kind of place,” Hunter said. “Different kind of magic.”

      “They say it’s an assassin school,” Isaac said, his voice low. “Supposedly, they pit the students against one another in death matches every year, so only the strongest survive and graduate and go on to topple governments and whatnot.”

      Lucas laughed. “Isaac is a romantic, and a fan of ninja movies.”

      Isaac put his hands up. “You can’t prove I’m wrong.”

      The rest of the day was spent exchanging what magicians considered to be urban legends, laughing, and enjoying a moment where there was no schoolwork, no real pressure. It was nice. And it couldn’t last. A car arrived for Isaac and Lucas, and the bus arrived for the rest of the students who didn’t travel via private car or portal. I smiled as much as I could, and wished the boys all a happy holiday. The last thing I wanted was for them to think I was somehow hurt at being left behind. After all—they had families. Of course they would visit them during the only real break until summer.

      Still, it left the Academy cold and quiet, and when I finally lay down to go to sleep, the room was hauntingly still without Hunter’s constant late-night scratching in his notebooks or even his occasional muttering to himself. I didn’t even realize how used to it I’d gotten until I couldn’t sleep.

      The next morning was deathly quiet. I didn’t see another student in the dining hall for breakfast, and rather than plates laid out at the tables, it was a small, delicate buffet of biscuits, fruit, and yogurts, all prepared by the same mysterious forces that delivered the meals on a normal day. There was so little food, I did wonder if they knew how few students were here, and spent part of breakfast wondering at their exact nature. There was a dining hall, after all, but if there was an actual kitchen I hadn’t a clue where it was.

      I was making peace with the ache of loneliness at the far end of one of the tables when I got a Whisper from Lucas. “Enjoying breakfast?”

      I smiled and put my fork down to Whisper back to him. “Would be better if you all were here. But it’s pretty good. I think I prefer the buffet to the plated meals, if I’m honest.”

      “I’ll talk to the headmaster about it,” he said.

      Not in a Whisper spell—from the door leading to the hall. I turned, confused, to find Lucas, Isaac, and even Hunter standing in the doorway.

      My jaw hung open as they approached. I stood, confused, as Lucas pulled me into a brief hug before passing me on to the others. I held them all for long moments before I pulled back. “What are you all… I thought you left.”

      “We did,” Isaac said. “But we started discussing the matter and decided that our respective families may need some time to gain a bit of independence.”

      “And,” Hunter added, “the Yule ritual isn’t nearly as fun as Beltane.”

      Lucas smiled and scuffed his heel over the floor. “Plus, of course—none of us liked the idea of leaving you alone for the holidays. Yule or otherwise.”

      “Well,” I said, hiding the full extent of my delight, “I guess… we can always take a crack at Nathan’s research. We’d have the library pretty much to ourselves, and I’ve got some ideas about—”

      “We thought,” Lucas interrupted, holding up a keyring with key fob on it, “that we might venture out. Get some real winter weather. Maybe do some holiday shopping. Drink hot chocolate. You know. Normal… stuff.”

      Normal couple stuff, I thought, though… I wasn’t sure what to call our thing. A triangle? A square? A flock? Either way, I let myself smile a bit wider. “That sounds nice. I’ll just have to hunt down…”

      Hunter reached into his thick winter jacket and produced a beautiful red scarf. “Thought it would match your hair. That’s a thing, right?”

      I laughed as I took it from him and wrapped it around my neck. It was soft, and warm, and smelled like him. “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, that’s a thing, Hunter. Thank you.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Lucas asked. “Let’s go paint the town… some color beyond the spectrum of the human eye that’ll protect them from St. Nick this season.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Amelia

          

        

      

    

    
      The change of weather was shocking. The moment Lucas drove us through the gates, leaving the Academy in his parents’ Jaguar, it was like driving into a different world. The windows fogged immediately. Hunter muttered a spell to heat the windshield and down the mountain we went. The red and yellow of autumn had given way to bare branches, as if the great giant I had first seen on my way to Rosewilde had died of its wounds and decayed into a million skeletons.

      Thankfully I was in the back seat with Isaac. With him, I could ignore the buzz of anxiety churning in my stomach and push back the memories of Laura. It was like his body had a gravitational pull on me. I wanted to slide across the bench seat until I was pressed up against him. Isaac grounded me, where Lucas made me sore. I caught Hunter’s gaze in the side mirror, and I wondered if he’d make me burn.

      Hunter hadn’t necessarily become sweeter toward me, or at least not in a Hallmark sense. I’d return to the dorm after studying with Serena and I’d find a pumpkin chocolate chip muffin from the kitchen on my desk. Or he’d grab my textbook from me when I was struggling with homework and explain it to me. Sure, he sounded annoyed and claimed he was helping so I’d leave him in peace, but I’d started to look forward to those sessions. He’d put his big hands over mine, correcting my finger movements, and I’d revel in the touch.

      Other than that one night with the nightmare and after the incident with the students, he’d avoided my touch otherwise. I’d hoped I’d forget what it felt like to have him curled up around me, but it was like my mind had amplified it, and each time I fell asleep watching his silhouetted form working, I could feel the urge to ask him to sleep—just sleep—with me grow that much stronger.

      I almost wondered if the headmaster’s rooming spell put magicians together who would be good romantically together. I’d asked Serena and she’d fully owned sleeping with her roommate by her first winter break, and I wasn’t quite sure if there was someone at Rosewilde that she hadn’t slept with yet, other than Isaac, Lucas, and Hunter, of course.

      The nearest town, where I had been dropped off by the bus and picked up by Rosewilde’s driver, was Moretown, which we passed through when we got down the mountain and turned north. Moretown had maybe the most ironic name anyone had ever given a town. It was less town, in fact, than just about any town I had passed through. In the winter, it seemed even smaller.

      I would have been happy ending up anywhere with the boys but was relieved when the road gave way to an actual town, Waterbury, with restaurants and bars and little shops. It was done up for Christmas, with old decorations hanging across the street between buildings—snowflakes, wreaths, and even a full Santa with eight reindeer that made all three of the boys shake their heads.

      With our stipends, we weren’t short on money. I didn’t have my card yet—they weren’t issued until a student survived freshman year—so the day was on Lucas, Hunter, and Isaac.

      We settled first into a little café, where they made honest-to-god espresso drinks. Lucas settled next to me with a quiet grin, his arm draping over the back of the chair.

      “Fuck, I didn’t know how much I missed these,” I groaned blissfully as I sipped a white mocha. Rosewilde could conjure food from the ether—or possibly relied on house elves for that? I still wasn’t sure—but the only coffee they served was black, with milk and sugar on the side. There were a handful of spells around that problem, but after exploding two carafes of milk in an attempt to foam a proper latte, well… I decided black coffee was a worthwhile trade for the continued embarrassment

      “What do you normally do for the holidays?” Isaac asked. He and Hunter were sitting across from me. Hunter had been looking around the cafe idly but his focus returned to me at Isaac’s inquiry.

      I swirled my white mocha in its little holiday mug—the handle was stylized mistletoe—and tried to separate myself from the bit of sadness the question evoked. “Ah… this will be the first one without Laura. Usually, we would go on a little shopping spree. Nothing crazy or anything. She was careful with money even around Christmas. But you know… a new sweater, or scarf. Or shoes. Laura had so many shoes and was always trying to get me interested but I’m just not a heels kind of girl. We never really did the Santa Claus thing. But we had a tree, and a wreath that we’d make together. Or at least we did. The… the last couple of years I thought it was silly. And I had SATs to study for.”

      “Tell us about her,” Lucas urged. His hand rubbed my arm encouragingly. “What was she like?”

      I smiled thinking of it but had to wipe my eyes. “She was great,” I said softly, trying to keep my throat from tightening. “She always had an answer for any problem, always something to say. We talked all the time. I told her everything—school, boys, dreams, nightmares. Laura would always tell me that everyone needs at least one person they don’t have to hide from, who never judges and is always willing to listen. She was that person for me. I guess I don’t know if I was that person for her. Sometimes I think she had more secrets than I realized.”

      Hunter sighed and brushed my hand with his on the table. “Sometimes, people keep secrets to protect the people closest to them,” he said. “If she did keep things from you, I’m sure it was because she worried, not because she wanted to.”

      I nodded quickly, and wiped my eyes again. “I know. She loved me, and that’s the important part. I just wish I knew more about her life before me. She was my parents’ best friend. I’ve been thinking about what you said before—about occultation?—and it’s made me wonder… did she really not know? She’d known my parents for years, since they were all kids. She knew how they met. In middle school, all the way back in sixth grade, my dad was kind of a nerd. Well… not kind of. He was full-blown. The other guys gave him crap. One day it went too far, and Mom had to run off some of his bullies. Laura was with her when it happened, said that after that they were inseparable. She told me they went to the same college, but I don’t know if she actually knew about Rosewilde or not.”

      Lucas peered over the edge of my cup, noted that it was empty, and glanced at the door. “Well… how about we keep some of those traditions alive? There are a few holiday shops along the street. We can have our own shopping spree.”

      I forced a smile, hoping it would become real if I faked it long enough. “That sounds like fun. Anything that isn’t grueling study. A break from magic doesn’t sound so bad.” But then I realized my smile was real, though my grief was still there. If there was anyone I would want to continue Laura’s and my holiday traditions, it would definitely be with these guys. Besides, if it weren’t for them rearranging their own holiday plans, I’d have been left alone in my dorm room trying to decide if Hunter would know if I slept in his bed or not.

      The other two finished their drinks, and we crowded through the door and back into the cold air. Waterbury didn’t have a lot, but what it did have was almost painfully adorable for the season. It was honestly perfect. I led the sightseeing when I spotted the nearest little shop, which sported sweaters, mittens, and other Christmas-themed winter wear. The Academy only allowed uniforms, and I still hadn’t seen my suitcase, so I didn’t particularly want to buy anything.

      “Oh, but we have to,” Isaac said, holding up the ugliest Christmas sweater I had ever seen. He clicked a switch on the sleeve, and it got much worse—the lights on a Christmas tree lit up.

      “I second that,” Lucas said, holding up a second sweater sporting Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer—complete with lit nose. “Hunter?”

      Hunter glowered at both of them. “That’s awful, both of them.”

      “That’s the point, old man,” Isaac said. He fished through the rack and then barked a delighted laugh when he pulled a third sweater and held it up.

      It didn’t light up, but it was a complex scene featuring a polar bear sharing cookies with Santa.

      “Trying to paint a target on my chest?” Hunter asked. He recoiled from the image of Santa Claus, but accepted the sweater when Isaac thrust it on him. “Fine. But I’m throwing it away before Christmas Day.”

      “I somehow doubt Santa will make it through the Academy’s protections,” Lucas chuckled. “So that just leaves our Amelia… let’s see now…”

      The three of them picked through ugly Christmas sweaters as I shot one after the other down until it seemed like it would just be the three of them walking around in their ridiculous Christmas attire. That was, until Hunter laughed out loud and presented us with the final option.

      “No,” I said, smiling despite myself at the hideous zigzag red and green stripes and the scattered candy canes that cascaded down the front, the sleeves, the back, and around the floppy collar. “No, absolutely not.”

      “I vote yes,” Lucas announced.

      Isaac raised his hand. “Seconded.”

      Hunter grinned at me and held the sweater out. “That’s a third from me. Motion passes.”

      “I don’t get a vote?” I asked as I took it from him. It was at least made of something soft. Their grins were infectious and I chewed the inside of my cheeks to stop from smiling and ruining my resistance.

      “Not on your own ugly sweater,” Lucas said. “You did get a vote on all of ours. It’s one for all and all for one, isn’t it?”

      “Only if I get a sword and musket,” I muttered. But I relented, grinning and rolling my eyes. Fair was fair, after all, and we paid for our sweaters before slipping into the small changing room one at a time to put them on at Lucas’s insistence.

      “This is the most ridiculous thing that has ever assaulted my eyes,” I groaned when we finally assembled in front of the window to the shop, our reflections grinning back at us. Lucas had his arm thrown over Isaac’s shoulders, and Hunter looked adorably concerned with his hands shoved into his front pockets. “We’re magicians. This is undignified, I’m absolutely certain. Won’t we be thrown out of Rosewilde or something?”

      “No one will ever know,” Isaac whispered. He held an arm out and let me slip mine through it, hooking our elbows. Lucas formed up on the other side of me. “Shall we?”

      “Shall we what?” I asked, glancing up and down the street. People were out, and they were watching. Some of them were smiling. They must have thought we were a group of friends and I blushed at the thought of how there was definitely more between the three of us. I didn’t know what we were—I knew absolutely we were friends, even Hunter, and I’d heard about other students pairing up in a relationship but we hadn’t had that talk yet. I was fairly positive Lucas and Isaac weren’t with anyone else; we didn’t have the time with our project, and Serena would have definitely told me if she’d heard any gossip.

      “Take a nice winter stroll,” Lucas said. “On display for the locals.”

      “We make a picture,” I agreed, tilting my head to look at each of the guys. “Too bad it isn’t snowing. It’d be perfect, wouldn’t it?”

      Hunter pursed his lips and glanced up at the cloudy sky, then shuffled to stand with his back to the window in front of us, so that his hands were hidden from onlookers. He moved his hands through a complex series of hand signs, slowly, as if moving through something thick in the air. As he did, he muttered words in old Norse—I didn’t speak it, but I’d heard it before—and then spread his hands, fingers crooked, his fingertips pointed to the sky. He balled them into fists just as he spoke the final word of the spell.

      Second later, a snowflake drifted down between us. Then more. In less than a minute everyone on the street had stopped to stare at the sky, hands held out to catch the thick, fluffy snow as it fell.

      “It won’t stick in this weather,” Hunter said. “But it makes for a nice picture.”

      I smiled up at him and, on impulse, stood up on my toes to press a quick kiss to his cheek. “Yeah. It does.”

      We spent the rest of the day there, and it snowed the whole time thanks to Hunter’s spell. And for a little while it was easy to stop remembering what I had lost, and focus on what I had gained.
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      The visit to Waterbury was a pleasant distraction. Once we returned to Rosewilde, it was time to focus.

      Winter break was two weeks long. The library was open to students during that time, and we spent a lot of it combing the shelves for anything on the subject of pan-dimensional math. There was very little to be had, but two books on divination yielded references to a book on an obscure school of astrology and a collection of essays from the 1930s discussing the various multi-dimensional consequences of Einstein’s research on splitting hydrogen atoms.

      I consumed them as quickly as I could during the days, and attempted to teach the boys the principles I understood so far. During the nights, we huddled together in Hunter’s and my room, under the protection of his wards, attempting to reverse-engineer Nathan’s notes. The notes themselves were coded, but the only way to produce his circle exactly was to draft it first. There 106 versions. Figuring out which one he’d used was a process of gradually narrowing it down.

      We started with Lucas and Isaac’s recollections. Some of them we eliminated outright just by them looking over the diagrams and pointing out the ones that were wildly different. Anything that was remotely similar was set into a pile of possibles.

      From there, the hard part began.

      “If we can identify two lines that won’t harmonize,” I explained, “then we can eliminate that circle. Or at least set it aside—if the lines don’t harmonize usually nothing will happen, according to Sinclaire. Sometimes, depending on which lines they are, instead the summoning just misses its target. It would be a little like firing at the side of a barn and missing, and instead killing a mosquito. But it can happen, so we can’t entirely eliminate them.”

      At first, I thought we might be on the wrong track entirely. Either that or my math was bad. The first few circles we analyzed didn’t pan out at all—they didn’t seem to be using the right kind of math to begin with, and I began to doubt that Nathan’s diagrams were meant for summoning circles at all. There were eighty out of the whole collection that Lucas or Isaac thought could be the one he ended up using. I went through twenty of them before I came across the first one that seemed like it matched up.

      “Look,” I said, pushing my notebook in front of Hunter excitedly. I tapped the equations and pointed to the lines in the circle that matched up. “They’re not all correct. But there are enough that work out that I think… I mean, the chances that he’d do this by accident are pretty slim, right?”

      Lucas and Isaac peered over Hunter’s shoulders.

      “He was practicing,” Lucas muttered.

      “Not enough,” Hunter responded, tracing his fingers over the lines. “So was this the one he used?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t… I mean, I can’t say for sure. I don’t really know enough yet. There are maybe ten lines that are at the wrong angles, which means that if they were corrected, others would be wrong. It’s a whole cascading thing; you have to do it exactly right from the first line or it won’t add up. There’s a lot wrong with this one so I don’t think it would have worked. And Nathan sounds like a perfectionist.”

      “Two weeks of prying these things apart,” Hunter grunted. “We barely know more than we did to start with.”

      “That’s not really true,” I said. I pointed again to the equations. “These things are heinously complex. This wasn’t an accident. I think it’s safe to say that Nathan was at least attempting some sort of summoning magic. What I can’t figure is where he got the information from if it wasn’t Sinclaire.”

      “Which I’m not convinced of at all now,” Isaac said. He picked up the notebook and Nathan’s diagram and began to pace, staring at it. “Can you tell what he would have been trying to summon?”

      I put my hands up. “No, not even close. This is still way beyond me. Some of the lines are similar to the circle that Sinclaire’s been having me work on—just hypotheticals, I’m not sure it actually leads to anything or if it’s complete—but I’m only just now learning the formulae. I can’t imagine Sinclaire will have me actually summoning anything for… years, probably.”

      “Years,” Hunter echoed. “Damn it.”

