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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Lee Amaranth never lied to any of his clients. He was open about just how rare ghosts were, manifesting perhaps once per million human deaths and often lingering for less than a month before dissolving into ambient arcane essence. He never intentionally provided fuel for anyone’s tragic postmortem fantasies. 
 
    Lee always made an attempt at getting the people who hired him to understand exactly what it was they were dealing with. It didn’t matter which term they preferred: ghosts, spirits, wraiths, specters, spooks, phantoms—all just different flavors of the same phenomenon. They were imprints of people, more like echoes or distorted reflections than despondent souls. Bundles of tangled arcane essence along with a scattering of memories, all tied around a usually unachievable last goal or desire. 
 
    Lee had learned early on that the job of a freelance mystic wasn’t to “put the departed to their final rest” or any such high-minded nonsense. It was to take people’s money, commune with a ghost if one was truly present, handle it if it was dangerous, and above all, provide closure.  
 
    Closure with a capital fucking C. Time and time over, he’d learned just how elusive and impossible it really was. He’d turned down grieving widows, women desperate for him to commune with their dead husbands who’d never left behind a ghost to begin with. He’d turned down grieving parents, wounded people so heart-wrenching to interact with that he didn’t let his mind wander onto those memories without a good reason. 
 
    Lee pushed the door to the aircraft hangar open and stepped into the cold, unilluminated space that lay beyond. The sight of the ghost hovering in the corner of the building’s sprawling, singular chamber was enough to make his jaw clench with anticipation, even though he’d known it would be there and had spent the better part of the previous day asking about the personality of the man it had once been. 
 
    Was this how his clients had felt on those rare occasions when his services had allowed them to chase down an answer to that one last question?  
 
    He took a breath and knocked on the door with his hand. It was a few degrees below freezing, and the sensation of his knuckles rapping against the cold, rusted metal ran straight through his bones. 
 
    “Dennis?” called Lee. “Can I talk with you for a minute?” 
 
    He saw the ghost slowly turn to face him, its face still frozen in the oblivious, empty expression common to lesser spiritual entities. It was whitish blue in color, with a somewhat holographic appearance, though small wafts of spirit essence still billowed around its lower half, like condensation in the freezing cold. 
 
    “Dennis O’Malley,” said Lee, as he began walking forward. “You were a worker here, one of the unloaders for a few less-than-legal items from a certain cargo jet.” 
 
    The ghost blinked several times in quick succession before raising his arms and adopting a posture that was significantly more hostile than what Lee would have liked to see. He reached a hand into his bag, sliding his fingers past the silver kris dagger, past the ritual powder, and settling on the new purchases he’d made earlier that morning. 
 
    “Easy there,” said Lee. “I’m a friend. Here.” 
 
    Lee pulled out a turkey bacon sandwich, a beer, and a pack of cigarettes. He held them outstretched in both arms, flashing an open smile as he watched the ghost scanning over the offering. There was awareness in those eyes, more than he’d seen in some of the spirits he’d banished. Enough to tell him that he had at least a chance of finding out what he wanted to know. 
 
    “What is this?” muttered Dennis. “Are you the devil, finally come to collect my soul?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then…” Dennis took a wavering step forward. “Are you an angel? Did I do it? Am I finally being called up?” 
 
    “Afraid I’m not that either,” said Lee. “I’m not even sure that there is an up or down when it comes to, you know, the afterlife. I’m just a guy who can see ghosts, old timer.” 
 
     “Who you callin’ old?” snapped Dennis. “And what do you expect me to do with this shit?” 
 
    He slapped an ethereal hand through the food and vices Lee was still holding. The chill of the ghost’s intangible hand making contact sent a fluttering chill through him but didn’t do much else. That was a good sign, especially if Dennis turned out to be less agreeable than he’d initially assumed. 
 
    “I can help you with that,” said Lee. “Here.” 
 
    He sucked in a slow breath, letting his eyes defocus as he breathed out. Pulling a ghost into his mystic stream was a simple matter of relaxation and will. It reminded him of looking at one of the 3-D Magic Eye books he’d enjoyed as a child, and the analogy fit remarkably well, given the overall effect of using his ability. 
 
    Dennis O’Malley’s ghost gained color, form, and presence as Lee expanded his mystic stream outward to fill the nearby area. In every obvious way, he looked as though he’d been restored to life. Of course, the three gunshot wounds were still there, each one nestled above blood stains that ran down the cargo worker’s blue jumper like accidental splotches of red paint.  
 
    He’d been a middle-aged man with broad shoulders, a receding hairline, and a face markedly more wrinkled on the left side than the right. He was now staring at Lee in confusion, his eyes darting about the aircraft hangar as though he was planning on making a run for it. 
 
    “It’s just a little trick I learned when I was a kid,” said Lee. “It lets me interact with you. I can see you and talk to you without it, but this way…” 
 
    He slowly held out his arm and tapped the beer against Dennis’s shoulder, which was made corporeal, at least temporarily, within the confined reality of Lee’s mystic stream. The man’s jaw fell open, and Lee couldn’t resist grinning back at him as he twisted the easy open bottle cap off the brew. 
 
    “You can eat, drink, and even smoke, hence my gifts,” said Lee. “I figured you were probably getting bored to tears just standing around in this hangar. Not enough people for you to mess with in here.” 
 
    Dennis continued to stare at the beer. Lee rolled his eyes and took a sip of it. 
 
    “No trick, it’s not poisoned, though I’m not sure it would even matter if it was.” He held it out again. “It’s a bitch to buy beer when you’re underage. Don’t let my efforts go to waste.” 
 
    “Kid, I don’t know why you’re doing all this… and I don’t think I care. Thank you.” 
 
    Dennis finally accepted the beer, which was a novel act in itself. Lee was still holding the bottle, and from his perspective within the mystic stream, it looked as though Dennis had pulled a twin beer out of nothing. It was a quirk of how his ability worked, creating an imprint of objects that the ghosts could take with them that was separate from the physical base they were created from. 
 
    Lee clinked the neck of his bottle against Dennis’s, and they both took a sip. The old man let out a noise that was half laugh and half gasp, before downing the rest of the beer in a few eager gulps.  
 
    “There’s also a sandwich and some cigs,” said Lee. “Take your time.” 
 
    Dennis let out a small grunt. Lee lit a cigarette for the ghost, passed him the sandwich and another beer, and then gave him room to enjoy himself. Ten minutes later, Dennis slumped to a seat against the hangar’s wall and let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “You want something,” said Dennis. “Damn it. What are you going to make me do in return for this?” 
 
    “Answer a few questions,” said Lee. “That’s all.” 
 
    “What happens if I don’t want to talk?” 
 
    Lee reached into his bag and slowly removed the silver kris dagger. He didn’t pull it out of its ornate oak scabbard, but simply held it in one hand, making the potential threat clear. 
 
    “If I have to, I’ll disable you with silver, absorb you, and hope that whatever memories come through with your essence can answer my questions,” said Lee. “But come on. That’s no fun for either of us, now is it?” 
 
    Dennis shrugged. “I guess it ain’t. Fine, you win, kid. What do you want to know? Who our supplier was? Or who we were selling the drugs to?” 
 
    Lee shook his head. He reached into his pocket and pulled out Zoe’s photo. It was from her junior year of high school, one of the last good ones taken of his sister before her disappearance. 
 
    “Have you seen this girl?” asked Lee. “It might have been recently, it might have been a couple of years ago. Did she ever come through this airport?” 
 
    “Kid, you’re out of your fucking mind if you think I could remember a face that well.” 
 
    Lee nodded slowly. “Figured I’d give it a shot. In that case, what can you tell me about Primhaven University?” 
 
    The ghost froze in midmovement, holding his cigarette a few inches from his lips. 
 
    “Was she one of the kids that ran off to that old, frozen college?” asked Dennis. “Lots of them take a flight out and never come back. I’ve heard some ridiculous rumors about that place, I tell you. Stuff about a cult of ‘wizards’ and ‘witches’ teaching them god knows what. Crazy world we live in these days.” 
 
    “Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “I don’t, but I know a few people who might take you there, for the right amount of money,” said Dennis. “Given what you’ve done for me, I see no reason why I shouldn’t help you out.” 
 
    Lee tried to keep the victory from showing on his face as he continued sipping his own beer. He’d spent five years waiting to hear from his sister, searching for any clue as to what might have happened to her. He’d tried to find out anything he could about the school and never managed to scrounge up so much as a central phone number, let alone the name or email address of an administrator or faculty member. 
 
    “They say you have to be a fricking mage to get into that school.” Dennis shot Lee a look, then burst into laughter. “Ridiculous, all of it.” 
 
    “That’s pretty rich, coming from a ghost.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Dennis. “I guess it is. Say, are you some kind of mage, too? Is that how you’re doing this?” 
 
    “Far from it,” said Lee. 
 
    “Then what is it you think you’re going to do when you get there?” asked Dennis. 
 
    Lee shrugged. 
 
    “Get some closure.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Two weeks and a significant chunk of his life savings later, Lee was on a plane. It was a small plane, small enough to make him question how much rattling and shaking was really to be expected during takeoff and landing. 
 
    He’d spent most of the time following up on the leads he’d found through Dennis. Few of the people he’d talked to in the small Alaskan town that was Zoe’s last known location outside of Primhaven had been able to tell him anything about the school or about her.  
 
    It was essentially what Lee had been expecting. He remembered the way Zoe had spoken of the university, back when she was finishing her senior year and trying to figure out what would come next. She’d told him that it was a school for mages. Lee had known about Zoe’s magic, the Potential, as those aware of the supernatural called it, and she’d known about his mystic abilities. 
 
    He’d had so many questions for her, and she’d only seemed to know as much then as Lee felt like he knew now. Her reasons for leaving for Primhaven had been selfless. Independent mages and sorcerers tend to attract attention, even when they keep their heads down. Zoe had done it to protect him, her little brother, and she’d gone out of her way to make sure he’d be taken care of in her absence, orphans as they both were. 
 
    The plane started rattling again. It was cold inside the cabin, but given how far north they’d traveled, Lee expected it to be cold everywhere. The basic winter coat he’d relied on until that point seemed like something of a joke as the northern edge of Alaska’s frozen coast came into view. So much white, with the slightest hint of blue ice. The wind was a visible thing even from so high above, always carrying tufts of snow along with it. 
 
    The pilot brought the plane into a slow turn, and Lee spotted his destination. One of the details he had worked out from Dennis’s leads was that Primhaven was built next to a small settlement known as Gillum, Alaska. The people he asked had seemed to know as little about Gillum as they did about Primhaven, but it gave Lee solace to know that he’d at least have somewhere to stay, assuming the place had lodgings for travelers. 
 
    Gillum, from above, didn’t seem like much. A scattering of buildings, each with a snow-covered roof, and a few painted in bright pastel colors. Primhaven made even less of an impression on him. The campus was surrounded by a high, rather unnecessary-looking wall. The buildings within looked plain, decrepit, and extremely old. 
 
    The plane shook hard enough to feel as though it was staging a rebellion as it touched down on the long, empty airstrip. Lee had been half-expecting it to be carved into the ice or something, but it was a proper tarmac and seemed remarkably well-maintained given how remote it was. 
 
    The pilot came around to open the door for him. Lee thanked him and heard him grunt in response. He’d already paid for his flight and saw no need for further pleasantries, given that the man had made it clear that he had no intention of staying for longer than it took to drop Lee off. 
 
    The cold felt like a violation of Lee’s personal rights as he stepped out onto the ice. He’d thought far enough ahead to bring warm gloves with him, but his hands went to his ears as he felt a sneaking suspicion that they’d end up freezing off if he didn’t find a hat at some point. 
 
    He walked a few feet away from the runway, glancing back and forth between Primhaven to the north and Gillum to the south. His plan was to continue his investigation much in the same way he’d gone about it from the beginning. Ask questions, search for clues, and potentially find a way to get a tour of the campus so he could see it through his unusually perceptive eyes. 
 
    Lee felt a familiar heaviness in his chest as he tried not to envision the outcome that had so often infested his nightmares. He’d come thousands of miles to figure out what happened to Zoe, and part of him was terrified that he’d find her… as a ghost. 
 
    Five years without so much as a phone call, an email, or a letter. Lee had heard nothing from Primhaven, either. It was as though she’d just stopped existing at some point during her time at the school, stopped having any presence or influence in the world. 
 
    He pressed his hands over his ears and started walking toward the university’s gate. It was a large set of wooden double doors that looked a few centuries out of date, architecturally speaking. Lee wondered how the hell they managed to open it, especially after a snowstorm or ice build-up. He figured the answer was probably magic of some form or another. 
 
    Could he just knock? Was that a valid strategy? Knock on the door and start asking questions? He was just a random stranger, not a registered student, not even someone who’d called ahead. No, he needed to be more circumspect. He needed to know what the general attitude of the university’s administration was before trying something like that. He needed… 
 
    “Hello,” called a voice from Lee’s left. “Are you one of the new initiates waiting at the lodge in Gillum?” 
 
    One thing Lee had learned in his time as a freelance mystic and supernatural investigator is that there are certain questions that you always say yes to, without thinking and without hesitation. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lee. “Sorry, I felt like stretching my legs.” 
 
    The person who’d surprised him drew closer, and Lee saw that it was a woman. She was heavily bundled up, with a thick hooded winter jacket and a scarf, but from what he could see of her face he guessed that she was in her mid to late thirties. Her skin was caramel in color, and she was tall and slender. Her arms were crossed and there was an authoritative quality to her posture that made Lee think that she was a step above a normal instructor. 
 
    “You’re early,” said the woman. “Admissions don’t officially start until three pm. Are you already preregistered? What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lee Amaranth,” he said. “Nice to meet you. I’m not sure if I’m preregistered yet? I didn’t realize that was required.” 
 
    It wasn’t his real name, of course. He’d come up with it back when he’d first started advertising his mystic services online, since people were far more willing to take “Lee Amaranth” seriously than his birth name, “Eldon Brock.” Potentially, they could still trace his pseudonym back to him, but it wasn’t as though Lee actually planned on committing any crimes other than trespassing. The slight insulation the false identity gave him from whatever mischief he got himself into would probably be enough. 
 
    “I am Lead Instructor Mattis,” said the woman. “I handle admissions for all new initiates. I’ll add you to the provisional list, Lee.” 
 
    She shook his hand, giving it a surprisingly strong squeeze, and looked up toward the sky. The weather was overcast, but she seemed to read something in the clouds, almost in the same way a regular person might check a pocket watch. 
 
    “Hmmm, the hour does approach,” said Mattis. “There’s no point in sending you back to the lodge. You may wait here with me for now, Lee Amaranth.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what to say. Asking too many direct questions about Zoe might give his ruse away. Asking questions about the university itself, in the same vein, might reveal that he was suspiciously ignorant of some critical piece of information or obvious fact that he would have otherwise known. 
 
    He rubbed his hands against his cold ears again and took in his surroundings. As his eyes passed across the wall surrounding the campus, Lee saw something that made him suck in a quick breath. 
 
    Ghosts tend to stand out when seen through a mystic’s eyes. This one caught Lee’s attention instantly. It was the ghost of a girl in a wide, flowing dress, walking along the top of the wall, gazing down at the snow below. 
 
    His palms went clammy as his mind immediately jumped to the obvious conclusion. But no, it wasn’t Zoe. The ghost had long hair, while his sister had always kept hers short. Zoe had been unusually tall for a girl, but the ghost had a petite figure. 
 
    Mattis frowned at Lee and followed his gaze upward. Part of him had been expecting the mages of Primhaven to have some sort of secret skill for mimicking his own ability and sensing spooks, but if such a thing was possible, it wasn’t an extension of the Lead Instructor’s talents. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Mattis. “Did you see something on the wall?” 
 
    Lee opened his mouth, but before he could answer, a girlish giggle came from above, followed by a large clump of snow being dislodged. Mattis was quick enough to get partially out of the way, but some of the snow still struck her on the shoulder. The giggles turned into a full, rolling laugh, high-pitched, like a beautiful bell. Lee couldn’t resist letting out a chuckle of his own as he glanced up at the petite ghost and saw the way she was grinning and leaning over the wall’s lip. 
 
    “Do you find the falling snow amusing?” asked Mattis. 
 
    Her tone was challenging, but not sharp or incisive. Lee shrugged and tried to ignore the awkwardness left in the wake of the moment as Mattis brushed snow out of her hood. Luckily, he didn’t have to endure it for long. A group of thirteen people slowly began making their way out of Gillum and up the gravel path toward Primhaven. They were all more appropriately dressed for the weather than he was, and it seemed as though at least some of them knew each other already. 
 
    There was another aspect about them that stood out to Lee, as someone who’d spent most of his adult life reading the posture and body language of both people and ghosts. They all looked resolved, almost as though they were heading into battle and were each wearing their guarded emotions in their stances. 
 
    A tall man on the far left of the group walked with an indignant air about him, chest puffed out, chin held high. A shorter teenager had his hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped, despair visible in the way his gaze stayed locked on the snow in front of him. 
 
    Most of them were around Lee’s age, but there were a few outliers. A plump woman in a heavy white winter coat looked to be in her early thirties, and there was a boy who couldn’t have been older than twelve or thirteen, based on his body proportions.  
 
    As the group closed the last few feet, a cute girl with strands of auburn hair poking out of her pink coat came to stand next to Lee. He gave her a nod, and she returned a smile. 
 
    “Did you just arrive?” she whispered. “I haven’t seen you in town.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lee. “Very last-minute. Lee Amaranth.” 
 
    “Eliza Willis,” said the girl.  
 
    They didn’t have time to exchange more than their names, as Lead Instructor Mattis was already clearing her throat and gesturing for silence. Two of the new arrivals, apparently also instructors rather than students, had joined her on either side. 
 
    “Welcome to the Primhaven University of Arcane Arts and Magical Sciences,” said Mattis. “As I’m sure many of you already know, Primhaven has served as an alternative academic institution for magically gifted students outside of the traditional education loop. I see no need to beat around the bush. You’re all here because you’re either too old, have special needs, behavioral concerns, or various other mitigating factors.” 
 
    Mattis slowly let her gaze drift across the group. Lee found it extremely hard to hold eye contact with her. He opted to look back up at the wall instead, searching for the pretty ghost he’d seen before but not finding her. 
 
    “Simply put, this is the end of the line.” Mattis let out a tired, somewhat vulnerable sigh. “In recent years, the Order of Chaldea has become deeply concerned about the danger presented by untrained, uneducated mages outside of their control. Those of you who fail the admissions test or wash out during the academic semester before achieving disciple status will be forced to undergo the Cropping.” 
 
    A murmur passed through the group, despite Mattis’s intensity. Lee frowned and leaned his head in close to Eliza. 
 
    “The Cropping?” he whispered. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Eliza didn’t answer him with words. She turned and met his eyes, mouth open, face pale, and shook her head slightly. 
 
    It was in that moment that Lee remembered one of the other important lessons he’d learned in his time as a freelance mystic. There are certain questions that you should always, always say no to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    The hair on the back of Lee’s neck stood up straight, and it wasn’t because of the cold. The other two instructors who’d initially been standing with Mattis at the beginning of her speech had moved to position themselves behind and on either side of the group. It didn’t take much guesswork for him to figure out that they were intentionally penning the potential initiates in, ready to swoop on any of them that tried to run. 
 
    “Tell me,” Lee hissed to Eliza. “What does it mean to go through the Cropping?” 
 
    Eliza was about to answer when the instructor standing nearest to Lee held a finger up to her lips and shushed them into silence. The instructor was a surprisingly young blonde woman, tall and curvaceous, beautiful to the point that it was almost annoying. Next to her, Lead Instructor Mattis had taken a list out of her jacket and was carefully examining it. 
 
    “I will call you forward in the order of your initial arrival,” she said. “Kristoff Gusman, you will be first.” 
 
    The tall young man Lee had seen walking with puffed-up confidence earlier strode forward. He was closer to him in age than he’d initially thought, probably within a year or two of Lee, just out of high school. 
 
    “To answer the question that I’m sure you all have on the tips of your tongues, yes, my father is the great Olaf Gusman,” said Kristoff. “The only reason I’m at this frozen shithole is because of the recent change in policy by the Order of Chaldea on accepting home-schooled students. I am as capable in my spellcraft as any of the alumni of Stonepath Academy.” 
 
    “That’s quite enough,” said Mattis. “The test is simple, Kristoff. Please demonstrate a basic spell from one of the five primary schools of magic. Elemental, nature, conjuration, illusion, or alteration.” 
 
    “Can I cast one from each?” Kristoff let out a forced laugh. “I suppose there’s no need.” 
 
    He held his arms out in front of him in what almost looked like a combat stance, a way of standing that would have fit easily into a fluid, momentum-based martial art. Then, Kristoff exhaled, whispering something under his breath as he shot an arm forward, palm first. A small plume of flame burst forth harmlessly into the open air, similar to a blast from a flamethrower. 
 
    Kristoff grinned and took a bow. Lee couldn’t help but roll his eyes. He watched as Kristoff took a single step toward the university’s gate before proceeding to fall head over heels as his foot slipped on the ice. A tiny giggle came from behind Lee, and he looked over his shoulder to see the petite ghost girl holding her hands over her mouth. 
 
    “Very good, Kristoff,” said Mattis. “That is acceptable. And in the future, watch your step while walking outside of the university. The ice is treacherous.” 
 
    Kristoff swore under his breath as he rose to his feet. Mattis continued down the list, calling another student forward. It was the older woman, who gave a resolved nod and made her way forward without hesitation. 
 
    Outside of a few words spoken by the Lead Instructor and each of the potential students taking the test, the area outside the university was silent. The howl of the icy wind was the only ambient noise, and it fit Lee’s mood perfectly, as his intuition caught up with the situation in which he’d placed himself. 
 
    He couldn’t cast any spells, and it wasn’t as though he hadn’t tried before. When Zoe had first discovered that she had the Potential at the tender age of 12, Lee’s childish envy had pushed him to attempt to follow in her footsteps.  
 
    He just didn’t have it in him, which he’d come to consider to be a blessing after a while. Mystics were exceedingly rare in the supernatural world, seemingly ignored and overlooked by the Order of Chaldea. He’d never had to disguise his abilities or think of the consequences of applying them for his own gain, given how minor and benign they were. Up until that moment, there’d never been a situation when he’d felt like he actually needed the power to cast arcane spells. 
 
    “Toma Fujino,” said Mattis.  
 
    A few others had been called up while Lee had been lost in his thoughts, and they’d all managed a spell without much trouble. The next in line to take the test, the teenager named Toma Fujino, seemed to drag his feet as he made his way forward. 
 
    “Uh, alright,” he muttered. “A spell. Just need to cast a spell.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together and took a deep breath. Lee caught a glimpse of Toma’s face and immediately felt a stab of sympathy. There were deep bags under the boy’s eyes from lack of sleep, and his brow was heavily furrowed. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Toma,” said Mattis. 
 
    Toma nodded his head. He assumed a different casting stance than Lee had seen from the others, bringing his hands up to either side of his face almost like blinders. He continued taking loud breaths, sucking in air and coughing slightly as he exhaled. A vein became visible in his forehead, and Toma made a low, grunting noise. 
 
    “The goal is to cast a spell, not shit your pants,” called Kristoff.  
 
    Toma’s face turned bright red, and he lost his footing as though someone had physically pushed him. Lee found himself rooting for him as he started over, setting his hands into his casting stance and putting every ounce of his will into the act of casting his spell. 
 
    His grunting grew even louder. Kristoff made another joke which set a few of the students who’d already passed their exam into a raucous round of laughter. Toma ignored it this time, and after a few more seconds, a tiny sphere of light appeared in front of him, no larger than a marble, but glowing bright. 
 
    “There!” gasped Toma. He fell forward onto his knees. “Is… is that enough?” 
 
    Lead Instructor Mattis sighed. 
 
    “Yes, that should do,” she said. “This only gives you Initiate status, Toma. You’ll need to make a significant amount of progress moving forward, if…” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence, which brought the Cropping and whatever it entailed back to the front of Lee’s awareness. The way Toma broke into desperate, almost addled-sounding laughter as he made his way over to stand in line by the gate only further emphasized the stakes. 
 
    Lee turned to Eliza, interested in getting a genuine answer out of her concerning what happened if—when—he failed the admissions test. She was already stepping forward in anticipation of her own test, however. 
 
    “Eliza Willis,” said Lead Instructor Mattis. 
 
    Eliza only took the time to pull her hood back before crossing her arms over her chest and letting out a quick exhale. A shimmering field of blue energy composed of tiny, glowing spheres began spinning around her, causing her hair to flutter, and preventing the windblown snow from getting any closer to her. It was even more impressive than Kristoff’s casual display of talent, and Lee wasn’t the only one who noticed. 
 
    “Impressive,” said Kristoff. “You’re probably the best here, outside of myself.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough, Eliza,” said Mattis. “Thank you.” 
 
    Eliza looked visibly relieved as she let her spell subside. She held a hand over her heart and made her way to join the line on shaky legs. Lee rubbed his sweaty palms together. It was just him and one other potential initiate left. 
 
    “David Johnson,” said Lead Instructor Mattis. 
 
    The teenager standing next to Lee took a step back, shaking his head. 
 
    “I… I can’t,” he said. “Please! I didn’t choose to be here. My magic doesn’t work like the others, it’s only when I’m angry!” 
 
    “David,” said Mattis. “You need to take the test.” 
 
    “But I’ll fail it!” he shouted. “I know I will! Then you’ll force me to undergo the Cropping, and I’ll forget my brothers, my dad. Damn it, even the girl I love is associated with the Order.” 
 
    “Harper, if you would,” said Mattis. 
 
    The blonde, female instructor that had been standing behind Lee pushed her way by him. She held one hand out, grasping at her wrist with the other, and sharply exhaled. A set of purple bindings appeared around David’s wrists and began dragging him forward. Lee’s anxiety got the better of him and he couldn’t help but ask the crucial question. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” he asked. “What does the Cropping do to a person?” 
 
    Surprisingly, Harper was the one that replied. She had intense blue eyes, as cold as the snow and the ice, and she let them settle on Lee for an instant while still maintaining the spell that held David. 
 
    “How is it that you don’t know already?” she asked. 
 
    Lee shook his head, not liking the way Harper’s gaze narrowed in suspicion. She wasn’t that much older than he was, maybe in her mid-twenties, and scarily beautiful in the way that only a few lucky women are. 
 
    “It’s a necessary precaution,” said Mattis. “There is no way to truly remove the Potential from a mage. The Cropping is a regiment of dream weaving, illusion magic, that selectively destroys certain parts of a person’s memory.” 
 
    “You’re saying you can make someone forget that they can cast magic?” asked Lee. 
 
    “It’s a… broader process than that,” said Mattis. 
 
    “The Cropping removes any memory even tangentially related to the supernatural,” said Harper, in a flat voice. “You’ll forget everything you know about Primhaven, magic, and any memories you have of any mage you’ve encountered. Regardless of whether they’re friends, family, or minor acquaintances.” 
 
    Lee’s hands went to his head even as he tried to stifle his reaction. For five years, he’d searched for Zoe and made barely any progress. He was so close now, so fucking close, and he’d put himself in a situation where he’d end up quite literally forgetting all about her. 
 
    He’d come looking for closure, and the version of it he was about to get was like having his heart ripped out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    David Johnson’s test involved a significant amount of begging, screaming, and outright sobbing. Lee only managed to watch for about five seconds before looking away, though he wasn’t the only one. Most of the initiates who’d passed the test turned their attention elsewhere. Kristoff, however, had a sadistic grin on his face as he watched the turmoil of David’s failure, as though it confirmed something fundamental to his worldview. 
 
    “Instructor Constantine, if you would?” said Mattis. 
 
    “No!” shouted David. “Please! Just let me go! I promise I won’t use my magic. It’ll be like, like…like…” 
 
    The other Instructor, a bald, aged man with a thin build, held his hands up on either side of his face. He exhaled, and David stumbled in mid-sentence, his eyes closing as he collapsed to the ground. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” shouted Lee. 
 
    “He’s just asleep,” said Mattis. “Instructor Constantine will work the dream weaving over the next few hours, and David will be sent to some of his distant relatives. He’ll go on to lead a normal life. He’s actually kind of lucky.” 
 
    Lucky? Lee wanted to throw up. It wasn’t lucky, it wasn’t even fair. He rubbed his fingers against his temples, trying to focus on his breathing. He couldn’t handle the idea of forgetting about Zoe.  
 
    What would that even mean in terms of what he’d lose? All the situations where she’d gone out of her way to protect him when they’d been bouncing around foster homes. The time when she’d literally refused to let go of him when the social workers had attempted to move them to separate families, thousands of miles apart. 
 
    Zoe had risked it all by running away with him, using her wits and occasionally her magic to get them back into school in a new district. She had faked the existence of their grandparents with clever optical and audio illusions, stolen food for them with telekinesis. She had taken care of him, had all but revealed herself to the Order of Chaldea in doing so, which was why she’d had to leave for Primhaven in the first place. 
 
    Lee wanted to cry. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d cried, but he was on the verge of it now. 
 
    “Lee?” said Lead Instructor Mattis. “It’s your turn. Please, don’t make this as difficult as he did.” 
 
    Lee slowly nodded. He glanced around, wondering if he stood a shot at making a break for it. Harper was standing right behind him, close enough to seize his arm if she needed to. Not that she would, given how effectively she’d used her binding spell against David. 
 
    “He’s going to fail,” shouted Kristoff. “Just look at his face. How pathetic.” 
 
    “Shut up!” hissed Eliza. “He’s just nervous.” 
 
    Lee found himself appreciating the vote of confidence. It was something, at least. Enough to bring him back from the brink. He’d been in tough situations before. He’d gone up against specters that should have killed him, fought possessed men with a hundred pounds and half a foot on him. He could… 
 
    He blinked, taking a step forward as a ridiculous idea popped into his head. Glancing around, Lee caught sight of the cute ghost girl he’d seen earlier. She was kneeling in the snow, tracing patterns through the thin, upper layer of fresh powder with one finger. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Lee,” said Mattis, with a somewhat sympathetic sigh. 
 
    “He’s never going to be ready,” said Kristoff. “This is just sad. I almost can’t watch.” 
 
    Nobody stood up for Lee this time. He felt a hot flush come to his cheeks. It reminded him of his worst moments in high school, the times when he failed not from lack of preparation but because of circumstances outside of his control. Not having a change of athletic clothing for gym class, since he and Zoe had only ever had money for the clothes on their backs. Not having a graphing calculator for a math test, given how outside their means the expensive and pointless things were. 
 
    “I…” Lee ran a gloved hand through his hair. “I just need a second.” 
 
    A second for what? The ghost girl was looking at him, but her expression was a simple mixture of curiosity and confusion. Lee glanced from her to Lead Instructor Mattis and back again. 
 
    “Lee, I’m sorry,” said Mattis. “You’ll be alright. Stand over here with Harper until Instructor Constantine returns, and—” 
 
    “No!” snapped Lee. “I mean… just hold on. Please?” 
 
    He held out his hand toward the ghost, as though asking for her hand, even though she was far out of reach. She stood up and brushed her dress off, though it was of course already free of snow. Tapping a finger against her lips, the ghost slowly began walking toward him. 
 
    Lee nodded desperately and beckoned to her with his hand. The ghost girl smiled back at him, though it almost seemed like she was trying to keep her reaction contained. She rolled her eyes and shrugged. 
 
    “Just get him out of here,” shouted Kristoff. “He obviously doesn’t meet even the most basic requirements.” 
 
    Harper took hold of Lee’s shoulders. He struggled out of her grip, ignoring the way she fell into a casting stance in anticipation of restraining him further. 
 
    The ghost girl leaned over, formed a small snowball, and lifted it into the air. Several of the new initiates gasped, and Mattis’s mouth fell open slightly. 
 
    “That... is telekinesis,” said Mattis. “Conjuration magic.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Harper. “I think it’s clear that—” 
 
    Her answer was cut off by the snowball that struck her square in the face. The ghost girl broke out into beautiful laughter, laughter that only Lee could hear. He wanted to do the same, but Harper’s reaction left him wondering if he might need to dive for cover instead. Her eyes narrowed into furious slits, and he saw her shoulders shift as she turned to face him, hands twitching as though she was on the verge of flinging a spell.  
 
    Despite the dangerous tension, Lee breathed a sigh of relief as he looked over at Mattis and saw her give a slow nod. 
 
    “It appears as though Lee Amaranth has passed the test,” said Mattis. “Wouldn’t you agree, Instructor Harper?” 
 
    The blonde instructor said nothing. Lee didn’t dare turn around and face her. He walked over and fell in line with the other initiates, giving the ghost a subtle, appreciative bow on his way by. 
 
    “Good job!” said Eliza. “I get why it took you so long. Telekinesis can be really tricky.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lee. “More than you even know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “If you would all follow me please,” said Lead Instructor Mattis. 
 
    She strode up to the wooden doors set into Primhaven’s front gate and set her hand against the wood of the door on the right. A magic circle with a rune in the center glowed with blue light underneath her palm, and the door slowly began creaking open. 
 
    Mattis walked forward, letting the group of initiates follow behind her, with Harper bringing up the rear. Lee was last in line, and he could feel Harper’s gaze boring into his back. He really, really hoped that she wasn’t the type to turn something like an offhand snowball into a long-term grudge. 
 
    The group slowed almost immediately as the initiates entered the university’s campus, and Lee instantly understood why as soon as he’d passed beyond the wall. What he’d been expecting was essentially what he’d seen from overhead on the airplane descent: more snow, ice, and a collection of somewhat decrepit buildings. 
 
    Primhaven University was apparently even more cloistered from the surrounding world than it initially appeared. It was warm inside the walls, impossibly warm, warm enough to justify the thick blanket of carefully manicured green grass that Lee found himself walking across. 
 
    In fact, green appeared to be the color motif to which the entire campus paid respect. The nearby buildings close to Primhaven’s entrance were squat structures of grey and white stone with beautiful emerald-toned roofing tiles. Further within the grounds stood a surprising number of towers, at least five or six at a glance, all of which stretched upward far higher than he’d been expecting. High enough that they should have been visible above the college’s wall, even though Lee was sure he hadn’t seen them from outside. 
 
    One of them stood higher than the rest, and the sight of it took Lee’s breath away. It was a singular, central spire, near as tall as any of the skyscrapers in a major city, but far, far thinner. More prominent was the fact that a cluster of small, floating islands hovered around its upper tip, like hulking scoops of earth pulled loose and somehow set aloft. They moved, swaying back and forth in the same manner as loose scraps of driftwood might ride along calm waves. 
 
    “I’m sure this is a far cry from what most of you were expecting,” said Mattis. “Primhaven is an arcane university, and with that status comes many benefits. Some of you may have seen the college from overhead, or rather, the simple illusion veil that hides its inner workings from prying eyes. It’s a necessary precaution for us to take, of course.” 
 
    “How…” Eliza was the one who spoke first and gestured to the islands hovering around the tower in the distance. “How is that even possible? The level of arcane essence necessary for suspending islands of that size in the air would be…” 
 
    “Part of the reason why Primhaven was founded here is because of the wealth of magical resources nearby,” said Mattis. “The Zephaphine Islands are suspended through a direct link to a vein of pure arcanum crystal around the base of the First Tower. I’ll explain more about that during tomorrow’s full orientation. For now, I will show the male initiates to their dormitories, while Instructor Harper will show the female initiates to theirs.” 
 
    The surprisingly warm environment of Primhaven’s inner campus was too much for even Lee’s cheap parka. He pulled it off, along with his gloves, and noticed most of the other initiates doing likewise.  
 
    Eliza had a much fuller figure than her thick pink coat had let on, with most of that filling out being in the interesting, eye-catching places. She was wearing a low-cut maroon blouse with a frilled, tunic-style bottom, and it was the type of garment that made her generous chest all but impossible to ignore. 
 
    She smiled at Lee, though Kristoff and a few of the other male initiates were giving her just as much attention. Lee glanced around for something to distract from the wonders of Eliza’s cleavage, and his gaze settled on Harper in her place. 
 
    Instructor Harper was a tall woman and she seemed young for a full-fledged instructor. Her blonde hair was shiny and straight, and she’d woven it into an intricate braid which ran in between her shoulder blades, two-thirds of the way down to her waist. She had piercing blue eyes and full red lips, though the latter might have been enhanced by the sudden change of temperature that came with the shift into an artificial climate. 
 
    She wore a simple white long-sleeve shirt that was just baggy enough to hide the details of her upper body, along with black leggings that were much more honest about the taut curves of her buttocks. She was in good shape, and the thin scar that ran along the edge of Harper’s chin suggested that her conditioning served a practical purpose. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” said Harper, in a sharp voice. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    Half a dozen different quips and comebacks tickled the tip of Lee’s tongue. He was well aware of the fact that he would more than likely be back to his normal life within a day or two, once he’d gotten a chance to investigate the campus and figure out what had happened to Zoe. The temptation to be a smartass was almost overwhelming, but he managed to suppress it for the time being, and he shook his head. Instructor Mattis noticed the exchange and cleared her throat, dispelling some of the tension. 
 
    “Well then,” said Mattis. “Gentlemen, if you’ll follow me. The men’s dormitories are to the west of the gate. It goes without saying that men are not allowed inside the women’s dormitories during evening hours, and vice versa.” 
 
    “It does?” asked Lee. “We’re all adults, aren’t we? Isn’t that sort of thing…?” 
 
    He trailed off as he remembered the youngest of the initiates, the boy whose name he’d forgotten. He’d managed to pass the test without much trouble, and now, with his winter outer wear off, Lee could see that he hadn’t even reached puberty properly yet. 
 
    “Most of Primhaven’s students are adults, but not all of them,” said Mattis. “Because of that, the university adheres to gender housing policies similar to any boarding school. You will still have classes with the female initiates, but the obvious limitations apply to nighttime behavior.” 
 
    “What about instructors, though?” asked Lee. “Are they allowed to…?” 
 
    He trailed off as his general sense of judgement caught up with him. Mattis just stared at him, her eyes blinking a few times in quick succession, mouth turning into a thin-lipped frown. 
 
    “Mind your tongue, initiate,” she said. “This is an institute of learning. Remember why you’re here.” 
 
    Her advice was relevant, though not in the way that she’d probably intended it. Lee fell in line with the other initiates as Instructor Mattis led them toward the men’s dormitories. He scanned the campus, making note of each building’s position and trying to get a sense of where the best place would be to begin his investigation. 
 
    There were four separate dormitory buildings for the male students. Lee noted the copper plaques outside of each of them that denoted the different ranks the students subdivided into. They passed by the “Mage” dormitory, the “Adept” dormitory, and the “Disciple” dormitory before coming to a stop in front of the “Initiate” dorms. 
 
    “Several other groups of initiates have already arrived and taken up residence,” said Mattis. “Each of you will have an assigned roommate: Kristoff and Jermaine, Erik and Amano, Lee and Toma.” 
 
    Lee glanced over at Toma, the short Asian teenager who, outside of himself, had struggled the most during his entrance test. Toma made an “okay” sign with his fingers and grinned at him, seemingly pleased with the arrangement. 
 
    “You’ll have the next hour to get comfortable in your room before the ceremonial First Night Feast,” said Mattis. “Be sure to change into the initiate robes that you’ll find in your closets, which will serve as your official uniforms during school functions. You can still wear your regular clothing outside of class time, and the servants will be bringing your bags up from Gillum over the next few hours and delivering them to your rooms.” 
 
    Mattis read off the room numbers and each of the pairs headed into the building to get settled in. There was a central common room with couches, a TV, a communal bathroom, and several study nooks, along with a set of stairs leading up to the second floor. Lee and Toma’s room was near the entrance to the dormitory, which was convenient for Lee, given that he already planned on sneaking out that night to start his search. 
 
    The dorm room was larger than he’d been expecting, with two neatly made single-size beds, two desks in each of the corners nearest to the door, and a small trash can. There was storage space underneath each of the beds, along with a shared closet through an open doorway in the back where they found the clothing that Mattis had mentioned. 
 
    “Oh god,” groaned Toma. “That was so cracked. I’m so glad it’s over with. I thought I was going to throw up.” 
 
    “Same,” said Lee. “Did you know about the test beforehand?” 
 
    Toma shook his head. “I basically went into this blind. At least, nobody in my family warned ahead of time about this shit. I have literally no idea what’s going on.” 
 
    Lee let out a few sardonic chuckles. Toma glanced away, seeming to have misinterpreted his response. 
 
    “I’m the same,” he explained. “My older sister was—ah, I mean, nobody else in my family is a mage, either. I guess you could say I ended up here by accident.” 
 
    Toma furrowed his brow for a couple of seconds, then seemed to relax. 
 
    “I thought that might be the case. Fuck that test. It’s like they designed it to be as painful and anxiety-inducing as possible.” 
 
    “I’m just glad that it’s over with,” said Lee. 
 
    “It is, but it isn’t,” said Toma. “There’ll be more tests throughout the semester. Fuck, I feel like I should be practicing, or studying, or something right now. The last thing I want is to end up going through the Cropping.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” said Lee. 
 
    Toma sighed. “At least I’ll have a chance to relax tonight after dinner. You don’t mind if I do some reading in the dorm after my stuff gets here, do you? I guess I could do it out in the common room, but…” 
 
    He trailed off, but Lee didn’t need to hear him finish his thought to assume where it had been leading. The welcome that Kristoff had given to Toma had made it clear that his lack of magical aptitude would likely mark him as a target for harassment. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Lee. “I might have to borrow a book from you, since I didn’t exactly bring much with me.” 
 
    In reality, Toma reading would probably give him the breathing room he needed to sneak out and explore the university grounds. Lee tried not to smile as he considered how lucky he’d been in the random roommate draw. 
 
    His first move would have to be to get a sense of the school’s layout. A quick survey of their dorm led him to exactly what he needed. There was a simple map of the college on the back of their door. Lee traced a finger to and from the relevant landmarks with his fingers, his eyes settling on the Library, and the smaller room inside of it labeled “The Archives.” 
 
    The experience of the admission test had given Lee a small amount of insight and hope into one of the potential scenarios that would have resulted in Zoe disappearing in the way she had. She might have failed that test. It was a little hard for him to imagine, given how capable she’d been with her magic, but if she somehow had failed, then her memory of the supernatural would have been wiped clean, potentially including him, given his abilities as a mystic. 
 
    It was both a comforting and a frightening thought. Zoe could still be alive, but completely ignorant of her relationship with him. Ignorant of the fact that at one time, the two of them had sworn to always look out for each other, that they’d both been as close as a brother and sister could possibly be. 
 
    “I still feel sick,” said Toma. “I’m going to try to calm down in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Take deep breaths,” said Lee. 
 
    He would find his way into the Archives, search for clues related to Zoe’s disappearance, and sneak out once he’d found what he was looking for. 
 
    Once he’d thanked a certain ghost for her unimaginably helpful role in the process, of course. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    With Toma in the bathroom, Lee decided to take the opportunity to change into the initiate robe that Mattis had mentioned. He found two different sizes of robes in the closet and was surprised by how perfectly they seemed to match his and Toma’s relevant builds. 
 
    The robes were a mixture of grey and blue, with a thick navy belt around the waist that was purely ornamental, given the buttons running up the front. The sleeves had tight elastic cuffs that allowed the sleeves to be pulled up easily, and the lower half had slits cut along the legs to provide a decent amount of leg mobility. 
 
    Lee was still trying to figure out how to pull the thing on as he made his way out of the closet, and he almost tripped over himself in surprise at what he found waiting for him. Instructor Harper was in his dorm room, standing over his bag. She was holding his kris dagger in her hands, staring down into the polished sheen of the serrated blade’s broadside. 
 
    “How did you come by this weapon, and what do you need it for?” she asked. 
 
    Lee did his best to keep from letting how far off balance she’d thrown him show in his expression. 
 
    “It was a gift from a friend,” he said. “I keep it close for good luck.” 
 
    Harper lowered the knife. It was so hard to hold eye contact with her, given, well, basically everything about her. She was so beautiful that it felt unfair, and Lee suddenly didn’t know where to put his gaze.  
 
    There was the thin scar running along her chin, faded, but too straight and purposeful to not have a story behind it. There was her body, a combination of taut muscle, athletic thighs, and full breasts. There was the dagger, his dagger, which she still held in her hand.  
 
    “Do you finding yourself getting lucky often, Lee?” asked Harper. 
 
    “More often than most.” 
 
    Lee took two slow steps forward, refusing to be the first one to turn away. It was a lesson he’d learned time and time again when dealing with dangerous specters. Looking away gave them too much room, too much freedom. If Harper wanted to scrutinize him, she would get the same intensity in return. 
 
    “Was that what happened during your entrance exam?” asked Harper. “Dumb luck? Or perhaps some performance anxiety?” 
 
    Lee smiled, showing her his teeth. “I think the snowball smudged your makeup, Instructor. You might want to clean yourself up.” 
 
    Harper didn’t react for what felt like a solid minute, though it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. The side of her mouth quirked up slightly. The room was silent, and Lee could hear her breathing in as she prepared to speak her next words. 
 
    “I’ll hold onto this for now, if you don’t mind,” said Harper. 
 
    “I do mind.” Lee stepped forward and grabbed her wrist, putting himself directly within Harper’s personal space. He felt her breasts through her shirt as they brushed against his bare chest for a few tantalizing, glorious seconds. 
 
    And then, everything was upside down, and Lee was in pain. The afterimage of bright green light left in the center of his vision was enough to tell him that Harper had cast a spell, probably some type of alteration shield, to fling him back. 
 
    “Never put your hands on an instructor, Initiate Amaranth,” said Harper.  
 
    She readjusted her robes and crouched down by Lee’s crumpled form. He managed to preserve a small amount of dignity by rising to a sitting position. Harper leaned in close, almost as though she was about to kiss him. 
 
    “You should familiarize yourself with the rules of this school,” said Harper. “I’m going to be keeping my eye on you until you do.” 
 
    “Feel free,” said Lee. “I’m an open book, Instructor.” 
 
    He was whispering, for some reason. She was still right there, far closer than she should have been, given the fact that Lee had just tried to forcibly pry a dagger from her hand. She was close enough that if he wanted to, he could simply reach out and… 
 
    “Oh!” said Toma in a surprised voice. “Whoops! I, uh, didn’t realize.” 
 
    Harper sighed as she stood up, turning and crossing her arms over her breasts. “Initiate Fujino. Dinner will begin shortly. You should get dressed. As should you, Initiate Amaranth.” 
 
    She made a point of glancing down at Lee’s kris dagger, which she still held in her hands, as she made her way toward the door. Lee made eye contact with her for one more intense, emotionally charged instant before she slipped into the hallway. Toma waited a few seconds before furrowing his brow and glancing at him. 
 
    “What was that about?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I figure it out myself,” said Lee. 
 
    Losing his kris dagger was irritating, though not a major setback. It wouldn’t stop him from exploring the campus even if it would now be under Instructor Harper’s increased scrutiny. He’d carried that weapon with him for years, however, and there was a sentimental quality to it that had him already plotting how he might manage to sneak into her chambers, wherever they were, and steal it back. 
 
    Any silver weapon wielded by a mystic could do damage against ghosts and break through most supernatural defenses. Lee couldn’t help but scowl as he considered what might happen if he encountered a disagreeable specter before he managed to retrieve his dagger or find something to use in its place. The ghost that’d helped him during the admission test had seemed nice enough, but her presence implied that the school didn’t have anything close to proper defenses against those sorts of entities. 
 
    Lee let the matter drop as he pulled on one of his initiate robes. It was a much tighter fit than he’d been expecting, and it felt more like a costume than what he would have normally considered to be a robe. He pulled the hood up and glanced in the mirror on the back of the closet door, whistling appreciatively. 
 
    “Damn, dude,” said Toma. “That’s a good look on you.” 
 
    Toma hadn’t been quite so lucky. His robe fit him alright from the waist up, but his small stature meant that the hanging skirt dragged ever so slightly along the floor. He leaned over to lift it up and made an annoyed sound. 
 
    “They must have like a resident tailor or something, right?” he asked. 
 
