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Аннотация
Brakket Magical Academy in the Northwestern United States is on its last legs. Enrollment of new students is at an all time low. The academy instructors go out to recruit prospective children other magical academies have ignored.
Eva is one such recruit. After witnessing her perform magic no teenage mage should have learned, an instructor of the academy offers her a full ride scholarship. Eva does not turn down the opportunity to learn magic in a proper capacity and quickly ships out to Montana.
Barely a day there and things already seem off. Every student has the same scholarship, odd-smelling men wander the town, and a spider demon has decided Eva�s dorm room is the place to be.


Void Domain, Book 01


Chapter 001

Evaleen Spencer
A friendly chime rang throughout the office as the door closed.
�Just a moment,� called a voice from the back room. After a brief scuffle of footsteps, the owner of the voice appeared next to the front counter. �Ah, Eva. Good to see you again,� the woman said, �and who have you got there? Another stray?�
Eva shrugged her shoulders, hefting the sleeping kitten in her arms upwards. �Not a stray this time. His collar says �Mr. Mist� but there is no owner information.�
�I can�t say I�ve seen him before, but I�ll check and see if he�s registered in the system.�
Before the nurse could go to the computer, Eva said, �Mrs. Vallenger, that isn�t all.� Eva knelt and allowed the kitten to fall forwards, supported by her arms and knees. The kitten�s hind leg had a deep gash down one side. Blood matted its fur down as well as covered the entire front of Eva�s white tee-shirt. �He was mewing beneath some wire around the library�s parking construction.�
�Oh,� she made some quick clicks with her tongue. �I�ll see if I can get Doctor Thompson to take a look at him.� She carefully took the kitten out of Eva�s arms and marched him straight into the back room.
Left on her own in the empty lobby, Eva walked straight to the bathroom. The young girl sighed in front of the mirror. Another shirt ruined. At least this one was ruined for a good reason. She gave a small snort and started washing off her arms.
With her arms cleaned off, Eva looked down at her clothes; she was stumped as to how to clean them. Apart from getting her shirt completely soaked, not something Eva was willing to do even if the summer heat was settling in, nothing sprung to mind.
Eva sighed once more and left the bathroom. She walked straight through the door marked �Employees Only� without any hesitation. She might not be a member of the staff, but she had been through many times before while volunteering to care for the boarding animals.
The door marked �Surgery� did give her pause. The light was already on, either Doctor Thompson had another patient or he was already working on Mr. Mist. Voices coming from the other side of the door soon answered the question.
�.. of a deep flesh wound, but nothing important. Get me a bag of fluids while I stitch his leg up.�
�Yes doctor.�
Eva backed up half a step and tried her best to look like she hadn�t just been listening in. She raised her hand as if to knock just as Nurse Vallenger opened the door. The nurse looked surprised for half a moment before a light smile spread across her petite face.
�I�ll be back with you in a moment, Eva,� she said as she walked down the hall towards the storage room.
Eva gave the woman a light nod and looked back to the room the nurse had left wide open.
The elderly Doctor Thompson hunched over a table with the black and white cat. He looked to be just about to start the stitches when he apparently noticed the door was open as well, for he gave a light sigh. �You can come in, Eva, if you promise not to touch anything.�
With a nod, Eva walked in and stood opposite the doctor at the table, intent on seeing the remainder of the process. She did her best to hide her excitement, but some must have shown through as Doctor Thompson gave a light chuckle. She couldn�t help it, it was the first time they�d let her in during a surgery, after all.
The doctor set to work on the cat without another word. They stood in silence until the stitches were about half way through the leg.
�Not very squeamish, are you. I�ve seen people who�ve gone through the entirety of med school get queasy at the sight of open wounds. And you�re what, ten?�
�Thirteen sir, and I�ve seen plenty worse than Mr. Mist�s cut.�
Doctor Thompson looked up from the cat. �Worse?�
Eva blinked and a small frown appeared on her face as she quickly back pedaled, �I mean, like, the poor animals that get hit by cars.�
He gave a noncommittal grunt and went back to work on the kitten.
Nurse Vallenger returned a moment later. Eva moved aside, a bit disappointed by just how much her short time in the surgery room did not live up to her expectations. Maybe now that they let me in once, I�ll be invited to observe a bigger surgery.
The nurse hung a small yellow-orange bag from a hook and slipped a needle into the cat�s front left paw. After taping down the tube, she pulled a small camera out of her pocket and tried to line up a shot. �Hmm, should have taken the picture before inserting the IV.�
�I�ve got it,� Eva said. She waited until the nurse gave her a nod and then removed the bag from the hook and held it, along with the tube, off to the side.
�Thank you my dear.� She snapped the picture. �Now, lets leave the doctor to his work and go make a few fliers. I checked just a moment ago and we don�t have a Mist in our system.� Mrs. Vallenger started walking out of the surgery room.
Eva glanced at the kitten, but followed behind the nurse. There wouldn�t be anything more interesting there anyway.
�I�m sure someone out there is very worried about such an adorable cat,� Nurse Vallenger said, �I�ll make a few calls to some of the other vets in the area, see if any of them have heard of a Mr. Mist.
�If no one responds back in the positive, we�ll hang some fliers around town and maybe you can take a few to hang up in your school. That will be your job.� Nurse Vallenger rummaged through the front desk before turning back to Eva. �We�ll scan it in and put the picture on it, so leave a space.�
Eva nodded and accepted the large marker and sheet of computer paper.
Half an hour later, Nurse Vallenger finished contacting the other veterinarian offices and spoke to Eva, �No one has seen Mr. Mist. Not all that surprising in a cat so young. How is your poster coming?�
Eva held up her masterwork. �Just finished.�
Mrs. Vallenger nodded. �Good. We�ll scan it in, put the picture on, and print out a handful of copies to spread around town.� She took the paper, but hesitated, looking around the sheet. The hesitation passed and she slapped the paper down on the scanner.
A few clicks on the computer and the machine whirred to life. Eva moved around to get a better view while the nurse worked. Once she cropped the image of Mr. Mist onto the paper, the machine came to life once more and spat out copy after copy of the fliers.
Nurse Vallenger took a copy and checked for any errors. She hesitated again, her eyes flicking down to Eva, before biting her lip. Flipping the paper towards Eva, she said, �those circles around the edges� you�re not learning magic, are you?�
�I just thought they�d help catch the eye,� Eva said with a shrug, �no magic or anything.�
�Oh,� Mrs. Vallenger said, failing to hide the disappointment on her face. �I figured so, but couldn�t be sure.�
Eva gave another apologetic shrug. �I don�t suppose you have anything I could wear home? Walking around with a blood soaked shirt is going to draw all the wrong kind of attention, even if it is mostly dry by now.�
�Oh!� The nurse slapped her forehead. �You should have said something sooner. That can�t be sanitary.� She left the computer and headed to the employees only area.
Eva sat back in the computer chair and looked over her poster. The circles were definitely not magic, though the skills she gained by marking out rituals and runes over and over again definitely found their way into the eye-catching design. Hopefully not many people come to the same conclusion. That�s just attention I don�t want.
The employee door opened and out walked Nurse Vallenger, shutting the door behind her. Draped over one arm was�
�A lab coat?�
�Yep.�
�I don�t think I�ve ever seen anyone here wear a lab coat.�
Mrs. Vallenger chuckled. �The doctor used to like them, years and years ago, until one day he decided scrubs were more comfortable. Now we have a closet full of them, just gathering dust. He hasn�t touched them since.
�Your shirt, I�m sorry to say, is probably ruined beyond recovery. If you would like, I can throw it in our incinerator?�
Eva nodded and began pulling her shirt over her head. A startled peep escaped from the nurse. Eva found the nurse facing the opposite direction once her shirt was out of the way. �We�re both women,� Eva said in her best chastising voice.
�We�re in the lobby, with big glass windows, in case you forgot. And the doctor could walk in.�
�The entrance doesn�t face the street. Besides, I checked, no one was coming. And you�re between the doctor and me, he�ll knock you over before seeing me.� Eva paused and lightly cleared her throat. The nurse timidly glanced over her shoulder. Eva held out her bloodied shirt. �If you�ll hand me the lab coat, I can have it on before someone actually does walk in.�
Nurse Vallenger hesitated for a moment longer before exchanging the shirt for the coat. She stood, almost guarding the employee door, while Eva casually buttoned up the lab coat. The lab coat�s design left a small v-neck, but not enough to show off anything. Not that she had anything to show off. Someday, she sighed.
Just as Eva finished adjusting the coat, the door chime went off. Nurse Vallenger nearly jumped ten feet in the air.
Eva couldn�t help but giggle.
Nurse Vallenger shot a glare at Eva before turning all smiles to the visitor. �Ah, Mr. Williams. If you�ll head to exam room A, just down the hall,� she gestured away from the employee door, �I�ll get you and Bart signed in and will be with you in a moment.�
The man smiled, and headed down the hall with a smile. �Anything for you, Kattie.�
The moment exam room A�s door shut, Nurse Vallenger turned to Eva. Before she could comment, Eva said, �good thing you didn�t hesitate longer before handing me the coat.�
That got a glare from the nurse. �You remember how to sign people in for checkups?� At Eva�s nod, the nurse continued, �Dean Williams with his dog Bart. I�ll dispose of your shirt while you take care of that.�
�Of course,� Eva said with a wide smile, �anything for you, Kattie.�
Nurse Vallenger huffed out a �creep� as she walked back into the employees section.
�
�There we go,� Eva mumbled to herself. She took a step back and looked over the newest addition to the library�s bulletin board. Another missing pet poster hung just to the side of the one Eva just posted; that one is looking for a dog rather than looking for the owners.
Several of the businesses between the Thompson clinic and the library now sported Eva�s poster in their windows. The owner would hopefully be found in no time.
Eva walked out of the building with a spring in her step, waving goodbye to the librarian on duty. She skipped past the under construction parking garage to a small fast food joint. Eva wolfed down the burger and a small order of fries.
Her next destination was the abandoned retirement home. A small brick building that had been superseded by a more modern, and better funded, dwelling for the elderly. She had turned the entire second floor into a home away from home. Or rather, a home away from her father.
She left the main downtown street to follow the more direct path through a few of the back roads. A slight chill went up her spine the moment she walked down the second road.
�Eva Spencer?�
Eva spun towards the gruff voice. A man and a woman stood at the mouth to the backstreet. They stood casually, not looking like they were about to chase after or attack. They didn�t look like police as both wore three-piece suits, but that just meant they could be something worse.
�I�m not supposed to speak with strangers,� Eva said, taking a few cautious steps backwards. �Especially not ones who approach me in an alley.�
The woman held up her hands in a placating gesture. �We just want to talk.�
�Not something we can talk about in public,� the man grunted.
Eva took another step backwards, glancing over her shoulder. The end of the backstreet was unblocked and a side alley led off between a few shops. She looked back to the people. Neither had moved while her head was turned. �You�re not cops?�
�No, we�re��
Something worse then. Before the woman could finish, Eva turned and sprinted. She rounded the corner of the side alley and almost ran into a chain link fence. Undeterred, Eva spotted a point about twenty feet past the fence and stepped. She stepped another twenty feet and turned down a second alley between two buildings.
Eva spotted and stepped to the top of a fire escape. She climbed the last few steps and made her way onto the rooftop. Careful to avoid much noise, Eva walked across the roof towards where she had left the two people.
Rather than the heavy footfalls of a dedicated pursuer, only calm voices could be heard from the alley below. Eva peeked over the edge of the building to find the two standing next to the fence she had stepped through.
�Her father said she never comes home, and she runs off when we try to talk? Surely there are more worthy candidates.�
Eva frowned at that. If they spoke with her father, things couldn�t be good.
The woman shrugged. �She had a point. Two strangers show up in a dark alley? Maybe we should go with my plan this time.�
�She�s had her chance,� the man all but growled. �She doesn�t want to be found, leave her be and lets find someone excited to come. I�m done.�
�This fence?� The woman grasped the chain link fence with one hand and rattled it. �She didn�t climb over it. She was at the end of the alley before we even turned the corner.� She shook her head. �We couldn�t have started more than ten feet behind her. That�s talent the academy desperately needs. If you�re going to pass her up, I�ll happily take over from here.�
The man huffed and walked away, muttering under his breath too quiet to hear from the rooftop. Whatever it was, the woman found it amusing. She laughed a rather jovial laugh. Both people vanished in the blink of an eye, leaving an empty alley with a cold blast of air.
Eva sighed and stepped thirty feet in the direction of home. She took a few seconds to rest before stepping again, no need to strain herself. Normally the bus would more than suffice for getting around. But in times like this, getting home quicker meant getting away quicker.

Chapter 002

Zoe Baxter
Eva crept closer just as the sun dipped below the horizon. The only lights on were the front living room and the basement. That didn�t bode well. The basement light was never used unless daddy was entertaining a guest.
None of the guests were ever good news.
Eva hopped over the waist-high old-fashioned iron fence and walked to the back door. A peek through the back door window showed an empty dining room. Eva took a quick glance around before stepping into the house. Sounds of laughter and the pungent scent of drugs assaulted her senses the moment she appeared within the house.
Stifling a cough, Eva made her way to the office and quietly shut the door. Eva slunk down in the corner after turning a fan on and opening the window. Her bed had been removed from this room almost a year ago, but she had no desire to sit in her father�s computer chair.
Laughter and discussion continued for nearly three hours. Eva sat the entire time in the darkness of the office with only the buzz of the fan to help drown out the sounds of the house. She tried to meditate, but uproarious laughter would interrupt the moment she felt at peace.
Memories surfaced instead. Constant fighting between her parents. Shouts and violence. Occasionally it would be directed at her. Eva shuddered as darker memories surfaced. Not her. That little girl was dead.
The front door slamming shut woke her from her thoughts. The group noise had ceased and footsteps could be heard moving towards the bedroom. As the footsteps moved past, Eva rapped her knuckles on the wall. The footsteps paused, then moved back towards the office.
The door opened just a crack at first, letting a small amount of light fall just to the side of Eva. He opened the door wider, reveling the mangy form of Edgar Spencer.
�Hmph,� her father grunted. �I figured I�d be seeing you soon.� He stepped into the office, bringing with him the thick smell of whatever drugs he fancied these days. �I�ve warned you not to draw attention to me. You�re lucky they weren�t cops. Or child services. If I ever��
�Spare me, daddy.� Eva waved her hand in front of her nose, not that it helped. �Just tell me what they wanted and we can go back to pretending neither of us exist.�
He took a threatening step forwards, but Eva didn�t budge. �I didn�t raise you to be��
�You�re right, daddy, you didn�t raise me.� Eva stood, causing her father to flinch back. �What did they want?�
He eyed his daughter. His upper lip twitched the way it always did when he got mad. Yet there was no cowering daughter before him. Not this time. Just a young woman glaring back.
Eventually he sighed. �They came by yesterday to invite you to one of them magic academies. Once I realized they weren�t after me, I told them that you still went to Auvlub Junior and that I hadn�t seen you since your parent-teacher conference in January.�
Eva scoffed at that. When her father didn�t continue, Eva said, �that�s it? No messages in case I should show up?�
Edgar Spencer shook his head. Shavings of dander fluttered to his shoulders from his long, dark hair. Eva had to force herself not to take a step backwards.
�Well, I�ll get out of your hair then. I hope to not see you soon.� Eva turned to the open window, but a clearing of a throat gave her pause.
�Are you planning on going?�
Eva considered for a moment. �Don�t know. I�ve other people to talk to first. Not sure why it would matter to you in either case.�
Without another word she stepped through the window, heading to her home.
�
�Aww, did poor little Evaleen lose her cat.�
Eva repressed a flinch. �The name is Eva,� she said through grit teeth. She turned away from the school bulletin board where the final missing owner poster hung. �What do you want, Todd?�
Todd Farkas grinned, showing off a set of shiny braces. His baggy shorts were belted half way down his thighs. A shirt clearly designed with someone of considerably more size and girth covered most of the area left bare by his shorts.
Eva couldn�t help but to shake her head. It would be pitiful if he dressed the way he did because of hand-me-downs, but his mother gave her children the initiative to dress themselves. A poor decision when they had the fashion sense of a troglodyte.
Michael Porter, a boy of similarly deficient dress habits, stood just to Todd�s left. His interest seemed to be solely on a portable game system. Minus the occasional flick of his eyes to Eva, a light blush, and back to his game.
�What I want, Evey, is to just say hi. We�ve only got, what, three days of eighth grade left?� He glanced over his shoulder to a shrugging Michael. �Something like that. It would be a shame not to see my bestest buddy.�
�And just think, two of them are half days. Then I never have to see you again. There aren�t even tests scheduled for Friday. I might just skip.�
�Never again?� Michael said as he looked up from his game. He cleared his throat and turned his head back to his game, but his eyes were all but glued to Eva.
Eva just rolled her eyes.
Todd, if he was surprised, kept it off his face. �Not going to North High?�
�I have some people to talk to. I might be going to an art school out-of-state.� Eva shrugged. The two people in the alley had mentioned an academy and she would be lying to herself if she said she wasn�t a little excited. She almost regretted running from them, but it seemed to impress the woman at least. Of course, there was one other person to talk to before making any final decisions.
�An art school? You can�t do art.�
�You wouldn�t know art if Bob Ross himself bit you. That doesn�t mean others are so woefully lacking in culture.� Eva glanced over his shoulder. �Speaking of, I think someone I need to speak with just walked in.�
Both boys turned to watch the main entrance, opposite the bulletin board, where the woman from the alley was being led into the main offices. She spotted Eva and gave a small wink before disappearing into the office.
Their homeroom teacher emerged a moment later and made a beeline to the group. After a brief exchange, the boys were dismissed and Eva was following Mrs. Wheeler into the offices. She brought Eva to a small meeting room where the woman sat on the opposite side of the table.
She wore the same black three-piece suit, but added a bright red tie with a stylized butterfly on the front. Her brown hair hung to her shoulders in the front, but cut at a diagonal to the nape of her neck in the back. Her sharp green eyes completed her imposing look.
Eva took the seat opposite of the woman. Mrs. Wheeler, despite all the chairs being moved to the corner quite purposefully, dragged a chair over and sat adjacent to Eva.
The three sat in silence. The woman sized up Eva while Eva tried to do the same. The woman definitely didn�t look like someone to be crossed. She projected an aura of confidence. Confidence that wasn�t well reflected in Eva�s own aura. Eva had yet to discuss any of the possible schooling, if that is what the woman was here for, with her master.
Mrs. Wheeler fidgeted awkwardly the entire time.
Eva began drawing a small sloth rune, tracing the pattern on the under side of the table with her fingernail. It wouldn�t last long, but should be enough to put Mrs. Wheeler to sleep. She began to trace out the broken ring to direct its effects towards her homeroom teacher when the woman�s lips quirked into the start of a small smile.
She said, �Mrs� what did you say your name was?�
The homeroom teacher nearly jumped ten feet in the air at the break in the room�s tension. It took her a minute to realize she was the one being addressed. �Wheeler,� she said.
�Thank you Mrs. Wheeler, I think we can take it from here.�
�Ah, but�� she glanced nervously between Eva and the woman.
�Don�t worry. She�s just come to recruit me for her academy of fine arts. Right?�
�That is correct,� the woman said.
�The arts? Oh congratulations Eva. That�s excellent news. I�ll just,� she glanced between the two once again, �I�ll be out in the office if you need anything.� She stood and left the room, quietly shutting the door with a whispered �good luck.�
The two remaining occupants of the room stared at one another for another minute still. The woman across the table spoke first.
�The academy of fine arts?�
Eva shrugged. �It is just what I told a few other acquaintances of mine. I didn�t know your academy�s actual name, and I doubted you would have said. Magic�s existence might be an open secret, but it is vague enough to keep people guessing.�
�Hmm. And beneath the table?�
�A sloth rune with some Ogham modifiers, directed at my homeroom teacher with the intent of inducing sleep.�
�Runes?� The woman actually looked surprised, rather than her semi-condescending, �smarter than thou� look. �Where did you learn about runes?�
�A book. Why?�
�We don�t even teach runes at Brakket. They are considered archaic, supplanted by most modern forms of thaumaturgy, and not worthy of learning by proper mages.�
�They�ve done alright by me,� Eva said with another shrug. �They keep people away from my home, among other useful things.�
�Indeed.� The woman pulled out a small notepad and marked a few notes. �And getting past the fence yesterday?�
�I stepped.�
�Stepped?�
Eva stood up, stepping to her side in the process, and stepped back across the table. �I can be anywhere I can see with a single step.�
She marked another note down. �Can you step to a location in a photograph?�
Shaking her head in the negative, Eva said, �through a window or anything I can see through, but not a picture.�
�And returning someplace you�ve already been? Say the alley from yesterday?� At Eva�s negative answer, the woman marked down another note while mumbling, �rudimentary teleportation.�
�Excuse me, but are you going to introduce yourself at any point during our conversation?�
The woman looked up and blinked twice. �I�m sorry, I got a bit carried away. I am Zoe Baxter. I teach magical theory for all six years at Brakket Magical Academy.�
�And I was not incorrect when I said you were recruiting me?�
Zoe Baxter ran her tongue across her lips. �Indeed. You don�t use a focus when �stepping�?�
Eva shook her head. �Never been in a position to get one, nor have I needed one. Is that a problem?�
�All magic at Brakket is taught with a wand,� she said while marking down additional notes, �but students are free to adapt to any focus they wish to specialize in. Fociless magic, on the other hand, is almost unheard of.� She stopped writing and gave a pointed look. �Are you entirely human?�
With a noncommittal shrug, Eva said, �I�m pretty sure both my parents are human. You�ve met my father. My mother is deceased, but I don�t think she was anything special.�
�Hmm,� Zoe marked down another note. �Now then, where did you learn all this?�
�Books.� At Zoe�s raised eyebrow, Eva continued, �I currently live out of a hundred year old hospital turned retirement home that has been condemned since before I was born. There is a hidden bookshelf that had a handful of books.� Not a complete lie, even if the hidden bookshelf was installed by Eva.
�Well the age would explain the runes,� Zoe mused. �In any case, we can discuss that later. Per your earlier question, I am indeed here to recruit you, as you put it.
�Brakket has a fund set aside to offer a scholarship of sorts to talented individuals such as yourself. It is a six-year schooling with optional summer classes to catch you up on any nonmagical interests you may have. We provide room and board on campus..�
Eva nodded. �That sounds good,� she said, �but as much as I want to say yes right now, there is someone here I cannot simply abandon. At least not without speaking to and making sure they can handle themselves while I�m away.� It was downplaying the issue a bit. While her master would likely not blink an eye if she ran off, he would definitely hunt her down. He would not be so passive as to allow his life�s work to go to waste.
�If I can give you the answer tomorrow,� Eva continued, �I am meeting with them tonight.�
Zoe considered for a moment. She clasped her hands together and held them just under her nose. �And if I ask,� she finally said, �you won�t tell me.�
Eva shook her head. �Perhaps after I speak with them, with their permission.�
�Very well.� Zoe reached into her suit and withdrew a folded pamphlet. �Some additional information for you, plus a card with my name on it. Tap it three times and I will come find you.� She stood across the table. �I�ve got another student in the area to acquire.� She extended her hand. �You have three days Miss Spencer.�
�Eva, please,� she said as she nodded and shook her offered hand. �I look forward to our next meeting.�
�
Most people would be terrified of entering a hospital turned retirement home turned abandoned horror building. It would be perfectly reasonable for them to feel that way. The possibility of running into trigger happy squatters or teens looking for a cheap thrill or cheap makeout spot, not to mention the creepy atmosphere such a place exuded.
Yet the former McKinzie Retirement Center was the only place Eva felt at home.
The runes were usually enough to keep the miscreants away. Even if they failed, blood magic permeated the entire second floor. People who weren�t Eva� well, she wouldn�t envy their experience.
Still, you couldn�t be too careful. Eva flipped through a book in the main lobby. Each room in the building had an accompanying page that would list occupants. Her name in the lobby was the only filled in page. She replaced the book in a drawer, careful not to disturb the layers of dust.
Eva headed up to the second floor. She kicked off her shoes and left them at the top of the stairs. The first floor might still look like it hadn�t been touched in twenty years, but Eva spent time and effort cleaning the second floor.
Eva slouched off her book bag in her room and headed straight for the shower, shedding her clothes as she went. She twisted the shower head just enough to complete the runes she etched into the inside of it. Soon enough she was soaking under the hot water.
Archaic indeed. Sure there was probably another way to make magical showers, maybe even better ways. The ease of use and activation for runes, not to mention the low magic usage, how could they have fallen out of use.
Sighing, Eva turned off the water and walked out to dry herself. She picked up her clothes and dropped them in a hamper. Replicating a washing machine with runes was something she had significantly less success with. Instead, Eva relied on a small coin operated laundromat. Maybe this academy will teach me a better way to clean clothes.
Eva pulled her work clothes out of the wardrobe. The pants were some rugged hiking pants she had borrowed from a sports store. Her boots were generously donated by the same store.
Her top was a simple, long-sleeved black shirt, though she had long since removed the sleeve on the left arm from the elbow down. A light leather jacket, with the same sleeve cut off, finished main part of the outfit.
The last piece was a simple belt, looped through her pants, with a sheathed dagger and a few vials. Three of the vials were dark red, containing and preserving her own blood. The last two held the signature black of demon blood.
The dagger came to rest at her left side. Eva pulled it out of its sheath and gave it the usual inspection. The crystal blade glimmered underneath her bedroom�s runelight. Not a single nick could be seen along the edge, as it should be.
The dagger was made for drawing blood and nothing else. Using it in combat would likely see it shattered in an instant. Eva didn�t look forward to making a new one, making this one had been unpleasant enough.
A petrified snake made up the handle, coiled around until the mouth bit into the crystal blade. A red bloodstone capped the end of the snake�s tail.
Satisfied everything was in order, Eva sheathed the dagger. The check was probably unnecessary, but her master constantly warned of needing tools only to find them damaged or missing.
Eva emptied her book bag of all schoolbooks and dropped in the latest tome she had been reading, a book on blood rituals. She double checked her chalk, pens, and notebook, and slung the bag over her shoulder.
One final pat down ensured her clothes were in order and Eva stepped straight out of the second floor window onto the roof of a nearby building. Twenty minutes later, under the cover of night, Eva found herself in front of the old train station.
Eva pushed open the door. The cold edge of a knife at her throat froze her footsteps in their place.

Chapter 003

Devon Foster | Arachne
�Eva?� Devon Foster blinked in the dim light. �You almost lost your head, girl.�
�Yeah. Nice to see you too, master,� Eva said as she gently pushed the blade away from her throat. �Expecting trouble?�
�Not exactly,� he said, replacing the dagger. �We were just about to leave. You surprised me is all.�
�We?� Eva peeked further into the building. Spinning in a swivel chair was a woman with six too many eyes and glossy black chitin in place of skin. �Ah. Hello Arachne.�
The spinning woman slammed one of her bare feet to the ground. Sharp claws that passed as her toes dug into the cement floor. She regarded Eva with all eight eyes. Slowly, a grin filled with pointed, interlocking teeth spread across her face.
In a single leap, she crossed the ten feet between her seat and the doorway Eva stood within. Eva made a quick step past the flying woman to her vacated chair. Turning, Eva found the woman had sprouted four additional spiny legs from her waist; all of them, and her arms, were wrapped around the spot Eva had just stepped out of.
�Aww, you don�t need to be so cold.� Arachne turned and put on the fakest pout Eva had ever seen. �We�re practically sisters now. Or you�re my daughter?� She shrugged.
�Arachne,� her master cut in, �we�re short on time. You can play your games when we get back.�
Eva crossed her arms and sent a glare at Devon. �You�re going on a job without telling me again?�
�It is just a small pick up. A smash and grab, as it were.�
�You wound up sick with the pale fester for weeks last time it was just a �quick pick up.� Remember? We had to summon a bile demon to suck out all the puss.�
Eva�s master went a bit green, probably more at the demon than the illness. He said, �the last time you came on a job, you nearly had your leg detached.�
�Yes, well,� Eva kicked her right leg back and forth, �I�m fine now, aren�t I. Besides,� Eva said before her master could retort, �I�ve something urgent I need to speak with you about.�
Devon shook his head. He pulled his brown trench coat off a hook by the door and started out the door. �Fine,� he said, �but talk while we walk.�
Eva jumped to her feet and followed him out the door. �First,� she said, �this job. Anything I need to know to not get killed or horribly maimed?�
�Probably not,� Devon said, shaking his head, �the museum has a new tour going around. A missive from Death said that��
�Oh, we�re dealing with Death now?� Eva interrupted with narrowed eyes. �The Great Corrupter and Endless Void not enough for you?�
Devon sighed and shot Eva an annoyed glare. �It isn�t like that. And I�m not exactly best friends with the other powers. Death is willing to grant a small boon in exchange for the destruction of a phylactery that is currently in our museum.�
Eva considered for a moment before asking, �I thought liches worshiped Death.�
�They generally do, mostly because they�re all fools. Death is patient and won�t bat an eye at you finding ways to extend your life a few hundred years.� Devon paused as he glanced up and down a crossing alley. Satisfied no one was around, he continued, �a phylactery on the other hand is basically an attempt to seal your soul from Death indefinitely. I think He takes it as a sort of slap in the face.
�He will use liches, but when an opportunity arises to destroy their soul jar. Well, that�s where people like us come in. This particular one has evaded him for some time, I believe.�
Eva frowned. �So we�re up against a lich tonight. Splendid.�
Devon shook his head. �Not if I understood Death correctly, always a challenge with his cryptic metaphors, but I think this lich had his body destroyed a long time ago and was unable to create a new one.�
�That�s good. No offense to Arachne�s prowess,� Eva said with a glance at the spider-woman draped over her shoulder, �but I�d have probably demanded we stop and summon up a succubus or two. Maybe a minotaur if you had any goat blood.�
Arachne ran a sharp finger down Eva�s cheek in an endearing manner, just lightly enough to make the touch known. �I�d tear your minotaur limb from limb.�
�I have no doubt of that,� Eva said with a smile, �but liches are known for their magical aptitude, having the longevity to master magics others couldn�t dream of. The minotaur�s magic resistant hide would, hopefully, give him the time to do some damage.�
Arachne gave a light huff and went back to leaning on Eva�s shoulder. Devon just looked to Eva with a raised eyebrow.
�What?� Eva glared back at her master. �You think I ask for all those books because they make my shelves look pretty? Just because I don�t know why Death wants all the liches dead doesn�t mean I don�t know what a lich is.�
�No, no,� her master smiled, �it�s just that we�re here.�
�Oh.� Eva looked around. The stone plaque for the Bellmont Museum of History sat just in front of their group. �Right,� Eva said, �so what�s your plan?�
�Well, I did say �smash and grab� earlier.�
�Don�t these places have night security guards? We can put down a wide area sleep, step in, grab the phylactery, and step out.�
�That is essentially what I said.�
�What you said had significantly more instances of the word �smash� in it.�
Devon shrugged. �Since this is your master plan we�re going with, I�ll let you do the honors of sleeping the property.�
Eva narrowed her eyes at her master. �I feel like I got tricked into this.�
�Nonsence. You�re just a much better planner than I.� He clapped his hands together. �Come on, chop chop. Don�t have all night; there might be others after Death�s boon.�
Eva grumbled under her breath as she withdrew chalk from her bag. She walked up and down the property, counting her paces each way. She stopped when she reached the stone plaque and set to work. A sloth rune, several pargon runes, length and width modifiers to match her paces, height was guessable as too high or too low wouldn�t matter, followed an exemption rune. She traced the exemption rune on the back of her hand with a pen and did the same for her master and Arachne.
She withdrew her dagger and sliced her finger open. Eva dropped a single droplet of blood on the runes on the back of their hands. Several drops of blood went to key points on the runic array.
�Blood?� her master asked.
Eva shrugged. �Faster than channeling magic into all of us.�
�If I fall asleep��
Waving him off, Eva said, �Your hand runes barely take any power, the blood will feed them long after the sloth rune has decayed.
�Besides, the runes cause a massive wave of sleep followed by low-level suppression to keep people under. You should be able to fight off its effect at least until you get outside.�
Eva flicked her finger, healing the cut at the same time, and said, �everyone�s gone nighty-night. Let�s get to work.�
Her master nodded and stepped into the building without another word.
For a moment, Eva watched his step, trying to see if he was using the mere �rudimentary teleport� that Zoe Baxter had called her steps or something more. She had never seen him use any sort of long distance teleport that the woman had implied was possible. Perhaps even what she did when she left the alley after their first meeting.
She shook her head and almost stepped into the building when a voice cleared behind her. Turning to find Arachne behind her, Eva wondered when the spider-woman detached herself from her side.
�You two go on ahead,� Arachne said. �I can�t do your step thing and I am not going to Hell to pass a few inches of glass.�
�It�s alright to be scared,� Eva said in her most condescending voice. �Keep an ear out and if there is trouble, you can employ the �smash� step of my master�s illustrious plan.�
Without waiting for a response, Eva followed her master through the glass.
�Second shift comes on at midnight and finishes at eight. We need to be done before they start.�
�Three hours then? Shouldn�t we have waited for the second shift?�
Her master shook his head. �Like I said, we might have competition for the job. Arachne?�
�Standing guard. I�d let her in but I�m not sure if they have alarms on the doors or not.� Eva gestured around the slumped over figures in the front lobby. �They obviously don�t have motion sensors or the guards and cleaning crew would set them off.�
�Maybe it�ll deter any others.� Devon turned, glancing about the ceiling. He stopped and pointed almost immediately. �Cameras though.�
Eva groaned and ran her fingers down her face. �You should have reminded me before we stepped in.�
He chuckled and said, �don�t worry. While you were working your runes, I made myself a bit useful. For the next six hours we should appear as nothing more than shadows on any sort of recording. Hopefully.�
�Very reassuring.�
�Better than having to hunt down their server room only to find they have off site backups.�
�Right,� Eva grumbled. �What does this phylactery look like?�
�Golden skull, not sure on the size but it has two rubies for eyes and opal teeth. If you find it, don�t touch it just destroy it. I doubt anything bad would happen as it was handled by the archaeologists without problem, but take no chances.�
�Splitting up then?�
Nodding, Devon said, �it might not be on display yet. I�ll check the storage rooms, you run through the main areas. If it proves resistant to your efforts at destroying it, find me and I�ll see what we can do.�
With that said, her master turned and stalked down the hallway.
Might as well start at the second floor, Eva thought with a shrug.
�
Eva had never been in a museum before. As she walked through the silent halls, she couldn�t help but wonder if museums were as creepy during the day as they were at night.
Main lights were turned off in all the rooms except one room. That room had a number of the custodial crew that looked to be in the middle of polishing glass and waxing floors before a sudden drowsiness overtook them. Dim lights illuminated the floor, probably for patrolling security.
The display lights were the worst. Most were turned off to prevent damaging the works, but some were left on. The hallway leading to the Egyptian exhibit was lined with statues, each with a spotlight trained on them.
Eva walked through the Egyptian exhibit, looking through the displays for any sign of the phylactery. She passed by a set of scrolls spread out on the wall. There was not enough light to read them even if she had the time.
She focused on gold objects instead. There was a surprising amount. Several amulets and knickknacks glinted under the dim lighting. A small fortune could probably be made off just the gold in the room, let along whatever historical value the objects themselves had.
One of the displays caused Eva to do a double take. Beneath a thick glass display case sat a golden dagger. The information plaque to its side said that such gold knives were flaunted by the extremely wealthy and that the displayed dagger was one of the few intact ones they had come across.
Eva had to struggle to keep from bursting out laughing.
It was obviously a ritual dagger. The gold blade would be worthless for any sort of combat, but that could be confused with a simple ornamental or ceremonial dagger. The bloodstone capping the hilt is what gave it away. Eva smiled at the plaque which mistakenly identified it as a ruby.
A golden sheath, inlaid with several more bloodstones, lay just beneath the blade in the display case. Eva wondered at that. Her own sheath was a simple wrapping of hardened leather with no bloodstones or magical properties of its own.
Something to research later, Eva thought as she licked her dry lips.
All the bloodstones were in pristine condition. Almost like the dagger had never been used. It struck her as odd for ancient bloodstone. Use and time would degrade them. Eva had to replace her own twice so far, though her first one had been very poorly formed. Whoever made the ones on the golden daggers knew what they were doing.
Eva brought her own dagger to the bare skin on her left arm and drew blood. Dark-red droplets ran down the edge of the blade. Rather than drop to the ground, the blood hung in the air. Three marble sized globules formed before Eva sheathed the dagger. A quick flick of her wrist set the residual blood to healing the cut.
She tapped her index finger to a globule and dragged a small trail to the glass. She completed a circle and snapped her fingers. The blood circle flashed and with a light tap of her finger, fell into the display case.
Dipping her finger into one of the remaining globules, Eva reached into the case and smeared blood across the blade of the dagger. She repeated the action with the sheath, just in case.
�You�ve lost your master, to death or abandonment I know not. As a trophy, a relic, you�re left to dull and rot. I give a taste of what I can offer, with promise to increase your sheen and luster, so forgo your old ties and chose a new master.�
The rhymes were unnecessary as was the verbal request. Yet there was a certain magic in words, or so books told her. When dealing with an artifact that, according to the plaque, was over five thousand years old, it paid to be careful. A loyal blade was much less likely to cause problems with any protections left on it than a stolen blade. She made a note to give it a thorough examination before using it.
The bloodstones, on the other hand, did require a conversion to her. Again though, that could probably be done without a chant.
The blood sat on the blade long enough for Eva to wonder if it was rejecting her offer. Her rhymes weren�t very good. The first line popped into her head and she�d liked it. She started speaking without thinking and had to make up the second line as she went along. She frowned, mentally apologizing for not being a professional poet
A sigh of relief escaped her lips when the blood simmered and vanished within the golden metal. The bloodstones on both the sheath and the dagger darkened to black-red of her own dagger.
She sheathed the golden dagger and dropped it into her bag with a whispered �thanks.� Covering up the theft would be near impossible, and Eva didn�t care enough to try. It would be impossible to cover up the fact that people were here on account of the sleeping guards. As long as no trails led back to Eva, she was happy with the outcome.
To help cover up the theft of that specific item, Eva broke into a few other displays. She didn�t want the wrong sort of people looking into the dagger and finding it to be anything other than a simple ornament. She liberated a pair of earrings, a handful of rings, a bracelet and a necklace adorned with sapphires. All of it made of gold.
Eva didn�t think any of it was anything magical, but the presence of the dagger made her second guess herself. She promised herself to give everything a once over when she got home.
Eva quickly finished checking the rest of the room for the phylactery, unsuccessfully. She left the Egyptian exhibit with a significantly heavier bag.
She turned the corner and ran into someone. One hand had her dagger out and pressed against her arm and the other hand reached for a vial of demon blood before she even registered her master�s face.
�Did you find it?� Eva asked, slowly replacing her equipment.
Her master held up a plastic bag as far away from himself as he could. The outline of a palm sized skull could be seen through the thick plastic.
�I thought we weren�t going to touch it.�
�I haven�t touched it directly, but I was having trouble destroying it. I�ll need more specialized equipment.�
�Let me try?� She doubted she�d be able to succeed where her master failed, but blood magic was powerful. Her master was not fond of it. He probably didn�t try it.
�Later. I think a silent alarm was tripped. At least, there are police cars outside with their lights on. Your sloth rune may be deterring their entry.�
�Ah.� Eva glanced back at the Egyptian exhibit.
Her master crossed his arms, careful to keep the bag well away from his body, and gave her that look.
�There was a ritual dagger,� she said, �it would have been irresponsible to leave such a dangerous object lying around.�
�We�ll talk later.� He started moving down the hall. �Lets find a window. Preferably one that doesn�t have cops hanging around it.�
Eva nodded, though he couldn�t see with his back turned, and followed behind him. �Arachne?�
Devon gave a half shrug. �Probably climbed to the roof. At least, it wasn�t tearing the police to shreds when I saw them. It�ll find us after we get out.�
�Speaking of talking,� Eva said with a hint of trepidation, �I met someone today.�
A grunt was all she got in return.
�A Zoe Baxter. Know her?�
�No.� He paused at a window. �That rooftop across the street, close enough for you to step to?�
Eva had barely glanced out the window when her master vanished from her side. He reappeared on the rooftop and gave a small wave. Eva stepped out after him, appearing at his side. �And if it had been too far?� she whispered.
�I�m sure a master burglar such as yourself could have found a hundred alternate escape routes.�
�Uh huh,� Eva turned back to the museum.
Arachne, in her full spider form, sat atop the roof. She scanned the ground, looking torn between wanting to pounce on the humans or remain hidden behind the roof�s ledge.
Eva cast a small light spell, small enough to be mistaken for a firefly, and waved it back and forth. It didn�t take long for Arachne to notice. The spider-woman folded her arms in what looked like a pout, though it was difficult to tell at a distance.
Arachne�s bulbous abdomen slowly absorbed back into her human torso, along with six of her eight legs. Her remaining two legs shifted to a more proper place for a human, and thickened to their usual size. Eva had never bothered to ask how all that mass fit into the spider-woman�s rather lithe body. She assumed she would get a stupid answer like �magic� and it wasn�t even the strangest shape-shifting the woman could do.
After backing up a few steps, Arachne full on sprinted to the edge of the roof. She leapt just as she reached the edge.
Eva waited with bated breath for the cries of the police in the street below. None came. Of course, Eva thought, people never look up.
The landing Arachne made did make noise and that noise drew attention. Before the police could even finish saying �what was that noise,� Eva�s master stepped to another rooftop.
Eva turned to follow when Arachne grabbed her shoulder. She spun her around and scooped her up in one smooth motion. Before any protests could be made, the spider-woman leapt after Devon.
Not again, thought Eva.
Biting down her screams and her protests, Eva held onto the black chitinous shoulders of the spider-woman for dear life. She pinched her eyes shut at some point, but it didn�t stop the feeling of her stomach dropping out with every leap. Eventually, Arachne stopped her jumps and slowly walked up to Devon, still holding a little girl with her eyes squeezed shut.
�So,� Arachne said, �everything go alright?�
Eva peeked her eyes open to find herself staring at the sharp, interlocking teeth of the spider-woman�s grin.
�Oh quite,� Devon said. He lifted the bag containing the phylactery in show. �I followed Eva�s plan to the letter. Eva, on the other hand, felt there was some merit to the smashing part of my plan.�
Arachne�s grin widened, showing off far too many teeth. �Good for you. Smashing is the best part of any plan. Well, aside from maiming, eviscerating, and dismembering.�
�Yes, yes, very funny you two.� Eva squirmed in the spider-woman�s claws but the grip was too tight to wiggle her way out. At least her long and sharp fingers were in the air rather than tearing into her clothes and skin. �We got in, completed our objective, and got out with some extra goodies. No harm done.�
�Indeed,� her master said with a slight glare.
�Speaking of indeeds,� Eva said, ceasing her wriggling and resigning herself to her fate in the spider-woman�s claws, �I was talking about a Zoe Baxter.�
�Still don�t know her.�
�She teaches magical theory at a school called Brakket Magical Academy and invited me to attend her academy on some sort of scholarship.�
Arachne�s grin shrank by several inches. �You�re leaving for some school?�
�I told her I would think about it.� Eva shrugged, or tried to. Arachne�s grip tightened leaving little room. �So here I am. Thinking, with you two.�
Arachne gave a light smile at that. Devon merely looked thoughtful. �I can�t say it is a surprise,� he said, �you�re at the age. How she found you is more worrying.�
�I don�t think she knew about you, if that is your concern.�
�That�s reassuring.� He brought up his hand as if to stroke his goatee when the bag rustled. He quickly pulled his arm away and set the bag on the ground. �I don�t have a problem with it. It might do you good to learn some magic from proper teachers. As long as you can get away for a few days every month or two for your treatment.�
�Ah, about that,� Eva said with a small frown, �she asked about me not using a focus. When I answered that I had never used one, she immediately asked if I was fully human.�
Devon waved her off. �You�ll never need to use a focus, but it probably wouldn�t hurt to get one. At the very least it will keep other people from asking that question.�
Eva nodded. �I�ll contact her tomorrow then.�
�Lets get this phylactery taken care of.� Devon grabbed the bag and stepped off the roof into the alley below.
Arachne didn�t move.
Eva glanced up to find a slight frown on her face and four sets of eyes staring off into the distance. Wriggling her arm loose as much as she could, Eva patted the spider-woman just above her breasts. �It�s alright, I�m sure there will be plenty of opportunities to see each other.�
With a smile that was only half there, Arachne set Eva down and leapt off the roof. Eva sighed and stepped down to her master�s side before the demon could even land.
The spider-woman landed on Eva, tackling her to the side, just as an ear-splitting crack tore down the alley.