      “If it takes years, it takes years, Hunter,” Lucas chided. “It’s not Amelia’s fault, and it isn’t like Nathan is—”

      “You don’t know that,” Hunter growled.

      This argument again. I stepped in before it escalated. “Boys, stop. Let’s not go there, please? Look… just because it might be a few years before he lets me summon something doesn’t mean I can’t learn more. I’ll see about taking longer classes with him, drill the equations until I can do them blind, and show him that I can learn more, faster.”

      “He’ll want to know why,” Isaac said. “Students progressing faster than they ought is somewhat of a theme among many a tragic tale of apprentices going wrong. Even Disney did it.”

      I somehow didn’t think Sinclaire was inclined to worry, as long as I didn’t ask to start summoning things before my feet were even wet. Still, he had a good point. “I’ll tell him math is a favorite subject. I wouldn’t be lying, even. Honestly, this may be stupidly complex but… it is more fun than most of my other classes.”

      Lucas gave a soft hmph and a small smile. “It would have to be. Don’t overextend yourself. And if you get a chance to take one of his books, take it. We can use Diekstra’s Fidelity to copy it, and run it through Manx’s Verification.”

      Hunter shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. The books will be highly restricted, and you can bet Sinclaire will have them under layers of protections. For this kind of subject, some of them could even be dangerous.”

      “Fair point,” Lucas sighed.

      Isaac looked up from the notebook. “I… could have a solution for that. Still risky, but we can test it first. It’ll take a few months. But one of Professor Maycomb’s manuals included a reference to an alchemically treated fabric used by, well, by thieves. Part of the Mustafa collection. I remember the book. It’s been returned but I can take down the page when I go into the restricted section next.”

      “What will that do?” I asked.

      He placed the notebook back on the table. “The fabric is typically made into a bag, or even gloves,” he explained. “It’s meant to keep magical protections from triggering. Protections require parameters to be set so that a magician doesn’t ward a book or treasure and then kill themselves trying to handle it. I’d have to read the recipe myself to figure out the best way to employ it, but I recall from a glance that the list of components wasn’t impossible to acquire.”

      “Okay…” I bit my lip and sat on the edge of the bed, suddenly nervous. “So, to be clear, we’re talking about stealing a book from the headmaster’s collection. I assume that’s some kind of punishable offense?”

      “Minimum,” Lucas admitted, “expulsion from the school.”

      “Worst,” Hunter said, throwing a glare at Lucas, “depending on the book and how it’s scheduled, it could be prison.”

      I furrowed my brow, confused. “I thought magicians didn’t bother with law enforcement.”

      “Magician’s prison,” Isaac clarified. He looked ashen. “It’s… not like a normal prison.”

      “It’s an enchantment,” Hunter said. “One that no one has ever broken. Trying to take a book is too much of a risk, we can find another way—Nathan got his information somewhere, we just have to retrace his steps.”

      “And if he got it from Sinclaire?” I pressed. “I’m not saying I want to either be expelled or to be under some kind of prison enchantment thing but… We’ve combed the library. Isaac has been through a lot of the restricted section. Either Nathan was doing some kind of extracurricular research outside the Academy, or he was getting his information from Sinclaire.”

      Hunter grunted. “Or he figured it out for himself. It’s not beyond possibility.”

      “Then we’ll put that on the table,” I said. “But if Sinclaire has a reason to lie about having taken Nathan as a student, I want to know why, and I want to know what Nathan was trying to do as much—or at least, almost as much—as the three of you do. If there’s something going on there, I don’t want to fall into the same trap. So. Isaac—make the fabric when you have a chance. Lucas, you and I can work out some kind of distraction for Sinclaire. And Hunter can be ready to make the copy. If we’re quick, and smart, and we wait for the right time, we should be able to pull it off.”

      “Are you quite sure about this?” Isaac asked. “Amelia, we can’t ask you to risk yourself like that.”

      I stood and put a hand on his chest. “I know,” I said softly. “And you’re not. You’ve all three said your piece. What I’m saying now is that I want to do this. And besides—breaking the rules is what we’re supposed to do, right?”

      Lucas chuckled and shook his head as he leaned in to kiss me. I savored it but noticed Hunter turned his face away. I wished I could get into his head, find out what was really going on in there, but now wasn’t the time. I promised myself it would be soon though, if at all possible. Hell, figuring out what happened to Nathan seemed more likely than figuring out Hunter right now.

      “Look who’s gone native,” Isaac sighed once Lucas pulled away. He kissed me as well, and pressed his forehead against mine. “I’ll see about the fabric. But if we can’t figure out how to make it work flawlessly the first time, then the whole plan is off, agreed?”

      “Agreed,” Hunter said adamantly.

      Lucas nodded and gave me a look that was almost stern. “Agreed. And that’s three of four.”

      I dipped my head and put my hands up in mock exasperation. “Fine. I’m always outvoted, seems like. Agreed. But I don’t think it will come to that. I’ve got a good feeling about this.”
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      “I have a very bad feeling about this,” Isaac said, a grueling month and a half later as he laid out two small reams of white fabric that had a silvery sheen to it. “These are the only two we have. One of them is enough to make a bag, or a pair of gloves—but we need to test it first. And it needs to be… rigorous. Whatever Sinclaire uses to protect his books will not be simple.”

      After winter break, it was a whole slate of new classes. Sinclaire had doubled down at my request and ‘headache’ became my new sexual orientation. I picked up the fabric and slid it through my fingers. It was like touching air and silence. It was disconcerting. “So that’s what cat’s breath and thievery feels like.”

      “Both of which are very difficult to come by,” Isaac said. “So we’ve really only got the one shot. I made three, but had to give one of them to Maycomb. He doesn’t know I made the others.”

      “No time like the present,” Hunter said. He shuffled through his books and chose one that looked ancient. “One of mine. Library books are already enchanted. Lucas?”

      Lucas took the book and turned it over a few times, then nodded. “Should be doable. Alexandria’s Sacred Treasure is about the most thorough spell I’ve been able to find, and the most powerful—but it’s dangerous if it goes wrong and the fabric doesn’t work. Not fatal, I think, but it’ll put someone in the clinic.”

      “I’ll risk it,” I said.

      Hunter glowered at me. “Absolutely not. I’ll be the one to test it.”

      “I’m not afraid of getting hurt,” I said, though that wasn’t strictly true. I just didn’t want to put any of them at risk. “If I get injured, you three can still use what I’ve been able to work out to reverse engineer Nathan’s ritual. It just makes sense, Hunter.”

      “And if you’re injured,” he countered, “someone will want to know why, and since you’re Sinclaire’s student it will be obvious you’re planning on absconding with a magically protected object of some kind. Alexandria’s Sacred Treasure will leave a mark, and any competent healer will be able to figure it out and then they’ll have questions and make the connections almost immediately. At least if I get hurt it doesn’t get connected to Sinclaire, and you can try something else.”

      “He does have a point,” Isaac said.

      I rolled my eyes. He did have a point. It didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “Furthermore,” Hunter pressed, “we need you learning from Sinclaire. If you’re in the clinic, you’re not getting any more information from him. If we discover that Nathan is still out there—however remote the possibility may be—I don’t want to leave him any longer than we have to. Let me test it.”

      “I’ll do it,” Isaac said.

      Hunter groaned. “This isn’t up for—”

      “At this point you and Amelia have the most useful knowledge about Nathan’s work,” Isaac said shortly. “And besides that—I made the cloth. If it fails, I should be the one to feel the sting.”

      “He’s got you there,” Lucas said.

      Hunter opened his mouth to argue but Isaac stared him down and he swallowed it. “Fine,” he grumbled. He couldn’t very well argue the logic after he’d shot me down with the same line of reasoning.

      Lucas pursed his lips as he read over a scrap of paper. “I believe we’ve got everything we need. I just need a broad, flat surface to set it up. Clear the floor.”

      We pushed all the moveable furniture out of the middle of the room and rolled up the rug to expose the hardwood beneath. Once that was done, Lucas spent an hour drawing a magic circle big enough to hold the book using charcoal from an acacia tree. Various other implements were placed at key points around the circle itself. The spell was thaumaturgic, and advanced—well beyond Lucas’s education at this point—but he had been confident when he found the spell that he could pull it off. “All thaumaturgy is based on the same principles,” he explained. “Advanced examples are really just about juggling more things.”

      Once all was ready, we each took seats around the setup. Strictly speaking, our participation wasn’t required, but it meant Lucas could focus on the core elements of the spell while we handled the less critical parts. Lucas began to speak the incantation, something in late Demotic Egyptian, from the era when the library for which the spell was named still stood. It didn’t protect from fire, apparently, but it was very effective against theft.

      Isaac, Hunter, and I began our own part of the spell. I had taken the simplest, a chant of only five words repeated twenty-two times while I made the same three tangled hand signs in different orders. The magic in the circle quickly became intense, humming in the air as if excited. In half an hour, it was almost visible as a faint glimmer—spiderwebs visible only when the light struck them just so.

      It took almost an hour to complete the spell. One by one, the materials around the ritual space caught fire and burned without damaging the floor, their smoke curling into the spell and hovering over the different lines of the circle itself until there was a hovering, ghostly copy of each figure in the air. When at last Lucas spoke the final word and made a triangle with his thumbs and forefingers, hands spread, and pushed down against the smoke, it seemed to wrap itself around the book and vanish into it with a dull orange glow that faded a second later.

      To the naked eye, the book was still just a plain old book.

      To a simple revelation spell from the primer, it was anything but. The outline of the spell remained, in the same shape as the lines of the circle but wrapped around the book. I gave a curious grunt, peering through the circle made by my thumb and forefinger. It was the first time I’d been involved in a spell that left this kind of signature on an object. We covered analysis in thaumaturgy but only in principle, with diagrams drawn on the chalkboard or in books. Seeing it made all the difference.

      “That’s about as good a spell as one can expect,” Isaac said, peering through his own hands in three different configurations as he examined different levels of the spell.

      Lucas exhaled a long, slow breath. “It’s keyed to the caster, so…”

      When he reached for it bare-handed, I gasped and jerked forward to stop him. Hunter’s arm blocked me, and Lucas picked the book up, turned it over, opened it and flipped through the pages. I let the air in my lungs go. “So it doesn’t defend itself against you. Jesus, Lucas, you could have finished your thought. So now we test it. Right?”

      Isaac picked up the folded swatch of cloth as Lucas put the book down. With care, he spread it out and dropped it over the book. “Okay,” he muttered. “Here goes nothing…”

      His hands shook slightly as he reached for the cloth-covered book. He licked his lips and lighted his fingers on the surface as if it might be poisonous. Which was distinctly possible. Egyptian curses were all about vipers and scorpions; turns out they were pretty one-note magicians.

      Isaac, luckily, didn’t suffer a sudden bout of anaphylactic shock. He gave a short, quiet moan of relief, and then chuckled as he tucked the cloth under the edges of the book and hefted it.

      “Possible the spell just isn’t working,” Hunter said. “We should probably test that to make sure.”

      Lucas narrowed his eyes at Hunter and scoffed. “It’s working just fine, thank you. We can see the magic on it, that’s plenty. Let’s not hospitalize someone for no reason.”

      Hunter shrugged. “All right, so let’s say it works. There’s still the actual heist to pull off. This is a good trick, but it’s not the real thing. What happens next?”

      Isaac put the cloth-covered book down and tugged the cloth away to fold it up. “Next, I make a pair of gloves.”

      “And after that,” I said, “I… go to class. And steal from the headmaster. I don’t know exactly when I’ll have a chance—he doesn’t teach from a book. So I’ll have to get him talking, and ask a question he has to pull some reference for. If he even has one. If his books are protected, then he shouldn’t be that worried that I might steal one. I give the signal and you three had better be ready.”

      Lucas grinned. “We will be.”
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      I desperately wished Sinclaire would update his primary teaching tool to a whiteboard. The scratch of the chalk under my fingers always irritated me. The tap-tap of the chalk and the scratching of the stuff over the blue-black surface made my fingernails vibrate uncomfortably. Not to mention, I sneezed almost constantly.

      Sinclaire looked over my equations and shook his head slowly. “No,” he muttered. “Go through it again. Tell me what your mistake is.”

      I groaned as I stepped back from the board. “Damn it. Is it here?”

      He looked at the portion I pointed to. An intentional mistake I had slipped in.

      “Yes,” he said, “but there’s another.”

      Another? I kept my face impassive and scanned the equations, redoing bits of math in my head until finally Sinclaire waved a hand at the arcane formulae I had spent the last hour charting out. “Erase it,” he said. “Start from the beginning, go slower, think more carefully.”

      I began erasing, my jaw clenched, but paused halfway through the task. Fighting off a sneeze, but also imagining a potential opening. “Headmaster,” I said, “I know that I’m this close to getting it. Maybe if I saw it written down? I do better when I can read it on top of hearing and practicing.”

      Sinclaire furrowed his brow, set his jaw, and frowned thoughtfully. “I can write down what you need to know, I suppose,” he said. “It’s best that you master one fundamental at a time, you see.”

      “So there is a book?” I asked, trying for nonchalance.

      He nodded. “Certainly there is. I don’t think you’re quite ready for it, however. There are certain… preparations that are necessary beforehand.”

      “Okay,” I said, hands on my hips, fully interested. “What are they?”

      His eyes narrowed as he looked me over, but he chuckled finally as he turned away and strolled the bookshelf. He didn’t take a book down, but he looked them over. “You are certainly eager. I might have imagined you would be.”

      “I am,” I said, pressing what I thought was an advantage showing itself. “I really am, Headmaster. For the first time, when I’m doing this it feels like this kind of magic is what I’m meant for. I know I’m making slow progress—”

      “That really isn’t true,” he laughed softly.

      “—but compared to everything else I’ve been learning here,” I went on, “this is actually exciting. I want to learn more, I want to be good at something. I want to make you proud of me.”

      Sinclaire turned slowly to assess me. “I’m pleased that you’re so driven,” he said gently. “Finding one’s true path, the magic that wakes up our deepest potential… it’s intoxicating, I know. And I am quite proud of your progress, Amelia. I suppose…”

      Please show me the book, I thought at him, as hard as I could.

      “…we can begin some of that preparation,” he said finally. “However, it will mean longer hours. Greater commitment than you have even now. And if you show yourself to be exacting, and skilled, and committed, then I believe you can go quite far. By the end of this year, you may even be ready to summon your patron.”

      That was a new term. If I wasn’t going to get the book today I was determined to at least come away with something new and useful. “Patron? What does that mean?”

      Sinclaire gestured at one of the chairs in front of his desk for me to sit. I did, and he took the other, steepling his fingers. “Every summoner has a patron. This is a being with whom you have a particular relationship with. Where other magicians must learn their art slowly, and practice ultimately alone—even in a group effort—the summoner’s patron grants them access to unique knowledge, even certain skills, and assists in more powerful magic. Beings beyond our own plane of existence often have keen insight into laws of magic that are not easily grasped here but are laid bare from those other places.”

      “Like a special teacher?” I asked.

      He shook his head slowly. “More like a long-term partner. The true boon of summoning is found in the making of deals. But, in order to negotiate better terms, well… think of your patron as your agent, able to negotiate on your behalf. The more powerful the patron, the more effective those negotiations. I suspect that with your natural talent you can attract quite a powerful patron.”

      My heart was pounding. I had to struggle to keep my breathing even and slow. Something about that, about how he said it, made me incredibly nervous. And also excited. But the excitement was… distant. Disconnected. As if it wasn’t really mine. Mine, the voice from the bathroom all those months ago echoed in my memory. “I, ah… That sounds amazing. I really want to go as far as I can, Headmaster.”

      “Good,” he said. He leaned forward and put a hand on my knee. “I truly believe you will, Amelia. I think you could go just as far as is possible.”

      He stood and went to the bookshelf again. He reached up and caressed the spine of a book, unlabeled, which all of them were. “You’re almost ready, Miss Cresswin.”

      That was the book. It had to be. I stood and returned to the blackboard, picked up the eraser, and began to finish. While I did, I reached into my pocket and snapped a small clay disk, only about the size of a quarter. Elsewhere in the Academy, its twin hopefully snapped at the same time, signaling Lucas and Hunter that I was ready. Even if I wasn’t.

      A moment later, as I muttered to myself and chalked out the formulae again one after the other, there was a knock at the door.

      “Yes?” Sinclaire called.

      “Sir? It’s Lucas,” Lucas called through. “I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s been an incident.”

      “Again,” Sinclaire sighed. “Amelia, you can go—”

      “I’m close,” I said, waving the chalk at the equations. “Just let me finish these? I’ll leave them for you to look over but I think I’ve got it this time.”

      He glanced at the symbols on the board and seemed like he would insist I pick it up tomorrow but finally gave a quiet laugh and nodded. “Certainly. The door will lock behind you—see that you don’t leave anything here, hm?”

      He opened the door and slipped out. If everyone was doing what they were meant to do, Hunter would be in the room two doors down, waiting.

      As soon as the door closed, I rushed to the shelf and pulled the gloves out of my bra and slipped them on. My heart fluttered when my fingers neared the black book, but when I touched the spine nothing happened. I began to pull it out but paused. A few volumes down, the spine of a different book was older, the leather cracked in two places. I hesitated, but pulled the black book from the shelf and flipped through the pages.

      It was a codex of some kind—no math, no diagrams, no reference to summoning. I slipped it back into place and trusted my gut about the other book. When I pulled it, my fingers tingled. Whatever protection was on this one, it was a lot stronger than the Alexandrian spell Lucas had used to test the cloth. Still, I wasn’t turned to stone or reduced to ash or something.