    “You can always hope.” 
 
    A bell chimed to sound the hour, ringing through the dorm and the common room in a fashion that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. A few of the other male initiates began making their way toward the dormitory’s exit. 
 
    “I think that’s our cue to report in for dinner,” said Lee. 
 
    The two of them made their way outside, following along with the other initiates without joining any of the other clumps that had formed. Lee took the chance to take another close look at the campus, scanning over the nearby buildings and physical features. 
 
    There was a statue of an attractive woman wielding a staff and wearing a robe near what appeared to be the center of Primhaven’s grounds. Her expression was distant and aloof in much the same way as all statues, but strangely, her eyes were the exception. Lee tried not to notice how they almost seemed to follow him and the other initiates as they passed by. 
 
    “That’s Primhaven’s founder,” said Toma, answering his unasked question. “Shay Morrigan. Kind of a babe, right?” 
 
    “Maybe if you’re into the stone-faced, silent type.” 
 
    Lee was also taken aback by how green and healthy the campus was. The grass was a thick carpet in every direction within the walls, even though the normal wear and tear of routine footsteps should have led to paths forming through it. There were even small animals: tiny squirrels, a few suspiciously small deer, and the occasional field mouse. 
 
    “How is this place, uh... how it is?” asked Lee. 
 
    He wasn’t expecting Toma to know the answer and was surprised when the other boy raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Nature magic, man,” said Toma. “It’s all Lead Instructor Mattis’s doing, from what little I’ve heard. She’s a druid, one of the most powerful on this side of the planet. The Order of Chaldea’s never taken nature magic all that seriously, given how niche it is, not really having standard offensive or defensive spells. Supposedly that’s why she ended up here.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Lee. “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “My dad... works for them,” said Toma.  
 
    From Toma’s tone, Lee could tell that it was a sensitive subject, but another question came to mind before he could stop himself. 
 
    “You said you didn’t know about the admissions test before,” said Lee. “He didn’t think to make that clear to you ahead of time? Given the stakes?” 
 
    “No,” said Toma. He pursed his lips for a moment, exhaling through his nose. “I come from a family of mages, Lee. They’ve always had high expectations for me. It’s kind of messed up, but whatever. I’ve flunked out of a few schools cause of how much I suck at casting. I thought this would be the same deal where my dad just waves his status around and I’m in, but apparently not. It really is the end of the line.” 
 
    Lee didn’t know what to say. He could relate to Toma, if more in feeling than in circumstance. He’d never had much of a family to disappoint other than Zoe, and she’d been more concerned about the two of them scraping by than anything else. 
 
    “Sometimes the end of the line is the start of a new beginning,” he said. 
 
    “Does that even mean anything?” asked Toma. 
 
    “If you want it to, sure.” 
 
    Toma chuckled. “You’re cracked, Lee.” 
 
    “Watch your step. You don’t want to trip over your robe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    The dining hall was inside of the Ewix Center, the building directly to the north of the men’s dormitories. Lee and Toma were two of the last initiates to arrive and were greeted by the sound of excited conversation and the smell of cooking. 
 
    The massive chamber was subdivided into five sections. Four groupings of circular tables filled each of the room’s corners, with a singular large table at the room’s center that Lee assumed was reserved for the instructors. Toma took him by the arm as they entered, stopping him before he could make his way over to where many of the other initiates had already settled in to their respective seating placements. 
 
    “You might want to, uh, go your own way for a bit,” said Toma. “I kind of have, like, a bit of a reputation.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Lee. 
 
    Toma took a step back, separating himself from Lee, but he spoke up to answer his question. 
 
    “I’m a loser, Lee,” he said. “A lot of the other initiates know me already, either from our previous school or from my family. I’m not saying you can’t sit with me, just that, you know…” 
 
    “I think I’ll take the risk,” said Lee. “Come on, there’s an empty table over here.” 
 
    Toma hesitated before shrugging and falling into step with him. They both sat down, and Lee took a couple of seconds to survey the room. 
 
    Kristoff and a few of the other initiates, Eliza included, had settled into a table a few rows down from theirs. Lee did his best not to ogle Eliza as he noticed that the robes that the female initiates wore were perfectly tailored to their proportions and just as tight-fitting as his had been. Even though cloth covered Eliza’s chest completely, the contours of what lay underneath were as clear as day. 
 
    Lee looked for just long enough to draw Eliza’s attention, which apparently wasn’t a bad thing. She smiled at him and looked almost like she was considering excusing herself from her current table and making her way over to his. Kristoff seemed to take notice, and after looking back and forth between Eliza and Lee for a couple of seconds, he slid his chair back and headed toward them. 
 
    “Lee and Toma,” said Kristoff. He turned one of the chairs around to sit in it with the back in front, tapping his fingers on the table and sneering at them. “I must say, it was quite entertaining watching the two of you struggle with the admissions test. Have you ever considered becoming comedians before?” 
 
    Kristoff was flanked by two other boys, both of them tall and broad enough to effectively serve the role of intimidation, assuming they’d chosen anyone other than Lee to attempt to bully. Servants had already begun delivering trays of food to each table, and Lee ignored Kristoff as he accepted his, savoring the aroma of roasted chicken, garlic sautéed peas, and mashed potatoes. 
 
    “Fuck off, Kristoff,” said Toma. “Hey, that sort of rhymes! Maybe it’s a sign.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t be snarky,” said Kristoff. “I’m here to do you both a favor. It’s rather obvious at this point that there’s no chance in hell that either of you will make it to graduation. I thought I’d be magnanimous and let you know that, if you wanted, I could ask my dad to intervene on your behalf. You could be my servants, maybe even avoid the Cropping. We could start practicing right now, even. Why don’t you both go fetch me and my friends some drinks?” 
 
    Lee took his fork, carefully scooped a glob of mashed potatoes onto the end, and balanced it against the lip of his tray as though it were a lever. 
 
    “Hey Kristoff,” said Lee. “Check this out.” 
 
    He slammed his fist down on the end of the fork, sending the mush hurtling directly into one of Kristoff’s eyes. He’d always considered the most effective forms of provocation to be the most childish ones, and this was apparently no exception. Kristoff let out a roar, knocking his chair over as he stood to his feet. 
 
    In contrast, Lee stood up slowly, pulling up the sleeves of his robe and drawing the moment out. He wanted a fight for reasons that went beyond defending his and Toma’s honor. The instructors hadn’t arrived yet, and a fight would give him an excuse to leave the dining hall and explore the campus, regardless of who won. 
 
    Or at least, Lee had assumed that the instructors hadn’t arrived yet. Something soft and fuzzy landed on his head, and before he could pull it off, it scrambled around to his shoulder and took his earlobe into its mouth. Tiny teeth glided across his skin, threatening to do more than just that. 
 
    “Initiate Gusman, Initiate Amaranth,” called Mattis. “Is there a problem here?” 
 
    Lee glanced to the side, watching as the Lead Instructor slowly made her way over. He looked back toward Kristoff, noticing that the other teenager also had a large squirrel on his shoulder, ready and willing to take a massive bite of ear cartilage, if need be. 
 
    “We were just having a friendly chat,” said Kristoff, in a somewhat fearful voice. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” said Lee. “Just a chat.” 
 
    Mattis waved a hand, and the squirrels jumped down, circling her feet briefly before heading off to places unknown.  
 
    “You should begin eating your dinner,” said Mattis. “The Head Wizard will be arriving to address the room momentarily, and he gets irritable when people chew while he’s talking.” 
 
    Kristoff glared at Lee for a few more seconds before turning and stomping off back to his table. Lee noticed Eliza holding a hand over her mouth in the background, amused by either his response to Kristoff’s attempt at bullying or Mattis’s response to their aborted fight. 
 
    Another servant pushed a cart up to Lee and Toma’s table, this one laden with gravy and biscuits. Lee accepted one of the latter and let the servant pour a generous amount of gravy onto his mashed potatoes before signaling him to stop. A new question presented itself, partially spawned by Kristoff’s earlier comment. 
 
    Who were the servants at Primhaven, anyway? They were clearly aware of the supernatural and also clearly lacking in the necessary talents to be proper mages themselves. Was this an alternative to the Cropping, a way for initiates to be used even after they’d failed to develop their full talents?  
 
    Maybe that was what had happened to Zoe. The idea of glancing up at a servant clearing his plate or serving dessert and seeing his sister’s face staring back at him stirred a conflict of emotions in his chest. It would make things simple, but also vastly more complicated. Of course, if Zoe was a servant and still had her memories, she would have found a way to reach out to him, right? 
 
    Lee used his food as a distraction from his thoughts. The chicken was piping hot and perfectly cooked, tender but with a crispy outer skin. The mashed potatoes and gravy were like bites of salty, decadent heaven. The biscuits were alright, flaky but lacking in overall taste. 
 
    He was scraping up the last of his potatoes with his fork when the chamber slowly grew silent. The rest of Primhaven’s students had apparently made their way in while he’d been eating. While the initiates wore blue and grey robes, the disciples across the room wore green and yellow. The adepts wore purple and orange, while the mages were dressed in red and white. 
 
    Most of Primhaven’s faculty wore robes of black and gold, and Lee immediately spotted Harper and Lead Instructor Mattis sitting at the central table among their peers. As much as he hated to admit it, Harper looked incredible in her robe, which clung tightly to her body and showcased a larger bosom than he’d noticed initially. The gold accent was almost the same color as her braided hair, and Lee couldn’t help but smile when he noticed that she’d actually taken his advice and touched up her makeup. 
 
    His attention was pulled away from his less than favorite instructor as he caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye that didn’t make sense. One of the faculty members who wasn’t wearing the standard black and gold was dressed in a simple white robe with short sleeves. She had dyed hot-pink hair, mesmerizing green eyes, a fantastic body, and, most importantly, Lee was pretty sure she was a succubus. 
 
    The same aspect of his mystic power that let him see ghosts occasionally let him see glimpses of the true forms of other supernatural entities. In this case, it was as though the woman in the white robe occasionally flickered, her skin turning a deep shade of red, small horns appearing amidst her hair, and a miniature set of black wings popping into existence between her shoulders. 
 
    It wasn’t a surefire thing, and it only happened in situations when the entity in question was either weakened or actively using their power. In this instance, Lee had no idea which was the case and even less of an idea of how a monster that fed off lust essence had ended up in Primhaven to begin with.  
 
    It caught him off guard and left him wondering which scenario was worse: whether the rest of the faculty was aware that they had a succubus in their midst, or whether they were completely ignorant of it.   
 
     Finally, the dining hall reached a state of complete silence. A blond man, perhaps in his late forties or early fifties, had stood up from the central table. He was handsome, with tanned skin, full, carefully cut hair, and a certain swagger about him that felt a tad overplayed. 
 
    “Welcome, initiates, disciples, adepts, and mages, to the 117th year of Primhaven’s academic history,” called the man. “I am Johnny Odarin, the Head Wizard of this university. You can call me John, or Johnny, or uh, I guess Head Wizard Odarin…” 
 
    The man winced and seemed to hesitate. 
 
    “Sorry, I do have a, uh, speech prepared.” Odarin reached into his robe and pulled out a handful of cue cards, several of which he dropped as he swore under his breath. “So as I was saying, I am the Head Wizard, and yes, I have incredible magical power at my fingertips, but really, I’m just like all of you. I’m not thrilled about being here. Are any of us? I was at the top of my game in my career, one of the most respected in my magical field.” 
 
    Odarin furrowed his brow and scratched behind one of his ears. He looked down at the cue cards and hesitated, looking away from it. 
 
    “The Order of Chaldea has strict requirements that all mages who’ve been in battle must uphold,” he continued. “Any rumors you might have heard about me being out of control, or a ‘loose cannon,’ it’s all just bunk. Anyway, believe me when I say my history has nothing to do with my current role. Though, I would still likely be on the frontline if it wasn’t for the decision of some useless, paper-pushing desk jockey who’s never faced down a pack of lycanthropes, or a blood mage. It’s patently ridiculous, but I guess—” 
 
    From the table, Lead Instructor Mattis loudly and deliberately cleared her throat. Odarin flinched and shuffled the cards in his hands. 
 
    “As I was saying, uh, welcome to Primhaven,” he said. “This may not have been the school all of you might have chosen for yourselves, but you’ll still receive—” he flipped to the next card, “—top-quality education. Some of you may feel like outcasts, or like you’ve been rejected from regular magical society, or just as though you’ve been dealt an unfair hand in life, but rest assured…” Odarin glanced down at his speech materials and shook his head. “Damn it, I think I’m missing a card. Well, I’m sure you get the point.” 
 
    Lead Instructor Mattis had risen to her feet. She set a hand on his shoulder and smiled at him. Odarin was taller and older than her, but he still seemed to deflate slightly in her presence. 
 
    “I think what the Head Wizard means to say is that Primhaven can still be a home for all of you, if you put in the effort,” said Mattis. “It may not have been your first choice of school, but the instructors are qualified, and the education you’ll receive will still be adequate. It certainly was for me when I was a student here. I also quite enjoyed the... serenity of the surrounding area.” 
 
    A few chuckles came from around the room. 
 
    “Let’s all have a great year,” said Mattis. “Orientation will be held for the new initiates tomorrow morning, while returning students will begin their classes immediately.” 
 
    Everyone’s attention was now squarely focused on the Lead Instructor, which made it easy for Lee to quietly slip his chair back and quietly make his way away from the table. Toma shot Lee a questioning glance, which he replied to with a simple, self-explanatory “okay” sign with his hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Primhaven’s central campus was just as empty as Lee had been hoping it would be. It was late enough at night for the lampposts to provide the main illumination for the courtyard, though he suspected the pale, green light they gave off did more than just allow people to see at night. 
 
    He tried to stick to the shadows as he followed the path he’d planned out earlier in the day that would take him toward the library. If all went well, he could get inside, figure out what had happened to Zoe, and slip back to his dorm unseen. Getting out of Primhaven once he’d found the answer he was looking for would likely be far easier than getting in had been. 
 
    Lee was heading past the statue of Shay Morrigan when he saw something that forced him to slide to a stop. A pale blue ghost in a dress that fluttered in the wind had climbed up the front of the statue and appeared to be drawing a mustache on it with a magic marker.  
 
    He almost kept going, not wanting to pass up even a second of the opportunity he’d been given to explore the college with everyone else distracted. The ghost had helped him out, however, and he knew he still needed to express his thanks. 
 
    She was climbing back down the statue as he approached. Lee waited for her to turn around before smiling and giving her a small wave. She just stared at him, her expression completely bemused. 
 
    “Hello?” he said. “Can you hear me? I’m the guy you helped out earlier with the snowball. Don’t tell me you’re one of those ghosts with an insanely short memory?” 
 
    The ghost opened her mouth, closed it, shook her head, and then folded her arms. 
 
    “Bless my bonnet,” said the ghost. “You can actually see me? Can you hear me as well?” 
 
    Her voice was soft and fluid, with a slight accent to it that sounded formal and a little British. Lee let out a small chuckle. He nodded to her and extended his hand. 
 
    “I can both see and hear you,” he said. “Lee Amaranth. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Is this some kind of cruel joke on your part?” asked the ghost. 
 
    “Oh, shit, I forgot.”  
 
    Lee exhaled, extending his mystic stream outward to encompass the ghost. She let out a surprised gasp as color and form returned to her body, flickering across her features as though a photo filter had been applied over her very existence. 
 
    The girl shuddered and wavered on her legs. Lee caught her before she could fall to the ground and found himself at a loss for words. 
 
    She was beautiful. Her hair was dark brown, with a straight, glossy quality to it. She had a light dusting of freckles across her cheeks, a round, girlish face, and deep green eyes. She blinked said eyes several times before giving him a small, unsure smile, which revealed a ridiculously cute set of dimples. 
 
     “Tess,” said the girl. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name is Theresa Holloway, but I go by Tess for short,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to formally make your acquaintance, Lee Amaranth.” 
 
    “That’s an awfully proper way for someone who’s been doodling a mustache on a statue to introduce themselves,” said Lee, with a chuckle. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how boring being a ghost is?” 
 
    “Better than most do, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Lee was still holding her, and he found himself not wanting to let go right away. He could smell her, which was something he usually only noticed with a ghost when it was unpleasant. Tess smelled like wildflowers, freshly plucked and full of the fertility of spring. 
 
    “What is this trick you’ve done?” asked Tess. “Why do I feel so…?” 
 
    She turned her face back toward him, her lips barely inches from his. It felt good to have her in his arms. A little too good for a certain, overeager part of him. 
 
    “I... just wanted to thank you,” said Lee, quickly. He released his hold on her, pulling away one hand that had been positioned far closer to her breast on the side than he’d realized. “For what you did during the admissions test for me.” 
 
    Tess took a small step back and brushed her hands off against her skirt. She frowned slightly, looked down at herself, and then tapped a finger against her lips. 
 
    “You’re some kind of mystic, aren’t you?” asked Tess. “You’ve used some type of magic field on me, if I may presume?” 
 
    “I call it my mystic stream,” said Lee. “But more or less.” 
 
    “That’s far from the most original name.” 
 
    “I was eight years old and fighting a ghost when I first came up with it. Not exactly a time when I was brimming with creativity.” 
 
    Tess crossed her arms and drew closer to him. She was short, a teenager like Lee, though probably a little younger than him given the median age of what he’d seen of Primhaven’s students. Her breasts were small but noticeable, if only because of how petite the rest of her body was. Her eyes were at the height of Lee’s shoulders, but she still seemed to hold a level gaze with her stare. 
 
    He was still looking at her when a noise came from somewhere in the dark to their right. Lee all but dove as he threw himself forward against the statue, pressing his back flat against it and hoping he hadn’t been discovered. 
 
    One of Mattis’s druid-bonded deer galloped by, not stopping for long enough to suggest that it had caught sight or sound of him. He breathed a sigh of relief and turned to see Tess still standing where she’d been, flashing a dimpled smile at him. 
 
    “Well, I do say! I know that expression. Lee Amaranth, you’re up to no good!” 
 
    Lee scowled, though her words were a reminder of what he needed to be focused on. “I’m not up to no good. I’m trying to find information on a missing person. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    He nodded to Tess, and as he continued toward the library, he wondered if he’d get a chance to see her again. The question proved to be moot, as the ghost girl hurried her step to keep pace with him, staying within his mystic stream and maintaining her form. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Tess. “I think your cause is noble. I’ve decided to help you.” 
 
    “I think I can manage on my own.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much,” said Tess. She caught up with him and looped an arm through his, skipping alongside Lee even as he did his best impression of a stealthy crouch walk. 
 
    “Come on, just go chill out somewhere,” he said. “You’re just going to distract me.” 
 
     “Like I distracted you during the admission’s exam?” asked Tess. “Can you even cast spells, Lee? I have to wonder what your original plan was supposed to be.” 
 
    “I already thanked you for that,” said Lee. “Are you seriously going to guilt trip me over throwing a snowball, something I think you were planning on doing yourself, anyway?” 
 
    “Guilt trip is such an ugly way of phrasing it,” said Tess. “Think of it more as a whimsical stroll across the starlit campus grounds with a beautiful girl on your arm.” 
 
    The library was northwest of the statue, within the building that had been labelled the “Seruna Center” on the map Lee had seen on his door. There were several entrances into the building, one leading into the library directly, all of them locked. 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Lee. “I guess I should have seen this coming.” 
 
    “The library?” asked Tess. “This is where you think you’ll find information on your missing person?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Lee suddenly turned and stared right at Tess, realizing something. “Hey, were you, uh, present at this school five years ago?” 
 
    He phrased the question with as much tact as he could manage, but from the way Tess glanced away from him and stared off into the night, it still hadn’t been quite delicate enough. 
 
    “Was I present?” asked Tess. “You mean, was I dead?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and smiled, as though trying to contain the rest of the bitterness that had just been in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Lee. “I just mean that my sister went missing around that time. If there’d been an incident at the school, I thought maybe you might have…” 
 
    “I’ve been... the way that I am... since nineteen-oh-six,” said Tess. “However, I’m a hibernating ghost. I can only manifest for the week or two around the anniversary of my... um…” 
 
    “Your death,” said Lee, feeling like it was kinder for him to finish that sentence for her. Tess nodded. He was curious about the how and why of Tess’s current circumstances, but he had enough sensitivity to hold his questions for the time being. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Sorry. I wish I could help.” 
 
    Lee swore under his breath, then had a thought. “Maybe you still can.” He tried the library’s locked door again. “Can you get past this door and unlock it from the other side?” 
 
    Tess let out a small giggle and grinned at him. “Well, I say, you are up to no good! To answer your question, yes, I could do that. If I wanted to…” 
 
    “Please?” said Lee. “I’ll take you on another whimsical stroll.” 
 
    “It’s going to cost you more than just that, Mr. Amaranth,” said Tess. “I would like a kiss.” 
 
    Normally, the prospect of kissing a girl who looked like Tess would be an offer that Lee would’ve been insane to refuse. But Tess, as pretty and mischievous and lively as she seemed, was not a girl. She was a ghost. 
 
    “I can’t,” said Lee. “I don’t know how much you know about your abilities as a ghost, but it would be dangerous for me. You’re reasonably powerful, too, which only makes it worse.” 
 
    Kissing a ghost was tantamount to inviting it to take control of a person’s body, even drain their life for the underlying magical essence. Lee had almost made that mistake once before with a particularly seductive female ghost during his early days of freelancing, and it was a lesson he’d only needed to learn once. 
 
    “That’s why I’m asking for it, silly,” said Tess. “I’m not naïve, Lee. I’ve survived far longer than most ghosts, in part because of how much time I spend hibernating, but I know how most in my situation come to their end. Usually it’s at the hands of someone like you: a mystic who decides that a ghost is dangerous or inconvenient. 
 
    “I wonder if that’s why I reacted the way I did when you pulled me into your magic stream, or whatever you call it. I know that as wonderful as it feels to have a body again, this also makes it easier for you to kill me, doesn’t it? It made me so vulnerable, but you’ve been so charming, I guess I just thought… but no. I’m not naïve, Lee. If you don’t destroy me, another mystic eventually will, assuming I don’t fade out completely first.” 
 
    Lee stared at Tess, unsure of how to react or what to say. She was smiling, which made it worse. It was a smile that tore not just at his current emotional state but at a hundred memories he had of forcing other ghosts into his mystic stream right before he banished them. Tess slowly shifted her gaze up from the grass, letting her eyes linger on his, asking a question without saying a word. 
 
    Lee stepped forward, pulled her into an embrace, and kissed her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    The moment stretched out into several seconds of warm, intimate glory. For Lee, the experience of kissing a ghost he’d pulled into his mystic stream was usually like kissing anyone else. 
 
    It was different with Tess. Her lips only barely responded to his at first, and then as though a switch had been flipped, she was against him. The kiss ended without ever ending, joining with another kiss, then another after that, and then Lee felt his hands moving and touching her body… 
 
    He pulled back and cleared his throat. He told himself it was because he’d dropped his guard too far, and that was true, though not in the way he wanted it to be. His heart was beating too fast. Tess was smiling her dimpled smile, and her cheeks were flushed in a way that made her freckles look as though they were little dots of sand that could be brushed right off. 
 
    “There,” said Lee. “Happy?” 
 
    “Extremely,” said Tess. “I think I mentioned this to you once before, but things get pretty boring as a ghost.” 
 
    One of her fingers was slowly twirling through a lock of her hair, and she kept looking at him, seeming to take delight in the way that it threw him off. 
 
    “The door?” said Lee. “If you would be so kind as to honor your end of the bargain.” 
 
    “Nothing would please me more,” said Tess. “Can you release me from your mystic stream?” 
 
    Lee nodded and slowly exhaled, feeling the change first in his eyes and then in reality. The pretty, petite brunette in front of him appeared to have the essence of her form blown away by the wind, becoming a mixture of ethereal blue and swirling fog.  
 
    It felt like a punch to the gut even though nothing about it went against his expectations. Tess was a ghost. He needed this, he told himself. It was both a reminder and a reality check of how the world worked and what his place was within it. 
 
    Tess ran her hands through her ghostly hair, seeming unconcerned by the change, then dove through the door like an Olympic swimmer entering the pool. Lee heard a soft clicking noise from the other side. He tried the handle again and it swung freely. 
 
    “Nice job,” he whispered, carefully shutting the door behind him. Tess drew in close next to him, and without really considering whether it was necessary, Lee pulled her back into his mystic stream. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Can I have another kiss?” 
 
    Lee chuckled. He really, really wanted to say yes. 
 
    “No, but if you want to help me search the library, maybe you could earn another one after,” he said. 
 
    “Is that so?” Tess’s smile was infectious. She reached her hand over and let her fingers briefly slide across Lee’s shoulders. “Well, I should get to work, then. Where are you anticipating finding information about your sister, and what’s her name?” 
 
    “Zoe Brock,” said Lee. “There might be a few records out in the open, but I’m expecting what I’m looking for to be in the archives.” 
 
    The library was a sprawling interior, with more shelves of books than any place Lee had ever seen before. He didn’t have time for more than a cursory exploration of the general area that was accessible to the public, but even just walking from the entrance to the checkout desk took a surprisingly long time. 
 
    “There,” said Lee. “That door must lead to the archives, right?” 
 
    “It does,” said Tess. 
 
    It was an impressive door, made of old wood, with strips of metal reinforcing running across it. It looked heavy and was, unfortunately, impassable. The handle didn’t budge when Lee tried it. 
 
    “Tess,” he said. “Can you help me out again?” 
 
    “For a price,” she cooed. 
 
    “I’ll give you another kiss,” said Lee. 
 
    “This door doesn’t look as simple,” said Tess. “It’s going to be more than just that this time.” 
 
    Lee sighed. “I’ll hear your price out, but I do have limits. For example, as much as I appreciate your company, I wouldn’t consider something like forming a pact.” 
 
    A pact formed between a mystic and a ghost was similar to the way a mage could bond with a familiar, except far more extreme. It bore all the same risks that letting his guard down for a kiss did: possession, having his essence drained, along with an innate sharing of energies that would strengthen both Lee and the ghost in question. It was dangerous, and the few mystics Lee knew who’d formed pacts with specters had either died, gone completely insane, or committed horrible murders. 
 
    “Relax, I’m not asking for a pact,” said Tess.  
 
    “What are you asking for, then?” 
 
    Tess tapped a finger against her lips and furrowed her brow. “How about... fifty more kisses, which I can redeem over any amount of time. A date night... no, one date night per month for the semester. And you have to help me with my pranks! Bless me, I almost forgot about that.” 
 
    “You aren’t asking for favors, you’re asking for a boyfriend,” said Lee. 
 
    Tess laughed and moved in closer to him. She didn’t stop until her body was nearly pressed against his, then stood up on her tiptoes with her chin jutted out in a defiant manner. 
 
    “Do you want me to open the door for you or not, Lee?” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes, a smile creeping onto his face despite his frustration. 
 
    “Whatever, I’ll do it,” he said. “Though I should warn you that I doubt I’ll even be here come next week. I don’t have the Potential, so I can’t pass for a mage for that much longer, and I only came to Primhaven to find out what happened to Zoe, regardless.” 
 
    The amusement faded from Tess’s face, and she looked momentarily crestfallen. She stayed like that for a couple of seconds before perking up again, raising a finger as though queuing a question. 
 
    “I was modestly talented with magic before I…” She trailed off. “What I mean is, if you did form a pact with me, I could become powerful enough—even as a ghost—to cast minor spells.” 
 
    “Not happening, I already said that,” said Lee. 
 
    “I’m just throwing it out there,” said Tess. “You might find what you need here in the archives. You might see the need to leave after that, anyway. I’m just saying, if you did, for whatever reason, need to stay at the school under this pretense…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t leave without at least bringing you on one date,” said Lee. “I’m the definition of chivalrous. I’d make it the best date you ever had, trust me. Now, about this door that I need you to open…” 
 
    “You had better hold to that,” said Tess. “I’m expecting flowers, and chocolates, and lots of whimsical strolling.” 
 
    She finally stepped toward the door, rubbing her hands together and leaning her head from side to side. Lee released his mystic stream, returning her to her ethereal state. Tess pressed a hand against the wood, pushed it forward, and— 
 
    Light flashed as a spell triggered, flinging Tess across the room, despite her ghostly nature. She let out a pained gasp as she landed, one arm twisting underneath her awkwardly. Lee ran over to her and crouched at her side. 
 
    “Tess!” he said. “Are you okay? When you said it was more complicated, I didn’t realize—” 
 
    “I... thought I could just sneak around it.” She let out a small cough and pulled herself up. “I’m alright, but bless you for being so concerned. You should probably hide, though.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Tess pointed a finger past him. Lee turned his attention around to the window by the door they’d come through. One of Lead Instructor Mattis’s squirrels was peering through from outside, staring right at them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    “Over here!” called Tess. 
 
    Lee’s default strategy upon being nearly caught trespassing was to stay totally still. The squirrel had let out several chirping hisses before running off, however, and he got the sense that there was no way for him avoid detection out in the open by acting like he was a piece of furniture. 
 
    Tess had hurried over to the side of the room and was gesturing an ethereal hand at a small closet in the corner. Lee moved as quickly and silently as he could, stopping alongside her. 
 
    “What’s this?” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s a closet for books damaged beyond repair,” whispered Tess. “Or at least it was in my time.” 
 
    The sound of the library’s main door being unlocked made the decision for him. Lee opened the closet and slid into it, pressing his back against a pile of old, disheveled books that ran from floor to ceiling. Tess joined him inside, though once he’d closed the door, he realized there was barely enough room for them both. 
 
    This was somewhat of a problem with her still in her ethereal state. Touching a ghost outside of a mystic stream was one of those feelings that, even for someone familiar with it, was high up on the list of unpleasant sensations. It was somewhere between licking a battery and having a tooth drilled, except more spread out. 
 
    “Tess,” Lee whispered. “I’m going to have to pull you into my mystic stream. Try not to move.” 
 
    Lee exhaled, triggering his mystic stream. Tess was in front of him in the closet, and as her body gained form, he felt a sudden cushion of warmth and softness mushed against his abdomen—and his crotch. 
 
    “Oh goodness, Lee!” said Tess. “Is that a fencing cane in your pocket, or are you just happy to—” 
 
    “Shhhh!” he hissed.  
 
    The library’s main door creaked as it opened, and slow footsteps echoed through the empty chamber. 
 
    “Relax,” said Tess. “Seriously, relax. They can only hear you,. So as long as you don’t make any noise, you should be fine.” 
 
    Her body was tight against Lee’s, and there wasn’t even an inch of space behind or to either side for him to adjust himself. He heard Tess make a not-displeased-sounding noise and felt her tiny butt push back and forth against his crotch. 
 
    “Mmmm,” said Tess. “Too bad I’m not facing you or I’d collect one of those kisses you owe me.” 
 
    Football. Mowing the grass. Lying in a freezing-cold tub of water without a cute ghost girl’s butt threatening to make him pop a boner. Lee cycled through every trick he’d ever used to keep his arousal under control, while Tess seemed to delight in the effect she was having on him. 
 
    “Is there room for you to put your arms around me?” whispered Tess. She took one of his hands and pulled it to her front, letting it settle just underneath one of her breasts. “There is, see? There’s even room for me to reach back.” 
 
    The footsteps drew closer. Lee tried to hold his breath, but he ended up sucking in air loud enough to be audible as he felt Tess’s soft, hot hand sliding underneath his robe and into his pants. 
 
    “I told you I like to play pranks,” she whispered. “I call this one ‘let’s see if Lee can be quiet while I’m teasing him.’ It’ll be fun, I promise.”  
 
    Tess leaned her head back against his shoulder and twisted at a slight angle, giving her hand room to slide further in. Her fingers grazed Lee’s cock, tickling at first, then feeling good enough to make him hate her and her stupid prank. 
 
    “It’s thicker than a fencing cane, that’s for sure,” she whispered. “More fun to touch, too.” 
 
    Lee had to bite his tongue as Tess’s soft fingers and palm began to stroke up his full length. He was as hard as he could ever remember being, and he couldn’t believe that it was because of a ghost. There was a certain element of inherent shame in that fact that only a mystic could truly understand. 
 
    He was forced to consider the potential for a much deeper level of shame as the footsteps slowly drew closer to his hiding spot. He imagined Lead Instructor Mattis opening the closet and discovering him, aroused and exposed, and he felt like cringing out of existence. 
 
    The pumping movements of Tess’s hand continued, and she moved against him with the rest of her body, too. If she wanted to play with fire, so be it. Lee let one of his hands slide up and over one of her breasts through her dress. Her nipples were springy and nicely sized, like pencil erasers, but larger. Like gumdrops, almost. 
 
    The footsteps passed Lee by, and given how close Tess had brought him to his limit, that was a miracle in more ways than one. He waited until they faded completely and the creaky library door had been pulled shut before breathing a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Hehehe,” giggled Tess. “That was so much fun. Here, this closet locks from the outside. If you drop your mystic stream, I’ll slip through and let you out.” 
 
    Lee continued groping her breast. He let his other hand slip down to the bottom of her voluminous dress and pull up the hem. Tess took a sharp breath and shuddered against him as he cupped one of her buttocks. 
 
    She was naked underneath. There was nothing stopping Lee from feeling the smoothness of her thighs, the silky soft strip of hair running up her crotch, and the hot folds of her slit. He gently slid a finger into Tess and felt her gasp in response. 
 
    “My turn,” he whispered. “Oh, what’s this? You aren’t wearing any panties, Tess?” 
 
    “They’re... called bloomers,” she whispered, with labored breath. “And…” Tess cleared her throat. “There’s no need. I’m a ghost, it’s not like I have to.” 
 
    “Really?” whispered Lee. “But what if somebody decides to take advantage of you?” 
 
    He lifted her up slightly, pressing her forward against the closed door and letting the tip of his erection tap at her hot entranceway. 
 
    “If some guy just, for example, pulled you into a tight closet and slid your dress up—” 
 
    Lee pulled her downward, sliding partially into her. 
 
    “You’d be defenseless.” 
 
    He thrust completely in, almost shivering at the raw pleasure of it. He’d never had sex with a ghost before while in his mystic stream, but it felt no different from being with a living woman. If anything, it felt even better. 
 
    “Oh!” moaned Tess. “I—oh, Lee!” 
 
    “How’s this for a prank, Tess?” 
 
    He pumped into her harder, pinning her body between his cock and the door with each thrust. He pulled the front of her dress down, freeing one of her breasts completely, which he began groping in earnest. Tess let out a high-pitched squeal as he gave her nipple a soft pinch. 
 
    It was hot, it was illicit, and it felt incredible. Lee was taking revenge on the cute, mischievous ghost, punishing her for her earlier teasing in one of the few ways he felt like she’d understand. Tess moaned as he pumped into her harder, finally letting out a climactic, breaking cry as her body briefly seized against the door in orgasm. 
 
    Lee only had a few more thrusts in him, but he made them count, delving deep into her with each one. He hugged Tess tight as he came, trying not to think about the mess he’d be leaving behind in the closet. Good thing it was for unrepairable books, he thought, through the lingering fog of his pleasure. 
 
    He released his mystic stream at some point after they’d both caught their breath, but only for long enough for Tess to let him out of the closet. After pulling her back into it, they stood across from each other, both awkwardly avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “Well,” said Tess. “It doesn’t seem as though you’ll be getting into the archives tonight. That’s a shame.” 
 
    “I’ll find a way in, eventually,” said Lee. “It might take a little longer than I thought, though.” 
 
    Tess nodded slowly. The tension Lee felt between them was weird, almost unbearable. 
 
    “You should probably be getting back to your dorm, if you don’t wish to end up on the Head Wizard’s naughty list,” said Tess. 
 
    “Yeah, I probably should.” Lee shrugged. “So… let me know when you want that date, alright?” 
 
    Tess flashed a dimpled smile at him. “One per month was what we agreed upon, I believe.” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes. “What we just did counts as one, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Lee Amaranth, you have so very much to learn about women,” said Tess. She laughed and ran off, pulling out of range of his mystic stream as she called after him, “But I did have fun tonight!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “So, are you going to tell me just where the hell you disappeared to last night?” asked Toma. 
 
    Lee leaned up on his bed, glancing away from his phone and over at his dorm mate. They still had a half hour before the initiate orientation began, and he’d been whiling away the minutes by trying to load a few webpages through Primhaven’s notoriously slow Wi-Fi. Toma was sitting on his bed, and he’d set the Japanese light novel he was reading down as he asked his question. 
 
    “I felt sick,” said Lee. “Had to run to the bathroom.” 
 
    Toma looked skeptical. “You didn’t get back to the dorm until pretty late. It’s a little hard for me to believe that you were in the bathroom that entire time.” 
 
    “I was still a little light-headed after, so I went for a walk,” he said. 
 
    “That’s plausible, but unlikely,” said Toma. “I’m not cracked, Lee. I can tell that there’s more to this.” 
 
    Lee chuckled. “If there was, trust me, I would weigh whether or not to tell based on if it would be useful information for you to know or if it would just make more trouble for you. That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    Toma looked like he was going to press the point, but he hesitated, and after a couple of seconds, he grinned as though something of what Lee had just said resonated deeply with him. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Toma. “But next time, let me know if you’re in a situation where you need to ditch me. A simple heads up will do. It’s a matter of survival.” 
 
    “Saying that I ‘ditched you’ seems a tad dramatic.” 
 
    “It’s accurate though, isn’t it?” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes and lobbed one of his pillows in Toma’s general direction. Toma caught it and pushed it onto the floor. 
 
    “I’d retaliate, but I know better than to start a pillow fight with someone capable of telekinesis spells,” he said. 
 
    It took Lee longer than it should have for it to register that Toma was talking about him. 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” said Lee. “Better be careful.” 
 
    “I wonder what this orientation is going to involve,” said Toma. “I really hope it doesn’t end up being—” 
 
    A sudden, surprised screech came from the dormitory common room. Lee, Toma, and most of the other male initiates rushed into the shared area to discover Kristoff standing outside his door, hair and face covered in mashed potatoes. A bowl with a string attached to it had apparently been positioned over his door, rigged to tip as soon as someone pushed it open. 
 
    “Who the fuck did this?” barked Kristoff. 
 
    A couple of laughs, some stifled, some not, came from the other teenagers. Kristoff scanned the room with narrowed eyes until his gaze settled on Lee. 
 
    “Amaranth!” he shouted. “You think this is funny? It was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Lee hasn’t left the dorm all morning,” said Toma. “I can vouch for that, and so can anyone who’s been sitting out here.” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” said one of the other boys. “Maybe someone on the second floor set it up?” 
 
    “Ridiculous!” said Kristoff. “Someone obviously is to blame for this trickery!” 
 
    “Maybe it was a ghost?” said Lee.  
 
    Kristoff glared at him, but he didn’t even bother looking back. Instead, he moved through the common room, glancing around and feeling oddly disappointed when he didn’t see Tess watching and giggling from somewhere nearby, as he’d expected. 
 
    “If you want to pick a fight, Amaranth, I’d be more than happy to oblige you,” said Kristoff. “How about we—” 
 
    “How about we what?” asked Lead Instructor Mattis, as she pushed her way into the common room. “Go ahead, Initiate Gusman. Finish your sentence.” 
 
    Kristoff’s face reddened, and he seemed to remember the potatoes that were still caked over his hair and forehead. He disappeared back into his room, and Mattis flashed the slightest of smiles. 
 
    She wore her black and gold robes, and a small owl with grey and white plumage was perched on her shoulder. Her hair was tucked into the neckline of her hood, though a few brown and green-streaked locks hung loose across her shoulders.  
 
    “Gather your things and come with me,” said Mattis. “The orientation will begin early this morning.” 
 
    Lee only took the time to pull on his blue and grey robe before heading outside to join the others. Instructor Mattis had already gathered the female initiates, and she began leading the group across the college grounds.  
 
    It was a warm day with a mild breeze, both of which seemed to emphasize how little Primhaven’s weather had to do with the naturally frigid local climate. The sky overhead was overcast with dark splotches, but Lee would have put money on the snow never making it inside the magical field that insulated the campus, even if it did begin to fall in earnest. 
 
    “All of you had your introduction to the Ewix Center last night,” said Mattis as she began leading the initiates to the east. “Aside from containing the dining hall, where options for breakfast, lunch, and dinner are served throughout the day, it also houses the gym, the computer lab, the mixed lounge, and the steam baths.” 
 
    The last one was enough to make Lee glance over at Toma, and he chuckled when he saw the slightly red-faced and not-so-slightly perverted expression he wore. 
 
    “Directly to the east of the Ewix Center and just above the women’s dormitories is where you’ll find the Spell Range, for casting practice,” said Mattis. “This is essential for all of you as initiates to understand from the very beginning. Magic is dangerous, and all experimentation should be done in the appropriate place.” 
 
    The Spell Range reminded Lee of a firing range except with more thought put into its design. It was broken up into massive, curved sections, each subdivided into a number of closed lanes where spells could be safely cast at metallic copper target dummies down at the other end. There weren’t any mages within the ones that Lee could see, but he could still hear the sound of a distant commotion as they made their way deeper into the range. 
 
    “At the center lie the dueling chambers,” said Mattis. “As initiates, you’ll need special permission before entering one without an instructor.” 
 
    “Even if we have someone in mind to duel?” asked Kristoff. He shot a look in Lee’s direction that was hard to miss. 
 
    “Especially if you have someone in mind to duel,” said Mattis. “There are four chambers in total, one on top of another, which you can access by using the stairs winding along the outside of the tower, though it’s unusual for more than one chamber to be occupied at a time.” 
 
    “I can hear noise from inside,” said Eliza. “Is someone dueling right now?” 
 
    “Feel free to take a look,” said Mattis. “The windows are made of crystal glyph glass, so you needn’t worry about any stray spells coming your way.” 
 
    The entire class of initiates moved to take Mattis up on her offer at once, rushing toward the comparatively limited window viewing space looking into the first-level dueling chamber. Lee was one of the lucky few to find a spot, and he winced at what he saw within. 
 
    Instructor Harper was one of the arcane combatants. She stood near the center of the chamber, arms held up in a pose that looked somewhat like a stance for martial arts. Her golden hair was in its usual, intricate braid, and she wore black yoga pants along with a baggy grey sleeveless top that reminded Lee of the loose A-shirts gym rats wore to show off their muscles. It left the edge of her black sports bra visible underneath, but Harper was moving before he could appreciate the sight. 
 
    She spun as another mage cast a spell in her direction, sending a conjured purple spear hurtling toward her. Harper slid to a stop, her ponytail lagging an instant behind the rest of her body. A second purple spear flew toward her, from a different direction. She slammed her forearms together in an x-shape over her chest. Green-blue spheres of light swirled around her, and the purple spear broke into shards of fading magical essence as though it had been made of glass or ice. 
 
    She was against two opponents at once. Lee blinked, feeling so surprised by this fact that he had to shift his viewing angle against the window to confirm it. A tall, broad-shouldered man wearing the red robes of an anointed mage stood on the far side of the dueling chamber, while a shorter man in similar clothing with a slight swagger to his posture stood at the other. 
 
    More spells came, this time a barrage of green-blue discs that hurtled through the air like machine-gun bullets. Harper jumped up, casting a spell that brought a massive gust of wind underneath her as she did. She flew a good fifteen feet in the air before using more aeromancy to shift her direction again, flinging herself at the wall, which she kicked off from with both feet. 
 
    When she landed, her arms were already moving. She slammed one palm forward, and a fireball as wide across as a door burst forth, emitting a furious, crackling growl as it soared across the chamber. 
 
    The shorter of the two mages managed to get his shield up in time, but he was still knocked off his feet, the energy of his defensive spell dissolving as he fell. Harper’s other opponent attempted his own fireball against her. Harper almost lazily countered, catching the projectile in a cocoon of water that converted both fireballs into a streak of wavering steam. 
 
    She used another spell to speed herself forward, sliding the last few feet in a new casting stance. The other mage fell to one knee and held his hands up in a gesture that could only be interpreted as a yield, or perhaps even a plea for mercy. 
 
    “That’s Harper Black,” said Mattis. “She’s an Adjunct Instructor here at Primhaven, though she doesn’t teach many classes. She’s probably the most powerful spellcaster of her generation, and you should all feel honored to have her here, even if it’s only temporary.” 
 
    “Honored,” said Lee, rolling his eyes. “Right.” 
 
    What an honor it had been to have her steal his kris dagger and fling accusations at him in the same way she’d flung spells at her dueling opponents. A few of the other initiates had raised their hands, and Mattis waved a dismissive arm through the air. 
 
    “Don’t bother asking, she doesn’t take apprentices,” said Mattis. 
 
    “Isn’t that a little uncommon for someone so talented?” asked Eliza. “I thought the Order of Chaldea encouraged the most powerful mages to cycle through apprentices for the sake of sharing their knowledge?” 
 
    “She’s still rather young, but yes, it is a little uncommon,” said Mattis. “But her reasons for that are none of your business. Come, let’s continue with the orientation.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Lead Instructor Mattis proceeded to point out the few other buildings on campus that she hadn’t yet explained to the initiates. The Five Towers were to the northeast, and it was there where most of the serious academic research among qualified mages took place. As such, they were off limits to initiates without explicit permission. 
 
    She led them past the First Tower and the surreal Zephaphine Islands floating around its upper levels, merely offering that both were used to the discretion of the Head Wizard, without much further elaboration. Mattis slowed to a stop as they approached the area where the escapades of Lee’s late night had taken him. 
 
    “And here is the Seruna Center, where you’ll be spending most of your time as initiates,” she said. “Various lecture halls and classrooms are located here, along with the enchanting and alchemy labs, the library, and the infirmary.” 
 
    “Do we have access to the entire Seruna Center?” asked Lee. “Are there some areas that we might need permission for or anything?” 
 
    He’d tried sneaking into the archives. Now it was time to try getting in there the old-fashioned way: through the system. 
 
    “Outside of the archives, most areas within the Seruna Center are fine for you to access during normal college hours,” said Mattis. “On that note, you’ll earn the privilege of requesting books and records housed within the archives in a few months’ time, and once you ascend to the level of Disciple, you’ll have free access to them.” 
 
    Lee tried to keep his disappointment from showing on his face. He had serious doubts about whether he’d make it a few months into the academic semester given how quickly he’d be exposed once his complete lack of aptitude for spellcasting became apparent. He needed another way to get into the archives, or he needed to come up with another potential lead. 
 
    Mattis led them into the Seruna Center, weaving down a couple of spotless hallways with white marble floors before bringing them into a rather normal-looking classroom. She took up a position behind the desk at the front, leaving them to find their own seats. 
 
    Lee spotted Kristoff moving to secure the front few rows for himself and his friends, and he instinctively shifted toward the back of the room. He and Toma had a row to themselves due to the ample number of seats. 
 
    “As the Lead Instructor, my role within the academic spectrum is to teach what’s known as Meta-Magic,” said Mattis. “This encompasses not just the basics and history of each of the five core arcane schools, but also how to effectively combine spells across schools, and eventually the mechanics of dueling.” 
 
    Her last few words drew the complete attention of the room. Mattis flashed a small, dangerous smile. 
 
    “It will be some time before we reach that point beyond the introductory mechanics, however,” she said. “For today, we will be focused on correcting some of the mistakes that may have become habits within your spellcraft due to potential... unfortunate circumstances, in your prior education. If everyone would please take out a notebook and a pencil…” 
 
    Lee winced. He glanced around, only then noticing how everyone but him had brought the obvious materials that any high school or college student would bring with them to a class. He searched the nearby counters, hoping to spot a secret stash of school supplies and finding nothing. 
 
    “Lee Amaranth,” called Mattis. “I don’t see anything on your desk.” 
 
    Her tone of voice brought him back to some of his worst memories from high school. Lee heard Kristoff whispering something to his friends, and the whole front row broke out into half-stifled laughter. 
 
    “Here,” whispered Toma. He passed a pencil and a few sheets of paper over to him. Mattis seemed to relent when she saw that the problem had been solved and turned back to the whiteboard to begin her instruction. 
 