Chapter 004

Elysium Sister
A second crack tore through the alley, bringing with it a blinding light. Eva heard her master cry out in pain.
The demon who tackled her quickly tore herself free and moved between the attacks and Eva. She almost charged forward, but something caused her to hesitate.
Eva, on the other hand, didn�t hesitate for a second. She whipped out two vials of her blood. The first was poured in a small circle, setting the radius and center point. The second vial was used to form a golf-ball sized globule hovering over the blood ring. Eva snapped her fingers.
A black-red sphere formed over the two women just as an attack hammered into the shield. The globule shrank noticeably and shrank again as another attack hit.
Confident that the shield would hold for at least a few more attacks, Eva uncorked her vials of demon blood and surveyed the alley.
A large pool of blood trailed to where her master sat against a building�s wall behind a large metal bin. She couldn�t see the pool in the darkness, but she knew it was there. Blood always stood out to her.
The trail ended at a fresh wound on her master�s leg. With another flash of lightning, Eva noted that Devon had chalk out and was inscribing something on the wall.
Eva ignored him, figuring he could take care of himself if he wasn�t dead, and turned her attention to their attacker.
Standing alone at the end of the alley was what could only be described as a nun. She wore a pure white version of the traditional nun�s habit and had a large silver cross dangling from her neck. Her eyes were aglow with white fire and her hands outstretched, sending what appeared to be bolts of lightning down the alley.
Eva withdrew demon�s blood from one vial, forming a golf-ball that seemed to absorb all light. With a flick of her wrist, Eva launched the ball at the nun�s face.
A faint blue light flickered before the nun just as the ball hit. Cracks spread out over the light. The nun ceased her attacks for an instant while her shield regenerated. The moment the cracks mended, the shield disappeared and she renewed her attacks tenfold.
Eva poured the second vial of demon blood into a sphere and dug the fingers of both hands into it. She pulled and twisted. Strands of blood stretched around a small circle in the air forming intricate designs as they moved. Once finished, Eva pulled back her right arm and punched it into the pattern as hard as she could.
A car sized fist fell through the air, directly on top of the nun�s head. The nun stumbled as her blue shield flickered once again. The shield cracked, sending ethereal shards flying around the alley. All too quickly the nun set about repairing her shield.
Out of handy blood, Eva cast her awareness about. Her master still sat, scribbling away on the wall. Arachne, on the other hand, simply stood within Eva�s blood shield. She looked thoughtful and all too pleased with herself for having contributed nothing to the fight.
�Arachne! Do you mind helping out a bit!�
The spider woman shrugged. �I was contracted for the smash and grab. You smashed, he grabbed. This,� she waved her needly fingers about the air, �is past that.�
�I thought we were family, sisters or whatever.�
Arachne shrugged again and pointed at herself. �Still a demon.�
Another spell crashed into Eva�s blood shield. She pulled out the last vial of her own blood and added it to the rapidly shrinking shield orb. �I�ll banish you,� she threatened.
�Aww,� Arachne ran her sharp finger down Eva�s cheek, just lightly enough to avoid cutting, �but then you�ll be out of easy access to help.�
�I can�t say I�d notice much of a difference at this point.�
�Contract with me.� Her flighty nature vanished, replaced by an aura of utmost seriousness.
�What? I can�t��
�You�re going to your fancy school, right? Take me with you.� She held up a finger to Eva�s lips, stymieing her objections. �One year binding. You�ll have someone to protect you and I don�t have to go back to Hell. Win-win,� she said with a smile.
�That�s��
�Or you can hesitate, your master killed and your shield whittled down until you�ve got nothing between you and the nun but me. I�d probably still protect you, just because I like you, but wouldn�t it be so much easier to just contract now and not have to worry about such fragile words as �probably�?�
Eva glared at the demon. Past her, Devon was still pinned down behind the dumpster. Lightning bolt after lightning bolt struck it. It wouldn�t be long before the bolts melted their way through or the nun changed tactics.
As a bolt of lightning slammed into her shield, Eva shouted �Alright.�
The moment the first syllable left her mouth, Arachne grasped the back of Eva�s neck, pulling her close. The demon�s long tongue thrust down her throat as lips touched chitin. It wriggled for a moment before Eva felt the spider woman�s sharp teeth bite down. The oily demon blood ran down the long tongue and dripped down Eva�s throat. Eva felt a small scrape on her own lip and a familiar copper-oil taste on her tongue.
Arachne held on until another bolt whittled down Eva�s shield a notch. She pulled back and licked what passed for her lips. �Now we are talking.�
Eva contracted with demons in the past. It wasn�t her favorite thing, preferring powerful blood magics and simple runes. Yet most of them ended up being nothing more than an exchange of words laced with magic for the binding aspect. A blood contract was something special. A blood contract like that�
Another bolt against her shield shock Eva out of her stupor. She quickly drew her dagger and cut a long slit in her arm, adding fresh black-red blood to her blood shield.
�Are all your contracts like that?� Eva asked.
The sharp toothed grin was her only response as the spider-woman was already changing, growing and sprouting extra legs to support her additional mass. �Prepare some spells. Go for quantity over quality. Distractions. I�m sure I could survive a lightning bolt or few, but I�d rather not have to, if possible.�
Eva nodded. She touched her dagger to the fresh cut on her wrist and drew several marble sized beads of her black-red blood. She looked back to Arachne when twenty of them hovered in the air in front of her.
Arachne had grown to nearly three times her original size. She contorted her upper body around her round abdomen and folded her legs beneath her to keep as much of her as possible within the shield.
�Ready,� Eva shouted. She sent five of her blood marbles arching towards the nun. They spread out and approached from different directions, hopefully the nun would be distracted with repairing her shield or just plain unable to block all of them.
Arachne leapt after the marbles, crossing the distance with amazing speed for her size.
Eva paid her little mind. She launched a second volley without waiting to see the effects of the first. And the third. By the fourth volley launched, Arachne reached the nun. Eva began drawing out a much larger droplet of blood.
Arachne struck. Her front two legs as well as her human arms and their sharp fingers all lanced towards the nun at frightening speed.
The nun didn�t even flinch. A light blue bubble materialized around her, just inches from her skin.
�Demon. Sathanus, subcategory: Asmodeus. Designation: Jorogumo. Response: Banish.�
Arachne continued pressing against the nun�s shield, adding another two pointed legs to the process. �Jorogumo?� She laughed. �Don�t compare me to those fleas.�
The nun frowned and began mumbling to herself.
�Not going to happen.� Arachne laughed again. She withdrew all her limbs and slammed them into the nun�s shield.
Fractures appeared around the shield and the nun flinched. Now looking panicked, she began chanting faster and louder.
As Arachne pulled back for another strike, Eva attacked. A baseball sized orb of dark blood launched itself straight at the nun.
The nun�s shields shattered at the blood�s impact and Arachne�s limbs continued to their target unimpeded. Four legs pierced the nun�s torso until they poked out the back, dripping with viscera. Still the nun continued to chant, strained and weak though it was.
Arachne launched a hand into her throat, ripping and pulling flesh. Her chanting gave way to gurgles. Blood spilled down her front. It stood out to Eva against the bleak surroundings.
�Try to banish me with no vocal chords. I dare you.�
The nun�s only response was to slump forward. She fell to her knees as Arachne withdrew her limbs. The spider-demon launched one last leg at the fallen nun, piercing her spinal cord.
She turned with a grin, melting back to her human form as she walked.
Eva snapped her fingers and the blood shield vanished along with the blood on the ground. She set the blood on her arm to healing the gash as she made her way to her master.
He stopped marking the wall, instead turning his attentions to a partially healed leg. �She dead?� At Eva�s nod, Devon began healing his leg in earnest. �Damn sisters, bet she just wanted the boon for herself.�
Devon continued to prattle but Eva stopped paying attention. She studied the large, nearly complete summoning circle her master had been drawing. When she turned back to him, the look in her eyes brought his whining to a halt.
Far more calmly than she felt, Eva said, �You were going to summon a cerberus. Do you have three cows hidden under that trench coat or were you planning on us being its sacrificial snack?�
Devon flinched at her tone. �I was planning on dominating it, if you must know.�
�That�s even worse.� Eva pointed at the circle. �You don�t even have shackles set up. It would have eaten everyone in the alley before you could even think about dominating it.�
�I was getting to the shackles,� Devon ground out. �Let me remind you that I am the demonologist here, not you. This isn�t my first time summoning a dangerous creature.� He ignored Eva�s huff and extended his hand. �Help me up. The Elysium Sisters never work alone, others in the area would have felt her death.�
A cracking of knuckles came from behind Eva as she helped her master to his feet. �We could rend them to bits just as easily.�
�And you,� Eva whirled on the demon, �you forced a contract on me while I was under duress. We could have died out here. I should banish you, consequences be damned.�
Arachne�s smile slipped into a slight frown.
�You what?� Devon exploded.
�I decided a change in employer was necessary for my life�s ambitions.� She held up her hands in a placating gesture and took a step back from the enraged demonologist. �Don�t worry. I�ll still participate in your little experiments so long as Eva is willing.�
Devon let out a loud growl and threw his hand towards the corpse of the nun. Green fire danced from his fingertips, engulfing the body. Rage spent, he let out a sigh. �I wish we could stay and collect the ashes; I�m running low. Lets get out of here.� He turned and stepped away.
Eva stepped after him with a sprinting Arachne trying to keep up behind her.
�
Devon threw open the door and limped to the couch, dropping the phylactery on a table on the way.
Eva followed her master into the old train station with a somber Arachne close behind her. Eva took a seat at the table well away from the phylactery and withdrew her newly acquired dagger. She began casting simple diagnostic spells, poking and prodding for any hidden traps. A light groan interrupted her efforts and drew her attention to the couch.
Devon lay unmoving, injured leg looking worse under proper lighting than it did in the dark alley. The entire leg of his pants had been burned off. Well, except for the parts that looked like it fused with his skin. A large blotch from his ankle to just under his knee had turned bright red. The skin itself was wavy and bubbly. Large boils had already begun to form on the warped skin.
Eva made a face as green pus leaked onto the couch.
�Master,� Eva called, �are you alright?�
�Whatever that the nun was throwing around wasn�t regular lightning.� His voice was far more subdued than it had been in the alley. The injury, constant stepping on the way back, and the demon flame had taken a lot out of Eva�s master.
Eva moved to a filing cabinet and pulled open the second to bottom drawer. Rows of neatly organized glass vials gleamed under the light of runes Eva herself had carved into the metal. She withdrew a handful, idly wondering if potions were also considered archaic in mainstream thaumaturgy.
Shaking her head, Eva deposited the vials of potions on her master�s chest. �While you�re tending to yourself,� Eva said, �would you like me to summon something to get rid of that?� She gestured towards the table. The plastic bag had fallen to gravity, revealing the golden skull in the process. Its two ruby eyes looked out over the couch. �I feel like it�s just glaring at us.�
Devon downed a vial of light blue liquid. He uncorked a vial of clear liquid and began tenderly rubbing it into his leg. With a wince, he said, �do you think you can handle a hel? You could try contacting Aosoth but unless you�re very confident, we�d probably all die.�
Eva shuddered. �I�m not summoning the goddess of Death even if we are, temporarily, working for Him. I�d appreciate it if you left the Nine Angles alone as well.�
�A hel it is then. Make sure to use raven blood, not crow blood.�
Eva nodded, ignoring his insinuations that she didn�t know what she was doing.
She pulled open the top drawer of the filing cabinet and withdrew a vial of raven blood. With that in hand she walked out to the summoning chamber.
Summoning chamber was a bit of an exaggeration. It was less of a chamber and more of a room. One of the larger office rooms that had been converted into a useful thaumaturgical room. In the center of the floor held a universal summoning circle. Shackles surrounded the circle to keep the summoner safe while a contract is discussed. Heavy duty shackles lined the walls, ceiling, and door, just in case.
Crossing the threshold gave Eva shivers. They didn�t used to, but in the last year or so, her master�s heavier shackles started to give her tingles. Eva could easily trap herself within the chamber if something went wrong. Possibly with whatever creatures the shackles were meant to contain.
Eva knelt down and placed the vial of raven blood in the center of the circle. She stepped back, out of the shackles, and channeled magic into the summoning.
�I seek a daughter of Hel, blessed by Death. Answer my call for aid in a task in service of Him.�
A fist erupted from beneath the cement floor and gripped the vial. The cement rippled away like a rock thrown into a pond. The vial blackened and crumbled away to dust while the blood flowed down the disembodied arm.
Slowly, a woman emerged. She walked out of the summoning circle as if there were stairs leading up to the surface.
The woman who now towered over Eva could only be described as regal. Her straight posture and the way she held her head high was like a queen observing her subjects. Yet her eyes were dead and gray. Her lips blue as ice. Her skin looked a step away from death and no pulse beat beneath her bare chest.
She took one look around the room before focusing her gaze on Eva. It wasn�t a hostile gaze, but it had weight. Eva had to force herself not to take a step back.
�Daughter of Hel, name yourself,� Eva said calmly. She found herself trying to replicate the taller woman�s posture.
Like her gaze, the woman�s voice was heavy, commanding, yet not hostile. �Ylva,� she said, �daughter of Hel, daughter of Loki.�
�I am Eva, familial ties severed.�
The regal woman gave a mere nod to acknowledge that she heard.
�A soul, long denied Death�s embrace, has found its way into my possession.� Eva placed the golden skull on the ground, careful not to touch it with her bare skin, and slid it across the barrier of the shackles. She took care to keep her skin out of the shackles. Hel were supposed to be docile, but when a single touch could kill, you didn�t take chances.
�Its container,� Eva continued, �has proven resistant to damage. On behalf of my master, Devon Foster, I seek the aid of a servant of Death to return this wayward soul to its rightful place in His arms.�
Ylva knelt and retrieved the golden skull from the ground. If she took any offense to being forced to kneel, she didn�t show it.
The moment her fingertips touched the gold, it darkened and tarnished the way silver might. The ruby eyes and opal teeth fell to the ground, shattering to dust. The golden skull finished tarnishing in her hand, turning as black as obsidian.
�It is done,� the demon said.
Eva blinked, but nodded and gave a respectful bow. She hadn�t expected the demon to work for free. �Thank you, Ylva, daughter of Hel. I will��
�Wait.� The hel knelt once more. She placed the black skull, facing Eva, on the ground at the edge of the shackles. Using both hands, the woman slid it back across the shackles. �A gift,� she said as she stood.
Eva blinked. It took a moment for her to regain her wits. She smiled and gave a deeper bow. She wasn�t about to reach down and touch it. �That is far beyond what you were summoned for. If I might ask its purpose and the reason for your favor?�
The hel narrowed her eyes. �It won�t harm you, if that is your concern.�
Cold fingers ran themselves up and down Eva�s spine. Her breath hitched at the demon�s glare. She wanted to run out of the room. Yet she forced her instincts down. It is all psychological. The shackles are still strong. The hel didn�t even touch the edges. �I�� She coughed as the imaginary fingers on her spine made their way to her throat. �I apologize. I meant no slight against you or your generosity. Mere curiosity was all that I had in mind.�
That seemed to pacify the demon despite it being an obvious lie. Her glare became less hostile.
Eva stifled a sigh of relief as the weight of Ylva�s presence lessened. She knelt down and, suppressing her hesitation, picked up the skull with both hands. �I accept your gift.�
Ylva smiled. Despite the lack of obvious malice, Eva felt a chill run through her body at the sight of it.
Half of her wanted nothing more than to throw the skull to the ground and banish the demon. The other half told her to just keep smiling and avoid angering the servant of Death any further.
The temptation was taken out of her hands when the summoning circle rippled once more. Ylva turned without another word and walked down into the circle. When the tip of her head disappeared beneath the floor, the circle ceased its rippling and returned to an inert state.
Out of the presence of Death�s servant, Eva took deep, calming breaths. She carefully set the blackened skull within the summoning shackles, just in case.
Back in the main room, Arachne sat at the table, toying with some of the garbage jewelery from the museum. Devon�s swelling looked like it had� not worsened. He was dedicating all his efforts to healing his leg.
�Arachne. You bound yourself to me. Time to put you to work.�
The spider-demon smiled. Her claws flexed in anticipation.
�Go find me all the books on hel that we have.�
Her smile slipped, but she walked out of the room without complaint.
Devon ceased healing and stared at Eva. �What went wrong?�
�Oh nothing, summoned a hel, soul jar destroyed. Mission complete.�
�Then�?�
�She returned the remains of the skull to me as a gift. When I asked its purpose, she got mad until I accepted the gift. Then she left without answering. I left it within the summoning shackles.� At her master�s scrunched up frown, Eva prodded, �any ideas?�
�A demon that favors a specific summoner will often give gifts to entice additional summonings. Depending on the item, they can use it to force themselves out of Hell without being summoned. I�ve got a handful of �gifts� myself,� he said with air quotes. �I keep all of them locked away in the heaviest shackles I can make.�
Eva sat down on the table, facing her master. �I�ve never summoned a hel before, let alone this one, and we barely interacted before she offered the gift.�
�It is odd,� he said with a nod. �Unless,� he buried his face in his palm, looking about like he wanted to cry.
�Unless what.�
He grabbed an empty vial and threw it. Sounds of broken glass sounded from out of sight. �That damn nun. The pain in my leg isn�t letting me think clearly.�
Eva remained silent, not wanting to draw her master�s ire.
�Well,� he huffed, �I doubt I�ll be able to cash in Death�s boon. Your hel is probably doing that right now.�
�Ah.� At her master�s raised eyebrow, Eva said, �I expected to bargain for her services. She destroyed the phylactery before I could even make an offer.�
Devon sank back into the couch, looking more depressed than angry.
�Well,� Eva said as she scooped the gold jewelery into her bag, �I�ll fetch Arachne and we�ll leave you to your healing and meditations.�
Eva popped out of the room before her master could respond. She stopped by the summoning chamber and retrieved the obsidian skull.
The library of the train station was poorly named. The small office that Devon had added some bookshelves to only resembled a library in that they both had books. Arachne stood between shelves, one needly finger brushing over the spines of the shelved books. She had two books tucked under the opposite arm.
�Arachne,� Eva said, �we�re leaving.�
Eight red eyes turned away from the shelves and focused on Eva. For a moment, Eva just stared, wondering why the undead queen had terrified her with a mere glare. She had dealt with plenty of demons before. Arachne herself was entirely capable of ripping Eva to shreds without a second thought. Yet there was no fear with this demon, unlike Ylva.
�Leaving?� The spider-woman�s word brought Eva out of her reflections.
�I�d like to get home before Master stops being sad and starts being mad.�
A grin spread across Arachne�s face. �Eva�s home?�
Eva found herself frowning. She crossed her arms and said, �I�m still mad at you.�
The grin vanished as Arachne put on her serious aura. �I understand,� she said, �I do not regret my actions.�
Eva maintained her frown for a moment longer. �Come on,� she said as she left the room.
Arachne pulled one more book from the shelf and followed her new master out of the room. Her excitement was almost palpable.
�
�So, this is where you sleep.�
Eva looked up from her log book, which showed only Arachne and herself in the building, to glare at the grinning demon. �Don�t be creepy,� she said.
�I�m not,� she said while glancing about the main lobby. �You place is very� dusty.�
Eva rolled her eyes. �I live on and have cleaned the second floor. But,� she gripped the eager demon�s chitinous shoulder, �you are not keyed into my blood wards. If you go upstairs, you�ll be flayed alive.� Eva paused as a thought occurred to her. �At least, I hope you would be flayed alive. I haven�t actually tested against a full-fledged demon.� Eva replaced the book and turned back to the demon. �Come, let�s go try.�
Arachne folded her arms, her fingers clacking as she drummed them against her armored arm. �Very funny.�
�Suit yourself,� Eva shrugged. She ran upstairs, ignoring the protests of the spider-demon.
Eva tossed her bag onto her bed. Obsidian skull in hand, she made her way to her own summoning room. It was admittedly smaller than the one her master set up in the train station. Far less protected as well. Still, it had the standard level shackles around the universal summoning circle.
It was also the only room not protected by her blood magic. Summoning something only to have them turn into chunky red salsa was a sure-fire way to make all the wrong sort of enemies.
Eva set down the obsidian skull within the shackles. If it was, as her master mentioned, a sort of beacon for Ylva, she didn�t want her popping up anywhere with that touch of death of hers. Eva supposed killing her via her blood wards would be in poor taste, even if she did try to pop in uninvited.
If the obsidian skull wasn�t a beacon, the shackles should still contain most magics until she had a chance to research it properly.
Back in her room, Eva rummaged through her drawers for as many spare vials as she could find. She pulled out ten empty vials and a small cloth bag that had slots for thirty half sized vials. She added in the five vials she used earlier in the evening and headed back downstairs.
Arachne had moved to a bench left in the lobby. Eva almost started giggling at the spider-woman. The normally shiny black chitin of her body had turned half gray simply from sitting on the bench.
�You�re disturbing my dust,� Eva said with a barely straight face.
�Your dust has gotten in all my cracks,� the demon said with a frown. To punctuate the statement, she ran one set of her needly fingers through the joints on her other hand, coming away with a small amount of grime. �Among other places.�
�Maybe you should wear clothes.�
Arachne scoffed at that. �They�d just get torn up when I change.�
Eva just shook her head. �In that case, I�m sure you�ll be excited to get started on your next task so you can get out of this dust.�
�Task?�
Eva handed the spider-woman the vials. �Fill these up.�
Arachne frowned.
�If you�re lucky,� Eva said with a sigh, �maybe I�ll use one of them to key you into the upstairs wards when I wake up.�
�When you wake up?�
Eva nodded. �It is late and I have to meet with the lady from the school tomorrow.� She left out that the meeting time would be set by when Eva decided to tap the business card.
It was Arachne�s turn to sigh. �The same way I filled them last time, right?�
�Yep.� Eva turned back to the stairs but paused at the first step. �Oh, do try to keep dust out of the blood. I�ll be able to tell and you�ll be redoing them.�
�You�re a regular slave driver, you know that right?�
With a small smile, Eva said, �do it for me and I�ll consider it the first step of your apology.� She continued up the stairs, giving the demon a halfhearted wave.
Once back in her room, Eva stripped off her clothes and crawled under her covers. She twisted a coaster on her end table, breaking a light rune and plunging the room into darkness.

Chapter 005

The Hospital
Sunlight crept through the second floor of the abandoned retirement home. It prowled through the corridors until it came to the last room. Ignoring the blood wards and avoidance runes, it pounced on the sleeping girl.
Eva groaned and pulled her covers over her eyes. She slept through her alarm and school with it, only to be awoken by the cruel morning sun. She missed some of the final tests for the year, yet somehow school just didn�t feel as important with all the events of yesterday.
Besides, what were they going to do? Keep her out of the magical school?
She sat up. Would Zoe Baxter reject her for ditching the last few days of eighth grade?
Eva threw off her covers and jumped out of bed. The sun, while not high in the sky, was high enough for her to have missed at least two classes. Eva cursed her lack of a watch and vowed to pick up a small mechanical pocket watch someplace.
She almost stepped straight through her window, but she hesitated. While books might not be needed for her tests, Eva didn�t think showing up naked would garner her any extra points. She threw on a skirt and shirt, grabbed her pens and Zoe Baxter�s card, and stepped.
She kept stepping, rooftop to rooftop, until she found herself at her school. It wouldn�t do to step right in front of someone even with how late she was running. Instead, Eva stepped behind a small tool shed on the school property and ran straight in the front doors.
The large clock adorning the main entry way showed quarter to ten. Math and English had both passed. Eva ran to her science class. It only started five minutes ago. With any luck they hadn�t started the test yet.
�
It took several lies about caring for a sick father and losing track of time, but Eva managed to finish the day. She even managed to make up her math and English test, though English had a part two the next day along with another science test.
Next was meeting with Zoe Baxter. Eva thought about calling her in the middle of school, or perhaps a little coffee shop, but if the woman wanted to meet in a public place, they wouldn�t have approached her in the alley to begin with.
So, Eva chose the original alley. After double checking to make sure there were no people around, Eva pulled out the business card. Realizing she had never given the card a second glance, Eva looked it over.
It wasn�t anything special. Any random person would probably not give it a second look. It didn�t mention magic or the academy. Zoe Baxter, Instructor, and a small circle on one side. The back was completely blank.
The circle was the obvious point to tap. Deliberately avoiding it, Eva tapped just beneath the name.
It didn�t matter. The circle faded slightly. Cupping her hands over the card, Eva found the circle faintly glowing.
Less than a minute after tapping the card, cold air blew through the alley. A light clearing of a throat startled Eva.
She reached for her dagger and vials as she whirled around. Yet all her hands gripped was empty air.
It was probably for the best. Standing in front of her was Zoe Baxter in her black suit with red tie. Her face was framed by her bobbed hair with not a single strand out-of-place.
It had to be done by magic.
Zoe tilted her head slightly. �Jumpy much?�
Eva relaxed her pose, trying not to look like she had been about to attack her future instructor. �Tired, actually. I had a long night and you startled me.�
�Hmm. Getting into trouble?�
�I wish.� Eva gave a small chuckle. �Studying.�
�Ah yes, your current school. Classes going well?�
�I have a few tests tomorrow and then I�ll be done until� well hopefully forever, I suppose.�
�I take it you spoke with your� person, then?�
�We agreed that it might be handy for me to learn �proper� magic,� Eva said, emphasizing her air quotes.
�Indeed. And this person is who taught you magic?�
�I said last time that I learned from books.�
�Miss Spencer. Books are many things, but a substitute to thaumaturgical instruction they are not. If you wish to attend my academy, I would appreciate it if you do not lie so plainly to my face.�
Eva had to suppress a flinch, but compared to Ylva, the woman�s glare amounted to almost nothing. �I apologize,� she said, �I�ll keep my lies more subdued in your presence.�
The corners of Zoe Baxter�s mouth twitched, though Eva couldn�t tell if it was into a smile or a frown. �I suppose it would be too much to ask to meet this person?�
�I�ll ask, but he is a fairly private individual.� Personally, Eva didn�t really care if they met. Getting her master to meet with someone might just prove a fun side challenge to herself.
�Can you tell me if he uses a focus or does magic like you do.�
Eva considered for a moment. There probably wasn�t much harm in answering. �He uses rings.� She tapped her right ring and middle finger. �They connect to a bracelet that� does magic. I�m not sure on the exact details.�
�Ah. A fighter then?� The woman looked more interested than concerned that Eva had spent time learning from a potentially dangerous person.
�You can tell just by his focus?�
Taking on a pose Eva imagined she used while lecturing, Zoe Baxter paced up and down the short alley. �While wands are the standard focus, they are easily broken, dropped, or disarmed, especially in the heat of combat. Rings are none of these things and generally preferred by combat mages. They aren�t the only type, of course, but fairly common.�
�I see.� Eva thought for a moment. �Well, he may have been a fighter once upon a time, but he can barely walk right now. I doubt he�ll be having too many adventures at the moment.� And that, Eva thought, wasn�t even a lie.
�While I would like to meet this mysterious guardian of yours, we should go back to the matter at hand. You have decided to accept the Brakket�s offer for enrollment and scholarship?�
Eva nodded. �If you�ll have me.�
�Excellent.� Zoe Baxter pulled out a large manila envelope from somewhere within her jacket. How it fit without being folded around her body had to be magic.
Eva accepted the offered envelope and peeked inside.
�Within you will find a card, similar to a credit card. It will get you all your meals, uniforms, books, and other school equipment. It also has a small monthly allowance for other necessities you may have.� She paused and held up her fingers pinched together. �And I do mean small, Miss Spencer. We are not a charity.�
�Eva,� Eva said. �Will I be paying back this credit card for the next hundred years?�
�We highly encourage graduates of our school to donate money. Especially those who used the scholarship program. Donations are where the money on that card comes from, after all.
�The envelope also contains important school information, such as required equipment and book lists. Your plane ticket is also there.�
�Ticket?� Eva poked around in the envelope until she found a thin strip of paper. She had never flown before, but the ticket looked entirely normal. Given the business card had looked normal, that wasn�t saying much.
Eva�s eyes flicked over the date. �The seventh? That�s��
�The day after tomorrow,� Zoe confirmed.
�So soon? When does school start?�
�The end of August.�
�Why the difference in time?�
�Mostly to get students acquainted and settled in. There are a number of summer seminars that most find interesting as well. The information for them should be in your packet.� She paused, considering. �If that is a problem, you are free to leave at any time, even during the school year. You could live here so long as you make it to classes on time. I will warn you, our campus is located in Montana. There is no daily transport between there and Florida.�
�No, that�s fine. I was just curious.�
�Very well. I will leave you to your packing. Should you need anything, another of my business cards is in the envelope. Should you miss your flight, tap the ticket five times in a star pattern and it will change to work with another flight in early July.�
Eva nodded. �One question,� she said, �are pets allowed?�
�Some students bring pets, cats are especially popular these days. I can�t think of any rules that disallow other types of pets. One student has a snake, but it is slightly unorthodox. What kind of pet is it?�
�Tarantula.�
Zoe Baxter made a face. The first real expression of emotion that Eva had seen on her. It wasn�t particularly pleasant. Her sharp face was much more suited to stern expressions than fear or disgust.
Eva just gave her a smile.
�I will be sure to find someone else to take care of your dorm inspections.�
�Oh don�t worry. She won�t bite� She doesn�t�� Eva took her turn to frown. �I�ll keep her in a cage during inspections.�
�Your roommates may not be pleased. I�ll leave that for you to work out.�
�Roommates?�
�Two roommates.� Zoe pulled out her small notebook and flipped a few pages. �You are with Juliana Rivas and,� she flipped another page, �and pending. I suppose you�ll find out when you get there.�
�I see.�
�If there is nothing else then?�
Eva shook her head.
�Then I will see you in Montana.� Zoe Baxter turned and vanished.
Eva frowned as the cool air breezed through the alley. She had forgotten about her guest until the end of their conversation. She was still mad at the demon, but she didn�t mean to neglect her for an entire day.
Hopefully she wouldn�t be too angry.
Hopefully she didn�t wander.
Eva sighed. Hopefully the blood trail would be easy to pick up.
� � �
Arachne was having a bad day.
She filled up the blood vials, perfectly of course. Not a speck of dust made it in.
She settled down on the lobby bench and waited for morning. Being a demon, Arachne never had the need for sleep. Still, it was a way to pass time without doing anything. So she tried to sleep.
It didn�t go over so well.
The dust in the lobby kept getting under her exoskeleton. It itched in every nook and cranny of her body. She wanted a bath.
Instead of sleeping, Arachne wandered the first floor. None of the appliances or plumbing worked, not that she expected it to, but there was nothing that wasn�t covered in decades of dust to help clean her off.
Arachne returned to the lobby and sat perfectly still. She didn�t want to disturb more dust or agitate the dust already on her.
And she waited.
When the sun finally decided to wake up and spread its tendrils of light, Arachne perked up. Her Eva would be up soon and there had to be something to help clean up on the second floor.
She waited. Her new master never descended. But Arachne wasn�t going to disappoint her Eva on the first day of their contract.
As the sun rose higher in the sky, Arachne felt a small doubt. She knew Eva had school, and that it started some time in the morning. Morning had long since passed. Shouldn�t her Eva be up by now?
She twitched. Had something happened to her new master?
Five more minutes. Arachne would wait in the lobby, unmoving. Five more minutes.
But her Eva never descended the stairs.
Worry began to fill Arachne. What if it were too late. Their contract�their connection�was still there, so her master wasn�t dead.
Arachne stood and approached the stairs. She paced at the bottom. Worry rising within her. She didn�t think her new master had added her blood to the blood wards. Not unless she had a spare vial of it upstairs.
But could she chance her new master being hurt beyond the wards?
She walked up the first step. One of her long legs extended from her waist. She held it out in front of her and cautiously moved to the second step. The third step.
At the forth step, her extended leg began tingling. Just a light tickle of a feeling.
The sixth step the tickle turned to a small burn.
By eight, the burn had turned to all out pain and the rest of her body started the tingling.
The moment her feet moved to the tenth step, her leg at the top of the staircase exploded into a shower of black viscera.
Arachne stepped down three steps, bringing her leg closer for inspection. She grinned at the bleeding stump. As expected of her Eva. She doubted even a full-fledged devil would be able to survive more than thirty seconds in that killing field.
Her smile slipped into a frown. If a devil couldn�t survive up there, what chance did she have.
She retracted her bloodied leg. It would heal quick enough, benefits of being a demon. Now she needed a new plan.
Arachne walked outside. The sun had crossed the high point in the sky and was slowly descending towards evening. Still her new master was missing.
Four undamaged legs sprouted from her back. She used them in conjunction with her clawed hands and feet to scale the outside of the building. She carefully approached the second floor, but the tingle of the blood wards didn�t reach outside the building.
Moving from room to room, Arachne searched for any sign of her master. Several of the rooms looked just as abandoned as the first floor. Some were cleaned. One was used as a miniature version of Devon Foster�s library. Another held shelves of potions.
One room had obviously been set up as a summoning chamber. A small black skull sat in the center, staring at Arachne with vacant eyes. As she moved, the skull seemed to follow her, yet even with eight eyes she couldn�t actually see it move.
Arachne didn�t like it. It was obviously demonic in origin. If someone was trying to steal her Eva�
The concrete wall cracked and fractured under her grip. She stopped and calmed herself with several deep breaths. Unless that skull had something to do with her master�s disappearance, she would deal with it later.
For now, she still had rooms to check.
Eventually she found a room with a slept in bed, no dust, and clothes tossed about the floor. It was on the opposite side of the building from the summoning room.
Through the door Arachne could still see the skull, staring at her. She grit her sharp teeth, baring them at the skull. Nothing she could do about it while the blood wards were active.
Arachne did notice a problem, however. Her new master�s bed lay beneath the window. Even with the killing field of her blood wards, it was entirely possible for an attacker to strike from outside the window.
She made a note to mention it to her master later.
Still, the room was devoid of any masters and the adjacent room had no lights on.
Arachne grumbled, making her way to the roof.
Where could her master have gone. Arachne looked around the landscape. She didn�t know the direction of her master�s school. She could find someone and ask them, but then she would have to deal people seeing her. Getting blood on her dust-covered self didn�t sound like a good thing.
While trying to decide on a course of action, a flicker caught her attention. A second figure flickered on a rooftop closer than the first.
A grin spread across her face as the figure flickered once again. Her Eva was stepping back towards Arachne.
Eva noticed Arachne on the roof and stepped straight in front of her.
Arachne leapt forward and clasped her claws and her four extra legs around her Eva.
Her new master stiffened the moment her limbs wrapped around the young girl. It hurt that she reacted that way, but she relaxed as Arachne ran her sharp fingers through her long, straight hair. Arachne restrained herself to the point where her fingers ran lightly enough to not damage her skin. Damaging her Eva would be� bad.
�I was worried something happened to you.� Arachne quickly tried to explain why she left the lobby. �I peeked in and I couldn�t find you and I didn�t know where you had gone��
�I�m sorry Arachne.� She returned the stroking motion in Arachne�s own spindly tendril like hair. �I forgot. I� You don�t smell like human blood.�
Arachne sniffed herself. �No. Should I? I can fix that.�
�No. No. It is fine, I just was expecting� well, never mind.�
�Are you sure? I�m sure I could find someone around here to��
�Arachne.� Her Eva gave one of those glares.
�It was just a joke,� Arachne lied.
�I know,� her Eva said. She patted Arachne�s back just lightly enough to send chills down her carapace. �Come on. We need to have a little talk if you�re going to be going to that school with me. I trust you finished filling those vials?�
Arachne nodded.
�Lets get you keyed and then have our talk.�
Arachne scooped up her new master and held her tight against her chest. She ignored her master�s feeble attempts at escaping and leapt off the roof. Arachne knew her Eva could move about easier with stepping, and knew she didn�t like being held. Arachne ignored that. She liked doing the holding. Unless her master gave explicit orders not to, she would do as she liked.
Even if she did order it, Arachne might forget on occasion.
Eva took the vials and went up to the second floor.
Left on her own, Arachne fidgeted. Without the distractions of searching for her master or holding her Eva, the itchiness of the dust came back. She had agitated it with moving so much.
Cleaning herself wouldn�t be a fun experience.
A moment after she went up, Eva came back down.
�You�re keyed in, but there is black blood splattered around the staircase. Something you want to tell me?�
�You didn�t come down and I was worried,� Arachne said miming the human shrug expression. �On the plus side, your wards work very well against demons. So, congratulations.�
An expression of sadness fell over her Eva�s face. �I�m sorry,� she said, �I should have keyed you in last night. Or just not forgotten. I panicked this morning and�are you okay? You�re not hurt badly are you?�
Arachne had conflicted feelings. On one claw, she was happy her master was showing such concern. On the other, she didn�t like her being sad or weak. Arachne smiled a wide grin to try to dissuade her worries. �Already healed,� she said, flexing her still extended extra legs.
In truth, her damaged limb hadn�t healed yet. Something with her Eva�s blood wards had slowed her healing. It was healing, just slower than expected. She would probably be done healing by morning. Still, the power of her master�s blood� As expected of one she called her master.
Once again, Arachne walked up the stairs. The tingling pain was, thankfully, absent this time.
Eva led her down the short corridor to her room.
Arachne paused outside the room and glanced into the summoning room. �That skull,� Arachne said, �what is it?�
Eva walked back out of her room. �That was a �gift� from a hel named Ylva.�
�I don�t like it. It was staring at me earlier.� Arachne walked around the room, careful to not get near the shackles around the summoning circle. The skull just sat, staring blankly at the wall. Arachne frowned and looked back to Eva. �I was climbing around the windows while trying to find you. When I passed this room, its gaze followed me.�
Eva did the shrug thing with her shoulders. �She said it wouldn�t hurt me and while I am not about to take the words of a demon at face value, I did give her quite the gift in return, apparently.�
Arachne frowned again, but didn�t say anything. She allowed Eva to lead her out of the room by her claw, but kept her eyes on the skull until Eva�s room door shut. It never once turned away from the wall.
Now in her new master�s room, Arachne took a look around. She wanted to skitter around and touch every little thing, but she was still dirty. Eva was sure to get mad at dirt in her bed. �Do you have a bath?�
�Oh.� Eva�s eyes ran down and back up Arachne�s body. She took Arachne�s claw in her own hand again and led her into the small adjacent room. �If you turn the shower head a quarter turn clockwise, hot water will come out.�
Eva left the room, shutting the door behind her, before Arachne could ask if she wanted to shower too. Her new master was looking more grimy than she normally did.
Arachne stepped into the shower and carefully placed her fingers around the shower head. Taking great care to not squeeze too hard, Arachne slowly twisted until water fell out.
It wasn�t as good as a bath might have been, but at least she didn�t soak in dust filled water. Arachne ran her sharp fingers between every nook and joint of her body. She started with her finger joints, then wrists, then arms, and so on.
Once satisfied, Arachne carefully turned off the water. Her armored carapace was once again a smooth and shiny black. While her skin didn�t trap near as much water as human skin, she was still wet. Not wanting to get Eva�s living place wet, Arachne looked around the small room.
A single towel hung over a rack. Her Eva�s towel.
Arachne grabbed it as delicately as she could. She hugged it to her body, taking a long smell.
Arachne frowned. It didn�t smell much of Eva. Was it fresh or did showers wash away too much scent to really stick to the towel?
Sighing, she dried herself off.
Arachne stepped back into the bedroom.
Eva sat on the edge of her bed, reading one of the books on hel. She looked up at Arachne�s entrance. The teeth in her smile had just a hint of the sharpness present in Arachne�s own. Her eyes, once hazel several years ago, now held a small glimmer of red.
�Do you need a shower as well, Eva?� Arachne asked with a smile of her own.
Eva pulled at the top of her shirt and leaned her head down for a smell. She pulled back with a slight grimace. �I didn�t take one last night and missed this morning as well. But talk first,� she said, patting a spot on the bed next to her.
Arachne accepted the invitation without protest. She nustled up right next to her Eva.
�Now,� Eva said, �we are leaving, via an airplane, for Montana the day after tomorrow. Tomorrow we will check in with master, and a few other people, and pack. Do you have anything you need to bring?�
Arachne shook her head. Apart from her master, she had nothing in this world to call her own.
�Okay. There is a problem, however.�
Arachne frowned, but said nothing.
�I may not know much about magical society, but I doubt demons are going to be widely accepted. If you�re not hunted down immediately.�
Arachne nodded. �Apart from summoners, most are heavily against demons. People like the nun from last night will attempt to banish or eliminate us on sight.�
�There is a solution, I hope anyway.� Eva stood up and moved to a closet. She rummaged around for a minute before pulling out a cage designed for small animals.
With a frown, Arachne sighed. She slumped her shoulders the way humans did when resigned to doing something they objected to. It was obvious where her new master was going with this.
�Don�t get too upset. Hopefully the cage is just for the trip there.� Eva returned to the bed, patting Arachne on her thigh. She perked up at the touch. �I�m sure there will be plenty of opportunity for you to stretch your legs.
�Speaking of stretching legs. There will be no attacking anyone while we are there. Not unless I am in immediate danger of grievous bodily harm.�
Arachne opened her mouth to argue. One of those glares snapped it shut again.
�I mean it,� Eva said. �Unless someone is trying to kill me, I will banish you. You�re the one who wanted to go, you are the one who forced the contract. You are going to follow my rules.�
Arachne just nodded.
�Good.� Eva stood up and started removing her clothes, tossing them into a basket of more clothes. �I�m going to take a shower and get some sleep. We�ve got a long day tomorrow.� She paused, half way to the shower room. �There are a few other rooms up here, some have beds in them. You�re free to pick one you like.�
With a grimace, Arachne said, �they looked dusty when I peeked in earlier. But,� she ran her fingers down her shiny carapace, �I just got cleaned�� Could I sleep with you? Could I sleep in here? �Do you have any work that needs getting done? I don�t sleep much anyway.�
�I�d say you could pack for me, but I don�t even know what I�m bringing yet.� She gave a soft smile and walked to her closet. She pulled out a few thick blankets and laid them out next to her own bed. �Here, try to get some sleep. We�ll deal with packing in the morning.� With that she disappeared into the adjacent room.
Arachne waited until she heard water running, and then laid down on Eva�s bed. She just sat with a smile on her face, breathing in the scent of her new master.
She should have switched masters years ago.
The sound of running water stopped. Arachne reluctantly moved from Eva�s bed to the blankets on the floor. It wasn�t very comfortable, but still a step up from the dusty bench in the lobby.
Soon enough, the door to the shower room opened. Eva walked out and slinked straight to her bed. She dove under her covers, whispering �good night Arachne.�
The words shocked Arachne. Devon, when he forgot to banish her, just ignored her. She smiled. �Good night, Eva,� Arachne responded.
Arachne lay on her blankets. Her sharp teeth bared full in a grin. She listened as her Eva�s breaths shallowed to slow, calm breaths.
Arachne sat up, propping herself higher with a few spare appendages. Her eight eyes watched her sleeping master, a smile frozen on her face.
One year. Arachne had one year to encourage Eva to keep her around after their contract ended.
Her smile grew wider as a plan began to form.