      I opened the book to the first few pages.

      Yes, Amelia…

      I startled, and nearly pressed the book to my chest before realizing what a terrible idea that was. The page I opened to had a diagram. It was the template, surrounded by text in a language I didn’t recognize.

      It was an effort to tear my eyes away. I closed the book and wrote the whispering off as a weakened effect of Sinclaire’s protection on the book. There wouldn’t be much time, so I rushed to the door and opened it, then left my shoe between it and the doorframe to keep it from closing.

      And just like that, I stole a cursed book from the headmaster.
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      Making the copy was tedious, and we didn’t have much time. In my other pocket, I waited for the feeling of the second clay disk breaking, to let us know Lucas and Sinclaire were on the way back from the manufactured crisis that Lucas and Isaac had set up.

      “Next page,” Hunter muttered. I turned the page in the ‘borrowed’ book at the same time he turned the page in his blank tome, specially prepared for the task. His hands flashed frantically through the spell as he muttered it, spilled a bit of ink from a pen, and waited for the swirling black liquid to settle into place as a copy of the opened page. “Next.”

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” I warned him.

      He shot me a brief, irritated look. “I’m going as fast as I can.”

      “I know,” I breathed. “Sorry. Here.”

      I turned the page, he copied it, and we kept that up as quickly as we could. When the disk finally broke, there were still at least twenty left. “They’re on the way back. I have to get the book back into his office.”

      “Not yet,” Hunter insisted, and copied another page. “Keep turning, I can do it.”

      “Hunter, we’ve barely got ten minutes and I have to be out of there before Sinclaire gets back.” I strained to hear outside the little storeroom we were using, dreading the sound of two sets of footsteps headed toward us.

      “The book could be useless if we don’t get it all,” Hunter grumbled as he turned to another blank page. “You can’t just use half a magic book. Tell Lucas to stall him.”

      Hunter wasn’t about to let it go and was probably right. I hadn’t expected the spell to take so long each time, or for the book to be as big. It was easily a hundred pages, maybe more. I turned to the next page and left the book open for Hunter while I quickly cast a Whisper to Lucas. “Longer book than expected. Hunter still copying. Stall.”

      Almost immediately, Lucas’s voice drifted to the door from the end of the hallway. Hunter paused when he heard it and then pushed himself to go faster. “Headmaster, if I may—since I have you, I have a question about a student file that I thought I should bring to your attention…”

      Their voices grew a bit more distant as, I hoped, Lucas led Sinclaire to his own little office. Please think to close the door…

      It bought us time, but not a lot of it. I turned to the last page. Hunter copied it. The ink settled.

      “Go,” he said. “Quickly.”

      He didn’t really have to tell me. I was already part of the way to the door. I opened it, peeked out and heard Lucas reassuring the headmaster that he had only wanted to be thorough.

      I dashed down the hallway to the headmaster’s office and pulled it open, careful not to drop the book while I held it one-handed. I knelt to retrieve my shoe, tossed it inside, and let the door close.

      There was a static sound of locking spells snapping into place. I paled and stared at the door. Fuck. Sinclaire was going to know I opened and closed it, and would want to know why. What would I say?

      I could think of that later. I shuffled to the bookshelf, replaced the tome, and then snatch up my shoe from the floor to put it on. Sinclaire’s voice came from the other side, muttering words in six different languages to release the locks on his doors. I ran to the blackboard and grabbed the chalk and in a panic muttered the living ink spell with a small change, then streaked the chalk back and forth over it. I ran through the equations in my head. Most of it was wrong—very, very wrong—but I’d spent so much time with them they at least showed clearly in my mind.

      Chalk shifted, equations appeared on the board, and the door opened.

      I still had the gloves on.

      “Ah, Amelia—”

      I stripped them in a panic and stuffed them into my panties just a second before I turned to see Sinclaire coming around the door. “Headmaster,” I said, breathless. “I… I forgot my book bag. I opened the door, and then turned around to get it, and it locked behind me. Stupid, I know. I’m sorry. Then I realized I… messed up, again, and was going to fix it.”

      He eyed me, and then the board, and for a split second, the bookshelf. When he looked back to the board, he frowned. “I should say so. You’re clearly exhausted. You should go and get some rest. I expect to see you do better tomorrow, hm?”

      “I’ll be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,” I assured him, and strode to the desk to retrieve my book bag. Sinclaire watched me carefully the whole time, right up until I gave him a final, murmured ‘good evening’, and slipped out the door, my heart thudding in my ears.
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      “I can’t decide if I never want to do that again,” I told Isaac when we convened in his and Lucas’s room to wait for the others, “or if I can’t wait to do it again. Is that bad?”

      “That you’re a budding cat burglar in the making?” he asked, amused. We were slouched on his bed together. “Guess it depends on your point of view. I’m just glad you’re safe. Hunter got all of it?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. And the protections on it were strong enough that I could feel them through the gloves. Made my hands go numb. As if it didn’t entirely keep them from working on me.”

      Isaac went wide-eyed. “They didn’t? Oh, Amelia, I’m so—”

      “No, no,” I said quickly, and took his hands as he reached out as if he meant to check up on me. “It was just some side effect kind of… mental projection or something. A voice. Creepy, scare-you-off-first kind of thing, probably.”

      “And without any protection,” he said, “enough to drive you to madness perhaps. I’m glad you’re okay. If it’s all the same, I think I’d rather you not participate in further heists. I was beside myself with worry for you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Roth, I’m not precisely sure how to take that comment.”

      He chuckled and pulled me to him. “Take it to mean I don’t wish to see you harmed,” he said. “I’m well aware that you are eminently capable and steadfastly immovable. That’s what worried me.”

      I hummed thoughtfully and let him brush his lips against mine. When he didn’t push further, I pressed against him more firmly and caught his lower lip. My heart hadn’t stopped pounding since fleeing from Sinclaire’s office, and when Isaac kissed me, it was like my adrenaline turned into total panting lust.

      Each time I’d been with Isaac, Lucas had always been with us. I really, really hoped he’d be fine flying solo with me because I really, really needed him.

      Evidently, he was totally fine going down this road without our trusty companion, as he deepened the kiss, his hands sliding down my back to grab my hips and tug me onto his lap. I pulled his shirt from where it was tucked into his pants and fumbled with his belt.

      Isaac pulled my hips down to grind against me and make me gasp, breaking our kiss. His mouth went right to my neck and I had to brace myself against him as desire rushed through me. Isaac’s mouth was straight sin and hellfire—and fuck all, I was addicted. I craved him like a junkie on a binge.

      I arched against him, my breasts aching to be in that mouth, but his hands went to the hem of my skirt, pushing it up.

      He pulled away and I found myself following him, confusion coursing through me. He huffed out a quiet laugh as he pulled the damn gloves from my panties, an eyebrow raised in question.

      “I didn’t have anywhere else to put them!” I defended myself.

      “Quick thinking,” Isaac said as he tossed the magical gloves onto the table beside the bed.

      “Right now I’m thinking you’d better get back to what you were doing.” I shimmied against him and he dropped his head back against the headboard. I leaned forward, unable to resist the temptation he offered, licking up his neck until I could capture his ear between my lips.

      He growled, the sound coming from deep within his chest and spurring me higher. All I could think about was him, and needing him in me. He wrapped his hands around my waist, his fingers pressing into my flesh, as he pushed me backwards, covering my body with his.

      I looked up at him, his face flushed with desire, his lips plump from my kisses, and I was so fucking grateful I chose to stay. I reached between us, freeing his cock even as he muttered the basic contraceptive spell—we didn’t have the patience for exploration right now.

      I lifted my hips and legs as he pulled down my underwear, wrapping my legs around his waist as he settled back over me. He dragged his cock against my pussy once, twice, then sank into me in one smooth stroke.

      Isaac pulled my legs over his arms, tilting my hips off the bed, and then he drove into me. It was frantic, adrenaline-fueled, and exactly what I craved. Hell, we were still dressed for the most part. And Isaac, always well put together Isaac, looking disheveled as he fucked into me? It was nearly enough to send me into an orgasm alone.

      I could feel how close I was and I slipped my fingers between us, teasing my clit as Isaac watched. My orgasm was right there, but still just out of reach. I knew Isaac was holding his own back, waiting for me, because even like this he was a damn gentleman.

      The door opened and my heart leaped into my throat as I turned to see who walked in.

      Hunter.

      We met eyes, his wide with surprise, and then… desire.

      My orgasm washed over me, a cry tearing its way out of my throat as I closed my eyes against the onslaught of pleasure. Isaac followed me, his own groan harmonizing with mine.

      When I opened my eyes again, the door was shut and Hunter was gone.

      I wasn’t expecting the stab of pain that I felt so viscerally.

      Isaac sighed, and I wondered if he felt similar.

      He leaned over me, kissing me gently as he brushed my hair out of my face. We were both a sweaty mess. “I should have warded the door,” he apologized.

      “It’s what it is,” I whispered back. I probably would have been upset had it been anyone else.

      He slipped out of me and helped me fix my skirt before cleaning himself up. He was belting his pants when he jerked his head toward the door. “Want me to go get him?”

      I pushed off the bed, shaking my head. If the man wasn’t interested, he wasn’t interested. I refused to feel ashamed for being caught with Isaac by him. “No, I will.”

      When I opened the door, Hunter was still there, leaning against the opposite wall. At least he hadn’t stormed off. “I’m so sorry,” I said, suddenly needing to explain myself, “it was just… with the adrenaline and the win, I guess I just—”

      He waved a hand. “You don’t need to explain,” he said and pushed off the wall. “You three are involved, and I’m aware of it. I should have knocked and waited. It’s my own fault; I didn’t mean to walk in on you… like that.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured him, “really, I—”

      “Next time I’ll be more careful,” he said. “Are you two done?”

      I wondered whether the new wards on the room damped down the sound enough. “You can come in,” I said. “Um… so you got the book finished?”

      “I did,” he said as I stepped aside and let him in. “I guess Lucas hasn’t made it back. The book is in our room, hidden for the moment. Did Sinclaire seem like he suspected anything?”

      “He didn’t see the gloves,” I said. “Even if he did think I was up to something, I can’t imagine he thinks I somehow managed to dispel and reset his magic. I think he might suspect I tried, but probably that’s expected.”

      Isaac still had his shirt untucked. I couldn’t tell if Hunter even noticed. Then again, I supposed he’d seen everything there was to see already—even before he caught us in the act. It certainly seemed like Isaac noticed. He lounged against the headboard and I swear there was a distant look of longing in his eyes.

      Before it could get any more awkward, Lucas rounded the doorframe and gave a relieved laugh as he swept me into a hug and planted a long kiss on my lips. He smoothed my hair with his hands as he pulled away, smiling, then slowly raised an eyebrow. “What’s all this?” he asked. “Have you been—”

      “We got the book,” Hunter cut in. “I haven’t really gone through it yet. It plays hell with the eyes and gives a killer headache. We’re going to have to think about breaking it up.”

      Lucas grunted quietly, winked at me, and gave Hunter a nod. “That seems prudent. We can get to work on it tonight.”

      “Now that you’re all here,” I said, and moved so that I could see all three of them, “there is something else. Something Sinclaire said during our lesson today. Did Nathan ever mention anything about a ‘patron’? It’s like a magical being that helps you out with magic, I guess. Sinclaire said that he hoped I would be able to summon mine sometime soon. I don’t know what soon means—this year, or maybe next or… he wasn’t specific. Is that familiar at all?”

      Lucas shook his head. Hunter echoed the gesture. “It’s not in his notes,” Hunter said.

      Isaac was notably silent. We turned to him and found him frowning. After a moment, he nodded slowly and looked up at us from whatever memories he’d been searching. “That’s not quite right,” he said to Lucas. “During the ritual itself, remember? He used a phrase several times: patronus tenebris. As a… plea, or an invocation.”

      “So you think he was trying to summon this… patron of darkness?” I asked.

      “No,” Lucas said quietly, “no, he wasn’t summoning a patron with that. He was invoking. Think of the structure of his ritual. The first part is for collecting power to carry the rest out. Like powering up a battery… he wasn’t trying to summon a patron…”

      I caught up, and shivered. Sinclaire had to be lying about his involvement with Nathan. It was the only way. “He wasn’t summoning a patron,” I finished Lucas’s thought, “because he already had one.”
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      The book, which had no title and no listed author, was what we expected. A manual of summoning magic focused particularly on the summoning of a patron. From the first day we began to parse it out, it made my skin crawl.

      There are some books which, by virtue of their creation, are ‘cursed’ for lack of a better term. Just having them can cause you problems, much less reading them. Sometimes, the text of such a tome is itself the spell, meant to create changes in the reader. In cases like those, however, the preparation of the volume is long, involved, and you can frequently spot them a mile away. Binding such objects with human skin is a classic giveaway.

      This book was a copy. It wasn’t the construction or some ancient curse that gave it power—it was the knowledge itself that affected the mind.

      Our method was simple enough. Each of us would study and commit to memory one page at a time, alternating, so that we shared the burden. Then, working together, we applied what parts we knew in order to continue unraveling Nathan’s ritual. The progress was immediate, and terrifying. And so were the minor effects of studying the material.

      “I’m having nightmares,” Isaac admitted, weeks after we began picking the book apart.

      We were in the library, reviewing some of the offshoots of early Babylonian, which much of the book was written in. There were obscure terms that none of us knew, so it was into the stacks and the Academy’s many dictionaries. It was just me and Isaac at the moment. Amelia was meant to join us after her lesson with Sinclaire.

      “I know,” I said gently. “Me too. I can’t imagine what reading the whole book would cause.”

      “I can,” he said. “Insanity. What are your nightmares about? Mine are about shadows. I’ll be walking down the hall, or through my childhood home, and they’re everywhere, moving in corners, creeping closer.”

      I shuddered involuntarily. Shadows. I couldn’t help thinking of Amelia’s illusory attack. It seemed far less illusory now. “Mine are similar,” I told him. “I wake up in our room, sometimes with you and sometimes by myself. The shadows are under the bed, or creeping out from behind the desk or under the door.”

      “That can’t be coincidence,” Isaac said. He looked down at the page but couldn’t make himself read more. He slipped the ribbon bookmark into the page and closed the book. “Generic insanity would manifest our deepest fears, something private, some insecurity of the identity. These are shared, and specific, and that points to a specific cause. I’ve been thinking…”

      “Often a recipe for anxiety,” I muttered. “I try to avoid it.”

      Isaac rapped the table with his knuckles. “Don’t make light,” he snapped—quietly, ever aware of the library rules. “You always do that.”

      I sighed and closed the book in front of me to give him my full attention, as seriously as I was able. “I’m sorry,” I said. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Nathan already had a patron,” Isaac said, drumming his fingers on the table, “which means he wasn’t using this particular book for his ritual. Hunter thinks he was picking some kind of dimensional lock. Both of those things… they make me wonder how well we knew him. I keep going over everything he did and said those months leading up to the night he… tried whatever it is he tried. Knowing what we know now, it’s a little more clear that he was not just keeping secrets—he was drifting away from us. I should have seen it, but with classes, and studying… did you see it?”

      “No,” I said softly, my heart aching. I’d been reviewing the same material. “Hunter did. I’m sure of it. It’s why he refused to help Nathan to begin with, I think. He knew Nathan was on a dark path. I didn’t want to see it.”

      “Neither did I, I suppose.” He stared at the cover of his most recent Babylonian grammar. “And I… I think it might be more dangerous than we realized to try and recreate his ritual. Let’s say Hunter is right—that Nathan is out there, somewhere. That we could bring him back. This knowledge is dark, Lucas. I know all magic is meant to be neutral, that it isn’t inherently evil but that’s not the sense I get from this at all. If there is evil knowledge, this is it.”

      I understood. I felt it too. I leaned against the table and reached across to take his hand. It didn’t seem very comforting—it barely comforted me just then, though it usually did. “You’re worried what Nathan would be like if we did get him back.”

      Isaac nodded. “It’s horrible of me. To think that he could… What if he was already dark when he disappeared? What if it’s better that he’s there, wherever ‘there’ is? Am I awful for thinking that?”

      “No, my love,” I whispered. “And you’re not alone. But I don’t think that changes anything.”

      He squeezed my hand tight. “I guess it doesn’t. I just don’t want to make the wrong decision.”

      “About what?” Amelia asked.

      She emerged from the shadow of the bookshelf. There were circles under her eyes that had been getting gradually darker over time. Both the book and Sinclaire’s lessons were taking their toll, and we could all see it. When we brought it up, she insisted that she was handling herself just fine. She wasn’t—but she was stubborn.

      “Just discussing the pros and cons of dabbling in dark magic,” I said. “How was Sinclaire’s?”

      “Grueling as ever,” she said as she passed behind me and kissed the top of my head, then gave Isaac the same before tossing her backpack on the table and flopping into the chair on the end of the table between us. “Where’s Hunter?”

      “Buried in his most recent page, I imagine,” Isaac said. “Anything useful today?”

      “Sort of,” Amelia said. She rubbed her forehead, then her eyes, and rested her elbows on the table. “Sinclaire gave me a series of formulae to memorize. I must have run them fifty times. He says I’m about ninety percent of the way there, and I’m making fewer mistakes. I haven’t been sleeping, though. Maybe a few hours a night? And usually they’re full of bad dreams. Worse dreams, even.”

      “Shadow people?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No… I don’t really remember them. I just wake up with this sense of dread, like there’s something behind me. Watching me. It stays with me for a few hours after I get up. I think it’s the book. The more of those pages I learn, the worse it gets.”