    Two things immediately became apparent to Lee that he knew he should have seen coming. The first was that a lot of the terminology Mattis used was less than self-explanatory. It was more suited for students who may have struggled or failed out of classes in the past but still had basic knowledge to work from.  
 
    The second was that it was incredibly hard to remain engaged in a lesson on a topic that was completely useless to him. Lee knew that he was never going to cast a spell, and as such, he would never find any use in knowing how the magical resonance of an elemental spell was different from an alteration spell. 
 
    His eyes began to grow heavy, and try as he might, it didn’t seem like there was anything he could do to stop it. It wasn’t until he felt someone desperately shaking his shoulder that he managed to pull himself back awake. 
 
    “She’s calling on volunteers,” hissed Toma. “If you keep being such an obvious slacker, this won’t end well.” 
 
    Lee yawned, but he knew that Toma was right. The last thing he needed, on top of being a pretender inside a mage’s college, was to develop a reputation as a lazy student. 
 
    “Elemental magic is what most people think of when they hear the term offensive magic,” said Mattis. “It consists of fire, air, earth, and water spells, and it involves channeling energies that interact with each of these forces from the Other Realms. As such, you’ll be at an advantage when the climate matches your spell type. If there are already flames around, for example, your fire spells can draw from them to become more powerful. The same with moisture and ice for water, geological activity for earth, and the wind for air.” 
 
    One of the initiates had apparently been called up to the front of the room to demonstrate the relevant casting stance for elemental magic. She stood with her arms up and bent at the elbow, one slightly in front of the other, like a fighter out of a classic kung-fu movie. 
 
    “As I said before, a casting stance is nothing more than a trigger for your will,” said Mattis. “Spells can also be cast through verbal invocations or without any outward trigger at all, though the difficulty in the latter would be extreme. Primhaven teaches the usage of casting stances because of their learning curve. They’re easy to master in the beginning and incredibly flexible later on, when mages begin experimenting with new spell types that sometimes involve multiple schools of magic.” 
 
    Mattis sent the student back to their seat and called on another, who she had demonstrate the casting stance for alteration, which involved holding both arms crossed over the chest. 
 
    “Alteration is the classical defensive magic,” said Mattis. “Shield spells, along with various buffs affecting strength and speed, are the most notable usages, though basic energy blast attacks can also be created for offensive potential.” 
 
    The next student demonstrated the casting stance for illusion magic, which looked a little funny to Lee. The girl held both hands up to either side of her face, as though she was trying to use them to block out unpleasant or distracting sights to her right and left. 
 
    “Only the basics of illusion magic, such as illumination spells and minor veils, are taught and allowed here at Primhaven,” said Mattis. “This is a matter I cannot stress enough. Advanced illusion magic—including full veils for disguise, dream weaving, and other mind-affecting spells—require a specific license through the Order of Chaldea.” 
 
    Mattis’s tone left little room for discussion or questions. She picked a new student who came up to the front of the room and asked him to demonstrate the casting stance for nature magic. He struggled with it, and Mattis came up behind him, adjusting his posture until his arms were outstretched wide, as though reaching out to hug someone. 
 
    “Nature magic, though one of the five core schools, is not generally taught here at Primhaven due to the difficulty of the location,” said Mattis. “I am the resident druid here, and nature magic involves forming bonds and exercising control over plants, animals, and trees. My magic has already touched most of the life within the campus grounds, creating what’s known as a grove for my abilities, which for various reasons would make the teaching of nature magic inconvenient.” 
 
    Lee felt oddly relieved at the fact that there was at least one school of magic that he wouldn’t have to worry about not being able to cast from. That sense of relief vanished as Lead Instructor Mattis pointed to him and gestured for him to come forward to demonstrate the next casting stance. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth, since you put on such a showcase with your telekinesis during the admissions exam, I think you’d be perfectly suited to demonstrating this,” said Mattis. “Show the class the standard conjuration casting stance.” 
 
    He scratched his head as he stood awkwardly at the front of the room. He had no idea what it was, not even what would have amounted to an educated guess. He found himself searching the faces of his classmates, and he caught Eliza’s eye where she sat in the second row. 
 
    Her auburn hair was pulled back with a dark green hair band, which emphasized the pale prettiness of her face. She furrowed her brow at him and brought her hand to her throat to let out a small cough. As she brought her arms back down, she froze for a split second with one hand clasping the wrist of her other arm, then winked at him. 
 
    “It’s this,” said Lee, mimicking the motion. 
 
    Mattis nodded, and he breathed an audible sigh of relief. 
 
    “Conjuration magic involves channeling a variety of different forces from the Other Realms,” she said. “It can be applied to various niche purposes such as telekinesis, creating magical bindings, conjuring weapons, and even summoning demons temporarily.” 
 
    She dismissed Lee, and he went back to his seat, sharing a quick, knowing smile with Eliza on his way by her desk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Mattis opened the scope of her lesson as the class continued, giving the students a chance to ask any relevant questions they might have. Most were related to the finer details of spellcraft and the limits of each of the schools of magic, which didn’t overly concern Lee. Toma’s question, however, caught him off guard. 
 
    “Aren’t there more than just the standard five schools of magic?” asked Toma. “I mean, I uh, heard rumors of... blood magic, from my father. Necromancy, too.” 
 
    “That is a very good question, Initiate Fujino,” said Mattis. “No, the five core schools of magic practiced here at Primhaven do not span the full range of supernatural abilities. Blood magic, for example, is practiced by the Aquinian Vampires, or blood mages, and is similar to a dark mixture of conjuration and illusion. 
 
    “The difference comes in the form of essence used to draw upon one’s abilities. Arcane essence is what we mages draw upon, from what all of the five schools derive their power. Blood magic draws from blood essence, and something such as a succubus’s seduction aura draws from lust essence.” 
 
    Lee raised an eyebrow at her choice of last example, but he had a different, more relevant question to ask. He raised his hand and tried not to let his curiosity reveal too much. 
 
    “What about mysticism?” he asked. “Does that draw from a specific form of essence?” 
 
    “Mysticism is simply a general term used by some cultures to refer to certain aspects of nature magic,” said Mattis. “Mystics and exorcists have never been proven to exist in the rather fanciful fashion in which they’ve been portrayed by the non-magical media.” 
 
    She continued on with the lesson, and nobody seemed to take much notice of Lee’s interest. Well, almost nobody. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Lee?” whispered an ethereal and feminine voice. “You don’t exist!” 
 
    He slid back in his chair, grinned as he caught sight of Tess’s ghostly blue figure standing slightly behind and to the left of his desk. He brought his hand up to his mouth, covering it so he could whisper a reply. 
 
    “If I don’t exist, then how can you?” he said. “More importantly, which of us gets to have the existential crisis first?” 
 
    “I suppose we should circle up and draw sticks for it,” said Tess. 
 
    “Was that something people actually did in your time period?” 
 
    “They still do it! I mean, don’t they?” 
 
    Lee let out a low chuckle as he watched Tess begin moving around the room, providing entertainment for them both. She stood next to Mattis as the lesson continued, copying the Lead Instructor’s gesticulations and doing a surprisingly good imitation of the serious professor. 
 
    She looked as eye-catching and cute as she had the night before, and Lee was half tempted to pull her into his mystic stream if only for the sake of seeing her in full detail. He restrained himself, knowing that it would only turn her into more of a distraction for him than she already was.  
 
    Tess leaned forward over the instructor’s desk in time with Mattis, pretending to scribble something down in a non-existent lesson planner. Lee couldn’t resist letting his eyes hover on the cusp of her ethereal cleavage. He felt himself getting a little excited as he considered the fun that might happen once class got out. She did say that she wanted him to take her on some dates in exchange for the help she’d provided. He looked forward to making sure they ended the same way the previous night had. 
 
    The thought brought to mind the archives and the library, which also made him think of Zoe and his entire purpose at Primhaven. He felt guilty for not staying more focused on investigating his sister’s disappearance. It was something he couldn’t procrastinate, as every day he spent at the college only increased his risk of being discovered, and potentially undergoing the Cropping along with expulsion. 
 
    Tess had shifted to moving through the room, blowing the occasional paper off a desk, untying shoelaces, or in the case of Kristoff, untying and tangling them together. Mattis finished with her lesson and dismissed the class, and instead of leaving immediately or observing the end results of some of Tess’s pranks, he hurried up to his instructor and got her attention. 
 
    “Lead Instructor Mattis,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    He tried not to wince as he realized how much his phrasing made him sound like some sort of detective or investigator. He was supposed to be a student, and he needed to be surreptitious in his approach. 
 
    “About today’s lesson, or tomorrow’s?” asked Mattis. 
 
    “About Primhaven’s history,” said Lee. “I’m curious... how long have you been an instructor here?” 
 
    Mattis furrowed her brow. “Me? I’ve only been at Primhaven for three years, the last two as the Lead Instructor. I’m not sure I’ll be able to tell you much more about the college’s history than what you’d read in one of the informational pamphlets in the Seruna Center’s front lobby.” 
 
    “You’ve only been here three years?” said Lee. “Do you know who the longest-serving instructor is, then?” 
 
    “Primhaven seems as though it’s had a remarkably high turnover rate for its faculty in recent times,” said Mattis. “I believe the Head Wizard has been in his position for longer than me, but by no more than about a year.” 
 
    The question was on the tip of Lee’s tongue, and the need for an answer got the better of him. “Did something happen before that? It seems a little odd that the college would change its faculty that much in such a short amount of time.” 
 
    He could almost pinpoint the instant that Mattis realized that his line of inquiry was aimed at a specific target from the way one of her eyebrows shifted slightly upward. She nodded slowly and surprised Lee by stepping in a little closer. 
 
    “I know what you’re asking, Initiate Amaranth,” she said. “There was an incident here, around five years ago. I don’t know the specific details of it. The college was shrouded in secrecy at the time, even from members of the Order. For whatever reason, it sparked a mass exodus of instructors from the school. That’s all I can tell you, I know nothing more myself.” 
 
    With that, the Lead Instructor nodded to Lee and left the room. He chewed his lower lip, feeling as though he’d taken one step toward his answer and two steps back. Something had happened, but none of the instructors would be able to tell him anything about it. The archives were likely his only real shot at finding another clue, assuming they contained the type of information he was looking for. 
 
    He was in an introspective mood as he stepped out into the hallway and nearly ran straight into Eliza because of it. She jumped back and made a small, surprised noise before clasping her hands together and flashing a smile. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” said Lee. “Thanks for your help before. I sometimes get my casting stances, uh, a little mixed up.” 
 
    “I thought that might be the case,” said Eliza. “It’s easier once you’ve studied them for a while. I’ve been practicing since I was in middle school.” 
 
    Lee nodded, and his attention briefly flickered to the edge of the hallway, where Tess was making her way to stand behind Eliza with a mischievous smile on her face. Eliza was looking at him expectantly, and she brushed a lock of curly auburn hair away from her forehead. 
 
    “So, I was going to head into town with some of the other initiates,” she said. “There’s this tavern that claims to have a special liquor license to serve the students of Primhaven, even if they’re underage. They just have to be 18.” 
 
    “Uh, what?” asked Lee. “I’m pretty sure that’s not a thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, it sounds ridiculous,” said Eliza. “That’s part of the reason why I thought it would be cool to go check it out. If you wanted to come with the rest of us, maybe we could…” 
 
    She hesitated, then let out a surprised gasp and clapped her hands over her chest. Her face turned bright red and she looked away, not meeting Lee’s gaze. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine!” said Eliza, a little too quickly.  
 
    One of her curly bangs had fallen loose again, and Lee recognized what the problem was as she moved her hand to fix it. Her breasts, large as they were, hung with a noticeably increased level of freedom. As though someone—perhaps a mischievous ghost—had just unhooked her bra. Lee looked past Eliza, shooting Tess a knowing glance and giving a small, disapproving shake of his head. 
 
    “Sure,” said Lee. “I would love to come along. Where are you guys meeting up at?” 
 
    “Um, we’ll wait for you by Primhaven’s gate,” said Eliza. “I—have to grab something from my dorm first, um, so it’ll be a few minutes.” 
 
    Lee felt like he was forgetting something, and he realized what it was as he considered what and who he would need to grab from his own dorm room. 
 
    “Toma would also love to come,” said Lee. “It’s fine if I bring him too, right?” 
 
    “Um…” Eliza shrugged. “Yeah, I think it’ll be okay?” 
 
    “Cool. See you in a few minutes.” 
 
    Still blushing, Eliza flashed him a parting smile and started to walk off. She slowed her pace after a few mesmerizingly bouncy steps. Lee gave a silent thanks for tight initiate robes and mischievous ghosts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14  
 
      
 
    A fluttering, tingling, cold chill rippled through Lee as two ethereal blue arms wrapped around him from behind. 
 
    “That’s kind of a jarring sensation, you know,” he said. 
 
    “Then maybe you should take the hint,” whispered Tess. 
 
    He smiled and extended his mystic stream, giving the ghost embracing him from behind proper, feminine form. Lee could feel the softness of her chest against his shoulders. He turned around, making sure they were alone in the hallway as he set his own hands on her petite hips. 
 
    “Exactly how many pranks have you pulled today?” he asked. 
 
    “Pray tell, do you really think I keep count?” asked Tess. 
 
    “I know you do.” 
 
    Tess giggled. “Fine. Thirteen, though half of those barely meet the definition.” 
 
    “How many of those were you unhooking bras, like you just did with Eliza?” 
 
    “Three,” said Tess. “That’s not so much a prank as it is me pouting about the unfairness of, well, you know.” 
 
    She thrust her own chest forward and wiggled slightly. Her bosom was small, but still sizable enough to provide a pleasing jiggle.  
 
    “Come to me the next time you feel like pouting.” Lee slid his hands up her body, letting his thumb and index finger form a shelf just underneath each of her breasts. “I’ll change your mind.” 
 
    “Ooh, I like the sound of that,” said Tess. “Unfortunately, it sounds like you have places to be right now. Speaking of which, would you care to do me a small favor?” 
 
    “Well, I’m technically still contractually obligated to,” said Lee. “What is it?” 
 
    “Just pick me up a few things from the store in town,” said Tess. “Nothing major. A box of chocolates, marbles, some string, oh, and glowsticks!” 
 
    Lee was about to ask what she needed the stuff for when a different question came to mind. 
 
    “Why don’t you just come with me?” he asked. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Tess hesitated, opening her mouth and closing it. She flashed a smile at him, but there was something depressing about it, and it didn’t seem to bring her dimples out like her normal smiles did. 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “I mean, I actually can’t. I’m not a strong enough ghost to travel that far from Primhaven.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Lee, feeling dumb. “Right.” 
 
    It was such an obvious thing, and yet still so easy for him to forget. Tess was filled with so much spunk and vitality that he’d started to think of her more as just a playful, spirited, and cute young woman. A young woman who just happened to be more than a century dead. 
 
    “I’ll come find you later tonight,” said Lee. “Or you can come find me.” 
 
    “I would really like that,” said Tess. She scowled, noticing Lee’s expression. “Mercy me! Get that look off your face. If you want to mope over my circumstances, do it by buying me an extra box of chocolates.” 
 
    “You’ll get fat if you eat too much chocolate,” said Lee. 
 
    “I’m a ghost! I can’t get fat.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say,” said Lee. “It’ll go straight to your hips.” 
 
    He reached down, groping her butt and giving it a small pinch. Tess let out an exaggerated squeal. He pulled her against him and kissed her, running one of his hands through her soft, chestnut brown hair. 
 
    “Lee?” called Toma. “Uh, what are you doing?” 
 
    The surprise interruption ruined Lee’s focus and he pulled his mystic stream in on reflex. Tess blew him an ethereal kiss and sneaked off to the side, phasing through one of the walls. 
 
    “Practicing,” said Lee. He shifted into one of the casting stances Mattis had gone over. 
 
    Toma didn’t look convinced, so Lee decided to avoid the problem by changing the subject. “Hey, you interested in going into town? There’s this tavern that will apparently serve us even though we’re underage.” 
 
    Convincing Toma that the outside world was a place deserving of their presence was a larger task than Lee had been expecting. It continued even as they made their way back to the dorms to grab their jackets, and even as they headed toward the gate. 
 
    “I wanted to check out the computer lab, though,” said Toma. “Maybe the internet is better when using an actual PC.” 
 
    “Toma, trust me, this will be more fun,” said Lee. “Besides, Eliza said she and the other initiates will meet us by the gate. We shouldn’t keep them…” 
 
    “You were saying?” asked Toma. 
 
    They’d come into sight of the gate, and the area surrounding it was empty of any other students. 
 
    “I guess they went on ahead,” said Lee. “It’s no big deal. Come on, I’ve still only seen a little of Gillum. You probably know it better than I do. You can show me around.” 
 
    “Lee, what do you think the reason is why they went on ahead?” asked Toma. 
 
    Lee shrugged. “They’re probably excited about a tavern that serves students and just couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “Or,” said Toma, “they think we’re a pair of losers and decided they didn’t want to include us, after all. Which, unless you’re totally cracked, seems to fit with the rest of the available evidence.” 
 
    “I must be totally cracked then, because I think we’re more like outcasts than losers,” said Lee. “And by showing up anyway, even though we’re making the trip on our own, we’ll go from outcasts to rebels. It’s all about how you expect to be treated, Toma.” 
 
    Lee wasn’t entirely sure how the gate opened, but he set an experimental hand on the wood in the same way that Lead Instructor Mattis had when they’d first arrived. A rune flashed underneath his palm, and the double doors slowly began to creak open. 
 
    Staring out into a frozen landscape, complete with hissing wind scattering snow with whirling gusts, was a jarring sensation. The weather seemed to end at Primhaven’s door, as though an invisible, intangible layer of perfectly insulated glass separated them from it. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Lee. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” said Toma. “Why am I letting you drag me along with you?” 
 
    “Because you know I’m right,” said Lee. “Trust me. Ninety-nine percent of succeeding at anything in life is just showing up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, we’re at capacity,” said the doorman. “Come back in a little while and see if there’s room then.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” said Lee. “We came all the way here. We’ll stand instead of sitting. We’ll tip really well too, I promise.” 
 
    The doorman shook his head and motioned with his thumb for them to move off down the icy street. Lee could see into the Frostfire Tavern through the front window. Kristoff was sitting next to Eliza, and she, along with the rest of the initiates in attendance, seemed to be having an incredible time. Lee could also hear Toma’s chattering teeth, which got in the way of what he was trying to say. 
 
    “M–maybe we should go back?” asked Toma. 
 
    “Screw that,” said Lee. “Come on, I have some errands to run, anyway.” 
 
    He patted Toma on the shoulder and started down the street. Gillum was a small, secluded town with strange sensibilities. Most of the houses and stores were built from wood and heavily insulated, with walls and windows that were far thicker than anything Lee had seen before. 
 
    There were few buildings over two stories high, giving the town a squat, spread-out appearance. Snowmobiles seemed to be the preferred method of travel in place of cars or trucks, which made sense, given how there also didn’t seem to be any real roads leading more than a few miles out of town. The airstrip that served Gillum and Primhaven was apparently the only way in or out of the greater area. 
 
    In the face of the extreme climate and remote surroundings, a certain tenacity bled through into the town’s ambience. Almost every structure was painted in a way that made it stand out, sometimes garishly so. Some houses had murals depicting happy families, presumably the current or former residents. Others were striped with color, a few seemed splattered with various paints at random. One or two were covered with graffiti tags of varying artistic ability. 
 
    “I think that’s a general store over there,” said Lee. 
 
    “Do you th–think it will be warm inside?” asked Toma. 
 
    “I guarantee it,” said Lee. “Hey, sorry about all this. I think I underestimated just how cold Alaska can be.” 
 
    “Thaaatsssokay,” said Toma. His lips were worryingly blue. Lee hurried him forward, pushing through the door of a hot-pink building with white lettering that read “Cherry’s Goods” on the outside. 
 
    The interior was dimly lit and rustic, with shelves made of rough, unvarnished wood and a kindly old woman standing at the register. It was warm, just as he’d promised Toma, who he split off from as he began searching for Tess’s requests. 
 
    Surprisingly, he managed to find all of them, even the candy. The store had a small section of random holiday items that were perpetually on sale outside of their in-demand seasons, and he picked out a small box of chocolates in the shape of a pink heart.  
 
    Toma came up to him just as he was grabbing the marbles, looking remarkably more lively with color back in his cheeks. 
 
    “What do you need that stuff for?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh…” said Lee. “To practice my telekinesis.” 
 
    His tone made his answer sound more like a question, and Toma didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “I would have thought that you’d gotten enough practice in Meta-Magic class, what with the way you were untying people’s shoes and unhooking girls’ bras.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Lee. “You noticed that?” 
 
    “I’m your friend, Lee, of course I noticed,” said Toma. He shot him a grin. “Kristoff almost ate it when he tried to stand up fast at the end of class. Though if I were you, I would probably cool it for a while.” 
 
    “That’s good advice,” said Lee. “I think I’ll take it.” 
 
    He smiled, feeling oddly touched that Toma considered him to be a friend. He’d come to Primhaven under a false pretense, and even now, his secrets put distance between him and the other students, even if he was the only one who could see it. Lee felt a little guilty admitting it, but he was starting to have fun. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll pay for this stuff, and then we can head back to the tavern and give it another shot.” 
 
     He didn’t have much money left after what he’d spent on his plane ticket, and he was relieved when the prices weren’t overly inflated, as they oftentimes were in remote locations. Lee carried his bag in one hand as he and Toma headed back up the street to the Frostfire Tavern. 
 
    They arrived in time to see the doorman letting in two disciples, the green and yellow of their robes visible under the bottoms of their coats. Lee and Toma walked up, and just as before, they were stopped before they could enter. 
 
    “Sorry,” said the doorman. “Two people leave, two people get to go in.” 
 
    “That’s fucking cracked,” said Toma. 
 
    “I don’t make the rules, I just enforce them,” said the doorman. 
 
    Lee scowled, feeling more intent than ever on getting into the tavern. The seat next to Kristoff was empty now, and he wondered if Eliza had decided to venture off into less arrogant and obnoxious pastures. 
 
    “Well, at least we tried,” said Lee. “Sometimes you just have to accept the facts.” 
 
    He set a hand on Toma’s shoulder and began leading him up the street, toward the road that led back to Primhaven. 
 
    “You’re giving up?” said Toma. “I know I wasn’t thrilled about this idea before, but…” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Lee. “I was talking to you before, not him. The relevant fact in this situation is that the tavern probably has a back door that we can sneak in through.” 
 
    They headed down a small alley in between buildings, looping around to the Frostfire’s backyard. There was a fence separating its outer lounge area, which included tables that Lee doubted got much use from the nearby houses. He clapped Toma on the back and started climbing. 
 
    “This is trespassing,” muttered Toma. 
 
    “It’s not a crime if we don’t get caught,” he said. “We’ll be good little initiates and leave if they ask us to.” 
 
    He went up to the door and tried the handle, feeling a rush of success when he found it to be unlocked. He opened it slowly and gestured for Toma to head through first. 
 
    “See,” said Lee. “What did I tell you?” 
 
    “You’re a little crazy, Lee Amaranth, but I like your style,” said Toma. 
 
    A hallway led from the tavern’s exit toward the main taproom. They passed by a small, currently unstaffed kitchen area and the men’s bathroom. As they were passing by the women’s bathroom, a familiar, unpleasant, cold chill ran down Lee’s back, making the hair on his neck stand up straight. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you,” he said. “Nature calls.” 
 
    Toma nodded and somewhat reluctantly headed forward without him. As soon as his friend was out of sight, Lee swore under his breath. 
 
    He knew that feeling. He’d known it ever since he was a child, too young to realize what it meant. Part of being a mystic was being able to recognize the sensation of being near a powerful specter. There was an entity inside the women’s bathroom stronger than anything he’d encountered in a very long time, perhaps ever, and he was the only one who could do anything about it. 
 
    He pushed his way through the door, heedless of the consequences. A muffled scream came from the bathroom stall furthest to the left. Lee didn’t hesitate. He threw the stall open and felt his heart sink as he took in the scene on the other side. 
 
    Eliza was standing in front of the toilet, her head lulled forward, eyes blank. The specter stood directly behind her, and already had one ethereal hand thrust into her body. Lee hurled himself forward, but it was already too late. 
 
    It was like watching a person put on a costume. The specter pulled its way into her, dropping directly into Eliza and taking full possession of her body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “Eliza!” shouted Lee. 
 
    He knew it was already too late, but he also knew that his options were limited. Eliza let out a thin, cracking screech as she hurled herself forward, completely under control of the specter. She head-butted Lee in the stomach, which both caught him by surprise and hurt far more than he’d been expecting it to. 
 
    He tried to grab at her leg as he went down, but she rushed by him. She disappeared into the hallway, and Lee quickly picked himself up, swearing through clenched teeth and fully intent on going after her. 
 
    It was his job to handle this type of situation. Unfortunately, the doorman also had a job, and he stood blocking the hallway as Lee came out of the women’s bathroom. Eliza had already disappeared into the crowded taproom, leaving him to bear the consequences of what would have normally been an amusing misunderstanding. 
 
    “You little bastard,” said the doorman. “Get the fuck out of here before I break your nose!” 
 
    He was a pretty big guy, and he grabbed Lee before he had a chance to slip by, manhandling him out of the tavern’s back door and through the fence’s door, which only opened from the inside. 
 
    “Hold on!” shouted Lee. “I just need to talk to somebody. It’ll only take a second.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    Lee gritted his teeth and sprinted around to the front of the tavern, hoping that he might be able to push his way in before the doorman got back to his post. He realized as soon as he caught sight of the taproom’s interior through the window that it wouldn’t be necessary. 
 
    Eliza was making a scene. This was understandable to Lee, as he’d run into very few specters who knew how to play nice upon assuming ownership of a new body. One of the other female initiates was trying to lead her back toward the bathrooms, but Eliza was flailing about with her arms and yelling abuse at everyone within sight loud enough for Lee to hear from outside. 
 
    “Unhand me, you little wench!” Eliza shouted. “Out of my way!” 
 
    Kristoff stood up and took a step toward her. Eliza slapped him across the face hard enough to spin him at a ninety-degree angle. Lee tried to balance his amusement with the seriousness of the situation as his possessed classmate continued forward on her violent tirade, punching and kicking as she made her way to the tavern’s door and out into the cold.  
 
    Lee reached for her, but she took off at a sprint, heading back toward Primhaven. He was more than a little curious about what the specter had in store for her, but his primary concern was for Eliza, namely the fact that she’d left her jacket inside and was dressed in a cute blouse woefully unsuited for the freezing weather. 
 
    What separated specters from ghosts, at least by Lee’s definition, was their willingness to cause pain and death. A possessed body to a specter was like a stolen car to an escaping criminal. Eliza would be run into the ground by the entity, heedless of her personal health and well-being. 
 
    Lee sprinted after her at full speed, using his longer legs to close the gap. The icy windchill made his face feel like it was about to freeze and crack into shards. Spots of treacherous ice were hidden underneath the top layer of snow that covered the road back to Primhaven, and every few steps Lee would nearly slip and be forced to throw his arms every which way to keep his balance. 
 
    They were almost within sight of the gate when Lee caught up with her. He’d already shouted her name a couple of times, but it was clear that the specter had taken full control, leaving little to no room for her to fight back against it or even hear him to respond. 
 
    “Sorry about this, Eliza!” shouted Lee. “I promise to make it up to you.” 
 
    As crude of a method as it was, the easiest way to get a specter out of a body was to deliver a sharp, concussive blow to the head. Lee threw himself into a tackle that would have made a high school football coach proud. He slammed into Eliza at the waist, his shoulder striking her full force, and held her tight as they went down. 
 
    Her head hit the road at an angle Lee had tried to ensure wouldn’t create too many issues for her. A cold chill passed through him as he saw the specter go tumbling out of her body, again similar to the way a criminal driving a stolen car might be ejected in a crash, sans seat belt. 
 
    He shifted her onto her back. She was unconscious, and Lee hoped it was a reaction to possession rather than from the head bonk he’d engineered. He stood up slowly and turned to face the specter through the haze of falling snow. 
 
    “You should be careful who you possess,” said Lee. “It’s an easy way to make enemies.” 
 
    The specter had once been a tall, muscular man with a smooth shaved head. His size would have been intimidating if not for the fact that it made no difference when it came to ghosts. What was intimidating was the specter’s general aura, the tingling sensation of cold and unease that Lee knew had nothing to do with the weather. It was stronger than it should been, strong enough to make him question whether he could win against it. 
 
    “One of the sighted,” said the specter. “How unexpected. Unfortunately, you are not a part of my master’s plan. I can only hope you have already made peace with your path in life.” 
 
    Lee smiled and reached down to draw his kris dagger and grasped at nothing, only then remembering an obvious and relevant fact that he should have taken into account much earlier. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered. 
 
    He took a step to the left, putting himself more directly in between the specter and Eliza’s unconscious form. She still didn’t have a jacket to insulate her against the cold, which was made even more serious by the fact that the fight was going to take a lot longer for Lee to win than he’d been expecting, if he could win at all. 
 
    Lesser specters and ghosts were still fair game for Lee even when he wasn’t wielding a silver weapon. He could pull them into his mystic stream, bludgeon them around in a normal fight, and then absorb them once they went down through a technique that he had ever-creatively termed “ghost absorption.”  
 
    It wasn’t his preferred method. Each ghost was created from a different type of innate essence, usually arcane essence for sorcerers, blood essence for vampire ghosts, and so forth. There was a flavor or character to each essence that would stick with him for a while after, occasionally increasing his strength or vitality for a few days but always shifting his personality as a drawback. He would also have nightmares related to the entity he’d absorbed, but he’d never figured out whether those were a true side effect or just an unfortunate coincidence of his subconscious. 
 
    “Fall to your knees, and I will make it quick,” said the specter. 
 
    “How about ‘no’?” said Lee. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and reluctantly extended his mystic stream to include the ghost. The man coalesced into form, turning from an ethereal blue to an albino white. He wore shorts, no shoes or shirt, and was still completely bald. His eyes were red in color, which was rather unnerving. 
 
    The specter didn’t seem at all disconcerted by Lee’s trick, which was a bad sign. The man strode forward, falling into a clean martial arts stance as he drew within range. Lee put his guard up, wincing as he thought about the last time he’d been in an actual, weaponless fistfight. 
 
    Lee attacked first, throwing a quick jab. The specter surprised him by both dodging and moving forward. Lee didn’t have time to avoid the knee his opponent brought up against his chest, so he did his best to block it with the side of one arm.  
 
    The force of the blow threw him a good ten feet into the air, high enough to flip him over before dropping back down. He landed on his chest and stomach in the snow, which was the only thing that kept several of his ribs from snapping on impact. 
 
    The strength of a ghost or specter within Lee’s mystic stream was a somewhat random combination of their original physical prowess in life and their lingering power as an entity in death. In this specter’s case, it was more than Lee could handle unarmed. He knew that he was going to lose the fight, but he wasn’t stupid. If he ran, Eliza’s body would belong to the specter, and he would still eventually come after him. 
 
    Lee pulled himself up and threw himself back into the fray. This time, he managed to dodge a side kick from the specter and countered with a punch that collided with his jaw at a satisfying angle. The specter staggered back but spun, whipping an elbow into Lee’s shoulder with enough force to send him flying again. He could already feel the bruising and swelling as he landed in the snow, rolling a few times before coming to a stop. 
 
    “You show great bravery, and great foolishness,” said the specter. “From here on out, I will use my full strength as I—” 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth?” Lead Instructor Mattis’s voice cut the specter off. She was heading down the road from the college gates, staring at Lee and Eliza’s fallen forms with a deep frown. 
 
    It was the moment of truth. Lee sat up and held the specter’s gaze for an instant before watching him turn and walk off, leaving the range of his mystic stream and disappearing into the falling snow. A fight against a mystic and a mage were apparently not odds he was interested in taking. 
 
    “What happened here?” asked Mattis. 
 
    He carefully considered his answer, doubting there was any way to convince Mattis of the truth, given how she’d already expressed her lack of belief in mystics earlier that very same day. 
 
    “Something happened at the tavern in town, and Eliza was running back to the college,” said Lee. “She slipped and hit her head. I think she might have a concussion. Someone should definitely stay near her for the rest of the day.” 
 
    Having someone near Eliza would also discourage the specter from trying to possess her a second time, or at least, Lee hoped it would. 
 
    “She’s unconscious,” said Mattis. “No doubt she has a concussion. Let’s hope it’s not more than just that. Help her up onto its back.” 
 
    “Onto... what?” 
 
    He jumped as something brushed against him from behind. Turning around, Lee stared full into the eyes of the largest reindeer he’d ever seen. He helped Eliza up onto it and walked alongside Mattis as the animal began transporting her back into the college. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    As much as Lee wanted to follow up on Eliza’s condition, he knew that he had more pressing issues to deal with. He dropped off the bag of goodies he’d picked up for Tess at his dorm room and headed to the Seruna Center, intent on finding Instructor Harper. 
 
    He was defenseless without his kris dagger, which wouldn’t have been an issue normally. Powerful specters were rare. Powerful specters with plans of action were even rarer. The words the entity had spoken about serving his master had left Lee with deep concerns about how the next few days might play out. 
 
    Lee would be his first target. There was too much that he could do to disrupt the specter’s machinations, simply because of the fact that he could see and interact with him. He’d been attacked by a specter in his sleep before, and it would have probably cost him his life had his kris dagger not been within easy reach. 
 
    It was early evening, which meant that most classes would be finished for the day. Lee found a map of where the instructors’ offices were at the front desk and considered his argument as he headed down the hallway. 
 
    He could always tell Instructor Harper the truth. He almost laughed at the thought, despite everything. He could count the number of people he’d successfully convinced of the truth about mystics and ghosts on the fingers of one hand, outside of his clients who were always already believers.  
 
    How would that conversation even go? Lee supposed he could find Tess and have her contribute as much as she could to demonstrate her power, but there wasn’t anything she could do that couldn’t also be explained away as some sort of spell, cast by him or some other unseen, living accomplice. 
 
    The door to Harper’s office was locked. A note on the front read “At the gym. Back by 7.” It was 6:30, so Lee headed outside and into the Ewix Center. 
 
    The gym’s interior was brightly lit and smelled of sweat and disinfectant. The floor was made up of interlocking foam tiles, and there were foot trays near the entrance for people to leave their outdoor shoes on to avoid tracking dirt. Lee kicked his sneakers off and made his way forward. 
 
    He was a little surprised by how few people there were taking advantage of the large, well-equipped space, but it made sense as he considered it. Physical fitness seemed secondary to the concerns of most mages. Power, to them, came in the form of their magic, which had a far higher ceiling of potential, no pun intended, than the limits of the human body. 
 
    A single, rail-thin teenager was using the weights, and Harper was in the back corner, dressed in the same yoga pants and loose sleeveless shirt he’d seen her wearing earlier. She was stretched out on a yoga mat, butt pushed up in the air, legs at an angle, back straight, like two connecting lines of a triangle. Her breathing was deliberate and audible, and she didn’t look up as Lee approached. 
 
    “Instructor Harper,” said Lee. “I wouldn’t have figured you for a yogi.” 
 
    Harper exhaled slowly and took her time rising to her feet. Her face was flushed, and she smelled of sweat and deodorant in a way that captured Lee’s attention, whether he wanted it to or not. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” said Harper. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    Her blonde hair was in a simple ponytail, and her pale blue eyes seemed to look through Lee, almost like she already knew what he was about to say. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “My knife back. You had no reason to take it from me.” 
 
    “In fact, I did. It’s a weapon, and this is a school.” 
 
    “A school for mages,” said Lee. “Even an initiate can cast a handful of spells more dangerous than a simple knife, let alone the kind of power you were throwing around in your duel this morning.” 
 
    He’d hoped that the fact that he’d seen her fighting the two mages in the Spell Range might be enough to throw her off somehow. Harper simply bent over to pick up her towel, giving Lee a reminder of what yoga pants did to an athletic woman’s butt. She wiped her face off and, surprisingly, smiled at him.  
 
    “Do you know what the fundamental requirement of casting high-level arcane magic is?” asked Harper. 
 
    “The Potential. Having enough arcane essence. Training.” 
 
    Harper shook her head and pointed at the yoga mat. 
 
    “It’s the same as wielding any weapon,” she said. “Control over the self, over emotion.” 
 
    “I get the sense that’s something you personally struggle with?” said Lee. Needling Harper was dangerous, and he wasn’t sure if it had been the right move or not as he saw her jaw tighten and her eyes narrow for an instant. 
 
    “You ask for the reason why I took your knife,” said Harper. “Perhaps it’s because I think you’re a danger—to yourself, to others.” 
 
    “That’s a little dramatic, isn’t it?” 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten, I was there during your admissions test. I saw your face when you thought you’d have to undergo the Cropping. So much desperation. So much anger. You looked like an animal that had been backed into a corner.” 
 
    It was Lee’s turn to master his frustration. He pursed his lips, knowing that Harper was simply continuing what he’d initiated. 
 
    “I passed the test, didn’t I?” he asked. 
 
    Harper bent over again, this time leaning forward and letting her loose sleeveless shirt billow downward enough to expose the sports bra barely containing her large breasts. She picked up a small tension ball from the floor nearby and, in a smooth motion, flung it at Lee’s face. He hadn’t seen it coming, but his reflexes had already been primed by the earlier fight and he easily dodged out of the way. 
 
    “Most initiates with the type of telekinesis ability that you have would have caught that, or at least diverted it,” said Harper. 
 
    “I don’t like to show off.” 
 
    Harper drew closer to Lee and lowered her voice. “You’re dangerous, Initiate Amaranth. If only because nothing about you seems to add up.” 
 
    “Instructor Harper, there are dangers on this campus justified by more than your gut instinct,” said Lee, leaning his face closer to hers. “I’ll ask one more time. Give me my knife back.” 
 
    “Or what?” Harper’s voice was barely a whisper, and she had a tiny smile on her face that made it seem like she was begging him to try something. Lee didn’t look away. He could feel his heart beating, and he felt like he could almost hear hers. 
 
    A phone’s vibration came from near the wall. Harper let it buzz twice before pulling back from Lee, and he felt himself let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, relaxing his shoulders. She picked up her phone and looked down at it. 
 
    “We’re done here,” said Harper. “You’re dismissed, initiate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Lee knew that Harper had no intention of giving him his kris dagger back. It’d been a long shot to begin with, but that didn’t make it feel like any less of a defeat to let it drop. He resolved to find something else made of silver as he left the gym. Even something as simple as a piece of actual silverware or an antique candlestick would do in a pinch. 
 
    In fact, Harper’s attitude irritated him more than the actual confiscation of his property. She represented everything he hated about mages. She was arrogant regarding both her own power and her confidence in her worldview. She was beautiful, which wasn’t really a reason to dislike her in itself, but when combined with her arcane talent, it made it easy to see why her ego was so inflated. She’d probably gone through life getting whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted it. 
 
    And yet, something about her words still stuck with him. He hadn’t considered what he actually would have done had Tess not stepped in during his admissions test when she did. It wasn’t as though he would have surrendered. In all likelihood, he would have fought, possibly even hurt, people who were only trying to do their jobs, all because of a rash, impulsive decision that rested solely on his shoulders. 
 
    Lee was hungry, so he headed to the dining hall on his way across campus. There didn’t seem to be any restriction against taking food off the premises, so he loaded up a tray with a roast beef sandwich, chips, carrot sticks, and celery and headed back to his dorm room. 
 
    “Lee!” said Tess, as soon as he stepped through the door. “Finally! I was starting to worry.” 
 
    Toma wasn’t back yet, so Lee didn’t hesitate to pull Tess into his mystic stream. She was wearing a different outfit than usual, a flirty yellow and blue sundress that left her arms and upper chest bare. It wasn’t abnormal for ghosts to have multiple outfits, though most were busy with concerns other than manifesting in a new style. 
 
    She was sitting on his bed and leaning back on her arms, smiling a dimpled smile. Lee noticed the way her eyes flicked from him to the bag he’d left in the room earlier, and he raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “You didn’t go through the things I bought, did you?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course I didn’t!” said Tess. “They’re gifts. What fun would it be if I didn’t wait for you to give them to me?” 
 
    “Let’s eat first,” said Lee. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” said Tess. “Is that another joke on your part, Lee Amaranth? I’m a ghost, in case you didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Here,” said Lee, offering her a chip. She slowly reached out to take it, letting out a tiny gasp as she pulled loose one of the strange copies that could exist only within his mystic stream. 
 
    “I can... eat food while I’m around you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lee. “I thought you knew that already. Why else would you ask for the chocolates?” 
 
    “I just think they look pretty,” said Tess. She crunched on the chip and made a face. “It’s so salty. Is this really how crisps taste now?” 
 
    “They’re called chips, and yes,” said Lee. 
 
    The two of them sat cross-legged on the floor as they ate. Lee told her about the specter and what had happened to Eliza, and he was surprised when she seemed mostly unconcerned. 
 
    “You should be okay,” said Tess. “You’ll be able to see him coming, at least.” 
 
    “It’s possible that he could attack me in my sleep,” said Lee. 
 
    “Then I’ll watch over you at night. Problem solved.” 
 
    She seemed serious about it, and Lee wasn’t sure how to express just how much relief the thought of having her serve as his lookout brought him. He picked up his bag of purchases and grinned as he reached inside of it. 
 
    “Here,” he said. “I only ended up buying one box, but it’s pretty big.” 
 
    Tess’s face lit up with delight as he passed her the heart-shaped container. It felt strange, seeing such happiness in the expression of a girl he’d come to care for so rapidly. A ghost he’d come to care for, rather. She pulled the lid off and plucked out one of the chocolates, which still left the original, as per the laws of his mystic stream. 
 
    “Do you really think I’ll get fat if I eat too many?” asked Tess. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s what you said earlier.” 
 
    Lee shrugged. “At the very least you’ll get a stomach ache. Here, I got the other stuff you asked for, too.” 
 
    “Ooh,” said Tess. “These are perfect. Well, almost.” 
 
    She frowned as she took a look at the glowsticks and shook her head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Lee. 
 
    “They’re pink.” 
 
    “That was the color I thought you’d prefer,” said Lee. “What do you even need them for, anyway?” 
 
    Tess gave him a teasing smile and shook her head. “You’ll see. I might be able to still make them work. Maybe.” 
 
    “Come on, tell me,” said Lee. 
 
    “A proper lady is allowed to keep as many secrets as needed,” said Tess. 
 
    “A proper lady?” Lee frowned and made a show of looking around. “Where?” 
 
    “You prat!” Tess flicked her finger against his shoulder. “I was considering telling you, but now I’ve changed my mind.” 
 
    “Tell me, or I’ll tickle it out of you,” said Lee. 
 
    “Tickling is for children, and I’m a proper lady, far above that sort of… hey!” 
 
    Lee pushed the box of chocolates aside and began his onslaught, getting a hand into Tess’s armpit before she could stop him. She burst out into a mixture of laughter and pleading before deciding that the best defense was a good offense. 
 
    The two of them were shifting from tickling to wrestling, both trying to pin the other on the carpet. Lee was obviously stronger, and after a minute, he was straddling her and holding her arms above her head. Tess’s face was flushed, and she slowly licked her lips as she looked up at him. 
 
    “What else do ‘proper ladies’ consider themselves to be far above?” asked Lee. 
 
    “You fiendish rogue!” said Tess, in an exaggerated voice. “For you to touch my body as if I were a cheap courtesan.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’ll do more than just touch it,” whispered Lee. 
 
    “Ooh,” moaned Tess. Lee kissed her and felt her instantly respond to him, angling her hips upward and spreading her legs. 
 
    Part of him knew that he was playing with fire by letting Tess get so close and so intimate. The rest of him didn’t care. Again, she wasn’t wearing any panties, and it only took Lee a second to get his pants down and his robes out of the way. He watched the way she bit her lower lip as he thrust his cock into her and almost came then and there. 
 
    He pulled her sundress further up, and Tess let out a surprised, though not displeased squeal as he lifted it over her head. She blushed, which brought out the otherwise faint freckles dusting her cheeks. She tried to cover her breasts with one arm. 
 
    “They’re too small,” she said, in a voice that sounded genuinely insecure. 
 
    “I prefer the term fun-sized,” said Lee. “Let me see you.” 
 
    He pulled her arms back above her head, pinning them with his hand, though it wasn’t really necessary. Tess’s body was pale, petite, and perfect. Her breasts weren’t huge, but they weren’t as small as she seemed to think they were, either. Lee cupped one of them with his hand, smiling as he ran a thumb over one of her nipples, which were almost as pink as little candies. 
 
    Lee kissed her and started moving again, running his hands across her soft, flawless skin. She was a hot little thing, and he felt a perverse desire to spend a day or two using her tight, young body for all it was worth. A proper lady, indeed. 
 
    “Lee?” The door to the dorm room creaked open, and Toma stepped in. “Why are you lying on the floor.” 
 
    Tess squealed, and in his surprise, Lee accidentally released his mystic stream. He fell forward onto the carpet as Tess, now in her ghost form, fled in a panic through the wall. There was no chance of Toma seeing her, but it seemed as though the impulse to run upon being caught in the act ran extremely deep. 
 
    “I was, uh, just lying down,” said Lee, shifting his robes to cover the truth. 
 
    “Weird, but whatever,” said Toma. “Hey, we have to talk about what happened after you got kicked out from the tavern. Eliza had like, a meltdown or something.” 
 
    “Can we talk about it tomorrow?” asked Lee. “Or maybe like, an hour from now?” 
 
    He stood up and made himself decent. As he stared at the wall Tess had disappeared into, he did his best to brush off the complex mixture of rage and disappointment unique to being interrupted during hot sex. 
 
    “Why, it’s not like either of us have anywhere to be,” said Toma, with a laugh. “Also, I wanted to talk about us and our upcoming classes. Do you think we should set up, like, a study schedule, or something? Given how much we both struggled with the entrance exam, it seems cracked not to be proactive.” 
 
    “A study schedule,” sighed Lee, sensing that Tess wouldn’t be coming back that night. “Sure.” 
 
    Maybe he could get Toma to study the mechanism of knocking before opening a door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “Take these with you,” said Tess. “Make sure they’re in your pockets during your alteration class.” 
 
    Tess did eventually come back, though it wasn’t until the next morning, right when Lee was on his way out the door. She’d picked up two of the pink glowsticks she’d had him buy and was holding them out to him. 
 
    “What?” He furrowed his brow. “Why?” 
 
    “I promise, you’ll thank me later,” said Tess. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” he said. “Hey, sorry about last night. I’ll lock the door next time, I promise.” 
 
    Tess flashed a wicked, dimpled smile. “What’s to be sorry about? If anything, I should thank your roommate for interrupting your attempted defilement when he did.” 
 
    “I think calling it ‘attempted’ is a bit of an understatement,” said Lee. 
 
    “Is that so?” asked Tess. “I suppose I’ll have to be on guard to keep it from happening again.” 
 
    “I hope that doesn’t mean you’ve decided to start wearing panties.” 
 
    “Bloomers, my dear Lee. They’re called bloomers.” 
 
    Toma had already gone ahead, so after giving Tess a quick kiss, Lee headed off to the Seruna Center. He found the alteration classroom without much trouble. Toma was sitting in the back row, as was often the case for them. 
 
    More surprising was the fact that Eliza was also sitting away from where Kristoff and the more popular initiates held court up front. She was more over to the side, with a perimeter of three or four empty seats around her.  
 
    She had a bandage on her forehead and wore a wrist compressor, which made Lee think that she might have hurt more than just her head during his tackle. She didn’t look up to meet his gaze as he entered the room, and the instructor arrived before Lee could make his way over to see how she was doing. 
 
    A tall man in a white button-up shirt, tie, and slacks walked in with a briefcase. He didn’t look over at any of the students as he sat down at his desk, instead placing the briefcase on top, opening it, and closing it. He sat with his back perfectly straight for several seconds, looking straight ahead at all of them, and none of them, at the same time. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” asked the instructor. He held his hand up to his mouth and made a humming noise. “Hello?” 
 
    “We can hear you,” said one of the initiates in the front row. 
 