Chapter 006

Goodbyes
Eva stretched, rubbing the last vestiges of sleep from her eyes. The sky outside her window had the blue tint of pre-dawn morning. Eva smiled, glad she got up at a more reasonable time than the day before.
She swung her legs out of bed and almost stepped on the sleeping Arachne. Her lithe weight would probably not even be noticed by the demon, and if it was, it sure wouldn�t hurt her. Still, Eva carefully stepped over Arachne.
After hopping in and out of the shower, Eva found Arachne had moved to sitting on the edge of her bed. �I�ll be going to school in a few minutes,� she said while finding a fresh shirt to wear. �It is only a half day, so afterwards I think I�ll stop by the vet�s office. I�ll stop back here and we can go to master�s place.�
�Take me with you.�
Eva froze with a skirt half on. �I can�t do that. People will��
�As a spider,� Arachne said, her voice completely serious. �It will be an experiment to see how people react to me hanging around you.�
�That�s�� Eva didn�t expect the spider-woman to be hanging around her all that much. Arachne apparently had other ideas. She hadn�t really thought about it, but Eva supposed she couldn�t leave her locked up in her dorm room the entire time. That would lead to worse things; a bored Arachne with cabin fever could only lead to despair. �Maybe to the vet�s office.�
�I�ll hide,� the demon said. �In your clothes or your bag, somewhere. No one will even know I�m there. Then you don�t have to come back here.�
�Arachne�� Eva sat next to her on the bed, taking one of her hands in her own. �I�m sorry I disappeared yesterday. I promise it won�t happen again. I�ll be back before noon and we�ll head to the vet�s office.�
The spider-woman didn�t frown, or nod, or react much at all besides staring her eight eyes into Eva�s two.
Eva sighed. There is no way this is going to end well. �You�ll hide.� Arachne nodded. �You won�t be seen by anyone.� Another nod. �You won�t harm anyone.� Arachne hesitated. Eva sighed and said, �unless they�re about to kill me.� Arachne gave a reluctant nod.
Eva stared into the smooth red facets that passed for Arachne�s eyes. None of her typical flippant or jovial attitude shown through.
With a feeling that she had done so too often in the last few days, Eva sighed again. �Alright,� she said.
Arachne catapulted Eva into a hug with far more limbs than normal. �You won�t regret it,� Arachne whispered in her ear.
Too late, Eva thought.
Flesh squelched as Arachne began retracting her limbs. Carapace folded in on itself as the spider-woman shrank and lost the woman part of her title.
Eva watched on in morbid fascination. It wasn�t the first time Eva had seen her transform, but it was always a bit disturbing. It was one thing to watch a car sized abdomen and legs deflate into a human body, it was another thing to watch a human body crush itself into a spider.
The tarantula in front of her kept Arachne�s trademark black shine. That was about all that stayed the same. Her body was made of two thick orbs, the front of which had eight red eyes and two large fangs. Both orbs together were about as long as Eva�s forearm, though a bit thicker.
Eight legs spread out of her body, each very reminisce of her human form�s fingers. Where her fingers were already far longer than human fingers, her legs were nearly half again the length of her body. Like her fingers, they were each jointed in six spots along the leg.
Using those legs, Arachne scaled Eva�s arm. She reached Eva�s shoulder. Eva expected her to settle in, but the spider kept climbing.
She nestled herself on the crown of Eva�s head, her large fangs just barely hanging into Eva�s vision. Some of her legs gripped Eva�s head. Not hard enough to hurt, just enough to not fall off. Other legs touched against her shoulders to further support the spider.
Eva stiffened. While she was weaker as a spider than her human or great-spider forms, Eva held no doubt that Arachne�s limbs could easily pop her skull like a baseball bat to a watermelon.
How is that any different from normal. The spider-woman was abnormally fond of hugs and other physical contact. Any of those times could have seen Eva shred to ribbons. But, Eva thought, it is different from normal. This time we are contracted to each other, rather than her to Devon.
Eva relaxed. She took a deep breath and slowly turned her head. When Arachne didn�t even budge, she tried moving a bit faster. The spider atop her head remained in place. Eva did a light jog around the room to no detriment of the spider.
�Alright, I�m going to try stepping.�
That gave the spider some panic. At least, Eva thought it was panic. The legs touching her shoulders rapidly tapped against her cheek. The fangs at the top of her vision twitched and trembled.
�Alright, stop,� she said. �Right shoulder for yes, left shoulder for no.�
Her left shoulder received several hard taps.
�I can take my clothes and several small objects, including books. You�re pretty small.�
Again, Arachne tapped �no.�
Eva glanced out the window. The sun had yet to rise, but the sky had lightened to a much lighter blue. �Alright, hang on, we�re going to double time it then.�
Once the spider had her legs back in position, Eva took off at a run.
Eva�s school was along the edge of downtown. It wouldn�t take more than thirty minutes at a full run. Stepping would bring the time down to a mere five minutes with a decent amount of rest between steps.
With Arachne on her head, things were a bit different. She didn�t want to run too fast for fear of knocking her off. Arachne wrapped a pair of legs beneath Eva�s chin to help keep her from bouncing on her head.
They got to the school in just under an hour, plenty of time before classes started.
�Arachne,� Eva said, �time to hide.� She reached for her book bag, but her hands came up empty. Eva sighed. Her bag was still full of gold from two nights ago, lying in her room.
Arachne didn�t notice or didn�t care about Eva�s minor frustration. She slipped off Eva�s head and straight down her shirt.
Eva burst out giggling. It took a serious effort to keep from swatting at the tickling spider.
Once Arachne settled into place, her long legs wrapped firmly around Eva�s body, Eva peeked down her shirt. She was met with red eyes staring up at her from beneath her developing chest. The curved outside edges of the spider�s fangs rested lightly against her sternum.
�Well,� Eva said, �I hope you�re happy with yourself. You�re in for a boring few hours.�
One of Arachne�s legs carefully loosened and tapped her left shoulder.
�Uh huh. You say that now. We�ll see you singing a different tune by the end of English.�
With that, Eva walked into school to begin her last day of middle school.
�
�I don�t believe you.�
Arachne tapped out a �no� once again.
Eva looked both ways before crossing the street. �I was bored. Especially during math. We didn�t even have a test, just sat around waiting for the next class.�
Peeking down her shirt, Arachne just sat, staring. Her fangs slightly twitched against Eva�s chest.
�Well,� Eva said, �we�re almost there. Are you going to get back on my head?�
Arachne hesitated. The leg that had been tapping her left shoulder lifted. Yet it never tapped Eva�s shoulder. Instead, the rest of her legs loosened and she carefully made her way out from under Eva�s shirt.
Ready for her moving, Eva did not burst into giggles this time. Instead, she marveled at how delicately the spider moved across her skin. By all rights, Arachne�s sharp limbs should have given her several shallow cuts at the very least. Healing cuts was the first thing one learned with blood magic, but that she didn�t have to was a fairly big deal to her.
With Arachne back on her head, Eva made the rest of the way to the Thompson clinic. A driver gave her a bit of an odd look, but didn�t stop.
The chime rang its friendly tune as Eva entered the lobby. Nurse Vallenger looked up from her computer and gave Eva a smile.
�Hello, Eva�� The nurse gave a startled shriek as her eyes locked on the spider on Eva�s head.
Eva could feel Arachne�s limbs tense as she tried to calm the nurse. Well, that went well.
Doctor Thompson emerged from the back room. He put himself between the nurse and the front door, looking ready to attack, without even a second of hesitation. The hesitation came when he saw Eva. His eyes flicked from her face to her head and back several times. To his credit, he didn�t start screaming. A brief look of realization passed over his face before he sighed.
�Calm down, Kattie. It is just Eva.� He gave a bit of a glare at the girl. �I�m sure she knows she has a rubber spider on her head.�
Rubber? Eva frowned. �Don�t be startled doctor.� She held out her arm in front of her face. It was a bit awkward to watch Arachne balance her long legs on a narrow surface, but the spider climbed off her head and into her open palm. �Arachne is very much alive.� She brought her other hand together to give the large spider some room.
Doctor Thompson went wide-eyed. �That�s��
�A West African tarantula,� Eva lied. �I�m sure I�ve mentioned her before. I thought I�d bring her in while I said goodbye.� Eva looked to the still petrified nurse. �Sorry for scaring you, Mrs. Vallenger.�
The nurse gave less than a halfhearted smile. �I�I always thought daddy long-legs were cute.�
�That�s nice, I guess,� Eva said slowly.
Doctor Thomson frowned at his colleague before turning back to Eva. �I may be a veterinarian, but I�m no expert in spiders. Still, I thought tarantulas were covered in fur and poisonous bristles.�
Eva lifted Arachne back up to her shoulder from where the spider quickly moved to Eva�s head. �Most do, there are a few that don�t. Arachne is one of those.� She smiled as Arachne�s fangs came into view. �You probably don�t want to be bitten by these, though,� she said with a gesture to the dangling fangs.
�You don�t seem very concerned.�
Eva gently stroked one of the dangling legs. �She is quite friendly. I�m sure she wouldn�t object to being touched, if you wanted,� she said, directed more at Arachne than the doctor.
�I think I will pass.� He glanced at the nurse who was shaking her head. �You said something about goodbye?�
�Yeah. I�m moving to Montana for the foreseeable future. I might stop by on occasion, but I am afraid I won�t be volunteering here this summer.�
He gave a light chuckle. �That�s a shame, I was considering hiring you on with pay this summer.�
�I�m sure you were,� Eva said with a mirrored chuckle. She glanced at the unusually quiet nurse and felt a pang of sympathy for the poor woman. �Well, I suppose I�ll be taking off then.� Eva turned towards the door and opened it.
�Eva,� Doctor Thompson called after her, �you�re always welcome here. Perhaps just a bit of warning before bringing any pets.�
Eva smiled and waved goodbye. She walked out the door and immediately ran to the nearest alley.
At Eva�s prodding, Arachne unfurled herself into a human form. A grin split across her face when she turned to Eva.
�Did you see her face?� Arachne cackled. �I want to go back there and just casually crawl up to her. Maybe put one leg on her foot.�
�Arachne, I like her. She�s nice. Don�t be mean.� Eva frowned at the spider-woman�s laugh. �And if you get near her foot, you�re going to get stepped on.�
Arachne�s laugher ceased. She puffed out her chest and said, �Just who do you think I am? As if a mere human could hurt me by stepping on me.�
�Still,� Eva continued, ignoring Arachne�s boasts, �if that is how everyone reacts then we are going to have a pretty bad time.�
�Maybe the first time. They would get used to it if you are always seen with me.� Arachne frowned, then began to look a bit sick. �Maybe,� she started, hesitantly, �maybe if you kept me in a cage. After getting people used to me in a cage, you can let me out around them. Then we can do away with the cage altogether.�
�That is,� Eva tried to find the right words, �unexpectedly thoughtful of you.�
�It isn�t as if I couldn�t get out of a cage on my own if something happened.�
Eva nodded. �Let�s make a stop back home. I need to pick up some things before we head to my master�s place.�
Devon had been in a sorry mood the last time she saw him. Eva wasn�t looking forward to meeting with him so soon. Hopefully she could just pop in, drop the pamphlet for the school on his desk, and leave.
A clawed hand gripping her shoulder broke Eva out of her thoughts. Before she could even blink she found herself scooped up in Arachne�s arms. A short leap brought them to the roof and another leap had them flying through the air.
Eva pinched her eyes shut. �I can step myself, you know,� she half shouted in midair.
�I know.� Arachne leapt again in the direction of the abandoned retirement home. �This way we can go together.�
Eva had no protests for that. She kept her eyes closed and put her trust in the demon�s strong grip.
�
The door creaked open and Eva peeked inside. The lights were on, but no master sat in the main room. She walked inside with a human-form Arachne following close behind.
Empty potion bottles lay about the floor. Broken splinters of wood from one of the chairs lay next to one wall. The table was overturned with papers and books strewn about in front of it.
Eva exchanged a glance with Arachne. �Maybe we should just leave a note,� the demon said.
�No,� Eva shook her head. �Let�s find him.�
Arachne shrugged. �I�ll leave the door open just in case we need a quick exit.�
Eva sighed but didn�t disagree.
They walked through the empty train station. Eva peeked into the summoning chamber and the library, both empty, on their way to the room Devon Foster adopted as his bedroom. The sheer silence of the place made the hair on the back of Eva�s neck stand on end.
Eva knocked twice on her master�s door. The door creaked open with the second knock. A strong scent billowed through the crack. Eva almost choked. Arachne took several steps back.
Pulling the sleeve of her jacket over he mouth, Eva pushed open the door.
Seated naked in the middle of the floor was her master. A ritual circle had been drawn around him and several scented candles and incense sticks were burning at various points around the circle. Wet spaghetti noodles lay within a ring opposite of Devon. A ball of twine and no less than thirty blue jellybeans in neat lines sat in their own rings to either side of the noodles.
The naked master was the only thing that made sense to Eva. A disproportionate amount of rituals required full nudity.
�Master,� Eva all but whispered. She was starting to think leaving a note was the right idea after all.
Devon�s eyes snapped open. �Ah. Eva. I needed a counter-balance. Strip and sit behind the hemlock.�
Eva looked over the ritual circle again. After a shared shrug with Arachne, she said, �Are you feeling alright?�
�I was until you broke my concentration. Now I have to start the ritual over again.� He stood up and turned to a cupboard full of potions. He took two steps before stumbling and very nearly falling flat on his face.
Eva winced as his leg came into view. The swelling had gone down, as had a bit of redness. It might still be a month or more before it was even remotely back to normal, if ever.
She stepped into the room and took Devon�s hand. �Come on master,� she said. �Let�s get you to bed. I think you�ve had enough potions for now.�
Eva helped her master limp over to his bed. She got him under the covers and tucked in. With a stick of chalk lying on the floor, Eva drew a small sloth rune on his bedside table. �Sleep for now, we�ll find you some help.�
Turning back to the snickering spider-demon, Eva motioned her over. She dropped her bag on a desk beside the bed. �Arachne, we�re going with the note plan. Write down everything you know about our trip. There are pamphlets in my bag you can use for more information.�
Arachne frowned. �And what will you be doing?�
�Getting help,� Eva said with a smile. She turned and walked out to the main room.
Vials, potions, and books lay around the filing cabinet. Several were still full of various liquids. They had been pulled out of the drawer and tossed about without being properly put away. Getting close to it without stepping on anything was a challenge. Luckily, the top drawer was almost untouched.
The small jar of eel eyes was almost empty. Two was all she needed, but she made a note on the sheet for low ingredients for when her master was feeling better. Eva headed to the kitchen and retrieved a small bowl and a carton of milk. Enticement in hand, Eva moved straight to the summoning chamber.
Not taking the chance of getting trapped, Eva left the door wide open. She wasn�t about to summon anything extremely dangerous anyway.
Eva plucked a stick of chalk off the wall and made several changes to the universal summoning circle. She added a name, species, and specified the enticement she was about to lay out. Two eel eyes tipped out of the jar onto the center of the circle. Eva poured the bowl of milk and placed it outside the summoning ring, but still within the shackles.
After a quick double-check, Eva stepped back and began channeling magic.
With the changes she made to the circle, no requests needed to be made.
Two green eyes popped into the summoning circle. Each had a dark slit running vertically. Sharp teeth followed with a tongue and mouth soon after. A feline head covered in black fur formed around the face.
The disembodied cat head bent down and ate both eel eyes in one quick snap of its jaw.
A body covered in black fur materialized out of the air and attached itself to the head. Eva smiled as she recognized the white tuft of fur on its chest shaped like an apple.
�Hello Arthfael.�
The dog-sized cat glanced up at her, but noticed the bowl of milk on the way. He crawled over and started lapping up the milk.
Eva stepped into the circle and knelt down, stroking the cat�s soft fur. She listened to his purring with a silly grin on her face.
She couldn�t help it. Cats were cute.
Of course, the large creature wasn�t actually a cat.
Cait si were technically not demons, her master once told her. They were a subset of fae. They, along with simorghs, boggarts, most snake-related beings, and a handful of other creatures, were part of a small group of outliers that could be summoned with an infernal summoning circle.
Why it was possible had never been adequately explained to Eva. She didn�t care too much; demonology was her master�s domain, not hers.
As the milk dwindled in the bowl, Eva took the chalk and drew a straight line through the shackles to break them. �Come on,� she said, �I need a favor.�
The cait si gave her a glance then returned to the bowl. It tried to lick up every last vestige of milk.
Eva sighed. �We will get you some more milk later if you�re good. I might even go out and get you some fresh fish.�
Arthfael perked up at that. When he crossed over the shackles, Eva erased the line that broke them. She left her modifications to the summoning circle and the jar of eel eyes, but picked up the bowl and carton of milk. Devon could clean up the rest after he was feeling better.
�Come on,� Eva said as she stepped out of the room. �Master is feeling a bit under the weather. And he is injured.�
Arachne perked up as they entered the room. When she saw the cait si, she frowned. �I thought you were getting help. What is that ball of fluff supposed to do?�
Arthfael just stuck his nose in the air and strutted past Arachne without a second glance.
�Hey,� Eva said, �cait si have healing abilities.�
Arachne said with a scoff, �and I can weave works that leave gods stunned in awe.� She turned back and continued writing in a notebook. �Oh wait,� she held up a six jointed finger, �I can weave gods into a stupor. Sometimes I forget how amazing I am.�
�Yeah, you�re hilarious.� Eva threw back the bed sheets and knelt down by her master�s leg. She said to Arthfael, �An Elysium Sister hit him with a spell that looked like a bolt of lightning. He was healing it himself and it seemed to be working, albeit slowly. He apparently took the wrong combination of potions because,� she gestured towards the ritual circle on the floor, �he thought whatever this is would work.�
The great cat leapt onto the bed, causing it to sink under his weight. He sniffed at the leg, glanced back at Eva, then licked it.
Eva winced, glad her master was asleep while the sandpaper like tongue ran across his injured leg.
�If you can help heal it, great. If not then don�t worry. Just try to keep him away from the potions for a few days. I�ll make sure to leave a note about how he owes you lots of extra fish.
�Speaking of, Arachne.� The spider-demon turned in her chair. �I�m heading out to pick up a few supplies for our trip, as well as a fresh fish for Arthfael. When you are done with the letter, head back home and start putting anything you think we should take in a neat pile. Clothes, books, everything.�
That said, Eva turned to leave the room. �Oh,� she paused at the door. She flicked her finger between the cat and the spider. �No fighting.�
�
Eva stepped straight through the window into her room with a freshly acquired suitcase. It was already loaded down with books she had liberated from her master�s library.
A pile of clothes lay neatly folded on the end of her bed. Next to it lay a small satchel containing potions. Inside were mostly restoratives, though a few poisons seemed to have made their way in. Her two daggers along with all her vials of Arachne�s blood rested atop a pile of books, mostly on the topic of blood magic.
The only thing missing was the cage for Arachne and the spider-demon herself.
�Arachne,� Eva called out. �Are you home?�
�In here.�
Eva poked her head into the hall and peeked around. Arachne sat on the floor in the open doorway of the summoning room. Six legs arced out from her back, flexing slightly around her.
�Is it staring at you again?� Eva asked as she walked up behind her.
�No it isn�t.� She stood up and edged around the shackles. The skull never budged. �I even climbed outside the window to see if it would look at me then, but it didn�t.�
�Maybe it wasn�t sure if you were a threat or not the first time, now it doesn�t think you are.�
Arachne growled. �I think I�d rather be seen as a threat.�
Eva walked inside the shackles and picked up the black skull. �I haven�t had the time to really examine it,� she said. She held it out in her palm, weighing it.
While it was still golden and in the bag, it had been very heavy. All the gold she had stolen was heavy. They always said gold was heavy but she never had the opportunity to just grab a handful and hold it in her hands.
Now that it had blackened, the skull weighed almost twice as much. Despite feeling the weight, Eva had no trouble lifting up the palm sized skull. It was an odd sensation. Her arm should be straining right now, but it didn�t feel much different from holding a baseball.
Arachne looked like she wanted to tackle it out of Eva�s hands. �It didn�t kill me before, so I doubt it will kill me now,� Eva said. �But we can�t leave it here. If it is a beacon, I don�t want to return sometime in the future to find an angry hel trapped inside the shackles for who knows how long.�
�We should destroy it.�
Eva shook her head. �I�m a bit averse to that for similar reasons.�
Arachne just growled again.
Eva frowned at the spider-demon. Something was eating her up. Something more than just holding a potentially dangerous object. Or maybe that�s just it, Eva thought as she looked back to the skull.
�We�ll take it with us. I think one of your first jobs will be to find a place where we can put all our extracurricular equipment that isn�t a dorm full of schoolchildren.�
Eva gave the skull an experimental toss straight up. Just enough force for it to leave her hand. She caught it again with no problem save for the odd weight-weightless feeling.
�Let�s go put everything in the suitcase and head to bed. Our flight leaves early tomorrow.�

Chapter 007

The Airplane
�A cat carrier?� The security agent quirked an eyebrow.
�It just has a few books in it,� Eva said with a shrug. �I�m planning on coming back in a car and bringing a cat with me. I figured I could use it as a carry-on for the flight.�
Too much information? Did I offer an explanation too fast? Eva suppressed a nervous swallow. If she was caught, there would definitely be problems. When the officer didn�t say anything, Eva prodded, �is there a problem with that?�
�No, I suppose not. Run it through the x-ray.�
Eva nodded and set the carrier on the conveyor belt. She pulled off her mostly empty book bag and set it next to the carrier. She stepped through the body scanner.
With no items that could be considered contraband, Eva knew she didn�t have anything to worry about.
That did nothing to stop the sweat and adrenaline. Everything could still go so very wrong. At best she would be kicked out of the airport and have to find another way to her new school. At worst she would be arrested and throughly searched. They would find all her black magic books, among other items.
She gave a sigh of relief when she made it past the checkpoint. She picked up her bag and the cage and had to stop herself from running to the bathroom.
She locked herself in the furthest stall and finally relaxed. Now she had to wait. There was forty-five minutes before her flight was scheduled to leave. Eva moved books from the carrier to her book bag, all except for two. One she cracked open and started to read, the other was left in the carrier.
It didn�t take long before the ceiling tile above her moved. It lifted just a crack and eight red eyes glowed from within. A second later and the tile moved to the side.
A large spider silk net slowly descended into her stall. Eva caught it and pulled out her daggers, the black skull, and her blood and potions. She tossed those into her backpack.
Arachne crawled down the wall and into Eva�s lap after sliding the ceiling tile back into place. She wrapped her legs around Eva�s own legs.
They sat like that for twenty minutes. Just waiting down the time Eva had to spend in the company of other people.
Eva knew most of her worries were unfounded, despite the horror stories surrounding flight security these days. Being around a number of unknown people still made Eva a bit nervous. The feeling was only compounded by her carrying around two daggers, tons of books she shouldn�t be caught with, an artifact of unknown power. And Arachne.
She knew she wasn�t in any danger between her own magics and Arachne. The people around her might not be so lucky.
All that combined with the nerves of having never flown before and Eva could barely sit still. Arachne on her lap was a huge comfort of a familiar situation. Sadly, even that couldn�t last forever.
She stroked the back of Arachne�s smooth carapace. �Arachne,� Eva whispered, �into the cage.�
Arachne slipped her legs beneath Eva�s shirt and started to skitter under.
Eva clamped her hands around her waist. �No, we talked about this.�
If Arachne had a human mouth instead of fangs, Eva imagined she would be pouting. She crawled into the cage in the most dejected manner a spider could.
To be fair, Arachne�s spider form had very long legs and not a small body either. The small cat cage was not made for someone of her dimensions. Eva frowned at the eight red eyes glaring out of the dark cage.
Eva placed the book in front of Arachne and shut the door. Arachne held the book up against the grate. There were still holes in the top portion of the cage but Arachne mostly blended in with the dark bottom.
Satisfied with the camouflage, Eva picked up the carrier. She took a new seat in the waiting benches for her gate. She quickly pulled out a much more benign book than the one she had been reading in the bathroom and buried her nose in it. Hopefully the people around would see a girl involved in her book and not try to make small conversation.
Her plan seemed to work. Not a single person approached her between sitting and her flight being called for boarding. The attendant checking her ticket questioned the cat carrier, but Eva just tilted it back to show the two books carefully pressed against the door. The attendant smiled and waved her through.
The plane was much smaller than Eva anticipated, but much fancier looking. She had seen images of jets before on television or at school or the library and they were nothing like this. She expected rows and rows of seats. Instead she got couches.
There were seats closer to the front than the couches, but they looked more like someone took two recliners and cut off the arm rest in the middle. Definitely not what she thought airplane seats should look like. There were four sets of two, all facing the front of the airplane. A little table was set out a decent space in front of each pair of seats.
Eva could see a second compartment similar to the one she was standing in through a small doorway.
She stood right at the front, hesitating. No flight attendant had led her to her seat. Her ticket didn�t have a seat number on it. She doubted the seats even had numbers. Numbers would just blemish the lounge atmosphere.
A small group of teens around her age sat at the couches. Two girls and two guys. There was clearly space with them, but they hadn�t even looked up when she entered. They quietly chatted away with each other.
A young girl sat in the window seat of one of the pairs of recliners nearest to the couches. The girl�s blond hair was almost as long as Eva�s own black hair. It came down to just above her waistline. She wore a lavender sundress with a light floral pattern.
Eva didn�t want to walk past the group on the way to the rear compartment, but she didn�t want to appear entirely unsociable either. Not if these were going to be fellow students. So she chose the paired seat next to the girl.
In contrast to her bright aesthetics, the girl was downright depressed looking. She had her feet up on the seat with her arms wrapped around her knees and her head buried in her arms.
�Is this seat taken?� Eva asked.
She lifted her head just long enough for a quick glance at Eva. Her bright green eyes were marred by the heavy circles of sleep deprivation.
Maybe she doesn�t like flying, or perhaps stayed up too late. Without an objection, Eva took the seat next to her and set Arachne�s cage beneath the table in front of her.
A moment after Eva sat down, another teen about her age walked aboard the plane. He had a big smile on his face and walked right past Eva without even a glance in her direction. Eva didn�t bother to look to see if he moved to the couch or to the cabin beyond.
The overhead speakers crackled to life. �This is your captain speaking,� a gruff voice said. �We have three more stops to pick up students. A light lunch will be served around one o�clock. If we happen to fly over a time zone and skip one, well you�ll just have to starve.� Eva heard the group behind her give some polite chuckles.
�We�ll be arriving at our final destination by six o�clock mountain time. In the mean time, get yourselves comfortable. We�ve got a long trip from Florida to Montana. Doubly so with our extra stops.
�It is a long flight but you�re free to move about the cabin when we are in the air. We might be on the ground for a while on our stops, but I ask that you do not leave the plane. We might just leave without you. There are drinks and snacks available from our flight attendants and bathrooms between the compartments.
�With all that said, we�ll be taking off shortly. Enjoy your flight.�
The speaker crackled again and cut off.
Eva glanced around the cabin. The group of students resumed their talking, or maybe never really stopped. The blond next to her never even moved a muscle during the captain�s entire speech.
A flight attendant came out and began pointing out exits and showed how to use oxygen masks in the event of an emergency.
Eva wasn�t sure what kind of emergencies were common on flights, but felt that oxygen masks were probably more of a placebo than anything. The fact that seats doubled as flotation devices might have been comforting if they were going to Europe or somewhere, but there just wasn�t that much water between Florida and Montana.
After her speech, the flight attendant went behind a curtain up front. A few minutes later and Eva felt the plane jerk forward.
She almost wished she took a window seat for her first flight, rather than sit next to the curled up girl. Luckily the windows on this plane were fairly large. Not quite car window size, but larger than she had seen in movies.
Eva sighed. She was sure Arachne would have liked to see as well.
Eva had no doubt that the spider-demon was getting restless already. That they would be stuck in the plane, and her in her cage, for over thirteen hours could only be making it worse.
As long as everyone on the plane were students, maybe she could bring her out. At least let her stretch her legs so she wasn�t all folded up for a whole day.
Eva watched past the blond girl as the plane made its way to the runway. It stopped and sat. And sat. Eva felt a jolt of adrenaline as a worry came over her. Maybe there was something wrong.
Maybe they found out about all the contraband she had on her person. Her bag was still slung over her shoulder, but maybe they had magical detectors and had detected her ritual daggers. Or Arachne.
The plane began to move forward and Eva felt relief wash through her. The runway moved past the window as the plane picked up speed. The plane tilted back and Eva found herself pressed into her seat.
A familiar sensation gripped and pulled at her stomach. Eva almost started giggling. It was like jumping with Arachne.
The ground disappeared beneath the plane as it rose into the sky. Even as strong as Arachne was, she would be hard pressed to even hit half the height they were at now. And the plane was still rising.
As the plane leveled off, Eva was brought speechless. The sun glinted off the tops of clouds and the ground beneath was so very tiny.
Eva knew what planes were. She even had an idea of how they worked with wing shape and lift. Yet looking out the window was something special. Not magical, she knew how magic worked better than how planes worked, and nothing about planes was magical.
Well, she thought, maybe this plane. But it was probably close enough to a regular plane that the view wouldn�t be different.
Eva leaned back in her chair and just started to relax when the flight attendant popped out of nowhere. She asked if either of the girls wanted anything to drink and started listing off drinks she could serve. Eva was pretty sure some of those drinks weren�t supposed to be served to someone her age.
Of course she ordered one. A twisted doe.
She had alcohol in the past and didn�t much care for its taste or effects. She was, however, always on the lookout for new things.
The girl next to her spoke for the first time in almost thirty minutes. For the first time as far as Eva was aware. She barely tilted her head up and mumbled, �a coke.�
That had been good enough for the flight attendant. She nodded and walked away. She returned a moment later and set down a bubbling cola in front of Eva�s blond companion. Eva got a clear liquid in a fancy glass.
It didn�t smell like alcohol. She took a cautious sip. Blueberries. Nothing especially special, it just tasted like blueberries. If it had alcohol in it, it was covered up enough that she couldn�t tell.
Her second sip set her on edge. It was most definitely the taste of strawberries without a hint of blueberry. A third sip got her bananas followed by a fourth sip of pineapples.
She smiled and set the glass back on the table. It was a simple concept, but a fun drink. While she knew quite a bit about magic, she had no idea where to even start to make something like this.
If school taught her things like this, it might be really amazing after all.
Her attentions turned to the girl sitting in the seat next to her. She hadn�t even touched her drink. Eva bit the inside of her cheek in thought. Finally, she decided.
�Are you alright,� she said in a quiet voice.
The girl lifted her head slightly and turned to the side. She didn�t say anything and dropped her head back to her knees, still tilted to the side.
Eva reached into her book bag and withdrew the small satchel of potions Arachne had sneaked in with. She held them in her hands, hesitating for just a minute before flipping the flap open. �I have some potions, a number for healing and restoratives, if you think they might help.�
The girl�s head lifted again. This time her eyes narrowed as she examined Eva�s face.
Eva thought she made a mistake in offering the potions. But there was no way potions could be as bad as blood magic or having a demon sitting at your feet. The book list even had alchemy books and supplies. That was basically the same thing. Probably.
Eva�s fears were unfounded. The girl gave a light nod and watched as Eva ran her fingers over the tops of the vials.
�You�re not injured, so these wouldn�t help,� Eva lied as she skipped past a row of poisons. Her finger stopped on one of the light blue vials. �General remedy, try this.�
The girl nodded and tipped back the entire vial. �Thanks,� she whispered as her head dropped back to her knees.
�My pleasure. I�m Eva, by the way.� She held out her hand. It was a bit awkward being so close, but the girl made the effort to shake it.
�Juliana.�
�Nice to meet you.� Something clicked in Eva�s head. �Juliana Rivas?�
The blond�s head snapped up and she narrowed her eyes again. �You know me?�
�Only your name,� Eva said quickly. �Zoe Baxter, a teacher, mentioned we would be roommates with another girl.� As the blond relaxed, Eva said, �I wonder what the odds of sitting next to you are.�
Juliana dropped her head back to her knees. A muffled voice leaked out from between her arms. �Probably pretty good,� she said. Eva raised an eyebrow and the blond continued. �We�re not exactly going to the most prestigious magical academy around the country. More like the laughing-stock to be honest. I doubt there are more than ten freshmen girls including the two of us.�
�Ah,� Eva murmured with a frown. Neither the pamphlet nor Mrs. Baxter mentioned anything about the school being poorly regarded. Not that it was really something to advertise. Not to mention she wouldn�t be going anywhere at all without the scholarship provided by the school.
�Don�t worry about it. My brother said that the teachers are decent. It just uses teaching practices that are �untraditional� in his words.� She shrugged, cracking her neck from side to side before dropping back to her knees. �Besides, if you are the one who brewed that potion, you�re probably at least a few years ahead of any school. In that department at least.
�Now,� she said, �I�m going to try to get some sleep.�
Eva nodded. �I�ll try not to disturb you.�
With that, the blond�s head dipped back to her knees.
Eva leaned back in her chair. She took a quick sip of her drink, lemon this time, and decided she may as well sleep too.
�
Two guys and a girl got on the plane at the first stop. All three headed straight towards the second compartment after hesitantly glancing about.
The captain had come on again repeating his speech, but this time saying that they would be waiting a good half-hour before departing.
Juliana stirred awake at the loudspeakers� noise. She seemed to be feeling much better. Whether it was the nap or the potion, Eva didn�t know.
An awkward silence settled between the two. They exchanged greetings after she awoke, but Eva just didn�t know what to talk about. She never had much of a social life apart from Arachne and Devon. Maybe a handful of other demons that she or her master regularly summoned. Nothing they discussed seemed like a very safe topic with regular people.
Just as she was about to ask a few general questions about magic and the academy, the group that had been sitting on the couch approached. Two guys and two girls, all looking Eva�s age, stood around.
Eva felt a pit in her stomach. She had never been a victim of bullying in her old school, not unless you counted the minor annoyance that was Todd Farkas. This could be dangerous. At least, Eva thought so until the boy with brown and short, wavy hair offered his hand.
�Jordan,� he said.
Eva hesitantly shook his hand. �Eva,� she said.
The group then went through and introduced themselves to both Eva and Juliana. Maximilian liked to be known as simply �Max�. He was a bit taller and had the beginnings of brown facial hair poking off his face.
Irene and Shelby were twins. They didn�t really look it; one had brown hair and the other had black, Shelby seemed a bit more developed than Irene as well.
Jordan and the twins grew up together and all decided to attend Brakket despite the twin�s parents wanting them to go to a different school. They met Maximilian while shopping for school supplies and became fast friends. At least, according to Max. The face Irene made while he was telling his tale led Eva to believe it was a bit tall.
�I couldn�t help but overhear earlier,� Jordan said as soon as introductions were over, �you gave her a potion?�
Eva grimaced. �Yeah, is that a bad thing? I don�t know much about magical society.�
�Oh no. At least, I don�t care. I doubt anyone else would either. I�m quite interested in brewing myself though and was wondering if you might let me take a look.�
Eva shrugged and pulled out her potion case. She withdrew another light blue vial and handed it to the boy.
He held it up to the light of the window and rolled it back and forth. Eva wasn�t sure what he was trying to learn from it. After a moment of everyone just staring at him, he eventually handed it back with a nod. �Pretty good,� he said.
Eva wasn�t sure if that �pretty good� had qualifiers attached to it like �for an amateur,� but she decided to take it as a compliment anyway. �Thanks.�
Maximilian had knelt down during Jordan�s examination. Eva froze as she saw him try to peek past the book blocking the front of the carrier. �Who is in here?� he asked far to innocently.
�Aww,� Shelby cooed as she knelt down. �Have you got a little kitten?�
�It�s� I��
The black-haired girl started to stick her fingers into the small holes at the top. Eva lurched forwards and grabbed her wrist. She wrenched the poor girl�s hand away far harder than she probably should have.
�Not a cat. She�s probably cranky from being cooped up and I don�t want her needlessly agitated.�
She didn�t apologize as the girl rubbed her wrist. What kind of lunatic sticks her fingers into dark enclosed areas anyway. At the group�s stunned silence, Eva glanced over to Juliana. The blond was no longer buried in her knees and appeared far more interested in the cage than she had been before.
Eva sighed. �I was planning on letting her out at some point. This flight is way to long to leave her in there.�
She could hear Arachne already rustling at her words. The rest of the group apparently heard as well. Juliana leaned in closer, trying to peer through the holes. The twins gave an uneasy glance at each other.
�You have to promise not to scream or shout or really do much of anything. I had to smuggle�� Eva paused for a split second and tried to think of a good nickname. �Rach,� she decided, �past security and I doubt she�d take it well if a flight attendant tries to separate us.�
�That�s reassuring,� Juliana said. The girl was far too interested for her own good.
�Rach?� Jordan questioned.
Eva frowned. �Rach is a West African tarantula. Very large and a bit old. For a spider anyway.�
Shelby looked like she was going to be sick. She brought her hand closer to her chest as if being near the cage was going to hurt her.
Eva reached down to the clasp of the carrier door, but paused. �The moment she starts running around the plane or looks like she might even be considering thinking about the possibility of even scratching anyone, she is going straight back into her cage for the rest of the trip,� Eva said in a stern voice, mostly for Arachne herself.
Eva opened the door. Four long, black legs stretched out of the carrier.
Shelby shook her head and walked straight back to the couches, mumbling �nope� over and over.
The rest stayed and watched as Arachne emerged from the carrier. She crawled out, each leg making a careful step. She turned around slowly, examining all the group with her eight eyes. Arachne turned back towards Eva and twisted her body a little, like she was trying to cock her head to one side. She felt out with her legs against Eva�s own, as if she was making sure who she was.
Eva frowned. The spider-demon was obviously showing off. For intimidation or for attention was up in the air. Probably both.
She scurried up Eva�s legs with frightening speed, eliciting a gasp from Irene. She slid right under Eva�s shirt and continued climbing out the neck hole. Arachne settled herself in on the top of Eva�s head, wrapping some legs around her chin. Her fangs drifted lightly to the top of Eva�s vision.
�Show-off,� Eva mumbled out the corner of her mouth. Juliana quirked an eyebrow, but didn�t say anything. Eva snapped her mouth shut and suppressed a sigh.
�Well,� Eva said aloud, �meet Rach.� She brought her hand up and slowly stroked the smooth chitin.
The group as a whole did not look like they knew how to react. The sole exception being Maximilian. �Can I touch her?� he asked.
Arachne immediately tapped her left shoulder.
Eva shook her head. �I�d rather not needlessly upset her. Perhaps after we get to school and she gets acclimated to living in a new place.� Eva gestured at the fangs hanging into her vision. �You wouldn�t enjoy being on the business end of these.�
The larger boy withdrew his partially outstretched hand. He gave a half chuckle and said, �personal experience huh?�
Eva gave a short laugh at that. �I�m not sure I�d be around to tell about any personal experiences, if I had any.� Second hand experience, I might be able to talk about�
�Oh,� was his only response.
Irene spoke up for the first time since her introduction. �We should be getting back then, don�t want to crowd your spider after all.� She gave a nervous giggle and all but dragged Max away.
Jordan, however, stood there. He just stared at Arachne.
Eva fidgeted under the look. �Is there anything else?� she eventually asked.
�A West African tarantula, is it?� he asked with a bit of a skeptical look.
Is he already suspicious? Eva suppressed a groan. If some kid her age suspected within a few minutes, Arachne would be outed as a demon before the week was through if she wasn�t more careful with who saw the spider-demon. �From West Africa. The scientific name is long and hard to remember.�
Jordan gave a small �hmm� noise. �Well, Eva, I�ll head back with the others. Let�s talk again sometime.�
�Sure thing.�
With the strange boy gone, Eva relaxed back in her seat. The relaxing only lasted a moment.
Juliana quickly had her face right in front of Eva�s. Eva pressed herself back. She felt Arachne�s abdomen pinched between her head and the seat, but the spider could take the meager amount of pressure of Eva�s head. It would also help keep the spider from launching at the blond.
The girl�s eyes didn�t even register Eva�s distress. After staring at Arachne for almost a minute, the blond sat back in her chair. Eva relaxed slightly.
�She�s very pretty,� Juliana said.
Eva rolled her eyes at Arachne repeatedly tapping her right shoulder.
�Smart too.� Her eyes were glued on the tapping leg.
�That�s just� She�s well-trained.� Eva frowned at the single left shoulder tap. �I�m glad no one started screaming, unlike the last time I showed people Rach, but you seem very comfortable.�
Juliana waved a dismissive hand. �My mother is a retired mage-knight who frequently goes on �safaris� with my father around the world. They catalog and frequently return home with various creatures. Safe, dangerous, magical, mundane. It�s all the same to them.� She wiggled a finger across her face. �When I was eight, I woke up with a very poisonous centipede crawling on me. It was probably as big as your spider.�
�That�s�� Eva felt a slight tremor go up her spine.
�You shiver at that while you have a giant spider on your head?�
�I know Rach. I�ve been around her for as long as I can remember.�
The crackle of the overhead speaker stalled their conversation. The pilot said they would be taking off momentarily.
�Rach,� Eva said as she lowered her head and patted the table.
Arachne climbed off and turned to face Eva, cocking her body to one side again.
Eva gestured to the window. �It is quite a view when we take off.�
The spider-demon walked to the edge of the table near the window. She gave a sidelong glance at Juliana before resting her abdomen against the table.
The blond raised an eyebrow in Eva�s direction.
Eva shrugged. �I thought she might want to see. Don�t worry, she�s clean. We took a shower this morning.�
Juliana smiled. Probably the most emotion she Eva had seen so far, discounting the vested interest in Arachne. Eva�s face flushed red, but she couldn�t just say that Arachne took a shower on her own.
As the plane rose in the air, Eva smiled as Arachne actually perked up. She leaned forward, pressing two legs against the glass. Juliana found it very amusing if her smile was anything to go by.
After takeoff, Arachne crawled under Eva�s shirt and latched around her chest; After Jordan�s suspicion, Eva didn�t really want to interact with any flight attendants or students. Juliana did give a quirk of her eyebrow as Arachne slipped out of sight, but she didn�t comment on it.
They passed the time with small talk, mostly about Juliana�s parents. Several stories about her run ins with various creatures. Her mother�s job, mage-knights, were apparently some sort of elite bounty hunters that went after dangerous magical criminals.
That made Eva more than a little nervous.
She felt a bit bad about deflecting most personal questions. There was just so much that she wasn�t sure if it was safe to mention. She mostly stuck with her school life, work at the vet�s office, and a partially made up home life.
Their next stop had them picking up around ten students. They split off, some in the back cabin and some sat in seats near Eva and Juliana. None made an effort to introduce themselves and Eva wasn�t going to get up and wander with Arachne under her shirt, even as hidden as she knew the spider would be.
The moment they were in the air again, lunch was served. Eva was a bit disappointed in the food. While the sandwiches and fruit were good, great even, they were just a bit disappointed compared to the drink from earlier.
Only two students boarded on their last pickup.
Eva kept Arachne under her shirt the rest of the flight. She would occasionally peek down and check on her, but the spider seemed more than content to just nestle between her breasts. Eva had been petting the spider for a time, over her shirt, until she realized how odd that must have looked to others. She definitely caught Juliana�s odd look every once in a while.
The plane touched down in Montana. She decided to leave Arachne beneath her shirt, pulling her out in the much more crowded plane didn�t seem like a good idea. She gathered up her belongings and departed with Juliana.
Jordan�s group joined them outside the gate. Shelby was notably keeping her distance. Her eyes were all but glued to the pet carrier. Eva just smiled and gave her a little wave. If only she knew where Arachne really was.
Waiting in the lobby to greet the new students was Zoe Baxter. The gruff voiced man who had been with her in the alley stood just behind her.
�Welcome,� Zoe Baxter said, �to Brakket Magical Academy.�

Chapter 008

The Rickenbacker
�Welcome to Brakket Magical Academy.� Zoe Baxter looked over the students. She quickly spotted her candidates. Eva Spencer and Juliana Rivas looked already acquainted. Good.
Zoe was a bit disappointed in the lack of Shalise�s presence. She would have to make another visit to the girl�s orphanage and impress upon her the importance of attending a proper magical school, namely Brakket.
Jordan Anderson, one of Wayne�s candidates, stood close to Eva. He had a small entourage around him all of whom seemed to know each other. Whispers went back and forth between all six students. Two of them kept shooting wary glances at a small pet carrier in Eva�s hands.
That must be the tarantula Eva mentioned. The girl must have shown them. Judging by their looks, they didn�t like what they saw. Zoe planned to avoid her candidate�s room as much as possible once they moved in.
Maybe it wouldn�t be as bad as she imagined.
Zoe let her gaze move past the other students. Some she recognized as being candidates for other teachers, others she drew a blank on. Altogether there were only twenty-two students. Seven less than last year.
Hopefully the school wouldn�t shut down before the students had a chance to prove themselves.
�You were all personally met by an instructor before you came here. They will be your primary advisors.� Zoe paused, gesturing to herself. �I am Zoe Baxter, instructor of magical theory.� She waved her hand towards her companion. �This is Wayne Lurcher, alchemy instructor.
�We will be taking a short bus ride to the dormitories where we will meet the rest of the teaching staff. If you forgot who your primary advisor is, find either myself or Mr. Lurcher and we will assist you. There will be a short orientation of the dormitories when we arrive. Afterwards, you will be free to do as you wish, though there will be a meal provided free of charge after the orientation.�
Zoe surveyed the students once again, looking for any sign of confusion. Her search came up short, but she still elected to ask, �any immediate questions?�
A slightly rounder boy standing near Jordan Anderson raised his hand. Zoe nodded towards him.
�Are the dorms co-ed?�
Zoe frowned while Wayne answered with a terse, �rooms are divided by gender, but you�ll all be in the same building.�
�There are detectors,� Zoe added, �to ensure no untoward behavior with the opposite sex occurs on school property.�
The boy made a comment to his peers that Zoe didn�t catch. They gave a few chuckles and quieted down.
�If there are no other questions,� Zoe paused and glanced around the room. When no one raised a hand, she continued, �the bus is waiting.�
They got the students loaded up and set out on their way.
Zoe kept an eye on the students as they drove. She listened for any comments or questions. Most of the students looked fairly tired however and the rest looked hungry. Not much chit-chat went on between them.
She did keep a special eye on her candidates. Eva almost looked like she wanted to come up and speak with her when they first boarded, but had moved on to sit next to Juliana. At one point, Zoe caught the girl peeking down her own shirt. She gave a sigh while Juliana looked on with a tired look. Zoe didn�t think the black-haired girl had much to complain about, at least for her age. Still, Zoe smiled sadly, remembering all too well her own feelings when she was younger.
The bus lurched to a halt outside the Rickenbacker Hall. The students were brought into the lounge where the other instructors waited. Before they could separate to their advisors, Zoe called their attention once again.
�This is the Rickenbacker Lounge. The noticeboard,� she gestured towards a simple bulletin board, �will have all important information regarding anything the school feels you need to be made aware of. Students may use it to post their own notices so long as they do not interfere with school information. I encourage you to make a habit of checking it each night before you sleep. You may find your advisors now.�
The group dispersed to the various instructors. Eva, Juliana, Jordan, and the round boy, Maxwell maybe, stuck behind.
�You didn�t find a third after all, Wayne?�
�I don�t see a third for you.�
�She is just wrapping things up at her home. She�ll be along before school starts.�
Wayne just huffed. �Come on, boys.� He marched off. The two boys shared a glance and followed after him.
�What was that about?� Juliana asked.
�Originally, Eva was to be one of his candidates.� Zoe glanced towards the girl in question. �He got in a bit of a tantrum when you ran away, and I snatched you up.�
�Candidates?�
�Just who we all picked to enter the school, like I did for each of you.�
Eva spoke up. �Did no one want come to this school without being recruited by an instructor?�
Zoe spared a glance at the other few students who had yet to leave the lounge. This was not a line of questioning she wanted to get into in front of others. �Let me show you to your rooms. You can ask questions there.�
She led the girls up to the third floor and stopped in front of a room.
�Room three-thirteen?� Juliana asked.
�What luck! I�d sure hate to be those poor folk in room seven-seven-seven.� Oddly, Zoe didn�t detect much sarcasm in Eva�s voice.
�There are only three floors in both dorms, room three-twenty is as high as it goes.�
Zoe ignored Eva�s scoff as she held out two black cards. �These will open the door to your room with a swipe. They will also open all amenity rooms in this building as well as anywhere else you have access to across the entire campus. Don�t lose them.�
She pulled out her own card and opened the door. Inside was the standard dorm room for the Rickenbacker. Three beds with plenty of storage drawers beneath them and a desk at the end of each bed. Two windows gave plenty of space between the beds. There was a small kitchen and dining area. No open stoves but there was a fridge and microwave.
A single bathroom lay through a small door.
�You can fight amongst yourselves which bed you want. There will be a third member of your dorm arriving sometime this summer, so do keep the spare clean.�
The two girls immediately darted for the beds with walls. They set their things down on their respective desks and Eva turned back to Zoe.
�Should I be worried that our extra luggage isn�t here?�
�It is being brought in a second vehicle. It should be delivered by the time we finish eating. If you did not put your name on it, there is an office adjacent to the lobby that has a lost and found.
�Unless I am mistaken you had concerns about our recruitment methods?�
Eva sat on the bed she had chosen and regarded Zoe with a wary look. �I�m not complaining. I doubt I would have even attended any kind of magical schooling without you. However, I�ve heard rumors,� she said as her eyes flicked towards Juliana who had taken a seat on her own bed, �that this school is barely holding together.�
Zoe thought about deflecting completely, but decided to edge around the issue. �Our reputation is poor, it is true. Yet every student in all six years of this school are on the same scholarship that you are. If we were so poorly off, we would not be able to afford such things.
�As for our reputation itself, well, it is a complicated issue. You will learn more about it in the future, I am sure. For now just focus on your schooling and rest assured that plans are already in motion to elevate our school in our peer�s eyes.�
Eva did not respond, she just frowned in thought. Juliana looked bored by the short discussion, like she wanted nothing more than to flop down on her bed and sleep.
�On an unrelated note,� Zoe lied as she pulled a small pamphlet out of her breast pocket, �there is a seminar that will meet several times this summer. It is meant for older students, but I ask that you attend even if you cannot participate right away.
�You can ask me questions if you have them later.� She dropped the paper on the small dining table. �Lets finish up our tour before we miss dinner. After that, I am sure that Miss Rivas at the least would like to sleep.�
Thankfully, Eva left her pet carrier on the desk.
The two girls followed her on the tour through the building�s facilities. They stopped by the alchemy lab, though both seemed disappointed they would not be allowed inside without supervision until they finished their second year. The library seemed of particular interest to Eva though she seemed a bit disappointed by the small size. Zoe quickly stressed that there was a much larger library within the main school building.
The recreational areas seemed to please the girls. The pool disguised as a massive beach and the hot tubs that looked like natural hot springs atop a snowy mountain were especially well received by Eva; she seemed more happy that there was actual magic present than she was about the water.
Juliana found one of the study rooms to her liking. It was a smaller room with a ceiling that showed the sky and stars above as if there weren�t light from any source, regardless of the actual time of day.
At the end of the tour, the two girls began whispering to each other. Eva spoke up. �We can take our meal in our rooms, right?�
�I don�t see why not,� Zoe said with a shrug. �There is a communal kitchen near the lobby we started at, they will serve you meals there. There is a large dining room adjoining the kitchen if you wish to socialize with some of your future classmates.�
�I�m exhausted,� Juliana said. �I will probably fall asleep the moment I get food in me. I�d rather not have to climb stairs between the eating and the sleeping.�
Zoe wondered for a moment if that was an excuse to get out of her presence. The deep rings beneath the blond�s eyes convinced her otherwise.
�Very well.� Zoe pulled out two of her business cards and handed them to the girls. �If you have an emergency, you know how to use these. Otherwise I will see you at the seminar.�
The two children walked off down a hallway that was almost the shortest route to the kitchen. She didn�t correct them. They would learn in time.
The moment they were out of sight. Zoe withdrew a thin silver dagger and flicked it across her chest. The walls of Rickenbacker hall trembled and tipped backwards into the ground. The pure white space of between rushed to fill their vacancy. Another flick and reality reconstructed itself in the form of the staff meeting room.
She walked from between into the room and took her usual seat. A plate of roast and mashed potatoes materialized in front of her and she ate while waiting.
Soon enough other instructors began entering the room. They tended to use far more normal methods, such as the door. They would move to their chairs and sit down. Some would eat the meals that appeared while others chatted about their new students.
Wayne appeared directly in his seat. He ignored the food and turned to Zoe. �Did you get a look at her spider?� he grunted.
�I saw its cage. I didn�t ask.�
His face split into a feral grin. �My boys were talking about it. Big as her face, they said, and it climbed all over her head. She didn�t even bat an eye when its deadly fangs rested on her forehead.�
Zoe glared at him, looking for any sign of a lie. She didn�t find one. �An exaggeration, surely,� she paused, looking at him again, �or a poor jest trying to frighten me.� She wasn�t about to tell him it was working. �I did my research after she mentioned having her pet. They didn�t look near as bad as I first imagined.�
Sure many might be poisonous and have poisonous bristles sticking out of them. But domesticated tarantulas were supposedly calm and didn�t attack unless they felt threatened.
Wayne grunted. �Don�t come cryin� to me when you want someone to hold your hand during inspections next week.�
Zoe paled at that. She had yet to find someone to take over that responsibility and she doubted she would be able to.
�Did you ask her about the museum?�
�Must have slipped my mind.�
�The Elysium Sisters reported a dangerous object was stolen with the aid of runes, a system hardly anyone uses these days, the same day your girl used the same runes in your presence. She also met with a mysterious mentor later that night. And you don�t question her?�
�Very long-winded of you Wayne.� Zoe glared at the man.
�I�m just sayin� if the dorms explode in a ball of black magic, don�t come cryin� to me.�
The dean popped into the room at the head of the table alongside her secretary. Conversation died out as she cleared her throat.
Zoe started tuning the woman out before the first word bumbled out of her mouth. The woman was the cause of half the academy�s problems and this meeting was a waste of time.
But, Zoe didn�t want to be fired. And she had a job to do. So she smiled and nodded along with whatever the dean was talking about.
� � �
Eva awoke at her usual time. At least, she thought it was her usual time. The black sky outside her window suggested otherwise.
Time zones, she thought with a sigh.
Stretching and yawning, Eva sat up in her bed. A heavy lump fell off her chest and into her lap.
She poked Arachne tentatively. The spider twitched and sprung to her feet. Her frantic glancing around gave Eva a spur of giggles. The spider leapt and half tackled her back to the bed. Arachne clasped her legs around her and just sat.
Eva just sat back with Arachne on her chest. She half wondered if Arachne had a nightmare. After five minutes she patted the spider�s back.
�Going to take a shower now,� Eva said.
Arachne�s grip not loosen in the slightest. Eva shrugged and walked straight to the bathroom.
With the hot shower water poring over the two, Eva patted Arachne�s back once again.
�Hey, you alright?�
One of her legs finally unclasped and lightly tapped Eva�s right shoulder.
�We�ll spend some time this week finding a place where we can be ourselves a bit more. In fact,� Eva said, �if you want to run around today while I�m shopping, that would be perfect. Well, perfect as long as you stay out of sight and don�t attack anyone.�
There was a bit of hesitation before Arachne tapped her right shoulder again.
�Alright. Good. For the record, I liked the hospital much better than master�s place. If we could find something like it, that would be best.�
Eva shut off the shower. It wasn�t half as good as her old shower. The runes she carved into the metal shower heads were the perfect temperature. Or maybe she just got used to the temperature. Eva made a note to look into recreating it.
After towelling off, Eva stepped out of the bathroom and froze.
Juliana had sat up in her bed. Her eyes locked with Eva�s. A moment later they flicked downwards, staring at Arachne, then downwards again before snapping back up to Eva�s eyes.
�I�m not used to other people around,� Eva said slowly.
�Not a problem,� Juliana stood up, revealing simple white pajamas. �I just didn�t expect you to be telling the truth when you said you showered with Rach.� And with that she disappeared past Eva into the bathroom.
Eva sighed and looked down to find Arachne�s eight eyes staring back. �Maybe I should buy some�� Eva cut herself off with a shake of her head. �Too late I suppose.�
Arachne climbed off and unfurled herself to her human form. Eva hoped the squelching noises were covered up by the sound of the shower. Once human, four legs sprouted from her back and wrapped themselves around Eva. Her clawed hands ran themselves through Eva�s hair.
�You�ve been hugging me non stop for almost a full day now.�
Arachne pulled back with a wide grin on her face. �I know. I wanted another one.�
Eva bit her lip and decided to ask again. �Are you sure you are alright?�
�I�m great. Why?� Her grin might have stretched a little wider.
�You just acted a bit odd this morning.�
�Well, as long as we�re going to be together for a year, might as well be together during it, right?�
Without waiting for a response, she turned and slid the window open. The screen fell out with barely a tap. Both Eva and Arachne leaned out the window and watched it land in some bushes below. They shared a glance and both shrugged.
Arachne climbed out, using her spare limbs to attach herself to the wall.
�Be careful.�
�Don�t worry, I won�t be seen. You stay safe,� she said, one of her long legs poking at Eva. �If you get even a scratch on you, I will tear this place to pieces.�
�That�s a bit much for a scratch.�
�Then you�d love to see what I�d do if you were seriously injured.�
With that she disappeared up the building into the morning darkness.
Eva shut the window and got dressed. They were in Montana and its vastly different climate. Still, it was June. A skirt and tee-shirt should do.
Juliana emerged from the bathroom, fully dressed, and sat down at her desk. �So,� she said.
Eva smiled and sat on the edge of the as of yet unclaimed middle desk. �I�m planning on heading into town for shopping. School supplies among other things. Do you want to come?�
�It might be too early to get uniforms,� she patted herself, �just in case. But nonperishable alchemy supplies and books would be nice.�
Eva nodded. �I need a focus as well. And a new set of vials with anti-decay enchantments.�
�A focus?� The blond tilted her head to one side. �You lost your old one?�
�Never had one.�
�Oh. I just expected with all those potions you had, that you would have had a focus as well.�
�Don�t need a focus to brew potions.�
�I suppose that is true,� Juliana said with a nod. �Shall we grab some food before we head out?�
�Sounds great.�
The girls headed downstairs and scrounged up a light breakfast in the kitchens. They met some other early rising students and exchanged pleasantries. Only when the other students mentioned the time did the girls realize it was far too early for shops to be open.
They killed time in the dorm library. Eva was a bit disappointed, if unsurprised, to find no books catered to her specialized interests. There was a book on runes that Eva had never read before. Juliana poured herself into a book on magical creatures.
Soon enough they left the library and headed outside. Rickenbacker Hall was one of two dorm buildings built across from each other. They each held three years worth of students.
Turning down one path led to the school. A large but mostly flat building except for a three-story wing at one end. It was a modern structure, mostly made out of large cinder blocks with lots of glass and decorative metal. Not at all what Eva expected a magical academy to look like.
The opposite direction led off campus. There was a large town built around the school. It was similarly modern, though none of the buildings looked more than two stories high. According to the school pamphlet, a lot of entertainment areas filled the immediate area outside the school campus. Regular shops and homes lay further beyond.
The reality couldn�t be worse. There were shops around campus to be sure. Entertainment buildings as well�however a number of them looked closed. And not just closed because it was still early in the morning.
At least Arachne would have plenty of selection.
Eva doubted the situation got better further away from the school. There were probably tons of homes where the owners had packed up and left the dying city.
�Shall we start with your focus? It is always fun to get one.�
�Sure,� Eva said with a shrug. �If we can find a place that sells some.�
�I came here during summers when my brother still attended. I think I remember my way around.�
�Lead on,� Eva said. �I�ll follow.�
Juliana grabbed a surprised Eva by the hand and led her right past the first line of shops. They came to a circular plaza that looked like the perfect area for school supplies.
Outside a clothing shop, a set of school uniforms performed a tuneless waltz. The bookstore�s sign was a giant book that flipped pages every few minutes. Eva wondered if the text was actually anything other than nonsense filler words. The potion shop, focus store, general equipment store, and a good handful of other stores all had similar eye-catching advertisements.
As Eva�s initial surprise at the sights wore off, she noticed there was not a single person milling about. The benches were all empty. The guy sitting behind the Gooble Gobble Gourmet Grub kiosk was obviously playing some sort of game on a tablet and hadn�t even looked up once.
Perhaps it was because of the early morning. Just after the shops opened maybe no one was there. Eva doubted it.
Undaunted by the worries that plagued Eva, Juliana dragged the black-haired girl straight to Foible Foci.
Wands were the prevalent foci on display. Wooden ones, metal ones, simple ones, jeweled ones, all laid out on shiny racks. Given that wands were what magic was instructed with at the academy, that was probably a good idea.
Still, Eva found herself wandering to the alternate foci. Rings, large red spheres, staves, crystal capped rods, daggers and other weapons, even books specifically designed for use as foci.
The rings were obviously the most enticing for the combat aspects Zoe Baxter had mentioned. With Juliana at her side, Eva began her search.
Eva purchased a simple wooden wand. It would suffice for classes and Eva had no intention of using it outside class. For rings, Eva chose a full fingered version. According to the shopkeep, it had far less capacity for raw magical power than something like her master�s dual ring and bracelet combination. Juliana didn�t expect it to be useful aside from the most mundane of spells.
Eva didn�t think that would be much of a problem with her natural abilities. Unnatural abilities? Either way, she could do magic on her own.
They soon left to the alchemy and potions shop where they both picked up a large number of brewing supplies. Eva picked up a lot of fresh ingredients that Juliana avoided. She had to leave most of her potion cupboard at home and she didn�t intend to be caught with only what she had in her satchel.
Juliana bought out half the bookstore when they arrived there. She wanted every book that she didn�t already have at her personal library at her home. Eva wondered how she planned to transport them all back when the girl pulled a small suitcase out of her pocket. It grew to a regular sized suitcase and she dumped the books in. They still went over the edge, but when the blond zipped up the zipper, not a spot looked like it had even the slightest bulge. She then dropped it back in her pocket with a small wink to Eva.
�I want one of those.�
�Family heirloom,� she said, once again showing her rare smile. At Eva�s frown, Juliana continued, �there are mass produced versions at shops, maybe one down in the general equipment store. They will be far inferior and still very expensive.�
Turning to leave the store as soon as she heard that, Eva ran straight into a person coming in. She stepped back with a hastily mumbled apology as two men brushed past her without a word.
Juliana came up next to her and whispered, �rude.�
It was Eva�s turn to grab the blond�s hand. She led the girl back towards the dorms.
�We�re not heading to the general store?� Juliana asked as they left the circular plaza.
Eva barely heard her as she walked, but she managed to register the question a minute later. �No. Think I�m a bit fatigued of shopping for now.�
�Those men bothered you?�
�Would you believe bad vibes? We�ll come back another day. I still want one of those suitcases,� Eva said with a big smile.
The smile disappeared as she turned forward again.
There was something off about those two men. And it wasn�t just that they were the only two customers Eva had seen aside from herself and Juliana.
It might not have been noticeable from a distance, there was something covering it up, but Eva�s nose had been right in the man�s chest. She took a brief inhale of two very familiar scents. One was the coppery tinge of blood.
The man wasn�t a blood mage though. If he was, he wasn�t a very good one. Every drop of blood spilled by a proper blood mage is consumed whether in spells or to heal yourself, as such the scent doesn�t stick around long or that strong.
The other scent was far more worrying. A scent she had only ever found on long decayed corpses.
The scent of rotting flesh.

Chapter 009

The Seminar
The outdoor auditorium where most of the summer seminars were held had a nice atmosphere. Seats surrounded a small circular platform on a raised dais down in the center of the area. On the platform, a wall of cushions had been set up and a waist high pile of silver marbles lay at the other end.
The auditorium was at the very edge of campus, somewhat near a small lake. An overgrowth of plants and trees spread out from the forest behind the platform. A single pointed mountain lay in the distance almost directly behind the platform.
Eva took her seat in the stands. The weekend passed and there had been no sign of Arachne. So she sat without a spider clinging to her chest. Juliana sat to her side. There were far more seats than the thirty or so students who showed up.
Zoe Baxter appeared on stage like some sort of magician. She had a pointed silver dagger in her hand. With a wave, the lights on the platform brightened and the lights in the audience darkened. She tapped her throat and began speaking in a loud voice.
�Welcome to my seminar. Here you will learn to fight. We will perform mock battles and we will discuss survival techniques.� She scanned the crowd as if waiting for questions or objections. None came. �Tonight will be a bit different.
�The goal is to avoid my attacks,� she gestured to the large pile of silver marbles, �and to land a single strike on me. Any volunteers?�
A larger student, maybe a third or fourth year, stood up and got a bit of a reaction from Zoe. �Oh. Mr. Burnside. Have you learned from last year�s mistakes?�
The student climbed up on stage and rolled a palm sized red sphere in his hands. �I�ve given a lot of thought into what I did wrong. You�ll be the one on your back this time.�
If Eva hadn�t been watching Zoe closely, she might have missed the tiny sigh that escaped her lips. �Very well, Mr. Burnside. Let us begin.�
Zoe gripped her dagger and flicked her wrist. Six of the marbles floated off the top of the pile and launched themselves towards the student.
A massive ball of flame, about the size of a large beach ball, erupted from the red sphere. Eva felt the heat wash over her as it raced towards Zoe.
The marbles entered the flame but did not emerge from the other end.
A heap of marbles moved between the flame and Zoe. The ball of flame crashed against the makeshift wall. More than half of the marbles disappeared beneath the flame before the ball of fire dispersed.
The remaining marbles all launched themselves at Burnside. He tried to dive out of the way but a number clipped his back. He was carried backwards and landed in the pile of cushions at the end of the stage.
�That was a powerful attack, Mr. Burnside. Relying on a single large attack is not a valid option. If your opponent avoids or defends against it, you will lose. I believe you tried a similar strategy during your second year. I do not wish to see it again.
�You may take a seat, Mr. Burnside.�
After that, a number of veterans fought against her and, without exception, all wound up failing to strike at her.
As the number of willing participants started to dwindle, Zoe began to call out specific people.
�Miss Eva. You look eager to test your mettle.�
Eva was certain she looked nothing resembling eager. �So much for not participating right away,� Eva whispered to Juliana.
The blond just shrugged.
Eva pulled out her wooden wand and climbed upstage. She hadn�t practiced with the thing at all since she got it, and didn�t intend to actually use it. Holding it in her hand and waving it around should cover up her casting.
What she was going to cast was the bigger issue. Neither she nor her master used traditional magic much and neither had a proper education in it. But Eva didn�t have her vials or her daggers, nor any demons to come rescue her. Not that she would have used any of them in a little mock battle.
Stepping was the most normal magic she used. She could do simple light spells, but she wouldn�t be throwing around fireballs just now.
Her poor planning session ground to a stop as Zoe took up a stance. �Ready yourself,� she said.
Immediately a handful of the silver balls shot towards Eva. Several aimed at her face.
She stepped past them and immediately threw up her hand. A dark ring spread and enveloped the stage.
Her instructor slowly turned, unable to see in the darkness but obviously expecting an attack. Several marbles launched from the pile in seemingly random directions. More than a few were a bit too close for comfort for Eva.
Eva flashed a bright light just to the left of her instructor and stepped to her right. Her hand, already halfway through a punch when she came out of her step, froze in midair as she felt the cold flat of a blade on her neck.
That happens way too often for my comfort, Eva mentally sighed.
The darkness dropped to reveal Zoe Baxter looking her usual proper self.
�You managed to avoid the projectiles and create a situation disadvantageous to myself. You pressed your advantage in an unexpected move with a physical attack. I can�t say I ever expected to be nearly punched.
I would compliment you, however you just moved within range of one who uses a close quarters weapon as their focus.� She removed the dagger from Eva�s throat. �As lithe and as delicate as it looks, it is still a deadly weapon. Unless you have a counter, don�t get close.
�Take a seat Miss Eva.�
Eva frowned as she walked back to Juliana�s side. If Zoe hadn�t already known about her abilities, she may have been able to surprise the woman. That didn�t make her wrong. In real combat, Eva would never attempt to get close to someone with a weapon if there were alternatives. But in real combat, Eva would have used blood magic and Arachne, if she were around.
If she were around. If Eva were attacked on the way back from the seminar, what would she do? Run, probably. She didn�t have Arachne, her daggers, or any vials of blood. Maybe she would start carrying a dagger and some blood.
Eva took her seat and watched as Zoe Baxter knocked another student on their back. It was a good show, to be sure, but Eva wondered just what the purpose was. She offered next to no pointers and taught no spells that would help. If she was trying to test everyone�s level, then everyone lay somewhere around abysmal in comparison to her.
This was probably why there were almost no students above the second year. The new students didn�t know any better and the second years wanted to see if what they learned in class would help. For the most part, it didn�t.
�Anyone else?� Zoe looked around the crowd as her latest demonstration limped back to his seat.
To his credit, the boy was one of the better ones. He erected a violet shield that stopped the marbles. He tried to launch spikes of ice at the instructor, but the moment he did, his concentration and shield wavered. Zoe sent a handful of marbles at once, intending to break through, but the shield went down just as they would have hit it.
His ice spike did make Zoe sidestep, for whatever that was worth.
�Miss Rivas. You are looking like you want to try. Care to step on stage?�
Eva glanced at her friend. She had her usual half bored, half tired look on her face. She wasn�t even glaring or really staring at Zoe.
Still, Juliana stood and stepped up to the stage, withdrawing a simple wooden wand. Eva had yet to see the girl use anything else for her magic.
�Prepare yourself.�
Zoe launched a good ten of the steel marbles all at once. Eva did make a note that not a single one had been aimed at the blond�s face. She winced as her friend just stood there.
The marbles impacted. The blond remained unmoved. Instead of knocking her across the room, the marbles splotched out on her sundress the way Eva imagined paintballs might. The silvery metal flowed over her dress and coalesced into a thin plate over her chest.
�Ferrokinesis,� Zoe said. �The ability to control metal within a few inches of oneself. An earth magic spell that is an almost perfect counter to these attacks, and of a skill level far higher than a pre-first year. Where did you learn it?�
�My mother.�
�Indeed. Let us step it up a bit then.�
Something must have clued Juliana into the coming attack. A thick column of earth shot out of the ground just as Zoe finished speaking. A lightning bolt crashed into the column an instant later.
Eva jumped in her seat, as did half the crowd.
Juliana already launched her counter attack. Shards of the earth column that broke off with the lightning oriented their sharp ends towards Zoe. With a flick of her wand, the shards launched off.
Zoe stood her ground. Her pile of steel marbles launched at the incoming earth shards, intercepting every one.
A simple shield would have taken that hit, Eva thought. She�s showing off, still toying with her. For a moment, Eva thought about interfering. A simple light spell flying into Zoe�s eyes. But she worried her new friend may take that as an insult; that she couldn�t hold her own.
A gust of air caught Juliana off guard, rocking her back slightly. She dropped to the ground, narrowly avoiding several of her own earth shards carried by the wind.
A bolt of lightning crackled over her head. �Enough,� called Zoe Baxter.
Juliana climbed to her feet. She pocketed her wand and brushed herself off.
�You did exemplary. You found a way to completely nullify my use of projectiles. In addition, your reflexes to my second attack were top of the line.� She turned to the crowd. No, she turned to Eva. �However, Miss Eva. I saw you out of the corner of my eye. You very nearly attacked me. Why didn�t you?�
Heads turned as almost the entire gathering of students focused on Eva. Eva glanced around, feeling a sudden twisting in her stomach. Juliana just gave her a light smile, barely a twitching of her lips. �I��
�Miss Rivas could have been the first to strike me since I started these seminars seven years ago. It would have taken just a little distraction.�
Eva let silence fill the air as she considered her words carefully. �I didn�t want Juliana to feel that I thought she was weak. She was doing, as you said, exemplary. It felt wrong to interrupt.�
�So you failed to assist your friend due to wanting to save foolish pride. Her own, not yours. It is true this was a mere mock fight with no intent to seriously injure,� she gave sidelong look at Juliana, �at least on my part. But I hope you would not do such foolish things in an actual battle. I�ve known plenty of people to die because of foolish pride than I care to. I do not wish to add to that count.�
A silence hung over the crowd of students at the heavy words. Zoe seemed to not notice. She turned back to Juliana. �Thank you, Miss Rivas. You may return to your seat.
�That will be all for tonight,� Zoe said as Juliana hopped off stage. �The second seminar will be held on Monday one week from tonight.�
Eva�s shoulders slumped as Juliana sat down. �Sorry,� Eva said.
Juliana just shook her blond hair. �Don�t be. I didn�t help in your fight.�
�That�s different. I wasn�t doing much of anything and Professor Baxter wasn�t doing much in return. You had lightning bolts tossed at you and they are nothing to be scoffed at, believe me.�
�You�ve had run ins with lightning before, Miss Eva?� Zoe walked up to where the girls were seated. �I shouldn�t have held back so much then.�
�Second hand and I�m very sure that it wasn�t quite the same.�
�Oh? Do tell.�
Eva sighed and relayed a sanitized version of her master being hit by lightning. She made sure to obscure all the details.
At mentioning how her master had been laid up for a few weeks, Juliana nodded sagely. �I�ve seen my mother on potion highs after injury. It isn�t pretty.�
�Sounds like you�ve had quite a lot of experiences. I fully expected to be hit by a spell under the cover of your darkness. What led to your decision to use a punch?�
Eva shrugged. �I don�t know why you expected a pre-first year student to do much of anything,� she said with a glance towards Juliana.
�I personally know Juliana�s mother, and have known Juliana for a fair amount of time.� The two shared a glance. �Still I wanted to check and see for myself how her training was coming.�
�Well,� Eva said, �I�ve never had to use major offensive spells. Light spells and the darkness derivative are useful on occasion. My stepping is useful for everyday transportation. I can light a campfire but I�m not going to be throwing around fireballs like that first student.� She shrugged again. �In retrospect, I should have just ducked down and wrote down a sleep rune.�
Zoe Baxter narrowed her eyes. Eva did not miss the glare.
�Something wrong?� she asked.
�A complex and rather impressive array of runes was found outside a museum in your hometown. A certain group expressed great interest in recovering a dangerous object that was stolen.�
Eva stiffened as her stomach clenched for the second time that night.
�And Miss Eva. I do remember your promise to be clever with your lies.�
�There was a ten thousand year old phylactery with a bounty for its destruction. My mentor was looking to collect.�
Zoe had the good sense to look startled. �There was a lich running around while I was there? And you fought it?�
Eva shook her head. �I just put the museum staff to sleep. Apparently its body had been destroyed a long time ago and it was unable to acquire a new one. And before you ask, the phylactery was destroyed. I watched it happen.�
Zoe studied Eva�s face. After a minute, her eyes flicked over to Juliana. Eva caught a shrug out of the corner of her eye. �Well,� Zoe said, turning back to Eva, �that is reassuring. I must admit to being concerned when the sisters refused to describe what dangerous object was stolen in their notice, especially as I suspected one of my students were involved. They�ll be happy to know it is destroyed.�
�I�m not so sure about that,� Eva said quickly. She did not want her name mentioned to the nuns. �My mentor theorized that the Elysium Sisters were protecting the phylactery, rather than seeking its destruction.�
�That doesn�t make sense,� Juliana spoke up. �The Elysium Sisters are known for being intensely hostile to any sort of undeath or necromancers.�
�Well, I highly doubt my mentor was capable of destroying it while they were unable to. But that�s just his theory. You would have to ask him.�
�I would love to.�
Eva suppressed a wince. She forgot the stiff woman wanted to meet with her master. Her little challenge to herself went wayward with the traveling and exploring of a new city. �I passed on your wish to meet him before I left. I haven�t spoken with him since.�
�Indeed.�
�In any case,� Eva said before the instructor could continue, �if they really want to know, just tell them Randolph Carter destroyed the phylactery. As far as I know, my mentor is still in Florida.�
Zoe Baxter nodded and parted with the girls, but not before reminding them to be at the next week�s seminar.
�Sounds like you�re into some dangerous things.�
Eva glanced at the blond as they walked back to the dorms. Her face had the usual impassive look to it and her tone lacked the accusatory edge Eva had been expecting. �Not really,� Eva said, �put the night shift to sleep, walk in, my mentor grabbed the phylactery, walk out.�
Juliana seemed not to hear. �You never told me you had tutelage under a mage-knight. What other bounties did you go after?�
�I don�t think he and your mother are quite the same thing. His bounties come from a more� seedier sort.�
�Still, you didn�t even have a focus until a few days ago. Yet you used two chaos spells, though they were admittedly low-level.�
Eva didn�t have a proper response to that. �Chaos spells?� she deflected.
Juliana glanced at Eva. �You don�t know?� At Eva�s shaking head, Juliana said, �Order and chaos magic are taught during the fifth and sixth year, after four years of elemental magic.�
�So it is very advanced magic then?�
�Not really. I imagine we�ll learn plenty during our general magic classes. It just doesn�t have a dedicated class until later. They�re used a lot more in creating magical artifacts than elemental magic and have less use in daily life.�
Eva frowned at that. �You�re telling me,� she stepped forward about ten feet, �that is a chaos magic spell?�
Juliana nodded. �My mother can blink.�
Eva hummed at that. �Zoe Baxter called it a �rudimentary teleport� and seemed fairly dismissive of it when I first met her.�
�Maybe it fails at some aspect a standard blink can do?� she said with a shrug.
�Still, it is one of the few spells I actually know, yet I used it nearly every day before coming here. It seems a lot more useful in daily life than a lightning bolt.�
�That particular spell, perhaps. Take air magic. Mrs. Baxter was using telekinesis to move her attacks. An air mage might be able to slow their falls or just keep a storm out of their face while high level air magi can fly unaided or perhaps drastically increase their speed and senses. And those are just examples on a more extreme end.�
None of those sounded all that amazing to Eva. Except flying. That might be fun. In truth, she was far more interested in things like lightning bolts and fireballs than how to keep a storm out of your face.
Still, she nodded along with the blond�s words as the conversation drifted to safer topics. They made it back to the dorm and Juliana headed straight for the shower.
The earlier conversation reminded Eva that she slept on two potentially dangerous objects. If Arachne didn�t return soon, she might have to find a temporary holding place herself. Or just do a thorough examination of the golden dagger and the blackened skull herself. Eva procrastinated enough with all the traveling and settling.
Rather than reach behind the drawer under her bed, Eva sat at her desk and took out a pen and paper.
Juliana emerged from the shower a full hour later. She walked to Eva�s desk and peeked over her shoulder, bringing with her the faint smell of her flowery shampoo.
�Very pretty,� Juliana said. �What are they?�
Eva replaced her wand in her pocket as she finished charging the last rune. It was a bit annoying to use, but she decided to get used to it before school started. The runes should last a good few months even with the low quality ink and paper. She would loved to have reset her blood wards, but the idea of exploding roommates wasn�t very appealing.
�They are runes,� Eva said.
�I gathered that. What for?�
�Mostly to stop scrying, but they might be good for keeping away a handful of other minor nuisances.�
�What made you make them?�
�A book on scrying I noticed in the library earlier,� Eva lied. There had been books, but they were not the reason for the paranoia. �If you were a thirteen year old boy suddenly living in the same building as a bunch of girls with easy access to tons of magical texts, what would you do? And try to remember Max�s comments the night we got here.�
Juliana�s face flushed red and she simply nodded. She stopped as a thought seemingly occurred to her. �I didn�t think you cared about such things.�
�We�re both girls,� was Eva�s excuse. �Besides, you don�t want to show off for them, do you?�
She shook her head. �So how do they work?�
�Each one will cover a five by five foot square centered on the paper. We hang them up on the ceiling, overlapping slightly, and anyone who tries to peek gets hit on the head with a hammer. Not literally, there should be no long-term damage. If they persist the worst that might happen would be passing out, but they�d have to endure a good ten seconds of constant hammering in the skull to get that far.
�They should last about two months, maybe a bit less. I need to acquire some better ink and a fountain pen. These ballpoint pens are nice for notes but little else. The one in the bathroom will probably need to be replaced weekly. The humidity will damage it.�
Juliana nodded. �You know, runes are cons��
�Outdated, archaic, old, not worthy of learning by any mage, and I�m a terrible person for using them. I know.�
�I was just saying: there are wards we could set up instead.�
�Know any?�
�Well� no.�
�Runes it is then. Let me know when you find some anti-scrying wards. Until then, these will do.�
A thoughtful look crossed Juliana�s face again. �You should sell them.�
�What?�
�I�m sure there are tons of people here that would like them.�
�That�s�� Extra money would be nice. The boys were just an excuse. Eva didn�t care if they saw her. The skull and her daggers, as well as Arachne when she came back, were the bigger issues. �We�d have to keep it secret. I�m quite confident in my rune-work, but I�d rather not have people trying to find ways around.�
�Hmm hmm.� Juliana smiled. Her usual smiles were rare and when they showed they were barely there. This smile was a borderline grin. �I want ten percent for the idea. For an extra twenty percent I�ll find you customers.�
Eva stared at her new friend. The girl was entirely serious. Eventually Eva shrugged. �Alright, go for it.�
�We�ll need to find a way to keep people from just copying the runes after they buy it. Otherwise they�ll just make their own after buying once.� The pulled her hand to her chin, deep in thought. �Can you use some kind of invisible ink? Or perhaps an envelope that instantly incinerates its contents when opened.�
Eva hadn�t seen the blond this interested in something since she showed off Arachne. Eva offered comments on questions about what all she could do with the runes. She relaxed against the back of her chair as Juliana went over several aspects of their new business. The girl wrangled an extra five percent for �consultant fees� out of the poor runesmith.
Not that Eva minded much. This would just be an extra cushion on the stipend that came with her scholarship.
They went to bed after coming up with the full plan. Juliana would begin quietly testing for interest and advertising for anti-scrying shields. If enough people seemed interested, they�d go get some supplies and begin production.