      And yet, her experience was different than ours. I wondered if Hunter was having the same dreams as Isaac and me—and why Amelia’s were different, why they followed her into waking.

      The obvious answer, of course, was that they weren’t dreams at all.

      I touched her elbow. “Maybe we should take a bre—”

      “Lucas, when you have a moment I have a few things for you,” Sinclaire’s voice said in my ear. “Nothing urgent, but tonight.”

      I sighed. “Speaking of breaks. Sinclaire has work for me. Probably filing. I should see what it’s about. We found a few good books. You and Isaac decide which are best and take them to Hunter. I don’t think he should be alone right now. Maybe none of us should be.”

      “Probably right about that,” Amelia said. “Come find us when you’re done?”

      I smiled as I stood and bent to kiss her. “Always. Don’t let Isaac talk too much. His mood is catching.”

      Isaac scoffed, but accepted a kiss when I rounded the table to his side. “There’s only forward, hm?”

      He nodded. “I suppose. See you.”

      I left them, and gave Mara a nod when I passed her. “Don’t let those two get stuck here.”

      She gave a grunt and waved me off. “I am not a babysitter.”

      Chuckling, I pushed through the library doors and made my way up the eastern hall, quickly sinking into my own thoughts and memories.

      I couldn’t deny that Isaac had a point. I didn’t know what the end goal of unlocking Nathan’s ritual was, but all the pieces did point to a probable outcome: to correct whatever mistakes he made—if there were mistakes—and try it again with the four of us, more carefully, to undo or finish whatever he started. It was more than curiosity, more than closure, even. At this point, it felt inevitable, like the only thing we could do. And that, I knew, was dangerous. It smacked of how Nathan spoke leading up to that night.

      “Hunter doesn’t understand,” Nathan had said, furious at Hunter’s withdrawal, which he saw as a betrayal. “He doesn’t trust me, doesn’t trust my skill. I could do this on my own, if I had to, you know. I don’t need the three of you. But I want the backup, I want you there, just in case. You’re the only people I trust.”

      “Then why not let us all go over it together?” I suggested. “Maybe if Hunter understood—”

      But Nathan had scoffed at the idea. “You’re all talented, Lucas,” he said. “But it would take months to get you up to speed. Maybe more, I don’t know.”

      “Summer is only a few months away,” I argued. “If we can just wait, we can talk Hunter around. He loves you, Nathan. More than me or Isaac. You know that.”

      Nathan had grown sullen and dark. More than he had been, anyway. “I’m not waiting that long. Do you trust me, Lucas? Does Isaac? I have to do this. I have to finish it, now that it’s begun. It’s the only way.”

      “Finish what, Nathan?” I had held his face in my hands, kissed him, pressed my forehead to his. “Just talk to us. Talk to me. You can trust me.”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” he whispered. “I want you to be safe. That’s all. You’ll help me?”

      I had done the only thing I could do. Told him I would. Of course I would—I loved him. Nathan could do anything, and do it better than anyone. Everything would be fine.

      Except, it hadn’t been.

      I remembered the brilliant light, and the darkness that swallowed it up. I remembered Nathan’s pitched incantation. He’d shouted it right up until the end. And then… he was just gone.

      I knocked on Sinclaire’s door. “Headmaster? It’s Lucas.”

      “Come on in, my boy,” Sinclaire answered. “Just finishing up a few things.”

      “I can come back,” I said as I opened the door, “but I was free, and thought I may as well come by.”

      Sinclaire looked up from a paper on his desk, then turned it over and looked over the next sheet in the stack. Requisition papers from various departments, probably. I filed plenty of them, routing them to the appropriate vendors for everything from food to supplies for the classrooms. “Have a seat, Lucas.”

      Already, I was wary of the man. I rarely had cause to sit and talk with him. Typically, he just had work delivered to my modest office. I took my seat as casually as I was able. “Sir?”

      He signed the next paper, flipped it over to join the other, capped his pen, and clasped his hands on the stack. A weary smile accentuated the fine lines around his mouth. “I understand you’re doing quite well with your classes. All of your instructors have given you very high praise.”

      “I’m middling at best, Headmaster,” I said, spreading my hands. “But I’m glad I’m well liked. I try not to make trouble, at least.”

      “I doubt that’s entirely true,” he said ruefully, his smile widening. “I recall being your age, being at this place. Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure you know the rules here are meant to be challenges more than strict regulations.”

      My soft chuckle was nervous, and manufactured. Stupid. I dipped my head. “I try not to let it get in the way of classes, at least.”

      “Mm,” he said. He glanced at the bookshelf. “You have a key to my office, yes?”

      Just the slightest whisper of adrenaline rushed into me before I could cut it off and force myself to calm down. “I do,” I said. “I haven’t had to use it but it’s in my office.”

      “Yes,” he said, and furrowed his brow. “Not once?”

      I shook my head. “No, sir. I haven’t had a reason. I’ve considered coming in to tidy up but, well—you apparently keep your office cleaner than previous headmasters. Though, I can if you’d like.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” he assured me. “My personal collection is full of potentially dangerous objects to the unwary. Better to keep it strictly to critical administrative business. Tell me, speaking of administrative business—how is our young Cresswin girl doing? I understand you spend quite a bit of time with her.”

      It was foolish to think rumors wouldn’t reach the headmaster, and we’d been spending almost all our free time together lately. No one, I was certain, knew exactly why. Amelia had even kept Serena in the dark. At least, I was pretty sure she had. “Ah… we’ve become friends, yes. She’s doing quite well, I think.”

      He winked at me, leaning over his hands a bit. “Come now,” he said, “don’t be modest. Aren’t the two of you involved? You and Mr. Roth? Or perhaps that’s just the student rumor mill doing its work. It’s of course perfectly fine if you are.”

      The problem was, I didn’t know how much he knew. I swallowed and rubbed the back of my neck sheepishly. “I didn’t realize it was entirely public knowledge. But I assure you, most of our time together we spend studying. Since path week she’s been falling behind just a little, but we’re keeping her caught up. She was bummed that she didn’t have a path of her own, and I think classes are just getting more intense. But her spell work is improving every day.”

      “Plus with her extracurriculars…” He watched my face. He was looking for a reaction.

      I didn’t give him one. “I… don’t think she has any at the moment,” I said. “Or if she does, she hasn’t said anything.”

      “Ah,” Sinclaire said. “Well. Perhaps I’m mistaken on that front.”

      “I’m happy to talk as long as you like, sir,” I said, “but you said you had a few things for me? Requisitions, it looks like?”

      Sinclaire sat back, took up his pen, and signed the last one before he picked up the stack and tapped them neat. “Indeed,” he said. “Just the usual, though there is a book slip in there. Make sure that gets priority.”

      I took the stack from him. The emphasis was clear. He knew, somehow, that we’d messed with his books. He had to. A book requisition was meant to go through Mara. “I’ll get that to the library, sir,” I said. “Right away, before I file the rest.”

      “That would be ideal,” he replied.

      Usually, the headmaster dismissed me when we were done. This time, he only smiled up at me. I stood and dipped my head. “If… that’s all?”

      “I believe it is,” he said. “You can go, Lucas. And thank you.”

      “Of course, sir,” I said, and had to make my body relax and stroll casually to the door to leave. Once outside, with the door closed behind me, I nearly doubled over from my nerves. Something had changed. What was it? We’d had the copy for weeks—had he been hiding that he knew? Was he just now making a move on us? And if so, why?

      Possibilities swirled through my mind as I tried to figure out what was in his mind. I walked back to the library. The worst thing I could do would be to not do my job for him—that would certainly confirm whatever he suspected.

      I was halfway back down the east hall to the library when the lights cut off. Not just the lights along the ceiling, but even the windows themselves. Darkness simply fell, in an instant.

      The papers fell from my hands as I began muttering a dispel. I skipped the first six and went straight to seven—overkill was rarely ineffective. My hands moved through the familiar gestures, fingers locking together at the end before I tore them apart and spat the final word of the spell.

      Nothing happened. Not a failure, though—something pushed back against the magic. Instead, I summoned a light spell. The beacon appeared, the size of a golf ball, in the air above me, but shed no actual light. It was muted, like a plain white dot against the ink the world had become.

      Panic began to sneak in. I began the motions for a Whisper spell, doubling up with my own modification to send it simultaneously to Hunter and Isaac.

      Before I transitioned from the second hand sign to the third, something took hold of my hands. They simply locked in place, as if the darkness itself was suddenly solid, a dark, icy pressure that held my fingers apart.

      The old-fashioned way, then.

      “Isaac! Hunter!” I shouted. “Anyone! I’m—”

      Something icy poured into my mouth. It filled my throat, choking me, and then filled my stomach, and then all of me. It was so cold that it burned, and I couldn’t even scream from the sudden flash of pain.

      The pain, though, was brief.
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      It was Hunter’s idea to check the clinic when Lucas didn’t join us. We walked the halls first, then asked after him with the headmaster, but all Sinclaire said he knew was that he’d given Lucas some forms to file and send out. Lucas had left, and that was the last he saw of him. I didn’t like it, but there was no reason for me to accuse the headmaster, of all people, of foul play. Just to be thorough, Hunter suggested we drop into the clinic.

      That was where we found him. My heart leaped into my throat when I saw his face, pale and wan, his eyes closed. His eyes moved under his lids, rapidly. “What happened?”

      The healer on duty was a round-faced woman with dark skin, her hair graying into a cascade of tight locks. She was replacing a compress on Lucas’s forehead. “We haven’t completed our analysis yet,” she said. “It’s magical, but we can’t say for sure yet what kind it is. You are his friends?”

      “We are,” Isaac said.

      “If he was attempting any kind of experimental magic,” she said, “now is a good time to tell us.”

      We all shared a look of guilt. It was possible this was a result of what we were doing. We’d all experienced changes, haunted dreams, headaches.

      “Nothing that we know of,” Hunter said. He put his hands up and made a square, then a triangle, then a large circle with them, muttering revelation spells as he did. Whatever he saw with the last one, he froze, then lowered his hands. “That’s not… what kind of magic is that?”

      “That’s the complication,” she said. “None of the staff is familiar with it. We’ve asked the headmaster to come down, but I’ve seen just about everything there is to see. This is a new one on me. We’re testing the more common cleansing and dispel remedies, along with a healthy drip of alchemical fortification solutions to help his own magic fight back—”

      “And if it’s his own magic that’s attacking him?” Isaac asked sharply.

      The healer gave him a flat look. “I’ve been doing this for fifty years. The magic isn’t his own; we checked before hooking him up. Now, if you three are his friends and have any access to his belongings, you’ll need to make them accessible to security. They’ll be investigating.”

      “We should do that,” Hunter said. “Isaac, you come help. Amelia…”

      “I’ll stay with him,” I said. “You go.”

      I knew what Hunter intended. They needed to clear anything related to Nathan’s work, and the copied book, out of the way of any investigation. My instinct was to tell the healer what we had been up to—maybe it would help him. But if they couldn’t identify the magic already, then what were the chances that knowing would help?

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Isaac assured me. He kissed me, and pressed his lips to my ear. “He’ll be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

      Hunter gave Lucas a long, troubled look, met my eyes as if to check that I understood the need to keep our work quiet, and I gave him a nod of agreement.

      “I’m Amelia,” I said when they left. “What’s your name?”

      “Tisha,” the healer said. “I take it you’re more than a friend?”

      I smiled weakly and started to reach for Lucas’s hand.

      Tisha reached to intercept me. “You shouldn’t,” she said quickly. “Many magical ailments are contagious, depending on the purpose. Better to be safe. All the healers are covered in protective spells.” She pulled up her sleeve to show a winding snake tattoo, intricately detailed, with fine little glyphs on each scale.

      “Too bad we can’t all have those,” I said. “Maybe it would have kept him safe.”

      “Comes with a cost,” Tisha said softly. “Those of us that take the caduceus marks practice only healing magic—nothing else.”

      “You must be very dedicated then.” I ached to reach out and touch Lucas, but I would be useless if whatever afflicted him struck me down, too. “You said you contacted the headmaster?”

      “As soon as he was brought in,” she agreed.

      A coal of anger sparked in the back of my brain. “And, ah, how long ago was that? Will he be here soon?”

      “About an hour,” she said. “He’s very busy. Lucas is stable, though. Headmaster Sinclaire may be searching his books—we gave him a general assessment. He’s a very smart man, a brilliant magician. I’m sure he can help.”

      “I’m sure he can,” I muttered. I was this close to a full-blown rage. Sinclaire had known Lucas was here. He’d lied to us—which meant he had something to do with it. During our lesson, he had said nothing that gave it away. In fact, he’d been upbeat, and even told me I was likely ready to summon my patron.

      “Ah, see?” Tisha nodded to the entrance behind me. “Here he is now. Told you he’d be along.”

      I turned slowly to meet Sinclaire’s eyes. They were impassive, with just a bit of sympathetic wrinkles at the corners for good effect. “Miss Cresswin,” he said. “I see you found young Mr. Turner. An inquisitive magician. He must have dabbled in magic that was well beyond his comprehension. Dangerous, that.”

      It took an effort not to grind my teeth in front of Tisha. “Can you help him?”

      Sinclaire drew a colored monocle from his pocket and peered through it. The color of the lens shifted prismatically as he made a show of examining Lucas. “Yes,” he said. “I believe I can. It will require some preparation, however. Perhaps you can assist me? It would be in his best interest, I believe.”

      He leveled a blank look at me, with the exception of one slight raise of an eyebrow. A threat. Why, though, I couldn’t begin to comprehend. What was the point? What did he want from me?

      “Of course, Headmaster.” I stood slowly and tried to smile at Tisha. “If the magic affecting him is external, some kind of… protective circle might help cut it off, wouldn’t it?”

      “The magic is internal,” Sinclaire said. “No point in wasting resources. The faster we assemble the counterspell, I think, the better. Time is of the essence, after all.”

      “I’m inclined to trust the Headmaster, Amelia,” Tisha said. “You go on. I’ll make sure Lucas is kept warm and as safe as I can manage.”

      She didn’t get it—and I was terrible at conveying subtle hints or pleas for intervention, apparently. I nodded, and wished I could spare Lucas a kiss.

      “Come along,” Sinclaire said lightly, headed for the door.

      Tisha smiled at me as I gave her a nod and turned to follow him.

      “What did you—”

      “We’ll discuss the method of Mr. Turner’s recovery once we’re in my office,” Sinclaire said. “Where we won’t be interrupted, and I’ll have your full attention. Hm?”

      I followed him to his office in silence, my mind spinning quickly through every spell I knew, every possible way I might get Sinclaire to let Lucas go, or fix him, or whatever it was he could do to reverse Lucas’s condition. By the time he closed the office door and cast his locking spells on it, I had nothing except blunt physical threats. Logic told me Sinclaire knew a lot more magic than I did and how to use it to greater effect. A magician battle was going to be short. But if I got the chance, I could hit him over the head with something. Would that halt an ongoing spell? Probably not—he’d have used some enchantment, had thought up something for if I fought back. So when he told me to have a seat, all I could reasonably do was follow instructions and wait.

      “What is this about?” I asked. “If you’re holding Lucas hostage, there’s something you want from me. I can’t imagine what, though.”

      “That’s hardly surprising,” Sinclaire said as he unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat down on his side of the desk, “given that you barely know who you are or what you can do.”

      “Enlighten me, then,” I said, letting my anger seep into my words. How dare he go after Lucas like this. “Let’s just get this over with. Whatever you want… I just want Lucas back. You could have just asked me; you didn’t have to hurt him.”

      He spread his hands helplessly. “In my experience, it is better to hedge one’s bets. Has the book you and your friends copied been helpful?”

      “If this is about the book, I can just—”

      He snorted dismissively. “Please. The book hardly matters. It only alerted me to the fact that you were beginning to hone in on what Nathan Crowley was about. I couldn’t let that progress. Oh, I’m well aware of Mr. Webb’s project, and that Mr. Roth and Mr. Turner have been helping him. And you, as well. Applying all that I’ve been teaching you. Industrious of you, and no doubt the source of your remarkable trajectory. It’s as if you’ve been practicing regularly.”

      “All right,” I muttered, caught. “So you know about what we’re up to. What does that matter? Why do you care what Nathan was doing?”

      He smiled. “Are you aware that Mr. Crowley was adopted?”

      I blinked, uncomprehending. “Uh… I didn’t. What does that have to do with his work?”

      “His father was Alister Magnus,” Sinclaire said.

      That name was familiar. Where had I heard it before? “Magnus,” I echoed. “Alister Magnus… he was one of the seven survivors of the class of ’99.”

      I could practically hear Hunter listing off the names, muttering to himself and trying to figure out what they had in common, why Nathan was so obsessed. So Nathan had never told him. If Sinclaire was telling the truth now.

      “Indeed,” Sinclaire confirmed. “Does that shed some small light on his interests?”

      “It does,” I said. “But I still don’t know what that has to do with me.”

      “As with so much in the magical arts,” he said, “context is everything. Have you determined what it was that Mr. Crowley was attempting to accomplish? I suspect not. If you had, I believe you would have attempted to recreate his ritual. Mr. Webb certainly would have. But they wouldn’t be able to do it without you, and your unique… talent.”

      “Nathan was a summoner,” I said. “We already know he had a patron. You lied to me; you said he wasn’t your student.”