    “Oh. Nice.” 
 
    The instructor was silent again for several uncomfortable seconds. 
 
    “My name is Instructor Daniels,” he finally said. “That’s D-A-N followed by... the word ‘yells.’ I will be teaching you alteration, yeah? To help protect you against attacks... against the body and mind.” 
 
    He waited and nobody said anything. Lee was actually impressed by the restraint of his fellow initiates. Instructor Daniels was still staring blankly at the back wall, his eyes somewhat unfocused, as though he was in the middle of a particularly vivid daydream. 
 
    “Alteration spells are... useful,” said Instructor Daniels. “Many different types exist. I will be teaching you alteration. My name is Instructor Daniels.” 
 
    At this point, whispering finally broke out among the students. Instructor Daniels didn’t seem to notice or take offense, continuing on with his basic, rather repetitive introduction. 
 
    “Your mind and body need protection,” said Instructor Daniels. “Alteration spells can do that. It’s D-A-N, followed by... an I, an E…” 
 
    “Really?” said Kristoff, in a loud whisper. “Can he spell ‘Instructor’ too, or is that what we’ll be learning next class?” 
 
    Lee felt bad for Daniels, though his dazed mannerisms certainly raised valid questions about his competency. He was about to head up to the Instructor’s desk to see if there was anything he could do when another teacher walked into the classroom. 
 
    Instructor Harper’s entrance almost felt like a switch being flipped. The initiates immediately sat up straight in their desks, and an edge of authoritative tension filled the room in place of their whispering. Harper was dressed in one of the black and gold Instructor’s robes, which fit her so well that it brought back Toma’s remark about there potentially being a tailor on campus. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late, Instructor Daniels,” said Harper. 
 
    Daniels slowly swiveled his head to face her, blinked once, and flashed a wide smile. 
 
    “Instructor Harper,” he said. “Yes. Thank you for making time. I will be teaching alteration, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Harper. She slowly came to stand next to where Daniels sat at his desk and addressed the room. “I’m sure you’ve heard of Louis Daniels, the Shield Warden. The man who single-handedly saved Auckland from being rolled over by a group of rogue sorcerers.” 
 
    Lee hadn’t. But from the way a few of his classmates glanced at each other, some of them obviously had. 
 
    “He will be your alteration instructor for the semester,” said Harper. “I will be assisting him for the first few weeks, as we’re both new to the school and in the process of finding our stride.” 
 
    Nobody spoke up. Lee was tempted to, if only to needle Harper a bit, but her presence seemed magnified in class, as though the respect the rest of the students gave her was a weapon at her disposal. 
 
    The class continued, with Harper gently prompting Daniels into explaining different facets of alteration. He was knowledgeable, though it did seem as though some incident in the past had locked away his knowledge—and much of his focus—in a place that he could only reach with assistance. 
 
    Lee had assumed that alteration was mostly about shield spells, but Daniels also explained enhancement spells and how they could be utilized. There was more flexibility to the magical school than he’d initially realized. A powerful enough altmancer, as those who specialize in alteration were called, would essentially be a nigh-unstoppable juggernaut, with spells to enhance their strength and speed and shields to defend against attacks. 
 
    “Today’s focus will be a basic spell shield?” said Daniels, though with an inflection at the end that made it sound like a question.  
 
    Harper nodded to him. “Form into groups of three or four and begin practicing the casting stance while focusing will into the arcane patterns we just discussed. I would like to see each of you casting a shield by the end of this lesson.” 
 
    Lee swore under his breath. Toma was sitting next to him and nodded, seemingly in agreement. 
 
    “Groups of three,” muttered Toma. “We might have to split up.” 
 
    Lee shook his head, barely even concerned about that aspect of the lesson. He looked around the room and spotted Eliza, who was still sitting apart from the rest of the class and hadn’t been invited over to join the groups formed from her normal clique.  
 
    “That’s not an issue,” said Lee. “Eliza can join our group.” 
 
    “Eliza?” asked Toma. “As in, the super pretty, confident, talented Eliza? The complete opposite of us Eliza?” 
 
    “She’s not an alien, Toma. Relax.”  
 
    He stood up and headed over to her. She sat up in surprise when she saw him. 
 
    “Oh, hey Lee,” she said. “I never got a chance to thank you for what you did yesterday…” 
 
    “Yeah, uh, it’s no problem.” Lee scratched his head. Possession victims often had varying degrees of recollection concerning the experience of being directly under a specter’s control. Most only remembered scraps, small details and emotions, all of it twisted and made dreamlike by the influence of the entity’s foreign perspective. 
 
    “I must have made such a fool of myself,” muttered Eliza. “I can’t believe it. It might have ended even worse if you hadn’t found me when you did after my fall.” 
 
    She blinked a couple of times and looked like she was about to cry. Lee set a hand on her shoulder and gave her a few seconds. 
 
    “If you don’t have a group to join, do you want to work with me and Toma?” he asked. 
 
    Eliza nodded. “I would love to. You’re... so nice to me, Lee.” 
 
    She tentatively set her hand on top of his and looked him in the eye for a second before blushing fiercely and reaching over to grab her notebook and bag. 
 
    “Uh, we should get started!” said Eliza. “I can already cast a spell shield. I can help you both with it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” said Lee. 
 
    For a couple of minutes, Lee was able to disguise his complete inability to cast any spells by just hanging back and keeping his mouth shut. Toma was also struggling with the spell shield, and Eliza patiently explained the details of the breathing, casting stance, and arcane pattern he would need to hold in his mind. Her attention seemed to fluster Toma, which was entertaining, but not to the extent that it took Lee’s mind off his own issues. 
 
    Why did Harper have to be one of the instructors? Given the friction between them, she would go out of her way to ensure that Lee met the same requirements as everyone else. He wouldn’t be able to get by with sneaking off to the bathroom or faking an illness. She’d use the fact that he couldn’t manage a spell shield as more evidence to fuel her suspicions. 
 
    He’d put the Cropping and what it entailed out of his mind for the past day or so, but the risk was still there. If he were expelled or consistently failed to meet the school’s requirements, he was done. Not only would he never uncover what really happened to Zoe, but he’d forget all about her. 
 
    “Lee?” asked Eliza. “Are you listening? It’s like this—” 
 
    Eliza stepped behind him and took hold of his arms, gently pulling them into the alteration casting stance, an x-shape across his chest. She stood a little closer to him than she might have otherwise needed to, and Lee felt the distinct sensation of her breath tickling his neck. 
 
    “Ah, so that’s it,” said Lee. 
 
    “Then from there, picture the arcane pattern in your head. Swirling, protective spheres in orbit around your body.” 
 
    Lee had already tried it several times during that class period, if only to prove to himself that he really couldn’t cast spells. He sighed and figured that once more couldn’t hurt. 
 
    “Sorry!” cried Tess. “I’m so sorry! I’m late, I know. There was this squirrel, and it was chasing its tail, and it was just the funniest thing I’d ever seen…” 
 
    Lee glanced over at her out of the corner of his eye. She was doubled over, panting, with a wide, dimpled smile on her face. 
 
    “I know you can’t talk right now, but hopefully you won’t need to,” said Tess. “You put the glowsticks in the pockets of your robe, right? Just stay calm, and don’t move.” 
 
    “Lee?” said Eliza. “You look distracted. Are you actually trying the spell?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. Tess had moved in close and was rummaging through his pockets. He closed his eyes, reset his alteration casting stance, and took a breath. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Toma. “He did it!” 
 
    Lee blinked his eyes open, wincing at the slight chill he felt due to how close Tess was standing to him. She’d taken out the glowsticks and begun whipping them into fast circles around Lee. The effect was similar to the glowing spheres that sprung into existence when the other initiates cast their spell shields, with one small difference. 
 
    “Your spell shield is... pink?” said Eliza. “Huh. I’ve never seen that before. They’re usually blue or green.” 
 
    A few of the other initiates who’d already cast their spell shields were also taking notice. Lee heard a familiar scoff as Kristoff pointed an arm at him. 
 
    “Are you trying to tell us something, Amaranth?” he jeered. 
 
    Lee didn’t care. He grinned from ear to ear, his thoughts filled mostly with ideas of what he could give Tess to repay her for the favor. She was a genius, in his humble opinion. 
 
    His good humor faded as he saw Instructor Harper slowly making her way toward his group. Her eyes were focused on his “spell shield” rather than on him, and she folded her arms and frowned as she drew near. 
 
    “How curious,” said Instructor Harper. “I’ve never seen a pink spell shield before.” 
 
    She uncrossed her arms and adopted the elemental casting stance. 
 
    “Uh, Instructor Harper…” said Lee, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “We’ll be testing each spell shield today, as well.” Harper wiggled the fingers of her left hand and a fireball the size of a skull appeared over her palm. “There’s no way to improve one’s defensive magic without probing for flaws.” 
 
    Eliza and Toma stepped away from Lee, unaware of the imminently approaching disaster. Tess was still focused on spinning the glowsticks. Lee shook his head, and opened his mouth to protest, or perhaps admit the truth. 
 
    He never got a chance. Harper stabbed her arm forward. The fireball let out a crackling hiss as it surged through the air, slamming into Lee’s chest before he could even dodge reflexively. 
 
    For a split second, he was aware of the fact that his feet were no longer on the ground, and that his robes were on fire. Then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Everything hurt when Lee woke up, and it took him a few seconds to remember why. Alteration class. The spell shield. Tess’s brilliant idea with a singular, potentially fatal flaw. 
 
    The back of his head felt sensitive, as though he’d slammed it down against the floor, or more likely a desk. His chest was coated in some type of ointment, though given how he remembered the front of his robes igniting, it was less painful than he would have expected. 
 
    His shoulder and elbow both felt bruised, and one of his ankles had either a compression sleeve or a cast around it. Somebody was also nearby, crying softly. Lee groaned and forced his eyes open. 
 
    Tess’s ethereal figure was sitting in an otherwise empty chair by the side of his bed, and she was cradling her face in her hands. He wasn’t in his dorm room, but in the school’s infirmary, with a white curtain hanging from a curved rod half-drawn to cordon off his bed. 
 
    “Hey,” muttered Lee. “What’s got you looking so glum?” 
 
    Tess sniffled and sat up straight. “I–I–I’m so sorry! Lee, I’m such an idiot! I just thought that if I could help you cast a spell shield, you could stay at the school a while longer, and then you wouldn’t have to…” 
 
    “Tess…” Lee exhaled, extending his mystic stream and taking hold of one of her hands. “It’s okay. This isn’t your fault.” 
 
    Tess’s brown hair looked messy, and she had small bags underneath her eyes. She slid forward on her chair, resting her free hand on Lee’s shoulder as she continued to sniffle. 
 
    “Instructor Harper is out of her mind,” said Lee. “Did you see the size of that fireball? She wasn’t testing my shield. She was trying to make a point.” 
 
    A point that had been effectively illustrated, judging by the state of his body. 
 
    “She came by once to see you,” said Tess. “So did Toma and the auburn-haired girl with the big boobs.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Lee. “Wait. How long have I been unconscious for?” 
 
    “More than a day,” said Tess. “It’s almost lunchtime.” 
 
    “Damn. Well, maybe I can play up the sympathy angle when I have to explain why my spell shield failed so spectacularly.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” whispered Tess. “Mercy me, Lee, all that matters is that you’re finally awake and that you’re okay.” 
 
    She reached her hand out to cup his cheek, smiling as she leaned in to kiss him. Lee noticed that there were a few parts of him that had gone unscathed by Harper’s spell, and one part in particular that seemed rather excited to see Tess. 
 
    “You know,” he said. “If you’re still feeling guilty, I’m sure there are ways you could make it up to me.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Lee raised his eyebrows suggestively. Tess stared at him in complete incomprehension. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” he said. “It’s one of those things that all guys really like.” 
 
    “A backrub?” 
 
    “No,” said Lee. “It involves the mouth... and the lips…” 
 
    “You want another kiss?” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes. “It’s something that a proper lady like you would scoff at.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Tess. “Oh!” 
 
    She blushed and brought her hand to her mouth, but seemed to consider it after a moment. Lee watched as she glanced around the infirmary and at the door, confirming that they were alone. She looked at him, still seeming conflicted, and sighed. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “But only because I feel partially responsible for this. For the record, it is indeed something that a proper lady would scoff at. This is a one-time thing, Lee Amaranth, are we clear?” 
 
    “Crystal.” Lee grinned at her and pulled the sheets back. Someone had changed him into a simple hospital robe at some point, sans underwear, making it easy to free his cock for access. 
 
    Tess collected her hair and used a hair tie that she seemingly pulled from thin air to put it back in a ponytail. She shifted her position on her chair, leaning in close and setting a warm hand on his bare thigh. She glanced over at Lee as her fingers grazed his cock, suddenly blushing and shooting him an exaggerated scowl.  
 
    “Don’t laugh at me,” she said. 
 
    “Why would I laugh at you?” asked Lee. “I’m only smiling because I’m excited.” 
 
    Tess seemed to relax a little, and even flashed a smile. “Well, I can already tell that much.” 
 
    She took hold of his cock and slowly began to stroke with soft, gentle movements. She had a cute and dainty way of moving her hand, almost like she was petting a small animal. She leaned her head further forward until Lee could feel the hot tickle of her breath against the tip of his tool. 
 
    “Just make sure to warn me before you, well, you know,” she whispered. 
 
    “Before I what?” asked Lee in a teasing voice. 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about, Mr. Amaranth.” 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea.” 
 
    “Before you... release,” said Tess. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of time to do this before they release me from the infirmary,” said Lee. 
 
    Tess made an annoyed-sounding noise and gave his cock a small squeeze. 
 
    “I... do not want you... to come in my mouth,” said Tess. “Happy?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lee. “It’s kind of hot to hear a proper lady like you using words like—” 
 
    He cut off as Tess stuck out her tongue and slowly ran it up the length of his shaft. She let it glide over the tip, as though using a wet, warm cloth to polish the top of a trophy. Lee groaned and leaned his head back, though not so far as to keep him from watching her work. 
 
    He’d thought that Tess had a cute mouth from the first moment he’d seen her up close. There was something particularly lewd about watching her sliding that cute mouth over the end of his tool, closing her soft lips against his shaft as she gently began to suck. 
 
    It was bliss. It brought Lee into a warm, happy place that he wanted to curl up within and fall asleep inside of. Tess went slowly, bobbing her head up and down, not taking his entire length into her mouth but more than enough to be pleasurable.  
 
    She seemed to lose herself in the act. Even when Lee reached out and took her hair into his hand, using it to gently guide her movements, she didn’t object. Her mouth felt so incredible, hot and wet in all the right ways. Lee found himself hoping that what she’d said before about it being a one-time thing was just a modesty-preserving lie. 
 
    Tess let out soft, almost inaudible moaning noises as she continued the job, her lips gliding along his slick shaft with much less hesitation than she’d had in the beginning. She’d been keeping her eyes focused on what she was doing, but she tilted her head at a slight angle, briefly making eye contact with him. Her expression was a mixture of lust, embarrassment, and oddly enough, satisfaction, as though she was pleased by the effect she was having on him. 
 
    Lee was on the verge of giving her the warning that she’d been so cute in demanding, when a knock came at the door. Tess squealed and hurled herself back. Lee tried not to swear out loud as he pulled the sheets back into place, feeling cheated and frustrated. 
 
    A woman with hot-pink hair, a curvy figure, and wearing a white blouse and skirt walked into the infirmary. Lee recognized her instantly, and felt his jaw drop open in surprise. 
 
    She was the succubus he’d seen at the First Night Feast. Primhaven’s resident nurse was a succubus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” said the succubus. “You’re awake. I... wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed, and Lee was well aware of the reason. Succubi were supernatural entities that fed off lust essence, and as such, they could detect it in other people when it was properly primed. Tess’s hot mouth had brought Lee to the verge, and he had no doubt that his new nurse was vividly aware of that fact. 
 
    “I, uh, woke up a few minutes ago,” said Lee. “Maybe I should rest for a few more minutes?” 
 
    “No!” she said. “I mean, I don’t think that’s necessary. My name is Susie Cartier, but you can call me Nurse Susie, Lee. I’ve been taking care of you while you’ve been recovering here.” 
 
    Nurse Susie pulled a chair up to Lee’s bedside and set a hand on his shoulder, letting out a shaky sigh as her fingers made contact. Similar to most succubae, she was extremely attractive, with large breasts and waist to hip proportions that would have been the envy of any porn starlet. 
 
    The fact that her hair was dyed pink, which was the color of the aura of a succubus when viewed by a mystic, was so blatant that it made Lee wonder if Primhaven did any sort of background check on their hires. He exhaled, extending his mystic stream to encompass her and expose her true form. 
 
    It was an odd transition, almost like watching a costume fade into being on someone, or more accurately, be taken off. The succubus underneath the Nurse Susie persona was of a similar height and build, but with red skin, golden yellow eyes, and a small set of jet-black wings.  
 
    Bizarrely enough, she seemed even more alluring to him like that, forbidden, exotic, and dripping sexuality from head to toe. She began rubbing his shoulder as she leaned in closer, staring at him with hungry eyes. 
 
    “You’re a very strong young man, to have recovered so fast,” said Nurse Susie. “Mmm. But that’s just how young men are, aren’t they? Always so energetic and eager in everything they do.” 
 
    Lee coughed uncomfortably. “I’m really more of an old soul. I’m feeling better, too, so I should probably…” 
 
    He started to sit up. Nurse Susie set a hand on his chest and pushed him back down. 
 
    “Lee,” she whispered. “I need to check you over.” 
 
    Her hand began to roam, and Lee winced as it grazed across the sheets over his crotch. He’d still been aroused when she’d first come in, and anyone with eyes would have seen the significant tent and guessed at his state. It was almost funny watching the succubus make such a studious attempt to avoid noticing it, even though Lee knew it was everything she wanted. 
 
    Only an extremely hungry succubus would feed off a person in a manner that led to death. That wasn’t the issue for Lee. It was that from the few stories he’d heard, the effect of a succubus’s magic during sex was more addictive than the hardest drug. Engaging in playtime with Nurse Susie might lead to him upending his life and committing himself to her, throwing his personal agency away in the name of the raw, unbelievable pleasure she could offer. 
 
    “You don’t have to be embarrassed,” said Nurse Susie in a singsong, excited voice. “I’ve seen it all before. I promise I won’t make this uncomfortable for you.” 
 
    “Really, I’m fine,” repeated Lee.  
 
    “Oh, but I insist.” Nurse Susie reached a hand out to pull the sheet back. Lee caught it by the wrist and looked her straight in the eyes. 
 
    “I know what you are,” he said, lowering his voice. 
 
    “Of course you do,” whispered Nurse Susie. “I’m the sweet, caring nurse who is going to take special care of you.” 
 
    She leaned over him, letting out a low, sexually charged sigh. Before Lee could stop her, she kissed him. 
 
    All rational thought fled his mind as images of Susie in a dozen different lewd, naked poses danced through his mind. He was being unfair, so unfair! All she wanted to do was take care of him, do for him what she’d denied herself for far too long. 
 
    He felt the conflict and the shame that undercut her insatiable lust. She’d been at Primhaven for over a year and hadn’t fed once. She’d gone to great lengths to keep herself away from temptation, making sure she kept a distance from the male students and even the male Instructors. Forgoing so many normal interactions only to find herself in a situation where a teenager with an erection was enough to break her iron-clad resolve. 
 
    “Lee!” Tess’s voice sounded far off, but he forced himself to focus on it. “She let her guard down! I’m using my ghost abilities to siphon away her powers.” 
 
    “What?” he muttered, in between kisses with Susie. 
 
    “Just go with the flow,” said Tess. “Your lust essence will transfer to me instead of her, and I can feed it back to you as you lose it.” 
 
    Just go with the flow. It was more of a crushing waterfall that Lee had already gone over the precipice of than a simple flow. Nurse Susie was climbing on top of him while simultaneously wiggling out of a pair of black lace panties. 
 
    “Oh god!” moaned Susie. “I–I can’t resist!” 
 
    She straddled him and kissed him. Lee tried to hold back and found that he couldn’t. Tess’s words still echoed in his head, but sleeping with another woman in front of her, even if she was a succubus whose spell he was currently under the effects of, felt wrong. 
 
    “Really, Lee,” said Tess, as though reading his mind. “It’s okay. This will actually help me, in a manner of speaking. Just don’t have too much fun.” 
 
    Fun. Again, Tess’s phrasing seemed like a massive understatement. Nurse Susie had torn back the sheets and was currently in the process of rubbing her bare slit along his cock, teasing him in preparation for real sex. Lee reached up and pulled the front of her blouse down, letting her huge breasts jiggle out. 
 
    “No, this is so wrong,” whispered Susie. “With a student? I… oh god… I need it!” 
 
    Her appearance flickered back and forth between the sexy pink-haired nurse and the even sexier red-skinned, supernatural hottie. It was as though she was trying harder to keep her illusion mask up now that she was aware of her complete loss of control, strengthening it to the point of even beating out Lee’s mystic stream. 
 
    “You…” Lee ran his hands up her voluptuous body. “You really can’t control yourself, can you?” 
 
    He took her by the hips and pulled her downward, letting his cock probe into her. Nurse Susie made a noise somewhere between a moan and a sob. Her hips began to move, grinding back and forth as she lowered herself further onto his shaft. 
 
    “I’m such a slut,” she whispered. “I’m such a dirty, horny slut.” 
 
    She kept repeating it like a mantra. Lee squeezed her buttocks, feeling drunk on the insane pleasure of her hot, tight lane. Nurse Susie’s breasts jiggled in his face, moving up and down in rhythm with her riding, with one occasionally bouncing to the side as though in protest. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Lee. “Nurse Suzie, you are dirty, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am!” she cried. “Oh god! I need this! I’m such a slut!” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed him. Lee took a tight grip of her buttocks and thrust his cock upward, bouncing her up and down on his shaft. 
 
    “You’re more than just a slut,” said Lee. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I… I’m a horny slut!” cried Suzie. 
 
    Lee thrust harder, his crotch slapping against her butt with each movement. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Lee. “Tell me what you are.” 
 
    “I… I can’t!” cried Nurse Susie. 
 
    He took her by the hips, continuing his assault as he stared into her face. Nurse Susie seemed as though she wanted to look anywhere else, but her gaze stayed on his even as she shook her head. 
 
    “Say it,” said Lee. 
 
    He slid his hand up and squeezed one of her breasts, eliciting a full-body shiver from her. 
 
    “I… I’m your slut!” cried Nurse Susie. “I’m your dirty, little slut!” 
 
    “Say it, or I’ll make you say it.” 
 
    Nurse Susie gasped. Lee flipped her underneath him, pinning her on the bed and thrusting into her with reckless, lustful force.  
 
    “I’m your dirty little... succubus,” cried Nurse Susie. “I’m your succubus slut!” 
 
    Lee was breathing heavily. They were both dripping with sweat. Susie wrapped her legs around him, crying out in ecstasy as they both came in unison. The intensity of the encounter had almost made Lee forget about Tess and the protection she was providing, for one anxious, worried second. 
 
    “Oh god,” whispered Nurse Susie as she slid off the bed. “Oh god, oh god, oh god!” 
 
    She fixed her clothing and slowly turned around to face Lee, her head hanging forward in shame. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” said Lee. “These things happen, I guess.” 
 
    She looked like she was about to cry. He genuinely felt bad for her, especially after getting a glimpse of her thoughts and seeing how hard she’d worked at being abstinent. 
 
    “You... you aren’t entranced?” asked Nurse Susie. 
 
    “Nope,” said Lee. 
 
    Her mouth fell open in shock. “Then, as long as you don’t tell anyone about this... I’ll still be able to stay here?” 
 
    “I don’t kiss and tell. It’s one of my rules.” 
 
    Nurse Susie brought her hand to her chest and let out a massive sigh. 
 
    “Uh, so, that stuff I said while we were, you know…” She shrugged. “Sometimes my dirty talk runs away from me, ha ha. Can you also forget about that?” 
 
    “Consider it done,” said Lee. “You should be careful though. I have, uh, more experience with this kind of thing than some of the other students here. They might not be able to handle you, if you get what I’m saying.” 
 
    He had to walk a fine line. He didn’t want to tell her how he knew the truth of what she was, but it still felt dangerous to let her continue being the college’s resident nurse without first confirming that she was back in control. 
 
    “I’m not normally like this, really,” said Nurse Susie. She cleared her throat. “I guess I should finish your examination before I send you on your way.” 
 
    She took a calming breath and sat back down next to Lee. He’d pulled the sheets back over him, and as Nurse Susie pulled them back to take another look at his body, her eyes fixated on his tool in a familiar way. 
 
    “Nurse Susie?” said Lee. “Uh… Nurse Susie.” 
 
    She licked her lips and let out a low sigh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Eventually, after nearly half an hour of trying to keep Nurse Susie calm enough to do her job and confirm his state of health, Lee left the infirmary. He felt like crap, and each step he took made the back of his head pound in protest, so he headed straight for his dorm. 
 
    Tess had stuck around after his encounter with the succubus and having her walk alongside him in total silence felt more than a little awkward. There was only one question he could think of to pop the tension, so he asked it. 
 
    “You’re not upset about what happened with me and Nurse Susie, are you?” 
 
    “No,” said Tess. “I dare say, it was kind of fun to watch.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Lee. He frowned, feeling oddly unsatisfied by that answer. “Really, though? You’re not jealous at all?” 
 
    “Oh, Lee,” said Tess, with a somewhat condescending sigh. “I’ve had a long time to come to terms with what I am. Jealousy is an ugly thing for the living. For a ghost, well, it can often turn into the plot of a cheesy horror novel. That’s not really that appealing to me.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Lee. “Just be sure to communicate your feelings to me if they change.” 
 
    “You’re so chivalrous,” said Tess. “The only thing I found annoying about that affair was how it interrupted what we were in the middle of.” 
 
    “Well, we’re almost at my dorm room,” said Lee. “How about we—” 
 
    He came to a stop as he reached the dormitory’s outer door and almost walked straight into Lead Instructor Mattis. 
 
    “How about we what?” asked Mattis. 
 
    “I was just, uh, thinking out loud,” said Lee. 
 
    “Come with me, Initiate Amaranth.” 
 
    He followed her, but only after a second or two of hesitation. A sinking feeling formed in the pit of his stomach, and it only intensified as Mattis led him north across Primhaven’s campus, to the foot of the First Tower. 
 
    She placed her hand on the exterior door, which was made of polished copper. A glyph flashed underneath her palm, and a doorway’s worth of metal dissolved into nothingness. She didn’t say anything as she led Lee into the space beyond, a large chamber with several rows of seating and raised dais in back. 
 
    There was also a massive, circular pillar in the center of the chamber with another copper door at its base. Mattis led him into it, activating another glyph switch that revealed the floor inside to be an elevator, which immediately began ferrying them both upward. 
 
    When it finally stopped and the door reopened, Mattis led him down a hallway, which exited out onto a balcony on one of the First Tower’s upper levels. The wind was stronger so high up, and not only could Lee see over Primhaven’s walls and out onto the frigid Alaskan landscape, he was high enough to see some of the Zephaphine Islands. 
 
    Not just high enough to see them, but close enough to step onto them, too. The nearest one was right next to the balcony, perhaps a three-foot step or jump when it swayed into range. Its surface was covered with grass, wildflowers and a basketball court.  
 
    Head Wizard Odarin was currently shooting his layups, using his spells to collect the ball when he missed or sometimes to cheat entirely. He wore black mesh shorts, a blue tank-top, and a Nike headband. He groaned when he saw Mattis and Lee stepping from the balcony onto the floating island. 
 
    “Come on, Alora,” said Odarin. “This is my practice time!” 
 
    “This is the student I spoke of before,” said Mattis. “The one we need to have a chat with.”  
 
    “Fine.” He rolled his eyes and came over to them, though he kept most of his attention on alternating between dribbling the ball and spinning it on his finger. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” said Mattis. “Lee. Do you know why the Cropping is necessary?” 
 
    Lee felt his palms clam up. He looked back toward the balcony and the elevator only to discover the island had drifted further out again, denying him even the slightest chance of escape. They were hundreds of feet in the air, high enough to make the students walking across campus below look like ants. 
 
    “I... just don’t understand,” said Lee. It wasn’t so much an answer to her question as it was the default state he’d been in for a long time. Zoe was gone, and every step he took to find out more about what had happened to her only seemed to raise more questions and expose him to new risks. 
 
    Mattis shot a glance at Odarin, who had drifted back onto the court and was preparing to take a three-point shot. “Lee, as I’m sure the Head Wizard would also stress, the Potential carries with it inherent danger. Even those who only have a small capacity for it could end up serving as vessels for demons from the Other Realms or victims of any number of supernatural creatures.” 
 
    Mattis seemed torn between keeping her focus on Lee and shooting scowls at the errant Head Wizard. 
 
    “Is this where it happens, then?” muttered Lee. “Are you going to force me to undergo the Cropping?” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” said Mattis. “At least not yet. I think you’re a lot more talented than you realize. But you have to understand. This is serious. If you can’t meet the basic requirements of your classes, then we’ll have no choice. We’ll make sure that you are taken care of afterwards, perhaps even with a position as a servant here at Primhaven.” 
 
    There was a lot Lee wanted to say to that, namely that the idea of giving someone a memory wipe and then giving them a job as a servant seemed like slavery without the chains. He kept his mouth shut instead and did his very best to look chastened and obedient.  
 
    “Do you play basketball, Lee?” called Odarin. “Me and you, let’s go. I’ll even let you have the ball first.” 
 
    Mattis shot the Head Wizard a glare that could have stripped paint off wood. She sighed as she turned back to Lee, shaking her head slightly. 
 
    “Primhaven is a college that... has had to adjust its standards for many things,” said Mattis. “In your case, Initiate Amaranth, I think it would be a waste not to give you a small amount of leeway. I will continue to monitor your progress, including giving you extra lessons after my Meta-Magic class each week if necessary. I brought you here today to encourage you to do your best. Magical aptitude is far more common than strength of character.” 
 
    “Watch this dunk!” shouted Odarin. “Ha, I call it the seismic slam!” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Lee collapsed onto his bed once he finally made it back to his dorm, feeling an overwhelming mixture of exhaustion and discouragement. Part of him wanted to run, to figure out when the next plane was leaving from the airstrip and make sure that he was on it. But running away from Primhaven would also mean running away from the truth of what had happened to Zoe, and he might not ever get another chance to uncover it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Lee,” whispered Tess. “This is all my fault.” 
 
    Lee was lying on his stomach, and he felt the chill of Tess’s ghost form as she slid into place beside him. He pulled her into his mystic stream on reflex and rolled so that they were looking at each other face to face. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” he muttered. “You’re the only reason I’ve made it this far, anyway.” 
 
    “You got hurt because of me,” said Tess. “Lee… I don’t want that to happen again.” 
 
    She reached her fingers out and intertwined them with his. 
 
    “I think you should consider forming a pact with me,” whispered Tess. 
 
    Lee immediately shook his head. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Tess. “It would let you use the Potential through me and cast spells from my essence, if you needed to. It would keep you from…” 
 
    She trailed off, but Lee knew exactly what she’d wanted to say. It would let him avoid the Cropping in exchange for opening him up to her completely. It was a lifelong commitment, a permanent agreement that would let each of them draw from the strength of the other. She would have access to him in a manner so complete that it would make the possession he’d seen the specter do a few days earlier seem like a crude puppet show if she ever decided to take control of him. 
 
    “I can’t,” said Lee. 
 
    “Why?” Tess’s voice betrayed her, cracking slightly as she spoke the word. “Why not, Lee? If the alternative is losing your memory, then—” 
 
    “Because I don’t trust you!” he snapped. 
 
    It hadn’t been what he’d been meaning to say, and he immediately saw the hurt the words caused Tess. She pulled back, letting her fingers slide from his, blinking rapidly to try to outrace oncoming tears. 
 
    “That wasn’t…” Lee scowled and grabbed her hand again. “Look, what I mean is that this is all just happening so fast. It almost doesn’t feel real. Tess, you’re pretty, you’re smart, you’ve got a weirdly cute sense of humor, and... you just seem so eager to help me.” 
 
    Tess’s teary eyes narrowed slightly. “You think I’m just leading you on, to get what I want?” 
 
    “It’s not that I think that, it’s just…” Lee sighed. “I know so little about you. If you were leading me on, I’m not sure I’d be able to tell.” 
 
    “Lee, that’s so mean!”  
 
    Tess stood up from the bed and ran toward the wall, assuming her usual position for jumping and phasing through physical objects. Except, Lee still hadn’t released his mystic stream, which led to her running headfirst into a barrier that was still physical for her, only avoiding slamming her head due to the cushioning of her arms.  
 
    “Ow!” she cried. 
 
    Lee couldn’t help laughing. He slid off the bed and moved to where she’d fallen, pulling her into a hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m really bad at finding the right words when it comes to this kind of thing. What I meant was that I came to Primhaven for a reason, Tess. The more time I spend with you, the easier it is for me to start to forget that, I guess. I feel guilty for not focusing on why I really came here, and it brings out the worst in me.” 
 
    “No, I get it,” said Tess. “I’m not leading you on, Lee, but I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t hoping that you would eventually... sort of... have to make a pact with me.” 
 
    She looked at him again, this time unable to keep her tears fully in check. They streamed down her cheeks, creating tiny, wet paths that weaved through her freckles and eventually ran along the edge of her chin. 
 
    “You had a reason for coming here, Lee,” whispered Tess. “I’m the opposite. I’ve been here for no reason, just invisible, just existing. And then... I met you.” 
 
    She smiled. Lee pulled her against him, hugging her tight and gently running a reassuring hand through her hair. 
 
    “Can we just stay like this?” he asked. “I might not be ready to make a pact, but that doesn’t mean I want to let you go.” 
 
    Tess sniffled and pulled back from him slightly. She smiled and tapped a finger on his chest. 
 
    “Only if you let me redeem my first date,” she said. 
 
    Lee chuckled. “I think that can be arranged.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Tess stayed with Lee for another hour or so, the two of them mostly just hugging, kissing and enjoying each other’s company. She only left when Toma finally arrived back, saying something about giving the two of them some “guy time” to catch up. 
 
    “That was so insane,” said Toma. “They had to cancel the rest of alteration class after you went down. People were screaming. You should have seen Eliza, she looked like she was about to—” 
 
    Someone cleared their throat from the dorm’s entrance, and Eliza walked in, arms folded. Toma seemed to tense up a little. Lee just gestured for her to join them. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Lee. “Really. I think I needed the extra sleep, anyway.” 
 
    “It’s so ridiculous that Instructor Harper hasn’t faced any consequences for what she did,” said Eliza. “She obviously doesn’t know her own strength if she used a spell strong enough to overwhelm a basic spell shield.” 
 
    “Yeah, uh, I guess not,” said Lee.  
 
    “She looked really guilty after it happened,” said Toma. 
 
    “For good reason,” said Eliza. “It was her fault. What a bitch.” 
 
    Lee raised an eyebrow and glanced over at Toma. He was pretty sure it was the first time he’d ever heard Eliza swear. 
 
    “Anyway, uh, I stopped by to see how you were doing,” said Eliza.  
 
    “I’m hanging in there,” said Lee. 
 
    “Do you think, uh, maybe once you’re feeling better, you might want to…” Eliza blushed slightly and cleared her throat. “I mean, if you’re still having trouble with your spell shield and wanted to get some practice in, maybe I could... help you? Like, outside of class?” 
 
    She looked oddly flustered, which made it hard for Lee to say no, even though agreeing to practice spells with her would only make his life more complicated. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” he said. “I could also use some help on the more academic subjects, too. Maybe we can turn it into a general study group?” 
 
    “I would love that,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Toma?” asked Lee. “Any interest?” 
 
    “I only study when I’m about to fail,” he said. “So yeah, of course I’m interested.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next few days passed by quickly, with Lee falling into a somewhat regular routine. He didn’t see much of Tess, though she assured him that it was because she was busy with “ghost things” and was still looking forward to their date. The study group with Eliza and Toma brought his attention to the fact that, while he couldn’t cast spells, there were aspects of the magical academic life that he could manage. 
 
    Lee made a special point to avoid Instructor Harper, fearing the road her recently inflamed suspicions might lead her down if he put himself in her power. He skipped elemental magic class, which he knew she was the Instructor for, and planned on figuring out whether she’d be assisting for alteration class again before showing up next time. 
 
    He found both his enchanting and alchemy classes to be engaging, if not enjoyable, if solely for the fact that he finally managed to find a silver file in Enchanting class suitable for defensive purposes. His illusion class, on the other hand, presented a few complications. 
 
    Lee was on his way through the Seruna Center to the classroom when he heard someone call his name. He was running late, and the hallway was empty. It took him an embarrassingly long time to realize that the voice was Eliza’s, and it was coming from the women’s bathroom. 
 
    “Lee!” she called. “I need help. Can you come in here?” 
 
    He walked over to the door leading to the women’s bathroom and hesitated. 
 
    “Are you alone in there?” he asked. “Otherwise, I don’t think—” 
 
    “Please!” said Eliza. “Just get in here!” 
 
    She reached a hand through the half-opened door and pulled him inside, which gave him his first glimpse of the problem. Eliza was in her underwear, covered in ink, and blushing furiously. Lee did his best to control his anger while also averting his gaze. 
 
    “Some of the girls that hang out with Kristoff’s clique decided to play a stupid prank on me,” she said. “They waited until I was in the bathroom stall and then poured a bowl of ink onto me. Then, they waited until I’d taken my robe off to try to wash it off before running back in and stealing it from me.” 
 
    Eliza shook her head, looking so angry that it was hard to tell whether she was about to burst into tears or punch the bathroom mirror. 
 
    “Assholes,” said Lee. “It’s probably because of how much you’ve started hanging out with me and Toma.” 
 
    “It’s because they’re petty, and childish, and a bunch of sore losers! They’re jealous of the fact that I’m good at magic without being a part of their stupid group. Especially after what happened the other day at the tavern.” 
 
    Eliza slapped her fist down on the sink. Lee set a hand on her shoulder, then flicked a glob of ink out of her hair. 
 
    “I can go grab you a new robe from your dorm if you give me the key,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Eliza. “I need to get cleaned up first. This ink is impossible to get off.” 
 
    She turned to face him, showing the dark blotches staining her face and chest. Lee frowned and tried to brush some of it off, his hand traveling down the side of her neck and a tad lower than he’d originally intended. It took him a shamefully long time to realize that he was cupping one of her breasts, and a few more awkward seconds to pull his hand back. 
 
    “Whoops,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Eliza blushed and looked away from him. “I mean, even if you had meant to do that, uh… geez, sorry, I don’t know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “I’ll go grab you a new robe.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He slowly backed away from her, feeling as though anything else he said would only create even more embarrassment for Eliza.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The harassment of Kristoff and his friends only seemed to intensify after the incident with the ink. Lee, Toma, and Eliza had to give up eating lunch in the dining hall after it became clear that Kristoff and his friends wouldn’t let them sit down to eat without flinging small bits of food at them or accidentally tripping and spilling water onto their trays. 
 
    Primhaven’s magically controlled climate was nice enough that eating outside on the grass wasn’t much of a setback or compromise. For about a day, Lee felt like the situation had calmed down. He was wrong. 
 
    Toma arrived back at the dorm room after breakfast one morning with a black eye and a bloody nose. It looked as though he’d also been crying, but he didn’t let any emotion leak into his expression or voice as he explained what had happened. 
 
    “Kristoff,” he said. “Two of his friends put their arms around me and walked me into him so he could ‘accidentally’ throw his elbow into my face a couple of times.” 
 
    “That bastard,” said Lee. “I’m not letting this stand.” 
 
    “Just let it go, Lee,” said Toma. “It’s not worth getting upset over. Especially today.” 
 
    It was the day of their second Meta-Magic class, and Lead Instructor Mattis had informed them all that they’d be meeting outside the Spell Range and receiving an introduction to the mechanics of dueling. Toma and Eliza had immediately begun the process of convincing him that if there was ever a class the three of them should skip, it was this one, given how badly a potential duel with Kristoff or one of his friends might go for them. 
 
    “Toma, do you know what the best way to get a shark to stop trying to bite you is?” asked Lee. 
 
    “That whole ‘punch them in the nose’ thing has been discredited for years, Lee,” said Toma. 
 
    “I was going to say kick it in the balls, actually,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not sure if sharks even have—” 
 
    “Look, my point is, Kristoff has been fucking with us since we first got here,” said Lee. “We can either let it keep happening, or we can do something about it.” 
 
    “That sounds nice, but do you actually have a plan?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lee. “I’m going to challenge him to a duel.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Lee and Toma met up with Eliza in front of Shay Morrigan’s statue in the center of the campus. Lee couldn’t help but smile as he watched her reaction to his “cracked plan,” as Toma insisted on referring to it. 
 
    “Lee, I get that you’re upset,” said Eliza. “It’s what makes you such a good friend. But this is borderline suicidal. Please, think about what you’re doing. Why don’t we all just hang out in one of our dorms and tell the Lead Instructor that we weren’t feeling well?” 
 
    “Because that wouldn’t be nearly as fun as getting revenge,” said Lee. “Come here, both of you.” 
 
    He put an arm around each of their shoulders and started walking them toward the Spell Range. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really,” said Toma. 
 
    “Um…” said Eliza. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” he said. “Look, this might work, or it might not work. Either way, I’m going for it. I’m not going to stand around and take this childish abuse anymore. This isn’t high school.” 
 
    “Most high schools have fewer delinquents than Primhaven,” said Toma. “This is more like the place teenagers get sent to after they’ve been expelled or held back.” 
 
    “Kristoff is just here because he’s rich and home-schooled, though,” said Lee. “Not that it matters. My point is, I’m just asking for the two of you to place what little trust you have in me. Think of it like buying a lottery ticket.” 
 
    “Lee, you’re doing a horrible job of convincing us,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Please, Eliza?” He smiled his most charming smile at her and was surprised when it seemed to work. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “I just need you to watch and let the situation play out,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, I’m still against this,” said Toma. “Hello?” 
 
    “Even if it means seeing Kristoff eat dirt, possibly in a literal sense?” asked Lee. 
 
    Toma didn’t say anything, and Lee grinned as he continued to haul his friends in the direction of the Spell Range. Lead Instructor Mattis was already there, as were most of the other initiates. Kristoff flashed a taunting smile in the direction of Lee and Toma as they approached, whispering something to a few of his lackeys that brought about a round of laughter. 
 
    “Quiet,” said Mattis. “Today’s lesson is focused on proper usage of the Spell Range. The casting lanes are where you’ll be spending most of your time as initiates, but I would make a few things about dueling clear in order to dispel some of the mystery surrounding it. The dueling chambers are self-monitoring, through a combination of both magical and traditional means. The glyphs and wards inscribed within each chamber keep track of the emotional states of everyone inside. If a combatant experiences a state of pain or distress outside certain set limits, enchanted conjuration traps will automatically bind everyone within the chamber and alert an instructor.” 
 
    Mattis paused, her eyes flicking to one of the initiates who’d raised their hand. 
 
    “I thought there were no official rules when it came to dueling?” said the girl. 
 
    “There aren’t, which is precisely why this mechanism exists,” replied Mattis. “By entering the dueling chamber with another student or even a faculty member, you are giving your tacit agreement to allow them to cast at you as they please, up to but not including using spells that would kill or severely maim. To add to that, another set of conjuration traps are designed to bind anyone who channels enough essence into a spell to potentially do either of those.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Toma was the next initiate to raise his hand. 
 
    “That sounds good in theory,” he said. “But there will always be a few deranged jerks who will try to get around that sort of thing.” 
 
    He shot a glare in the direction of Kristoff and his gang. Kristoff rolled his eyes and grinned back at him. 
 
    “That’s where the traditional safeguards come into play,” said Mattis. “A number of security cameras are continuously monitoring the dueling chamber. I won’t tell you how many or where they are, for obvious reasons. If anyone breaks the spirit of a duel to the degree of severely injuring or causing significant duress to anyone else, we’ll simply use the footage to investigate.” 
 
    “Are we going to have a chance to duel today, Lead Instructor?” asked Kristoff. 
 
    Mattis let her gaze pass over the initiates for a moment before giving a slow nod. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Anyone who wants to engage in an introductory duel today will be given the option, though it’s not mandatory. Dueling is part of Primhaven’s tradition, and in a couple of months, the student ranking list for dueling will officially begin, as it does every year. The Order of Chaldea takes the dueling rankings into serious consideration when it comes to who they decide to draft as apprentices and who they give preference to as future field agents.” 
 
    A murmur spread throughout the initiates, along with a few excited shouts. Lee winced, suddenly realizing that he might have misjudged the situation. He could read the eagerness on Kristoff’s face, and it was enough to put a few cracks in the confidence he’d expressed to Eliza and Toma. 
 
    “The opportunity is merely to give you a chance to either experience or witness how a duel is structured,” said Mattis. “I would like to emphasize that today is not about winning or losing. Those of you who are interested in entering the dueling chamber, please step forward. The rest of you will be allowed to watch or to experiment in the casting lanes for the class period.” 
 
    At first, everybody stayed where they were. Lee understood the impulse. Being the first to step forward meant potentially ending up in a duel against someone whose experience and casting ability might make them impossible to beat. 
 
    However, in his case, he knew exactly who would end up volunteering to step into the chamber across from him. Lee gave Eliza and Toma one last reassuring smile before moving apart from the other initiates. A few chuckles came from the crowd behind him, which given some of his recent struggles with casting, was to be expected. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” said Mattis, sounding more surprised than anything. “Are you certain that you’re ready for a duel? Even if it’s just for practice, you’ll still be facing off against offensive magic.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have stepped forward if he wasn’t ready, I’m sure,” said Kristoff, who had also found the nerve to set himself apart from the other initiates. “I would be more than happy to serve as his opponent for the first duel, Lead Instructor.” 
 
    Mattis said nothing, and a silence fell over the area that seemed to belong solely to her. A deep frown creased her face. Lee suspected that she was considering whether she could, in good conscience, allow a duel between the two of them to proceed, even with the safeguards she’d mentioned earlier. It was a fact that only further undercut his confidence, though he was careful to keep it from showing. 
 
    “Very well,” said Mattis. “The rest of you will watch from outside the chamber. Normally, the participants of a duel would self-officiate, but since this is a first for the two of you, I will accompany you inside.” 
 
    All of the dueling chambers were open, so Mattis led them into the one at ground level. It was a circular room with high ceilings, full of space and more space. There were no alcoves to duck into, no pillars to hide behind. The only variables of a duel fought within such a chamber would relate to the capabilities of the people inside. 
 
    “I’ll step back now,” said Mattis. “The two of you may start immediately, or discuss the specifics of your engagement, if you wish.” 
 
    There was an element of purposefulness to that aspect of the duel that Lee found that he quite liked, at least in theory. He wondered how many duels might have made it up to this point only to end up flaming out through an exchange of words beforehand. 
 
    “Would you like a handicap, Amaranth?” asked Kristoff. “Or perhaps to just forfeit now and get the inevitable over with?” 
 
    Lee smiled, not at Kristoff, but at the fact that Tess had finally shown up. She skipped as she phased through the dueling chamber’s outer wall, looking like a sweet young girl in the middle of a stroll through a field of flowers. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing, Kristoff,” said Lee. “Given my reputation here at Primhaven, you’re going to have some explaining to do after you lose.” 
 
    Kristoff barked a laugh. “Reputation for what? Having a useless pink spell shield? I was trying to be magnanimous, but I suppose you wouldn’t have volunteered if you weren’t prepared to be beaten down.” 
 
    Kristoff lifted his arms up, falling into the elemental casting stance. Lee’s eyes were more fixated on the stance of Kristoff’s legs, which were still a little too wide for his idea to work. He’d need to do something about that. 
 
    “Let’s do it, then,” said Lee, falling into his own exaggerated elemental casting stance. “Whenever you’re—” 
 
    Kristoff’s first spell was the same one he’d used during the admittance test. A column of flame the thickness of a pool noodle shot out of his palm and directly at Lee’s chest. Lee hurled himself to the side, ducking and rolling. Kristoff laughed. 
 