Chapter 010

The Prison
A hard hand clamped itself around Eva�s mouth. Her eyes snapped open. She reached for the vial of Arachne�s blood hidden between the wall and her bed.
Her hand froze half way there as her brain registered the eight red eyes staring at her. A slim finger was placed vertically over Arachne�s lips.
Eva glared at the spider-demon as she withdrew her hand from Eva�s face.
�Eva, I��
Eva slapped her own finger over Arachne�s mouth. She pointed to the window, then upwards, then at her sleeping roommate.
Arachne nodded and stepped towards the window.
Slipping out of bed, Eva quietly slipped into some clothes and grabbed her daily carry of a set of blood vials, her usual dagger, and her wand.
Whatever the demon�s reason for coming back now was, Eva wanted to be ready for anything. She showed up in Eva�s room, while her roommate was in it, in her human form. Eva felt angry at that, and that was before the fact that it had been nearly four weeks since Eva had even seen her contracted demon.
Ready, Eva moved to the window and grudgingly let the spider pick her up and carry her up the side of the building. Eva could have made it to the roof herself, but it would have taken several steps without a handy fire escape in sight.
When they got to the roof, Arachne turned on Eva and said, �I found a place I think you might like.�
�Arachne,� Eva said, �you�ve been gone almost a month. I thought you had run out on me.�
Arachne shifted where she stood. �I�d never.�
�We were contracted for less than a week. I thought that maybe you decided I wasn�t as great as you had hoped.�
�Nothing like that. There were just some things I had to take care of. And then I found this place but it wasn�t ready yet.�
�Things to take care of?� Eva crossed her arms. �Do I want to know?�
Eva did want to know. If only so she could deal with whatever fallout presented itself sooner rather than later. Most of her imagination revolved around blood and viscera dripping off of Arachne�s claws. She just hoped the owners of her imagined blood were people deserving of such a fate.
Then again, Arachne had felt different since their contract. Sure, she pulled out the throat of a nun after impaling her several times. The nun attacked first though. Yet the very next day, Eva expected to find a trail of dead people until one of them could point the spider-demon in Eva�s direction.
Instead there was a nearly panic-stricken spider almost crying tears of relief when Eva returned. Not that Eva thought Arachne had tear ducts; her face might resemble a human face, but Eva was pretty sure that resemblance was only skin deep, if that. Or carapace deep.
Perhaps the spider-woman�s viciousness could be attributed more to Devon. Eva knew it was on her master�s orders that Arachne had torn apart four grown men the night they met. It took Eva years to get over that image, even with the circumstances.
She was thankful now. Eva didn�t even want to imagine a version of that night without Arachne or her master.
Of course, his orders were just to kill, Eva was pretty sure. Arachne had taken it upon herself to rip the men to bits and slowly dismember the last man, laughing all the while.
Which made it all the more worrying that Arachne had been missing for a month.
�Arachne,� Eva said when the spider didn�t respond. �What were you up to?�
Arachne thrust her hand out. A short silver chain dangled from her open fingers. A black orb was inset in a silver binding attached to the chain.
If Arachne could blush, Eva imagined she would be bright red. Eva herself felt terrible for her earlier thoughts as she took the necklace from the demon.
The orb itself seemed to absorb all light. Eva could scarcely tell it was a sphere and not a disk without touching it. As she rolled it over in her fingers, a glint of light caught her eye. She turned the orb over and gasped.
Hair thin strands of spider silk weaved around the inside of the orb. The intricate web was not a flat spider web. It stretched in all directions, seemingly further than the edges of the small orb, though that might just be a trick of the light absorbing material. The entire web revolved slowly behind the viewing window, giving ample view of all angles.
�This�� Eva cut herself off. She didn�t have any proper words for this.
�A gift,� Arachne said. �I never gave you one, and when you got that skull from the hel,� she half growled out the word, �I decided that was a mistake.�
�If you giving a gift earlier meant I wouldn�t get to see this, I�m glad you waited.�
If Arachne could blush� Eva thought again.
�There�s one more thing,� Arachne said as Eva attached the silver chain behind her neck.
�Oh yes, you said you found a place. Where�s it at?�
�Probably best if I carry you. It is out of the way.�
�Sounds like an excuse.� But Eva didn�t protest as the spider-woman put her arms around her.
Arachne picked Eva up and leapt from the roof. They roof hopped until the city ran out of roofs to hop on. Arachne hit the ground and sprinted full tilt.
Sagebrush and craggy rocks passed by them as they left the outskirts of the town. Arachne carried Eva up hills and down hills without slowing in the slightest.
Eva had yet to purchase a watch, but Arachne had to have carried her for at least an hour. She started to cramp up in Arachne�s arms. She was about to ask for a break to stretch her legs when they crested the top of a hill.
Eva could see their destination.
It looked like a castle. High walls completely enclosed what looked like several buildings poking out over the top. Turrets rose higher at each of the four corners and a few places between.
As Arachne ran closer, Eva could see the bricks of the walls and several of the buildings. They jutted out at odd places and had very rough texture. The main gate had light blue bars in a dual gate system with a long tunnel between. Eva doubted it was possible to open both at the same time.
An idea began to form in Eva�s mind about just what this place was, but she still had to ask. �Where are we?�
Arachne grinned with her sharp teeth bared in full. She jumped straight to the top of the wall and dropped down on the other side. She set Eva down and led her by the hand to the nearest building.
Another two sets of iron-barred gates awaited them inside. Unlike the gate on the walls, these looked to be opened by hand rather than a contraption. Arachne stepped forward and opened the gate, giving a slight bow as Eva walked past. A resounding clang echoed through the building as she shut the gate behind her.
Through the second gate, Eva could see the main room.
The building was three stories tall and all could be seen from the room. Bright light flooded in through tall, thin and barred windows on her left. They ran from the floor to the ceiling.
On Eva�s right were rows and rows of iron bars. They may have been painted white at one time, but many spots had worn off leaving red rust visible. Eva walked up to the nearest one. As expected, a small room maybe eight feet deep and five feet wide lay behind the bars. Two cots, equally rusted, hung off one wall by two chains attached to the outside corners, one on top of the other.
Eva walked down to the end of the hall. Every cell was the same, some in better condition than others. Halfway down the hall a single pipe stuck out from the wall just higher than an above average human. A rusted and worn plaque read �shower� hung from the top.
There were twelve cells on the bottom floor and with three stories, that meant thirty-six cells. Two bunks each was seventy-two inmates. Eva winced. If that single pipe was for all of them, this hall probably spent most of its time smelling very foul.
She spun around and looked at Arachne. The spider-woman slowly walked behind Eva, keeping a fair distance between them. �It�s a prison,� Eva said.
�Yeah,� Arachne said quietly. She was obviously worried, keeping her distance and fidgeting. �Do you like it?�
�Like it? Its wonderful.� And Eva meant it. �There were six or seven other buildings out there, what�s in them?�
�I�m glad you asked.� Arachne half skipped up to Eva and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.
They went on a short tour of the prison. There were two other buildings that held as many or more cells than the initial building. A third looked completely burnt out, the walls and bars were mostly intact, but the ceiling was completely missing and several cells had blackened walls.
The buildings weren�t built all at the same time. Some had the rough, light sandstone color as the first building. Others were more modern, with smoother walls and nicer looking windows.
There were more, newer, cell buildings. One had an addition to it. Behind some thick glass was a simple, mostly empty room. A thick ring hung from the ceiling above a metal square in the floor. A lever lay just to the side of the square. Even without the noose hanging from the ring, it was obvious what the room was for.
Arachne offhandedly mentioned that the trap door still worked.
An enormous building lay back against one wall. Arachne walked Eva right past it without a second glance. Eva peeked in one of the windows on their way past. It was full of all kinds of machinery that would have looked out of date fifty years ago. At least in the section Eva saw.
Another building, titled �Dining Hall� by a faded sign out front, was missing its ceiling, floor, and several walls if the blackened brickwork was anything to go by.
�The reason the place was abandoned, I�d say. Well, the fire and the age.� She wrapped a fist against a brick wall, causing bits to turn to powder. �I saw a sign on the building outside the wall that said 1852.�
Eva tested her own fist against the same brick wall. Nothing happened. �Well, with a little work, this place will be perfect.�
�Ah.� Arachne smiled again. �We haven�t finished the tour yet.�
They passed a full on basketball court on their way to the smallest building on the property.
Large red words reading �NO LOAFING THIS AREA� were painted on the outside. Inside, the cells doors were solid sheets of metal with the exception of a single flap. Heavy metal pins held the solid flap over the doors. The cells themselves were about six feet by two feet.
They were empty. No beds, no seats, no plumbing even though the building looked far newer than several of the other buildings. And no windows. A single hole in the ceiling smaller than Eva�s fist was the only light to the outside world and it was covered by a metal grate that might be big enough to fit a few grains of sand through.
�If we ever have �guests� over,� she said with air quotes, �I volunteer to �guard� them here.�
�If we ever have �guests� deserving of a stay inside one of these then you can do whatever you want.�
�One last stop on our tour,� Arachne said after she ceased quivering from excitement.
Past an overgrown rose garden was another wall. It was the same height as the outer wall but built of far more modern looking white-gray bricks. Inside was a single path surrounded on either side by grass and brush. It led to a single story building made of the same white-gray bricks.
A sign carved into the stone just above the door read �1956 WOMENS WARD�.
Inside were eight cells around a large common room. Eva peeked inside the first cell. Two cots rested on opposite walls of a far more spacious cell than in the main prison areas. Back in the common room, Eva moved towards a large wooden table and chairs in the center of the floor.
The odd thing about the table was that it looked new. Straight off a show room floor kind of new. The chairs around it were of the same style and looked far too comfortable for any prison.
Eva spared a sidelong glance at a widely grinning Arachne. The spider-woman nudged her head towards one of the opened cell doors.
The cell was less of a cell and far more of a proper room. Two walls had been knocked down to join up three adjacent cells. A fancy queen sized bed lay between two windows. Fresh sheets and pillows had been made on top. A large wooden dresser sat against one wall. Next to the bed was a small end table made of matching wood.
Eva realized she hadn�t seen a single speck of dust since entering the women�s ward. The only real problem she could see was that the windows were boarded up.
�It�s beautiful,� Eva said. �You spent all month cleaning all this up?�
Arachne nodded, grin spread full across her face as she took a seat on the bed.
�If this place had a shower, it would be better than my old place.� Eva almost meant that. The abandoned retirement home still held a special place in her heart.
�Oh, it has a shower alright. It has a full kitchen as well, though nothing inside works. I didn�t replace any of the rusted and abandoned appliances like I did in here.�
�I don�t think I want to know where you got the bed and stuff from, so I�m going to not ask you and pretend you asked a passing dryad to shape some wood you had.�
Arachne shrugged. �There is also an office type room that was probably used by the guards for this place. I figure that you could use the office to remake your summoning room. Unless, of course, you want to use one of the other buildings. You can use runes to get the showers operational at least, if not the kitchen. Put up some blood wards and we�ve got a new home.�
Eva shook her head. She didn�t want to rain on the spider-demon�s parade. �This place is amazing and I�m sure we will get a lot of use out of it. But, for now at least, I�ll be living at the dorms.� Before Arachne could object, Eva quickly said, �this place is too far out of the way to return every night and leave every morning. What we need to do is find fast magical transportation. Something you could use as well. Maybe I can get Zoe Baxter to teach me her method of teleporting.�
Arachne�s grin slipped, but she nodded. �There�s always infernal walk,� she said.
Eva shifted a bit. �I�m not sure that I am too keen on walking through Hell to go home.�
�You�d really not notice it. There would be a few seconds of heat and maybe a bit of discomfort. Then your there. Though,� she said with a bit of a frown, �you might not be ready for another few months. Speaking of, has Devon contacted you?�
Eva shook her head. It was already early July and not a peep from her master. �I�m beginning to get worried. If he doesn�t show up by mid August��
�I am always ready to donate blood.�
�As much as I appreciate that, without the ritual I doubt I�d survive an infusion. I have no idea how to draw the circle let alone have someone else to manage it while I go under.�
Arachne growled. A low, venomous, almost murderous growl. �I�ll track him down.�
�No. If you�re gone and he does show up, that could be even worse.�
�We�ll send another demon after him then. And we�ll make sure it is a very fun one, like me.�
Eva half chuckled at that. �We�ll do that tomorrow then. For now let�s��
�Sleep here?� Arachne almost pleaded. �It�s nice to not be a tiny spider all the time, even if I do get to stick to you.�
Eva smiled. �Alright. We do need to return tomorrow, but we can spend the night here.�
Withdrawing her usual dagger, Eva slid it across her arm. She pulled at a thin strand of blood and began twisting it into a circle filled with intrinsic designs. Eva frowned as she worked. The wards in the abandoned hospital were done years ago when Eva first found the place. Back then her blood was far more human than today. Magic considered her current blood impure.
And it was as impure as it would get, hopefully. Further treatments should tip the scales back towards pure. Eva looked forward to when the treatments were complete. Not only should her blood be considered perfectly pure by whatever magics governed such things, but it would be powerful. As powerful as a fresh batch of Arachne�s blood.
Once satisfied with the design in front of her, Eva turned to the still seated Arachne. �Arm, please.�
Arachne held out a chitinous arm. She used her other clawed hand to slice straight into the armored exoskeleton. Eva lightly tapped the crystal edge of her dagger against the blood leaking over the black armor. Tapping too hard might have cracked the crystal, the dagger was not designed for even the lightest of combat.
Eva pulled a droplet of demon blood and placed it within the floating blood circle. �Not the full suite of protections, but should keep things who aren�t us out. Though I doubt we have much to worry about out here. Mostly wildlife.�
Eva walked over to the only bed in the room and took a seat, kicking her shoes off. Ignoring the spider-woman as she healed her arm, Eva said, �so, where is your bed?�
The panicked look that crossed Arachne�s face nearly sent Eva into a fit of laughter. �I� That�s��
Eva set her clothes on the bedside table. The floor might look clean, but Eva wasn�t ready to test it just yet. A large rug, at least for this room, might be a nice addition. The cold stone floor didn�t look all that inviting.
Arachne had stood up and was looking about ready to lie down on that floor beside the bed when Eva took pity on the poor spider.
�Alright Arachne, it was just a joke. But,� Eva said with a single finger in the air, �I want your feet cleaned off before you climb under these sheets.�
The spider half ran from the room without another word. She returned a second later with a fluffy white towel. She made a show of sitting on the bed and rubbing down both of her feet. She flung the towel onto the dresser and snaked under the covers.
Eva made note of Arachne keeping away from her. Even when Eva brushed her arm to the side, the spider-demon wiggled away, keeping at least an inch between them. It was weird. The last time they had been in bed together, the spider-woman had completely latched onto her for the entire night. Of course, she was a tarantula at the time. Yet even earlier in the day, Arachne had carried her, took her by the hand, had an arm over her shoulder, and far more physical contact.
After five minutes of Arachne fleeing the second Eva made the slightest motion, Eva sighed. �It is fine, Arachne. You�re not going to kill me if you touch me.�
There was a moment where nothing happened.
Then, Arachne took her words as an invitation. A hard chitinous arm slid itself underneath Eva�s back until Arachne�s hand was at Eva�s far shoulder. Another arm slid over Eva�s breasts until it reached Arachne�s other hand. Long fingers gripped her shoulder and hugged her right into the spider-woman�s chest.
All motion ceased. Like a machine had been turned off. Except machines didn�t breathe into Eva�s ear. She turned her head slightly to find eight glowing red eyes and too many sharp white teeth twisted into a grin.
Eva straightened her neck out and went back to gazing at the ceiling. She actually could kill me with a touch, Eva thought. Not that she thought Arachne would kill her. It was good to remind herself sometimes that the creature next to her who had Eva in a kind and protective embrace was a demon and had killed countless people.
Then again. I probably share more blood with her than either one of my birth parents at this point. We are �sisters� after all.
Eva fondled the small, black orb between her chest. She allowed herself to lean into the embrace, just slightly.
And like that they stayed until Eva passed into a deep sleep.

Chapter 011

Juliana Explores | Devon Arrives
Eva�s bed was empty once again this morning.
Ever since she disappeared for two days a few weeks ago, Eva spent the night someplace else about once a week. And she wouldn�t say where.
If Juliana had to guess, Eva ran around with her mentor going on fun adventures and bounty hunting.
But the girl didn�t trust Juliana. She avoided, dodged, deflected, or otherwise ignored any questions about herself. The times she did answer were either obvious lies or so vague they could describe anyone.
Then there was her obviously magical spider that Eva insisted was some generic tarantula. The spider that reappeared after a month �hunting� right after Eva�s first disappearing act.
It still frustrated Juliana to no end that she had been unable to find the creature in any of the books she�d bought on creatures. That just meant it was in books not for student�s reading.
And that meant dangerous.
Hopefully at least. Juliana would be disappointed if it was just a rare tarantula.
If Mrs. Baxter hadn�t charged her with befriending the girl, Juliana probably would have found a different friend. Maybe even more than one.
She sighed as she stepped into the shower. I might be being hard on the girl. As long as personal questions were avoided, she wasn�t that bad. Plus she knew all kinds of crazy things.
Chaos magic and runes? What kind of first year knows chaos magic, not to mention doesn�t know what chaos magic is. What kind of anyone knows runes?
The runes were another puzzle. A puzzle that made Juliana money, but a puzzle nonetheless. Juliana looked up some runes not long after their business got going, mostly looking for other types of runes they could sell. She found a way to make an area unscryable. But the book listed around three characters. Eva�s anti-scrying papers covered the entire sheet. Either Eva was very bad at runes or those papers did a lot more than stop scrying.
Though, to be fair, they stopped scrying very well. The headache she had after testing lasted half a day. That had not been a happy day.
As long as the extra runes weren�t hurting anyone, Juliana didn�t much care. Though she felt they should be charging extra for whatever extra features were on their rune papers.
Juliana almost felt bad. Eva�s runes were over half of the Rickenbacker and business was spreading across the street without any effort on Juliana�s part. Eva had to spend hours drawing out and charging the runes while Juliana just delivered and got money.
Juliana pushed thoughts of her wayward roommate from her mind. She had her own plans for the day.
To say the area around Brakket Academy was dull would be an understatement. The �entertainment� district and shopping areas had worn themselves out within two weeks. While Eva seemed happy to read through the library, and Juliana didn�t mind either, books were missing that spark of excitement Juliana needed.
Eva might be keeping from going stir crazy with whatever weekly escapades she disappeared on, but Juliana had nothing of the sort.
Her mother would never have taken her on any of her bounties. The few safaris she�d been on with her parents didn�t give her the exciting tales her father had.
Her solution might be a poor man�s substitute, but in the boring town of Brakket, Juliana would take what she could get.
She pulled open the drawer of her desk that held all of her exploring gear. She dumped the contents, a notebook and pens, a map of the town, a heavy-duty flashlight, gloves, binoculars, and rope, into her backpack. She checked the battery level of her camera and grabbed a few bottles of water from the fridge along with a few granola bars.
With that, Juliana put on a light jacket and headed out into the early morning air. She had her sights set on a very specific building today.
Business buildings were pretty easy to tell if anyone used them. If a business building was closed for any reason other than holidays or renovation, it was probably out of business. A for sale sign would be a for sure sign but that usually means the inside has been cleaned out unless it used to be a big factory. Boarded up windows indicated a goldmine.
Residences, on the other hand, were harder to tell. Even if no one went in or out for weeks, it might still be a summer home. Or in a school town like Brakket, a winter home for students during the school year.
The house Juliana had her sights on today hadn�t been used all summer. It had looked interesting at the start of summer, but Juliana couldn�t tell for sure back then. So she had discretely stuck a bit of painter�s tape over the doors and garage. They hadn�t been disturbed once.
That combined with yellowing grass from a lack of water, general disrepair of the exterior, and a broken window on the second floor led Juliana to believe it was, in fact, abandoned.
If it was intended for use during the school year� well, school was going to start in two weeks and no one had shown up so far. If she was supposed to live in it, she�d probably just choose to live in the dorms rather than spend the effort fixing the place up.
Juliana made a quick staircase out of earth and hopped over the wooden fence, flattening the earth once she landed. She wasn�t particularly worried about neighbors being nosy, but going in through the back door would give her more time to get in without displaying her obvious breaking and entering to the whole street.
All the residences in Montana, or at least around here, were very spread apart. Large houses on larger properties. This house wasn�t the biggest she�d seen, but it was decent sized. There was bound to be something interesting inside.
Juliana removed the bit of tape on the back door. The front door still had the bit of tape over it. She tried jiggling the handle and was surprised to find it unlocked. Won�t have to force my way in at least, she thought as she cracked the door open.
Reeling back, Juliana began coughing and gagging. There was something foul in there. Wishing she was a better air mage, Juliana slapped a cloth over her face.
Right inside the back door was a small dining room and kitchen. Dishes had been left all over the table. There might have been a meal on them but flies and maggots swarmed over the whole thing. The fridge was hanging open and full of even more bugs.
Underneath the cloth, Juliana smiled. This was interesting.
She carefully moved forward with her wand out. It wouldn�t do to be surprised by some rabid animal that managed to get in. A quick test of the light switch produced no results. As expected of an abandoned building.
Carefully maneuvering her hands, she brought up the flashlight to her hand holding the cloth. Enough light was coming in through the large windows, but some corners still ended up dark. In all honesty, she should just toss the cloth. It wasn�t helping much anyway.
The dining room connected with a small room at the front of the house. Several couches and seats were set around a low coffee table. Several shelves of books lined one wall. Sadly none were both interesting and something Juliana didn�t already own.
There was a fancy mask hanging off one wall. It was half black and half white with what looked like tarot cards cut out over the eye holes. A fake gold medallion hung in the center of the forehead depicting a moon encircling a sun. Several sheet music covered curls sprang off the top.
Juliana plucked it off the wall. It felt flimsy in her hands, like papier-mache. She replaced it on the hook. If she wanted it, she�d get it when she left.
The rest of the ground floor had nothing of interest. A small office with some computers set up, a room with a big couch and a bigger television, and a bathroom.
Juliana crept up the stairs to the second floor. She made it to the top and frowned. Not a single step creaked. What kind of abandoned house didn�t have creaking stairs.
The stench, however, followed her up. It might have been stronger on the second floor.
The first door she tried led to a bathroom with nothing of interest. The second door was a bedroom. A single, small bed lay inside. Juliana poked through the dresser. Each drawer was full of small boy�s clothes.
Juliana�s heart hammered in her chest.
Something was wrong here. A half eaten meal she could see. The family decided to eat before abandoning the town. All the books, all the furniture, and an expensive looking mask were suspicious. But full drawers of children�s clothes? Either this kid had a lot of clothes or this family left in a hurry.
And the smell. Oh the smell. It got worse as Juliana crept towards the last door.
She threw it open.
And almost threw up. The smell assaulted her the same time the sight did.
A king sized bed had its sheets torn off. They were wrapped up at the foot of the bed. White sheets were stained black. A gray foot stuck out from one end. Maggots crawled all over and in it.
Juliana was about to shut the door quietly when the sound of a bare foot slapped against the hard wood hall. She slammed the door and spun around.
A half-naked woman stood in front of her. Her jaw hung slack. Her clothes were torn to shreds. A kitchen knife stuck out of her chest.
Her skin most definitely was not alive.
Rustling and a moan could be heard through the door behind her. Retreat was not an option.
Situations like this were why her mother trained her. She sucked in her fear and got serious.
Juliana flicked her wrist. Her flashlight melted in her hand. She launched bits of sharpened metal at the woman�s head. She swiped her hand over the brass doorknob before the shards even struck. Brass marbles flew from her fingers into the woman�s chest.
They sunk into her with a sickening squelch, but they managed to stagger her.
Juliana sprinted past, knocking over a small table in the hallway on her way.
The doorknobs melted into her hand as she ran past. Juliana desperately wished the banister down the stairs was made of metal. The supports holding it up were made of metal and she settled for grabbing that as she flew down the stairs.
Juliana dashed out the back door, not waiting to see if the zombie followed her. With another flick of her wrist, columns of earth erupted from the back porch to completely cover the door and window. Another few flicks of her wrist saw other windows being covered.
She jumped the fence with the help of a large earth mound and covered the windows in the front as well. Not waiting to see if anything had already made it out, Juliana created a platform on their front grass about twice as high as a person.
Finally she relaxed atop her platform. She could still smell that stench she knew was rotting flesh.
From her backpack, she pulled out a small business card. She gave it three taps and the circle began glowing faintly. She gave it three more taps. Then three again.
Finally Mrs. Baxter appeared next to her on the platform.
�What is it, Miss Rivas. I am quite�� She cut off as she noticed the house half encased in earth. �Mind telling me what is going on?�
�Zombies,� Juliana breathed out. She felt like choking.
�Zombies?�
�At least one. But I saw another corpse and I swear I heard it moan. Plus there was a kid�s room but I didn�t see any kid corpses.�
Kid corpses. Juliana knelt and hurled her breakfast off the edge of the platform.
A light rubbing on her back brought her out of her fit. She leaned back from the edge. Mrs. Baxter had her phone out and was typing something into it.
Juliana wiped the spittle off her lip just as Mr. Lurcher appeared on the platform.
�Zombies,� he grunted.
�Indeed.�
He gave a few gruff sniffs of the air. �I can smell it from here.�
�Zombies?� Juliana asked.
�Death.�
�Juliana,� Mrs. Baxter said, �were you injured in the slightest?�
She shook her head. �I just ran past one as it stumbled. It only got�� How close? Too close.
Juliana slumped down on the platform.
Mrs. Baxter knelt next to her and put an arm around her shoulder. �Hold on,� she said, �we�re going back to the dorm. Wayne, keep an eye out for anything unusual.� She pulled out her dagger and hesitated. �And Wayne. Do not go in until I return. I would hate to have to explain to Dean Halsey why our alchemist is a zombie.�
With that said, reality folded away. The sky, the house, all folded into nothing. A moment later, her dorm room appeared and Mrs. Baxter gave her a light push into the room.
Juliana felt herself spin around and get pulled into the bosom of Mrs. Baxter. The instructor held her close and began whispering that it was going to be alright.
After a minute of Juliana pretending she wasn�t crying into the woman�s chest, Mrs. Baxter pulled away.
�Let me get a good look at you,� she said. She looked Juliana up and down, carefully inspecting her hands and face. She walked around until she was satisfied. �Alright. Wayne and I can�t leave this sitting, but I will be right back as soon as we look around. We�ll have a talk then.�
Mrs. Baxter stepped away, pulling her dagger out once again.
�Wait,� Juliana said, �both the creatures were on the second floor. One in the hall and one in the master bedroom. The door was shut but I destroyed the handle for a weapon,� Juliana said as she lifted the metal still swirling around her left arm.
Mrs. Baxter nodded. �You did good. I�ll be back in half an hour.� And she vanished.
Juliana took off her clothes on the way to the shower. Eva was still gone and even if she wasn�t, it wasn�t like the girl cared about modesty anyway. And right now, Juliana didn�t care either.
She sat and let the hot water wash over her body. She took deep breaths of the hot, humid air.
Juliana finally had an exciting story. She just wasn�t sure she wanted to tell it.
� � �
That girl is going to be the death me.
Devon threw a glance over his shoulder at the smoky figure standing in the shadows. Red eyes gleaming in the shadows narrowed sharply at his glance. He almost got whiplash turning back to his work.
That girl is going to kill me.
At least whatever she said to it didn�t result in Devon waking up with his limbs spread across the room. It just wasn�t fair. He was supposed to be the demon summoner and she was supposed to be the blood mage. Yet she had the service of a haunter.
It is that damn Arachne. I know it.
She had been far too unstable before she ran off with Eva. It was getting to be a menace. If he didn�t need her, he would have banished and forgotten her long ago.
For a moment he wondered if being alone with Eva for a few months improved her personality at all. The haunter in the corner of his eye banished all such thoughts. This seemed like her idea of a joke.
He dropped the last notebook into his suitcase and double checked the workshop. Everything he needed was accounted for.
Devon turned to the haunter, keeping his gaze on the floor, and walked towards the shadows. Slowly. He took a deep breath and stepped into the shadow.
A claw gripped his arm. He suppressed a cry as his shoulder popped out of its socket. The claw tightened, puncturing his arm at no less than four points. This was such a bad idea, he thought as the floor dropped from below him.
He landed hard, hoping he hadn�t just injured his still tender leg. Devon stumbled forward not even half a step before his nose cracked against a wall.
The haunter released its grip and half spun Devon around in the pitch darkness.
�Thank you Ivonis, that will be all.� Eva�s voice came muffled through a wall.
Probably standing under the brightest floodlights possible.
Still, the demon�s presence vanished from Devon�s side.
�Are you insane, girl? Sending a haunter after me?�
His voice echoed strangely around him. He felt out the room to find it incredibly tiny. Only a few square feet of floor space and the entire room felt like cement except for one metal panel.
A small flap opened up in the metal panel, flooding the tiny room with light. A number of red eyes peeked through.
�He has already been paid in full,� Arachne said.
�You�ll forgive me if I don�t trust a traitor�s words.�
The red eyes narrowed. The flap slammed shut sending painful echoes through the tiny chamber.
The entire wall pulled away a moment later. Eva stood in the opening. �You�re being far too melodramatic, master.�
�Yes, well, let�s see how you react when you wake up to a damn haunter leering over your bed.�
�He did his job and you are,� her eyes flicked to the blood dripping down his arm, �mostly unharmed.�
Devon scoffed. �Mostly.� He slammed his arm against the wall, suppressing another cry. It wasn�t the first dislocated shoulder he�d had, and he doubted it would be the last. Unless she has worse ideas for sending me home.
�Well, if you would have shown up or simply sent a letter, we wouldn�t have to resort to these measures. Didn�t you read the note?�
�Note?� Devon thought for a moment. �That chicken scratch? Did you read it?�
Eva gave an uncertain glance towards a grinning Arachne. �No,� she said. �But there were pamphlets there too. That should have been plenty of information.�
�Yeah, plenty of information on how amazing this school your going to is. And then you just up and left me with a damn cat to heal me? I�m surprised you still call me master.�
�Arthfael did that as a personal favor. I hope you gave him plenty of fish.�
�Well,� Devon slumped slightly, �yeah. But at least he stuck with me.�
Eva shook her head. �I had a plane to catch. Maybe if you hadn�t hopped yourself up on potions, we could have had a more proper discussion.� She put her hands on her hips. �If you have any more whining to do, perhaps you can do it after we�ve started the treatment. I�m disappointed it took so long to find you and am eager to get a move on.�
She turned and walked down the hall with Arachne hanging off her shoulder.
Devon frowned as he grabbed his equipment and followed. The girl was getting far too uppity. And far too excited about her treatments. She should be fearful or at least wary.
He supposed it was an improvement over the dead-inside little girl who started the experiments. It was too much in the opposite direction. And the way Arachne hung off her, she didn�t even react. Devon doubted it even entered her mind what Arachne was capable of doing. What she had done in the past.
And Arachne, fawning over the girl like a child over a stuffed animal. One of its fingers idly twirled a lock of the long black hair. That simple action disturbed Devon more than Eva�s reactions, or lack of reactions. Eva could be attributed to simple naivety or ignorance.
No. Arachne had something deeply wrong with it. If Devon didn�t know better, he might have mistaken it for some other magical creature. A scary looking fairy perhaps. Ever since Eva�s treatment got underway, the demon stuck to her side. It even called her �sister� on occasion.
The group moved outside the tiny building. Several more buildings, much larger than the one they just exited, were arranged with connecting pathways. Dry, yellow grass filled the gaps between the buildings. A rough wall could be seen surrounding the entire place. The tiny cell block they had just been in combined with bars on every visible window let Devon know what kind of place he was in.
�How did you get the haunter on your side?�
Eva half turned with a bit of a wince. �There are fifty dead cows, buffalo, goats, horses, and sheep inside cell house two.�
�Forty-six,� Arachne corrected.
�Right. Ivonis left two sheep and two cows. It doesn�t smell very pleasant in there at the moment. We�re headed to the opposite end of the compound, so don�t worry about that.�
Devon didn�t like the sound of that. It was less morally reprehensible than five humans, he supposed, but if the animals had been stolen off a farm� fifty animals was a lot to lose no matter if they planned to eat or sell them. They might as well have just killed the farmer and his family. It�d be a quicker death than starving, in any case.
Eva brought the group to a stop outside a small gate set in a nicer looking wall.
�I�ll need a bit of your blood,� she said as she withdrew a dagger. She smiled. �Unless you want to experience my wards first hand.�
Devon held out his already injured arm without a word.
Eva frowned at the droplets of blood already dripping off his fingertips. �Arachne,� she said, �could you grab a few potions to handle these cuts?� She looked back to Devon and said, �I�ll still need to make a fresh cut with the dagger.�
Eva leaned close and drew a small orb of blood into the air. Devon grabbed her shoulder as soon as the demon had disappeared into the building titled �WOMENS WARD�.
�You trust that thing far too much,� Devon said. �It is not human and it is not your friend. Demons should be tools and nothing more.�
Eva blinked twice. �Do they teach you that in demonology school? I�ve found being polite and treating demons like people seems to work alright.�
�You�re going to get yourself killed, girl. And take seven years of experiments down the drain with you.�
�I�m so touched you are worried about my health, master. As for Arachne�� she trailed off for a moment, thinking. She shrugged. �I like her. She is surprisingly thoughtful at times, if a tad protective. Without her,� she waved a finger around the air, �none of this would be possible. She found this place, spent a month cleaning it up, and has generally been good help.�
Devon frowned and released Eva as the demon in question emerged from the building. It walked down the short path to the gate and handed Devon a light blue vial and a yellow vial.
Eva walked just inside the gate with the small orb of blood floating above her hand. She snapped her fingers and the blood marble vanished. �Alright,� she said, �you should be able to come in now. You�re not keyed into my room, so don�t try it.�
Despite grumbling at her use of the word �should,� Devon walked through the gate. Nothing bad happened as he walked up the path to the single story building.
The main room had some nice looking chairs and tables shoved off to the side. In the center of the room, two old-fashioned looking barber chairs had been set up in the center of a partially drawn ritual circle.
Devon pulled his notebook and flipped to the page with a copy of the circle. He had the entire thing completely memorized, of course. But it always paid to be careful. He wasn�t about to risk all the time and effort he�d spent on Eva, not to mention the wrath he�d undoubtedly get from Arachne, on a malformed ritual circle. He pulled out a stick of chalk and set to work.
�So,� he said, thinking it was about time for more pleasant topics. Despite his chewing her out, he wasn�t unfond of the girl. �Have you been learning much at this school?�
�No,� came her quick reply. �School hasn�t actually started yet, so I still have hope.�
�It hasn�t started yet? Why did you leave so damn early?�
Eva shrugged. ��To settle in and attend seminars� were the reasons given to me. Settling in took less than a day and none of the seminars are designed for students that haven�t even had a year of schooling. Although the seminar with my advisor is at least interesting. It is basically combat training. My adviser is apparently a highly rated combatant. Speaking of,� she smiled a smile Devon didn�t much like, �she wants to meet with you.�
�You told her about me?�
�Didn�t have much option. I implied your name was Randolph Carter, so you don�t have to use Devon if you do meet her. She knew I was at the museum thanks to my runes and wanted to know what dangerous object we stole that had the nun�s habits in a bunch. I told her a phylactery that was destroyed and not to worry.�
Devon groaned. �Don�t even remind me.�
�How is your leg?�
�Better,� Devon snapped. And it was. Mostly.
That killed the conversation. Devon quietly finished the circle.
Eva already stripped down and took a seat in one of the chairs. Arachne took the other. He set to hooking the two up. Tubes connected various points on their bodies together. Magic kept them all going one way, from Arachne to Eva. He dropped a warded jar near Eva and attached a tube from her into it. She liked to keep the filtered human blood she shed for whatever blood magics she used.
Devon stripped and sat in a small circle within the larger ritual circle. Without even waiting to ask if they were ready, Devon let his magic flow.
Immediately the two subjects slumped in their chairs. Black blood flowed down the tubes from Arachne to Eva. A light pattering of bright red blood hitting the bottom of the warded jar filled the air.
Once the ritual began, Devon was no longer needed. He stood up, dressed, and moved to examine his research subjects.
He pulled one of Eva�s eyelids open and shone a light over her eyes. The wide pupils constricted immediately. Her pupils had developed tiny nubs at the top and bottom, and they were becoming less circular. No one would notice unless she got an eye exam, but in a few more months, maybe even by the time of her next treatment, people who paid close attention might start noticing. In a year�s time she wouldn�t be able to hide it without cosmetic contacts.
Though her irises might need contacts sooner. The red displaced the brown-hazel of her original eye color around the edges. Now that they�d crossed the half way point, the changes would only accelerate.
Devon flipped through the Subject Eva notebook. He made a detailed sketch of how her pupils looked while constricted along with some notes.
Devon set the notebook down and wrenched open her jaw. He ran a finger over her teeth. They were changing at a far slower rate. Her eyes were more of a side effect, the cells being replaced during normal body operations. The sharpening of her teeth was purely magic. They were already barely noticeable and hadn�t changed enough since their May session.
Her tongue might have been slightly elongated and thin, but that could just be her tongue. Unless more drastic changes happened, he�d note it as normal for a human.
Eva�s mouth was a healthy red and her saliva clear and smelled normal. He wasn�t about to taste it. Many demons had toxic saliva and he wasn�t about to take a chance. Of course, she could have developed separate venom glands, especially considering who the blood donor was, but there was no evidence of that.
Her skin color was normal. As was her hair, even at the roots. That was one of the things that surprised Devon the most. He expected some change, especially her skin, but it was the exact same as when she was six years old. Perhaps now that they�d crossed the fifty percent mark something would happen in the next few months or years.
Her muscles and body were developing well. She didn�t appear weak or fatigued earlier, though Devon made a note to ask about any strange feelings when the girl woke up.
All in all, Eva seemed healthy. Far healthier than expected, if Devon was being honest. His research had him laughed out of demonology circles for being too dangerous. Though they might have meant the result would be dangerous, not the process itself.
Her mental health seemed to be there as well. From their May treatment until she left early June, she acted consistent with her own behavior and not significantly different from a regular human her age, her experiences included. There would be a full examination after she awoke, of course. Based on how she acted between his arrival and the ritual, Devon didn�t expect much. Not unless Arachne had its claws in the girl deeper than he wanted.
Devon decided to stick around for a while. To check out this school and the environment his life�s work was being raised in. He wanted to do so over the rest of summer, he didn�t expect the girl to leave the day she told him about the school. Between his injury and the Elysium Sisters swarming around looking for him, Devon scarcely had a moment�s rest.
He moved to a seat in the corner of the room and organized his notes. There he�d wait until the magic within the ritual circle consumed itself and the treatment would finish.
At least there were no Elysium Sisters up here.