      Sinclaire held up a finger. “Ah, now—I have never quite lied to you, Amelia. Mr. Crowley was not my student. He came by his patron independently. A brilliant magician, that one. And he accomplished that even before he came to Rosewilde. No, I was not the cause of Mr. Crowley’s demise. You see, the ritual he was attempting was doomed to fail from the start. A summoner is not what is needed to complete it. He overestimated his importance, made the wrong connections. He didn’t know about you.”

      A chill spread over my skin, raising hairs and goosebumps. “Me?” I breathed. “What… what do I matter?”

      “I think you know,” he said softly. “You have some idea, at least. How you’re different?”

      My heart thumped against my ribs. I could hear it in my head, throbbing faster. Amelia… That horrible whisper scratched against my eardrums.

      “It’s been calling to you,” Sinclaire said with growing intensity, a malicious glee which definitely creeped me out, “reaching out to claim what belongs to it. To Her. Your young men haven’t been able to unlock their friend’s ritual because it was never meant for a magician—not even for a summoner, and not for a savant like Nathan Crowley. Oh, no. It is far, far older than anything taught to magicians of this age. It needed you, Amelia.”

      He leaned over the desk, grinning as his eyes darkened until they were Abyssal black. “It needed a harbinger.”
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      Isaac and I collected all the material relating to Nathan’s ritual, including the copy of Sinclaire’s book, and hid them under the floorboards beneath my bed. I had prepared the spot just in case, and when everything was tucked safely away, I pressed my hand to the loose boards and muttered the trigger for the concealment spell to keep them safe. With all the other warding in the room, it just looked like another part of the overall net of spells.

      It was finished just in time. Academy security had started with Isaac and Lucas’s room. They knocked on the door, and I answered. It wasn’t hard to look stressed and worried—I was both of those things. And I had a very bad feeling about what happened to Lucas.

      “Hunter Webb,” one of the two security magicians said. He was a short fellow, his black hair curly and hanging around his head like a barely tamed mane. Good-looking. His partner was taller, a sandy blonde with her hair cut short. She assessed me once as she passed and then looked around the room like she expected to find a dead body there.

      “That’s me,” I said. “Please… come on in. I assumed you’d want to look over my room as well. Mind the wards—they’re not dangerous, but they keep the other students from spying on me when I… well, you know how it is.”

      Neither introduced themselves, but the shorter one gave me a nod and waved at the door. “If you could wait outside, please.”

      That was not a question. We retreated to the hallway to wait, anxious for the search to be over with so we could return to Lucas and Amelia.

      It didn’t take them long to finish their search. Other than the most certainly illicit materials hidden under the floor, the rest of the room barely contained anything. Textbooks for classes, clothes, a few toiletries—Amelia didn’t collect much and neither did I. They emerged, unhappy with the outcome from the look of them. “If you think of anything that could help,” the handsome short magician said, “report it to our office or the headmaster’s. Understood? If it’s found out Mr. Turner was practicing sanctioned magic, and you knew about it, it’ll go badly for you.”

      “I understand,” I said, Isaac speaking almost at the same time.

      They gave us a long look, offering one more chance to admit our guilt or Lucas’s, before they finally stalked away.

      We waited until they were long gone before we spoke. Magicians in security almost certainly had sense-enhancement spells going. We stepped into the room, and I did a quick sweep for any new magic. Nothing stood out—they were suspicious, but not so serious about it that they’d bugged the room. “If they suspect some kind of sanctioned magic,” I started.

      Isaac finished, nodding. “The healer said she couldn’t identify what it was. But it had to have been Sinclaire, right? That’s the last place Lucas was, and after we… borrowed the book. He must have found out.”

      “That’s grounds for expulsion usually,” I said. “Not an all-out attack.”

      “Unless having the book would have gotten Sinclaire in trouble with the Court,” he countered.

      I tugged at my beard. “I’m not disagreeing with you. But I think it must be about more than a book.”

      “So what do we do?” Isaac asked. “We can’t very well confront Sinclaire directly. There’s no telling what he’s capable of.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” I said. I only half believed it. The fact was, Sinclaire could have killed Lucas, if he wanted to harm him at all. He hadn’t. So that either meant he was trying to keep his tracks covered, send a message, or…

      “We should get back,” I said. “We left Amelia there.”

      Isaac nodded and headed to the door but stopped. “Amelia,” he whispered. “You think… but why?”

      I pushed past him to pull the door open and usher him into the hall. “I don’t know,” I said as we made our way down the hall and toward the clinic. My heart raged against my ribs at the thought of the headmaster going after Amelia. “But if Sinclaire is responsible, he’s got to have some kind of a plan. We know Amelia and Nathan are connected—perhaps we’re not the only ones. If he knows about the book, he has to have some idea of why we want it. He was the one that closed the investigation into Nathan’s disappearance. He’s not stupid, he’ll have connected things, and Amelia’s already wary of him. I trust her instincts; she’s spent enough time with him.”

      We reached the clinic and found Lucas alone. My gut churned.

      The healer met us before we reached him. “There’s good news,” she said. “The headmaster came by. He thinks he can fix whatever’s wrong.”

      “Where’s Amelia?” I demanded.

      The healer didn’t particularly like my tone, it seemed, because her expression faded to something flat and unamused. “I understand you’re upset,” she said. “Mind your attitude, please. Your friend went with the headmaster to assist.”

      “She’s with him,” Isaac breathed, as panicked as I was.

      “Yes,” the healer said. She narrowed her eyes. “Is something the matter?”

      “How long ago?” I asked.

      She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Fifteen minutes? Twenty?”

      We both turned and rushed out of the clinic. Whatever Sinclaire had done to Lucas, we weren’t going to be useful here. If he had Amelia, he wanted something from her and was using Lucas as leverage. That was the only thing that made sense. I’d rip the man apart with my bare hands if he hurt her, and I knew Isaac would be at my side.

      I was already casting revelation spells when we reached Sinclaire’s door. It was late enough that only a few students were in the halls. None were hanging around the faculty offices. I raised my hands and looked through the revelation spell. A dense network of spells crisscrossed the door, several of them tangling around the doorknob. There were layers upon layers of them. “Shit.”

      “Locked to hell and back, I imagine,” Isaac said quietly.

      “We need other faculty members,” I said. “This is too serious.”

      “None of them are going to accept that Sinclaire is in there putting the thumbscrew to a student,” he said. “But… there might be another option.”

      “I’m willing to entertain anything,” I said. “What?”

      “Serena,” Isaac said. “She had to break out of a Somali dungeon after she went to some kind of pirate party. Told me once she could pick just about any lock spell after that. She likes to be prepared.”

      Of course she did. Serena also knew a litany of spying spells. If she couldn’t get us in, she might be able to get us a look inside at least. “Good,” I said. “Get her here. Whatever’s happening—if Sinclaire has them locked in there, it’s because he wants something now. There’s no telling how much time Amelia has.”
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      Sinclaire glanced at the door, eyes narrowed, ignoring my question as he seemed to watch something. After a moment, the corner of his mouth twitched into mild frown. “It seems your friends have caught on. A little too late, unfortunately.”

      Hunter and Isaac. My heart flipped in relief and fear. They were probably just outside the door, then. I couldn’t hear anything. Either they were being quiet or the room was too secure to let any sound pass. Either way, I wasn’t alone. They’d come for me. “Don’t change the subject,” I pressed, my confidence bolstered by the men. “What do you mean, a ‘harbinger’? What do you know about me?”

      The headmaster leaned back in his chair. “Everything, of course. You know I was a close friend of your mother’s while she was here. We were almost lovers, too. She and your father were having hard times. But… well, in the end she had only eyes for him.”

      “There were only seven survivors that year,” I said. “You’re not on the list.”

      “What list is that?” Sinclaire asked blithely. “Do you have any idea where Nathan got it? Come now. There were eight survivors.”

      “And you’re the only one left,” I realized. I made a leap. “All of them died. You… did you kill my parents?”

      Sinclaire scoffed. “Of course I didn’t,” he said. “I didn’t kill any of them. I didn’t need to. I kept my end of the bargain; I was faithful to our patron. They died because they were not. None of them understood what we were really doing. They thought it was about power, about new magic, or knowledge. And when it came time to pay for what they had gained, they all tried to wriggle out of the deal. It was their greed that undid them, you see. What I want is not about any of that, it never was. I was the only one worthy to serve.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I closed my eyes, my parents’ voices and faces flashing through my mind.

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “The pain is all over your face. You must know by now. You must have had dreams. That’s how She speaks to us, usually. In dreams. We asked for them, invited them—but you… oh, you are something very special indeed. You have always belonged to her. She’s been with you from the beginning, guiding your steps, your choices. Making the path clear for you. Your mother. Your true mother.”

      I thought I was going to be sick. I’d been right to worry. Sinclaire would lie—I knew he would, and I didn’t trust everything he said, but I could feel the truth in what he said. I’d had strange dreams ever since I was a child. Dreams of shadows, and ancient forests, and faceless men and hungry oceans.

      I swallowed back the bile that tried to rise up my throat. “What do you want from me?” I croaked quietly. “Just tell me what you want, what all this is for, Sinclaire.”

      He tsked. “I am still your headmaster, Amelia. But, it is nearly that time. Very well. Tonight is your final exam. You’ll be summoning your patron.”

      “I don’t want to be a summoner,” I said. “If this is what it does to you—”

      “Ah, you don’t quite understand me,” he said as he rose. “I don’t mean that you’re going to acquire a patron. You already have one. An incomprehensibly powerful one, in fact. Old beyond time itself. Az-Harad, the Dreadmother. She with the hundred names and the thousand hungering offspring. You are not going to entreat her aid, Amelia—you are going to bring her here, into this world. And if you do not, then I assure you that Lucas Turner will suffer an eternity in her grasp. Right now what he’s experiencing is unpleasant. Az-Harad has had all of time to foster her creativity.”

      “I won’t,” I whispered. It killed me to say it. But I knew what Lucas would want me to say. “Whatever… doomsday bullshit you think you’re going to manipulate me into, it won’t work. I won’t drink your Kool-Aid. Lucas wouldn’t want that. He wouldn’t want me to bring some… some horror into the world to save him. I know it.”

      Sinclaire was unperturbed. “No,” he agreed, “I don’t imagine he would. But among the many gifts the Dreadmother has bestowed upon me is a particular kind of sight. She has given me the ability to look into the Abyss unscathed, granted me its knowledge and the delectable sights that await there. All the things that never were but could have been, if she hadn’t been usurped. She’d given you the same vision. Let me show you.”

      “I don’t—”

      Sinclaire uttered a word, something incomprehensible, that tore at my ears to hear it. My guts lurched like I’d been dropped from a great height, and the light of the room faded to black.

      In the black was a figure. Lucas. I could see him like he was in front of me; both close enough to touch and too far away to reach, as if space no longer had meaning. I tried to touch him but my arms weren’t really there to grasp anything. He flinched and swatted at something, then threw himself backwards as if trying to escape whatever plagued him. There was black ooze leaking from his nose, his ears, the corners of his mouth. He screamed without noise, clawed at his skin until it bled. The wounds opened and poured out insects before they healed over, and the insects began to seek out the soft bits of his body while he thrashed.

      “Lucas!”

      The vision was gone as suddenly as it appeared, and I was on my knees, clinging to the edge of Sinclaire’s desk. My face was wet, and my voice hoarse from screaming. I looked up to see the headmaster’s black eyes staring down at me with sympathy.

      “The moniker ‘She of the Thousand Hungering Offspring’ is apt, but from a time when a number like one thousand seemed nearly infinite,” he said. “In truth, they are innumerable. Do not doubt me, Amelia. Lucas will linger on in his state indefinitely. Neither dying nor truly living. His soul trapped in the Abyss, to endure countless unthinkable tortures until what is left barely resembles a soul and is certainly no longer human. The longer he remains there, the more twisted he becomes. And if, in the end, you refuse me and you do manage to release him, I can assure you of this: you will have to put him down for his own sake and everyone else’s. I don’t want you to have to suffer that choice.

      “Do as I say, and he will recover. Az-Harad does not wish to destroy this world. Far from it. She craves the world. The warmth of light on her skin, the visceral connection of experience. She simply wants to be free from the pain of what was done to her. Don’t you see? This is her home. This world was meant for her.”

      I struggled to my feet and had to brace myself on his desk. I couldn’t get the image of Lucas out of my mind. Every time I blinked, the darkness seemed to swallow me up again and show me his flailing body. “How can I believe you?”

      “You have no need to believe, child,” Sinclaire said as he moved slowly around to my side of the desk. “It’s about faith. I suspect our Mr. Taylor has the utmost faith in you. Now. Come with me. It’s time.”

      My resolve had already cracked. The moment I had seen Lucas in pain, it was gone. Lucas, the gorgeous honeypot tease, always quick to make me laugh or steal a kiss. Sinclaire was right; I couldn’t leave him like that. Even if it was what Lucas would have wanted. “Release Lucas first,” I said. “Release him and I’ll do what you want.”

      He waggled a finger. “That isn’t how this works, and I think you already know that. My suggestion is that you work quickly and accurately. Follow me.”

      Sinclaire turned and strode toward one of his built-in bookcases. He pressed one of the shelves, and then another, and the shelf swung silently inward to reveal a torchlit stone staircase leading down. He looked back at me, grinning. “I must confess, I have a penchant for appropriate ambience. All that you require is in preparation below.”

      I glanced at the door, hesitated just a moment, then tried not to hang my head as I went to the hidden entrance and stared into the dusky, wavering light. Hunter and Isaac would come for me. I knew that much. Even if they had to bring the entire faculty down on Sinclaire, they would at least try, and they thought we were in his office.

      Shivering visibly, I tugged at the lapel of my coat, where my little Rosewilde Academy pin was set. “I’m… I’m afraid.”

      “That’s entirely natural,” Sinclaire replied, his voice measured and reassuring, like he was trying to teach me to ride a bike. “Transformation and change terrify us. Only after can we see the true benefits and accept it. Go on now.”

      I pulled the pin off as I smoothed the jacket down, and without warning I turned on a heel to put my other fist into Sinclaire’s jaw. The pin dropped onto the floor silently.

      An inch from his face, my fist hit thick air or a distortion in space. Invisible force pushed back gently but firmly, preventing me from getting any further. He sighed. “I thought you were a more cultured young woman than that. Come now. Battle me if you must, Amelia, if that’s the choice you want to make. But with wit and magic. Not this crude… barbarism.”

      He swatted my fist away contemptuously and waved me down the stairs more insistently. “Now go. Make your plans but walk while you do it.”

      For good measure, I spat at his face. That, at least, made it to him. He snorted, swiped it off with a finger, and raised an impatient eyebrow.

      I turned and marched down the stairs. Sinclaire was right behind me. The door swung closed with a soft whump. From here, it was just him and me. I knew he was right—brute force wasn’t going to get me or Lucas out of this. I just hoped that when the others got through Sinclaire’s locks, they could take a hint, and that I hadn’t just spent all my cleverness leaving them a breadcrumb.
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      “Breaking into the headmaster’s office,” Serena mused, eyeing me up and down. “I have to admit this makes you, like… about three and a half times hotter than you already are.”

      “Can we skip this part?” I asked as I rolled my eyes. “Can you work around the spells or not?”

      “If you tell me why,” she answered, but began to examine the door through a revelation spell anyway. If it hadn’t been such a tense situation, it’d have been an amusing sight. Serena ignored half of the dress code, choosing expensive stilettos over sensible flats. She basically looked like a stereotypical sexy schoolgirl, who was apparently also a master lock breaker. “I really don’t want to get kicked out of this joint. Alchemy is way better than coke. Shit, this bitch is complicated.”

      I looked to Isaac. Did we tell her? Serena knew some, but not everything—not enough that she’d be at risk. Amelia had insisted; something about Serena being the one person who could be her escape from everything we had to do.

      Isaac nodded. “Under the circumstances,” he said, “I think Amelia would agree.”

      Serena straightened, crossing her arms and frowning at us. “This about Amelia?”

      “The short version,” I said, “is that… the headmaster put some kind of enchantment or curse on Lucas, and then took Amelia into his office to force her to… we don’t know, yet, but he’s using Lucas as leverage. I’m sure of it.”

      “What the hell have you four been up to?” Serena’s eyes gradually widened and she pointed an indigo nail at the door. “Wait, so there’s a pissed off master magician on the other side of this thing?”

      “We don’t know what state Sinclaire is in,” Isaac said.

      “Maybe not now,” Serena muttered, “but I can tell you he’s gonna be pissed by the time we get to him. You got a plan for that?”

      “Right now our plan is to get Amelia back from Sinclaire,” I said. “Can you unlock the door or not?”

      Serena sighed, looked the door over and nodded. “Yeah. It’s gonna take a minute. In the meantime maybe you can figure out what happens next because I’m pretty sure you don’t get to be headmaster around here unless you can flatten some folks without trying too hard. Fuck me with a spiky donkey dick, this is such a bad idea.”

      Isaac flinched at Serena’s colorful epithet and shot me a bewildered look. “Right—so, what is the plan then?”

      “Go talk about that somewhere else, please,” Serena grumbled, her fingers already working through some spell I didn’t recognize—it looked practically animalistic, though. Not Academy magic, that was for sure.

      I tugged Isaac away from her. “She has a point,” I muttered. “Sinclaire is going to fight back. Would Mara help us?”

      Isaac rubbed his jaw. “Maybe, I suppose. She likes me well enough. But I don’t know that she likes me enough to confront the headmaster on my word alone. Or yours.”