    “That was nothing!” he shouted. “Try this out!” 
 
    He cast another spell that almost seemed like the same one. A column of flame burst forth from his hand, but instead of traveling straight it weaved and danced through the air, like an eel swimming through water. Lee staggered back, totally at a loss for which direction to dodge in. 
 
    Two thoughts entered his head. First, it would have really helped to be able to cast an actual spell shield that could, well, block spells. Second was that losing to Kristoff in such a public setting, without casting a spell, no less, would only serve to reinforce Mattis’s suspicions. 
 
    He managed to dodge, but only by hurling himself into an awkward slide across his chest. The dancing flame slammed into the floor a couple of inches away from his shoulder, leaving a black mark that rubbed away as Lee’s foot scraped across it while he pulled himself back up. 
 
    Kristoff was grinning and shaking his head. He’d dropped out of his casting stance, and Lee knew that was something he could take advantage of. He pulled his arms up with just the right amount of intent and saw Kristoff immediately react by stepping inward and crossing his forearms for a spell shield. 
 
    A slow smile spread across Lee’s face. 
 
    “Well, go ahead,” said Kristoff. “Try your best spell on me. Hit me with all you’ve got. I doubt it will be much of a test for my spell shield, but it will certainly be amusing.” 
 
    “I already cast it,” said Lee.  
 
    Tess rose from where she’d been crouching and held her hand over her mouth to stop her from giggling. Kristoff’s grin turned into a scowl.  
 
    “Is this supposed to be some kind of joke, Amaranth?” he shouted. “You’re pathetic, and I’m starting to get bored. You should—” 
 
    Lee dropped out of his casting stance and started sprinting forward. Kristoff was fast, shifting back into his elemental stance to cast an air spell that knocked Lee a few feet back, but he landed on his feet and quickly built his momentum back up. 
 
    Kristoff tried to take a step back, wavered, and then fell to the ground, only realizing what Lee’s “spell” had been a few seconds too late. Tess had been all too happy to help him out when he’d explained to her that he needed her to tie someone’s shoelaces together. 
 
    He dove at Kristoff as he was rising to one knee and attempting to dislodge the stubborn knot. Lee had been in more than a few fights before, and he’d been betting on the fact that even though Kristoff was slightly taller than him, he’d have the advantage when it came to instincts for physical violence. 
 
    Oh, how he’d been right. Kristoff’s strategy seemed to be to squeal and try to wiggle away. Lee punched him in the face, bouncing the back of Kristoff’s skull off the floor hard enough to make him almost wince in sympathy. Almost. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kristoff,” said Lee. “I’m giving you a handicap, see? I’m only punching with my left arm. Now, let’s give out a black eye to match Toma’s, shall we?” 
 
    “You can’t hit me!” cried Kristoff. “This isn’t how mages fight!” 
 
    Lee wanted to laugh and tell him that he was absolutely right, but settled for sliding around to pull him into a headlock, instead. He didn’t put all of his strength into it, but that didn’t appear to diminish Kristoff’s sense of panic. A few seconds went by, and then a loud, whistling noise echoed through the room as matching sets of purple conjuration binding cuffs suddenly burst into existence on both of them. 
 
    Not only did the bindings restrict their arms and legs, but Lee suspected they also kept them from casting any further spells. He rolled away from Kristoff and slowly stood up, looking over at Mattis. She was smiling and gave him a small nod of approval. 
 
    “He cheated!” cried Kristoff. “He… He punched me!” 
 
    The derision Kristoff put into the word punch made the tingling in Lee’s knuckles feel even more satisfying. He chuckled, looking over at the windows where the other initiates were watching from outside. Toma and Eliza were both jumping up and down with excitement. 
 
    “Physical violence is rarely a deciding factor in duels, given how easily most mages can protect against it, but it is in no way against the rules,” said Mattis. “If this had been a ranked duel, Initiate Amaranth would have been the official winner. I must give credit where credit is due. That was an impressive performance, Lee.” 
 
    “Thank you, Instructor,” he said. 
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    Toma and Eliza almost bowled Lee over in their rush to congratulate him once he was back outside. Eliza pulled him into a tight, starry-eyed hug, while Toma began imitating some of the attacks he’d thrown once he’d gotten hold of Kristoff. 
 
    “That left hook!” cried Toma. “Bam, right in the jaw. You’re teaching me that, Lee, got it?” 
 
    “You did so well,” said Eliza. “I should have trusted that you had a plan. Lee… I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I couldn’t have done it alone.” 
 
    He looked past his friends, over toward where Tess was amusing herself by repeatedly flicking the tail of one of Mattis’s bonded squirrels to make it spin in circles. She looked up at Lee and gave a small, knowing smile, flashing dimples that felt like they were just for him. 
 
    “Feel free to use the casting lanes and the dueling chambers as you please,” said Mattis, as she addressed the class. “You’re dismissed for today.” 
 
    Lee shot one last look over at the other initiates as Toma and Eliza began leading him off toward the dorms. Kristoff was sitting with his back against the dueling chamber’s outer wall, rubbing blood from his lip with a handkerchief. His friends were still around him, but whatever questions they were asking only received angry, emotional outbursts as answers. 
 
    “I doubt Kristoff is going to stop giving us shit,” said Lee. “I might have just made things worse for us.” 
 
    “Don’t look at it that way,” said Toma. “If he keeps being such a bully, you can always just challenge him to another duel now.” 
 
    Lee nodded, though he had a suspicion that the only way he’d win was if he came up with another trick, something that didn’t just rely on the element of surprise. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Toma, “this calls for a celebration! Who’s down to head into Gillum for the night? The mages and adepts have started their studies now, so the Frostfire Tavern won’t be as busy as it was earlier in the semester.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Lee. 
 
    He still had an arm around Eliza, and he felt her draw away from him slightly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m a little nervous after what happened last time. Can one of you make sure that I... don’t have too much to drink again?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lee. “That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    He felt bad for her as he considered how terrible the outcome of her last trip into town had been. She’d been one of the popular girls, friends with everyone, and then after “drinking too much” she’d basically been exiled into the realm of the outcasts. A selfish part of Lee liked the fact that he and Toma had her for company, but the part of him that remembered his job of a mystic felt awful for not managing to resolve the situation when he’d first seen her being possessed in the bathroom. 
 
    The threat was still out there, and it was still his responsibility to handle it. Lee’s right hand drifted down to the pocket of his jeans, where he’d been keeping the silver file that’d been subbing in for his kris dagger. He’d need to be ready to fight the specter if it appeared, regardless of where or when it happened. 
 
    “I need to change if we’re heading into town,” said Eliza. “Can we meet back up in, say, an hour?” 
 
    “Works for me,” said Toma. “I have to go get my wallet. I left it in the dining hall. Or possibly the library. I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    The two of them split off, and Lee continued toward his dorm, alone, but not alone. He walked slowly, letting Tess skip her way up to him before pulling her into his mystic stream and taking her hand into his. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “What?” Lee raised an eyebrow at her. “I should be the one thanking you.” 
 
    “You helped me pull a prank, Lee,” said Tess. “I dare say that it was the most fun that I’ve had in a while.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see if we can do better,” he said. “I’m heading into Gillum with my friends. Would you like to tag along?” 
 
    “Lee…” 
 
    “I know you can’t travel that far out of Primhaven normally, but I’m pretty sure if I keep you within my mystic stream while we move, you should be fine,” he said. “We’ll only be there for a few hours. It shouldn’t be too much trouble for me to keep it up.” 
 
    “You’d do that for me?” asked Tess. 
 
    “Yeah, I would.” Lee squeezed her hand and lifted it up so he could kiss the back of it. Tess grinned at him and started swinging her arm back and forth. 
 
    “Skip with me!” she said. 
 
    “I can’t,” said Lee. “People will only see me doing it, and they’ll think I’m—” 
 
    “Who cares?” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes, shook his head, and relented. He skipped all the way back to his dorm, feeling like an idiot. A stupidly happy idiot. 
 
    “What should I wear?” asked Tess. “Oh, I know!” 
 
    She disappeared into Lee’s closet, stepping back out an instant later dressed in a burgundy cocktail dress with slits in the chest that showcased her modest cleavage. 
 
    “That dress isn’t from your time…” said Lee.  
 
    “I can wear clothes that aren’t from when I died, Lee,” said Tess. “How boring would it be if I couldn’t?” 
 
    “It’s a little much for Gillum, Alaska, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s going to be our first real date!” said Tess. “I’d encourage you to dress up for it, too, but something tells me that you’ve been fashionably stunted from a young age.” 
 
    “That’s insulting,” said Lee. “But accurate.” 
 
    Tess reached underneath his dorm bed and pulled out a pair of black high heels, which she began squeezing her feet into. Lee had never seen a ghost change clothing before, inside or outside of his mystic stream. 
 
    “Where does your clothing come from, though?” he asked. “I’ve never quite understood this aspect of ghosts. How do you get each actual piece of the outfit?” 
 
    “Like this!” Tess reached a hand up and seemed to pull an earring with a teardrop-shaped ruby the same color as her dress out of thin air. She put it on, grabbed another one from nowhere, and then stood up. “How do I look?” 
 
    It was a question that was both easy to answer and impossible to answer. Tess had also put her hair up, tucking the brown braid and stray locks into a neat bun to leave her neck and shoulders bare and beautiful. She’d put on a few small touches of ghostly conjured makeup at some point in the process, and everything from her red lips to her subtle eyeliner was absolutely perfect. 
 
    She was radiant, like an eager bride on her wedding day. She was too elegant to be called cute, and too cute to be called elegant. She was stunning to a level that went to waste on a ghost, though he felt like he would have thought the same thing if she’d been a regular mortal, too beautiful to be contained within an aging body. 
 
    “You look…” Lee stood up, taking her hands to pull her in a little closer. “Uh… yu look… you know, we could just stay in. I’m sure Toma and Eliza could manage on their own.” 
 
    He ran a hand down her side, letting it come to rest on one of her buttocks as he planted a kiss on her neck. 
 
    “Mmm, I’m sure you’d like that, Mr. Amaranth,” she said. “But what I would like is to be wined and dined like a proper lady.” 
 
    “And what I’d like is to strip that dress off you and play with you like a—” 
 
    “Uh, Lee?” said Toma. “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    Tess squealed and hid behind Lee, though of course, it wasn’t necessary. He turned around and smiled awkwardly. 
 
    “I, uh, was practicing,” he said. “Yeah, let’s go with that.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll need much practice if it’s Eliza you’re gunning for,” said Toma with a smirk. He came over and started giving Lee good-natured elbows to the ribs. “Just say the word and I’ll give the two of you some, ahem, ‘alone time’.” 
 
    “Oh shush,” said Lee. “Come on, she’s probably waiting for us by now.” 
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    It was hard to tell much about her outfit with her jacket on, but from Eliza’s makeup, Lee got the distinct sense that she’d gone through the same primping process that Tess had. Traces of blush were visible on her cheeks, and her autumn hair was glossy and straightened. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, smiling at Lee. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    They set out into the cold that lay directly beyond Primhaven’s gate. It was surprisingly warm for the early evening, and small, lazy snowflakes fluttered on the air, indecisive in the way they seemed to hover rather than fall straight down. 
 
    “It’s snowing!” said Tess. “It’s so pretty!” 
 
    Lee tried to be circumspect about letting Toma and Eliza walk ahead of him, pretending to tie his shoelace to give himself space. Tess had added a long winter jacket and earmuffs to her outfit as soon as they’d left campus, though Lee was sure that the cold didn’t affect her in the same way it did humans. 
 
    “You were outside when I first saw you,” said Lee. “Snow can’t be that much of a novelty to you.” 
 
    “I know. I just like to do this!” Tess stuck out her tongue and waited patiently for a snowflake to land on it.  
 
    “And I like to do this.” Lee grinned as he stood up with a snowball in his hand, chucking it low to glance across the bottom of Tess’s jacket. She let out an offended gasp and set her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You are a child,” said Tess. “You’re lucky I’m mature enough to know better than to retaliate, lest I give myself away to your friends.” 
 
    “We’re going to have a snowball fight eventually, Tess,” he said, still grinning. “I’m going to completely dominate you.” 
 
    “You think so, huh?” She furrowed her brow and stepped forward, jutting her chin up at him as she got in his face. “I’m a ghost, Lee. I don’t think you have any idea how much time I’ve spent training my aim when it comes to throwing things.” 
 
    They spent a few seconds staring each other down with purposefully exaggerated glares. 
 
    “Hurry up, Lee, or we’re leaving you behind!” called Toma. 
 
    “We’ll have to take a rain, er, snow check on that particular match,” Lee said to Tess. “Come on. Let’s skip.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “We’re on a date, aren’t we?” asked Lee. “Can you manage it in high heels?” 
 
    Tess nodded and grabbed his hand. Lee grinned, enjoying her excitement, along with the confused expressions he saw on Toma’s and Eliza’s faces as he caught up with them. 
 
    Gillum, much as Lee had established on his last visit, managed to be both a sight to behold and rather unimpressive. The town didn’t have any historical landmarks or tourist traps, but it was a place that felt as though effort had been put into it. Each house or building was unique in its appearance and paint job. There were no run-down or foreclosed structures. It felt like a place that was lived in, a place full of people who knew one another. 
 
    They headed straight for the Frostfire Tavern. Lee felt a flutter of worry at the possibility of running into the same doorman who’d previously thrown him out, but a small, elderly woman was the one on duty. She flashed a crooked smile at them and welcomed them in, not bothering to check IDs. 
 
    It was still early, and there were only a dozen or so people in the taproom. Lee, Toma, and Eliza took off their jackets and found seats at the bar. Lee made sure to keep the stool to his left open for Tess to occupy, though there was unfortunately no way for him to guarantee that someone didn’t wrangle it away from her later without him giving away her presence. 
 
    “What should we have?” asked Eliza. “I was drinking ‘Hoffman’s Ale’ last time, so that’s the only thing I’ll veto.” 
 
    “How about cinnamon shots?” asked Lee. “We just came in from the cold, after all.” 
 
    Toma and Eliza both shrugged. Lee got the bartender’s attention and placed his order. A minute later, three shots of a reddish-brown liquor sat in front of them. Lee nudged Tess with his elbow, but she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t really like straight shots,” she whispered. 
 
    Lee gave her a pleading look. Tess rolled her eyes and pulled a second, ethereal shot out of the one he had in front of him, taking advantage of the power of his mystic stream. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Toma. “Down the hatch.” 
 
    All four of them tipped back their shot glasses at the same time. Tess coughed. Eliza let out a small, shivering squeak.  
 
    Lee reached his hand up to his nose, feeling a small trickle of blood running down his lip. He tried to wipe it away before the others noticed, but Toma shot him a concerned look. 
 
    “Whoa, you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s just from the dry air,” said Lee. “No big deal.” 
 
    “Here, use my handkerchief,” said Eliza, passing over a square of grey fabric. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Lee. “Really, it’s fine. Happens all the time.” 
 
    Tess leaned against his side, putting an arm around him. “It doesn’t, though, does it?” 
 
    Lee didn’t say anything. That seemed to be answer enough for her. 
 
    “Is this because of the toll that holding your mystic stream up for so long takes on you?” 
 
    She was right, but Lee only shrugged in reply. It’d happened once or twice in the past, but only when fights against specters had gone on for an unusual amount of time. He had assumed that it was because of how much he was exerting his body on top of the strain of using his mystic abilities, rather than because of the mystic stream specifically. 
 
    “Maybe we should head back?” asked Tess. 
 
    Lee gave a small shake of his head and leaned in close so the others couldn’t hear. “And cut your date short? I don’t think so.” 
 
    She seemed conflicted by his answer, but she leaned her head against his shoulder, briefly pulling him into a hug from the side. Toma and Eliza were talking loudly, their conversation, or rather, argument, lubricated by the cinnamon shots. 
 
    “It’s not sexist if it’s accurate,” said Toma. “When I say that Kristoff screamed like a little girl, it’s because that’s what he sounded like.” 
 
    “In this context it’s definitely sexist,” said Eliza. “You can say that he screamed like a child, and that would be fine.” 
 
    “But he didn’t scream like a child,” said Toma. “He screamed like a little bi—h, never mind.” 
 
    “You can say bitch around me, Toma.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Eliza. “It will give me even more fuel for my argument, since bitch in this context would be just as sexist.” 
 
    “A bitch is a female dog! That’s more animalist, or whatever.” 
 
    “Lee?” asked Eliza. “You agree with me on this, right?” 
 
    She batted her eyelashes and leaned in closer to him. The positioning pressed one of her breasts against his shoulder, and it took her several seconds before she realized and pulled back, blushing fiercely. 
 
    “I was too busy punching Kristoff in the face to form an opinion on what his squeals sounded like. Sorry,” he said. “Hey, I’m actually getting hungry, so I’m going to order us some food. It seems like you can only order from the tables, though, so I’ll go reserve us one.” 
 
    He got up before his friends could offer a counter proposal, and Tess followed after him. Toma and Eliza fell back into the swing of their argument, and he smiled at how comfortable they’d become with each other as friends. 
 
    Lee took the risk of pulling a chair out for Tess as they sat down, not seeing anyone watching to ask the relevant question. Tess grinned at him, but her attention seemed to flicker from person to person, taking in the full experience of being in a new place. 
 
    “It really has been a long time since you’ve been out of Primhaven, hasn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    “Longer than I can put into words,” said Tess. “Mercy me, I almost forgot about this sort of thing. People just coming in, sitting down, and spending money. How fluid it all is, it’s a wonder in its own right.” 
 
    “I bet it is,” he said. She looked more than a little out of place in her elegant clothing, but if anything, that just made it harder for Lee to take his eyes off her. “Let’s order some food. It’s all dive stuff, but there’s plenty of variety. What are you in the mood for? Chicken tenders? Hamburgers?” 
 
    Tess furrowed. “What’s a hamburger?” 
 
    “Oh, you have to be messing with me,” he said. 
 
    “I was never all that much of a fan of pork or ham,” said Tess. 
 
    “No way! I refuse to believe that you don’t know what a hamburger is.” 
 
    A slight smile betrayed Tess’s otherwise perfect acting job. “It says it comes with French... Fries? Is that some sort of gourmet food?” 
 
    They went with the chicken tenders in the end, along with jalapeno cheese poppers and fries. It didn’t take long for the food to arrive, and Lee immediately dug in. Tess ate with dainty movements, leaning her head against one hand and staring at him with a far-off expression. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I just can’t remember the last time I had this much…” Tess trailed off, and she suddenly sat up straight, looking worried. 
 
    “What?” asked Lee. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    He tapped a finger to just below his nose and, as expected, it came back bloody again. 
 
    “Ah, damn it,” he said. “I’m going to end up drenching Eliza’s handkerchief with blood.” 
 
    “Oh, somehow I don’t think she’ll mind,” said Tess, in a slightly suggestive tone. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I think you know,” said Tess. “Or maybe you don’t? It does kind of seem as though you have blinders on when it comes to this sort of thing.” 
 
    “You’re saying you think she’s into me?” Lee rolled his eyes. “You’re as bad as Toma.” 
 
    “She is definitely sweet on you, and just so you know, I don’t mind,” said Tess. “It’s actually similar to how I feel about Nurse Susie. If the two of you did end up indulging in the hanky panky, then—” 
 
    “I refuse to believe anybody has ever seriously used that terminology,” said Lee. “Not in the modern era, not in your time, not ever.” 
 
    “My point is that I would also get a little something out if it,” said Tess. “I could siphon a bit of her arcane essence. It could be fun for us both.” 
 
    “Uh, I’m not sure how I feel about that,” said Lee. 
 
    “Just throwing it out there,” said Tess. “I’m not comfortable doing it when it’s just two random people between the sheets, but if it was you and someone else, then…” 
 
    She trailed off, which Lee thought she’d done for effect until he saw the look on her face. He brought the handkerchief back to his nose and scowled down at the table. 
 
    “We should head back to Primhaven,” said Tess. “This is taking too much of a toll on you.” 
 
    “And ruin your date by cutting it short?” 
 
    Tess reached across the table, taking his free hand and intertwining her fingers through it. 
 
    “Lee Amaranth, nothing could ruin this date.” 
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    Toma and Eliza put up a minor protest when Lee announced that he was leaving, but he pointed them toward the food, taking advantage of their hunger to smooth out his departure. He left the tavern hand in hand with Tess, almost tripping over himself as he looked up at the sky once they were outside. 
 
    The Northern Lights were out in full force, lighting up the night like a magical neon ribbon of green and blue across the sky. Lee could only stare upward in awe. It looked like the handiwork of a mad artist, a stray canvas stroke of color, except it was slowly undulating, dancing in front of the stars. 
 
    “Wow…” muttered Lee. 
 
    “It’s my turn to see what you look like when you experience something rare,” said Tess. “Watching the aurora borealis has been a ritual of mine. They’re still visible from Primhaven.” 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” said Lee. 
 
    Tess shifted so she was in front of him and leaned in slightly. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    He took the hint and kissed her, savoring the moment, wishing it could go on forever. He ran his hand through her hair as their lips parted, hugging her against him. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he said. He stared at her, feeling a well of emotion in his chest and letting it get the better of him. “Who were you before, Tess? Who was Theresa Holloway?” 
 
    It was a simple question, but a loaded one. Asking a ghost about their past was like poking a finger into an open wound and probing around. But he had to know. He couldn’t help himself from wanting to see all of her, from hearing all of her story. 
 
    “I… I was young,” said Tess. “I was naïve. I was pretty.” 
 
    “You’re still pretty.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Tess. “I was used to getting attention and being popular. Having my pick of the boys, if I wanted it. I liked pranks back then, too, though they were harder to pull off.” 
 
    “Did you have a family?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Tess grinned, flashing those perfect dimples. “I grew up in a small hamlet in England with my mum and dad. I had two brothers and three sisters. It was so busy back then. I was kind of just one of the bunch until, well, until I started showing the Potential.” 
 
    “How old were you?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Thirteen, around the usual age.” 
 
    “Did your parents send you off to a magic school immediately?” 
 
    “Uh…” Tess hesitated. “Yeah, they did, ha ha.” 
 
    Something in her tone of voice told Lee that she was lying, but he didn’t push the point further. She didn’t have to open up to him all at once if she wasn’t comfortable with it. She was talking about people decades dead at the least, a life that she could only remember and never go back to. 
 
    “How did you die, Tess?” 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself from asking the question, even though it was just about the most insensitive thing a person could ask a ghost. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was the mood of the night. 
 
    “You’ll be the first one I tell if I ever find out,” she whispered. 
 
    Lee didn’t press her further. He took her by the hand and fell back into the moment, walking up the road toward Primhaven through the cozy cold with unhurried steps. There were few other people out, despite the perfect weather, which made the figure which stood blocking the road all the more ominous. 
 
    Lee’s hand went for the silver file in his pocket, but he recognized that they weren’t staring down the specter an instant before his fingers made contact with the makeshift weapon. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” said Harper. 
 
    She wore a simple black coat over her instructor’s robe, and her golden braid hung loose over one shoulder. Neither of those things caught Lee’s attention, at least not compared to what she held in her hand: a small, burned-out, pink glowstick. 
 
    “Your story was inconsistent from the very beginning,” said Harper. “I chose to bide my time, hoping that you’d make a mistake and reveal yourself in a manner that lent proof to my intuition.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Lee. He tried to keep walking, stepping quickly, and turning so he would pass by her. Harper shifted, putting herself back in his way. He could see her face, the thin line she’d pulled her lips into, her narrowed eyes. He could see the danger there. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” said Harper. “You’re no mage. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” he said. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “So be it,” said Harper. “I didn’t expect you to admit anything of your own volition. You’ll be coming with me now. There are ways in which you can be made to reveal who your masters are.” 
 
    Harper reached a hand out as though to take his wrist. Lee slapped it away and scowled. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you,” he said. 
 
    Harper fell into her elemental casting stance. There was a slight breeze in the air, and it sent her golden braid dancing to the side. Lee didn’t move, knowing that doing anything that might trigger her casting reflex could be enough to get himself killed. 
 
    “If you won’t come with me, Initiate Amaranth, then I’m afraid I have no choice,” said Harper.  
 
    A fireball appeared in her hand. She hesitated, letting it dance against her palm, as though hoping the threat of it might be enough to change his mind. 
 
    “Lee!” cried Tess. “Stop using your mystic stream and I’ll see if I can throw her off balance. I might not be able to possess her, but at the very least I can get in her way.” 
 
    He almost considered doing it before remembering what should have been obvious. They were just outside of Gillum, far from Tess’s range around the school. If he pulled his mystic stream in, she would likely fade from existence permanently before she could make it back to the area she’d been bound to. 
 
    “You’ve left me with no other option, Lee,” said Harper. “I won’t kill you, but this won’t be pleasant.” 
 
    Taking a spell from Harper would amount to the same thing. He would likely be knocked unconscious, and Tess’s fate would be forfeited. Even as Lee considered what would happen if he surrendered, he found himself realizing that it was just another path toward the same outcome.  
 
    He suspected the illusion magic Harper had in mind to make him tell his secrets would also reveal him for what he was, and he didn’t see an ending for that scenario that didn’t conclude with him undergoing dream weaving, forgetting all about the school, his sister, and now Tess. 
 
    He felt Tess grab his hand. There was one other option, and it scared him. It was something he’d never done before, never even considered as a real possibility in the time prior to his tenure at Primhaven. It was an option that involved opening himself up completely and testing the fiber and limits of his trust for another person. No, not a person. A ghost. 
 
    If he was wrong, if Tess’s sweet and earnest nature was just an outward shell intended to lure him in, then his fate would be far worse than anything Harper or the Primhaven faculty or even the sinister specter could do to him. He would be at the mercy of her each and every whim.  
 
    Lee rolled the dice. He focused his will in a manner that he’d never tried before, but had always been aware of as a possibility. It felt similar to the sensation of opening up his mystic stream, except this time, he opened it completely. 
 
    Tess let out a small gasp. He felt her arms wrap around his shoulders as she gave him a soft, surprised hug from behind. He placed his hand over hers and focused his will, simultaneously forming and accepting the new pact that would exist between them. 
 
    And not a moment too soon. Harper had thrust her arm forward. The fireball left her hand with a hissing crack. Lee slammed his forearms into an x-shape and let out a desperate shout, focusing on the spell shield in the same way Instructor Daniels had explained. 
 
    A barrier of spinning blue spheres appeared the instant before Harper’s fire spell reached him. The air thrummed with energy as the magical projectile struck the field and dissipated into a puff of smoke and energy. Lee stared at the point of impact, slowly shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    He let the barrier drop and almost laughed. Harper looked even more surprised than he currently felt. Her mouth was open, and she moved her lips as though trying to speak but failing to properly form words. She brought a hand up and pressed it to her face before finally recovering and folding her arms. 
 
    “A spell shield,” she said. “How did you cast that?” 
 
    Lee felt his confidence return in spades, helped by the fact that Tess was standing next to him, flashing a dimpled, triumphant grin. 
 
    “What do you mean, how?” he snapped. “The same way anyone does. I was nervous the other day, hence the glowsticks and the trick I did with my telekinesis to fake a shield. I should have just tried harder to cast it the normal way to begin with.” 
 
    Lee took a step forward and around her, fully intending to end the encounter before Harper regained her equilibrium. Unfortunately, he wasn’t quick enough. 
 
    “No,” said Harper. “Stop where you are. Your story still doesn’t add up.” 
 
    She reached her arm toward him, clasping her free hand just above her forearm. A set of purple conjuration bindings flashed into existence around Lee’s wrists, pulling him into the air by his arms. 
 
    “Hey!” he snapped. “What the hell?” 
 
    “There is something off about you, Lee Amaranth, and I don’t care if I have to strip-search you to find out what it is.” 
 
    Harper cast another conjuration spell, and Lee felt his pockets turn inside out as she used the telekinesis he’d become so adept at faking against him. Harper floated his wallet, the silver file, and the photo of Zoe he always kept with him into the air in front of her. 
 
    “What…” She blinked, looking just as shocked as she had a minute earlier when he’d cast the spell shield. “Why do you have this?” 
 
    At first, he thought she was talking about the silver file, but that wasn’t what she grabbed as she released her spell, letting most of his stuff fall to the snow. Harper held the photo of Zoe between her thumb and forefinger, her free hand pressed tightly against her mouth. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to have a photo of my own sister?” shouted Lee. 
 
    The bindings released. Harper kept staring at the picture right up until Lee marched up to her and snatched it out of her hand. He didn’t bother to say anything else as he picked up his stuff. Harper didn’t stop him, and he hurried by her, running back to Primhaven and doing his best to ignore his bleeding nose. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Toma wasn’t back in the dorm when Lee returned, which was both what he expected and a major relief. He needed some time alone with Tess to talk with her. Paradoxically, as soon as they were alone in the room, he found himself lacking any idea of what to say, or how to approach the discussion. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Tess. 
 
    He still had his mystic stream up, though it was far easier to maintain while they were within Primhaven. 
 
    “Look, it’s just a pact,” said Lee. “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    Tess was smiling at him in a way that made him simultaneously love and hate her. 
 
    “It is a big deal!” she said. “I never actually thought you would go through with it, and certainly not so suddenly like that. I still can’t believe it…” 
 
    “Come on,” said Lee. “It’s not like we’re married now or anything.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Tess. “It’s far more intimate than a marriage.” 
 
    Lee groaned and leaned back, spreading out across his bed. Tess seemed to take that as an invitation to straddle him. He rolled his eyes and tried to keep his expression annoyed even as a smile sneaked across his face. 
 
    “I don’t mean in terms of fidelity, or routine, or anything like that,” said Tess. “You can still sow your wild oats.” 
 
    “Nobody uses that phrase anymore,” said Lee. “Please don’t make a big deal out of this, Tess. I only did it because every other way that encounter ended was with me losing my concentration and dropping my mystic stream, which would mean you’d…” 
 
    He trailed off. Tess took his hand into hers and lifted it up, placing it over her heart. Which was also against her breast, but Lee did his best to pretend not to notice that. 
 
    “You did have a choice,” she whispered. “You picked me. I wish you could feel what I feel right now.” 
 
    His smile grew a little larger even as he rolled his eyes at her corniness. “Please don’t turn into a lovesick teenager. I prefer the Tess that’s running around playing pranks and fawning over the snow and cute animals.” 
 
    “She hasn’t gone anywhere, I can promise you that,” said Tess. “All I’m saying is that now, we’re actually in this together, Lee.” 
 
    “We weren’t before?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, no,” said Tess. “I just thought you were a cute boy in distress. I didn’t figure out that you could actually see me until after I’d helped you pass your admissions exam, remember?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Lee sighed, feeling tired and wondering how much of the night he’d come to regret, come morning. “Damn. I can’t believe that just happened.” 
 
    “This is good for both of us, Lee,” said Tess. “You’ll be able to cast some basic spells now, probably almost everything you need as an Initiate. You don’t have to worry about getting kicked out of Primhaven.” 
 
    Lee nodded, though he would have found that fact a lot more comforting if it wasn’t bound so tightly together with a new danger. He hadn’t just formed a pact with Tess. He’d given her a master key to his body. She could possess him. She could enter his dreams. He’d even heard instances of mystics having powerful ghosts they’d formed pacts with begin affecting their conscious experience. 
 
    And yet, for some reason, none of that really worried him. He trusted Tess, which felt strange. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d trusted anyone, let alone a ghost. 
 
    “It isn’t all about me though,” said Lee. “You’re getting as much, if not more, out of this pact as I am.” 
 
    Tess grinned at him, and he couldn’t help but find her enthusiasm infectious.  
 
    “Because of you, Lee Amaranth, I can finally see the world,” she said. “I won’t have to stay here at Primhaven, as long as you build the pact up in the time before you leave. I won’t have to hibernate when my residual essence runs low. I’ll be with you from now on. I… I hope we can keep getting along like we have been.” 
 
    Her smile faded a little, and it was as though Lee could see her insecurities momentarily poking out. He’d given her a master key, but by the same analogy, Lee had a noose tied around her neck. He could draw from Tess’s energy and abilities to cast minor spells if he wanted, or to suck her dry and be rid of her. He took her hands into his, squeezing them reassuringly as he banished the thought. 
 
    “I’m happy with this, Tess,” he said. “Really, I am. It may have been spur of the moment, but you’re right. It’s what we both needed.” 
 
    She smiled at him, and he gave her a quick kiss before sighing and lying back down. 
 
    “You know…” said Tess, in a singsong voice. “There are other perks to having me around.” 
 
    “There are?” 
 
    She was still in his mystic stream, and he felt the hem of his shirt slide, followed by the zipper of his jeans being pulled down. 
 
    “This is just one of many perks, Mr. Amaranth,” said Tess. She fished his cock out of his boxers and grinned at him as she slowly began stroking it, her mouth inches from the tip. 
 
    “Well, technically, this is a perk that you already gave me once,” said Lee. “Remember in the infirmary?” 
 
    “We got interrupted, so you only got to enjoy the start.” Tess planted a cute, puckered kiss onto the tip of his tool. “Wouldn’t you like to enjoy the finish?” 
 
    He nodded dumbly as he watched Tess lean her head forward and start to slowly suck on his cock. Calling it a perk was an understatement. Lee wondered if appreciating the fact that the pact between them meant that she’d be around and available like this made him superficial or perverted. He wasn’t sure he cared if it did. 
 
    He let himself enjoy it, watching Tess slowly bob her lips and mouth up and down. He cupped her cheek, gently encouraging her to descend lower and take more of his length into her sweet, wet mouth. Oddly, the thought of Tess and her insistence on being a “proper lady” popped into his head. She still had on her earrings and her cocktail dress, and it was a juxtaposition of elegant dirtiness that almost pushed him over the edge right then and there. 
 
    As with the last time, Tess seemed to enjoy watching him watch her as she worked. She managed to smile despite most of her mouth being engaged in lewdness. Lee cupped her cheek and slowly nodded his head. The pact had brought them closer together, and a primal part of him wanted to celebrate that fact by defiling her every which way he could. 
 
    And then, of course, a fucking knock came at the dorm room door. Lee rolled over, pulling Tess to the side with him without ever breaking the contact of her mouth against his tool. He pulled the sheet over them, which was necessary, given that he was mostly naked from the waist down. 
 
    “Lee?” called Eliza. “Are you asleep?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” said Lee, instantly regretting it. “I’m awake.” 
 
    He was awake and engaged, and Tess was still sucking. If anything, she seemed to redouble her efforts as Eliza stepped into his dorm. The light was already on and she smiled when she saw Lee in bed. 
 
    “Toma had too much to drink,” she said. “He’s sitting on the steps of the founder’s statue, crying and insisting that he’s alright. I thought it might help if you went to talk with him.” 
 
    “Can you, uh, give me a few minutes?” asked Lee. 
 
    Tess had slowed down the movements of her head, but the shifting of her lips and sliding of her tongue had snowballed into an all-out sexual onslaught. It was as though her frustration at being interrupted the last time was spurring her on to make sure that Lee finished, even if it put him in a compromising position with one of his friends. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think he’ll get into too much trouble,” said Eliza. “If he decides to go anywhere, it will probably be back here, anyway.” 
 
    She slowly walked over and sat down next to where Lee was lying on the bed, her butt settling mere inches from the illicit act underway beneath the sheets. 
 
    “You don’t mind, do you?” asked Eliza. “There’s... something I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    “Eliza, maybe…” Lee took a labored breath, gripping the back of Tess’s head with one hand. “Maybe we could talk tomorrow?” 
 
    “I feel like I need to say this tonight,” Eliza whispered. 
 
    Tess pulled her head back, briefly rubbing her soft cheek along the length of his shaft before taking it back between her lips. 
 
    “Lee,” said Eliza. “You’ve been... so nice to me, in the time that we’ve both been here.” 
 
    Tess went deeper than she had before, pulling nearly all of Lee’s length into her mouth in a way that made it impossible for him to focus. 
 
    “You’re mean,” he whispered. 
 
    “What?” asked Eliza. 
 
    “Uh, I said…” Lee took a somewhat labored breath. “I know what you mean.” 
 
     “Oh, right. Well, anyway…” Eliza cleared her throat. “I just feel like, well, the two of us… We get along so well, you know?” 
 
    Tess’s mouth moved as though she was in a race against time. Lee jerked, causing Eliza to tense slightly. 
 
    “I wanted to let you know that, um…” Eliza seemed to stumble over the sentence. “I really… I have…” 
 
    “Oh!”  
 
    The moment came, and so did Lee. He gripped Tess’s head and thrust forward, while simultaneously keeping his expression as neutral as he could and nodding along with what Eliza was saying. 
 
    “I... wanted to…” Eliza was blushing so deeply that for a moment, Lee thought she’d found him out. “I wanted to let you know that, uh, I’m just glad that we’re friends.” 
 
    He nodded, still feeling dazed from the insane, lingering pleasure. Eliza being there only made it more intense, as did the fact that he’d made an absolute mess of his sheets in the heat of the moment. 
 
    “I’m awake now,” muttered Lee. “Let me get dressed and I’ll come talk to Toma with you.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Eliza. 
 
    She smiled at him as she stood up, but then furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Uh, Lee,” she said, blushing even more than she had a second earlier. “There’s... a wet spot on your sheets.” 
 
    It was Lee’s turn to cringe. “I, uh, spilt some water?” 
 
    “…Right,” said Eliza. 
 
    She nodded, though the focus of her eyes stayed on the spot as she hurried out of the dorm room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    “Keep your focus on the effects of the light, rather than visualizing the source,” said Instructor Constantine. “Casting an illumination spell is about seeing the results before you see them.” 
 
    Lee was already in the illusion casting stance, each hand on either side of his face. He slowly exhaled, focusing his will and trying to visualize it in the way the instructor had suggested. 
 
    A ping-pong ball-sized sphere of light appeared in front of him, briefly flickering with blindingly bright intensity before disappearing. Lee let out a triumphant laugh and turned to grin at Tess over his shoulder. 
 
    She grinned at him and clapped her hands together. Eliza and Toma, who were sitting on either side of him, offered their own congratulations, though Toma’s was just a few tired, mumbled syllables. 
 
    It had taken Lee ten minutes to calm him down during his drunken escapades the previous night, and he knew that his roommate was probably suffering from the worst hangover of his life. Eliza had shown up at the dorm early that morning with an offering of eggs, sausage, and orange juice, and Toma had managed a single bite before excusing himself to the bathroom for an involuntary purge. 
 
    “If you focus, you can move illumination spheres around, too,” said Eliza. “Like this.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow in concentration and proceeded to cast her own version of the spell, sending the sphere to circle Toma’s head, which he was resting on his arms against the desk. Toma muttered something and tried to swat it away. 
 
    “I feel like dying,” he said. “Bright lights only make it worse.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take my advice next time, instead of ordering more cinnamon shots when you can barely walk?” said Eliza. 
 
    “Yeah, because you have such good judgement about when the best time to stop drinking is,” muttered Toma. 
 
    Eliza looked visibly hurt by his words. Lee set a hand on her shoulder and winked at her. 
 
    “It sounds like Toma could use another demonstration of your spell,” he said. “Didn’t you say on the way to class that you’d gotten to the point where you could form two of the illumination spheres at once?” 
 
    “Don’t be mean!” groaned Toma. 
 
    “Let’s pair up,” said Eliza. “You cast your spell to send at him, too.” 
 
    “Ah, I think I should take a break from casting, for now,” said Lee.  
 
    He shot a sidelong glance at Tess, who seemed content to sit at one of the empty nearby desks and watch from a few feet back. He was well-aware that whenever he used magic, it drew from her essence as a source. If he ever pushed her past her limit, the effect would be far more severe than a human pushing their casting in a similar manner. 
 
    “I’m okay, Lee,” said Tess. “Thanks for your concern, though. I’ll let you know when I start to reach my max for the day, okay?” 
 
    Lee nodded. “Maybe one more.” 
 
    He was lifting his hands into position when the door to the illusion classroom opened, and Lead Instructor Mattis strode in. Lee winced as he saw her eyes scan across the students before finally coming to rest on him. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” she said. “Come with me.” 
 
    A hush fell over the class as Lee stood up. He saw Kristoff whispering something to one of his friends, though he still seemed chastened enough from the duel to keep his remark quiet. Lee followed Mattis out into the hallway, trying not to let his anxiety get ahead of him. 
 
    “What’s this about, Instructor?” he asked. 
 
    Mattis didn’t answer him, and she walked quickly, staying a few feet in front to keep him from seeing her expression. Not a good sign. 
 
    They left the Seruna Center and headed along the path toward the First Tower, which was another bad sign. Lee had long since assumed that any meeting involving him that required the Head Wizard’s direct opinion would usually end badly. 
 
    His fears were all but confirmed when Lead Instructor Mattis led him into the First Tower’s entrance hall. Head Wizard Odarin and Instructor Harper were both standing on the dais in the far back of the chamber. Lee hesitated, feeling a pit form in the depths of his stomach. Harper had told them everything. They were finally going to expel him and force him to undergo the Cropping. 
 
    “Come along, Lee,” said Mattis. “Right this way.” 
 
    The only reason he continued to follow her was because he doubted he’d be able to run even if he tried to. His only hope was to stay calm, hope for the best, and wait for a chance to surprise them with whatever he could improvise. 
 
    “Relax, Lee,” whispered Tess. “I don’t think this is what it seems like.” 
 
    He took her advice, but only because it was all he had. Nobody said anything until Lee and Mattis had joined Harper and Odarin up on the dais. Lee did his best to keep from looking at Harper, as it felt as though making eye contact with her would only get him in worse trouble, somehow. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth, I’ll get straight to the point,” said Mattis. “Part of the reason why we’ve been honored with Instructor Harper’s presence these past few days is because she’s been encouraged by her superiors in the Order of Chaldea to take an apprentice.” 
 
    Lee stared at Mattis, and then finally looked over at Harper. She met his gaze in a way that she never had before, neither smiling nor scowling, but rather, searching across his face with her eyes. 
 
    “Uh, what?” said Lee. 
 
    “Lee Amaranth,” said Harper. “I would like to officially invite you to become my apprentice.” 
 
    He blinked, trying to catch up with the situation and fit together the pieces he’d missed. Harper had reacted to his photo of Zoe the previous night, but he’d been so caught up with the implications of the pact he’d made with Tess that he hadn’t given it much consideration. What was the connection there? 
 
    “I…” Lee shook his head, more out of disbelief than in decision. “Hold on a second. This is too sudden for me to decide on the spot.” 
 
    “Your presence here is more of a formality than anything,” said Mattis. “The decision lies with the Head Wizard, as all of the students at Primhaven are technically his charges until he advances them to magehood or passes them off to another.” 
 
    Mattis looked over at Odarin, who seemed to be totally zoned out of the conversation. 
 
    “Hmm?” Odarin blinked and looked around. “Oh! Right. Initiate… Amaranth, isn’t it? Harper wants you as her apprentice, you’re her new apprentice, serve her well, blahblahblah… are we done here?” 
 
    Mattis shot Odarin a glare, and he seemed to wilt under its intensity. 
 
    “This is a serious duty, Initiate Amaranth, but also a great honor.” Mattis stepped in close to Lee, surprising him by taking both his hands. “Trust me. I’m aware of some of the friction that exists between you and Harper, but you couldn’t ask for a better master mage to study under. It’s no exaggeration to say that she’s one of the most talented of her generation, and more importantly, she has a good heart, underneath it all.” 
 
    Harper seemed to bristle slightly at the qualifier on the end, but she stayed quiet. Mattis stepped back and moved to stand behind the Head Wizard. 
 
    “You will still be attending your regular classes, but Harper’s training has priority,” said Mattis. “She now has authority over your time and permission to excuse you from any lessons that get in the way of her instruction. You will also be allowed to go with her on any excursions she deems appropriate to take you on outside of Primhaven’s campus.” 
 
    “I don’t have a choice, then?” asked Lee. “That’s it?” 
 
    Mattis gave him a small smile that stopped short of reaching her eyes. “That’s it. I think in time you’ll come to see the wisdom of this pairing. I’m holding out hope that I will, as well.” 
 
    She gave Harper a similarly constrained nod and then fell in step alongside Head Wizard Odarin as they both headed for the elevator. Lee glanced back and forth between them, and then finally to Harper. She didn’t look at him. She started heading for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” shouted Lee. “I feel like some explanation is warranted here.” 
 
    He followed Harper, lacking any other option that made much sense. She led him back to her office in the Seruna Center, unlocking the door and bringing him inside without ever saying a word. 
 
    Her office was small, with just a desk, a computer, a couple of bookshelves, and a supply closet in back. There weren’t any personal trinkets of hers that Lee could see on display, but it was hard to tell whether the spartan décor was a result of her decorative choices or simply a lack of time spent within. 
 
    She took a seat on her desk, rather than behind it, forcing Lee to stand instead of taking the chair intended for visitors. She crossed her legs, leaned back slightly, and met his gaze. 
 
    “Eldon,” she said, carefully enunciating both syllables. “Your name is Eldon.” 
 
    “I go by Lee these days,” he replied. 
 
    “I noticed. If you’d enrolled under your real name, you would have saved both of us a great deal of time.” 
 
    Lee folded his arms, doing his best to keep his own reaction in check. “What do you know? What’s your game, Harper? Were you friends with my sister, or…?” 
 
    “We were friends,” said Harper. She closed her eyes for a moment and straightened the lower half of her black and gold robe. “We were... close friends.” 
 
    “You went to Primhaven too, then?” he asked. “That’s surprising.” 
 
    “You know almost nothing about me. Why would that surprise you?” 
 
    There was a challenging edge to Harper’s tone that instantly brought him back to their earlier, more confrontational encounters. Lee opened his mouth to snap back a response when he felt a small prickle of cold on his shoulder. Tess was standing next to him, and she gave him a small shake of her head, warning him off from doing or saying anything rash. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “So why did you take me as your apprentice?” 
 
    In truth, he had far more pressing questions than that one, given what Harper had just revealed. It seemed easier to start with a question that he already suspected he knew the answer to, however. 
 
    “I did it because it’s what Zoe would have wanted,” said Harper. Her voice sounded tired, almost wistful, and sad. 
 
    “You’re talking about her like she’s dead,” said Lee. 
 
    Silences could be painful, and this one certainly was. Harper said nothing, and each of the empty moments wrenched at Lee’s heart. He suddenly felt as though she had even more power over him than she’d had at any other point during his time at Primhaven, and the feeling was only amplified as he watched Harper reach into the pocket of her robe and pull out the spent glowstick. 
 
    “I want to help you, Eldon,” she said, locking eyes with him. “But that’s not something I can effectively do if I don’t fully understand your circumstances. Why did you fake your spell shield in class?” 
 
    He had only a split second to decide how much trust to place in Harper, but it was enough time to make up his mind. 
 
    “I never planned on coming to Primhaven,” he said. “I wasn’t like Zoe. I didn’t have the kind of talent that she did. You saw me during the admissions exam, Harper. You know how outclassed I was compared to the other students when I first arrived here. I faked that spell shield because, at the time of that class, I couldn’t cast it, and I was worried about what the consequences would be.” 
 
    It was a creative version of the truth, an explanation that omitted the single most important detail. Lee wished that he could be completely open with Harper, but he wasn’t an idiot. She was a member of Primhaven’s faculty and one of his sister’s old friends, two facts that would likely mean that her first reaction if she learned that he didn’t have the Potential would be to express concerns for his safety. 
 
    “You used a spell you could cast—your telekinesis—to spin glowsticks in a manner that mimicked one that you couldn’t—a spell shield.” A thin-lipped smile stole across Harper’s face. “Clever. But also foolish. Always mind the consequences of deception, Eldon.” 
 
    “I got away with it, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Not getting caught isn’t the same thing as getting away with it, and in this particular case, I did catch you.” 
 
    She turned the glowstick over in her fingers and then tossed it over her shoulder, sinking it into a small trash can in the corner of the room. She shifted, leaning back on the desk, watching him and seeming very purposeful in the way she held his gaze. 
 