Chapter 012

Shalise Ward
Zoe Baxter stalked down the halls.
A wet young girl skipped along at her heels.
Zoe finally managed to drag the girl out of the hot tubs. She made a beeline for the rocky pools the moment the tour stopped by. She jumped in without even removing her clothes.
Now she happily skipped along with a towel around her, drawing several odd stares from passing students. She was oblivious to it all.
Zoe stopped outside a specific door on the third floor and knocked.
Conversation on the other side of the door stopped. The door opened a second after.
�Time for inspection already?� the black-haired girl asked. �I�ll grab Rach and be out of the room if you�d like.�
�No inspection today, Miss Eva.� Zoe stepped aside, glad the wet girl hadn�t run off. �Your third roommate has arrived. May we come in?�
Eva blinked at the wet girl then blinked again. She seemed to recover herself as she stepped backwards and waved them in. �Yes of course, I was just working on a little project.�
The room was much the same as when the girls first moved in. Neither saw fit to decorate or even personalize the place much. The only decorations were the black envelopes attached to the ceiling that had spread through much of the girl�s dorms.
When asked, everyone responded that they were for luck or to ward off bad dreams. Obvious lies. Attempting to gain access to them caused the contents to turn to foul-smelling slime. Scrying into them produced adverse effects.
The staff considered confiscating them until Juliana and Eva came forth as the creators and explained they were to prevent scrying. Zoe had Eva explain every symbol on the sheets making sure nothing would harm the students. Satisfied with the results, the two girls were allowed to continue their business.
Eva appeared to be in the middle of making additional runes if the pens and rune covered papers on her desk were any indication. Juliana had a book in hand, though she looked up at the intruders.
The blond erred on the side of caution, these days. She carried two wands everywhere she went. With her in a short-sleeved shirt, Zoe could see the metal bands she wore around her forearms. Each sported intricate designs made with the girl�s own ferrokinesis. Sadly, she often covered them up with long-sleeved shirts or jackets.
Apart from the additions to her attire, the girl seemed less bothered by her incident than Zoe expected. Zoe had had several talks with her over the course of the last week and she seemed fairly normal. Not talkative, but Juliana never was a chatty sort. She insisted on continuing her urban explorations, though she promised to contact Zoe at the first sign of anything abnormal.
She set down her book and walked over near Eva.
�This is your new roommate, Shalise Ward.�
The girls looked to the dark-haired girl and looked her over before introducing themselves.
�Eva.�
�Juliana.�
�Shalise,� the girl said with a happy nod.
�If you don�t mind my asking,� Eva started, �why are you wet?�
Shalise rubbed the back of her wet brown hair. �I slipped into the spa on our tour.�
Lies. There was nothing accidental about that �fall� into the tubs.
�Do you want to use the shower? We can talk afterwards.�
�I�d just change into wet clothes. I don�t have anything else with me.�
Juliana looked the girl up and down. �You look about my size, if my clothes are fine with you.�
�I don�t want to be a bother on my first day��
�Nonsense.� Eva waved her off. �I would have offered my clothes if Juliana didn�t.�
The girls pulled out a set of clothes and sent Shalise to the shower.
�School starts next week,� Zoe said after the bathroom door shut, �are you girls ready?�
�Can�t wait,� Eva immediately replied, �I don�t know what you were thinking when you made everyone show up three months early.�
Juliana nodded. �I�ve read half the library and that�s aside from my other activities.�
Eva raised an eyebrow at the blond, but brushed it off. �I mean, your seminars are alright. Apart from that, there is nothing interesting around here.�
�I wouldn�t say nothing,� Juliana said. �But it could stand to be more fun around here.�
Zoe looked between the two girls. She wondered if they weren�t just sparing her feelings by saying her seminar was the highlight of their summer.
�I�m sorry you feel that way.� Maybe if they had come several years ago when the town was in full swing. �Miss Ward is completely new to magic. She�s never cast a spell once in her life. Perhaps helping her get school supplies around town and maybe showing her some simple things will alleviate some of your tedium until school starts.�
Eva gave an indifferent shrug. �I haven�t bought a uniform yet.� She looked towards Juliana.
�Same� was the response.
�Good,� Zoe said. �I�ll leave you two to get acquainted to your new roommate. Do play nice.�
The girls nodded and said their farewells.
As soon as the door closed, Zoe flicked out her knife and entered between. She could have left from their room, but that left a bad taste in her mouth. It just felt rude.
Zoe moved into her private quarters and took a seat at her own desk. She pulled out a notebook and set to work. Zoe intended to fulfill her promise to Shalise as soon as possible.
She just had to find out where to get the money.
�
The three girls headed out to the same circular market Eva first shopped at.
Unlike last time, there were a handful of students milling about the plaza. Students looking to get last-minute supplies for the most part.
Shalise gaped at each advertisement around the plaza. First the dancing uniforms, the cauldron�s overflowing contents that vanished just above the heads of students, and the rest. She dragged Eva and Juliana to the most crowded store to watch the dancing uniforms up close.
Irene stood inside the store. She looked to be troubled over choosing between skirts or pants.
Juliana dragged the group up to the girl. �Hey, on your own today?�
Irene half jumped and turned to face the group. �Juliana, Eva,� she said. She turned to the third member of their crew and cocked her head to one side.
�Shalise.� She offered her hand.
Irene moved to shake, but her hands were full of clothes. Shalise grabbed the hand anyway and shook with a smile.
�Irene,� she offered. �And yeah, everyone else bought their uniforms already.�
Eva pulled a skirt off the rack. �Neither of us have, and Shalise is brand new today.�
The skirts seemed to come in many different sizes. From ankle length dresses to barely there skirts. All of them black with teal trim. The longer ones occasionally had teal patterns sewn into them.
For shirts, they had a choice of gray, white, or black button ups in short, long, and no sleeve variety. They were meant to be worn with a teal tie.
Eva planned on picking up a light jacket as well. If there were outdoor classes during winter, she�d wear a heavy coat, but for indoor classes, a jacket would suffice.
Eva picked a couple of the third shortest skirt off the racks. Long enough to cover to just under mid-thigh. Juliana put her hand on her arm as she pulled off a third skirt of the same length.
She shook her head. �We shouldn�t need more than one. They self clean.�
�That�s handy,� Eva said. She replaced all but one of the skirts. �Why don�t all clothes come with that.�
�It isn�t cheap,� was Irene�s response. �Costly to get good materials for the enchantments and harder to actually enchant.�
Eva frowned. �Yet all of us are getting them on our scholarship. And every student has the scholarship. Where is the school getting all the money?�
No one offered any response.
Eva pulled a dark gray shirt from the sleeveless rack. Juliana decided on black with long sleeves. Shalise looked torn between a lighter gray and white. Irene had four colors all of varying sleeve length.
Adding a jacket and coat to her pile, Eva moved on to the shoes. There were no required shoes, but Eva was always on the lookout for a good pair of boots. Sadly nothing looked remotely good.
Purchases in hand, Eva moved to the checkout just behind Shalise. The girl fumbled around, handing the cashier her dorm key card. Once she got her purchases sorted, Eva moved up next.
Eva held out her card. The cashier ran it through the card reader the same way any credit card would be. Eva couldn�t help but ask, �these do give you real money, right? Not some fake money the school prints out?�
The cashier�s lip curled into a frown. �Girl, if the school didn�t pay me real money, I�d have been gone from this town years ago.�
�Fair enough,� Eva said as she took her purchases off the counter.
Juliana gave her a quirk of an eyebrow.
Eva smiled. �Seems suspicious is all.�
That suspicion gnawed at Eva over the last few months. The only explanation she could come up with was that there were a significantly higher number of donating alumni than new students. Assuming Zoe Baxter�s justification for the scholarships was correct.
Either that or an eccentric and rich funder. Eva hadn�t seen any evidence of illegal activities that might be the source of funds. Though, she supposed, if I could wander around for a month or two and stumble across illegal activities, some authority would have noticed much sooner and shut them down.
They parted with Irene outside the clothing shop and entered Foible Foci.
Juliana meandered over to the alternative foci, leaving Eva to guide Shalise around.
Shalise turned her brown eyes over everything in the shop. Not just her eyes. She had to touch absolutely everything, much to the chagrin of the young man managing the store.
Eva dragged the excitable girl to the simple wands and helped her pick out a wooden wand.
�So, Shalise, you�ve never done magic before?� Eva asked before the girl could run around the store.
�I heard of magic, who hasn�t, but I never expected Professor Baxter to show up claiming I was a mage.� She laughed and waved a hand in front of her face. �I told her she had the wrong person. That nothing in my life could be considered magical.�
Eva waited, but Shalise didn�t continue. A bit of a look had fallen over her face. She turned her eyes downwards and sighed. Just as Eva was about to ask if she was alright, Shalise continued.
�She handed me a ticket for a flight, a scholarship fund, and a bunch of papers. I threw them all in the trash.
�Professor Baxter showed up again a week later asking why I missed the flight and if I needed assistance getting to school. I told her I had too much to care for at home, too much work that other people wouldn�t do.�
Eva never thought about that. Someone like Juliana, from a magical family, was probably expected to be shipped off to school. Eva held no attachments to anything back in Florida. But what about people who actually had friends and liked living where they did.
A smile flitted across Eva�s face. Maybe her registration to high school hadn�t been withdrawn. She�d be marked as absent in all her classes until truant officers were sent to her father�s house. If he got arrested due to her disappearance, it would be a happy day.
It was a bit much to hope for. Unfortunately, he knew Eva could do magic and he knew she had visitors from �one of them magical academies� looking to recruit her. Even if Zoe Baxter hadn�t arranged anything, the government surely had a method of contacting Brakket and finding out where Eva was.
Shalise broke Eva from her thoughts. �Eventually, she promised me that she would take care of my home while I was gone. And that I could visit anytime I wanted just by asking her. If I turn out to be a terrible mage or hate it here, then I can go right home.�
�Well,� Eva said, �it is probably good you skipped summer. It has been fairly dull around. I can�t say that I hate it, or that I�d be doing anything more interesting at home except volunteering at a local vet�s office.� She gave Shalise a smile. �Hopefully, school keeps us busy, at the very least.�
Juliana wandered back from the other side of the store, sporting a full finger ring on the index fingers of either hand. At Eva�s questioning glance, Juliana said, �I thought yours looked cool so I got some. Though you never wear yours��
�It turned out to be a tad more cumbersome than I expected.� Not to mention Eva didn�t actually need any foci for casting her spells. The wand was just for show.
�You should.�
Eva blinked at her terse response. �Yeah,� she said. It would be a handy excuse if she had to cast a spell in an emergency, that was at least part of the reason she originally bought it. �Maybe I will.� She turned to Shalise. �Do you want to look for any alternate focus?�
Shalise held up her hands and took a step back. �Oh no. I don�t think so. This,� she held up her new wand with a bright smile, �is more than enough for now.�
Juliana looked like she wanted to say something but held it in.
�Let�s get your books then. I could use some more paper and ink from Major�s as well.�
Toomey Tomes Bookstore was just as devoid of life as the last time Eva entered the shop. The sole living person was the owner, sitting behind a counter. He was a pencil thin man with far too much gel slicking back his hair. His sunken in eyes glared at the group as they entered his store.
Eva glared right back. Her last time in the store found her running right into some dangerous smelling people. If they were in the store to meet with the shop owner, then that was all on him.
Because of her suspicions, Eva took extra care snooping about the store while Juliana helped Shalise find her books.
Of course, Eva didn�t expect to find anything. If she ran a bookstore of a less than scrupulous nature, she wouldn�t leave evidence lying around the front room. There would be no hidden rooms where customers could stumble into them. There wouldn�t even need to be a secret room. Just a shelf in the back storage room with a few legitimate books set in front of whatever needed to be hidden.
If there were anything that needed to be hidden at all. But you didn�t deal with people who smelled like death if you didn�t have anything to hide. Unless those men just needed a book.
After finding nothing around the shelves, Eva changed tactics. She walked up to the counter where Stephen Toomey, based on his name tag, still glared at her. �Do you have any books you keep out of the main room here?�
�What�s wrong with the books out here, huh?� His nasally voice peaked at the end. He stood from his stool and waved a finger at Eva. �If you�ve damaged any of my merchandise little girl, I�ll be collecting tenfold the cost from you.�
Eva held up her hands. �Nothing like that. I�ve read most of them and was looking for more along my interests.�
Stephen Toomey crossed his arms. �Read most of them? I don�t believe you. I haven�t even read half of them.�
�You clearly have better things to do,� Eva countered. �I am a student stuck in the most boring town I�ve ever been in. It would be strange if I hadn�t read all the books around town.�
It was a lie, of course. She had barely read the required school books. It sounded believable to her though.
Apparently it sounded believable to Toomey as well. �Even if that�s the case,� he said, �I don�t think I have anything to show little brats who shirk responsibility and damage products.�
�Damage products? I never��
�Don�t be coy with me, little girl. It was you and that brat with the blond hair.� He pointed at an approaching Juliana. �The book you ruined was pointed out by two gentlemen, still dripping with ink.�
�Are you sure they didn�t do it?�
�Don�t shirk responsibility onto others. I was with them the whole time, showing a book on a completely different shelf when one of them tapped me on the shoulder and pointed it out.�
Eva frowned. �Do you still have the book?�
��Course I still have it. Can�t sell rotten books now can I?�
�I thought you might have thrown it away or something.�
�Thrown it away? Even damaged as it is, it still is an original copy of the Resplendent Mysteriis.�
�Bring it out and I�ll buy it at full price. Plus extra for compensation.�
Toomey stared at Eva. �You better be able to afford this, little girl,� he said as he stalked into the back room.
Juliana walked up to Eva with raised eyebrows.
Eva shook her head. �After we leave,� she whispered.
Toomey returned to find a large amount of cash sitting on the counter. Double the most expensive book Eva could remember seeing in the bookstore. The cash was the results of her rather successful business. Eva didn�t want to risk her spending money on her scholarship card being low.
He counted the money then slid the book across the counter. �Take it and get out of here.�
�My friend,� Eva said as she stepped out of the way, �still needs to purchase her books. I�d ask that you don�t treat her the way you treated me. She only arrived at Brakket earlier today.�
�Yeah, whatever.� He rung up Shalise�s total without another word and glared the group out of the shop.
Outside, Juliana immediately turned on Eva. �What was that all about? I know you didn�t spill ink on that book.�
�You didn�t either.�
�Those men then?�
Eva nodded. �I think so.�
They filled in a very confused Shalise.
�You never told me why you were afraid of them.�
�I wouldn�t say afraid,� Eva said with a light shuffling of her feet. �I had my nose right in one�s chest. People who smell like they do are generally not the sort of people you want to be around.�
�You can�t discriminate against people based on how they smell,� Shalise said. �Maybe the poor guy�s house was undergoing renovations and he couldn�t shower.�
Shaking her head, Eva said, �not the same kind of smell. This was pungent and vile, the kind of smell I expect from a corpse whose stomach has been torn open.�
�C-corpse?� Shalise half shouted.
Eva hushed her. Glancing around, she was glad for the mostly empty plaza. �There are plenty of very good reasons to smell like death.� Eva tried calming the girl. �Undertakers, morticians, even doctors, nurses, and veterinarians. Trust me, I volunteer at a vet�s office sometimes.�
That seemed to assuage Shalise, at least a little. Juliana, on the other hand, had gone very pale.
�Let�s get back to the dorms,� she said.
�Juliana?�
She shook her head. �I�ll tell you back at the dorms.�
She marched off leaving Shalise and Eva behind. The two shared a glance and followed after her.
�
�Z-zombies?�
�Just one, as far as I know. Mrs. Baxter didn�t tell me what happened afterwards.�
Eva paused her flipping through the book. The pages were almost entirely ruined. Almost as if the book had been dipped in ink rather than having ink spilled over it. The papers crackled and flakes of ink fell off at the lightest touch. Many pages were stuck together. Eva couldn�t detect any blood, which she originally thought the ink was trying to disguise, but there could still be runes or other magical elements etched into the pages.
�Eva?�
It still felt dangerous. Eva had been cautious, checked it for traps and contaminants. The flakes of ink that had fallen off were kept in a small pile on Eva�s desk. She would obliterate them later with blood magic, after her roommates had gone to sleep.
Eva wanted to hand the book off to her master, keep it under magical suppressants and shackles much like the black skull. He�d dealt with necromancers at least once in the past. He might be able to find something she couldn�t.
�Eva?�
�Sorry,� Eva said, glancing at Juliana, �just had some thoughts.�
�I didn�t mean to disturb you. I just thought we should all know.�
�Thanks.� Eva gave what she hoped was a comforting smile. Juliana spoke very solemnly about her experience. Eva didn�t want to make light of the zombies, but something else bothered her. �I�m actually less concerned with zombies and more concerned with the book.�
�Not concerned with zombies?� Shalise asked, aghast.
�Less concerned than I am about the book,� Eva repeated.
Juliana leaned back on her bed, resting her head on the wall. She shut her eyes and asked, �what�s wrong with the book?�
�My mentor has dealt with necromancers in the past. I�m not an expert, but I�ve heard things from him. Now, I�m not saying it is for sure, but I don�t want this to be a component in a ritual.� Eva tapped the book. �Town sized sacrifices to draw Death�s gaze are not unheard of.�
Neither girl said anything.
Eva wondered if she made a mistake. That she should have downplayed the danger. It was all just a guess, after all. A guess that made a lot of sense to Eva. What else would necromancers be doing in a tiny town like Brakket.
Juliana kept her eyes shut, breathing deeply and slowly. Some kind of calming technique, perhaps.
Shalise went rigid. She looked about ready to fall off the back of her bed.
What a fun introduction to your first day in magical society.
�You�re not acting concerned,� Juliana said without opening her eyes.
�If I were to perform a ritual involving mass death to a power like Death, it would be on either Halloween or winter solstice. Maybe other local cultural days that involve observance of the dead. I�d say we have a bit of time, though again, I am not an expert.�
�W-well, lets call the police.�
Juliana shook her head. �If this is a massive ritual, I�d rather not spook them and have them do something drastic at the first sign of opposition.�
Eva nodded. She didn�t want people running around searching for dark magic in a town where she and Arachne lived. People snooping around would be problematic at best. �I said I�d aim for Halloween. It is very likely that the ritual could be done sooner if needed.�
�I�ll contact my mother and see if she can�t round-up a few of her old mage-knight contacts to poke around quietly. Preferably ones that have children attending Brakket. They can disguise their visits as social ones.�
Eva didn�t like the sound of a handful of mage-knights running around any more than a full police investigation. �We might just be overreacting,� she said, �it might all be coincidence.�
Juliana shot Eva a look that said, �you don�t believe that any more than I do.�
Eva ignored it. �I�ll speak with my mentor, he�s dealt with unsavory sorts before.�
�We have to at least tell Professor Baxter. If this is d-dangerous to students, the school needs to know.�
�I agree,� Juliana said before Eva could object.
Eva repressed a sigh as Juliana withdrew one of the instructor�s business cards. Eva avoided carrying them around. Being tracked to the prison would be a terrible thing.
She�d have to do something about that. It wouldn�t do to have snooping bounty hunters stumble over the prison in their search for necromancers. Eva almost felt bad for Arachne; the moment she got back from setting up Devon�s room at the prison, she�d just be returning.
Her master had lived in the women�s ward until he decided it was too demeaning. He moved out to cell house one, the oldest prison block, and requested Arachne�s help in remodeling. The set up shouldn�t have taken all day. Eva glanced out the window. For all she knew, Arachne was hanging on outside the windows, not wanting to barge in and be seen by the unknown Shalise.
They really needed to work on better communication and transportation to the prison. It had become one of Eva�s top priorities since Zoe Baxter had refused to teach her the method of teleportation she used. Arachne was becoming increasingly convinced that Eva could handle a walk through Hell. The fact that the spider-demon always ran to the prison when going alone gave Eva some reservations about that.
A knock at their door brought Eva back to the present. She, being the closest to the door, stood from her desk and allowed Zoe Baxter into the room.
No one said anything.
�Out with it.�
�There are zombies in town,� Shalise blurted out.
Zoe Baxter glanced a hard glance at Juliana. �More than just the one time?�
�No. Shalise means to say that we suspect necromancers running around the city.�
�Of course there are,� Zoe Baxter glared at the three of them. �Zombies don�t raise themselves. Well, they do. The first ones don�t raise themselves. Rest assured the matter is being investigated. Unless you know who the necromancers are?�
Eva frowned as both Juliana and Shalise turned her direction. Zoe Baxter noticed and looked to Eva as well. �Juliana and I,� she said, making sure to emphasize the blond�s name, �ran into people we now believe are necromancers on our first week of school. We didn�t exactly get their names, but they were in Toomey�s bookstore destroying a book.� She patted the book on her desk, already hating herself for drawing attention to it. �The one I ran into was tall and thin, very bony. I might have thought he was a skeleton if he hadn�t obviously been alive. I didn�t get a good look at his partner.�
�Larger, but not fat,� Juliana chimed in. �Probably muscle. He had short black hair.�
�You might want to check in with Toomey, he seemed fond of them for some reason,� Eva added.
�And the book?�
�It is�� Eva leaned over to read the cover. �Resplendent Mysteriis. Know anything about it?�
�A collection of poetry, if memory serves. None of the poems have any known magical use. I don�t find them particularly good, either.�
�It is a common book then?�
�I wouldn�t say common, but the school library should have a copy of it. I believe I will be confiscating that copy, however.�
Eva frowned. Given that it was destroyed like it was, and that Stephen Toomey called it an original, Eva had hoped it was destroyed to cover up what the necromancers were doing. A common book with plenty of copies would just get attention drawn to the book. That meant her first theory was probably more likely, but she just didn�t know enough. And now the book would probably be destroyed before her master had a chance to examine it.
Unless� Eva smiled.
�Something amusing, Miss Eva?�
�My mentor has dealt with necromancers in the past, told me stories one time. I�m sure he would be very interested in examining this book.�
�I am not going to leave a potentially dangerous book in the hands of a student, let alone some mysterious mentor who refuses��
�I wasn�t going to ask you to,� Eva interrupted the now frowning Zoe Baxter. �Just don�t destroy the book right away and I think I can force the meeting you so very much want to have.� She smiled to herself. Her challenge was about to be complete.
That set frowns across Zoe�s face. �Indeed,� she said.

Chapter 013

The Meeting
�I don�t see why this is necessary,� Devon complained.
He struggled tying his tie. He last wore a tie around the same time he last participated in a demonology circle. Probably further back than forty or fifty years. And that had been a clip on.
�Zoe Baxter is a very precise woman. You don�t want to look like a schlemiel.�
�I�m supposed to examine a possible dark artifact. Not looking to date some girl.�
�Well,� Eva crossed her arms, �I don�t want to be pitied as the poor kid who was mentored by a hobo.�
�I lived in a train depot. You were mentored by a hobo.�
�So I am slowly coming to realize. I can�t believe you don�t have a better method of traveling than blinking. Zoe Baxter just disappears and reappears wherever she wants.�
Devon ignored the girl. She complained non stop about transportation since he arrived a week ago. Supposedly, instant teleportation was taught at higher levels of schooling. Hogwash. There were no safe methods of instantly moving oneself. Even stepping, developed on his own specifically to not kill him with short hops, had a chance at tearing an unskilled user in two as Eva was very well aware.
That this teacher had refused to teach the teleport only reinforced the thought. That didn�t mean he wasn�t interested. Only that he would be cautious about learning it.
�You�re idolizing her too much, girl. Don�t be disappointed when you see through her smoke and mirrors. Just because she trounces you in your little seminars doesn�t mean she�s the most powerful mage around.�
�I�m not idolizing her,� Eva huffed. �And our contests would go a different route if I were to use all the powers at my disposal.�
�You think you�re the only one with tricks up your sleeve? I bet even with full use of your blood magics, she still knocks you on your ass. You�re too arrogant for your own good. I can only hope you lose that arrogance before someone takes it from you.�
Devon finished fumbling with his tie, deciding it looked good enough. �How is it?�
�I�m sure you�ll have her swooning by the end of the night.�
He grunted, �let�s get going.�
Together they left the third floor penthouse suite Devon and Arachne had constructed in the cell house. It had turned out alright, all things considered. It had a nice sized bedroom, a room for books, and a room for potion brewing. It was no train depot, but it would do for now.
Best of all, it was out of Eva�s house. If he woke up in the middle of the night to catch Arachne staring at Eva�s sleeping face, he was going to be sick.
Arachne hadn�t been allowed inside since his penthouse�s completion. Shackles had been set up around the entire top floor. Eva had started having irritation when she crossed them. An unfortunate but not unexpected side effect of his experiments. Hopefully she would never be completely jailed by them. If she were, it wouldn�t be that big of a setback.
Speaking of the demon, it stood just outside in the night air. Thanks to his work, no lights inside the building shined their light outside. Moonlight was all that illuminated the complex. Upon seeing Eva, it immediately lifted the girl into its arms. Eva didn�t care or even react in any meaningful manner. She smiled at the demon and wrapped an arm around its neck for stability.
�Let�s get going,� Devon grunted once again.
� � �
�The only way that could have gone worse is if you straight up attacked her.� Arachne quivered beneath her shirt at her anger. Eva patted her back. �Did you have to antagonize her so much?�
�She asked personal questions, I asked personal questions back.�
�You didn�t have to ask her that.�
�This was a sorry excuse for a meeting. If I didn�t know better, I�d say you ruined that book yourself to get me on that date.�
�It wasn�t a date,� Eva protested. She frowned and after a minute asked, �you really didn�t think the book was anything special?�
�If it had anything on it, it is long gone now. If the ink was meant to disguise patterns, the ink itself would have damaged whatever runes or symbols they drew regardless of what the runes were made out of.�
Eva leaned back on the bench. The sky outside the dorms felt gloomier than late August sky should be. �Something is going on in this town.�
�Zombies and suspicious characters? I�d be concerned if it was business as usual.� He sighed and glanced over at Eva. �These guys were really necromancers?�
�They smelled like death and zombies were running around.� Eva sighed as she watched the clouds drift by overhead.
The silence stretched between them. Not an uncomfortable silence. Eva had never felt that around her master. Just companionable silence. Until her master broke it.
�Excited for school to start?� he asked.
�Can�t wait,� Eva said. �Not even being sarcastic. This town is terribly dull. Maybe if a few more zombies were running around.�
�Dull is nice sometimes. Relaxing.�
Eva snorted at that. �Yeah. Please find some jobs and bring me along.�
�In a quiet little town like this?�
�In a quiet little town with necromancers.�
Devon sat up on the bench, leaning forward slightly. �You haven�t seen them since, right?�
�I can�t say I was really looking for them.�
�Maybe the family owed them money. They turned them into zombies as an example.�
�And the kid?�
�Kidnapped. Sold or used for parts to sell and recoup whatever losses they had.�
�Bleak.�
�There�s only one problem with my theory.�
Eva leaned forward to match his posture, forcing Arachne to reshuffle herself.
�No one noticed. No example could be made when no one noticed.�
Eva frowned. �Why tell me your theory if you�re just going to turn around and say its wrong in the next breath?�
Her master ignored her. He stood up and began pacing. �Why did no one notice? Did the family not have friends or relatives? Did the kid not have school? Did the parents not have jobs? You said a window was cracked? Even without that, how could a smell as bad as you say it was not be smelt outside the house?�
�I didn�t smell it myself. It could have been exaggerated.� Her words fell on deaf ears. She knew they would. Devon got like this sometimes.
�And the zombie,� he said, turning to her, �tell me again what happened?�
Eva recounted the story Juliana had told him as best she could.
�Where did the zombie come from? Your friend said she searched every room in the house until the master bedroom. And it just shows up right behind her? That doesn�t sound like a house full of zombies. That sounds like a trap.�
�A trap for who?�
Her master sat down and leaned back. �Don�t know. Could have been a relative or family friend. Maybe even your friend if she is a well-known urban explorer.�
Eva let a sigh escape. She slumped against the bench. Her master got her all worked up. Acting like he knew who, or at least why they did it. And then it all deflated. Just another theory.
She hated when her master did this.
Eva pulled herself to her feet. �I�m going to go to bed then. Unless you have any more amazing epiphanies?�
�Bah,� he said. He waved his hands in dismissal. �Get outta here.�
�I trust you can get back on your own?�
�I think I�ll stick around for a bit. The way your teacher phrased it made me wonder if there was any investigation going on at all.�
Reluctantly, Eva nodded. �Let me know if you find anything.� Eva started to walk away but paused. She turned back to her master. �And don�t get yourself killed. I�d hate having to delve into necromancy myself to finish my treatment.�
Devon barked out a laugh. He stepped away without properly responding.
Eva turned back to the dorms. Her roommates would want to know what happened during the meeting. Shalise especially would be happy to know that neither her master nor Zoe Baxter thought the book was a ritual component. The poor girl seemed torn between curiosity about magic and wanting to pack up and leave, or just leave, Eva didn�t think she had actually unpacked yet.
Unfortunately, they would have to wait. Zoe Baxter sat in one of the front lobby chairs. She just sat. No book in her hands. No writing down notes. Not even any fiddling with her hair or a pencil. She turned her head as Eva walked in. �A word, Miss Eva.� She stood and walked off down a hallway, not even looking to see if Eva followed.
Eva did follow. The woman had all but stormed off after their meeting. Further garnering her ire was not something Eva wanted.
She led Eva to a small study room. A fountain poured down one entire wall leaving a soothing noise in the air. The water changed colors as it went from top to bottom. Eva had dipped a finger in it one time to see if it was the water or the wall. She had been surprised to find the water on her fingertip changed color with the rest of the waterfall. It seemed like it would be easier to just install some lights in the wall.
Zoe Baxter withdrew her dagger and flicked it about the room. The windows darkened, but Eva could still see out them. She doubted people would be able to see in. That was the only noticeable change, but Zoe kept flicking her focus around for a good minute.
Seemingly satisfied with her protections, Zoe took a seat at one of the desks. She motioned for Eva to sit across from her.
Eva sat. She fidgeted. The instructor across from her hadn�t said anything yet. Did Eva stare at her or look away? Should she just start out with an apology?
Eventually, Zoe sighed. �You�re not in trouble, Miss Eva. Mr. Carter is an interesting sort, isn�t he.�
�That�s putting it mildly,� Eva said under her breath. Despite the instructor trying to reassure her, Eva didn�t relax. Her master had been quite crude to the stern woman.
�He barely glanced at the book before stating there was nothing special about it and trying to leave.�
�I�d trust his observations. And about his rush to leave, it is probably that my mentor doesn�t associate with people. Almost ever. It is nothing against you despite his crude comments.�
�He doesn�t look half that old.�
You�d be surprised, Eva thought. She didn�t say anything. His longevity would push the conversation towards more uncomfortable topics.
�I noticed something about him, brief though our meeting was. Something I�ve noticed in you as well.�
Eva tensed. Uncomfortable topics might be brought up without her help. If the instructor accused Eva or her master of demonic taint, she didn�t know what she would do.
Beneath her shirt, Arachne tightened her grip around Eva. She wanted to pat the spider�s back, but wasn�t going to risk it with Zoe Baxter sitting right across from her.
Despite her now biweekly room inspections, Eva always carried Arachne out of the room beforehand. The most the instructor had seen were Arachne�s legs peeking out of her carrying cage. Most of the time the cage was empty and Eva just had her under her shirt. Eva still remembered the suspicion Jordan had on the plane, even though that might have been imagined. She was none too keen on letting Zoe Baxter see the demon in full.
�There it is again,� Zoe said. �You tense up at certain topics, especially those about your past. You�ll deflect or outright lie about almost everything personal.�
Eva relaxed, slightly, glad for the more mundane talk than an accusation of dark magic.
�And now you�re relaxing.�
Eva frowned as did Zoe. She hoped she wasn�t quite so plain to read.
�I don�t know what is troubling you, and I am not a therapist, but I care for my student�s wellbeing. Eva, if there is anything you need to talk about. Please do. If you feel you can�t or don�t want to talk to me, we�ll find someone you can talk with. And if that man is hurting you at all��
Eva blinked. She almost burst out laughing. �Oh no. That�s all wrong,� Eva said. Her jovial reaction must have come unexpected as Zoe�s stern expression shifted into one of confusion. �If it weren�t for my mentor, I would probably be dead. Or worse. He showed up on a shining white horse wearing full plate armor saying �don�t worry my lady, I will save you� and proceeded to do so.�
Of course it hadn�t actually happened anything like that. Eva didn�t expect Zoe to believe it either. Just picturing her master doing anything so cheesy turned Eva�s stomach.
�If he were to hurt me now, however, be assured I would not stand for it. I�d probably�� What, kill him? I can�t say that. �Cut ties,� she decided.
Zoe frowned, perhaps even sensing the unspoken words. �Then why all the tiptoeing around everything?�
�Both I and he have mentioned him dealing with necromancers in the past.� Eva considered her words carefully. �Those are far from the least honorable people he�s interacted with. I�d rather not say anything to incriminate him. He�s a good person,� Eva said. �Mostly.�
Zoe Baxter gave her a hard stare. It was as if she decide on how to respond to that.
Eva wasn�t sure she wanted her to respond. She had basically told the woman that she was mentored by a criminal. Even if she believed the lie about him being a good person.
�He doesn�t have any current friendly dealings with necromancers?�
Eva scoffed at that. �I doubt he�s ever had �friendly� dealings with necromancers. He doesn�t have much good to say about them.�
�Answer the question, Eva.�
�Then no. To my knowledge he has no dealings with any necromancers apart from investigating whatever happened in the house Juliana explored. If and when he finds them, I expect his actions to be hostile, not friendly.�
�And he intends no harm to any students or Brakket Academy?�
�That is correct.�
The hard glare started up again as Zoe scrutinized Eva. She relaxed slightly after seeing whatever it was she was looking for. �Then I don�t care what kind of past Mr. Carter has. You might be surprised at the backgrounds of some of Brakket�s benefactors and even students, or their parents at least. I doubt Mr. Carter could be much worse than the worst of them.�
You might be surprised, was Eva�s first thought. Demonology was generally considered one of the worst magics. Apart from the reprehensible idea of bringing demons to their feeding ground, willingly bringing demons to the mortal plane supposedly damaged reality to the point where it might one day be indistinguishable from Hell.
Eva had her suspicions about that. Devon didn�t seem to buy into it either. Demon summoning was well documented since before proper history began. If demons actually tore through reality, why wasn�t the world already a living Hell?
That brought up all the philosophical discussions on Hell and reality. Eva knew reality couldn�t be even close to Hell. She might not have ever been there herself but Arachne had. Arachne was quite adamant about how much better the mortal plane was than Hell.
As for the demons themselves; like she told her master, politeness and respect went a long way. Even the haunter her master had been so terrified of seemed pretty amicable after tearing through a herd of animals. He politely introduced himself and went to fetch her master without complaint. Sure, her master had shown up with injuries, but that was probably his own fault.
There were sure to be demons that were terrible monsters, otherwise where would the stories come from. Probably half of those stories were summoning rituals with poor enticements. Demons seemed to get antsy about that.
�Eva?�
Eva half jumped. It took her a moment to remember she was still sitting in front of Zoe Baxter. �Sorry, was lost in thought.�
�Anything I should know?�
�Probably. After you�� Stormed off? �Ended the meeting, we started talking. He thinks the zombies in that house may have been a trap for someone.�
�Who?�
�He didn�t know.�
Zoe frowned and seemed to get a bit lost in thought herself. When she snapped out of it, she asked, �if there is nothing else, Miss Eva, you may return to your room.�
Eva shook her head and waited while Zoe undid the protections on the study room. A sudden rush of noise caused Eva to jump until she realized it was just the calming noise the fountain made. It had gone completely silent during their meeting.
Zoe half smirked at that, earning a glare from Eva.
As the windows lost their tint, Zoe Baxter stepped forward and held the door open.
Eva headed straight to the third floor.
Her roommates were still up despite the late hour. Sitting and chatting around the small dining table. When she entered the room, they both looked up and Juliana said, �Well?�
Eva shook her head and took the open seat. �Neither Zoe Baxter nor my mentor felt there was anything odd about the book. Zoe is going to continue her own investigation and my mentor is going to snoop around a bit on his own.� She turned to Juliana, �additionally, he thinks that the zombies were meant as a trap. Probably for a relative of the family. Someone who owed money or something similar.�
Juliana did not look happy about that. A scowl formed on her face and she started idly rubbing one of the metal bracelets that ran up her entire forearm.
�So the book was nothing? No big ritual?� Shalise asked.
�Nope. I was overreacting for nothing.�
Shalise sagged back into her chair at Eva�s words. The ritual seemed to have been a point of major worry for the girl. Eva was glad to see the tension leave her. Then it all came flooding back. She screamed. Shalise tipped over in her chair and continued scrambling backwards, pressing herself up against the short refrigerator.
Juliana snorted. �Oh right. Eva spent the night elsewhere last night. You haven�t met Rach.� She gestured at the spider climbing out of Eva�s shirt and onto her head. �Don�t worry, she�s harmless.�
Eva could see Arachne�s fangs twitch at the comment. She quickly moved to start stroking the spider�s carapace, shooting a glare at Juliana at the same time. �You�ll offend her,� Eva said. Eva ignored the shrugging woman and turned to Shalise. �Rach, this is Shalise Ward, our new roommate. She�s off-limits. Shalise, my pet tarantula, Rach.�
�Y-you have to say we�re off-limits?�
�I shouldn�t have to, but it is nice to make sure there are no ambiguities.�
�Like I said, don�t worry. She lives between Eva�s boobs and rarely strays from there.�
If Eva didn�t know better, she�d think Juliana was upset that Arachne had never hurt anybody. Did Eva know better? Maybe she was disappointed. Eva hadn�t forgotten the girl�s story about waking up to venomous bugs on her face.
Maybe she would have Arachne latch onto the blond�s head one morning.
�Anyway,� Eva stressed, �she won�t even touch you without permission.�
Shalise didn�t move.
It was too much to hope for that both her roommates would be fine with Arachne.
�But the book,� Juliana said, ignoring the poor girl�s fear, �it has to be something, right?�
Eva shrugged at that. �Not that I know of. You could try searching the bookstore to see if anything else is amiss.�
�They wouldn�t have destroyed it without a reason.�
�Maybe it was an actual accident. They just decided to blame us rather than admit to it.�
Juliana shook her head. �No. I don�t believe that and neither do you.� She massaged her temples with a light groan. �I can�t think. I�m tired and going to bed.�
Shalise hadn�t moved from her spot on the floor. Her eyes still tracked the top of Eva�s head with every movement.
�She�s really not going to hurt you,� Eva said. �If it bothers you, we have other sleeping arrangements. Although, once school starts I doubt we�ll be using them much. Might be good to get used to her now rather than later.�
Shalise got up slowly. She kept her eyes trained on Arachne as she circled around towards the beds. �I-I don�t want to kick you out of your room. I can handle it. There were spiders at my old home.�
Eva doubted she was going to sleep tonight despite her words. Still, better to get used to Arachne now than being unable to sleep during school.
�It really isn�t a big deal,� Juliana said, �the only time she detaches from Eva are when she goes out on �hunts.'�
Juliana was definitely waking up with an Arachne attached to her face one of these days. Eva would make sure of it.