      Serena gave a pleased grunt. “There’s one. Come to mama, sweetness, that’s right…”

      “One day,” Isaac murmured, “I’m going to have to ask Serena what kind of life she’s actually lived.”

      “Focus,” I snapped. “Think. Serena’s an illusionist, maybe if we go in hidden?”

      “I think the opening door is going to give that away,” Isaac said. “But… it could buy us a few seconds. He won’t be able to see what we’re casting right away, so we’ll have that benefit. I can manage Murphy’s Fumbling Fingers if he tries to cast, and maybe that would buy enough time to hit him square on with something elemental?”

      “Not if Amelia’s close to him,” I said.

      “Can you make that decision the moment we open that door?”

      I had a horrific vision of making the wrong choice in a panicked instant, and seeing Amelia struck by lightning, burned by fire, thrown through one of the headmaster’s windows, or losing an arm to frostbite. I shook my head. “Not reliably. But maybe we only need to immobilize him. I’ve got something for that, but I can’t cast it quickly. We’ll need to time it.”

      “So we go in covered,” Isaac said, “I interrupt, you grab him, we get Amelia out, and we take her straight to security. And hopefully Sinclaire doesn’t do to us what he did to Lucas.”

      “Security,” I said. “That could be it. They’ll have the right training. We signal them just before we go in. They’ll show up, and we put them between us and Sinclaire.”

      Isaac nodded slowly. “Sure. That could work. Especially if he does come after us. If it’s his magic afflicting Lucas, they’ll be obligated to at least test it.”

      “And then we get expelled for raiding his office,” I said. Fuck, this was a lot of shit to deal with.

      Isaac shrugged. “Better that than dead or… worse.”

      “That’s two,” Serena muttered. “Two more. That’s it, pretty girl, spread those legs for mami Serena…”

      “How much longer will this take?” I asked her.

      She didn’t look up from her work. “A lot longer if I have to stop and answer questions about how long it’s gonna take. Life’s funny like that.”

      Isaac shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “Can you make us invisible just as we open the door?”

      “For Amelia, I can turn us into a swarm of hungry flying scorpions,” she said. “Yeah, I can do invisible. I’ve done it for plenty of groups.”

      She was never not on, that one. I rolled my eyes. “Well, cover us just as we open the door. Isaac and I will do the rest.”

      “Sure, why not,” she murmured. “I always kind of hoped I’d die on a Friday, at a party, but breaking and entering on a Tuesday is probably street enough to get me into the right part of Hell. That’s three, better stay close. Oh, also security is gonna be up our asses in like three minutes, so. Maybe keep an eye out to make with a delay.”

      “Fuck,” I grunted. “All right… ah… delay, then.”

      I turned to face the end of the hallway and put my hands together to cast an ice-shaper spell. Generally, it was for art, but ice was ice. I pulled the magic up from my middle and breathed it into the words, pushing hard to pull what little moisture there was in the air, the walls, the wood of the floor. Frost rimmed around the end of the hallway, and then with the final words and the execution gesture, the wood under our feet and along the entire hallway groaned and cracked as beads of moisture squeezed out, the temperature in the hallway plummeted, and a wall of ice congealed. My lips cracked almost immediately, and my mouth dried. I kept pushing until there was a wall two or three feet thick blocking the end of the hall. After that, there just wasn’t any moisture left within reach.

      My knees shook as I let the magic go. “That won’t buy us much time.”

      “Hopefully it’s enough,” Isaac muttered. “Serena?”

      “Men never listen,” she huffed at the door like it was listening to her. But a moment later she finally gave a pleased little chuckle. “Just about got it. You boys ready?”

      We moved to stand beside her. Beyond the wall of ice, there were already muffled voices. Hopefully none of them were competent elementalists.

      Serena stood slowly, her hands held in a final position, and kicked her high heels off. “Now.”

      She twisted something invisible, and the final lock on the door broke with a ping of magic slipping loose the wrong way. There was an accompanying burst of greenish light, and before it had even faded, she wove her fingers for an invisibility spell. The light around us warped, and Isaac touched the doorknob once with the back of his hand before he flung the door open and we charged through.

      I was halfway through my binding spell before we realized the office was empty.

      “Fuck,” I spat.

      Behind us, the ice cracked and then exploded inward, showering us with brittle, freezing needles and water.

      “Move with me,” Serena whispered.

      “Security,” a woman barked—the blonde from before. “Everyone stay where you are and put your hands out to your sides!”

      We crept away from the door, into the office and along the wall with Serena while she maintained the invisibility spell. It wouldn’t take more than a second- or third-level revelation to show us there, if they bothered to look—which I couldn’t imagine they wouldn’t.

      Isaac began to move his hands. I nudged him with my elbow. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Hiding us,” he whispered back.

      “We’re already invisible; you’re going to draw attention,” I said.

      He began muttering a spell, something I didn’t recognize. Serena apparently did. She snorted quietly. “Clever.”

      A second later, Isaac finished and put a hand against the wall to speak the last word. As the security magicians pushed through the door, the room’s appearance changed. The walls, floor, and ceiling took on wild colors. Illusory lights flickered over the ceiling, and bubbles began to appear in the air. At the last second, just as it took effect, I focused my attention on one of the windows along the far wall and cast a quick spell of opening. The lock swiveled out of place, and the window raised a few inches up.

      As soon as security was in the room, they began looking through revelation spells, but it was clear they didn’t like what they saw. Magic this pervasive would put off a bright, dazzling aura that would make plenty of other unobtrusive spells difficult to see.

      Serena pointed at Sinclaire’s desk, then mimed hiding under her hands. About that time, the shorter magician began casting a dispel to get rid of the party illusion.

      We moved quickly, and as quietly as possible, across the side of the room and to Sinclaire’s desk. It was large but fitting us all under it would be close to impossible. Serena went first, then Isaac. I followed him and crammed myself up against both of them. Just in time. There was a whoosh of unraveling magic and the room returned to normal. The light around the three of us reverted as well—a mass dispel to simply clear the room of basic magic. Somewhere against the wall, there was a sound like tearing metal.

      “Gods damn it, Gershwin,” the female security magician complained. “Check those books and make sure you didn’t unhinge something. If you tangled up Sinclaire’s wards, he’s gonna put his foot up your ass.”

      “I wanted to be thorough,” Gershwin shot back. A moment later he breathed a loud sigh of relief. “They’re fine, stop complaining.”

      “Look,” the woman said, “the window.”

      Footsteps padded across the floor. “Fuck. Find Sinclaire. We need to see if anything is missing. And take some of that ice to the office; have Anna run it against the student profiles.”

      “Obviously,” Gershwin said.

      “Can you not?” his partner asked.

      Whatever beef was between them, it didn’t play out much longer. Heavy, irritated footsteps grew distant, leaving the room, while the other magician paced along one wall. “Sloppy,” she muttered.

      I nudged Serena and pointed at my eyes, then in the direction of the voice.

      She made a face as she indicated our cramped quarters with wide, irritated eyes. She couldn’t cast effectively like this. Instead, I risked leaning out slightly, and when I couldn’t see the blonde magician yet, I crept out from cover and peeked around the edge of the desk to see her kneeling, examining something through a simple revelation spell at an object in her hand.

      “Amelia Cresswin,” she sighed. “It’s always a dumb freshman.”

      Whatever she picked up, she pocketed as she stood, then turned away. “I’m locking it down,” she called to her partner. “Get someone searching the grounds. Found a pin, belongs to the Cresswin girl.”

      The door closed a moment later.

      We all continued to hold our breath for several more seconds until, finally, we were confident the door was locked and they had either gone or, at worst, posted someone outside.

      Serena examined the walls through her fingers as we stood. “Shit,” she whispered. “That’s a hell of a lockdown. We’re not going anywhere. Doors, windows, everything’s solid. Alarms, too.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Amelia was in this room. She left somehow, with Sinclaire. Teleport? Portal?”

      Isaac shook his head. “Not from in here unless he’s got some kind of anchor.”

      “Or magic we don’t know about,” I muttered. I went to where Amelia’s pin was found and peeked through a simple revelation spell at the built-in bookcase on that wall. “Or maybe it’s simpler than anything like that…”

      I shifted aside as Isaac joined me. Serena followed and started tested objects on the shelves. “What, like a fake wall? Secret door? Bet there’s a dungeon under Sinclaire’s office. He seems like the type that would keep a gimp.”

      “Sinclaire?” Isaac asked, searching the wall behind the shelves for clues. “Sinclaire’s so uptight, I’m not sure he even touches his own dick.”

      “Oh, those are always the ones,” she said. “Guarantee it. Oh, hey—look at this. Magnetic base on this sculpture. I bet you…”

      She pressed down on the shelf, and it gave. On instinct, Isaac and I both shot hands out to catch falling artwork and artifacts before they made too much racket and attracted the security back inside—but nothing fell. There was a soft click. I tested the other shelves, and sure enough there was a second. The wall gave way.

      Behind it, there was a dim hallway leading steeply down into some kind of sublevel.

      “Told ya,” Serena said. “Guys like Sinclaire always have a dungeon.”

      “No,” I muttered, and looked to Isaac. His face had gone just as pale as mine likely was. Something radiated from the depths, well beyond the faint torchlight that lit the stairs. Something dark, and familiar. And Amelia was down there this time. “No, it’s not a dungeon…”

      Isaac exhaled, and his breath clouded in the cold aura that swept up from the darkness. “No,” he whispered. “No, not again.”

      “What?” Serena asked. “What is that? Feels like…”

      “Like a hole in the world,” Isaac said. He looked up at me, eyes determined, but clearly frightened. “The last time I felt that… it was the night Nathan disappeared. It’s happening again.”
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      “Clever brats,” Sinclaire said, casting his gaze away from me and to the entrance to the wide, domed room. “You’ll be pleased to know your friends are at least attempting a rescue. Pray they don’t make it in time. I suspect Mr. Turner has already sustained considerable, lasting damage. I shudder to think what another few hours would cost him.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” I grumbled. And I was. If I’d thought he’d been a hard teacher before, this was a new level of punishment. Using Sinclaire’s variables, I rushed through the massive diagram as quickly as I was able, drawing long lines with the pale yellow chalk he provided. What it was made of, I didn’t want to know, but it had an oily texture to it and came off in crumbles if I pushed too hard against the smooth stone floor.

      We were deep under the Academy. The walk down had been over a hundred steps—I’d lost count when I stumbled once, but I had gotten as far as 106. The air here was damp and stale, and there was an aura of penetrating cold that seemed to pervade everything. Not just the cool of something under the earth, but a kind of heat sink. The light of the torches barely lit the carvings on the walls around us and I was glad I couldn’t see them clearly. The glimpse I’d gotten when we first emerged into the temple-like structure was bad enough. They were friezes of some kind, depicting a creature with countless tentacles grasping humans and animals near the door. What the rest looked like I never wanted to find out. It was creepy as fuck. I realized I’d much rather be stuck with the serial killer with the obsession with lotion.

      “Carefully,” Sinclaire warned. “No mistakes. The results would be catastrophic, and I assure you that you do not want to end up the way Mr. Crowley did.”

      “Dead?” I asked as I nearly terminated a line segment in the wrong place. I drew more carefully and marked the end off with a circle and chalked the appropriate sigil inside it.

      “One can only hope,” he said softly, real sincerity in his voice. “Good. Now, the eastern quadrant.”

      I glanced up at him and saw him staring at the entrance. Maybe waiting for whoever was coming. I hoped Hunter and Isaac had alerted the entire faculty, and that any moment they’d come charging down to force Sinclaire to release Lucas. That seemed like a bit much to hope for, but his distraction gave me my first inkling of an idea. “The chalk,” I said. “What is it?”

      “It’s better that you not know, I think,” he said.

      “Context is everything,” I shot back as I stood. My back hurt from bending over, and my feet were numb from the cold. My shoes would scuff the lines, so I’d taken them off as the figure became more complex and places to stand grew sparse. “How can I cast accurately if I don’t know the materials?”

      He cast his eyes at me, seemingly amused. “Fair enough… it’s a mixture of human fat and bone. It takes some time to prepare. The Abyss is an inversion of creation. Therefore, the materials involved are various inversions of that which makes creation what it is. Life and death. Light and darkness. Warmth and cold. Now please—continue.”

      I forced my fingers to hold on to the stick of chalk, and had to breathe deep and slow to keep from throwing up. I distracted myself with some quick calculations. As I knelt to draw the next line, I checked that Sinclaire was still watching the entrance. He met my gaze, smiled, and looked away as I bent to the task.

      Turning my back to him to mark down the next line, I paused and whispered the equation to myself loudly enough that he could hear me. “So that would mean…”

      I lowered my voice to nothing more than the barest breath and spoke the living ink spell, modified like I had before with the chalk but accounting for these awful materials. As a test, I scraped out the rest of the line crooked but imagined it straight, feeding my intention into it. The pale line shifted. In the back of my mind I set to work doing a new set of calculations and prayed I was smarter than he thought I was.

      Sinclaire gave a displeased grunt. The air shifted ever so slightly, a single, brief breeze in an otherwise dead-still room. “Enterprising,” he said. “Keep to your work, Amelia. No matter what happens. Think of your dear Lucas.”

      He strode to the entrance and began muttering spells, one after the other. Protecting the entrance, I decided. That was fine—Hunter and Isaac would expect that; they were smart. They’d come down cautiously, check for traps. Or it was security. Please be security.

      I had to believe that someone, anyone, was a potential match for Sinclaire. It was too easy to think that whatever power this Az-Harad gave him made him impossible to stop. That way was despair, and I wasn’t about to give in to it. No one was impossible to beat; every magician had weaknesses and blind spots. Even ones like the headmaster.

      Alternating between two sets of calculations was making my head hurt, as if my neurons were literally overheating from the exertion. Twice I caught myself mixing them up and almost lost my nerve. I worked through the eastern quadrant steadily until a familiar voice came from the stairs. “Amelia, we’re here!”

      My back straightened, and I nearly rushed to Hunter as he, Isaac, and Serena, of all people, emerged from the darkness of the hallway into the gloomy half-light of the temple. I almost laughed with relief, but it choked off as Sinclaire raised a finger.

      “Now,” he said, glancing between them and me, “this will make the whole process much easier. Amelia will continue her work and finish the ritual—or I will kill the lot of you painfully and slowly in front of her.”

      “Sinclaire,” Hunter warned, stalking right up to the edge of the stairs, “we’ve already informed the faculty. They’re on the way behind us to put a stop to whatever you’re doing. You can’t win against all of them.”

      Sinclaire scoffed a bitter laugh. “Come now, Mr. Webb. I’m not half as foolish as you seem to think. The faculty wouldn’t have allowed a gaggle of sophomores to come down here if they knew what was going on. No… you’ve avoided engaging them because you’d have to explain yourselves, am I right? And laying out those pieces would mean admitting to accessing the book of Az-Harad. You wouldn’t be here at all—you’d already be imprisoned for everyone’s safety. Furthermore, security would have been alerted when you broke my locks. You haven’t been detained, which means you found a way to slip their notice. Protocol is to lock down when there’s an intrusion—therefore, there is no one behind you, and the three of you have come down here alone. You are precisely as foolish as I believe you to be and should have thought this through. I’m rather disappointed, in fact. This institution simply doesn’t produce the same caliber of magicians it once did. Millennials. So entitled.”

      Asshole. I licked my lips and finished the calculations. The last few lines were in place, and I stood, still gripping the chalk. “Sinclaire, I’m done. Don’t hurt them.”

      He turned his head to look at me before examining the diagram. It was a twisted spider’s web on the floor, hung inside a thick circle of black stone. Staring at the center made my head spin. The effect of all those lines was to create the illusion of a series of cracks in the world. Not in the floor alone, somehow—the color of the chalk or just the optical effect of the diagram itself made the pattern look sunken into the ground, as if it would fall away any moment and reveal a gaping wound in the universe.

      “Excellent,” he breathed. “Perfect. I knew you had the skill, Amelia. Now. Begin the ritual. No matter what happens, do not stop. If you do…”

      He raised a hand and curled his fingers, uttering another of those ear-scraping words. Hunter gasped. Isaac and Serena had to catch him as he fell, and he clawed at his chest. Darkness spread like veins up his neck and down to his hands.

      “Don’t hurt him!” I screamed. “Please, I’m doing it. All right? The diagram is complete just… just ease off him; I can’t concentrate knowing he’s in pain.”

      Sinclaire pouted a lip. “Such empathy. Very well…”

      Hunter hauled air into his lungs as whatever grip Sinclaire exerted eased, but his next breath out was a long groan. “Amelia, don’t…”

      “He’ll kill us anyway, Amelia,” Isaac said.

      “We’ll go down fighting,” Serena snapped. She raised her hands to cast but stopped when Sinclaire tilted his head and Hunter curled on himself.

      “That warning will go for the two of you as well,” he said. “Amelia. My patience is thinning rapidly.”

      I bit my cheek and nearly snapped the remaining chalk still gripped in my hand. “I’m starting,” I said. “Isaac, Serena, just… just don’t throw your lives away. I’ve got this.” I hoped they would catch my drift.

      With that, and under Sinclaire’s placid black gaze, I moved to the origination point of the circle, the place where most of the essential lines began, and slipped the gross chalk into my pocket. I needed it close. I raised my hands, tried to calm my nerves and clear my mind. The ritual required seven different spells. I began the first, chanting the early Akkadian in time with the movements of my arms and hands. The gestures for the spell were primal, unrefined—not like the spells we learned in class. Ancient magicians seemed to have used not just their hands but their whole bodies as magical instruments.