    “What happened to Zoe?” he asked. His voice broke slightly as he said her name, the same well of emotion that had pushed him to seek the truth threatening to overwhelm him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Harper. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You must know something,” said Lee. “Please, Harper.” 
 
    “I graduated early, before Zoe did,” she said. “I left the school a few months before her disappearance and didn’t find out about it immediately. Since then, I have never truly stopped investigating what happened, much as you probably haven’t, either.” 
 
    “It’s not as though the school’s entire student population and all of the instructors can just ignore the disappearance of a student,” said Lee. 
 
    “It’s more than that,” said Harper. “I’ve spoken to our former classmates and teachers. They’re not ignoring Zoe’s disappearance. They don’t remember it... or her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Some form of dream weaving was used at Primhaven to obscure whatever happened to Zoe,” said Harper. “I can only assume it happened after I’d been recruited, and that’s why I still have my recollection.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” said Lee. “If you still remember her, why not just tell someone at the Order? Point out her disappearance to whoever has jurisdiction over the college.” 
 
    “I’ve tried,” said Harper. “It’s impossible without providing records, and as you might have guessed, all of those have also been subtly shifted to erase her paper trail.” 
 
    “It’s not just you now,” said Lee. “We can go together. If we both remember Zoe and insist that she was here at Primhaven…” 
 
    “It is an option available to us, yes,” said Harper. “But not one we should exercise immediately. Tell me, Eldon. When was the last time you saw your sister?” 
 
    The question shouldn’t have caught him off guard, but it did. It was a moment that Lee had gone over a thousand times in his dreams and memory, but never spoken of aloud. 
 
    “At the train station,” he said, quietly. “Back when we lived in Montana. She had to take a train to reach the city where she could catch her flight. I was 12, and she was… hell, she was younger than I am now.” 
 
    Lee tried—and failed—to swallow the lump that had formed in his throat. 
 
    “Zoe had worked out a way for me to stay on my own without ending up in foster care again,” he said. “One of our neighbors was a kindly old man who would pretend to be my grandfather when needed. She paid for four years of rent for the apartment we lived in, in advance. She left me with money, not a ton, but enough to buy food and clothing on a monthly basis until she…” 
 
    He closed his eyes and looked away from Harper. 
 
    “Until she came back,” he finished. “Anyway, that’s where it was. At the train station.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Harper. “Truly, I am.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a time, and it almost felt as though Harper was joining him in mourning his sister. He shook the thought away, denying the possibility. Zoe was alive, and what she’d told him only strengthened his resolve to find her. 
 
    “We may be able to continue the search for her in time,” said Harper. “For now, we’ll focus on your arcane studies. Your sister would not wish you to be struggling with basic spells.” 
 
    Lee snapped back to the situation at hand. Harper wanted to take him as an apprentice, and if he allowed it, it was all but certain that his lack of magical aptitude would be exposed in time, even with Tess’s help. He might be able to fake the occasional minor spell, but he wouldn’t progress over time in the same way as someone with the Potential. 
 
    “I appreciate everything you’ve told me, Instructor Harper, but I’m still not interested in being your apprentice,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I thought Instructor Mattis explained it to you clearly,” said Harper. “You don’t have a choice in this matter.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” said Lee. “Your office has a door, and I’m familiar with how to use one.” 
 
    He laid the sarcasm into his words, hoping that he might piss her off enough to make her change her mind of her own accord. Lee turned around and was two steps into leaving when a wall of force slammed into his legs, flipping him upside down. He landed hard on his shoulders, with his legs and lower body awkwardly crumpled over him.  
 
    A set of conjured purple handcuffs snapped around his wrists and yanked him rather unceremoniously into the air. He felt himself slowly being turned around, and glared at Harper as she came back into view. 
 
    “Always mind the consequences, Eldon, both of your words and actions,” she said, smiling. “As your instructor, I can punish you however I want, without any real recourse on your part. As long as I keep it within reason.” 
 
    “Apparently I need to explain this again,” he said. “I go by Lee now, and I’m not interested in being your apprentice.” 
 
    Harper pushed herself off the desk, standing to her feet. She waved a hand, lowering the conjured bindings, along with Lee, until his feet were back on the ground, before finally releasing him. She approached him until they were just inches apart, close enough for Lee to smell her perfume and sense her body’s heat. Even though Harper was a little shorter than him, she still somehow seemed to be looking downward as she stared into his eyes. 
 
    “You have far more to learn than I think you realize,” she said, in a whisper. “Eldon.” 
 
    “And you think you’re capable of teaching me?” he asked. 
 
    The tension bubbled as Harper held another long, purposeful silence. She opened the front of her robe, revealing the edge of her black bra and impressive cleavage for a moment while her hand fished around inside. 
 
    She pulled out his kris dagger, still closed in its ornate oak scabbard, and handed it to him. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” said Harper. “Be here by eight.” 
 
    Lee felt dumbfounded as he left her office, unsure of what to make of her or the situation. Tess skipped as she walked alongside him, grinning as though she’d just witnessed something inspirational. 
 
    “I think I like her!” said Tess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Did I just hear you correctly?” shouted Toma. “Instructor Harper... took you as her apprentice?” 
 
    It was a Friday afternoon, and after querying around campus, Lee had found Toma and Eliza in the mixed lounge, engaged in a heated game of pool. He’d taken his time considering how to explain his new circumstances, waiting until the game had ended and he’d taken Toma’s place in the next game before announcing the news. 
 
    “Can you be a little quieter?” asked Lee. “I’m already struggling with what it’s going to mean moving forward. The last thing I want is the rest of the initiates and Instructors deciding that I need to be treated differently because of it.” 
 
    Lee lowered himself over the table, eyeing a solid-colored ball as he positioned his cue. He’d only played a few times in his life before, but it was hard to be bad at the game when you had a ghost on your side. He struck the cue ball and watched as Tess surreptitiously shifted its path, rolling it into the ball it was intended to hit, and then rerouting that one into the pocket. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” muttered Eliza. 
 
    “I know, it must have something to do with the table’s covering,” he said. 
 
    “I mean what you just told us,” said Eliza. “Harper Black has a reputation in the magical world. She’s not just some random mage, she’s one of the Arcane Strikers, the elite enforcers used by the Order of Chaldea to handle major threats.” 
 
    “Maybe she sees something in me,” said Lee. 
 
    Toma let out a loud snort, and Lee couldn’t resist smiling, too. It was an absurd situation, even when the truth was taken into account. He was no mage, and Tess’s help would only allow him to cast basic spells. He could only imagine what rumors would accompany the news as it began to spread. 
 
    “She must have given you some kind of reason, right?” asked Eliza. 
 
    She was frowning and scowled at the pool table as Lee took his next shot. It was too far off for Tess to help him, and he shrugged as he stood back up. 
 
    “She said something about how I have far more to learn than I realize,” said Lee. 
 
    “That’s cracked,” said Toma. “Almost sounds like a threat. God, I would love to be threatened by a woman like that.” 
 
    He let out a low chuckle and flashed a perverted smile. Eliza let out an annoyed noise as she bent down to take her own shot. 
 
    “It still doesn’t add up,” she said. “The relationship between a master mage and their apprentice is a serious, long-term thing.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Lee. “I figured it was more like just getting private lessons from an instructor.” 
 
    “Eliza is exaggerating a bit,” said Toma. Eliza shot a glare at him, and he gave a quick shrug. “Sorry, but it’s true. In some cases, that’s exactly what it’s like. Some mages go through apprentices as though they’re tutors, teaching them just enough to get them up to speed.” 
 
    “Other mages take full advantage of everything their apprentices have to offer,” said Eliza. “Full advantage. There’s been more than one scandal about this sort of thing over the past few years. It’s not uncommon for mages to eventually marry their Apprentices, either, or for the pairing to end after a volatile break-up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to be the case here,” said Lee. 
 
    “You wish,” said Toma, with another low chuckle. “Instructor Harper! Won’t you give me another late-night private lesson?” 
 
    “Shut up or this next pool ball is going through your teeth,” said Lee. 
 
    Eliza had just finished her turn and was aggressively chalking the end of her pool cue. She looked annoyed, more so than she should have been over a simple game. 
 
    “She’s going to ride you hard, Lee,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, I bet he’s praying she does,” said Toma. 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Eliza. “That’s obviously not what I meant! Lee, she’ll be expecting you to represent her well as an apprentice. Especially when it comes to the level of your spellcraft.” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” Lee took his next shot, which missed. Tess had moved to stand behind Eliza and Toma at the other end of the table. 
 
    “Um…” Eliza hesitated, blushing as she leaned over to prepare her own shot. “You know, I could probably… I mean... maybe I could... give you some extra help again… if you wanted? Just in my spare time, like before!” 
 
    She set her pool cue into place, looking at Lee instead of the ball’s intended target. Lee smiled and tried not to react as he saw Tess positioning herself behind her, reaching her ghostly fingers forward to pinch something through the outside of the back of Eliza’s robes. 
 
    It happened just as Eliza took her shot, which made the spectacle even more spectacular. Her large, healthy breasts bounced forward, free from their brawndage… er, bondage. Eliza’s robe covered her chest completely, but she still hurried to clamp her arms tightly across her bouncing bosom, blushing furiously as she noticed the target of Lee’s gaze. 
 
    “Eliza?” asked Toma. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine!” she said, quickly. “I’m fine. I have to use the restroom!” 
 
    “Eliza, hold on,” said Lee. “Do you want to plan a time to…?” 
 
    She was already down the stairs and heading out through the mixed lounge’s door before he could finish. Toma scratched his head and gave Lee a questioning look. 
 
    “What was that about?” he asked. “Do you think she’s, you know? Suffering from a visit from her Aunt Flo?” 
 
    “Are you really that oblivious?” asked Lee. “You know what, never mind.” 
 
    Lee stayed in the mixed lounge after Toma left to go back to their dorm, sitting in an easy chair with his mystic stream extended and Tess on his lap. She was doing her best to make out with him, despite the fact that they were both in public and it would look bizarre for Lee to respond to her kisses. 
 
    “I thought she’d find it funny,” said Tess. “It was just a harmless prank.” 
 
    “Harmless, sure,” said Lee. “But I don’t think most girls would find it funny for their bra to suddenly fail them while they’re bent over a pool table.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind,” said Tess. 
 
    “You don’t wear a bra or panties,” said Lee. 
 
    “Bloomers, my dear Lee, they’re called—” 
 
    Lee slid a hand under her skirt and Tess squealed, shifting position on his lap before he could do much more than give her a quick touch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    The next day was a Saturday, which meant that there were no lessons for students. Lee was in the middle of discussing with Toma the details of a somewhat audacious plan to see if anyone in Gillum would let them borrow a snowmobile when he remembered that Harper had instructed him to report to her that morning. 
 
    “I get the sense that ignoring her would only land me in serious trouble,” said Lee. “Sorry, Toma.” 
 
    “Don’t be. A cozy private lesson on a Saturday morning with a blonde-haired bombshell of a woman? Ooh, please promise you’ll tell me if you and her end up—” 
 
    “If you keep making jokes like that, someone will eventually overhear you, and it’ll get back to her,” said Lee. 
 
    “Who says I’m joking?” 
 
    Lee jogged across the campus to the Seruna Center after checking the time and realizing how close he was to being late. Tess hummed and skipped beside him, seeming much more excited for the day that lay ahead than he did. 
 
    He arrived at Harper’s office just after eight. She was dressed in casual clothing, a baggy grey tunic-style t-shirt and tight black yoga pants, and her blonde braid was twisted up into a practical bun. She looked up as Lee came through the door and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I said be here by eight,” said Harper. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Lee. “I’m not even five minutes late.” 
 
    “Consequences, Eldon,” said Harper. “Run a lap around the wall as punishment.” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes. Harper stood up from her desk and gave him an icy stare, which was enough to remind him of how the last few moments of their previous meeting in her office had gone the day before. 
 
    “Fine,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    It wasn’t that long of a run, but he’d broken a sweat by the end and was panting when he finally made his way back into the Seruna Center. Harper was in the middle of locking her office and had a nylon bag over one shoulder. 
 
    “I said run a lap around the wall,” said Harper. 
 
    “I did?” said Lee. “Wait, you don’t actually mean…” 
 
    “Outside the campus, not along the inner edge,” said Harper. “You might want to wear a jacket.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” said Lee. 
 
    “Meet me at the gym once you’re done,” said Harper. “Be quick about it.” 
 
    She walked past him without breaking stride. Lee gritted his teeth and glared after her, trying to ignore how interesting the movements of her butt in her tight leggings were. 
 
    “Those pants look so comfortable,” whispered Tess. “They almost look like they were just painted on, or something. Will you buy me a pair, Lee?” 
 
    He sighed. “Sure, but only if you help me take revenge on Harper with one of your pranks.” 
 
    “No thanks,” said Tess. “It would set a bad precedent if I did.” 
 
    “You threw a snowball at her during my admissions test!” 
 
    “Because I wanted to, not because she’d wronged you.” 
 
    The weather outside Primhaven’s gate was every bit as frigid as Lee had expected, and windy to boot. Bits of snow and ice stung his face as swirling gusts scattered the recently fallen contents of the tundra’s top layer.  
 
    The physical act of running was also made harder by the snow, and his boots crunched through the stiff upper crust, sometimes catching as he shifted into his next step. He considered giving up and trying to bluff Harper, but there was something about her demanding, arrogant attitude that chafed his ego. If he had to serve as her apprentice for the moment, he wasn’t going to shirk away from her punishments. 
 
    By the end of the lap, he couldn’t feel his ears, or his lips, or much of anything from the neck up. His exposed skin began tingling as soon as he was back within the climate-controlled confines of Primhaven’s walls, and after dropping his jacket off at his dorm, he headed to meet up with Harper. 
 
    Given her clothing and his previous encounter with her in the gym, Lee had assumed that she would be teaching him a lesson in yoga, or breathing, or maintaining a consistently calm state for casting. There weren’t many people in the main exercise room, and he didn’t see Harper as he scanned over the space. 
 
    He found her in one of the smaller side chambers intended for martial arts, with padded walls and a floor covered by thin, interlocking sections of durable mats. Harper was throwing punches at a heavy bag hanging from the ceiling in the corner, and surprisingly, she already looked as sweaty as he was. 
 
    “You’re here,” she said. “Good. It’s time to see what you’re capable of.” 
 
    Lee frowned slightly and shook his head. “Are we going to be sparring, or something? I would think that you’d be more concerned about my spellcraft, given your reputation as a mage and, well, the entire focus of this college.” 
 
    “I have a general sense of your current level of spellcraft.” Harper gave him a small, somewhat patronizing smile. “What I need to know, Eldon, is what you’re capable of when you’re fighting on your own terms.” 
 
    She walked over to her bag and pulled out a blunt rubber training knife that was close to the same length as his kris dagger. Lee’s eyebrows shot up as she passed it to him and adopted a basic fighting stance. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Harper. “Attack me.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” asked Lee. “I know how to use a knife, Instructor Harper. This thing could still hurt even though it’s made of rubber.” 
 
    In fact, he’d learned how to use a knife from a teacher under somewhat analogous circumstances. The ghost of a veteran Navy SEAL had occupied the apartment next to the one Zoe had rented for him before she’d left for Primhaven. Lee had initially assumed the ghost to be dangerous, and on his first attempt to banish him, he’d had his form critiqued and, over the next few weeks, carefully corrected. 
 
    “Attack me, Eldon,” said Harper. “Don’t hold back.” 
 
    Lee tried not to smile as he tested the rubber knife’s balance and fell into a crouch. Maybe he wouldn’t need Tess’s help to take his revenge on her, after all. 
 
    Harper was fast. Lee already knew that from seeing her in the dueling chamber earlier that week, but knowing it and experiencing it firsthand were two separate things. She spun out of the way of Lee’s first slash, shifting her weight onto her back leg. 
 
    He swung again. Harper ducked, sliding inside his guard for an instant without retaliating with her own attack. Lee tried to grab her with his free hand, but she twisted her shoulder loose before he could tighten his grip. 
 
    He shifted the rubber knife into a reverse grip, which lent a certain unpredictability to his movements without sacrificing much on defense, given that Harper was unarmed. She dodged a spinning attack, but Lee pivoted, reversing his strike. She was off balance, and he felt a burst of elation as he realized that he’d finally found his opening. 
 
    A flash of teal light accompanied a sudden rush of force that sent Lee flying backwards and knocked the knife from his hand. He gained a new appreciation for the padded floor as he landed, groaning as he pulled himself up. 
 
    “You used your magic,” he said. “Cheater.” 
 
    “I never specified that I wouldn’t. There are few encounters you’ll face in the supernatural world that won’t present similar surprises.” 
 
    “Is that something that’s really necessary for me to worry about?” he asked. 
 
    Harper reached a hand down to help him to his feet. “Are you aware of the position I serve within the Order of Chaldea?” 
 
    “You’re an Arcane Striker, right?” asked Lee. “Some type of magical soldier, or assassin.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” said Harper. “Part of the reason I’ve been assigned to Primhaven is to help keep the campus secure. There are more supernatural threats facing it than most of the students and even some of the other instructors realize.” 
 
    Lee considered telling her about the specter that had possessed Eliza but decided against it. Even if she believed him, it was unlikely that anyone other than Lee would be able to do anything practical to address the danger. 
 
    “The real logic behind why Primhaven is located where it is relates to keeping the students here separate, apart from the rest of the world,” said Harper. “If you think of it in terms of what a careless mage-in-training might do with even a spell as simple as a stray fireball, it’s easy to see why.” 
 
    “Hard to start a forest fire in the middle of a frozen wasteland,” said Lee. 
 
    “There are other reasons as well, namely the fact that the arcanum crystals here were also a valuable magical resource. But Primhaven’s secluded location is a feature, not a flaw,” said Harper. “Unfortunately, it also makes it somewhat of a target. Supernatural entities thrive in extremes, and there are many substantial threats that would view the students here as compelling prizes.” 
 
    Lee frowned a little, running one finger along the training knife’s fake edge. 
 
    “So what you’re telling me, Instructor Harper, is that you fully expect that I’ll see combat eventually?” 
 
    “Yes. Does that scare you?” 
 
    He almost chuckled. “Scared isn’t the right word for it. I don’t mind fighting, Harper, but that’s not why I came to Primhaven. I’m here to find Zoe.” 
 
    “Do you think Zoe just disappeared of her own accord?” 
 
    It was a fair question, and he saw her point. 
 
    “Let’s go again,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Harper ran Lee through the same exercise twice more, using more of her magic repertoire each time. He appreciated the challenge of it from a certain standpoint, even though one of her air elemental spells sent him tumbling through the air at a speed that left him wondering how he hadn’t broken any bones. 
 
    It was training that he quickly began to realize he needed. Harper’s comments about Zoe’s disappearance worried him, especially given how dream weaving had been used to erase her existence from the minds of others. If she’d been taken by someone or multiple someones with that kind of arcane capability, he’d be fighting against mages on Harper’s level. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Harper. 
 
    In the last fight, she’d hooked a conjured chain around one of his ankles to trip him right before he’d been able to strike the winning blow. Lee’s momentum had been enough to flip him flat on his face, which was only somewhat mitigated by the mats layered over the floor. 
 
    “…Fine,” he muttered, as his breath returned to him. 
 
    “We need to move on for today,” said Harper. “I’ll give you a ten-minute break to recompose yourself. Meet me at the Spell Range immediately after.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for his answer, turning and striding out of the training room, expecting to be obeyed. Lee sighed and leaned his head back. Tess had been watching his practice and he extended his mystic stream as he felt her slide into position behind him, lending her lap to be his pillow. 
 
    “That was interesting,” she said. “You almost got her a few times.” 
 
    “She was going easy on me,” said Lee. “At least once or twice I could tell that she let me get closer than I otherwise would have.”  
 
    “I know. I was just being nice.” 
 
    Lee scowled. Tess laughed and leaned forward, cupping his cheeks and planting a quick kiss on his lips. 
 
    “Our pact has gotten stronger, you know,” she said. 
 
    “How can you tell?” he asked. 
 
    “I went for a walk before you woke up this morning. I made it twice as far outside Primhaven as I would normally.” 
 
    Lee furrowed his brow. “Is that risky for you to try?” 
 
    Tess shrugged. “Maybe. I can’t tell you how long I’ve dreamed of taking a walk outside the school. Even just heading into that rundown little town again on my own would be so swell.” 
 
    “I could bring you to Gillum with my mystic stream, if you wanted,” said Lee. 
 
    “I’d like that.” Tess stroked his cheek. “But there is something to be said for getting to the point where, you know, I can... do it on my own.” 
 
    “Probably easier to set up pranks without me judging your every move.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be a mystic, Lee Amaranth, not a mind reader.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He didn’t dally and made it to the Spell Range with time to spare, not interested in taking another lap around the college in the freezing cold. There were more students than normal occupying both the dueling chambers and the casting lanes, which was to be expected on a Saturday with no regular classes. 
 
    Harper had already secured them a space. Lee hadn’t paid much notice to the setup on his previous visit. The casting lane reminded him slightly of a bowling alley, except with various glyphs adorning the walls to ward against the damage of spells, and a mannequin in a copper suit of armor standing where the pins would have been. 
 
    “It would take far too long to teach you spellcraft over again from the beginning, Eldon,” said Harper. “Instead, I’m going to teach you how to specialize, how to cast spells that will synergize with your talent for knife fighting. Much of the rest that you’ll need to learn to fight properly as a mage will still come from your basic lessons, which I would advise you to start showing up to.” 
 
    Harper’s gaze took on an intense, reproachful quality that was hard for Lee to meet. He scratched the back of his head and shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, I will,” he said. “I get it. Sorry.” 
 
    She stayed silent for a couple of seconds, as though considering whether to deem his apology worthy. Finally, Harper nodded and gestured for him to follow her through the door into their casting lane. 
 
    With the door closed behind him, they were contained within the lengthy chamber. The acoustics of the space sent each footstep echoing down and back again while simultaneously distorting the sounds of their voices and forcing them to talk louder than they normally would have. 
 
    “What I will teach you that can be applied universally is how to prepare yourself for casting,” said Harper. “How to breathe, in a sense. It’s a harder task than you might assume and is necessary for managing even the simplest spell.” 
 
    “How to breathe…” repeated Lee. “That’s why you were doing yoga the other day, isn’t it?” 
 
    Harper nodded. “It’s a skill that needs to be trained. I’ve known more than one mage who’s taken their casting for granted, never realizing how much more focus is needed to work a spell under stressful and emotional circumstances. They... met with unfortunate ends.” 
 
    Harper lowered herself down into a cross-legged sitting position, gesturing for Lee to do the same. Tess was watching them from off to the side, and Lee stifled a smile as he saw her clearly torn over whether she should sit, too. 
 
    “Start by finding your center,” said Harper. “Focus on clearing your mind and letting each, vital breath spread through you completely. Focus on…” 
 
    Lee exhaled slowly and extended his mystic stream. He saw Tess shoot him a puzzled look that almost matched Harper’s. 
 
    “Like this?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Harper. “You’ve done this before?” 
 
    Lee flashed a small smile. “I do it all the time. It’s a skill that’s helped me get through life.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” said Harper. “Breath control is something that even master mages can struggle with or fall out of practice on. This will save us a great deal of training.” 
 
    Tess let out a small whoop and clapped her hands together. Lee grinned, feeling more than a little surprised by how much he was affected by Harper’s approval. 
 
    “I’ll give you a small demonstration of how the casting lane works,” said Harper. “The lines marked on the floor denote the standard range classifications: short, medium, and long. The training dummy at the end of the lane is… well, I suppose it’s easier to show you rather than to explain.” 
 
    She pulled her arms up into the elemental casting stance, elbows bent, fingers straight. A burst of wind lifted her a few feet into the air, sending the golden hair braid she’d previously been wearing dancing outward like an excited cobra. Her t-shirt fluttered upward a few inches, revealing her toned abdomen and the indent of her navel. 
 
    Harper seemed to run with the same snaking motif that Lee had attributed to her hair. She extended one hand to the side, releasing a gout of swirling water. It traveled in a dancing spiral for a few seconds, spinning as though on standby, before snapping toward the training dummy at the speed of an arrow loosed from a bow. 
 
    Lee had seen videos before of police using fire hoses to scatter protesters. Watching Harper’s water spell strike the dummy created a similar effect. The separate pieces of its armor went flying across the end of the casting lane, revealing that there was no actual dummy underneath. 
 
    The pieces landed against the stone floor in a clatter, the noise echoing through the space and grinding against Lee’s ears. A second or two passed without anything happening, until the individual armor segments jerked upward off the floor and flew back to their original positions, reassembling into the doppelganger of a bronze knight they’d been initially. 
 
    “The armor is hexed,” said Harper. 
 
    “Right,” said Lee, nodding along. “Makes sense.” 
 
    His instructor turned to look at him, smiling more with her pale blue eyes than with her pouty lips. “Your turn. To start, I think it would be prudent to have you attempt a basic conjuration force spell. The capacity you’ve shown for telekinesis will lend itself well to this.” 
 
    “A force spell,” said Lee. “Uh… Yeah, okay.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together and rolled his shoulders. Out of reflex, he glanced over at Tess, who was still watching from the side. She shook her head apologetically. 
 
    “I was never that good at explaining the act of arcane casting,” she said. “Sorry, Lee. You can still pull essence from me for the spell, but you’ll have to do the heavy lifting of the actual spellcraft yourself.” 
 
    “A force spell, Eldon,” said Harper. “Start by assuming the basic conjuration casting stance.” 
 
    Her voice was surprisingly patient, which gave him hope. He’d learned enough during his time at Primhaven to remember the conjuration casting stance. His right hand was held forward, palm facing out, with his left hand clasping it at the wrist. 
 
    “Good,” said Harper. “Now, focus on your breathing and reach for your arcane essence. The underlying mechanism is the same as with any other spell. You’ll take the essence and form it into the shape with your mind, defining the properties of the spell, before pushing it outward.” 
 
    Lee did his best, trying not to let his struggle become evident in his expression. Harper noticed anyway. She slowly walked over and came to a stop directly behind him, which in Lee’s opinion was the absolute worst place for a teacher to watch an anxious student from. 
 
    “Breathe and feel for your essence, Eldon,” whispered Harper. “Right here.” 
 
    She reached her arm around and set her hand on his chest, directly over his solar plexus. The movement brought her body, namely her breasts, into contact with Lee from behind. It felt more like an embrace than instruction, which only made it harder for him to focus. 
 
    “Breathe,” she repeated. “Find your arcane essence.” 
 
    Her hand gently rubbed across his chest as she all but hugged herself against him. Lee licked his lips, feeling like a failure. There was no arcane essence inside of him. He felt normal, perhaps even a little hollow. He felt… 
 
    Wait, there was something, but he could instantly sense upon touching it that it wasn’t the same as what Harper meant. It was a sort of electric, fluttering coldness. It was a form of essence, but not of the arcane variety. It felt like touching a ghost. Spirit essence. 
 
    “Shape the spell, Lee.” Harper’s lips were nearly against his ear, her breath tickling along his neck with each syllable she spoke. “A force spell is powerful and direct. Like a runaway train, a speeding car, a dominant athlete.” 
 
    Lee took a slow breath, almost mimicking the process he went through with his mystic stream, and then tried to take the spirit essence he could sense and apply it as Harper had instructed. He felt the essence flutter briefly through his chest before shooting along his arm, hesitating as it reached his palm. 
 
    He exhaled and pushed his arms forward, feeling Harper hug him tighter in response to the motion. An invisible wall of surging magical force rushed down the casting lane, crashing into the bronze knight and scattering the pieces of armor. A rush of displaced air fluttered Lee’s hair, and he stared at his handiwork, mouth agape. 
 
    “Good,” said Harper. 
 
    She was still hugging him, and it took a second or two before her hand slowly slid to the side and she stepped back. Lee heard Tess let out another whoop and applaud him again. He grinned and pumped his fist in the air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    “Cast it again,” said Harper. “I want to see what you’re capable of, Eldon. Push more of your arcane essence into it this time.” 
 
    Lee nodded slowly, settling back into his casting stance. It was easy to see what Harper was getting at when she spoke of having him focus on a spell that would complement his skill with his kris dagger. A force spell might not be as flashy as shooting beams of magical energy or flinging fireballs, but it could effectively disable an opponent, at least for a moment. Once he’d knocked down his target, he could get into knife-fighting range and fight within his comfort zone. 
 
    He took a breath, gathered the requisite spirit essence from Tess, and exhaled as he pushed his palm forward, releasing the spell. The effect was about the same as it had been before, scattering the bronze sections of armor and displacing air. 
 
    “Don’t rush,” said Harper. “Preparing a stronger spell takes more focus and time. Be patient, let the arcane essence flow, and then cast.” 
 
    Lee nodded and prepared to try again. He went through the same process, carefully shifting the essence and letting it linger this time before proceeding with the act of casting. The effect was far more pronounced, sending the suit of armor bouncing off the walls and ceiling. 
 
    A strained gasp came from behind Lee, and he turned his head in time to see Tess shudder and collapse to the ground. He immediately dropped out of his casting stance and started toward her, only hesitating when he remembered that Harper was there, watching him. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Harper. 
 
    “I…” Lee chewed his lip, searching for an excuse. “I feel exhausted. I don’t think I can manage another spell today.” 
 
    Harper frowned and shook her head. “You’ve barely cast three spells so far. Even at your level, arcane fatigue shouldn’t be setting in this early. You can push yourself further. Now, try it again.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” he said. “I can’t. I really can’t.” 
 
    “There are threats in this world that will not give you a break simply because you ask for one,” said Harper. “Why should I? In truth, I would be doing you a massive disservice in your training as my apprentice if I didn’t push you to your limits.” 
 
    “Look, I get it,” said Lee. “You have insane magical skills. You have a reputation. Hell, you were even my sister’s friend, and taking me as an apprentice is a favor to her, and an honor for me, or whatever. But I’m still... coming to terms with my own limits, and how far I can push them. This is a two-way street.” 
 
    “A street on which I control the speed limit, the traffic flow, and the parking,” said Harper. “You have not earned a rest yet, Eldon. Continue casting the spell until I tell you to stop.” 
 
    Lee gritted his teeth, holding her gaze. She wasn’t angry; rather, her face was set in an expression of calm authority. She was the teacher and he was the student. He needed to tread carefully. Yelling at her or throwing a fit would only make the situation worse. 
 
    “Instructor Harper…” He lowered his head. “Please. Just for today.” 
 
    Harper let out a sigh. “Look at me, Eldon.” 
 
    He did. She had a sympathetic smile on her face, and tapped one of her fingers against the scar that ran along the edge of her cheek. 
 
    “I’m not evil, and I’m not insensitive,” she said. “I will push you hard, and it will almost always be for your own good. With that said, you’re still new to this. I’ll give you a break for today.” 
 
    Lee breathed a sigh of relief, still forcing himself to play it cool and not rush over to Tess’s crumpled, ghostly form. 
 
    “Thank you, Instructor,” he said. 
 
    “Tomorrow is Sunday, which is your day off,” said Harper. “I expect you to report to my office immediately after your regular class on Monday. Be prepared to work much harder than you did this morning.” 
 
    She gave him a small nod and then headed for the door. Lee waited until she’d left before hurrying to Tess’s side. He extended his mystic stream and lifted her up, cradling her head and fearing the worst. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Tess! Tess, are you okay? Damn! I should have been more aware of what I was doing…” 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t have enough spirit essence to give you. I don’t have a lot normally.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Lee brushed a few strands of her brown hair back from her face. “You scared me. Just let me know next time before you reach this point, okay? We’ll find some other way to manage if I have to cast more than a couple of spells in a short period of time.” 
 
    “I already know of one,” said Tess. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Remember what I did with the succubus?” asked Tess. “It’s easy for me to siphon essence from supernatural entities or even mages when they have their guard that far down. I can hold onto their power for a day or two afterward for you to use as needed.” 
 
    She let out a yawn as she finished speaking. Lee took her hand into his and squeezed it, frowning slightly as he considered her words. 
 
    “Isn’t there a more practical way other than me having to whore myself out?” he asked. 
 
    Tess let out a small giggle. “No, not really. I can only siphon from targets that are either emotionally vulnerable or heavily weakened, and I figured you’d prefer the hanky panky to beating people up.” 
 
    “You are such a dork,” muttered Lee. “Please, just say ‘having sex’ instead of using that ridiculous wording.” 
 
    “I’m a proper lady. I can’t say things like that.” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes but couldn’t keep the sides of his mouth from pulling up into a smile. He slid his arms under Tess and lifted her into the air, keeping his mystic stream extended so he could still interact with her physically. 
 
    “Oh, how sweet of you,” said Tess. “Though since I’m a ghost and rather petite to begin with, I’m sure it’s not that much of an inconvenience.” 
 
    “I still feel your weight when I’m using my mystic stream,” said Lee. “Honestly, you’re a tad heavier than you look.” 
 
    “Take that back!”  
 
    “I’m just wondering where all that extra weight is on you,” said Lee. “Here, maybe?” 
 
    He shifted a hand to squeeze her butt. Tess let out a squeal that was as surprised as it was offended. 
 
    “Lee Amaranth, you take that back, right now!” 
 
    “Hey, quit wiggling so much or I’ll drop you.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Primhaven’s campus was nearly empty, meaning Lee didn’t have to give too much attention to disguising the positioning of his arms, which would have seemed oddly placed to any onlookers. He brought Tess back to his dorm and set her on his bed, feeling doubly lucky at the fact that Toma wasn’t around. 
 
    “Getting some rest will help, right?” he asked. 
 
    “It should,” said Tess. “I’m fine, really.” 
 
    Lee nodded, considering the phrasing of his next question very carefully. 
 
    “What would have happened if I’d cast another spell after you’d collapsed?” 
 
    Tess didn’t look at him. She folded her hands in her lap, looking embarrassed, vulnerable, and far smaller than she usually did. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” she admitted. “I think… maybe it’s better if we don’t find out?” 
 
    She glanced up at him, blinking a bit too fast. Lee put his hand on top of hers and squeezed. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked. “Why don’t I go and grab you some food from the dining hall?” 
 
    “Ooh, ooh, yes please!” said Tess. “Can you bring me some tea and biscuits? Fruit juice if they have it, too. Oh, and on the off chance that there’s cake…” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Lee made his way north across campus, toward the dining hall within the Ewix Center. It was still close to lunchtime, which gave him fair odds of fulfilling all or at least most of Tess’s requests. It felt like the lazy Saturday afternoon that it was, which was at least part of the reason why it took him so long to realize what was wrong when a few slow falling snowflakes descended through the air in front of him.  
 
    He stopped in place, glancing upward in time to see a swirling white cloud descend over the college grounds. There weren’t many other students walking around, which was probably a good thing, given the sudden rush of frigid air that accompanied the unexpected change in weather. 
 
    Primhaven’s magical climate shield had failed. Lee didn’t know enough about the college to guess how or why it had happened, but he was sure that it wasn’t good. He pulled his kris dagger out from the inside of his jacket and unsheathed it. 
 
    Wielding a weapon openly on a college campus, even in a place like Primhaven, was an act Lee would have normally avoided. The snow was falling in thick curtains now, however, and the wind sent it swirling around him, limiting his field of view to no more than a few dozen feet in either direction. 
 
    The flowers and green grass that had made Primhaven’s grounds seem so colorful and lush were quickly covered by a thick layer of powder. Lee ran forward, scanning his surroundings as the winds intensified, making it hard for him to even know where he was. 
 
    He had a strong suspicion that the specter he’d encountered in Gillum had something to do with whatever was going on. If he was right, he would be the only one inside the walls that stood any real chance at stopping it. Lee spotted the statue of Shay Morrigan in the distance and began jogging toward it, eager to find a landmark to reorient himself. 
 
    “All residents of Primhaven should take cover in the nearest building.” Lead Instructor Mattis’s voice seemed to echo from nowhere and everywhere at once, loud and urgent. “This goes for students, practicing mages, and instructors. Stay inside until the issue affecting the campus’s climate shield can be resolved. I repeat…” 
 
    She began the message over again from the beginning. Lee tuned it out, approaching the statue and trying his best to get a sense of the area around him through the blizzard and icy fog. He was shivering and had to put his kris dagger away as the grip became too cold for him to justify holding onto. 
 
    Lee caught sight of a silhouette in the distance, the outline of a teenage girl walking through the snow at a leisurely pace. Even before he could make out the fine details of whoever it was, he sensed that something was wrong. She wasn’t wearing college robes or any clothing at all, judging from the definition he could see in the curves of her body. 
 
    As she drew closer, Lee made out more of who, or rather, what, he was facing. The girl’s skin seemed impossibly pale, and it took him longer than it should have to realize it was because she was covered in fine, white fur.  
 
    The strangeness of her body didn’t end there. From the waist up she looked almost like a normal—albeit rather busty—mature teenager, but her ears were long and jutted upward, like those of a rabbit or a hare. Her legs were different too: she had thick thighs and a generous butt combined with knee joints that bent at an unusual angle and a small, furry bobtail. She smiled at him and slowly lifted her hand up, as though reaching out to beckon him toward her. 
 
    “What are you?” muttered Lee. “Are you the one doing this?” 
 
    She took a step toward him. Her eyes glowed a deep, silvery blue. She bounced as she moved and snowflakes tumbled loose from the fur of her ears, which had fallen back to hang down her head almost in imitation of a normal woman with long hair. Her lips were deep purple in color, and she moved them, silently at first, and then forming proper words. 
 
    “Warm…” whispered the girl. “You look so warm…” 
 
    She jumped toward him, launching herself into the air and scattering powdery snow in her wake. Lee made the mistake of hesitating instead of immediately reaching for his kris dagger, and the next thing he experienced was the monster girl’s furry feet colliding with his chest. 
 
    He tumbled across the snow, sliding to a stop flat on his back. As he started to rise, she jumped again, this time landing in a straddle on top of him with her powerful legs pinning him tight to the ground. 
 
    “Ooh!” she said. She made several more noises that sounded more like the squeaks of a mouse or rather, a rabbit, and started touching his face with her hand. 
 
    Even just making basic contact with her was enough to sap away at Lee’s willpower. He felt himself far more focused on the point of contact between his crotch and her furry thighs and buttocks than he should have been. He reached up to push her off him and ended up groping her breasts instead. That part of her, at least, still felt extremely human, though the soft white fur covered all but her nipples, which were both the same color purple as her lips. 
 
    “Warm!” said the monster girl. “Warm, warm, warm!” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed him. Lee tried to pull away, sensing the wrongness of it as soon as her lips made contact with his. He didn’t feel cold anymore, even though he was half buried in the snow and more was coming down by the second. 
 
    The monster girl began pulling at his clothes, lifting his shirt up and pulling his pants down. Lee was disappointed, but not surprised, to find that he was hard. He was just lucid enough to recognize that he was dealing with an entity that had an arousal aura, not unlike Nurse Susie with her succubus powers, but far more powerful. 
 
    He kissed her again and let his hands dance over her breasts. The monster girl’s hands stroked his cock quickly, almost as though trying to warm it. She lowered herself down and Lee discovered another part of her anatomy that still felt extremely human. 
 
    “Ooh!” squeaked the girl. “Warm…” 
 
    It was warm. It was wet. It was weird. Lee could feel how the soft, silky fur that coated the rest of her grew just as thickly on her crotch and the interior of her thighs. The monster girl put her powerful, rabbit-like legs to good use, bouncing herself up and down on his tool with near reckless abandon. 
 
    “Stop,” whispered Lee. “Stop this!” 
 
    He tried to focus and extend his mystic stream. If he could manage it, much of the power of the sexual aura she’d used on him would be dispelled. He needed to breathe, to find the state of calm that had seemed so easy while casting with Harper earlier that day. 
 
    The monster girl let out another high-pitched squeal and pressed her hands down on his chest. Were they even hands? Lee focused on her thumbs and fingers, feeling a bizarre mixture of confusion and disgust as his eyes tried to determine whether they attached to paws or palms. In a strange way, it only fed into the heat of his arousal, like dirty oil onto an open flame. 
 
    He resolved to at least make an effort to take control of the encounter if he couldn’t find a way to defeat her. He ran his hands through her silky fur, finding a breast with one and reaching up to take hold of her long, pliable ears with the other. The monster girl gasped as he touched them. Lee yanked down, but that only sent her into a series of wiggles on his cock that was pleasurable enough to distract him from his focus. 
 
    “Close?” asked the monster girl. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ooh…” She arched her back and undulated her hips. “Close. Close!” 
 
    She leaned forward, pressing her body against his and planting a rapid series of inaccurate kisses across his lips and cheeks. Her hips began to move in earnest, bouncing and riding him with the kind of overwhelming force and speed that brought clarity to the phrase “fucking like rabbits.” 
 
    At that point, Lee was aware of his mouth trying to form words and make sounds. Any vestiges of self-control faded as the monster girl put on a performance that he doubted anything less than another supernatural entity would ever be able to match. He seized her furry waist and gave in, pumping up into her until he couldn’t hold out any longer and finally delivering on the hot, sticky warmth she’d been begging for. 
 
    “Ooh,” cooed the monster girl. 
 
    Her eyes flashed a dangerous shade of blue and Lee got the distinct feeling that he was about to overstay his welcome. His mind was clear now, and he managed to pull his kris dagger out and slash at her. The edge of the blade didn’t connect, but that was solely because of how she leapt backward, finally disentangling herself from him. 
 
    The biting sensation of the cold came back in that instant. Lee gasped, and his teeth started chattering as he felt several worrying parts of his body go numb from the chill. He started pulling his clothes back on, glancing around the swirling blizzard as he heard a new set of approaching footsteps. 
 
    “Thumper!” cried a voice. “Thumper, stop this! Get back into my tower this…” 
 
    The monster girl let out a screeching hiss and began bouncing off into the distance. The snowstorm’s intensity seemed to travel with her. Lee still didn’t take any chances, pulling his shirt and jeans back on and dusting as much ice and snow off his body as he could. 
 
    Head Wizard Odarin slid to a stop next to Lee, eyebrows shooting up in a mixture of horror and surprise. The Head Wizard looked Lee up and down and cleared his throat. 
 
    “You say you ran into a rabbit monster?” he asked. “How strange!” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” said Lee. 
 
    “Ahaha, yes, well, of course you didn’t.” The Head Wizard clasped his hands together. “Here, why don’t you come along with me for a moment? I need to explain a few things about what may or may not have just happened, you see.” 
 
    The snowstorm had died down further, which gave Lee enough visibility to note that the monster girl no longer seemed to be on the nearby campus grounds. He considered his options and decided that he was more interested in finding out why the Head Wizard seemed so shifty than he was in getting back to Tess. 
 
    “Sure,” said Lee. “An explanation would be nice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    The Head Wizard brought Lee into the First Tower and up to a private study on one of the higher levels. He lit the fireplace with a mere snap of his fingers, and Lee oriented the comfortable chair that the Head Wizard offered him toward the flames, warming up his frostbitten extremities. 
 
    “You look like death itself,” said Odarin. “Here, let’s start by warming ourselves up properly, shall we?”  
 
    He reached into an ornate cabinet and pulled out a half-full decanter of blue-colored liquor, along with two glasses. Odarin began humming as he poured some out for each of them. 
 
    “You don’t mind gin, do you?” he asked. “I usually have more variety in my cabinet, but the start of the academic year is always a tad stressful.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Lee. “You do realize that I’m 19, though? Technically under the legal drinking age here in Alaska.” 
 
    He wouldn’t have pointed it out if not for the fact that he almost felt bad about how dreadful an example Odarin was setting as the prime authority figure of a college for struggling young mages. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine,” said Odarin. “The Frostfire Tavern serves underage students, anyway. It’s not like it’s that much of a taboo.” 
 
    “You know about that?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” said Odarin. “I was, er, the one who worked out that detail with the proprietor. It makes my job easier if the students have somewhere more interesting than the campus to be on their days off, you know?” 
 
    The Head Wizard let out a somewhat forced laugh and took a sip of his gin. Lee did the same, almost coughing as he realized that it was far stronger than he’d expected.  
 
    “So getting to the point, Lee,” said Odarin. “I can call you Lee, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Part of, er, my responsibility here at Primhaven as the Head Wizard is to keep abreast of the local supernatural entities,” said Odarin. 
 
    “Keep abreast of them?” asked Lee, suppressing a smile. 
 
    “Aware, keep aware of them, I mean,” said Odarin. “An odd turn of phrase on my part, ha. The entity that you may or may not have encountered is known as the snow bunny. A type of hybrid hare-were slash ice elemental. I managed to capture her before the start of the semester and, well you see, I was, er, conducting some... very important research on her.” 
 
    “You called her Thumper when you were shouting after her,” said Lee. “Do you name all of the supernatural entities you capture? Also, how exactly did she escape?” 
 
    Odarin let out a nervous laugh and tapped his knuckles on the table. “You heard me shouting? Ha, yeah, I uh, I guess I should have expected that. Look, we were in the middle of some... very important research when she escaped.” 
 
    Odarin glanced from side to side and then poured himself more gin. 
 
    “What’s the issue, exactly?” asked Lee. “Are you worried about the threat that Thumper poses to the campus?” 
 
    “Oh, no, she’s long gone by now,” said Odarin. “Probably miles away from Primhaven.” 
 
    Odarin scratched at his neck nervously. Lee leaned back in his chair, opting to yield his half of the conversation to the silence. 
 
    “Look, Lee, the research I was performing on the snow bunny was top secret,” said Odarin. “If the students, or, uh, other faculty members found out about it, the integrity of some of my experiments might be compromised!” 
 
    Lee did his best to keep his face serious as he gave a slow, understanding nod. 
 
    “I get your meaning, Head Wizard,” he said. 
 
    “So you’ll keep quiet, then?” asked Odarin. “Please? I wouldn’t want to have to use a dream weaving spell on you to keep you from talking, ha ha. That, uh, was a joke. Oh god. Please, please don’t tell the Lead Instructor I just said that.” 
 
    Lee tapped his fingers on the table, drawing the Head Wizard’s attention. He finished his glass of gin, coughed slightly, and then seized the opportunity he’d been given. 
 
    “I won’t tell a soul. Of course, since I’m doing you a favor, you’ll owe me one.” 
 
    “A favor,” said Odarin. “Yes, well, I suppose that’s fair.” 
 
    “If I was, say, struggling with one of my classes, would that be something that you could help me out with?” asked Lee. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure!” said Odarin. “That’s extremely reasonable.” 
 
    “Then we have a deal,” said Lee. “Glad we could talk this through, Head Wizard.” 
 
    Odarin breathed a sigh of relief, sagging into his seat. He grinned at Lee and snapped as he pointed a finger at him. 
 
    “You’re a straight shooter, Lee,” he said. “Here, take this with you, too. I’ve never been a big gin fan.” 
 
    “Ah, really, I’m fine…” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The snow was already starting to melt as Lee made his way back across campus, carrying with him the mostly empty bottle of gin that Odarin had so kindly insisted on him taking. Lead Instructor Mattis had lifted the lockdown, though it was clear from the tone of her announcement that she was unaware of what the initial cause of the snowstorm had been. 
 
    It was early evening, and Lee was exhausted. It wasn’t until he’d made his way back to his dorm and found Tess sleeping in his bed that he remembered what his initial reason for going out had been in the first place. He gently extended his mystic stream and sat down next to her, running a hand through her soft brown hair. 
 
    “Hey,” he whispered. 
 
    “Lee,” yawned Tess. “Did you get the cake?” 
 
    “There was an incident. I forgot to grab your food.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Tess. She lifted her arms and wrapped them into a hug around his waist. “This is enough.” 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” asked Lee. 
 
    Tess blinked a few times. “Yeah, actually, I am. Surprisingly so.” 
 
    Lee wondered if the absorption of essence that she’d talked about before was something that she needed to do consciously, or if perhaps a part of it happened automatically due to the characteristics of their pact. 
 
    “Hey Tess,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “A snow bunny attacked the campus,” said Lee. “Some type of monster-girl hybrid elemental entity. She pinned me down and, well, one thing led to another…” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but Tess gave him a small, mischievous smile. 
 
    “That sounds kind of like rape,” she said. 
 
    “You can’t rape the willing,” said Lee. 
 
    “You shouldn’t say things like that, Lee!” she said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” Lee shifted onto the bed, pulling her into a deeper hug. 
 
    “It does give me an explanation, at least,” said Tess. 
 
    “An explanation for what?” 
 
    “Why I was so cold,” she said. “And why I felt so…” 
 
    She cleared her throat and buried her face against his shoulder. One of her hands slid down between her legs. 
 
    “Tess?” asked Lee. “Hey, are you blushing?” 
 
    “No more questions.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” said Lee. “What were you doing here while I was gone? Were you—” 
 
    “I know what you’re about to say, and a proper lady would never indulge herself like that!” 
 
    “Tess, you did, didn’t you!” 
 
    “I didn’t!” squealed Tess. “But even if I had, I’m classy enough that I would never openly admit to it.” 
 
    “That’s as good as a confession in my book.” 
 
    Lee started tickling her in earnest, and Tess playfully retaliated by hitting him with a pillow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    As it was a Sunday, there were no classes the next morning. Lee took his time waking up, grabbing food from the cafeteria and bringing it back to the dorm to provide Tess with a few of her requests from the day before. 
 
    He was in the middle of finishing off a sausage and egg on bagel sandwich when a knock came at the door. Toma was still deep asleep in his bed, and Lee scowled, expecting it to be Harper with a new array of demands and instruction. Instead, he found Eliza waiting in the hallway. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” said Lee. 
 
    “I hope it’s okay!” said Eliza. “I figured you’d probably be up by now.”  
 
    Lee heard a small giggle come from behind him and shot a warning glance at Tess, who was in the middle of devouring a slice of chocolate cake. He stepped forward, opting to take the conversation with Eliza in the hallway rather than his dorm. 
 
    He hesitated as he took in her general appearance. She had makeup on, more than usual, and her hair looked glossy and hung with an intentional bounciness. Eliza wore a pink blouse with a drooping neckline and frills around the wrists, along with tight jeans and a pair of fashionable, knee-high boots. She blushed slightly as she saw the attention Lee was paying to her outfit and cleared her throat. 
 
    “I just thought, uh, since we don’t have classes today, and uh, since you’re so bad at casting spells…” Eliza winced and bit her lip. “I mean, that’s not what I mean! I was just wondering if you wanted to... maybe go and... uh…” 
 
    “Do some spellcraft studying?” finished Lee with a small smile. “Sure. Let me grab some stuff and clean up my breakfast. You mind waiting out here?” 
 
    “No!” said Eliza. “I mean, no, I don’t mind. Thanks.” 
 
    “It’ll only take a sec,” said Lee. 
 
    He slipped back into his dorm and closed the door. Tess had finished eating and was sitting on his bed, smiling a knowing smile. 
 
    “Have fun on your date, Lee!” she said. “I’ll give you some space for it, since I know that it would be hard for me to resist teasing you. We should have a signal for if you start getting intimate, though, so I can siphon a bit of her essence. Maybe you could toss a handkerchief in the air?” 
 
    “Uh…” Lee ran a hand across his brow and shook his head. “First off, it’s not a date. Secondly, that would never work as a signal. And third—” 
 
    A groan came from Toma’s bed. “Five more minutes, mom… it’s Sunday.” 
 
    “It is a date, Lee, you’re just oblivious when it comes to this sort of thing,” said Tess. “If you don’t want me to siphon her essence, just give the signal. That way you can still have fun with some hot, fresh, hanky—” 
 
    “I’m not oblivious,” he whispered. “It’s not a date. Also, I’m not sure if we have a choice about the whole siphoning essence thing. I think it happens automatically, at least on a very low level.” 
 
    Tess frowned slightly and tapped a finger on her lips. “Well, maybe you should just stick to touching each other over the clothes, then?” 
 
    Lee scowled at her and she flashed a cute, mischievous grin. He quickly cleaned up what was left of their meal, carrying the tray with him to deposit back at the dining hall on their way to the library. 
 
    “Ready,” he said to Eliza. “Shall we?” 
 
    She’d been looking into a handheld makeup mirror and started slightly as he came out the door. 
 
    “Yes!” she said. “Let’s go. Hopefully one of the private alcoves in the library will still be open. They usually fill up fast on weeknights, but maybe everyone will be in town since it’s the weekend.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    They headed outside and started across the grass. Primhaven’s weather was back to normal and, if anything, the campus seemed more vibrant for the brief reintroduction of snow. Several of Lead Instructor Mattis’s squirrels scampered about, chittering as they moved through bushes and flowers. 
 
    An odd tension seemed to fill the space between Lee and Eliza as they walked. It was hard for Lee to not make connections based off what Tess had said. Eliza’s outfit did seem rather thought out, and if they did manage to study in a private alcove, it would just be the two of them. 
 
    “So, uh, after we finish,” mumbled Eliza. “Would you, maybe, want to come back to my—” 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth.” 
 
    Harper’s focus was on Lee as she approached, walking fast and frowning. She wore black sweatpants and a loose grey sweater, and her hair was twisted into its usual braid. She didn’t even glance at Eliza as she came up to them, favoring Lee with the entirety of her stern gaze. 
 
    “Instructor Harper,” said Lee. “What’s up?” 
 
    “The Lead Instructor made a request for me to run some field work,” said Harper. “You’re coming along. Gather your winter weather gear and meet me at the gate in ten minutes. We’ll be gone overnight.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on!” said Lee. “I’m in the middle of…” 
 
    Harper was already walking away, and she didn’t turn around to listen to his objection. Lee glared at her back and muttered a few choice swear words under his breath. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Eliza. “I mean, you are her apprentice. It’s not like you can say no.” 
 
    “She’s so used to getting her way,” said Lee. “It’s annoying.” 
 
    Eliza didn’t say anything, and Lee could tell that despite what she’d said, she was genuinely disappointed. 
 
    “I was really looking forward to studying with you,” he said. “Rain check? I’ll throw in drinks at the Frostfire Tavern to sweeten the deal.” 
 
    Eliza smiled and nodded. “I would love that.” 
 
    Toma was awake when Lee got back to his dorm, oblivious to Tess, who was lying on his bed. 
 
    “Morning, Toma,” said Lee. 
 
    “Morning,” said Toma. “What’s with the face?” 
 
    Lee sighed. “Harper has me heading out into the cold to do field work with her.” 
 
    He grabbed his jacket and boots and started pulling them on. 
 
    “You’re cracked if you think that jacket is going to be enough, assuming you’ll be outside for a while,” said Toma. “Here, take these.” 
 
    Toma pulled out a pair of snow pants and tossed them to Lee. 
 
    “They won’t fit me, Toma,” said Lee. “We’re completely different sizes.” 
 
    “They’re too big for me. My mom bought them a year or so ago, said I’d probably grow into them.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head dismissively. “You can keep them if you want, they’re doing me no good.” 
 
    “For real? Thanks.” 
 
    “No prob, buddy,” said Toma. “Just give me the scoop on how your little adventure ends up going. Try to be an attentive student. I’m sure she’ll have more than a thing or two to teach you.” 
 
    “Phrasing.” 
 
    “Oh no, that was intentional,” said Toma. “Anyway, I’m going to get breakfast.” 
 
    “Right,” said Lee. “I’ll be back tomorrow, uh, I think.” 
 
    “See you then.” 
 
    Toma left, and Lee sat down on his bed, pulling his new snow pants on over his jeans. Tess sat up and raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say bye to me, too?” she asked. 
 
    “I assumed you’d be coming with me,” said Lee. 
 
    “I would if I could,” sighed Tess. “The pact between us isn’t that strong yet. I might be able to make it a mile or so out of Primhaven, but I’m guessing you’ll be going farther than that.” 
 
    “I could always try keeping my mystic stream extended, like I did before the pact.” 
 
    “I’m never letting you do that again! You didn’t tell me it was going to make your nose start bleeding. Who knows what else might happen? No, dearest Lee, I’ll be fine here.” 
 
    Lee shrugged and frowned at her. “Fine.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed,” said Tess. “Is it just because you know you won’t be able to cast spells without me, or will you really miss me?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll miss you,” said Lee. “I mean, at this point, you’re basically my…” 
 
    He trailed off, noticing the overly pleased smile crowding Tess’s face. 
 
    “Basically your what?” she asked. 
 
    “My partner in crime,” said Lee. 
 
    “That’s not what you were going to say!” 
 
    “You don’t know what I was going to say.” 
 
    “Yes I do,” said Tess. “Leeeee! Come on, you were so close! Tell me what I mean to you! Confess your eternal love!” 
 
    She giggled, and Lee rolled his eyes as he extended his mystic stream, giving her form. She batted her eyelashes at him, looking a tad too smug for his liking. He jumped onto the bed next to her and started tickling her. 
 
    “Cheap shot!” cried Tess. “You’re so mean, Lee!” 
 
    “How about you confess your eternal love?” 
 
    “Noooooo!” 
 
    A knock came at the door, and Lee could tell that it was Harper from the intensity of it. He sighed, pulling back from Tess and squeezing her hand. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” he said. “Tomorrow, or the next day, at the latest.” 
 
    “Be careful,” said Tess. 
 
    “I will. The same goes for you. There could be a specter on campus, or the snow bunny could make another appearance.” 
 
    He kissed her. Tess briefly leaned her forehead against his. She looked like she wanted to say something more, but she contented herself to rubbing her thumb across Lee’s lips. 
 
    “You shouldn’t keep your instructor waiting,” she said. “I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
    “See you then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Harper brought Lee to where their supplies were waiting outside Primhaven’s main gate. She was clad in a white parka and light-green snow pants, and as they exited the school, she gestured to a toboggan sled about the length of a person that was heavily laden with supplies. There was a set of cords that led to a harness on the front, and the absence of anything that looked like a sled hound made her implication clear. 
 
    “You expect me to pull that for you?” asked Lee. 
 
    “To start? Yes.” Harper pulled her hood down. “I need to take the lead in order to set our course. We’ll alternate every few hours after that.” 
 
    “This can’t be the most practical option. Primhaven must have access to a snowmobile, or hell, even a helicopter or something.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said Harper. “Our primary objective is to investigate the sight of a weather survey team that went missing to the northeast of here, but that’s not the only reason we’re making this trek.” 
 
    She gave Lee a knowing smile and waited for a few silent, expectant seconds. He shook his head, unsure of what she was getting at and unwilling to guess. 
 
    “Head Wizard Odarin came clean about what had happened once Mattis and I spoke with him,” said Harper. 
 
    Lee scowled and swore under his breath. Any sort of leverage keeping Odarin’s secret for him might have provided had likely just evaporated, now that Mattis, the next highest authority at the school, had been informed of his actions. 
 
    “We haven’t spread the details to the rest of the faculty,” said Harper. “We’d like to keep the incident under wraps, if possible. So, you and I will also be keeping a close eye out for the ice elemental hybrid.” 
 
    Harper gestured to him and started walking. Somewhat reluctantly, Lee pulled on the sled’s harness and started after her. The weight was somewhere around a hundred pounds, but it was easier to pull across snow than it would have been across the normal ground. 
 
    “What’s Odarin’s deal?” asked Lee. “He doesn’t seem like the type that would be the first in line to oversee a wizarding school.” 
 
    “He’s more powerful than his behavior might lead you to assume,” said Harper. “Much, much more powerful. He has PTSD and some rather unfortunate psychic scarring from his time in the Order. It doesn’t explain away all of his behavior, mind you, but it’s part of why he is how he is.” 
 
    “That’s it, then?” asked Lee. “Odarin is a strong mage, so he gets to be the boss?” 
 
    “Do you really think he’s the boss?” asked Harper. She turned to look over her shoulder as she asked the question, letting her eyes linger on his with purpose and challenge. 
 
    “It seems more like Mattis runs the college when it comes to the day to day operations and making most decisions,” said Lee. 
 
    “That’s true,” said Harper. “Keep working through it. What would change if Mattis was appointed Head Wizard?” 
 
    “Well, she’s a druid…” said Lee. “Uh, nature magic seems a little underwhelming compared to the other basic forms…” 
 
    Harper nodded and seemed content enough with his assessment to lead him to the conclusion. 
 
    “Johnny Odarin is the magical world’s equivalent of a war hero, Lee,” said Harper. “He makes for a great figurehead, someone to represent Primhaven’s cause at fundraisers and serve as the face of the college.” 
 
    “Putting it that bluntly seems a tad harsh,” said Lee. 
 
    “Trust me, you would think that description kind compared to the words I had for him after he came clean about his research,” said Harper. “Purposefully attracting dangerous supernatural entities to the school so he could indulge in his monster-girl fetish. Mattis was every bit as furious.” 
 
    Lee felt his cheeks flush slightly as he remembered Thumper’s considerable intimate talents. The conversation died off as they continued trudging through the snow. It wasn’t a particularly cold morning, but soft flurries of snow fell intermittently, forcing them to keep their hoods up. 
 
    They traveled slowly, and given how flat the landscape was, it took more than two hours for Primhaven to disappear into the misty horizon behind them. Once it had, however, Lee felt as though he was adrift in an ocean of snow. Few landmarks stood out as anything other than smudges in the far distance, and he was left with an odd, anxious rumble in his chest. 
 
    Harper waited until Lee’s exhaustion began to slow them both down before finally taking her turn at being responsible for the sled. Lee passed her the harness and raised an eyebrow as she merely tossed it back onto the sled instead of attaching it to herself. 
 
    “I thought you said you’d help, too?” asked Lee. 
 
    Harper gave him a small smile and assumed the elemental casting stance. She crouched and then pushed both her hands forward at a parallel angle, sending two small fireballs soaring ahead of them, just above the snow. The heat from each was enough to leave a trailing melted line, which quickly refroze into twin tracks of sheer ice. 
 
    She adjusted the sled into place so that its blades were in contact with the ice and then gave it a small nudge from behind with her foot. It glided forward effortlessly, gaining twenty feet of progress off a touch that would have struggled to send a soccer ball a similar distance. 
 
    “That seems like cheating,” said Lee. 
 
    “Solving a problem is cheating?” asked Harper. “You need to start seeing the world through the eyes of a mage, Eldon.” 
 
    Lee felt like it would have been much easier to do that had he actually, well, been a mage. 
 
    “This is a lesson which you need to learn that I cannot easily teach,” said Harper. “Spells are not just weaponry to be used in combat. Each one is a tool, capable of being applied in ways only limited by your creativity.” 
 
    By that analogy, Lee was the worker who’d forgotten his toolkit on the way to the job site. With Tess back at Primhaven, he was relatively sure that he wouldn’t be able to pull enough essence through their bond to cast even a simple illumination spell. 
 
    “Eldon.” Harper looked at him expectantly, and he realized she was waiting for a response. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. “It’s just… If you took me as your apprentice because you were expecting magical greatness from me, you might end up being a little disappointed.” 
 
    Harper let out a single, small laugh. “I think that remains to be seen.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    They stopped briefly for lunch at midday. Harper’s supplies included only dense, calorie-rich foods that wouldn’t freeze in the cold. Lee crunched down a protein bar and some granola, and they both shared a canvas of warm tea that was sublime in both its taste and how it warded off the chill. 
 
    The two of them continued to the northeast into the late afternoon, alternating sled duty and making slow progress. Harper scanned the surrounding area with growing interest with each further mile, until she finally spotted something in the distance worth pointing out to Lee. 
 
    “There,” said Harper. “Do you see that?” 
 
    “Uh, no?” said Lee. “Maybe it’s just my eyes, but that just looks like more snow.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Harper. “I think we’ve found what we’re looking for.” 
 
    As they drew closer, Lee understood what had piqued her interest. Small bits of fabric and scraps of canvas poked out from underneath the fresh powder ahead of them. There were discarded gloves too, along with a few poles protruding from the ground that seemed to have once held up tents. 
 
    The snow was lumpy in places, either from where it had been dislodged too heavily for the recent downfall to hide or for other reasons that Lee preferred not to think about. There were no obvious tracks leading to or from the ruined campsite other than theirs, but Harper still examined the area with intense focus.  
 
    “Frost trolls,” she said. “Had to have been. See that over there?” 
 
    Harper pointed to a section covered in ice, kept clear of snow by the blowing wind. There was a footprint sunken into the ground there, too big to be a wolf or even a bear, with claw marks gouged around the edges, each nearly the size of Lee’s fingers. 
 
    “You’re serious?” asked Lee. “A frost troll? It must be huge, judging from this. How can something this big live anywhere without being discovered by regular human society?” 
 
    “They have been discovered,” said Harper. “Yetis, bigfoot, the Abominable Snowman. Trolls mostly keep to themselves when they can, sticking to regions of the world too extreme for humans to find them easily.” 
 
    She dropped to her knees and pulled her hood back, examining the impression in the ice more closely. Lee went to check on their sled and was turning to head back toward Harper when he felt a fluttering chill run up the back of his neck. 
 
    Just to the east of them, atop a small knoll in the snow, sat the ghost of a man. He wore heavy winter clothing and appeared to be clutching his stomach. The second of those two facts told Lee that it was a new apparition he was dealing with, one still reeling from their loss of life, tending to injuries that had long since run their course. 
 
    He made sure Harper was still busy investigating the destroyed campsite before splitting off to follow his own lead. He nodded to the ghost as he approached and took a seat next to him, doing his best to act as though he was simply taking a breather. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, holding one of his icy gloves partially over his mouth. “Lee Amaranth, freelance mystic. What can you tell me about what happened here?” 
 
    “You… What?” The ghost looked confused and slowly shook his head. It was a common reaction, one that Lee usually tried to skip over by offering gifts or learning a little about the deceased beforehand. 
 
    “You were a part of the survey team, I take it?” he said. “What was your name?” 
 
    “Uh…” The ghost brought a hand to his forehead. “Keven Angler. I… we came here to study the coastal ice, how fast it’s melting. Just to do busywork, basically. None of this should have happened. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Frost trolls, right?” asked Lee. “Did you see them coming?” 
 
    “What?” The ghost shook his head. “No, it was… Jean. He had some kind of episode during the day. Started flailing his arms around and screaming. We asked him what was wrong, and he told us to keep our mouths shut. Didn’t say anything else all day.” 
 
    Lee curled one of his gloved hands into a fist and rested it against his brow. 
 
    “And then what happened?” he asked. 
 
    “He stabbed me in the stomach,” said the ghost. “That’s what I woke up to, at least. I think he stabbed everyone, just killed the entire team. Finally fucking snapped. Jesus, I never would have guessed it would have been him. I… I never… ohhhh…” 
 
    The ghost let out a groan and grabbed at his stomach again. Lee was in the middle of considering whether to use his kris dagger to put the entity out of his misery when he heard Harper shout his name. 
 
    He glanced up and saw exactly what had left the impossibly large footprint. The frost troll was at least twice Harper’s height, with broad shoulders, massive arms, and legs that were as thick as tree trunks. 
 
    The troll’s fur was a mixture of blue and grey, and two horns curled upward and back from the top of its skull, much like those of a goat. A plume of frozen condensation erupted from its mouth as it let out a booming, guttural roar and slid one of its feet back across the icy ground, preparing to charge. 
 
    Lee started sprinting back toward the campsite, pulling his kris dagger free from the inside of his jacket and hoping it would be enough. Harper stood her ground, her face expressionless, posture neither threatening nor frightened. 
 
    The frost troll lurched forward. Lee shouted a warning to Harper and tried to throw himself into the fray. The supply sled was nearby. Lee leapt onto it, sliding forward down the slope and putting himself on a collision course with the troll. 
 
    “Eldon!” snapped Harper. 
 
    The frost troll looked Lee’s way just before he slammed into it. He impacted with the monster’s leg, and it let out a small howl of pain and swatted down at him. Lee ducked and then rose to counter, stabbing his kris dagger into the frost troll’s upper thigh. 
 
    It felt like he was wielding a sharpened pencil against a giant. The frost troll roared and simply knocked him back with one arm, kicking the supply sled after him. Lee hit the ice hard enough to have the wind knocked from his lungs. He only barely managed to stay calm and take action, letting go of his kris dagger on impact instead of holding onto it and potentially impaling himself. 
 
    His head was throbbing from a knock he’d taken at some point, but he forced himself to sit up. Harper was fighting the frost troll on her own now, and his concern for her safety came and went as he watched her work.  
 
    She applied each of her spells carefully, using them as the creative tools she’d spoken of them as before. The frost troll tried to rush forward and grab at her. Harper cast an air spell, sending a gust of snow into its face to temporarily blind it. 
 
    She flung her palm forward, using a gout of flames to melt a thin layer of ice into water. The frost troll’s next step found no purchase on the slippery ground and it fell into a tumble, punctuated by a tremendous crack of shattering ice. 
 
    Harper fell into the conjuration casting stance, one hand tightly clasped around the wrist of the other. Lee watched in awe, still too dazed from his fall to do anything else. He was expecting her to use telekinesis, but instead Harper cast a binding spell that was so clever in its application that he couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    Harper bound the frost troll’s ankles together with a chain formed from glowing purple magical energy. The monster attempted to stand, but the combination of the binding and the slick ice sent it sprawling before it had risen halfway to its feet. It reminded Lee of Tess’s pranks, of tying shoelaces together and making childish mischief into an effective weapon. 
 
    She pressed on her advantage, falling back into her elemental stance and flinging a volley of fruit-sized fireballs at the frost troll. It howled as they singed its fur, sliding backward across the snow and rolling to put distance between itself and this unexpectedly powerful opponent. 
 
    Harper looked over at Lee, raising one eyebrow in that frustratingly challenging way that she so often did. She continued blasting the frost troll with fireballs, though with relaxed and lazy movements, lacking in the urgency of her attacks earlier in the fight. The bindings on the troll’s feet had vanished, and the monster was running on all fours, fleeing as fast as it could. 
 
    She came over to him once it was no longer visible in the distance, frowning as she surveyed the damage the monster had done to both him and their supply sled. Lee found his footing and rose on shaky feet. 
 
    “That was... incredible,” he said. “You didn’t kill it, but you could have, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “If I had wanted to, yes,” said Harper. “They’re intelligent creatures, more so than many in the supernatural world realize. They live in tribes and communicate with each other using primitive languages. Killing that frost troll would have made trouble for Primhaven.” 
 
    She stepped in close to Lee, first looking at his head and then pressing a hand to his chest. He hadn’t realized it, but the frost troll’s attack had caught him heavily across the ribs. He winced, hoping it was just bad bruising. 
 
    “I’ll have to check on those once we’ve made camp,” said Harper. “Speaking of which…” 
 
    She crouched down next to the sled and let out a frustrated sigh. The back left third of the sled had cracked and broken partially loose, forcing a wooden splinter up through a canvas bundle that Lee suspected was meant to be the skin of their tent. 
 
    “Dammit,” he said. “It’s my fault. I thought the troll was going to overrun you.” 
 
    “Had it been a fire troll instead of a frost troll, it very well might have. We’ll be alright. This just means…” 
 
    “Just means what?” 
 
    She looked over and met his gaze with her usual intensity. 
 
    “It just means things will be a little more complicated,” she said. 
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    They traveled west from where they’d found the survey team before attempting to set up camp. Harper insisted that they not remain too close to where the battle with the frost troll had taken place, but Lee’s injuries made moving painful, so she settled for covering their tracks with an air spell that reset the snow in their wake. 
 
    He debated with himself on how to tell Harper the details the ghost had revealed about what had really happened. He doubted she’d believe him if he told her the truth, and doing so would also likely create problems for him moving forward. With that said, it was extremely hard to come up with a plausible-sounding excuse to explain how he’d inferred that a member of the survey team had been the one who’d committed the murders and not frost trolls. 
 
    “I’ll set the tent up,” said Harper. “Try not to move much and don’t fall asleep. It’s likely that you have at least a minor concussion.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Lee. “I can still help.” 
 
    Harper scowled as she unrolled the tent’s canvas, holding up one side and revealing the size of the gaping hole the broken sled had torn in it. 
 
    “I think you’ve helped enough for now,” she said. 
 
    It still looked like a tent once she’d unrolled the base layer and set up the poles and canvas, though one that was more susceptible to the elements than most. The base layer was made of a thick mixture of rubber and foam that provided a surprising amount of insulation between them and the ground. The real issue would be the hole in the side, which allowed in not only wind but also falling snow, given how it was angled. 
 
    “Take off your jacket and snow pants,” said Harper. “We can use them to form a patch that will at least keep us from getting snowed on.” 
 
    “We’ll freeze to death in just our regular clothing, regardless of the tent,” said Lee. 
 
    “Not if we’re sharing a sleeping bag.” Harper shrugged when she saw his surprised expression. “It wasn’t what I had in mind, but it’s a standard tactic for this type of terrain. We can’t let our body heat go to waste, Eldon.” 
 
    Harper was already pulling off her own parka. She’d worn a long-sleeve shirt underneath, but it was a little on the tight side, and the near-hypnotic movements of her breasts underneath revealed that she hadn’t deemed a bra necessary. 
 
    She wiggled out of her snow pants, revealing a skin-tight pair of leggings that stirred a mixture of arousal and excitement within Lee. He waited, watching to see if she was planning on taking anything else off. She noticed. 
 
    “Our regular clothes will stay on,” said Harper. “You didn’t sweat too much during the fight, did you?” 
 
    Lee shook his head. He took his own winter gear off and passed it to Harper, who carefully layered it over the hole with the help of part of the cord from the sled’s harness. It didn’t do much in terms of insulation, but snow had already begun to fall again, and it seemed to work as a serviceable patch against the precipitation.  
 
    Harper had packed two sleeping bags, but they were of the sort that could be completely unzipped and re-zipped into a double. She closed the tent’s entrance flap and sat down cross-legged, shooting Lee an expectant, somewhat impatient glance. 
 
    “Come over here,” she said. “From the way you were holding your side earlier, I’m not entirely convinced that you haven’t broken a rib. Let me see your back.” 
 
    Lee made his way over to her, stretching out across the tent. 
 
    “Take off your shirt,” said Harper. 
 
    He did, feeling oddly bashful as he set the garment aside. Harper gestured for him to flip over onto his back. Lee did, and then let out a small gasp as she set her extremely cold hands down on his abdomen. 
 
    “Did that hurt?” asked Harper. 
 
    “It felt like you just ran an icicle across my stomach. But no, it didn’t hurt.” 
 
    Harper exhaled through her nose and leaned closer in. Her braid shifted, briefly dangling close enough to Lee’s face for him to catch a smell of citrus-scented shampoo. She pulled back, shifting her hands up higher, feeling across his ribs. 
 
    It tickled slightly, but there was an odd, flowing tension within the tent that would have made it impossible for him to laugh if he’d wanted to.  She ran her fingers across his chest with a surprising amount of gentle attention and care, and it felt strange to recognize that Harper was the same instructor who’d given him such a hard time when he’d first come to Primhaven. 
 
    “Harper,” said Lee. “How did you and my sister meet?” 
 
    The question came to his lips before he had time to consider whether it was wise to ask. Harper continued feeling his ribs for damage, and for a couple of seconds, it seemed as though she’d chosen to ignore the question. 
 
    “I was 15 when I came to Primhaven,” said Harper. “Primhaven took in more students in their mid-teens back then, but I was still younger than most. I met a boy named Adam, whom I started dating. Adam had a twin brother named Aaron, who happened to be dating Zoe.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Lee. “She never mentioned that to me back when we were still in contact.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a long-term relationship for her, or for me,” said Harper. “Zoe and I quickly became close, in part because of how much time our boyfriends spent together, but also because of how easily we got along. In the span of a month, we went from being strangers to being friends to being... more than that.” 
 
    She went silent. It took an embarrassingly long time for her implication to reach Lee, and he felt his jaw drop open in dumb surprise. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “You’re saying that you and Zoe broke up with these guys because you wanted to be... together. Meaning that you were like…” 
 
    He felt a flush come to his cheeks as he saw a tiny, amused smile play across Harper’s mouth. 
 
    “I’ve done many things throughout my life that I’ve felt the need to explain, but dating both men and women is not one of them,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” said Lee. “Zoe was my sister. I never knew that she was bi.”  
 
    “Does it make a difference?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Lee. “It’s just… she never told me. She never said anything about her love life while we were still in contact. It stings a bit.” 
 
    “Zoe was a very guarded person, even with those she loved,” said Harper. “She didn’t tell me much about you, either, Eldon, other than your name and that she loved you. She was confident and free spirited, and so incredibly smart, but she also liked to keep her life compartmentalized.” 
 
    “Yeah, she did,” sighed Lee. “She was always trying to hide stuff from me when we were kids. Things she had to do for us, the sacrifices she didn’t want to have to admit to. I didn’t always see the reasoning of it at the time, but I get it now.” 
 
    He took a slow breath, wincing as it sent a small sliver of pain through one of his ribs. Harper seemed to sense exactly where the injury was, her fingers instantly running along the length of the bruise, testing for more. 
 
    “I have a question for you now, Eldon,” said Harper. “You enrolled in Primhaven under the pseudonym ‘Lee Amaranth’. I can understand how Eldon might shorten to L or Lee as a nickname, but why Amaranth?” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Why Amaranth, and not Smith, or Johnson, or any other generic-sounding last name?” 
 
    Lee shrugged, a gesture made clumsy by his position. “Amaranth is a type of flower. I like flowers.” 
 
    Harper met his gaze, her pale blue eyes boring into him with that infuriating, unyielding intensity. 
 
    “Tell me,” she said. “Please. I’d like to know.” 
 
    “There was a girl who used to live next door to Zoe and me back when we first lived in foster care,” said Lee. “She was obsessed with flowers, amaranths in particular. She never stopped bothering me about how pretty they were, always talking, all the time.” 
 
    She’d been a ghost, though Lee couldn’t admit that to Harper. She’d been one of Lee’s first real friends, given how often he and Zoe had moved around as orphans during their early years. Flowers had been her obsession, and she’d often left trails of petals in her wake, humming songs under her breath, promising Lee that she’d marry him one day. 
 
    “What happened to her?” asked Harper. 
 
    “She... passed away,” said Lee, in a quiet voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Harper. 
 
    She hadn’t just been dead. She’d been a specter with a bad habit of hurting other children, pushing them into the street in front of speeding cars or off bridges. Lee had tried to talk to her, to teach her about how her actions were affecting other people in the same way any grade-school student would need to learn, but it hadn’t worked. 
 
    The memory of how he’d finally been forced to banish her still brought tears to his eyes, so he didn’t let himself think about it much. He’d been shouting at her after she’d pushed a boy in front of a bus, leaving him paralyzed for life. She’d been crying, and then she’d started throwing things, and then… 
 
    “What was her name?” asked Harper. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago. Water under the bridge.” 
 
    If Harper’s silence was any indication, she didn’t believe him. Lee felt a sudden pressing need to change the subject. 
 
    “What about you?” he asked. “Do you have any family back home?” 
 
    “I do,” said Harper. “My mother and my little brother. It’s been a while since I’ve spoken to them. Perhaps I’ll bring you along the next time I visit. That would be appropriate for you, as my apprentice.” 
 
    Lee winced slightly at her words and tried to play it off as a reaction to the continuing movements of her hands across his abdomen. He wasn’t sure for how long he could keep up the guise of a mage, especially now that Harper would be placing her own expectations on him. Having Tess help him cast minor spells wouldn’t be enough to fool her indefinitely. 
 
    “Harper…” He closed his eyes and took a breath. “I need to tell you something. I—” 
 
    One of Harper’s fingers prodded into a rib that was more sensitive than the rest, sending a jolt of pain through Lee that made him tense and gasp.  
 
    “Your muscle is cramping underneath this bruise.” She shifted position, straddling him in a fashion that had her resting her butt on the edge of his crotch. “This might hurt.” 
 
    “Hold on a second, I—” 
 
    Harper dug her fingers in. Lee would have shouted from the pain, but he gasped first, forcing the air out of his lungs. His hands shot up reflexively, one grabbing Harper’s hip, the other shooting out in the direction of her chest and seizing something soft and heavenly. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Harper in a terse voice. “Let go of my breast.” 
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    Lee was surprised by how much Harper’s massage had done for his pain and also by the fact that she didn’t seem overly put off by his accidental wandering hand. She had him roll over and did the same for the muscles of his back before finally relenting and sliding into the sleeping bag. 
 
    “You’ll want to put your shirt back on,” said Harper. 
 
    “Right,” said Lee. He pulled it over his head and joined her. Even though the setup was double the size of a normal sleeping bag, it still put them in close confines with one another. Both he and Harper spent their first minute inside fidgeting and trying to find a way for them to be comfortable without becoming overly comfortable. 
 
    “What was it you wanted to tell me before?” asked Harper. 
 
    The sun had set, and Lee could only see the outline of her silhouette in the dark. She propped her elbow up against the insulation layer underneath them, balancing her head on her hand and letting her braid fall across her neck. 
 
    “It was nothing,” said Lee. 
 
    He was glad he’d been interrupted. After giving it more consideration, he’d decided that it was still too dangerous to trust Harper with the truth, even though he wanted to. She might react in a manner that placed too much emphasis on his safety, out of some misguided loyalty to what his sister would have wanted for him. He could see her dismissing him as her apprentice and possibly even having him undergo a version of the Cropping before sending him back to a normal life where he wouldn’t run the risk of being offed by a random supernatural threat. 
 
    “You’re so much more like her than you realize,” said Harper. “For as much as I know that Zoe cared for me, she always kept a few things close to her chest. A few secrets that were just hers, as though she was keeping them for the sake of protecting me.” 
 
    “I could say the same about you,” said Lee. “Zoe was my big sister. She looked out for me, made sure that I was on the right path, told me when I was doing something wrong. Annoyed the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Do I annoy you, Eldon?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” Lee smiled. “I think you enjoy it, too, just like she did. But other times it’s more like…” 
 
    “It’s more like what?” 
 
    Harper pulled slightly closer to him in the sleeping bag and the same strange tension that had sneaked into the tent during the massage seemed to seize even more ground. He set his hand down on the small amount of space in between their bodies and felt a somewhat unwanted urge to reach out and touch her. Harper watched him, and Lee hated the fact that it was too dark for him to see her expression to get at least a hint of what she was thinking. 
 
    The ground shook underneath them. Once, twice, three times. Lee furrowed his brow and wondered if he was imagining things. Harper reacted faster, sliding out of the sleeping bag and standing up. 
 
    “More frost trolls,” she said. “Get your winter gear on. Now!” 
 
    Lee snapped his body into action, pulling on his jacket and snow pants. The shaking intensified, which added a significant amount of foreboding to the situation. Harper was ready first, but she waited for him, and the two slipped out to face the oncoming threat together. 
 
    Even if the night sky hadn’t been star-studded and clear, Lee would have easily been able to make out the danger of the monsters approaching them. There were half a dozen this time, each with the same blue-grey fur, powerful legs, and curving goat horns. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure which one was the leader, but he could make a good guess. The frost troll near the front of the group was several feet taller than the others and seemed to move with more purpose, keeping its eyes oriented toward Lee and Harper and their tent. 
 
    Strangely, the frost trolls didn’t come all the way into their small camp. They slowed to a stop with a good fifty feet from the edge. Harper reached over to Lee and squeezed his arm hard enough for him to feel her fingernails through several layers of insulated clothing. 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” she whispered. 
 
    “The talking?” asked Lee. “Are you sure they’re not going to just attack us, like the other one did?” 
 
    “The tall one is the chieftain,” she said. “They usually speak small amounts of English in this part of the world. It helps them when they need to trade.” 
 
    He nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sold on her strategy. Harper started walking forward and Lee kept pace, one hand surreptitiously feeling for his kris dagger at his waist. He’d still have to reach underneath his snow pants to get at it, and it was barely a splinter against the towering trolls, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Turn your hands up,” whispered Harper. 
 
    “What?” asked Lee. 
 
    “It’s a show of good faith. They know what casting stances are. Turning your hands palm up is a way of demonstrating your intentions.” 
 
    Lee did as Harper asked, walking alongside her as they closed the last few feet. 
 
    “Good evening,” Harper called to the trolls. “I am Instructor Harper Black of Primhaven University. I was sent into your lands seeking a group of humans who died nearby. Any information about what happened to them would be welcome.” 
 
    The tall troll let out a low rumbling noise, as though it was emerging from a state of deep consideration. 
 
    “Kukachuk know of what you speak,” said the troll chieftain, setting a hand on its chest. “Kukachuk see these men.” 
 
    Lee let out a low sigh, wishing he’d found a way to tell Harper what he’d discovered from the ghost. He already knew that the frost trolls weren’t responsible for the death of the survey team. He wasn’t sure if there was information pertaining to whether frost trolls lied or not, but he already began considering what he could say to back up the chieftain’s story if Harper did decide to doubt it. 
 
    “You saw the men?” asked Harper. “Did you see what happened to them?” 
 
    “Kukachuk and tribe stayed away,” said the troll chieftain. “Men wander aimlessly, have nothing to trade. Kukachuk find bodies later.” 
 
    “You found the bodies?” said Harper. 
 
    A chill ran up the back of Lee’s neck. He glanced to his right in time to see a translucent blue figure striding through the cold with slow, purposeful steps. It was the same powerful specter that had attacked Eliza, and his heart skipped a beat as he finally made the connection. 
 
    One of the survey team hadn’t gone insane. One of them had been possessed. 
 
    “Kukachuk let tribe eat man bodies,” said the troll chieftain. “Would have been buried, lost. Kukachuk still have heads if want.” 
 
    Harper was frowning. Lee set a hand on her shoulder, trying to send her a desperate signal that he knew she wouldn’t understand. 
 
    “We’ll need to see the heads,” said Harper. “I’ll be able to tell from the wounds whether the men were alive or not when you, er, found them.” 
 
    The specter was smiling, and he waved mockingly to Lee as he began to walk into the group of trolls. He ran a hand over each of them as he walked by, causing the monsters to flinch or shiver slightly without realizing why. 
 
    Lee saw what the specter’s intentions were, as he slowed to a stop near the most appealing target. The chieftain was more than twice the height of the specter, but such things made no difference when it came to possession. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like this!” shouted Lee.  
 
    Harper had been in the middle of saying something, and she shot him a chastening glance. 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Lee. “Whatever it is you want, whatever it is you’re planning, we can work out an arrangement.” 
 
    “Eldon, stop talking,” said Harper. 
 
    “You have no knowledge of what I or my master wants,” said the specter, in an impossibly deep voice. “We seek no permission from you to take as needed.” 
 
    The specter crouched and then leapt. His hands made contact with the troll chieftain’s stomach, and he began pulling himself forward, burrowing inside the monster like a worm easing itself into an apple. 
 
    “No!” Lee reached for his kris dagger in the same instant the chieftain let out a confused roar. The other trolls still had their attention on him and Harper, and he almost couldn’t blame them for their misinterpretation of the situation. 
 
    The possession of Kukachuk took only a moment. The situation almost seemed like it might calm down on its own, until the massive troll turned its gaze back to Lee and Harper. 
 
    “I tire of your presence,” said the troll, in a voice markedly more polished than its previous one. “Kill them both.” 
 
    He waved a hand to the other trolls. They hesitated, though more out of surprise than disobedience, and then hurled themselves forward, snarling with rage. 
 
    For once, Harper’s reaction seemed muted in comparison to Lee’s own. She only slowly adopted her casting stance, as though still convinced that she might be able to say something that could salvage the situation. Lee hurled his shoulder into her as one of the frost trolls came within inches of quite literally biting her head off. 
 
    They both hit the snow hard, rolling to get back to their feet. Lee had his kris dagger out, but Harper was the one moving forward to draw the attention of the trolls. 
 
    “I can’t defend us both against this many, Eldon!” she shouted. “Run!” 
 
    Lee didn’t love the insinuation that he needed Harper to protect him, but he could already see what kind of fight it was going to be. Harper sent a salvo of fireballs blazing through the air toward the nearest three frost trolls, including the possessed Chieftain.  
 
    A fourth troll came at her from her blind spot. Harper leapt upward, casting an air elemental spell that extended her jump with the wind, putting her safely out of reach. She readopted her elemental casting stance and continued with another spell, a blindingly bright fan of flames that singed fur and created a billowing cloud of steam from the melted snow. 
 
    One of the trolls had escaped taking damage by the blast and almost got the drop on her. Harper’s spell shield burst into existence as it reached its hands forward to strike, staggering the monster and eliciting a howl of pain. 
 
    She snapped a hand to the side, gripping her wrist for an instant. A spear of purple conjuration energy appeared within her grip, easily twice as long as she was tall. She hurled it at the troll with far more speed than her arm should have allowed for, easily skewering the monster through. 
 
    Lee was in awe of Harper’s raw power. So much about her personality, her arrogance and intensity, made sense in that moment. Except it still wasn’t enough. Even the troll she’d impaled with her conjured spear was starting to get back up. Against six, she would eventually be overwhelmed. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    He remembered what Harper had told him about each spell being a tool, and each problem being about finding the right spell for the job. He didn’t have access to any spells without Tess, but there were still actual tools available for him to use. 
 
    He flipped over their supply sled, clearing off the remaining bags and food, and took hold of the handle. He got a small running start before leaping onto it, speeding toward the frost trolls, who happened to be slightly below him on an incline. 
 
    One of them saw him and tried to dive and seize him from the sled. The troll’s paw missed by less than a foot, and Lee gave its wrist a quick warning stab with his dagger. He saw Harper falling onto the defensive, casting and holding her shield as two frost trolls attempted to double team her. 
 
    Lee shifted his weight on the sled, orienting his trajectory toward him. The nearest frost troll turned at the sound of the commotion. He almost laughed as it squared its overly wide legs, inadvertently letting the sled pass right between them. 
 
    He struck out twice, cutting not just one, but both of the frost troll’s equivalent of an Achilles tendon. The monster collapsed in a heap, giving Harper the opening she needed to assault its partners with a barrage of fireballs that melted eyes and faces. 
 
    “Ignore the woman!” shouted the possessed chieftain. “After him!” 
 
    The fight had been taking place on a gentle slope, one that steepened the further Lee’s sled carried him along it. He briefly considered turning to stop himself and abandon his sled to rejoin the fight, but the sound of rumbling footsteps told him that the monsters had taken the specter’s order and were giving pursuit. He grinned and put his dagger away, knowing that his distraction would be the best possible outcome for Harper. She could pick them off easily once they stopped fighting her as a group. 
 
    He was still grinning as he saw the cracks in the snow ahead of him, and then underneath him. The front of the sled dipped into the ice as a chunk of the ground gave away completely, flipping him off. Lee hit the ground hard, feeling sharp edges cutting at his face and forehead as he rolled across the unforgiving, frozen landscape. 
 
    He was still sliding, even as the surrounding area continued to crack and crumble. He tried to pull himself back from the way he’d come, but it was already too late. Lee’s legs fell through the insubstantial ice crust, and he only had an instant to scrape for purchase with his hands before falling completely into the hidden, frozen fissure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Lee was only dimly aware of his surroundings as he blinked his eyes open. He was at an angle and being dragged by one of his legs in the dark. His head was pounding, and he could feel ice matting his hair and eyebrows. 
 
    The shaking of the ground underneath him told him all he needed to know. The frost trolls had won the fight against Harper, or at least managed to get away from her, and turned their attention to capturing him instead. And they were being led by their trusted Chieftain, who was currently possessed by a specter with a grudge. 
 
    Lee was dazed to the point of still needing a few seconds to turn those facts over, before realizing the full hopelessness of his situation. He tried to lash out with his arms, but his limbs felt numb, and each movement sent stabs of pain through his abdomen. 
 
    He kicked with his free foot, the one he wasn’t being dragged by. The troll’s hand gripping his other ankle was the size of a rugby ball, even closed into a fist as it was. Lee kicked with all the strength he could muster, fueled by a growing sense of panic. He was screwed. The specter had outplayed him, and now he was in a situation where death would be the least of his worries. Torture, possession, being eaten alive by trolls, it was hard to guess which outcome was the most likely. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “Let go of me! Let go!” 
 
    He kicked again, slamming his heel into one of the troll’s massive knuckles. The monster let out an annoyed snarl, lifted Lee up by the leg, and thumped him down on the ground.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    When Lee woke up, he was in an ice cave. It wasn’t a large cave, and a nearby tunnel snaked upward, with a small point of light visible at the end marking where it exited out onto the surface. A small fire burned on the rock nearby, keeping the cave from reaching the freezing temperatures that it otherwise would have. 
 
    The specter stood nearby, watching him with his arms folded behind his back. Lee tried to sit up, shifting his hands only to find that he’d been bound with duct tape at the wrists and ankles. Tape seemed like an odd choice, though as he considered how much trouble the massive fingers of a troll might have with rope, chains, or even a handcuff key, it made more sense. 
 
    “Eldon,” said the specter. “I’m glad to see you’ve awoken. We have much to discuss.” 
 
    Lee glared at the specter. He took a slow breath and threw his head forward, shifting his upper body as though he was doing a crunch in order to rise to a sitting position. 
 
    “That’s funny,” said Lee. “I can’t seem to think of a single thing that I have to discuss with you.” 
 
    The specter let out a low, rumbling laugh. He walked forward, moving to stand almost directly over Lee, then sat down next to him. 
 
    “We aren’t enemies,” said the specter. “I believe you’ve misinterpreted some of my earlier actions. The fact that you’re here right now, alive, unfrozen, and comfortable, should provide at least some evidence of that.” 
 
    “Alive, yes,” said Lee. “Unfrozen? Partially. Comfortable? You have an odd definition of that word if you think this counts. How about you take off the tape around my wrists and then I’ll hear you out?” 
 
    The specter laughed again and shook his head. He would have struck an imposing figure had he not been a ghost. Lee supposed that to the limited subsection of people who could actually see him, he probably still did. 
 
    “You aren’t curious about why you’re still alive right now?” asked the specter. “You don’t have any questions about this?” 
 
    “What happened to the troll chieftain?” asked Lee. “I’m surprised you’d risk leaving the body of a monster like that, given how much influence it gave you over the rest of them.” 
 
    “Kukachuk and its tribe are asleep. Depending on what happens with you, I may or may not end up needing their services.” 
 
    The specter pulled himself closer to Lee across the cave’s cold stone floor. He leaned back as the specter reached his hand forward, not exactly eager to feel the bone-biting chill of his ghostly touch. He had the option to pull the geist into his mystic stream, but that would give it physical presence, which might be even worse. 
 
    “Will you keep an open mind and listen to what I have to say, Eldon?” asked the specter. 
 
    The specter poked a finger out, pressing it briefly against, and then inside of, Lee’s temple. The pain was like an ice cream headache on steroids, and he jerked and almost fell over as he tried to pull back. 
 
    “You can talk,” said Lee. “No promises on whether or not I’ll listen.” 
 
    “My master isn’t evil,” said the specter. “I was sent here to watch over Primhaven. The university plays a much more important role in the machinations of the Order of Chaldea than you may have realized.” 
 
    “You’re a spy.” 
 
    “I’m a simple observer,” said the specter. “I have no interest in killing indiscriminately. The Order, and by proxy, Primhaven University, adheres to a philosophy that may one day pose an existential threat to the rest of the supernatural world.” 
 
    “That’s more than a little melodramatic,” said Lee. 
 
    “Is it? What do you expect would happen if the truth about you was revealed, Eldon? If your Head Wizard and all of your instructors discovered that not only do you not have the Potential, but you also have an ability that might enable you to expose their dirty laundry. There are specters out there, ghosts just like me, who could tell you stories about the atrocities committed by the Order of Chaldea, secrets they might not want getting out.” 
 
    Lee hesitated, considering what the specter had just said. Obviously just being able to see the entity was evidence of his nature as a mystic, but he’d never revealed that he’d been lacking the Potential to anyone but Tess. Had he let it slip in some other way? 
 
    “What’s your point?” asked Lee. “You sound like you’re trying to convince me to join you. It’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do,” said the specter. “The last host I tried to possess was... rather disagreeable. The fact that you can hear me, that you can consider my proposition and make an educated decision, makes you a far better candidate.” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Lee. “I’d rather die than let you possess me.” 
 