      As I completed the first spell and anchored it to the circle, the air in the room shuddered as if the world itself was afraid of what was coming. I shivered with it, and from the ache of acrid magic passing through me. The first part of the spell was meant to raise power by invoking outside forces. In this case, principles of darkness and what the Akkadians seemed to view as the place well beyond the underworld.

      The circle thrummed with power.

      “Excellent,” Sinclaire hissed.

      “Hey, Palpatine,” Serena said, “whatever you’re trying to pull off—”

      She stopped heckling when Hunter howled with pain.

      “Serena, quiet!” I snapped. “Just… please. Stop talking. I can’t concentrate.”

      Serena’s mouth worked angrily, but our eyes met and I raised both eyebrows. Her lips parted just enough that I thought she understood I had a plan. And I did have a plan. Mostly. She quieted, and I started the second spell to direct the gathered forces to their respective parts of the circle.

      It was hell having to ignore the three of them to focus on my casting. My mind kept drifting, urging me to check on Hunter, to see that he was still alive, or that Sinclaire hadn’t decided to snuff out the three of them as soon as I was distracted. I knew, logically, that he wouldn’t—once his leverage was gone, I didn’t have to do anything for him. But what was happening inside when I did manage to focus entirely on the incantations was almost worse.

      Some part of me was excited.

      It was small, and distant. Between the periodic rush of magic and the feeling of shifting forces in the world around me, there was a natural exhilaration to casting such a complex series of spells. It was nothing like the minor rush of adrenaline a simple spell caused. This bordered on a manic kind of glee. I was shaping something—the fundamental elements of existence, it felt like, and they obeyed my will, answered my call. Even the thick, liquid darkness of it was seductive. If I let myself go, if I gave in to that call, it felt like the whole universe would open up to me.

      That excitement, the temptation of it, was terrifying and I had to keep reminding myself to be terrified as I made my way through the next four spells.

      The fifth spell was my one and only chance. If I did it right, there was a narrow chance to turn the tables. If I was wrong…

      I couldn’t think about that. I met Serena’s eyes, and as I raised my arms for the fifth spell in the ritual I glanced meaningfully at Sinclaire. Please get it, Serena.

      Serena didn’t show that she noticed, her expression still sour, but as I inhaled and began to form an image in my mind, the buzzing lines on the floor began to shift slowly. She noticed.

      “Sinclaire, you off-the-rack Voldemort wannabe asshole,” Serena said. “How about you face us like a real magician. Or can you not get it up unless you’ve got your astral fingers up a student’s mystical ass?”

      “I’ve always thought your demeanor unbecoming of a magician,” Sinclaire replied. “When the Dreadmother arrives, perhaps you’ll bear some of her children. I understand they devour their hosts from the inside over a period of years. I’ll put in a good word.”

      The lines continued to shift. I chanted, but slowly, balancing the two intentions and struggling to keep them in line with one another. Yes, I wanted to complete the spell. Yes, I also wanted to change the parameters. No, there was nothing out of alignment with these two desires. It was like swimming through concrete, the pressure both inside and out growing steadily more pronounced until I could barely take breaths between them. Sinclaire must have noticed the change in my pace because he began to turn.

      “You dickless nerd,” Serena laughed. “I swear to Mithra, we all knew this was coming. I’ve never seen anyone dress like that without a severe inferiority complex, but I admit I never imagined you planned to play gimp to some infernal dominatrix. If you needed a spanking, Headmaster, you could have just asked.”

      Sinclaire gave a disgusted groan as he returned his attention to Serena. “I’ve had enough of that filthy mouth, Miss Venturo. I should have done this ages ago.”

      I tried not to look, but Sinclaire muttered a spell and Serena raised her hands too slowly to try and counter. Her jaw locked shut, and he reached for her throat, her screams muffled. I couldn’t intervene, couldn’t stop casting to tell him to stop. The only way to finish now was to finish. But the spike of sudden fear for my friend seemed to harden my resolve, and I picked up my pace. The thickness in my mind and in the energies around the circle eased as my will cut through it with renewed purpose and intention.

      I canted the last words, and the fifth spell locked into place.

      Sinclaire must have felt it. I did. He dropped Serena, and she fell into a coughing fit as he whirled to face the circle. “That’s it,” he breathed. “The alignment. Now, complete the… no, that’s not right—the circle…”

      I snarled the first words of the spell, locking eyes with him as I snapped my hands together into the first gesture.

      His face twisted into a sneer. “You ignorant bitch,” he spat as he lowered the hand that held whatever magic he had on Hunter and approached the edge of the circle opposite where I stood. “You have no idea the forces you’re toying with. If you think—”

      “…te apscido!” I barked the last words as the magic rushed through me and jabbed my hands forward in the final gesture as if piercing the skin of the world. I tore them apart.

      In answer, a wound broke open above the circle into something black and depthless—and screaming.
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      Sinclaire stumbled away from the circle when the portal opened. I almost did as well, but there was a final spell left. If I fucked it up, it wasn’t going to be pretty—and it was already damn ugly. The howling that came through it was piercing and seemed to claw away at more than just my ears. It was like reality itself was in pain, and I felt it through every part of me, down to the cells in my body.

      I had come this far, though, relying on Sinclaire’s exacting instruction and everything I had managed to learn about Nathan’s research. If I’d gotten it wrong, I would know very soon. I started the final spell, every word of it scraping through my throat and across my lips like sandpaper, and quickly realized that was because I was screaming the incantation. The black portal sucked the light out of the air and spread darkness in its place. Tendrils of it wormed out and swelled, grasping around like vines seeking sustenance.

      “What have you done?” Sinclaire demanded. “This isn’t… it’s not right. You’ve got to stop!”

      He began casting, his voice competing with mine as he made sharp, precise gestures. Even over the din of the wailing I could hear him, his voice loud and clear. A master magician. It was some kind of banishing spell, but I couldn’t spare enough attention to know what kind or how I could possibly counter it. I just knew I had to beat him to the punch.

      The sixth spell of the ritual was an invitation. Once the portal was opened, whatever was on the other side was invited to come through. In this case, however, the parameters of the circle only allowed it to exist within the bounds of the circle. It’s what I believed Nathan was trying to accomplish—a corruption of the ritual that Sinclaire wanted me to complete. If he’d been even a little bit off, there would be a breach, and that would have made him vulnerable. A lot like the breach at Sinclaire’s end of the circle.

      A tendril of darkness crept between two lines that didn’t terminate entirely at the same point. It slipped over the edge of the circle, questing, and Sinclaire was so distracted by his banishing attempt that he didn’t notice until it crept over his shoe and tangled around his leg.

      His chanting cut off as he jerked his foot away. It was too late. The darkness had him, and the tendril swelled and stretched as it wormed up and around his leg. It pulled, and he spat some spell to try and free himself but where the darkness was struck, it simply grew back together, more of the tendrils flowing out of the breach in the circle to join the first. They swarmed him until finally he stumbled and fell to the stone floor.

      At first he clawed at the stone, trying to drag himself away. When that didn’t work, he rolled onto his back and kicked. Finally, he turned to magic. The stone beneath him cracked as he cast, and great fingers of granite pushed up from beneath him and encircled his chest, holding tight against the pull.

      By that time, I had finished the sixth spell. The portal was wide open and getting wider. Once the emerging darkness sensed where the opening was, more of it surged that direction, pouring through the narrow passage and grasping at Sinclaire until he was almost entirely cocooned in the stuff. The stone wasn’t enough to save him.

      With a great heave, his body slipped out of the granite’s grip. The stone scraped over his face. He managed to grab on to one of the fingers and screamed defiance as the tug-o-war ensued. In response, the tendrils flowed up his neck, over his chin, and down into his mouth. His screaming cut off abruptly, replaced by a wet, gagging sound. His skin turned ashen white, laced with black. Black ichor appeared at his ears and eyes, then his nose, and he convulsed violently once before his arms went slack.

      Sinclaire’s body was dragged across the threshold of the circle. I watched, sick to my stomach, horrified and relieved, until he was all the way in. As the darkness dragged him toward the gaping maw of the Abyss, if that’s truly where it led, the undulating tendrils twisted him in just such a way that his face was pointed toward me.

      He blinked.

      Then, he was gone.

      The final spell of any summoning was always the same. It was a spell for ending, closing—really, it was a spell for death. The pushing of something out of the world that no longer belonged. I knelt and placed my hands at the edge of the circle, focusing on the living chalk to correct the tiny flaw that breached the edge just as the darkness began to creep toward it again, seeking more prey, maybe. The misplaced line moved slowly, resisted by the flowing magic, but it only had to move a finger’s width. When it was done, the hum of the circle changed, and the shrieking void became marginally quieter, it’s magic effect on the room contained though just barely.

      I spared a quick look to Hunter, Isaac, and Serena. Hunter was coming to his feet slowly. Isaac helped him and reached out to the space in the entrance. No spells stopped him or killed him outright—now that Sinclaire was removed from the world, his magic had failed. Serena slipped an arm under Hunter’s shoulder, and Isaac hurried to my side.

      “You have to send it back,” he shouted. “This… I’ve seen this before. It’s what took Nathan. How did you…?”

      The rest of it was lost in a sudden cacophony from the circle. The darkness realized it was trapped and began to pound against the invisible barrier between us. I flinched back as it pooled against the air just inches from my face. There were no eyes, no mouth, no telling features but I knew it was looking at me. Glaring. Gnashing unseen teeth as it snapped and snarled and tried to reach me.

      “Reinforce the circle,” I told him. “The same way you did with Nathan. I fixed it. Get Hunter. It won’t go without a fight.”

      Isaac gave me a nod and rushed to Hunter. I couldn’t spare them any more attention as I started the death spell. Immediately, the darkness reacted. It withdrew like some kind of sea creature, closing on itself before it spit out lances of darkness at the edge of the circle, one after the other just at my feet. The tenor of the screeching changed, became sharper and more aggressive. The ground shook and I staggered but kept my hands moving and the words of the spell flowing. Each word came with difficulty, and my hands were already aching but began to feel as though I was casting through some kind of resistance.

      Isaac and Hunter took up positions at the edge of the circle, forming a perfect triangle with me. They moved in unison, their voices ringing as they called over the noise. The resistance against my casting lessened. Magic surged through me, hot and wild. It gathered in my chest and belly, coiled. Balanced on the edge, where I could call it back or send it on.

      In that space, between the last two words and the last two gestures, the magic swelled to a peak and seemed to hold its breath on my behalf, burning with the inherent need to be released.

      And in that perfect space between order and chaos, build and climax, I could feel the shape of the portal, of the circle and the diagram within it. It snapped into place with such perfect clarity that the world paused for a few breaths as if I was allowed to step outside of time and admire the delicate shape of it all. My path.

      Sinclaire was right. I was a summoner. This is what magic was meant to feel like. And I could see, in that stretched moment, precisely the right change to make to the circle. There was a single detail out of place.

      I poured my will, and the image of the corrected formula, into the living chalk at the same moment that I released the magic in a torrent and snapped my fingers into the complex tangle of the final gesture. “…alka asbu el.”

      Come, death of darkness.

      The mass of shadows froze. The world bent in the direction of the portal. There was a rush of frigid wind that was nearly strong enough to send me careening into the circle. With a final ear-splitting squeal of fury, the darkness was jerked back through the opening.

      The resulting shockwave was strong enough to move all of us. Silent, unseen force slammed into me and hurled me away from the circle. I barely managed to catch myself as I struck the ground. The wind left my lungs. Every torch in the room winked out of existence. Darkness fell, carrying the weight of an absolute silence.

      I struggled to breathe and gasped the first words that formed in my head. “Hunter? Isaac? Serena? Are you… where are you?”

      Every part of my body hurt and was filled with lead. I flopped to my side, more so than rolled, and pushed my hands against the stone to force myself up. I needed light. I tried to cast the simple light spell that Lucas had tried to show me a hundred times, but my fingers were thick and clumsy and wouldn’t make the right signs. Magic tried to rise up at my call but sagged back down to wherever it came from.

      Elsewhere in the room, someone else had it covered. Serena’s taut voice croaked the words to the same spell, and with a quiet hiss that usually wasn’t so audible, white light flared a few yards from the floor, emitted from a weak will-o-the-wisp that gave off just enough of a glow that I could see my hands and the floor and the shapes of Isaac and Hunter… and someone else. Not Serena—she sagged against the wall by the entrance.

      If it was Sinclaire, I didn’t want to see him. Not after what had been done. But I had to know if he was alive. If he was still a threat. The lump was unmoving and placed at the center of the now broken circle—the chalk had seemingly melted into something solid and cracked, flaking away in places. I groaned with the effort of standing up. Isaac was in the same process, and Hunter was on his hands and knees, dry-retching. I went to him first to help him stand when he began to recover. “Are you okay?”

      He didn’t answer—maybe he couldn’t. Instead, he pulled me into a crushing hug, pressing my face to his shoulder. He buried his nose in my hair and breathed in, then exhaled hot breath against my scalp. Whether he was at a loss of words or still suffering from whatever damage Sinclaire had done or was just hoarse from casting, I couldn’t tell. I hugged him back either way. “I’m so glad you’re safe. I’m sorry, Hunter. I’m so sorry that happened to you, I was so worried.”

      He grunted, then coughed, and kissed the side of my head before he let me go and jerked his chin toward the body inside the circle. Isaac was already approaching it, cautiously, both hands balled into fists. He was unsteady, his legs shaking with every step.

      “Is it Sinclaire?” I asked.

      Isaac squinted through the darkness, then knelt down by the body. One trembling hand reached out to it, hovered over what I took to be a shoulder, and then rested on it.

      Hunter and I approached. The body was covered in some kind of thick, viscous film. Hunter and Isaac turned it over, onto its back, and pulled at the film over the body’s face. When it came away, Hunter let out a strangled cry of shock.

      Isaac fell back onto his ass, wide-eyed, his jaw hanging open.

      It wasn’t Sinclaire. It was no one I had seen, and yet I knew instinctively who it was.

      Hunter said the name first, though. “Nathan.”
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      Once Serena recovered from the blowback of the forced banishing, she went back upstairs and triggered the alarm from the lockdown spells on Sinclaire’s office. Within an hour, Nathan was in the clinic and the four of us—me, Hunter, Isaac, and Serena—were taken to the security office. The two security staff, Emira and Gershwin, took us into a smaller room one at a time to interrogate us. Between our statements and what they found in Sinclaire’s office and the dank temple below it, they decided not to keep us detained or turn us over to the Magician’s Court—yet.

      “The mark is just until the investigation is concluded,” Emira told me after she’d cast the tracking spell. It showed up as a pale blue glyph on my wrist. “If you’re cleared, it will be removed. If you run off or try to remove it, you’ll be secured until we’re finished. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. I wasn’t about to run off and get locked up in a magical jail cell.

      She looked us over a final time. “You four should get cleaned up. Go.”

      We filed out of the office, and while we most certainly all needed a hot shower and some rest, we didn’t have to discuss going to the clinic.

      Tisha greeted us with a hushed tone when we arrived. “Lucas is waking up, a little at a time. I can’t explain it. Whatever was affecting him just disappeared.”

      “It was Sinclaire,” I said, moving around her to approach Lucas. “He’s… gone. His magic went with him.”

      “The headmaster?” Tisha sputtered. “But, why would Professor Sinclaire—”

      “Chalk it up to general evil,” Serena said.

      I stroked Lucas’s cheek with the back of my hand and kissed his forehead. “It’s all okay now,” I whispered. “And I’ve got someone who I bet you’re going to want to see here. You’re going to want to wake up soon.”

      “What about Nathan?” Hunter asked the healer.

      Tisha shook her head. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing physically or magically wrong with him, but he’s still unconscious. The… substance you found on him must have been an ectoplasmic manifestation of some kind. The samples evaporated, so we haven’t been able to do a proper analysis. It could just be that all he needs is time to rest. If you brought him through a portal, well… there’s no telling what he experienced wherever he was. We have him restrained for now. Just in case.”

      “Just in case?” Isaac pressed.

      Tisha spread her hands in apology. “It’s territory we really haven’t covered in a very long time,” she explained. “But in many of the recorded instances of prolonged survival in other planes… I’m not making a prognosis for Nathan but the outcomes have not historically been positive.”

      “So he might be… not himself,” Hunter said, his voice strained.

      The pain in Hunter’s voice dug into my heart. He suddenly had Nathan back, but they could all lose him once more. I wanted to go to him and make promises I couldn’t keep. I didn’t, though, because I knew Hunter wouldn’t appreciate being accosted in front of everyone.

      “We really won’t know until he wakes up,” Tisha replied gently, and touched his shoulder. “It’s clear that you care for him. The best thing for now is to leave him in our care. We’ve got Dean Bolton and his apprentice coming around tomorrow to see about making contact with him.”

      “Not sure I want Banyon poking around Nathan’s head,” Isaac muttered.

      Hunter quieted him. “Banyon’s a talented dreamer. If he can help, let him.”

      Lucas’s eyes fluttered. He opened them halfway, saw me, and for a moment the rest of the world was quiet. “A-Amelia?”

      “He’s awake,” I told the others, and kissed Lucas on the lips. Tears burned in my eyes and trickled down my cheek and onto his. I wiped them away before I wiped my own eyes. “You’re back. How are you feeling? I…”

      Lucas reached as I trailed off and pulled me back to his lips. Then he slipped his arms around my shoulders and held me tight. A sob wracked him. Then another. I held him as he let it out, and Hunter, Isaac, and Serena gathered around us.

      “I thought I would be there forever,” Lucas wheezed against my neck. “It was horrible, Amelia. Hell. Worse than Hell.”

      I shushed him quietly, holding tight until his arms finally loosened. “It’s okay now,” I said. I knew, without a doubt, that I had made the right choice in going along with the headmaster. If this was how Lucas felt after only hours wherever Sinclaire had sent him, I could never have forgiven myself if I had condemned him to a lifetime of suffering. “It’s over. Sinclaire is gone. And—”

      “It’s Nathan, Lucas,” Isaac said. “He’s in another room. Amelia brought him back.”

      Lucas blinked up at us before his face twisted with some mix of relief and guilt. He began to cry again. “You were right,” he said to Hunter. “You… Hunter, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Hunter shifted like Lucas had pushed him. “Lucas… it doesn’t matter now. We’ve got him back. Neither of us really knew.”

      Lucas exhaled a long, shaky breath and closed his eyes. I wiped his tears and combed my fingers through his unwashed hair. Even like this, he was beautiful to me. “So,” he asked, “what now? Where is Nathan?”

      We explained the situation, and when Lucas was caught up on what happened he wanted, first, to see Nathan, and then to take a shower. Nathan was in the same condition we’d found him in. Unmoving, breathing evenly. Not even his eyes moved under his lids—wherever he was, he wasn’t dreaming. But despite the lack of activity, Tisha assured us that his vitals looked fine. Steady heartbeat, blood pressure stable, meridians clear and clean.

      “I’ll stay for a bit,” Hunter said when Isaac and I agreed that Lucas needed to get washed up and into his own bed.

      “I’ll keep an eye on this one,” Serena assured me. “You go on. You look like shit warmed over. Catch up later? You can tell me the whole damn story, because I’m guessing there’s a lot I’m missing here.”

      I accepted a hug from her, and promised to do that. It would mean there wasn’t a single person in my life who wasn’t wrapped up in this whole mess but… maybe that was okay now. Maybe it was over.
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      The rest of the year breezed by like a vacation after all of that. Finals weren't nearly as insane as I thought they were going to be, especially nothing as dangerous as summoning. And, while people some students who didn’t know the full story missed Sinclaire, there were already talks of his replacements and gossip about why he had left so mysteriously. The boys and I kept our lips sealed—it was better that way, they said, and frankly I didn’t relish the thought of going over it again and again.

      The boys took to sitting with Nathan in shifts, and for once we started spending our evenings together just… hanging out, instead of plumbing an evil book for eldritch secrets. Hunter seemed content to wait to ask Nathan about his research when he woke up. Sinclaire had shed some of the last bit of light really needed, but there were a few unanswered questions still—like why he’d tried it in the first place.

      Nathan was in no hurry, however. By the time finals week was over, he’d barely shown any evidence that he was going to ever wake up. I tried not to lose hope, and the boys remained certain that it would happen. It was just going to take time.

      Summer was upon us. Other than a handful of seniors working on their thesis projects, the student body was invited to stay at the school or go home. Most chose to go home.

      “I’m gonna be in Iran,” Serena revealed when we gathered in the courtyard the day before the final party of the year, which marked the official end of the term. “I’ve got this friend of a friend, says there’s a djinn who throws the wildest parties on the continent. Plus, I kinda wanna see what that big djinn dick is like.”

      “Shameless,” Isaac murmured. But there was affection in his tone.

      “One hundred percent,” Serena confirmed. She looked at me. “You’re welcome to come. Got plenty of room, we can party all over the Middle East, raise a little hell?”

      “I think I’ve raised more than enough hell this year,” I said. “Ah… I guess I haven’t really thought about it. Laura’s estate is still… I should probably go home, try to get the house in order. Decide if I’m going to keep it or not. There’s a lot to go through that I wasn’t ready to process before. I think now, maybe I am.”

      Clearly, that was a mood dampener. Serena grew quiet and squeezed my knee. Isaac and Lucas exchanged looks of something dangerously close to pity.

      “It’s not like I’m planning to go wallow in my grief,” I told them. “These are practical things that need to get done. There are repairs to do, and boxes to sort through. I’ll be fine, really.”

      “Perhaps,” Lucas said, “you’d be better off… with company?”

      “What,” I said, “like… like taking you home with me?”

      Isaac chuckled. “That makes it sound like we’re pets.”

      Serena chucked a dandelion at him. “Did you get the impression you weren’t, pretty boy?”

      I bit my lip when Lucas and Isaac both gave me an appraising look with matching, sly smiles. “I’d be happy to have the help, if you want to come,” I admitted. “But I’ll be putting you to work.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt about that,” Lucas murmured. He was more or less back to his old smug self. “I assure you, there’s very little that Isaac and I aren’t up for.”

      “I can second that,” Isaac said. He leaned in to kiss me before he stood. “Well. Hunter’s been with Nathan most of the day. I expect he’ll be spending his summer here. I should relieve him for a little while, let him get some fresh air. See you all for dinner?”

      We set our plan, and he left. Serena got up a short while later to go. “I’m helping set up the cottage. I’m sure I’ll see you sexy bitches there later.”

      “That may be,” Lucas said, laughing as she sauntered off.

      It left just the two of us.

      “You keep asking how we’re all doing,” Lucas said when we were alone. “I know I’ve asked before, but… what about you? You survived your first year at Rosewilde. How’s it feel?”

      I hadn’t quite finished working my way through that yet. I turned away from him and leaned back to lay my head in his lap. He stroked my hair, smiling down at me as I put words to some of what I’d been feeling the last few months since Sinclaire’s office. “I guess… I’m excited to come back. Sort of.”

      “So you are coming back, then?” he asked. “Being forced to open a portal to the Abyss didn’t ruin the whole experience for you?”

      “It almost did,” I admitted. “But I have a feeling there’s more to all of that. What Sinclaire said about my parents, about me… I’m definitely nervous about continuing on this path. But I think it’s the only way I’m ever going to get all the answers I need. Some of those, I’m hoping to get from Nathan but…”

      “I know,” Lucas said. “Believe me. Hunter is still certain he’ll wake up but I’m beginning to wonder… he spent over a year in the Abyss.”

      “I hope he does,” I said, staring up at him. I touched his cheek with my fingertips. “Really. I know how important he is to you.”

      “He is,” Lucas agreed. “But you know that doesn’t mean you’re less important, right?”

      I trailed a finger over his lips and chin. “I know.”

      In that moment, I wanted to say more. We’d been through a lot together, very quickly. It had gotten to the point that I couldn’t quite imagine being here without Lucas, Isaac, and even Hunter. Funny how your whole world can turn upside down and inside out, all of physics and chemistry and every other science can prove to be totally mistaken about the fundamental nature of reality—and yet the things that seem smallest in comparison never changed. We hadn’t said “the L word” yet and I still wasn’t sure if that was because we weren’t ready or there were other things still up in the air.

      I thought it, though. And I felt it. And maybe Lucas could see it in my eyes because he smiled a little wider and bent down to kiss me slow and sweet. “Whatever happens next,” he said, “I promise you that we’ll be there with you for all of it. Now. Come on. Get up, and let’s see if we can convince Hunter to enjoy at least a little time with us before we leave.”

      “That,” I said, “sounds like worthwhile challenge. And probably an impossible one.”

      He helped me up and pecked me on the lips again before he tapped a finger against my lips. “Luckily, my dear,” he said, “you’re a magician. Impossible is well within your wheelhouse.”
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      “I’m glad you could come,” Amelia said as we approached the cottage. “You needed a break.”

      “So Lucas informed me,” I muttered.

      Amelia took her hand off the door. “I browbeat you into this,” she said, and sighed. “Look, if you really don’t want to—”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “I’m sorry. The fresh air is confusing. I just have to reacclimate. I said I would come, and I meant it.”

      She squinted up at me. “Hunter Webb,” she mused, “was that a joke?”

      I breathed in the night air and exhaled it in a rush. “No, actually; I don’t think it was. We doing this or not?”

      Amelia shot me a devilish grin that I decided I liked on her. She was determined that I would do something besides sit by Nathan’s bedside waiting for him to wake and doing a damn good job of covering up her own hard-earned trauma. If she could do it, then I figured I could as well. Plus, Lucas and Isaac wouldn’t let it go.

      She pulled the door open and we joined the fray. The music pulsed against me the moment we walked into the house. The first room always had the reputation for being boring, but it seemed more packed than last year. Maybe it was because of the reminder of mortality or Sinclaire disappearing. No one could say. I regretted coming for a moment, even though I knew I wasn’t just here for myself. Amelia deserved to have fun after the year she had.

      “Hey, you’re so big you can cut through the crowd,” she whisper-shouted over the music, her hands holding onto my arm. “Oh, there’s Serena!”

      She waved as Serena threw us a wink and moved with a mission toward the doors which would take her to other parties. Serena had said something about wanting to go bigger than when she partied with the local magicians and homemade rice wine in Kota Kinabalu during a lunar eclipse. Amelia turned back to me, her lips stretched wide in a smile. “And, there she goes. Just you and me, I guess.”

      Desire raced down my spine, followed quickly by a jolt of guilt to my stomach. Something must have shown on my face as her smile dampened a fraction before she forced it back to brilliance. “You can bail any time you want. I’m just glad I got you this far.”

      I swallowed, my tongue too jumbled to talk, and nodded. What was I supposed to say? Hey, so Nathan is back but he’s in a coma and I have no idea if he’s sane. I think I still love him, but I also can’t stop thinking about you.

      “I’m not going to bail,” I promised. “Come on, let’s get drinks.”

      I pressed through the crowd and felt Amelia hook a finger through my belt loop so we didn’t get separated. My face burned and I was grateful for the dim lighting. I wished Lucas and Isaac had come as well but they’d insisted on staying with Nathan, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to relax at all if I knew he was alone. Entirely calculated, knowing Lucas.

      By the time we made it to the bar, I could have sworn we were in a time loop. Every time the crowd pushed us or made us stop, Amelia would press up against my back. Every time I had to hold back a shudder. One drink, I promised myself. Then I could go back to the dorms, take care of the hard-on I knew I’d have, and pass out before Amelia ever made it back.

      “I think you were made for this,” Amelia said as she leaned up against the bar. She tweaked my nose with a grin. “It must be the growly disapproving look you shoot everyone in front of you.”

      I shrugged and looked back over the crowd. Anywhere other than where I wanted to look, which was definitely down to the view her dress offered of her cleavage. No doubt a summer gift from Serena.

      “So what’s good here?” she asked, and I gritted my teeth. She waved down the phantasmal bartender, one of Rosewilde’s signature spells, dreamed up after a golem went on a rampage. “Last time I came to one of these I didn’t quite make it to a drink. Got stuck in the blue party.”

      I answered, nearly shouting as the music was turned up. She frowned as she clearly didn’t hear me. I bent down, my lips nearly against her ear, and spoke again. “Anything and everything.”

      She turned her head just enough to look at me. Her lips were right there. A small movement and we’d be kissing. I realized I was staring at her lips and pulled my eyes back up to hers. Contrary to Serena’s, Isaac’s, and Lucas’s opinions, I wasn’t blind. Nor was I made of stone.

      I dropped my eyes back to her lips and she tilted her head back in a silent invite.

      “What’ll it be?” The magical bartender spoke, its voice easily cutting through the cacophony. It was part of the magic—he could always hear and be heard.

      “Oh,” she turned back toward it as I straightened once more, “something good but isn’t going to give me a hangover? I’m new to this whole magical drinking thing. Hunter?”

      “I’ll have the same,” I said, knowing it would hear me.

      It slid over two tumblers filled with a drink the color of absinthe, if absinthe glowed in the dark.

      Amelia held hers up, clinking it gently against mine. “To surviving my first year as a magician.”

      “To narrowly preventing the end of the world,” I answered. “Well done, Miss Cresswin.”

      Amelia beamed up at me before she tossed the drink back with a familiarity that suggested she wasn’t at all experienced with magical cocktails. I followed suit, my mouth puckering at the sweet and sour apple flavor combined with the fizz of magic.

      Amelia waved for another round, and I groaned. At least I could sober myself up before I went to bed. And I couldn’t leave her here, not after we’d basically just arrived. This time the drink was a sapphire blue and it went down with the feel of cool ice.

      “Magical drinks are fucking awesome,” she said, looking at the empty tumbler in awe.

      The song changed and Amelia’s eyes went wide with excitement. She tugged at my shirt toward the dance floor. “Come dance with me.”

      I stumbled after her like I’d had way more to drink, shaking my head. “Amelia—Amy, I’ve got two left feet. If you wanted someone to dance with, you should have made Isaac come.”

      “Pfft,” Amelia blew a raspberry at me before she shooed me away. “Go get me another drink then. Maybe purple this time. I’ve always liked purple.”

      She threw herself into the crowd and I made my way back to the bar, ordering her the requested drink. While I waited for her, I let my eyes linger on her dancing. Amelia was gorgeous in the silver dress Serena had threatened her into wearing. She was a spitfire, as ready to laugh as she was to throw a sarcastic or witty comment. I never kept up with societal expectations, but I knew she wasn’t as curvy as some men preferred; neither was she sharp edges like Serena. The memory of watching her come undone while Isaac fucked her made me want to bury my face in my hands and find the closest room to jack off. I don’t think I’d ever forget what she looked like.

      Apparently I wasn’t the only one to appreciate her tonight. Devon Kinnear, a junior and an elementalist like myself, sidled up behind her and I wanted to push through the crowd and shove him off of her. Especially when she shook her head and pushed him away, but he wrapped his hands around her hips insistently.

      The bartender set two purple drinks by me. They went ignored as I watched Amy scowl at the junior and shove at his chest. The dude wasn’t getting the fucking message. I pushed off the bar and into the crowd, uncaring if I stepped on any toes, literally or metaphorically.

      I slid my arm around Amelia’s waist, tugging her back against me as I pushed Devon back with a harsh grip on the shoulder. “She doesn’t want to dance,” I growled. “You’ve had enough to drink.”

      He held up his hands, “Fuck, Webb; I didn’t know she was yours.”

      “Hey!” Amelia spat in disgust. “Fuck that. I’m my own woman.” But Devon had already disappeared into the crowd and she harrumphed. She turned in my arm, and I didn’t want to let go of her. “Thanks for the rescue.”

      “Anytime,” I said, letting myself enjoy the feel of her against me. Her grin turned impish and I narrowed my eyes at her. “What?”

      “You have to dance with me now,” she declared as she threw her arms around my shoulders, lacing her fingers together behind my neck.

      “You really don’t want that,” I tried to back out.

      “It’s fine—”

      “I don’t know how,” I blurted, and she blinked up at me.

      “It’s easy,” she said and reached down to guide my other hand to her waist. “At the risk of sounding like Serena, it’s like having sex... to music, surrounded by a lot of people.”

      I didn’t know which the worst or best part of that analogy was. But I risked pulling her closer and I swallowed hard at the feeling of her hips gyrating against mine. I must not have been awful as I started to move with her, since she closed her eyes and smiled.

      I could feel the alcohol hitting me, the magic enhancing the experience, but having Amelia in my arms is what made me feel drunk. I relaxed into the music, moving with her, the crowd pushing against us as the strobe lights flashed in time with the deafening music. I couldn’t help watching Amelia’s face as she danced, losing herself to it. I felt out of breath and I knew it was because of her.

      Her hair was falling out of the updo she’d twisted it into, sweat glistening on her forehead, strands of her hair plastered to her face. I reached up to push her hair back out of her eyes.

      Her eyes opened, staring into mine. We froze, immobile in the crowd around us, and my stomach dropped, heat racing through me at the look she gave me.

      “Hunter.” I read her lips more than heard her whisper my name. I slid my fingers into her hair, tilting her head back.

      “Hunter,” Isaac’s Whisper cut through the music. “Nathan’s awake.”

      I froze, my lips hovering above Amelia’s. She’d frozen, too, and her eyes widened. “Did you—”

      “Isaac,” I said. “He just told me Nathan woke up.”

      We parted, though our hands still clung to one another. The ache of two competing desires threatened to tear me in half.

      Amelia let go first. “We should go,” she said. “We can… pick this up later?”

      I didn’t answer her. Anything I said might have turned out wrong. Instead, I let her lead me away from the dancing, into the thick crowd and to the exit.

      The entire walk back to the Academy building and the clinic, my thoughts raced down two lanes, occasionally crashing into one another. Nathan was awake. I had him back. Really back. Amelia could finally meet him. Finally, we’d have answers, and everything could go back to being… well, I wouldn’t call it simple. But at least clear. I hoped.

      We pushed through the clinic doors and raced through the main clinic to the room they had Nathan in. He was sitting up, eyes open, talking to Lucas and Isaac. I froze in the doorway, so suddenly that Amelia nearly ran into me. “Nathan…”

      “Hunter,” Nathan said. “It’s good to…”

      Amelia peeked out from behind me.

      Nathan’s eyes went to her, and he looked like he’d seen worse than the Abyss. “No,” he breathed. “No, no—I thought I… she can’t be here.”

      “What?” Lucas asked.

      Nathan grew animated, then frantic as he pushed himself off the bed. Lucas and Isaac had to grab him to keep him from harming himself as he threw himself in Amelia’s direction.

      “Nathan, what the hell is the matter?” I asked. “Talk to us—Nathan!”

      “Her,” Nathan howled. “She can’t be here! She’s the harbinger! She’ll destroy everything! She’s what I was trying to stop!”
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        Chapter One

        Amelia

      

      

      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 doorframes 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.
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