    “Eldon, you assume too much if you think that you’ll be given a choice in the matter.” 
 
    Lee couldn’t stop himself from laughing, and he grinned upon seeing the specter’s perplexed expression. 
 
    “Go ahead and try,” said Lee. “You won’t be the first specter that has. I think you’ll find it to be more of a challenge than you’re expecting.” 
 
    He wasn’t bluffing, either. Lee had never been possessed by a specter before, despite several attempts. The specter had a cold, disconcerting smile, and he felt his confidence waver as the entity reached a hand out again. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re currently up against, do you?” asked the specter. “I am not a simple house ghost to be underestimated.” 
 
    Lee gritted his teeth as he felt another ghostly touch, this one far more direct and intense than the previous. The specter thrust his entire arm into Lee’s chest, sliding it downward until he felt as though his guts were being flash frozen. He gasped as the specter pulled outward, almost falling forward in time with the motion. 
 
    “I plan on taking my time,” said the specter. “Feel free to ask for mercy when you’re ready to listen to reason.” 
 
    “Fuck... you…” Lee forced words out through gritted teeth. “I won’t give…” 
 
    His last word was cut off by his own scream as he felt the fingers of the specter prodding and scraping against the inside of his hip bone. It was the most painful sensation he’d ever experienced, the kind of agony that taught him a lesson about the limits of his own psyche. 
 
    Lee’s body thrashed and seized, doing nothing to force the specter away and only adding to his own pain as his body flailed ineffectually against his restraints. The ghost let out a dark laugh, stopping his onslaught for a moment, and then starting again. Proving to Lee that he could make him scream. 
 
    “Let’s test your will, shall we?” asked the specter. “Perhaps I’ve already done enough?” 
 
    The specter shifted his assault away from Lee’s physical body, focusing on his mind instead. The sensation was similar to being on the verge of falling asleep, knowing that all it would take was for him to close his eyes and relinquish control. 
 
    “No!” shouted Lee. “I won’t!” 
 
    The specter shifted strategies, reaching an ethereal hand up to gouge into Lee’s eyes. The pain was enough to outdo even what the ghost had inflicted on him earlier. He couldn’t even scream. 
 
    “If you want me to stop, simply let me in. It’s an easy decision, Eldon. Do it.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to. Part of him would have done anything to stop the pain. Why did he have to struggle, when it would be so easy to give in? 
 
    Normally, when questions like that flickered into his awareness, he’d remember Zoe and think about how without him, her disappearance would never be resolved. It was more than that this time. He saw not only Zoe’s face, but Tess’s too, and even Harper’s. 
 
    He lashed out, pulling his head back far enough to be out of the specter’s touch and then triggered his mystic stream. He threw his body forward, slamming a headbutt into the specter’s freshly corporeal body that was as effective as it was painful. 
 
    “You insolent little wretch!” screeched the specter. 
 
    The ghost pulled an arm back and threw a punch. Lee tried to release his mystic stream, but he was an instant too late. The fist slammed into the side of his head, knocking him out cold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    The fire was out when Lee woke up, and he was shivering from the cold. He couldn’t feel his hands or his feet, he was both thirsty and hungry, but all of those facts combined paled in comparison to his general sense of despair. 
 
    He felt a chill run up the back of his neck and immediately tensed in expectation of more torture at the hands of his captor. A small, feminine gasp sounded instead. 
 
    “You’re awake!” hissed Tess. “Finally! Hurry, Lee. Use your mystic river thingie so I’ll be strong enough to help get these bindings undone.” 
 
    “It’s a stream, not a…” Lee blinked, realizing the implications of her presence. “Wait, how can you be here? Tess, we’re miles outside of Primhaven!” 
 
    She came around to the front, stepping into his field of view. Her ethereal body looked less substantial than usual, with an odd, flickering undercurrent similar to a lightbulb on the verge of burning out. She looked worried, but it seemed directed toward him, rather than to herself. 
 
    “I could feel your pain,” she said. “I came as fast as I could.” 
 
    “You’re risking yourself by being this far from the college,” he said. “Here. Stay close to me.” 
 
    Lee exhaled and extended his mystic stream, giving Tess form and color. She looked cold, and there were red smudges around her eyes, as though she’d recently been crying. He couldn’t help but smile at her as he thought about how far she’d gone for him, and how doomed he would have been if she hadn’t. 
 
    “Lee…” whispered Tess. “Your nose…” 
 
    She gasped and clamped a hand over her mouth. Lee felt twin lines of warm blood trickling down across his lip from his nostrils. It was a minor concern compared to what the specter had in store for him. 
 
    “My kris dagger,” said Lee. “It’s inside my snow pants on the left side. You should be able to use it to cut my bindings.” 
 
    “Got it!” Tess ran over and gave him a quick hug and kiss before reaching for the dagger. She held it with a curious look in her eyes before starting to pull it from its sheath. Footsteps sounded at the cave’s entrance before she got the chance. 
 
    Tess spun around, flailing as she passed the dagger back to Lee’s still-bound hands. The specter stood at the opening of the tunnel leading outside, and as he strode forward, he too entered Lee’s mystic stream. 
 
    His skin was pale, almost the same color as the snow. He had no hair to speak of, not even eyebrows, and between that and the hulking muscles of his physique, he seemed somehow less than human. His eyes were beady and colorless, lacking anything that could be construed as emotion. 
 
    “Get back!” cried Tess. She stood and moved before Lee could warn her not to. The specter laughed as he sidestepped her ineffectual first strike, seizing her arm and pulling her to him. 
 
    Tess’s petite figure made it easy for her to be handled. The specter held her in front of him, one arm wrapped tightly enough around her neck to make her gasp. He furrowed his brow and looked at Lee expectantly, waving the hand of his other arm as though to demonstrate that he was capable of more violence, if needed. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve absorbed another ghost,” said the specter. “I can already tell from her voice that she would be oh so delectable. What will it be, Eldon? You have such resolve when it comes to threats to yourself. What about when I threaten her?” 
 
    The specter squeezed his arm momentarily. Tess’s face went white, and her eyes bulged. Lee had his kris dagger out and he quickly cut through his wrist bindings. He did the same for his ankles and stood to his feet, halfway delirious from the hot anger he felt over watching a monster hurt Tess. 
 
    “I will absorb her if you attack me,” said the specter. “If you cooperate, however, and allow me access to your body, I will let her live. She can even stay with you. With us.” 
 
    The specter loosened his arm. Tess gasped for breath, locking eyes with Lee as soon as she could speak again. 
 
    “Lee,” she said, in a quiet voice. “You... should do it.” 
 
    She nodded very slowly and then… what was that? Lee frowned and shook his head. 
 
    “Tess, you can’t be—” 
 
    “Please, Lee,” said Tess. She did it again, and this time Lee caught it. She was winking at him. 
 
    Slowly, fighting against almost every survival instinct he’d developed in his time as a mystic, Lee sheathed his kris dagger and slid it back into his snow pants. He took a slow breath, ignoring the specter’s cackling laughter, and bowed his head. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, through gritted teeth. “If you release her, you can have me.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” shouted the specter. “Oh, this is beyond wonderful. This is optimal! I thought this would be a much longer process. My master will be so pleased.” 
 
    The specter pushed Tess aside. Lee released his mystic stream, knowing that it would make it impossible for him to be possessed. It meant that Tess was existing on a time limit again, and he hoped that whatever it was she was planning happened quickly. 
 
    He did his best to relax both his body and mind, but it was pointless. The specter came around to stand behind him, and Lee felt the cold, crawling, invasive touch that he recognized as the telltale sign of a ghost attempting possession. 
 
    Tess was still in the cave, and she was doing her best to act afraid. She was not a very good actor, and Lee hoped that the fact that he could see through her attempt was because of how well he’d grown to know her, rather than it being that transparent. 
 
    He let out a small gasp as the specter seized complete control of him. It was a disconcerting sensation, even before he’d been forced to do anything. It felt like being in a dream, realizing it for what it was, and still finding himself unable to pull awake. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Lee. It wasn’t him talking, though. His voice didn’t even sound like his own, though he knew his mouth had been the one forming the sounds. 
 
    A deep, rumbling cry came from outside the cave, followed by the heavy, earth-shaking footsteps of the frost trolls. Unnatural light flashed across the sliver of the surface visible through the cave’s exit. A battle was being waged, and Lee could only think of a single nearby group that would be interested in instigating one. 
 
    “Even this works in our favor,” said Lee’s mouth. “Your instructors have arrived to rescue us. They’ll destroy the frost trolls, leaving us free to accompany them back to the college without accruing any suspicion. Let’s go greet them, shall we?” 
 
    Lee felt his body standing up and moving, somewhat awkwardly given his injuries, toward the outside world. The entrance to the cave was narrow, forcing the specter to turn his body sideways. The area around them was a vast plane of ice, almost completely flat in all directions. 
 
    The specter made Lee’s body take a step forward and he slipped hard. Not on ice. On a carefully placed scattering of smooth, glass marbles. 
 
    Lee hit his head as he fell, and the sensation was enough to jar the specter loose. It was also extremely painful, but he pushed that fact aside as he scrambled to his feet and drew his kris dagger. 
 
    “You have no idea how annoying it was to carry those all the way here,” muttered Tess. 
 
    “A prank…” said Lee. “Your idea for freeing me... was to set up a prank?” 
 
    “Yup.” Tess gave him a quick peck on the lips. “It worked, too.” 
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    Even though Lee had broken free from the specter’s possession, the battle had only just begun. The specter had pulled himself to his feet and begun circling around Lee with a wild look in his eyes. In the distance beyond it, another war was being waged, this one between the frost trolls and his teachers from Primhaven. 
 
    Lead Instructor Mattis was the easiest to spot, as she wasn’t standing alone. She was surrounded by a posse of bonded animals far more ferocious than any of the ones she let wander free around the college’s campus. There were half a dozen polar bears, ten arctic wolves, and several exotic-looking snow cats, all snarling as they charged toward one of the frost trolls. 
 
    Instructor Daniels, the alteration teacher, stood with a posture that made him look like he’d stepped directly out of one of his classes and into battle. He was in the process of using green walls of magical force to separate off one of the frost trolls from its companions, crossing his arms over his chest in the casting stance to make a barrier before scratching his head and spending a few seconds carefully deciding where to place the next one. 
 
    Instructor Constantine, the school’s resident illusionist, seemed impossible for the trolls to effectively deal with. He’d created a dozen copies of himself, each of them impossible to distinguish from the original aside from being composed of magic. He was circling one of the frost trolls, trying to get in close enough to cast a sleep spell, Lee assumed. 
 
    Harper was there too, and she was scary. She was flying through the air, aloft through the power of her air elemental spells, flinging fireballs down on the frost trolls in an endless onslaught. She seemed like a goddess of magic, raining her wrath down on those who’d earned her ire. 
 
    Lee only had a few seconds to take in the scene before focusing back on his own situation. The specter was rushing forward, attempting to bludgeon him with heavy punches. A small smile played across Lee’s lips. He still remembered the specter’s torture, and really wanted to return the favor. 
 
    Lee struck out with his kris dagger, slicing a small, grazing cut into the specter’s shoulder. A wretched howl came from the entity as he stumbled back. Lee tapped the flat of his blade on his palm and slowly stepped forward to strike him again. 
 
    “Silver,” he said. “There’s a reason why I only need a dagger, and not say, a sword, or silver bullets. Hurts like a bitch, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You…” The specter snarled in a manner that the frost trolls would have appreciated. “You will pay for this insolence!” 
 
    Lee slashed him again, this time with a full cut across the chest. The specter fell backward, scraping at the invisible wound across his ethereal chest. 
 
    “Remember how you were scraping at my eyeballs, before?” asked Lee. “Ghastly stuff, even from a spook.” 
 
    He briefly thought about pressing the tip of his kris dagger into a similar spot on the specter before deciding that he was above that sort of thing. The specter kicked out at him, and one of his feet caught the edge of Lee’s jaw. Pain flared across the side of his face and through his teeth, enough to make him gasp and give his opponent a little more respect.  
 
    The two circled each other, both waiting for a mistake to provide an opening. Lee’s dagger would have given him a small advantage in range had the specter not been half a foot taller than he was. He slashed forward with his blade, swinging with movements that curled up in figure eights and doubled back after feinting. Knife fighting was all about unpredictability. 
 
    The specter kept his distance, waiting until one of Lee’s feet caught the wrong way on a crack in the ice before slamming a fist into his abdomen. The ethereal blow reignited the pain of every injury Lee had suffered over the past day, and he groaned as black curtains threatened to momentarily render him unconscious. 
 
    He spun, slashing as he did and landing a cut across the specter’s face. The specter let out an ear-rending screech and fell to his knees. Lee took his dagger in both hands and prepared to drive it down, through the specter’s shoulder blades. 
 
    The ground shook hard underneath his feet, and an arm the size of a tree trunk swatted Lee off his feet. He couldn’t risk letting go of his knife this time, so he tried to keep his arm held at an angle that would keep the edge away from his body while not exposing the limb to potential breakage. 
 
    Kukachuk, the frost troll chieftain, had intervened in the fight. Oblivious to the specter, Kukachuk advanced toward Lee, snarling and spraying spittle from his mouth. Lee rose quickly to his feet, muttering a few choice curse words under his breath as he saw the specter retreating across the distant ice. 
 
    “You play trick on Kukachuk!” shouted the troll. “You die!” 
 
    “Hold on!” said Lee. “This is all just a big misunder—” 
 
    Kukachuk’s fist came down within a foot of him, scattering chunks of snow and ice and shaking the ground enough to send Lee stumbling back. He tapped a finger on the hilt of his kris dagger, knowing that it wouldn’t be enough for him to take the monster down, or likely even to defend himself. 
 
    “Lee!” Tess’s voice was suddenly in his ear, and he felt her ghostly touch on his arm. “I’m here! Two spells, that’s all I can give you for now.” 
 
    “I think I can work with that,” he said. 
 
    More trolls had entered the fray over by where Lee’s instructors were fighting. Harper was on the ground now, fighting alongside Instructor Constantine on one side of the battle, while Mattis and Daniels corralled the trolls the best they could with their magic across the way. 
 
    Lee dodged a lurching swat by the troll that would have sent him flying through the air, and he considered his options. He didn’t have a fraction of the repertoire of spells his instructors had, or even the other initiates, partially due to the fact that he’d skipped a couple of classes. 
 
    He had an illumination spell, the force blast spell that Harper had made him train, and a spell shield. On top of that, he could only pick two, or just one if he wanted to cast the same spell twice. He tried to come up with a plan based off those restrictions. Kukachuk seemed determined to break his concentration. 
 
    This time, the frost troll chieftain slammed its foot down, nearly squashing Lee underneath and cracking the ice so severely that one of Lee’s legs slid into a fissure. He rolled forward to escape, narrowly avoiding one of the troll’s slapping paws.  
 
    It wasn’t just a matter of keeping himself alive. With every passing moment, Tess’s ethereal form seemed to lose a little more of its presence. He needed to win the fight quickly and decisively and pull her back into his mystic stream before she faded away. He still didn’t know what he was going to do, but he decided that he needed to do it anyway. 
 
    “Kukachuk!” shouted Lee. “Is that really the best you can do?” 
 
    The frost troll snarled, locking its eyes onto Lee’s for a moment, just as he’d been hoping it would. Lee brought his hands up to either side of his face, assuming the illusion casting stance, and focused his will and Tess’s spirit essence into an illumination spell. 
 
    A ball of dazzlingly bright light shot directly forward, almost colliding with Kukachuk’s face. More importantly, it blinded the lumbering creature long enough for Lee to capitalize on the advantage. He sprinted forward, falling into a forward roll that carried him between the troll’s legs. 
 
    Lee was already grasping his right hand with his left as he rose, and just as Harper had taught him, he focused on the rushing force of runaway trains and speeding cars as he cast his spell. A blast of powerful, invisible force slammed into Kukachuk’s leg just behind the knee. The troll stumbled, falling backward. Lee had to throw himself aside to keep from being pinned and squished at the last instant. 
 
    He pulled out his kris knife and rushed forward, preparing to deliver the finishing slash to the frost troll chieftain’s neck. A wall of ethereal green magical energy appeared in front of him faster than he could stop himself. Lee bounced off it, wincing at how the motion exacerbated the various pains in his body. 
 
    “Enough,” called Mattis. “The fight is over. Let’s retreat back to Primhaven.” 
 
    Lee glanced around, noticing that the other instructors had gathered around her. There were snowmobiles, too, and Lee felt a little annoyed at Harper for being so insistent on having them travel on foot originally. 
 
    “We’re just going to leave them?” asked Lee. Most of the frost trolls were locked within green magical alteration cubes that served as temporary prisons. The ones that weren’t confined were injured to the point of submission, either from animal wounds or spells, but none of them appeared to have actually been killed. 
 
    “We don’t want a war between Primhaven and a frost troll army,” said Mattis. “Harper also explained that this all seems to be a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Mattis shot Lee a serious look, and it was then that he realized how the situation appeared to them. The frost troll chieftain’s behavior during Harper’s meeting with him must have seemed erratic, but Lee had been the one who’d started shouting first, even though his words had been directed at the specter. 
 
    “It’s okay,” called Harper. “You can ride on the back of my snowmobile, Initiate Amaranth. We’re just glad that we found you safe.” 
 
    Lee nodded and moved to join her. She was smiling, and there was none of Lead Instructor Mattis’s harsh judgment in her expression.  
 
    He squeezed in behind Harper, pulling against her tight enough for Tess, who he’d pulled back into his mystic stream, to also fit on back. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” said Harper. “Oh, and Lee?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Nice work,” she said. “You handled yourself well.” 
 
    A small amount of praise goes a long way. Despite the cold, despite his injuries, and despite how close he’d come to disaster, Lee was smiling on the way back to Primhaven. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    The next few hours went by in a blur of questions, exhaustion, and medical treatment. Upon arriving back at Primhaven, Harper and Mattis immediately brought Lee to the infirmary in the Seruna Center, despite his objections. Nurse Susie’s reaction to having Lee back under her care went about as well as expected. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing!” said Nurse Susie. “You’re bruised all over and, is that dried blood under your nose?” 
 
    “I’m fine, really,” said Lee. He tried to keep his reaction from showing, as Susie pulled his shirt off and began running a hand across his chest with tender, caring movements. 
 
    “You are not fine,” said Nurse Susie. “A head injury, too. You’ll need to follow up with me with, oh, at least several very... in-depth... checkups.” 
 
    Tess was sitting in the corner, and her giggling echoed in Lee’s ear. Mattis and Harper were whispering to each other and not paying much attention. The pink-haired nurse leaned in closer, ostensibly to examine Lee’s forehead, all but pressing her generous breasts into his face. 
 
    “I’ll need to give you a close examination, young man,” she purred. “After your last one, I think you’re long overdue.” 
 
    He felt her succubus aura pressing on him with each word and could sense the depth of her hunger. Part of him, most of him, even, was open to and even a little excited by the prospect, despite the protests of his rational mind. 
 
    The sound of an argument outside the infirmary broke the spell, and Susie quickly and somewhat guiltily pulled back from him. Harper raised an eyebrow at the nurse as she came to join them, but that was the full extent of her scrutiny. 
 
    “Eldon,” she said. “Some of your friends have arrived to visit. Mattis and I think it would be prudent, for the sake of not giving fuel to rumors, if you left the frost trolls out of your explanation of what happened.” 
 
    “You want me to lie to them?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Just tell them that you fell into an ice fissure and were found by your instructors,” said Harper. “It is a lie, but one of omission. I’m sure you’re familiar enough with those.” 
 
    She gave him a look that had too much knowing in it for Lee’s liking. Before either of them could say anything else, Toma and Eliza burst into the room. Eliza pulled Lee into a tight hug that made his aching body groan. Toma grinned at him and shook his head. 
 
    “You really are cracked, Lee Amaranth,” said Toma. “We’re only a few weeks into the semester and you’re already trying to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I was so worried,” said Eliza. “Instructor Harper wouldn’t tell us what happened.” 
 
    Eliza shot Harper a venomous glare. Lee patted her shoulder, smiling a little at the fierceness of her reaction. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I just fell into one of the ice caves and hit my head. When I woke up, Harper and the other Instructors had already basically found me. Other than a few bumps and scrapes, I’m fine.” 
 
    “I told you he’d be okay,” Toma said to Eliza. He turned and grinned at Lee, gesturing to her with his thumb. “She started bawling when Instructor Harper came back without you.” 
 
    “Hey! That’s not fair, you were upset, too.” Eliza grabbed Lee’s hand and squeezed it. “I just… I thought I’d lost you. I never even got a chance to... to…” 
 
    Lee set his own hand over hers and nodded. “I know. I still have a ton of studying to do. You’ve been trying so hard to help me learn, and here I am running off and nearly getting myself killed.” 
 
    Eliza let out a small laugh and a larger sniffle.  
 
    “Alright, I said you could see him, not that you could hold a party,” called Instructor Mattis. “Initiate Amaranth needs his rest now. You can speak with him once he’s more recovered.” 
 
    She shuffled Toma and Eliza out of the infirmary, with Nurse Susie following behind them and shutting the door as all four of them left. Harper crossed her arms and moved to lean against the wall next to Lee’s bed, one hand toying with the end of her golden braid. 
 
    “I caution you against seeing this as a happy ending,” she said. “Even though we managed to rescue you without killing any of the frost trolls, they’ll still see the skirmish as a provocation.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “It’s like what you said about considering the consequences. I did what I thought was best, and I’m responsible for how this all played out.” 
 
    Harper nodded slowly, watching him with her intense blue eyes. 
 
    “When we were talking terms with the frost troll chieftain, you said ‘it doesn’t have to be like this’,” said Harper. “What did you mean by that? It was almost as though you sensed what was about to happen. Eldon, tell me the truth.” 
 
    Lee closed his eyes, feeling the surprisingly heavy weight of his guilt on his shoulders. She’d risked her life to save him, along with the other instructors. She’d taken him as her apprentice and promised to help uncover what had happened to Zoe. What more did he need to trust her? 
 
    “It isn’t time yet,” Tess whispered from the other side of the bed. “Lee, telling her your secret won’t change what happened. It won’t do anything more than clear your conscience and force her to lie for you. Your secret is worth more than that… Isn’t it?” 
 
    Tess was worth more than that. Even though his life at Primhaven as an initiate was more fiction than fact, the relationships he’d built with his friends and with Harper were real and meaningful. Was the truth really that important? 
 
    “I had a gut feeling,” Lee lied. “I just knew, somehow, that the frost troll chieftain wasn’t being straight with us. Almost like there was some kind of specter of evil lingering behind him.” 
 
    Tess rolled her eyes and punched him in the arm. Harper nodded and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “I trust you. With that said, there will be serious consequences for the stunt you pulled with the sled during that initial fight. Never try something like that without running it by me first.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Lee. 
 
    “Come to my office immediately after your class tomorrow,” said Harper. 
 
    “I might still be recovering tomorrow.” 
 
    Harper set a hand on her hip and glared down at him, her eyes cold and chastising. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, smiling. “You win.” 
 
    Harper nodded and her expression softened a bit. She looked tired, but a small smile crept onto her face. After a couple of seconds that stretched out to make the silence feel ever so slightly awkward, she turned and left. 
 
    “Well, at least you have today off,” said Tess. “That’s still plenty of time for us to have fun.” 
 
    Lee extended his mystic stream as she bounded over to his bed and climbed onto it, stretching out to lie next to him. He turned sideways and put his arm around her as the two of them shared several soft, intimate kisses. 
 
    “What’s my reward?” asked Tess. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I saved you.” Tess grinned and tapped a finger against the tip of his nose. “There should be some kind of reward, right?” 
 
    “I already made a pact with you,” he said. “That should be enough.” 
 
    “That was for me helping you stay at Primhaven,” said Tess. “I need a new reward, and I’m going to pout until you give it to me.” 
 
    She folded her arms and did her best to pout, but a cute, dimpled smile stole onto her face in place of what she wanted. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I know how much you risked by doing what you did. Really, I do.” 
 
    Tess’s smile blossomed to its full width. She hugged herself against him and sighed. 
 
    “I’m just so glad that you’re okay,” she whispered. 
 
    “How long will it take before our pact is strong enough for you to travel with me?” 
 
    She lifted her head up, raising an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “It depends on a few different things,” she said. “How much essence I siphon to build my strength. How many spells I help you cast. It’s a complicated question.” 
 
    “A few months?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Somewhere around there,” said Tess. “Why ever do you ask?” 
 
    “I want you to come with me when I do eventually leave this school.” 
 
    Tess let out a tiny gasp. She blinked a couple of times, looking as though she was about to tear up, and then suddenly smiled again. 
 
    “Isn’t a man supposed to get down on one knee before asking a question like that?” she asked. “Especially when you’re proposing to a proper lady such as myself.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was asking.” Lee felt his cheeks heat up. “You know what I meant, and it wasn’t that.” 
 
    “Wasn’t it, though?” asked Tess. “To stay with you, by your side, for now and forever. So romantic!” 
 
    Lee grabbed one of his pillows and playfully batted her over the head with it, eliciting a squeal. “Stop putting words in my mouth, woman.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Tess tapped a finger against her lips. “Would it be rude of me to say that I’ll think about it?” 
 
    “You brat!” Lee grabbed her and started tickling her, eliciting a flurry of squeals. Tickling became kissing, which became heavy kissing and touching, and then the door opened. 
 
    “Lee?” Nurse Susie stepped back into the infirmary. “I heard noises coming from inside. Are you okay? Do you need your devoted nurse to, mhmmhhmmm, check you over?” 
 
    Tess grinned at Lee. “She’s going to be so useful. Succubae give off so much lust essence that it’s almost obscene, and as long as you and her are having fun, I can help myself to as much as I want.” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes and leaned back on the bed, wondering if he really knew what he’d gotten himself into. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Lucas Tenenbaum had been a cruel man in life. Which would have been fine, if he’d had the proper outlet to express it. 
 
    Lucas had worked as an enforcer for an elite access casino with one foot planted in the criminal realm. He’d been a high-class thug, a muscle-head with the mannerisms of a gentleman and the violent tendencies of a sadist. 
 
    The incident that led to his drastically shortened lifespan involved a man he was supposed to protect. A man with a very loud mouth and no ‘off switch’. Lucas also had a temper and, in retrospect, the outcome was no different from leaving an overfilled gas can next to a roaring fire. He still remembered what his boss at the time had said to him after he’d been demoted and transferred out of the casino, to a different and far more dangerous criminal endeavor. 
 
    “Don’t say anything, don’t shoot anything, and for high heaven and Mary fucking Joseph, shave every hair off your goddamn body.” 
 
    Lucas had learned in the time since just how much of that advice was based on paranoid superstition. Mages and sorcerers abhorred using hair. It was barely capable of fueling short-range tracking spells that could follow their targets for a few hundred feet. 
 
    Lack of hair had made his death slightly less painful than it otherwise would have been, or at least that’s what he liked to believe. He’d taken a fireball to the face while serving as a bodyguard to a young, inexperienced sorceress recruited by the House of Shadows. He didn’t like to think about what that would have felt like had the sensation began in his hair and crept forward. 
 
    As far as Lucas was concerned, that’s where his story should have ended.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “The fact that you’re here tells me everything I need to know,” said his master. “You failed.” 
 
    Lucas stayed quiet. He knew better than to speak, especially since his voice was already thin in expectation of the pain to come. He stared down at the creaky wooden floor, trying to listen to the sound of the eager patrons in the taproom below. His master had gone to great expense to come all the way to Gillum, and the room they’d rented above the Frostfire Tavern seemed inadequate for their trouble. 
 
    “My time is too valuable for you to waste,” said his master. “Out with it, Lucas. How did you bungle the plan this time?” 
 
    Lucas reached an arm across his ethereal chest, letting his hand grip his shoulder while his elbow drooped downward. 
 
    “It began well,” he said, trying to keep his tone posh. “As you said, master, ambushing the survey team was simple and effective. It drew out the mages in the college like you’d predicted it would.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I... observed them from afar,” said Lucas. “This is when I used the radio left by the survey team to inform you of Harper’s apprentice’s true identity.” 
 
    His master didn’t say anything, and Lucas wondered if it was due to her being angry at him, or something else. 
 
    “The frost trolls were unexpected, but also helpful,” said Lucas. “I thought it would be easy to use them to defeat the mages, and then I’d have my pick of which to possess. It almost worked. Harper was too powerful for the trolls to subdue, but we captured Eldon.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “What? I didn’t have much choice, I just took the one I—” 
 
    “No, Lucas,” said his master. “I’m asking why you didn’t bring him to me immediately.” 
 
    “That... wasn’t the plan,” said Lucas. “I was to possess one of the mages and infiltrate Primhaven to wait for further commands.” 
 
    “If you had just brought him to me…” His master made an annoyed-sounding noise. “He would have listened. He may have even been able to talk to Harper, to convince her, as well.” 
 
    “I…  I tried to explain some of it to him,” said Lucas. 
 
    “You what?” asked his master. “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “I merely told him that you had an interest in him,” said Lucas. “That’s true, is it not?” 
 
    Lucas felt the extension of his master’s mystic stream and almost cowered in anticipation of what was to come. A telekinesis spell seized him by the arms and legs, splaying his limbs outward and pulling him forward. He watched as his master spun around to face him before gripping his neck with her hand and squeezing, effectively choking him. 
 
    “He’s my brother,” said Zoe. “Of course I have an interest in him.” 
 
    She held Lucas like that for several long, breathless seconds before releasing her grip and her spell and letting him fall to the floor. 
 
    “Maybe this can still work in our favor,” muttered Zoe. “Start packing my bag. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving? To do what?” 
 
    Zoe licked her lips. 
 
    “To give them some clues to follow.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading. Arcane Dropout 2 will be out on July 10th. To get in touch with me directly, send an email to edmundhughes@outlook.com. For updates and occasional freebies, sign up for my newsletter. 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Aristial Stoneblood adhered to a single, hard rule when it came to sparring in the dueling cavern. He always took his shoes off, regardless of how unstylish it looked. He could feel the cold stone underneath his feet in all its gritty, damp glory, along with the spots where moss or mud had made the floor unexpectedly treacherous. 
 
    Jarvis circled around Ari on the other side of the ring, which currently had more than a dozen other boys near their same age packed against the outer rope, shouting encouragement and jeers. It was distracting, ebbing and flowing in waves as the noise echoed throughout the massive chamber. 
 
    The glowmoss had been carefully seeded across the ceiling of the cavern to ensure that it was one of the more adequately illuminated locations within Golias Hollow. The cave was well enough lit that Ari could see the expression on Jarvis’ face, though it was of little help. He’d fought most of the similarly aged boys in the community, and Jarvis was, outside of himself, the most unpredictable of the bunch. 
 
    Ari took a step back, shifting his bare foot off a stone that was slick with condensation. Jarvis rushed forward, seizing the opening. He was tall, with the heavily muscled physique of a digger and a naturally bulky frame. Ari’s only physical advantages were his broad shoulders and lanky arms, but he was agile, and spun out of the way of the other boy’s tackle. 
 
    There was no point in throwing a punch, given his current angle, but he managed to get hold of one of Jarvis’ wrists and lever his arm in a way that threw him off balance. Jarvis tumbled to the ground, one of his shoes fighting for purchase against the same slippery stone Ari had been wary of before. 
 
    He hurried to press the advantage before Jarvis could get up. He’d taken two steps forward when a small, jagged rock clipped the side of his forehead, forcing him to hesitate. He looked in the direction the thrown stone had come from and saw Harris, the Hollow Lord’s son, smirking at him. 
 
    “I was aiming for your shoulder, orphan,” said Harris. “Deepest apologies.” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes and wiped a spot of blood from the edge of his scalp. Jarvis was already pulling himself back to his feet. 
 
    “I’d be more offended if I wasn’t so sure that you were telling the truth,” said Ari. “It’s common knowledge that you have the aim of a blind cave rat.” 
 
    He couldn’t shift his attention over to enjoy the reaction of Harris and his easily bruised ego, but he still allowed himself a small smile. Jarvis was circling around him, and it was time to finally get serious. He feinted forward, forcing Jarvis to take a step toward the slippery section of rock, and then unloaded a fast volley of punches. 
 
    How many times had he and Jarvis been pitted against each other before? He’d lost count. Ari had sparred against all of the boys in the cavern, back when they’d all been young enough for the fights to go either way. As he’d gotten older and better at fighting, the shame inherent in losing to an orphan had deterred most of his challengers. 
 
    Jarvis had become a tool for the other boys, in a sense. A surrogate through which they could continue their childish games, despite the fact that most of them would never dare to harass him alone and to his face. 
 
    He let himself draw from his anger as he continued his attack. Jarvis blocked the first few punches but took one of the subsequent ones across his cheek. Ari tried to follow through on the attack, but Jarvis got a hand on his shoulder and thrust his knee upward. 
 
    The blow knocked the wind out of Ari and distracted him for long enough to eliminate any chance of dodging out of the way of the next rock that Harris threw, which clipped the tip of his left ear. 
 
    Jarvis waited until Ari had recovered his equilibrium before pushing forward with his counter. Ari did everything he could to dodge rather than block the barrage of punches Jarvis threw at him, but it wasn’t enough. All of their fights usually ended like this. Jarvis had that option. He could, almost without exception, overwhelm Ari’s speed and mobility with a relentless display of brute strength. 
 
    “Hit him in the face, already!” shouted Harris. “Here! We’ll make it easier for you, Jarv.” 
 
    Ari had taken a few too many steps in the direction of the sparring ring’s edge, and he felt two sets of hands grab his shoulders and pull him against the rope. He gritted his teeth and tried, unsuccessfully, to pull himself loose.  
 
    Jarvis punched him in the stomach twice in quick succession but didn’t aim for the face. Despite how often the two of them were pitted against each other, there was still a grudging respect between them. Unfortunately, that sense of sportsmanship and honor did not extend to the other boys. A few boos came from the crowd, along with a couple more rocks. 
 
    “I win,” said Jarvis. 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “And what a victory it was.” 
 
    “Mud and blood,” said Harris. “I’m almost impressed that he still hasn’t learned how to hold his tongue. The Choosing ceremony will happen in a couple of hours, and it’s quite possible that this could be our last chance to show our good friend Aristial how much we value his wit.” 
 
    Harris and another boy still held Ari against the edge of the ring, and he felt two more join in. He tried to struggle free, but they pulled him over the ropes in the time it took him to get a single arm loose. He realized what they were doing an instant before they reached the edge of the plateau. 
 
    “Try not to land on your head,” said Harris. “They say it’s best to curl up into a ball during this sort of thing.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and bit back his reply, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of hearing the frustration in his voice. He covered his head as they tossed him over, falling into an uncoordinated roll down the rough, rocky slope. 
 
    Most of the caverns composing the sprawling, underground community of the Golias Hollow served several functions. As such, only the upper level of the dueling chamber was devoted to actual fights, with the space below reserved for several spacious silk worm enclosures.  
 
    Each of the creatures was about the size of a large dog, completely deaf, but sensitive enough to ambient illumination that the glowmoss that the sparring ring needed could serve the secondary purpose of putting them at ease. 
 
    Ari landed in the middle of a group of them, startling the bunch into letting out surprised, ugly squeals, along with a spray of premature silk. It missed him, instead striking the unlucky person who’d been tending to the creatures full in the face and chest. Ari winced when he turned and saw who it was. 
 
    Kerys Weaver. One of the few people in the entirety of the Golias Hollow who Ari truly cared for. She was a petite girl with beautiful green eyes, straight blonde hair only slightly longer than a boy’s, and a heart melting smile that she always seemed eager to share with the world. 
 
    This time, she was not smiling. She was covered in the runny, sticky substance that silkworms spray out of their mouths as a defense mechanism, and both of her hands were balled into fists.  
 
    Gobs of it clung to her hair, her cheeks, her bottom lip, and even the cleft of her surprisingly full cleavage. Her dress had been soaked to the point of being almost sheer, and he could see the curve of her breasts and the points of her nipples in full relief. If Ari hadn’t been the one responsible, he might have drawn a leisurely comparison to how a girl looks when covered in a different sticky, natural substance, except multiplied by a hundred. 
 
    “She looks good dirty, doesn’t she?” laughed one of the boys, from above. 
 
    “It’s the only chance Aristial will ever get to dirty a woman!” shouted Harris. “Blame the orphan, Kerys, not us!” 
 
    Ari heard the sound of footsteps as the group of boys who’d been harassing him ran off. He pulled himself to his feet and winced as he took a closer look at Kerys. Her grey cloth dress looked as though it had been clean before the messy, unfortunate accident, and in the caverns that was no small feat. 
 
    “Aristial… Stoneblood…” said Kerys, through gritted teeth. Her voice was high pitched and small on most days, and her current overflowing anger made it sound like a furious squeak. 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t exactly choose to fall down here, just so you know.” 
 
    “Well, now,” said Kerys, rolling her eyes. “That fixes everything, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Ari smiled at her and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t listen to what those bastards were saying,” said Ari. “I’m sure I’ll get the chance to dirty you properly someday. That’s why you’re so mad, right?” 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys. “You stupid, boorish brute!” 
 
    She hit him on the shoulder. Ari caught her hand and gave it a soft squeeze, glancing around the cavern. Most of the other enclosures were empty, and he didn’t see Mistress Tina, the overseer of the silkworms, around anywhere. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “It’s going to take more than a mug of root-ale to make this up to me, in case that’s what you had in mind,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari blinked and did his very best to act as though she hadn’t just guessed correctly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Ari pulled Kerys down one of the Hollow’s many winding passageways and through the stone masonry workshop, which was filled with the accidentally rhythmic chorus of more than a dozen hammers and chisels.  
 
    Few of the crafters on duty glanced up from their work, which suited Ari just fine. There were no strangers in their community, and he expected to get an earful from any adult who saw Kerys and correctly guessed that he was the one responsible for her sticky state. 
 
    They continued down another passageway, one that led past several residential nooks, each with a door curtain of oiled cave-goat leather. Kerys slowed her pace as she realized where he was taking her, and Ari had to look over his shoulder and urge her on with a nod. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Ari, it’s a washing day, not a bathing day,” said Kerys. “The Hollow Lord will punish us for sneaking into the hot springs out of turn.” 
 
    “What the Hollow Lord doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” said Ari. “He likes you. I’m sure he’d make an allowance, regardless.” 
 
    He glanced her over again and had to force back a smile as he noticed a strand of premature silk hanging from one of her ears that she’d missed when she’d tried to wipe herself off. Kerys bristled under his attention, responding with a blush and a glare. 
 
    “If you think he’d make an allowance, why don’t we simply ask him first?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “In my experience, it’s better to act first and apologize later,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys rolled her eyes. “Your experience is that of a malcontent and a troublemaker.” 
 
    Ari shrugged and pulled back the leather curtain that cordoned the hot springs off from the rest of the hallway. He gave Kerys a mocking bow, and after a couple of seconds, she sighed and headed on in. 
 
    As tempted as he was to follow her, she did have a point. Sneaking into the hot springs on a washing day was a small offense, but a relatively selfish one that the community tended to make an unnecessarily big deal out of. It made more sense for him to keep watch, he figured. 
 
    Less than a minute after Kerys had entered, his caution was rewarded. Mistress Chella, the Hollow’s lead wash woman, came into view at the end of the passageway. Ari heard her before he saw her, primarily because of the cart she was pushing, which was heavily stacked with iron pots and clay dishes. 
 
    “Young Aristial,” said Chella, in a voice that sounded as ancient as she looked. “You have a suspicious aura around you. The hot springs are off limits today, as I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    Ari scratched his head. “The Hollow Lord caught Jarvis and I rough-housing in the dining hall again. Assigned us both extra chores.” 
 
    “Dormiar condemn you both,” sighed Mistress Chella. “If you have so much extra energy, you should spend it on digging. We could use the help.” 
 
    “You’re right about that, of course, Mistress Chella,” said Ari. “And it’s a fair enough punishment, I must admit, but it’s stupid that Jarvis gets to sweep the main cavern, while I’m stuck on wash duty.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Mistress Chella. “Well, I suppose with your help, I can finish early today.” 
 
    Ari nodded, thinking furiously. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “By the way, Benowan was looking for you earlier. He said he had the morning free, since he finished setting up his part for the Choosing ceremony early. Mentioned taking a walk through the rainbow cavern.” 
 
    “Benowan was here?” asked Mistress Chella. “Asking for me?” 
 
    Ari nodded, feeling a little guilty about this lie in particular. Benowan was one of the oldest men in the Hollow, and he’d put off taking a new wife after his old one had passed away several years earlier. Mistress Chella, a widow herself, had been positioning herself to be the target of Benowan’s affections for as long as he could remember. 
 
    “If I were to ask you to take the lead on washing, would you be able to handle it on your own?” asked Mistress Chella. “I would make it up to you, of course. You can put a few root-ales on my tab the next time you’re in the brewing cavern.” 
 
    “Three root-ales, and we’ll call it a deal,” said Ari. 
 
    Mistress Chella gave him a quick nod and hurried back down the hall. Ari breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t plan on taking advantage of her kindness and actually redeeming her reward, but as he stopped to think about it, Benowan had been wandering about rather aimlessly earlier that morning. 
 
    He pulled the cart of dirty dishes toward the leather curtain, then hesitated. There was a reason why bathing days and washing days were separate, and it was as much to preserve people’s modesty as it was to give the water a break to filter through the sponge rocks. On top of that, he was rather fond of Kerys, and respected her as a person too much to peep at her like a horny adolescent. 
 
    But maybe… just a quick look. He did have to wash the dishes, now that he’d entangled himself in falsehoods. 
 
    He pushed the cart through the curtain and tried not to gawk at what he saw on the other side. Kerys was naked in the water, and though the steam obscured most of the illicit details of her body, she was still a sight to behold, and then some. 
 
    The other boys around Ari’s age often jested about the attractiveness of the girls in the community. Kerys was one of the few that none of them could find fault with. She had what many of them called a “wife body”, buxom and curvy in all the right places. Kerys was small, but her breasts and butt were amply sized in proportion to the rest of her, with that awesome buoyancy that most women were lucky to maintain for just a few peak years at most. 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys, as she noticed his not so subtle staring. “What in Dormiar’s name do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Calm down,” said Ari. “I had to agree to handle Mistress Chella’s wash cart to keep you from being caught.” 
 
    “Keep me from being caught?” asked Kerys. “This was your idea!” 
 
    “One way or another, I’m taking on extra chores for your sake,” said Ari. “Besides, I was only looking at you to make sure you hadn’t fainted in the hot water. Again.” 
 
    Kerys set her hands on her hips, a posture that would have been a lot more interesting if not for the billowing steam. 
 
    “That’s only happened a few times,” she said. “More to the point, do you really expect me to believe that as an excuse?” 
 
    Ari sighed. He was good at lying, but not to her. 
 
    “Okay, I was peeping,” he said, smiling a little. 
 
    Kerys made a high pitched, frustrated noise. Ari brought the cart up to the side section of the hot springs, where he could sit down without having her directly in view. 
 
    “Toss me your dress,” he said. “I’ll wash it first.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Kerys. “Thanks.” 
 
    She tossed her dress over. Ari spread it out across the rocks, dabbing a finger against the sticky substance it was covered with. It felt as much like a man’s seed as it looked like it, and he felt a weird flush of arousal as he considered how thoroughly Kerys had been hosed down. 
 
    “Are you nervous at all, about today?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari dunked her dress into the warm water, grabbing one of the sponge stones off the cart to scrub at the fabric. 
 
    “A little,” he said. “But I think everyone is. The Choosing is basically a rite of passage for eighteen-year-olds. It’s not just about what happens if you pull a black stone.” 
 
    He heard the sound of splashing water and only barely resisted the temptation to glance over at her. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep last night,” said Kerys. “I just kept picturing the ceremony in my head and all of the ways it could end up playing out.” 
 
    “Relax, Kerys,” said Ari. “There was only a single girl born this last year, so there’s only going to be one black stone for you to worry about. And I sincerely doubt you’ll even be one of the ten chosen to pull from the urn in the first place.” 
 
    The Hollow Lord was ultimately the one who made the decision about which newly turned eighteen-year-olds would be participating in the Choosing. Ari fully expected Kerys to be given a free pass, given her unique circumstances and that there were 16 other girls of the same age. 
 
    She was the youngest daughter of the Weaver family and the only one of the family’s girls that had survived her childhood. Kerys had suffered from the same weakening sickness that had taken her sisters, but miraculously, she’d lived through it.  
 
    She was still prone to sickness as an adult, and her frail body both bruised and bled easily. Ari couldn’t imagine the Hollow Lord thinking that she’d be a good candidate to potentially send out to the surface, assuming he had any compassion whatsoever. 
 
    “Only a single girl was born,” said Kerys, “but three boys were. And with ten of you having to pull stones…” 
 
    She trailed off, though Ari knew full well where her line of thinking was taking her. The Hollow Lord tended to pick the boys for the Choosing based off their standing and worth to the community.  
 
    Designated troublemakers, more often than not, were the first ones pulling stones in the Choosing each year. The same was true of orphans. The fact that Ari fit neatly into the intersection of both categories made his stomach twist into stubborn knots whenever he let himself consider it. 
 
    “That’s just how the Choosing works,” said Ari. He scrubbed a little harder at her dress. “It’s always been this way, ever since we were kids.” 
 
    “It’s so much scarier now,” whispered Kerys. “To think that anyone of our age could be picked, and we’d lose them forever, over what amounts to a game of chance.” 
 
     Ari nodded slowly. It was the harsh reality created by the limited resources of the Golias Hollow. The legends surrounding the Choosing portrayed it as more of a pilgrimage than a death sentence, which is part of the reason why teenagers had traditionally been the ones sent out, rather than the old and infirm.  
 
    Ari had always thought that it would have made more sense to prioritize sending out the biggest drains on the community’s resources rather than young people in their prime, but the Hollow’s rigid adherence to Dormiar’s revered and dogmatic teachings didn’t leave much room for things like common sense. 
 
    It was possible that the Choosing had once been similar to a pilgrimage, but he’d never seen it in that light during his lifetime. Nobody had ever returned from the surface in all the time that anyone he knew could remember. The records they had of Maiya, the continent that existed outside of their self-contained underground world, spoke of horrible monsters, impossible weather conditions, and a “tainted wind” that no man or woman could survive. 
 
    The most terrifying aspect of the surface, at least to Ari, had always been how taboo it was to talk about it. They didn’t speculate about what might be up there. They didn’t reminisce about loved ones who’d previously pulled the black stone in the Choosing. They spoke of the world outside of Golias Hollow less than they spoke of the prophet Dormiar’s fabled Endfate. 
 
    “I’m the last person to make any sort of argument that the Choosing is somehow righteous, or fair,” said Ari. “But I think it will be okay this time. I have hope.” 
 
    “You do?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  
 
    It was true enough. He’d been working hard for the past year, even though his job as a disposalist was one of the most maligned in the community. Ari had faith that the Hollow Lord would pass him over in favor of some of the other boys, and he was sure that Kerys wouldn’t be picked. 
 
    “Promise me,” said Kerys. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Promise me that if you get picked for the Choosing, you won’t pull a black stone.” 
 
    “Kerys…” 
 
    Ari heard the sound of splashing water. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” shouted Kerys. “Look me in the eyes and promise me you won’t pull a black stone! Promise me on Dormiar’s hand!” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. He turned around and let his gaze find hers, feeling an exaggerated, persistent thumping in his heart. It was usually so easy for him to hide his feelings for her, but he could sense his mask crumbling under the weight of her intense, earnest stare. He didn’t just care for her. He loved her. 
 
    “I promise I won’t pull a black stone,” he said. 
 
    He saw Kerys let out a sigh of relief. Her golden blonde hair hung in soaked, tangled locks, and her entire body glistened with moisture. Including her breasts, which he found near impossible to draw his attention away from. 
 
    “You’re still naked, you know,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys let out a small gasp, followed by an embarrassed squeal as she pulled her arms into place to cover herself. 
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