Chapter 014

Brakket Magical Academy
Classes at Brakket were far more interesting than any class at a non magical school. That was simply by virtue of most classes having magic flying around them. The teachers themselves weren�t all that different. Class might be better if Eva had been more new to the whole magic scene.
The school building itself was a boring affair. Eva felt sure it was built by regular people. None of the rooms even had the oddities that the dorm study rooms had.
The only exception to this was the courtyard. The building was a ring with a large three-story section to one end. The center held a massive forest that was given the wildly inaccurate title of the Infinite Courtyard.
Trees, plants, bushes, benches, grass, even large ponds and hills all fit in the courtyard. Bridges arced over streams, huge weeping willows hung over the dirt paths. Birds chirped and flittered about. Other animals occasionally stalked within sight of the pathways. Eva was almost sure she saw a cait si at one point.
As you went further into the courtyard, space expanded. Apparently the dead center was several miles away from any part of the building. There were paths set up to go along the edges before the space really expanded, and all the paths had signs stating the nearest part of the building.
Had she known about it during the summer, she might have explored it a bit. There was bound to be something interesting left behind by previous students.
Weekends were a possibility depending on homework situation. Unfortunately, she now had class during most of the week. A young mage named Yuria Something-or-other stood at the front of Eva�s current class. She was almost as young as Zoe Baxter, but missed the title of the youngest by just two years.
�This class will be on a rotation. Mages tend to have one element they can cast very well, almost effortlessly, two elements that they are adequate at, and one they might be lucky to cast a single spell from.
�So don�t be discouraged if you cannot cast whatever spell we�re attempting for the lesson. I myself am a class two water mage.� She moved her wand to her other hand and a globe of water hovered above her hand. �The schedule is set up so that Professor Calvin of your general magic class will take over for fire spells. He�s a class one fire mage so he�s more than qualified.�
Eva had no idea what her elemental affinity was. Juliana had been teaching her elementary earth magic, which she seemed alright at. She could move around dirt inside a small pot. Enough to dig a hole and drop a seed into at the very least.
If asked before Yuria�s lesson, she would have said chaos was her affinity. That was apparently not an option. Chaos and order were considered universal magic. No one was especially good or poor at either.
Professor Calvin�s general magic class taught spells not considered part of any of the six schools of magic along with some very simple order and chaos spells.
The first spell involved breaking an object into its base elements. Not periodic elements but the magical elements. They were each given a rock to turn into a crystal of pure earth magic.
�It takes concentration and time, but it is an essential spell for alchemy and is usually not found difficult by new students. Reducing an object is an excellent way to get a feel for magic and how it moves through you and into your wands and then to the stone itself.�
He went through the process, instructing them to visualize their rock turning into pure earth. �You�ll feel a tingle in your gut moving out to your arm. That is you channeling magic into your wand. You�ll then channel from your wand to the rock itself, all in one smooth action, while visualizing your end goal.�
Eva tried it without her wand until she started seeing results, then attempted it with her wand. It felt faster and smoother without her wand, though that could be just that she was used to no foci. Eva was considering not using the wand at all, it seemed an unnecessary liability and just an extra step for what she could do on her own.
It took the entire class period, but Eva managed to turn a regular stone into a shiny green crystal.
Juliana had a green crystal in front of her in less than half the time; a combination of experience and earth being her elemental affinity, according to her. She then moved to Shalise to walk her through the process, earning the approval of Professor Calvin as he assisted the rest of the twenty or so students.
Shalise didn�t seem to catch on near as quick. It was understandable. She only started doing real magic for the first time over the last week when Juliana taught her to dig holes in a pile of sand. Still, she wound up with several green crystals growing out of her rock.
Jordan sat behind Eva�s table along with Shelby and Max. He and Shelby got their crystals with time to spare, if only barely. Even with both their assistance, Max managed less transformation than Shalise.
Irene had been exiled to another table on account of there being only three chairs per. She managed to reduce her crystal almost as fast as Juliana and then proceeded to assist her partners with their own reduction.
The rest of the class had mixed results. Most managed at least a few green crystals, but some had nothing to show for an hour�s worth of efforts.
�I�m just saying, I don�t think it was as simple as you all make it out to be,� Max said as he spewed half chewed sandwich bits across the table.
Eva shot Shelby a pitying look as the poor girl wiped her face with a napkin once again. But the girl had been insistent on sitting next to Jordan. That Max had decided to sit across from him was simply bad luck. She made a mental note to never sit across from Max during mealtimes.
They had all met up after Professor Calvin�s class for lunch. The school gave them the choice between ham sandwiches and some kind of cheese soup Eva wasn�t about to touch. The smell drifting over from Shalise�s bowl almost made Eva gag.
�Shalise never touched a wand before last week and she managed way more than you,� Juliana said, �did you even try any magic during summer?�
�Hey,� he said, turning his spittle in Juliana�s direction. Luckily for her, she seemed to be out of range. �I managed to keep a leaf aloft on nothing but air. It isn�t my fault I was born to parents that barely heard of magic, let alone practiced it.�
�To be fair,� Jordan spoke up, �we were preoccupied over the summer with all the homework Mr. Lurcher gave in his alchemy seminars.� He turned towards Eva and said, �I�m surprised we didn�t see you there, with all your potions you had before school.�
�To be perfectly honest, none of the seminars seemed designed for people who hadn�t already had some schooling. I only went to Zoe Baxter�s seminar because she basically ordered us to.�
�He did the same to us, though I can�t disagree with that. Half of it was over my head and I thought I knew something about brewing.� Jordan slumped back in his seat. �And he made us do the homework while it was optional for everyone else.�
�Professor Baxter never gave homework,� Juliana said, �I�m not sure if I should be glad or disappointed. Summer was exceedingly dull. It might have occupied some time, at the very least.�
Eva shook her head. �I�m glad she didn�t. I wouldn�t have been able to read near as many books if she had.�
�Not to mention your other activities,� Juliana said.
�Other activities?� Irene asked. She leaned forward to see around Max�s bulk.
�Eva would sneak out once or twice a week and spend the night somewhere else.�
�I didn�t sneak out. I�d always tell you or leave a note.�
�Oh,� Irene perked up, �a little rendezvous with a mysterious stranger? Who is the lucky guy?�
�Just Rach,� Eva said. �I�m sure you remember her.� She didn�t miss the frown that crossed Shalise�s face, nor the slight paling that Shelby went through. Arachne herself wiggled slightly beneath her shirt at the mention of her nickname.
The spider-demon didn�t like the name. Eva didn�t like it much either, but she thought it up spur of the moment when she decided not to say Arachne�s full name in front of other people. Too late to change it now.
Irene leaned back. She hadn�t been near as afraid of the spider on their first encounter as her twin. Still, Eva didn�t think she was very fond of Arachne. �I don�t think I want to know,� she said.
The conversation died for a minute before turning back to magic, mostly how bad Max performed during their general magic class. A chime rang throughout the school and the group packed up.
Their final two classes of the day were held out in the inner courtyard, though not far enough from the building for them to have to walk several miles. The two classes offered the ecology portion of their schooling.
Their first stop looked more like a zoo than anything. A shorter man named Bradley Twillie taught the wildlife portion of ecology. Sadly, their first day consisted of listening to the man go over safety procedures in a small lecture room outside the zoo itself.
The students were never to enter a creature�s habitat without both his presence and his permission. They were never even to enter the zoo part without his guidance. If a student found themselves in a habitat, say by falling in, then they were not to antagonize whatever creature lived within. If that creature was hostile and looked about ready to attack, the student was allowed to defend themselves, but only using minimal force.
He seemed to go over that last bit very reluctantly. Bradley Twillie came across as a man who cared far more for the animals than the students.
They never even got to enter the zoo before the timid instructor dismissed them.
Franklin Kines, on the other hand, seemed very passionate about his subject. He also was ready to get the students into a hands on lesson. Unfortunately, his subject was the plant life portion of ecology.
The first lesson consisted of half safety instructions, though they were rushed through with the excuse that anything dangerous would get special attention during the lesson. The other half ended up being hands on in a greenhouse. Hands on dandelions.
If there were anything different or magical about these dandelions than the kind seen around every lawn in the spring and summer, Eva couldn�t tell.
�The dandelion is not magical in the slightest,� Professor Kines said after a few students grumbled about the plant. �However, in gardening it is very important. Because it is nonmagical, it doesn�t affect magical plants as they grow. It can be planted as a companion to an absurd number of more magical plants.�
Professor Kines whipped his wand at a dandelion. It sprung from the soil and turned over, showing a thick, lengthy root. �Its root brings up nutrients for shallower plants as well as adding minerals to the soil. It releases a gas that helps other plants to mature. On top of all that, it works very well to attract pollinators.�
His speech did nothing to make the actual tending to dandelions more interesting. Eva glared at the clock, as if that would make it go any faster. Eventually, the chime rung and class was dismissed.
�Hopefully we get into some more interesting plants,� Max said as they headed back to the dorms.
Eva couldn�t agree more.
The next day started them off with Zoe Baxter�s magical theory class. The stern woman sat on top of her lectern until class had filled in the seats.
She started off launching a lightning bolt at a wall with a wand. Eva noted with satisfaction that half the class jumped as the thunder crashed around them. The half that didn�t jump were the ones who attended the instructor�s seminars.
She then set her wand on her desk and repeated the motion. A few of the class flinched as if another lightning bolt would spring from her hand. Most didn�t.
�Who can tell me why I cannot cast a lightning bolt without a wand?� She looked straight at Eva, but called on a different student. �Mr. Dewey.�
�A lightning bolt can be cast without a wand. You just require an alternate focus to focus your magic.�
�Pedantic, Mr. Dewey, but wrong.
�Foci are improperly named. A more correct name would be �storage device� or something along those lines. Foci do less focusing and more storing of a mage�s magic until the magic has reached a sufficient point to exert the mage�s will upon reality.�
She glanced around the class as if expecting a rebuttal. None came and her lips quirked into a small smile as she slipped off her lectern. �Humans, or at least human mages, can process magic at a truly alarming rate. More so than any magical creature I know of save about three. Perhaps Mr. Twillie could add to that, but I can�t.� At a slight shuffling of students, Zoe added, �rest assured that humans are magical creatures. If we weren�t, we wouldn�t be able to do any magic at all.
�The problem with humans is that we have no ability to store that magic. Imagine for a moment that you need to count to ten to cast a spell. Seems easy, right?� She glanced around the silent class. �Now, imagine that every time you add one number, you have to subtract two, to a limit of zero. It becomes impossible to count in that situation. That is what human magic is like.
�A wand does not negate the subtraction aspect. Every time you count to one, that one gets pushed into your wand and you go back to zero. Rather than counting to ten, you count to one, ten times.� She whipped out her wand and threw another lightning bolt at the wall almost instantly. �Obviously, humans do this very rapidly.�
�Mr. Anderson,� Zoe said, nodding.
Eva looked behind her just in time to see Jordan lowering his hand.
�Many magical creatures do not need wands or other foci, they store magic on their own then?�
�Excellent question, Mr. Anderson. Let us take elves as an example. They are among the three magical creatures I mentioned earlier that process magic at very high speeds. Around human like, if not higher. However, their blood has the ability to store this magic and expel it as a focus would for humans. Essentially, their blood is their focus.
�Goblins, on the other hand, produce magic at a very slow rate. Their blood can not only store the magic, but because of a unique physiology, they can retain the magic as well. A newborn goblin won�t be able to cast the simplest of spells whereas a hundred year old goblin will have had a hundred years of storing up magic. Never underestimate an old goblin, they will likely lay waste to all around them with a snap of their fingers.
�Because of these traits, elves might find use in foci, or at least be able to use one. A goblin never would.�
Eva sat back and absorbed the rest of the lesson. She had a brief thought on whether this was how Zoe Baxter normally started her first year class or if she had specifically chosen this lesson for Eva. It seemed like a good first lesson; foci were integral for magic use and throwing lightning bolts was a good way to garner attention. It was the not infrequent glances Zoe gave Eva that irked her suspicions.
When the chimes rang for the end of class, Eva half expected to be told to stay after. Zoe did no such thing. She dismissed the class and went to clearing the whiteboard of diagrams on how foci worked.
That didn�t stop Eva from half sneaking out of the class.
Alari Carr welcomed the students into her history class with a chipper attitude. Rather than start with a lesson, Professor Carr had the students go around and introduce themselves.
There was always that one teacher, Eva thought. Most of the rest of the class seemed to share her opinion if the groans were anything to go by. Still, the class went ahead and did their introductions with a single fact about themselves.
Juliana Rivas introduced herself with mentioning that her mother used to be a mage-knight. That got a few awes from the class. Shalise Ward offered up that she was the eldest of six siblings.
Eva stood up as her turn came around. �My name is Eva,� she said, �and I am fairly well versed in the art of runes.� She ignored the handful of snickers and retook her seat.
The rounds came to Jordan�s group. He introduced himself as Jordan Anderson, son of Alex and Lydia, two high-ranking people in the magical government. Why he went to such a disreputable school as Brakket went unsaid.
Maximilian Weston was the youngest of three brothers, neither of whom were magically adept. Shelby Coggins used the fact that she was twins with Irene, much to the latter�s displeasure. Apparently she wanted to use that. Instead Irene said that she could play the piano.
Introductions continued around the room until they ended at Timothy Dewey who was descended from John Dewey. He neglected to mention who that was or why it was significant. Eva supposed if he was important, she could probably find him in the library.
The chime rang and Eva couldn�t be happier. Hopefully the next history class had less touchy-feely crap.
They sat down together for lunch, a choice between pizza with some kind of pitch black sauce and chicken nuggets. Eva chose the pizza. The sauce was a bit salty, but not bad.
Everyone else picked the chicken nuggets.
�I didn�t know you knew runes,� Irene said.
Juliana replied before Eva could finish chewing her pizza. �What do you think is in those black envelopes stuck to your ceiling?�
�I never thought about it. Some sort of enchanted trinket, I assumed.�
�Black envelopes?� Jordan asked with a quirked eyebrow.
�Just a little girl�s secret,� Shelby said with a wink.
Lunch ended and they headed off to their final class.
Alchemy was the only class that the freshmen had in the three-story wing of the building, though it was on the first floor. The alchemy lab was completely modernized. Fume cupboards lined the walls. Counters in the center had full sinks as well as small pipes poking up out of the edges.
Wayne Lurcher sat at the front desk, reading a book until the students filed in.
With four seats around each counter, Irene took a seat next to Eva rather than the group she had been sitting with in the other classes.
The chime rang signaling the start of class. Professor Lurcher snapped his book shut with a crack.
�Some of you may have heard the term alchemy used alongside things like gold, transmutation, eternal life, and potions. And potions may be associated with cauldrons and crones. Sadly, few of these things constitute proper alchemy these days.
�Transmutation,� he flicked his wand at a stone resting on his desk which turned shiny and silver, �is done with a wand in modern thaumaturgy. Gold is illegal to create or transmute, and not actually that hard. Eternal life still eludes us, but solutions for that issue are commonly thought to come from other areas these days. Potion brewing is about the only element left of traditional alchemy, and that has modernized far from the bubbling cauldron archetype.�
He walked up and down the aisles as he spoke. This was the longest single period Eva had ever heard Wayne Lurcher speak for. All of her other interactions with him had been barely five words that always seemed to be given grudgingly.
A small bit of her wondered if he just liked alchemy enough to talk about it, or if it was just his role as an instructor he was getting into.
�Like many of your classes this week, we will be discussing safety in the lab. Fume cupboards, precise measuring tools, goggles, and gloves have all increased the safety of even the more dangerous experiments we will be attempting. That does not make them safe.�
Class ended just as he finished assigning homework. The only teacher to do so on the first day. The homework consisted of writing an essay on the safety procedure during a hypothetical emergency such as a potion burning through a fume cupboard and being released into the main room.
Eva was at a bit of a loss. Neither she nor her master ever had any of the safety equipment and yet never had any major problems. Their equipment was far more outdated than the advanced lab materials the classroom had. Eva supposed he might have been required to go over all the safety rules by some school board.
Or maybe they would just work on far more dangerous potions than she and her master ever had. If that was the case, Eva very much looked forward to the class.
The group headed back to the dorms. They all gathered together in the astronomer�s study room to work out their first bit of homework.
It wasn�t actually that difficult of an assignment. Wayne Lurcher said the essay should be as long as it needed to be and left everything up to their own devices. Most of it simply consisted of restating the safety procedures they went over in class.
Still, it was a time-consuming endeavor. They almost missed the hours for the dorm�s dinner. They completed their meal in a jovial mood and parted ways. First with Jordan and Max, then with Irene and Shelby.
When Eva got to her door, she found a hunched over master sitting on a bench outside her room. He looked up at the group�s arrival.
Juliana immediately tensed and brought her wand out.
Eva waved her off. �Don�t worry. I know him.�
The blond lowered her wand but did not put it away, nor did she relax.
�This is my mentor, Randolph Carter.� She gestured towards man wrapped up in a brown trench coat. �Mentor, this is Shalise and Juliana.�
Shalise gave a hesitant nod. Juliana remained still with her wand out.
�Charmed,� he said in a voice that was anything but.
�It has been a week, have you found something already?�
�Not exactly. Next Friday evening we might be able to check some of your issues out. Meet me at,� his eyes flicked over Juliana and Shalise, �the place.�
He turned and stalked off. He got to the window at the end of the hallway and stepped out to the ground below.
�He seems friendly,� Juliana said as they entered their room.
�Oh yeah, real softhearted that one.�
Shalise dropped her bag on her desk. She turned back to Eva, leaning against her chair. �That was about the necromancers then?�
�I�d assume so. Guess I won�t know until Friday.�
Shalise frowned, but nodded. �I hope it is good news.� She gathered up some clothes from the drawers beneath her bed. �Unless either of you have objections, I�ll shower first.�
Neither girl said anything.
Shalise slipped into the shower.
Juliana stared at Eva. She waited, just staring.
Eva shuffled to her desk and pulled out a paper, trying her best to ignore the blond�s gaze. She had been working on a new version of the privacy runes. The new sheets should cover the entire main room so she wouldn�t have to do four copies for every customer the next time the runes wore out. Their business had gone a bit too well; Eva doubted she would have time for all of them with school going on.
The moment the shower water started, Juliana whispered in Eva�s ear. She had moved right next to Eva without her noticing. �Take me with you,� she said.
�What?�
�I want to fight these necromancing scumbags too. You�ve seen me against Professor Baxter. You know I can fight.�
�You lose against Zoe Baxter. Every time.�
�I do better than you do.�
�I wouldn�t lose at all if�� Eva cut herself off, biting her lip.
A silence hung in the hair between them. Only the sound of flowing shower water filled the air.
Eventually Juliana sighed.
�I know you have secrets,� she said. �There�s no way you get taken on bounty hunting jobs with just runes and not knowing any spells aside from blink. You have so many secrets I wonder if anything you�ve said is the truth. But I don�t care about that right now.�
She stopped and cocked her head to the side, listening to make sure the shower was still running. She returned her attentions to Eva and spoke in an even quieter whisper, �I don�t care if you�re a necromancer yourself so long as it wasn�t you who killed that family.�
�I�m not a necromancer,� Eva hissed.
�Good. Then I don�t have to worry about that, at least. I still want in.�
�I can�t just show up with someone else.�
�He said Friday. It is Tuesday. You�ve got a few days to ask�no�tell him someone else is coming along.�
Eva was going to retort when the shower water cut off.
Juliana noticed as well. She stood up, moving her face away from Eva�s. �I�ll shower next,� she said. And turned to gather her own clothes.
Eva was left staring after her even as Shalise exited the bathroom. She only stopped once Juliana disappeared behind the closed door.
Shalise seemed to notice something wrong. She walked up to Eva and said, �don�t fight. We are roommates. I don�t want to have you two hate each other.�
�It wasn�t a fight,� Eva said. She wasn�t so sure. Was that a fight?
�Good.� Shalise said. She patted Eva�s shoulder only to freeze solid.
It took Eva a moment to realize why. Then it hit her. The poor girl had just patted one of Arachne�s legs through her shirt.
�It really just hangs off of you then?�
�She and yes, most of the time. She was with me all day today and all day yesterday. And you�ve seen me after showering with her still latched on me.� Eva felt a bad for that. She hadn�t changed her habit of wandering around and sleeping without clothes. Shalise started screaming when she saw Arachne latched onto Eva�s chest one morning. The poor girl thought Arachne was attacking Eva. It took a while to calm her down.
�If you�d like,� Eva said, �I could bring her out, nice and slowly, and you could touch her directly. Maybe it would help?�
Shalise took a quick step backwards, shaking her head in the negative even as Arachne tapped out no repeatedly on Eva�s shoulder.
�I think not,� Shalise said. At least she hadn�t stuttered her first word. �Maybe I�ll take you up on that in the future. Not now.�
Arachne tapped no again as Shalise said that. Eva doubted the spider-demon would do anything if Eva asked her not to. She might not like it, but for Eva�s roommates at the very least, Arachne might have to compromise on something.
Shalise slipped back to her bed and pulled out the general magic textbook. She flipped through it until Juliana left the shower.
Eva hopped in. The room was already hot and steamy, borderline sauna. Eva didn�t mind. If anything, it could stand to be a little hotter. Cold, moist air was the worst.
Eva twisted the shower head, aligning her new runes. She wasn�t sure if the other girls used the regular water or her runes. She�d told them, but they never mentioned anything other than a �too hot for my tastes� from Shalise.
After kneeling down to the floor, Arachne hopped off Eva. She stood up in human form, ready for one of their shower chats.
�I say let her,� Arachne said before Eva could even ask her question. �If she dies, whatever. It is a good test of loyalty. Of course, if she turns traitor then I will rip her into so many pieces not even Humpty Dumpty could put her back together again.�
Eva frowned at the demon. Not so much at her threating to tear Juliana up, Eva was used to the spider-demon�s empty viciousness, but the other bit. �I�m not sure that is how the nursery rhyme goes.�
The spider-woman shrugged. �Besides, I�m sick of sneaking around. If I could at least walk around the room� and now we have that Shalise character. Juliana is one thing. Are you sure I can�t eat Shalise?�
�No eating any students. Or hurting any in general. Even if they do �turn traitor� whatever loose definition you have for that.� Eva sighed. The demon wouldn�t do anything, she was mostly sure. It didn�t hurt to reiterate. �If things do happen, we�ll just leave. You, me, and master. If we can�t find him, we�ll summon Ivonis again after we settle down somewhere.�
�That�s disappointing,� she said. Eva didn�t think her pout looked very serious.
�If we are actually taking Juliana, we�ve got to find master and let him know. He won�t like it.�
�Leave it to me. I will impress upon him the need for her to join us.�
�No bullying master.�
�Wouldn�t touch a hair on his head,� Arachne said.
�You�re excited about this.�
�It is one step on my plan to not be in spider form constantly.� Arachne was already shifting back into said spider form.
Eva sighed, standing up into the stream of hot water. Her shower had gone on long enough. She shut off the water. As Arachne climbed back up her chest, Eva mumbled, �I�m sure not excited about it.�


Extra 001

Theory: Rituals
�How do rituals work with how humans process magic?�
Zoe Baxter stopped her lecture on foci and glanced over at Benjamin Yeets. The sleepy eyed boy flinched away as Zoe�s eyes settled on him. She tried to avoid frowning.
�Excellent question, Mr. Yeets. Don�t be afraid to ask a question if there is something you think I can explain. There are no stupid questions.�
A lie to be sure. Zoe had been asked her fair share of stupid questions in her five years of teaching. An atmosphere of fear was not what she wanted to cultivate. Something she had failed at her first year of teaching.
There were still fifth and sixth years who she had during her first year that refused to do anything but take notes and ace tests.
�Rituals,� Zoe said, �are essentially large, single purpose foci. You�ll learn more about them in your third year, but a short lesson won�t hurt.�
She picked up a black marker and drew a large circle on the board. With a repressed smile at its neatness, Zoe turned back to the class. �Rituals start with a circle, generally large enough to fit oneself or an object within. There are a handful of rituals that will affect things outside the circle, but these are few and far between; not to mention they are significantly more dangerous than a regular ritual.�
Zoe turned back to the board and continued drawing out marks and lines within the circle as she spoke. �If you were to channel magic into the air around you, nothing would happen. It would dissipate with barely a noticeable rise in local magic levels. If you stand within a properly formed ritual circle, however, the magic you channel becomes trapped. The large amount of raw magic is one of the main dangers of rituals.
�The lines and characters drawn out within the circle,� she pointed out the spots on her own drawing, �will direct your magic. Malformed directions are another big danger. Properly formed, your magic flows along your written will and acts as you wish.�
She tapped the circle on the board. �This, for instance, will cause a stone placed within to glow. The magic you release into the ritual circle will siphon into an illumination spell within the stone.�
Several of the students had half formed ritual circles drawn out in their notebooks. Their pens scratched on their paper as they copied down the circle.
A number of students didn�t. Neither Juliana nor Eva even had their notebooks open. Miss Eva, she expected mostly due to the young mage�s familiarity with runes. The two types of magic weren�t related apart from writing things down, but they were similar enough that Zoe expected her to have experience in unorthodox magic systems.
Mr. Anderson and Irene Coggins weren�t copying down the circle either. With their parents, they would have some extra knowledge. Shelby Coggins, on the other hand, barely seemed to be paying attention. Her attention was wrapped up on the boy beside her.
One or two other students, including Mr. Weston and Mr. Bradley, weren�t touching their pens. Though that may have been laziness rather than a real reason.
�Miss Coggins,� Zoe said, both twins looked up but Zoe�s gaze remained on the lighter haired of the two, �why are you not copying down the circle?�
Irene shrugged with a sidelong glance at the table holding her twin. �I know a spell to make light, and I doubt it would be hard to learn an enchantment to do the same thing to a rock. Seems a waste of time to draw out a big complicated circle for such a simple thing.�
�A valid response, though if you were caught in the wilds without a wand, you might be wishing you paid attention.�
�Doubtful,� Mr. Anderson said half under his breath.
Zoe cocked an eyebrow at him, but Juliana had her hand raised. �Miss Rivas?�
�You marked down the circle but failed to mark the circle as a container. If you try to channel magic, it will dissipate as if the circle wasn�t even there.�
Zoe smiled. Genoa taught the girl well, it seems. �Correct. This circle is worthless as it is. As I mentioned before, we won�t be getting into a full course on rituals until your third year. They�re dangerous when you don�t know what you are doing.�
Eva shifted in her seat, looking very much like she wanted to say something. Zoe ignored her.
�There are a number of other, intentional, errors that will safely disperse magic,� Eva ceased her shuffling at that and Mr. Anderson gave a small nod, �just in case any of you think you know how to correct that error.
�If any of you do think to try out a ritual, I�d advise you to seek the guidance of an instructor. Otherwise, wait until your third year.�
Mr. Weston raised his hand, surprising Zoe. She looked to him and nodded.
�I heard you had to be naked to perform rituals. Is that true?�
Where a boy who had been raised outside of a magical family heard that, Zoe could only guess. If Mr. Anderson�s quick glance out a window was any indication, Zoe wouldn�t need too many guesses.
�That is correct for the most part. Something like this,� Zoe tapped the board behind her, �you could probably stay clothed. Anything with a person at the center or intended to affect a person should always be done nude. Even most others should be done nude, especially if you are inexperienced. Designs in clothes have been known to interfere with magic flows in rituals.
�Another reason they are considered dangerous.�
A good half the class blushed at that. Mr. Weston�s hand shot straight into the air once again.
Zoe didn�t need to call on him, what he wanted to ask may as well have been written on his face.
�No, Mr. Weston. If we perform any rituals in class, they will be exceedingly simple and with the protection of myself or other instructors.
�No nudity in class.�

Chapter 015

The Book
A chilly breeze ran over the dormitory rooftop. Eva shivered. The early sunsets and low temperatures in mid September were nothing like Florida. She had purchased pants, but hadn�t expected to need them until November or December at least. At this rate, Eva would need to go out and buy some long underwear.
Or perhaps look into magical methods of keeping warm. Surely they existed. If not, her runes hadn�t failed her yet. She�d just use the same runes that heated her shower water.
In contrast to the shivering black-haired woman, a blond stood just half a head shorter to Eva�s side. She had a completely posed look about her. No shivering. No quaking in her boots. No smiles either. She glowered at the last rays of light as they disappeared beneath the horizon.
�What are we waiting for?�
�You can�t blink, right?� Juliana shook her head. �Any fast method of transportation?�
�I can create steps and supports to hop over fences and such, that�s about it.�
�Right.� Eva crossed her arms, resting them lightly on Arachne and trying not to look too cold. �Remember on the plane when I said no screaming, panicking, or just general reactions were allowed? We�re going to do that again.�
Juliana mimicked Eva and crossed her arms. �Okay.�
Eva patted Arachne�s back lightly. The spider slipped out from beneath Eva�s shirt and started transforming. Eva noted with a frown that the spider-demon was doing her best to make the transformation look and sound more grotesque than usual. The squelching noise as her body stretched was louder than Eva had ever heard it before.
When she reached her full height, Arachne had all her legs spread out behind her back like some kind of needly butterfly wings. Her mouth split into a wide grin, sharp teeth parted just slightly.
None of her intimidation seemed to work on the grinning blond. �I knew you weren�t just a regular spider,� she said. �I checked every book on magical creatures I could get my hands on and nothing fit your description. So what are you?�
�This,� Eva said before the demon could answer, �is Arachne.�
Juliana looked the spider-woman up and down. �The mortal weaver who challenged Athena?�
�The one and only,� Arachne half growled out. That Juliana wasn�t intimidated by her seemed to bother poor Arachne.
�So, which version is true? You beat Athena and were cursed for your hubris or you lost and were cursed for your hubris?�
�I won of course.�
Juliana hummed at that, giving Arachne another appraising look over.
�Anyway,� Eva said, �we should go. Arachne will carry you.�
�What?� came Arachne�s half shout.
�I can move on my own, she can�t.�
�But��
�You�re the one who said we should bring her.� At Juliana�s questioning look, Eva explained, �I believe her exact words were �if only Juliana and Shalise were fine with me, maybe I wouldn�t have to hide as a spider all day.'�
�I said nothing of the sort.�
�Pretty close. In any case, I�ll just step there and you carry her.� Eva turned to start stepping, but a squelching noise gave her pause.
She turned back to find Arachne�s legs shifting from her back to the bulbous growths emerging from her back. She grew, standing high enough on her eight legs for Eva to fit beneath her without much stooping. Her human body shifted, rising higher and growing larger to match her new body�s size.
Juliana took a step back, looking at least a little intimidated this time. Amusingly enough, Arachne wasn�t trying for intimidation. At least not as far as Eva could tell. Her transformation was quick and clean.
�I�ll carry the both of you then,� she said, reluctantly, as she stopped growing. �It isn�t good to exhaust yourself before we enter a dangerous situation.�
The poor spider-demon looked almost like she was pleading. Eva had never been carried by her outside her human form. She rarely even saw Arachne in full on Arachne-mode unless the demon was planning on hurting something.
Still, Eva shrugged. �I guess it wouldn�t hurt.�
Juliana turned and gave Eva a nod before going back to admiring Arachne.
Eva wondered if the blond would act like that when she learned of Arachne�s demon status. They had talked it over and decided not to mention it, though Devon might. Hopefully after seeing Arachne, living with her for a few months, and now being carried by her would dampen any shocking revelations by Eva�s master.
Arachne helped Juliana up onto her back. She fit neatly in the small crevasse between Arachne�s vertical human body and the bulbous mound of her abdomen. �Hold on tight, I�m not responsible for you falling off.�
She swooped down and picked Eva up in her usual one arm beneath Eva�s knees and one arm behind her back.
Eva had to fight down a scream. It was a lot higher than usual and she didn�t want to make a fool of herself in front of Juliana. She wrapped both arms around the spider-woman�s neck and held on tight.
With the girls in place, Arachne launched off the roof. Despite her added weight, or perhaps because she had more legs than normal, Arachne flew through the air. They landed on the ground far from the dormitory. Juliana�s scream turned into a groan as she bounced on the spider�s back.
Arachne skittered forwards. Her legs crashed into the ground, likely leaving marks as she propelled herself forwards.
Eva patted the spider�s neck and said, �no trails,� into her ear.
Arachne nodded and stepped lighter as they rushed through the Montana wilderness.
An hour later brought them to the front of the prison. Rather than climb or jump over the wall, Arachne ran to the large double gate. �Alright, off,� she said. She set Eva lightly on the ground.
Juliana didn�t need telling twice. She slid off the spider�s back and took several steps away. Her face looked a tint greener than when they left and she was rubbing her backside.
A small smile touched Eva�s lips. She was glad she didn�t have to sit for over an hour on Arachne�s back. Arachne was a lot of things but soft was not one of them. The hard carapace that covered every inch of her body couldn�t have been comfortable for the poor blond.
Not that being in her arms was very comfortable. To her credit, Arachne did seem to keep the jolts down for Eva. The lack of support for most of her body always left her feeling a bit tingly. However, Eva had gotten mostly used to it over the past few months.
Devon approached as Arachne shrank. He engaged the contraption they had set up to open and close the gates. As the group walked closer to the inner gate, he gave a hard look at Juliana.
�I figured it would be you,� Devon said. �The other girl looked like she was about to cry when I glanced at her. You looked about ready to fight me. The question is, can you?�
�I can handle myself. My mother was a mage-knight and she trained me personally.�
He scoffed at her reply. �We won�t be play fighting out there. If we fight, you aim to kill or you will be the one dead. If we run, you run or we�ll leave you to die.�
Juliana nodded, not breaking her gaze.
�Whatever. It�s nothing on my head if you get yourself killed.� He turned and started walking back into the compound. �We leave closer to midnight. Make whatever preparations you need.�
Juliana turned to Eva with a quirked eyebrow lit only by the pale moonlight.
�Like I said, he�s a ball of fun.� Eva shrugged at the blond. �But he isn�t joking. Are you sure you don�t want to stay here? We�ll pick you up before we go back to Brakket.�
�I don�t need you patronizing me.�
The girl was just going to have to learn the hard way. Eva sighed and led the way to her area of the complex. She paused just outside the gate.
�I�ll need a drop of blood.�
�What? Why?�
Arachne answered for Eva. �The last time I tried to go someplace Eva had protected without her keying me into her protections, I had a whole leg blown off.� She started laughing as if it were the funniest thing in the world.
Both Eva and Juliana gave Arachne a look. �My protections here are far more powerful than the runes we sell at school. They need a drop of blood to key you in. You�ll have to wait out here if that is not agreeable.�
�No, it is fine,� Juliana said. �How do we do that then?�
Eva pulled out her dagger, careful to conceal the bloodstone at the tip. She held out her offhand to Juliana. Small amounts of blood magic might be passable for an average mage, especially blood keyed wards. A bloodstone would land her in prison. A prison she wasn�t in charge of, that is.
Almost eagerly, the girl thrust her own palm out.
Eva gripped the offered hand and ran the crystal edge of her dagger along the blond�s lifeline. Juliana winced but didn�t complain. �We have potions inside to help you heal.�
Once a marble of blood had formed, Eva withdrew her dagger. Eva walked the floating marble past the ward boundary and snapped her fingers. The blood marble dispersed into the wards, integrating with the protections.
�So you know,� Eva said, �my room, inside and to the left, is not part of the same system. You�ll not want to enter it.�
�Or I�ll get my leg blown off?�
�If you are lucky,� Eva said with a smile.
�Fair enough.�
Eva led the blond into the women�s ward building. The ritual circle used for her treatment was mostly covered with a large rug. Two small couches, two chairs, and a large table occupied the center room.
�Arachne, potions for our guest please.�
The demon sauntered off into the bedroom. She returned a moment later with a light blue vial and a yellow vial.
After downing the two potions, Juliana said, �this where you have been spending random nights?�
�For the most part. We�ve got a king sized bed, shower, fully stocked kitchen, and plenty of books.� She smiled at the blond. �No offense to you, but sometimes it is nice to sleep on your own.�
�On your own with Rach, you mean?�
�Arachne,� growled the demon. �Every time I hear that stupid nickname I want to murder children. Mostly schoolchildren.�
�Pleasant imagery,� Juliana said. She made herself right at home by sprawling out on one of the couches.
Arachne grinned. �I think so.�
�So preparations then?� Juliana asked?
�I�ll be changing into my work clothes. Is there any equipment you think you might need?�
Juliana shook her head. �Not unless you can think of something.�
Was there anything Juliana could use? Eva didn�t think so. Maybe a handful of general remedy potions. She told the girl as much and went to change, Arachne following behind her.
She handed the demon two of the full-sized vials to fill up, having used them up in the new version of the blood wards. Then Eva got to changing into her work clothes. She took some time to draw out some infernal runes and slipped them into her pockets. The heat spread through her legs immediately. Much more pleasant than the cold September air.
With her belt secured in place, Eva slipped in five full-sized vials of Arachne�s blood, including the two fresh ones. She grabbed a handful of the half sized vials, noting that the blood was getting a bit old even with the preservation runes etched into the glass. She�d have to dump them and get Arachne to refill them later.
Eva very much looked forward to the day when she could stop relying on Arachne�s blood and just use her own.
She grabbed a number of potions, including some for Juliana, when Eva noticed something odd.
Atop her dresser was the blackened skull. It sat in its usual spot on an elevated dais. The same spot it had been in since Eva finished every diagnostic test she could think of. However, instead of facing out into the room, it now faced the wall. The wall separating her bedroom from the common room.
Eva peeked around the corner. Juliana still sat in the couch facing away from Eva�s room. She lightly kicked her feet back and forth.
The skull stared right at her, as if the wall wasn�t even there.
After the story Arachne had told her about it, Eva expected it to stare at other people. She cursed herself for not paying attention to it during its brief stay at the dorms. Had it been staring at people then? Had it stared at Devon the night her master arrived?
The spider-demon had laid down on their bed�Eva�s side of their bed�and was nuzzling the pillow. Eva nudged Arachne. The demon�s eyes narrowed as Eva pointed out the skull.
The destruction of the skull still ranked high on Arachne�s wish list. Eva still wasn�t ready to offend Ylva. She doubted she would ever want that.
Arachne reached up and tried to twist the skull back forwards. The skull wouldn�t budge and Arachne�s sharp fingers didn�t leave the slightest mark.
Eva attempted the same thing. It turned right around to her with barely any effort. Almost as if it turned on its own. Eva stopped turning it just before it faced directly at her.
Arachne tried again, twisting it back away from Eva. She managed it without any problem. Arachne gave off a low growl and shrugged her shoulders.
Eva faced the skull directly towards herself. She pointed past the wall. �She�s a friend. Don�t hurt her.� Eva didn�t know if the skull was going to hurt Juliana, or even if the skull could hear her. Still, it couldn�t hurt.
Few things managed to get under Eva�s skin these days. The skull certainly wasn�t one of them. She decided to believe the hel�s words when Ylva said it wouldn�t hurt her. There was a bit of fear for other people, but so far it had been completely benign.
Eva grabbed the potions for Juliana and headed back to the common room to await her master�s call.
�
The church they came to had seen better times. It was an old American church. It had a single room and a high steeple at the top. The steeple contained a bell at one point in time, but it had fallen along with a large portion of the roof. The hole it punched through the floor was clearly visible from outside the open double doors.
Eva looked back over the hill they had climbed.
During daytime, the church would overlook a large valley and grassland that once held a town. The town built in the valley was built during the frontier days. It was long since abandoned, leaving the rotting remains of wood structures scattered around.
�The catacombs beneath the church are where our interests lie,� Devon said. �The witching hour is drawing close, be on your guards.� He whipped around his flashlight and trudged into the building.
Eva wondered for a minute if he was playing up the drama for Juliana. He used to do that when Eva first started accompanying him on jobs. Always some quip about how they were sure to die horribly even in the most mundane of jobs.
The blond in question seemed more concerned with an aching backside after another ride on Arachne.
Eva sent out a few small light spells, illuminating the dark corners of the chapel. Nothing seemed out of place, apart from the hole in the ground and the musky scent of rotting wood.
She thought about trying to take a peek down the hole. The thought quickly vanished. Having rotting wood crumble away and falling into catacombs would not be fun on the best of days. With necromancers running around the thought sent chills up Eva�s spine.
With Juliana and Arachne just behind her, Eva followed her master to the opposite end of the chapel. He pulled open a trap door just behind where a priest would stand to give their sermon. He shined his light down the hole. A shiny metal ladder led the way into the dark pit. It was obviously a recent addition to the church.
�Arachne,� Devon whispered, �you�re up first. Anything we see is likely hostile. If there are any humans who don�t immediately attack, I�d like them disarmed for further questioning.�
The spider-demon shrugged and jumped down the hole, ignoring the ladder completely.
�Eva, you�re her backup. Girl��
�Juliana,� Juliana whispered.
�Whatever. You�re after Eva. I�ll watch our backs.�
Eva tossed a small light spell to the bottom of the pit. It was deeper than she expected, but not deep enough. Eva stepped straight to the bottom, also ignoring the ladder.
Lacking the methods for a speedy descent, Juliana climbed down the ladder. The moment she touched the bottom and stepped out of the way, Devon appeared in her vacancy.
Eva turned and marched after the eager demon.
The dirt walls narrowed as they progressed. Mush and fibers clung to Eva�s fingers as she brushed a hand against a wall. Not an enjoyable experience.
Archways began opening up to the sides of the tunnel every few feet. Arachne ignored them completely.
Eva tossed a light down one. A solid wall of bones, mostly thigh or arm bones by the look of it, met Eva. The wall ran up to her chest and was capped with a line of skulls.
Nice place to hunt necromancers, Eva mused.
She left the light in the first alcove as she moved down, checking each. They were all the same.
Some seemed to have a row of smaller skulls topping the wall. Young children.
A half cry, half gasp signaled Juliana passing the first of the alcoves. Growling reprimands came from her master a moment after.
Eva didn�t mind the bones themselves. Under different circumstances, she might borrow a few to spruce up the prison. It wasn�t like the old owners would mind.
What really bothered her was the sheer number. There were far more bones making up each wall than the amount of skulls facing out on top. Even if the town had been ten times as large as the remaining buildings during its heyday, this number shouldn�t be possible.
Eva stopped at one alcove. Its wall was shorter than the rest, though still capped with skulls. Eva peeked over the top.
Rib cages, feet, hands, hips, collarbones, and several more skulls were unceremoniously tossed behind the bone wall. The rest of the skeletons were piled up as high as the front wall with no order or respect.
The rest of the alcoves were probably the same.
She left another light hovering over the mangled remains and moved on.
After creeping past no less than thirty of the crypts, Eva came up to a stopped Arachne.
They looked out over a much larger cavern.
Carved stairs complete with a thin metal railing led downwards, splitting off in two at the first step. They circled around a large pool of murky green water. The cavern extended back into a cave maybe half as large as the chapel above.
Magical lights, more permanent than the one dancing around Eva�s fingertips, kept the cave well-lit. Pews sat to either side of a small aisle, all facing towards the pool of water and the stairs.
Six cages hung from the ceiling on the outside edge of the benches. Each held a single corpse in varying degrees of decay. Most were barely more than skeletons.
The two descended the staircase. Eva sent balls of light scanning every nook of the cave for anything that might jump out. Arachne checked under and behind each pew.
By the time they finished, Juliana and Devon had entered the main room. The blond made a straight beeline to Eva.
�You alright?� Juliana quietly asked.
Eva looked up from the small alcove in the wall. One not filled with bones, just a handful of spiders. Juliana looked sick. She had a wand gripped tightly in each hand as well as her two finger rings on. �Yeah, I�m good,� Eva said. �Are you?�
�Peachy.�
Eva gave the girl a sad smile. �I�m sure it will be fine. There aren�t even any necromancers around right now.�
�I wouldn�t be so sure about that,� Devon said as he and Arachne marched over. He held a finger up to the ceiling.
Six skeletons all gazed down at the group. They were still slumped over in their cages, unmoving. Just their skulls pointed empty eye sockets at them.
Juliana clicked her tongue and readied her wand. �Do we destroy them?�
�Probably too late at this point. Someone knows we are here. I doubt they matter.� He glanced around. �There should be another room here. I wasn�t told it would be hidden. Damn vanth.� He grumbled more profanity under his breath and set to inspecting the walls.
Eva sent orbs of light crashing against spots around the room. If an illusionary wall existed, the light would simply pass through it rather than splash against the wall. She wasn�t having much success after ten minutes, and started searching the walls with her hands as her master had done.
�Here,� Juliana called. �This bit of the wall is metal, not earth.�
Eva moved over to the blond. She was standing with her wand out in front of a section of the wall that Eva couldn�t tell was any different from the section next to it. Devon and Arachne joined a moment later.
Rather than thank her or praise her, Eva�s master just grunted. �Let�s find out how to open it then.�
�I could just destroy it, if you want.�
�Fine.�
Juliana flicked her wrist. Bits of rock fell from what now looked like a rusted sheet of metal. She tapped her fingers on the sheet. Metal turned to liquid and flowed up the sleeve on her shirt as her fingers moved.
The last of the panel disappeared, causing Eva to wonder just how much of Juliana�s body was covered in metal at the moment. Not a drop had been discarded.
Devon held no such wonders or if he did, he didn�t show it. He marched through the opening and opened a regular wooden door.
The room beyond was tiny in comparison to the cave. It had a modern cot from any sports store and a few blankets. There was a desk and a short bookcase.
Devon moved in and started snooping around the desk.
Eva leaned over to Juliana. �Do you have that shrinking suitcase on you?� she whispered.
The blond just shook her head.
Sighing, Eva moved over to the bookcase. Her small satchel for potions might be able to fit two or three tomes. Five if they were small enough. She grabbed a few with the most interesting titles and tucked them into her satchel. She handed another five to Juliana to do the same with her own backpack.
A grunt brought Eva�s attention to her master. He had procured a set of long-handled tongs from somewhere and was currently pulling a book out of a drawer of the desk. He set it on top of the desk.
The cover had no title. Just an embossed pentagram with a man touching the five points at his head, hands, and feet. Devon lifted the cover with his tongs and flipped a few pages in. Ink had been splattered over the pages, though not nearly as thorough as the book from Toomey�s shop. Large portions of text were visible and whole pages were nearly untouched.
�Poems,� Juliana said as she peeked over his shoulder.
�Yeah,� he said. He left the book lying open and flicked his hand towards it. Green fire instantly consumed the book and moved on to the desk.
�On a positive note,� he said, �I have an idea about that book you found. Downside is that I foolishly did not insist on its destruction upon seeing it.�
�What is it?� Eva asked.
�The contents of this book,� he pointed at the burning desk, �and the book you found were switched. How, I do not know. The book itself, however, is Exanimis de Mortuum. The title has vacuous meaning, something along the lines of Death of the Dead or Fear of the Dead. It is one of the few magical tomes that might be worthy of the title of grimoire, assuming it is the original.�
Eva frowned at that. She leaned against the bookshelf as the fire consumed the desk. She hadn�t given up hope on moving the rest of the books out of the small room. �They wouldn�t put this much effort into a copy, would they?�
�It is far more likely to be a copy. If it was the original, it wouldn�t be in the hands of a few backwater necromancers. They�re most likely trying to turn their copy into a grimoire with the powers of the original.�
�And the powers of the original are?� Juliana asked. She took a seat on the cot on the end opposite the one Arachne had taken.
�Supposedly able to call the souls back from Death and shield those dying from His gaze.�
�Doesn�t seem like something He would like,� Eva said.
Devon snorted. �Let me put it this way: if a second grimoire gets completed then I don�t want to be anywhere on the same continent. He will likely try to destroy it before it gets �settled in� and I want no part of that.�
�Even if we destroy the copy, what stops them from finding or making another copy and trying again?�
A loud thunk interrupted her master. Eva blinked and Arachne had moved to standing in front of Eva.
Streams of profanity flowed from her master�s mouth as Eva uncorked her blood vials.

Chapter 016

The Crypt
�Damnit Arachne you damn demon,� Devon shouted.
Things quickly descended to chaos in the small room.
Eva�s master had thrown himself to the floor. He clutched one hand with the other. An arrow poked through to the other side of his hand.
�This is the sixth damn time you�ve done this.�
Juliana, to her credit, jumped at the action. She erected a large barrier to cover most of the doorway and was launching large chunks of earth at their attackers.
�The girl wasn�t even in line of sight of the doorway. You could have covered me instead.�
Arachne stood over Eva protectively. She ignored all of Devon�s ranting.
Eva hesitated. Her hand hovered just above the uncorked vials of blood, ready to pull the blood out into orbs and begin her own assault. But she hesitated.
Juliana focused on their attackers, launching attack after attack. Her face twisted into a cruel grimace as she pulled up more earth to block the other half of the door. After a moment, the extra earth dropped back to the ground and she resumed her attacks.
Eva wanted to keep her blood magics quiet as long as possible. If the situation was dire enough, she wouldn�t hesitate. For now, she�d help out elsewhere.
�Arachne,� Eva said, �if you can get out there and tear them to bits without getting hurt, go for it. I�ll get master up and be with you in a moment.�
The demon herself hesitated, but nodded and dashed through the narrow opening in the doorway between arrow volleys.
Eva pulled out three potions, one light blue, one yellow, and one violet. The antitoxin might not help against any strong poisons, but it couldn�t hurt and it was all Eva had.
�Damn arrows. Necromancers can�t even dignify themselves with proper magic.�
�Doubt they taught the skeletons magic,� Eva said as she tossed the vials on her master�s lap.
�Skeletons, you�re sure?�
�We passed ten thousand on the way in, why not fight ten thousand on the way out. Just take those potions and make yourself useful. I�ll run out of fuel long before I take out ten thousand.�
Eva left the grumbling man and moved to the side of the door opposite of Juliana.
�I wouldn�t peek your head out there,� Juliana hissed. She flicked her wand and more shards of the cavern wall broke away and flew out of sight. The blond didn�t peek around herself.
She hoped Arachne wasn�t being hit by friendly fire.
Eva pulled the blood out of a vial and formed it into the pattern for a shield. �Hold your attacks,� she said to Juliana. She waited for the blond to finish her volley of stones before snapping her fingers.
The shield sprung to life around the doorway.
�What is this?� Juliana asked.
Eva shook her head. �Ask later.� She desperately hoped the blond wouldn�t.
Eva waited for a few pings of enemy arrows to strike the shield�no sense getting skewered by something that could penetrate her defenses�and she peeked around the corner.
As Eva expected, the room had filled with skeletons. More entered at a steady pace from the tunnel at the top of the stairs. The skeletons did not seem to care about knocking into each other. Several were bumped over the thin railing guarding the stairs. None who fell into the greenish water ever surfaced.
Several of the skeletons stood in a line around the doorway. They were the only ones armed with bows. One by one they loosed an arrow and casually, almost lazily, readied another.
Juliana, peeking around as well, readied her own attacks. She lined up pointed stones at each of the skeletons and waited to fire.
Arachne ignored almost all of the skeletons unless they dared to get close to her. Lacking fear instincts, most of the skeletons in the room dared. They all were turned to dust by uncaring backhands. She kept her focus on a pile of skeletons.
The thing she fought had at least eight skulls, as many rib cages, and more limbs than Eva could count. Arachne tore into it, breaking bones and throwing limbs across the room. The thing didn�t care. Whole bones would fly off the ground to replace missing parts.
Arachne didn�t appear to be losing either. Two arrows stuck out of her chest but she didn�t even notice. The skeletons swarming her weren�t able to do more than scratch her chitin. Even the ones carrying swords barely got a moment of attention before being knocked away.
Eva pulled back from the doorway. She gave a small nod to Juliana who returned the nod.
Snapping her fingers, the shield vanished. Juliana�s attacks launched away.
Eva reset the shield, adding an extra half a vial to the core at the same time.
All but two of the stone shards struck their targets. Before the skeletons could crumple to the ground, Juliana had conjured two more stones. She lined them up, ready to attack.
Eva pointed up at the ceiling. �Any chance you could hit those guys? They�re still staring at us.�
�I thought they didn�t matter.�
�Yes, well�� Eva glanced back to her master.
Devon sat on the cot. The deeper part of his wound�the inside of his hand�turned an ugly green. The skin around it reddened and cracked. His fingers on his good hand danced with green flame. He seemed to be considering burning the wound with his demonic fire.
Eva shook her head, leaving her master to take care of himself. �The one who thought that is indisposed at the moment.�
Juliana�s face blanched at her own glance at Devon. She turned back to the skeletons and readied another six shards. �Can�t hurt anything I suppose.�
Leaning back inside, Eva brought down the shield long enough for Juliana to fire.
The archers were down. For now at least. Another skeleton started picking up one of the bows. Eva sent a tiny splattering of Arachne�s blood rocketing at it before Juliana peeked around the corner. She snapped her fingers and the bow cracked where it had been hit.
Arachne had changed tactics. The demon had grown to her full size and was laying waste to the bundle of skeletons. That still didn�t seem to be fast enough to counteract its healing.
The attentions of the rest of the skeletons had turned away from her. Either the destruction of the archers or Arachne�s new size made them advance on the small hole in the wall.
�Can�t you tunnel us out?�
�Maybe,� the blond replied as she readied a whole line of earth shards. �Maybe we suffocate before we get out. This room is tiny, if we seal it off and start digging then we might not make it depending on how far off the surface it is. With four of us��
The staircase tunnel hadn�t stopped pouring in skeletons. If anything it had increased the rate it spewed them out. The only upside was that more were being knocked into the pool of water beneath the staircases.
Eva doubted going that way would be very feasible.
�Get working on it. I�ll hold the skeletons here. We can at least delay sealing this room.�
�You can handle it?�
Eva grinned at the blond. �If I can�t, I�ll be sure to make my death as loud as possible to give you some warning.�
She did not look impressed.
�While you�re back there, tell my mentor that if he wants to save any face at all, he�ll get up here and start helping.�
Juliana didn�t say a word as she left Eva�s side. The rocks floating in midair dropped to the ground at her departure.
Probably for the best. They wouldn�t have done enough against the massive horde approaching her shield. The shield itself, even powered by Arachne�s demonic blood, would only hold a few seconds under the skeletons� assault without additional blood.
Eva had better ideas.
Without Juliana at her side, Eva felt more free. She pulled the blood from the remaining three and a half vials into a large orb floating in front of her.
The skeletons beat down on her shield. They piled up, each trying to get a swing in. They hit themselves more often than her shield, but it didn�t matter. Every skeleton that fell was replaced as a new one stepped in.
Eva twisted and tore at the blood, pulling and shaping until it looked like a wire ball. She grinned and thrust both of her hands into the ball from opposite ends.
Two large hands, each the size of Arachne, appeared in front of her. The shimmering black hands crashed into each other, crushing all the skeletons between them. With a sweep of her real arms, the hands swept out into the room. They left a trail of�sadly, unusable�black blood and bones in their wake.
They vanished along with the blood-wire ball in front of Eva. Skeletons and a few of the closer pews continued with their momentum, crashing into more skeletons and knocking a good number into the green pool.
That should buy a good thirty seconds, she thought with a grin on her face. She pulled open her satchel. Only fifteen of the half sized blood vials were in there, the other fifteen at home. Never enough blood. She used five refilling the core of her blood shield and readied the last ten for another attack.
Her demonic friend noticed the giant attack. Noticed it enough to be distracted. The skeleton pile got in a strike across her chest. Her own black blood leaked out as she howled at the skeletons.
�Arachne,� Eva called, �dump that thing in the pool of water then get back here. Master�s worthless and I�ve only got one good attack left.�
The demon did not respond. Not unless you count more howling and slamming her entire abdomen into the skeletons. The thing shattered and flew. It was already pulling itself back together.
Arachne crashed into it again. Not before an arm swung a sword and took out one of her legs.
�Arachne!�
The demon swept her abdomen across the floor. Bits of the skeleton pile flew off towards the watery pit. Arachne kicked some extra parts in with her remaining legs. Then she waited. She watched. She picked off any of the regular skeletons that came within reach.
The skeleton pile didn�t reform.
Slowly, the demon turned around. She looked far more exhausted than Eva could ever remember seeing her.
Arachne looked at Eva and grinned.
It wasn�t the best grin Eva had seen. Her sharp white teeth were marred by Arachne�s own black blood. The demon wandered back to Eva�s shield, shrinking as she went. She stumbled the last few steps and leaned against the wall.
Eva ran up to her, half-formed blood ball following at her shoulder. She placed a hand on the demon�s chest where a deep gash oozed blood. The two arrows that had pierced her stomach and shoulder had broken off at some point, leaving just stubs.
�You�re hurt,� Eva stated the obvious.
�Your blood wards did more damage to me in Florida. I�ll be fine.�
Eva frowned. She doubted that but didn�t know what else to do. Potions wouldn�t work on Arachne. They barely worked on herself. The demon had her own healing. Eva walked Arachne back into the small room and set to finishing her next spell.
�Why�s your arm off?�
Arachne�s question almost ruined the spell as Eva whipped her head around.
�Decided I didn�t like it no more.� Her master�s arm was lying on the bed, completely green and rotted. �Your friend didn�t get injured, did she?�
Eva shook her head. �Don�t think so. Neither of us got hit by anything.�
�Bah. I doubt it�d work on you. I�ll keep an eye on Arachne, given its injuries, but I don�t think anything will happen for the same reason as you. I�d just hate for our tunneller to come back a zombie.�
Eva frowned as she felt a ping against the shield. �Arachne, fetch Juliana. I�ve got one attack left and then we�ll seal the door. Hopefully we get out of here before we suffocate.�
Arachne nodded and started up the tunnel.
The shield had another ping against it. And another. The skeletons were gathered again.
Eva finished her spell and waited. And waited. When the skeletons gathered and the shield was down to its last threads, Eva struck again. The skeletons once again were crushed and thrown across the room.
�What was that?�
Eva sighed internally as she turned to the voice. �Not something I can do often,� she told the blond. �If you can seal a lot of the main room, more air for us. If not then we�ll have to make do. We�re all out of fighting.�
She nodded and a thick stone section rose from the ground, plugging the entire short area where the steel plate used to be.
�I think I�m almost at the surface.�
Arachne and Devon followed the blond up the angled tunnel. Eva stayed behind for an extra minute and grabbed another few books. No sense leaving them for the enemy after all.
She headed up the tunnel until Eva met up with the group. Devon snorted at the pile of books in her arms. Eva just shrugged. Her master was taking losing an arm far better than she thought he would. Eva lost a leg on one of their jobs, but it had been recovered and reattached. Devon incinerated his arm before heading up the tunnel.
Juliana flicked her wand side to side, sending dirt to be compressed against the walls of the tunnel. The process went a lot slower than Eva expected. Juliana must have been working hard to have dug so far. Either that or she was slowing as she exhausted herself.
Eva hoped it was working hard. The thought that Juliana would collapse and leave them to dig their way out by hand sounded like a terrible idea.
Her fears were unfounded as Juliana broke into the night�s sky.
Devon immediately stepped in the direction of the prison. He didn�t leave a single word before parting.
With a flick of her wand, the tunnel collapsed behind Juliana.
The spider-demon shifted back into a seven legged Arachne-mode. She helped Juliana onto her back, if a bit begrudgingly, and then swooped down and picked up Eva, books and all. Arachne�s chest still oozed blood, Eva noted as the demon took off at a much slower pace than she had taken to get to the church.
As they got a steady pace going, Eva couldn�t help but ask, �Are you alright?�
�I�m fine,� Arachne said.
�Arachne��
�Eva. I�ll be good as new tomorrow. I just need to rest for a bit.�
Eva went silent and wriggled up against Arachne. It took a minute before she thought to ask the other member of their group.
�Juliana, are you doing okay?�
The soft sound of Arachne�s steps was all that answered her.
�Juliana?�
�Shouldn�t we have collapsed the tunnel inside the church?�
Eva smiled as a thought occurred to her. �Did you see how they handled the stairs? I doubt they can climb ladders.�
�They were shooting bows and arrows at us.�
�That�s�� Eva felt her face slip into a frown. �We�ll tell Zoe Baxter when we ask her to destroy the book. She can decide what to do about it.�
� � �
Juliana sat on the couch in Eva�s� home? She tried very hard not to look sick. She tried extra hard not to throw up. Something she was slowly getting a grip on as the night progressed.
She especially didn�t want to look weak in front of Eva. Not while the girl was nonchalantly wandering about the place like nothing even happened. Who knows, maybe nothing had happened for her.
The skeletons hadn�t bothered Juliana near as much as a single zombie had. They were far less grotesque and she was more or less waiting for something like that to happen. Doubly so after passing by the huge piles of bones on their way in.
She had asked Eva�s mentor�master, she thought Eva said once�if she should block them up. Maybe if he had agreed, the man wouldn�t be missing an arm.
Was it wrong to think that way? It felt a bit vicious.
The man�s arm had been lying there on the cot. It looked as bad or worse than the zombie�s she had seen in the abandoned house. It was sickening, but the worst was when he just flicked his wrist and enveloped it in the same horrible fire he used to destroy the book. He did it like he didn�t even care.
She hadn�t seen him since they returned. Apparently he had taken over one of the other buildings in this prison.
For being a prison, Eva�s area did have a certain warmness to it. She had rugs and warm wooden furniture. She even had working showers that used the same rune configuration as she set up in their dorm.
Juliana gratefully accepted when her black-haired roommate offered the use of her showers. They were insanely hot for her tastes, but she�d accept a little scalding to get rid of the musk of those crypts. She had been a bit depressed at the thought of putting on her old clothes until Eva walked into the shower room�not even caring that Juliana was completely naked�and set down a clean set of her own clothes. Clean clothes she accepted with thanks.
It was like the girl could read her mind. Maybe she could. The girl had her shield and that spell she used at the very end. They were like nothing Juliana had seen before. Certainly nothing she ever used in her fights with Mrs. Baxter.
Juliana thought that said something about the powers. Something dark.
Then there was Arachne. Arachne currently sat on the other couch in the room. She had her head resting in Eva�s lap while the girl stroked her hair tendril things. It would have been sweet, but there was something off about the way Arachne reacted when Eva offered her lap.
Juliana knew the spider wasn�t just some tarantula. When she introduced herself as Arachne, as the Arachne, Juliana felt she had an answer. If she was telling the truth, that would make Arachne at least two thousand years old. What was she doing clinging to a thirteen year old mortal?
And if the legends were true where Arachne was the progenitor to all spiders, then Arachne would be very old. Older than dinosaurs probably. If she heard Eva�s mentor correctly and Arachne was a demon then she could be as old as time itself.
Juliana didn�t know that she believed that. He could have just been calling her a demon meaning a terrible person. That was the theory she wanted to believe, in any case. That and it seemed more plausible with how Arachne and Eva were� cuddling, for lack of a better word. Not to mention all the sitting around not getting into wanton slaughter around the school.
In any case, sitting and drinking tea in the same room as them felt incredibly awkward. Juliana didn�t know if she should look at them or look around. Arachne seemed to be staring right at her, but Juliana wasn�t sure she had a choice. Her eight eyes could narrow, but she had never seen the woman blink in the half hour they were sitting there.
Just as she brought the cup of tea to her lips, Eva spoke. �I trust everything will remain secret.�
It wasn�t a question. �I won�t say anything. In fact I�d rather not have news of me being a part of tonight reaching my mom�s ears, which means me not telling Mrs. Baxter.�
�Oh? I thought you were on good terms with your mother.�
�I am,� Juliana said quickly. �She wanted to home school me after the abandoned house thing. I don�t think she�d approve of me being nearly killed or zombified while running around with�� She cut herself off and stared at her tea.
Eva didn�t seem perturbed.
Arachne was the one who spoke. �Running around with what?� Threatened more like.
�Strange people,� Juliana offered after a sip of her tea.
She didn�t think she was ready for a conversation like this. Especially not in a place where Eva controlled wards that apparently blew off one of Arachne�s legs. If Eva took a sudden dislike to Juliana, she might be in for some serious pain.
Eva seemed to have the same idea. �I understand you must have questions,� she said. �There are just some things I don�t think I�m ready to answer. Suspect all you wish for now, I just ask that you don�t tell anyone anything. In the future I may be more open. After we�ve spent more time together. For now just know that no one in this complex wishes harm on you or anyone in Brakket.�
�That sounds good,� Juliana said. It was concerning that Eva felt the need to explicitly state she didn�t want to hurt anyone.
�Friends then?�
�Were we not before?�
Eva smiled at that. She patted Arachne�s head. �And how are you feeling?�
�I told you, I�m fine.�
�How are your wounds then?�
�Better.�
�Better?�
Juliana gasped as Arachne dug her long, spindly fingers beneath the large gash in her chest. Her fingers were clean when she pulled them away.
�See, no blood. Carapace will take a while to heal, however.�
�Good. Maybe it is time to go back to the dorms then?�
Arachne resettled her head on Eva�s lap. �Not that better,� she said.
�So,� Juliana nodded towards the pile of books they had liberated from the cave, �planning on becoming a necromancer now?�
�Hardly,� Eva scoffed. Juliana felt a bit of relief at the disdain with which she said that. �They may come in handy if we�re going to keep running into necromancers. Even if they don�t, I like adding to my library, no matter the book.�
�Just owning them could land you in prison.�
�Already there,� Eva said with a gesture around the room.
Juliana sighed. She had a feeling there was more to that statement than the obvious.
�Get a few hours of sleep,� Eva said. �We will head back to Brakket before dawn. You can use that couch. If you end up being a frequent visitor, maybe we�ll scrounge up another bed.�
Eva roused Arachne and they retired together into Eva�s room. Juliana wondered at their relationship once more. She decided it couldn�t possibly be anything. Arachne was way too old for Eva no matter what.
The cell door slammed shut. It had been fitted with panels of wood between the bars, as had several other doors on that side of the common room. Juliana could probably fix it up better, using her ferrokinesis.
That thought brought her attention to the heavy metal flowing beneath her shirt. Once she fell asleep, it would either flow off of her and make a mess on the floor, or it would harden and possibly suffocate her. She set to storing it.
She flexed the muscles in her arms out as much as possible before hardening a layer over them as bracers. That gave enough space when she relaxed to keep circulation while keeping them from jiggling around. She repeated the action on her lower legs. There was still a lot of metal left. She thickened the metal on her arms and legs and turned the rest into a ball around the size of a skull.
Juliana shuddered. Not a skull. A cantaloupe.
She hefted it onto the floor beside her. It was much heavier all in one lump than spread around her body.
She laid down on the couch and carefully shut her eyes, all while thinking of a beautiful sunrise cresting over a flowery field. Juliana desperately tried to ignore the horde of skeletons that had joined the zombies trampling over the hills.

Chapter 017

The Invitation
A hot fire burned away the cold October air. It crackled and warmed the young instructor�s office. The professor sat in her chair, calmly reading through a thin book as the red flames scorched the walls of her fireplace.
Zoe Baxter sighed and snapped her book shut. She tossed it into a pile of similar books and grabbed the next book on her stack. It slipped from her tired fingers and clattered to the floor. Zoe didn�t bother to pick it up. If the pile of worthless books was any indication, it wouldn�t help anyway. She moved on to the next book in the stack.
There were no records to be found of any books, tomes, or grimoires titled Exanimis de Mortuum.
It didn�t help that Eva�s description had been so vague. There were apparently no words on the cover, just a pentagram with a man inside it. Its effects were to shield souls from Death. Randolph Carter had recognized it almost instantly from the cover alone.
Randolph Carter suffered some sort of injury while finding the cover of the grimoire. He promptly vanished presumably to find a way to heal himself. That�s what Eva said, in any case. Zoe hadn�t seen the man since their first meeting over a month ago now. Eva said that her only instructions were for the book to be destroyed.
And therein lay the heart of her current problem.
The book was proving impossible to damage.
Zoe thought there might have been a hint or directions for its disposal, but she couldn�t find a reference to it anywhere. There was no word on any alternate names it might go by and Zoe couldn�t even ask because of Carter�s disappearance.
She had tried the standard methods for eliminating dangerous objects, but none worked. The disguised cover, Resplendent Mysteriis, had long since been destroyed. It was the bulk of the black pages that refused any attempts at destruction.
Eva made her impatience clear. She only got more nervous as time elapsed. The phases of the moon bothered her as did the upcoming Halloween. They passed the day of the new moon without incident, but even Zoe was apprehensive about Halloween.
If she couldn�t find a way to destroy the book by the thirty-first, she was very seriously considering handing it over to Eva.
The girl was strongly convinced that she could destroy the book where Zoe had failed. She said that it was her who destroyed the phylactery they stole earlier in the year. That Eva refused to speak of what methods she would use and refused to allow Zoe to watch both lent credence to her claims as well as disturbed Zoe.
There was little doubt that Randolph Carter used magics more obscure than proper thaumaturgy. Those obscure magics generally fell into one of two categories: light and dark. If the man was a practitioner of light magic then Zoe would eat kiviak for a month straight.
Zoe tossed another book on the pile. None of them were helping and the few left unread in the stack likely wouldn�t either. She stood up and paced around her small office.
Other help could be called in, of course. Several groups were known to fight this sort of thing. Any of them would cause a big stir about the whole situation that the academy simply didn�t need right now. She was lucky that none of the three students involved in this mess raised a fuss about it.
Of course, Shalise didn�t have anyone to raise a fuss to. Not that the girl knew of anyway. Juliana wouldn�t dare tell her mother more than she already had. Genoa had had several words for Zoe about her daughter�s activities over the summer and none of those words were very kind.
Eva not only had no one to tell but also was the primary maker of trouble.
Finder of trouble, Zoe corrected. Whatever necromancers got their roots in the town were the makers of trouble.
A chime rang through the office. Zoe stopped pacing with a sigh. The students would arrive soon and she hardly got sleep the night before. She definitely made no progress with the book.
She glared at the book that was sitting deep in her roaring fireplace. It happily soaked up the flames without suffering a single singe. Zoe flicked her dagger, extinguishing the flames, and dropped the book back to between. At least there it should be safe from theft and mostly immutable.
Through the one-way wall, Zoe could see her classroom already filling with students. Her three sat together with Wayne�s two and the Coggins twins. The seven seemed good friends, at least while they were in class. It might be a good idea to encourage it out of class. That might also encourage the others to get involved with the more sordid goings on.
Governor Anderson finding out about even the zombies could shut down the school. Zoe wasn�t sure how Wayne convinced the man to send his only son to Brakket and she didn�t want to jeopardize that.
Zoe took a quick look in the mirror in her office. She straightened out her hair and smoothed down her suit. It was the same suit as yesterday. Student�s at Brakket alternated classes, so she wouldn�t see many people from the day before. Even if she did, she doubted they would notice. Zoe had a lot of suits, after all. With a flick of her dagger, a bit of air magic freshened her up.
Confident in her appearance, Zoe turned to the door separating her from her classroom. She paused, watching through the one-way wall. One of her students, a Mr. Bradley, just set a sickly green sphere at the base of her lectern. He pulled out his wand and cast a spell on it. It shimmered and blended into the background.
The ball was easily recognizable as a joke item from Sorcerous Shenanigans by the double S logo on its side. She couldn�t be sure what this specific one did, but she didn�t intend to find out.
What interested her more was the spell. It wasn�t an invisibility enchantment, but chameleon was the next best thing and still a third year spell at best. Impressive, but always a shame when students put efforts into jokes rather than schoolwork. Still, more than one of her students had gone on to be very successful despite terrible school performance.
She waited until Mr. Bradley had returned to his seat before opening the door. With barely a motion of her dagger, she dropped the camouflaged ball between. In the same stride, Zoe twitched her wrist to cause it to reappear just under Mr. Bradley�s desk.
Zoe reached her lectern and glanced slowly over the entire class. She doubted a single one of them had noticed; most weren�t even looking at the lectern when the sphere was placed. Mr. Bradley, at the very least, had an eager grin on his face.
She met his grin with her usual mirthless face. One thing she learned and mastered as she got older was never to let on when you held all the cards.
Today�s class was bound to be a fun one.
� � �
�I�m just saying that Jason got what he deserved,� Max said. The three seats across the table were ruthlessly splattered with some kind of brown beef mush. Everyone quickly learned to leave them empty. The only danger came when he looked around.
Shalise frowned at the gross display of wasted food. Not to mention the gross display itself. She half thought that Max took twice as much food as everyone else solely because it ended up on the seats and table. Such a waste.
Restaurants threw away food by the truck load. Tons of good food tossed at the end of every day. They�d lock the dumpsters to keep vagrants out of it. Even Brakket Academy had to throw away tons of leftovers so she knew it was a petty thing to focus on. There was just something different when it happened right in front of her.
She sighed, tuning the conversation out.
Learning magic was supposed to be fun. Classes were fun. Hanging out with friends was fun. It was the bits that came after that put a damper on things.
All this necromancer and zombie business Juliana and Eva spent half their time talking about scared Shalise. Whatever little adventure they went on two weeks ago only made things worse. They came back talking about skeletons and a grimoire that needed to be destroyed.
Skeletons, Shalise could understand. She hadn�t bothered to ask what a grimoire was; the answer was probably worse than her imagination.
She imagined quite terrible things. From spells worse than raising zombies or skeletons to horrible creatures seemingly made of nothing but tentacles and mouthes. Shalise had no idea where that last thought came from, but it occupied her nightmares since hearing the word, grimoire.
Her nightmares were nothing compared to Juliana�s. Shalise was sure that her roommate hadn�t slept for three days straight. She tossed and turned all night until it was finally time to head to school. Until the third day, that is; they got home from school and Juliana flopped onto her bed. She didn�t move until Shalise woke her up the next morning.
Since then, Juliana had very restless sleep, but she slept.
Eva, on the other hand, slept like a baby. She worried about something, Shalise could tell, but it wasn�t whatever kept Juliana up at night. Eva wrapped up in her spider�s arms�or legs, rather�and slept until her alarm went off.
A poke in her side made Shalise half scream. She glared over at the culprit.
�You were off daydreaming,� a smiling Jordan said. �You better be careful. Shadow creatures lurk daydreams and eat intruders.�
�Don�t listen to him,� Irene said as she elbowed the smile off Jordan�s face. �Everyone knows shadow creatures lurk in the shadows, duh. Fae are the ones who invade daydreams.�
�I suppose you�d know more than I do,� Jordan said a bit sarcastically in Shalise�s opinion, if in good humor.
Shalise smiled at the byplay. Their little group knew nothing of what troubled dorm room three-thirteen. Shalise had a good amount of envy for them. They could joke and laugh without worrying about monsters in the shadows.
If she hadn�t known about the necromancers, Shalise might be joking and laughing with them. Instead she was discovering her potential as an air mage. Aerotheurge, she was told, was the proper name. Her lightning bolts might be better called sparks and her whirlwinds more of a breath of air, but she had thrown herself full into it.
Without that she might not have learned how to enhance her senses. It was just a slight thing. Professor Baxter assured her it would get better in time until she never wanted to turn the spell off. Shalise felt she was far past that point. Dark lightened, distances lessened, sounds became far more distinguishable, smells changed similarly to sounds, touch and taste also enhanced though less so. None of it literally, it was all perception.
She wasn�t sure why air changed her eyes, taste, or touch. Professor Baxter said it was just a nuance of the spell. Each of the four elements had their own versions of the same spell. Earth mages would increase their strength and toughness while water mages increased their flexibility and agility. Fire mages actually increased the speed of their thought. It sounded amazing, though Professor Baxter said it was the hardest to learn of all. For a master of pyrokinesis, a single minute could be ten minutes of thought.
�And she�s gone again,� Jordan said.
�Straight to lala land,� Irene agreed.
Much faster than Shalise could think, apparently.
�We better save her from those terrible fae.�
Irene grew a terrible grin. �If one poke failed, think two might work?�
�Worth a shot,� Jordan said.
Shalise clamped her hands over her hips. �Not this time,� she said.
Irene put on a fake pout before breaking into light chuckles.
�Now that I have all your attentions,� Jordan said with a glance at each of the three-thirteen girls. �There is going to be a party on Halloween. We were wondering if you three wanted to join us.�
Shalise did not miss the glance Eva and Juliana shared across the table. She hadn�t forgotten Eva�s theory about some mass ritual happening on Halloween. Didn�t they discard that theory? The book wasn�t some ritual component.
Either way, Shalise wasn�t going to let fear�theirs or her own�ruin her school life or keep her from having fun with Irene, Jordan, and the rest. �I�ll go,� she said.
Slowly, Eva and Juliana nodded and agreed to go as well. Good. They�ve been spending too much time worrying. Maybe a bit of fun will help.
�Excellent,� Jordan said. �It is at The Vertex right in the entertainment plaza. Shouldn�t be hard to find.�
�I�ve never been to a real party before. Anything I should know?�
�Never one?� Irene asked.
Shalise shook her head. �Just some things with some of my family.�
�Well, costumes are allowed. Encouraged even. Apart from that,� Irene shrugged, �just have fun, I guess.�
�Right. I can do fun. Hopefully. What are you dressing as?�
�Ah-ah,� Jordan said, �that would ruin the surprise.�
Shalise nodded.
Skeletons and zombies were right out as costumes. What else was there? Vampires, perhaps. Were vampires real? Did they care that tons of people dressed up as them?
Probably not. Shalise didn�t think she�d care if she were a vampire. If even half the legends were true then they were old, powerful, and had mostly apathy for mortals. Maybe she�d go as one of them.
She�d check with Juliana and Eva first and make sure she wasn�t about to get killed for insulting powerful creatures.
� � �
Arachne fumed.
Halloween was supposed to be their day.
The one day a year, before this year at least, that Arachne got to spend with her Eva without Devon hounding her.
It was true they had been spending every day and every night together for the past few months, but Halloween was still their day. Halloween was the one day outside of Eva�s treatments or the rare job they both were taken on that Arachne saw Eva.
Pop.
The cow�s skull exploded in her hand. Blood, viscera, and brains splattered over her. The rest oozed to the ground.
She reveled in it.
The smell calmed her. The blood dripping off of her was cathartic in a way only blood could be.
Arachne wanted more.
And she got it.
A fat pig cowered in the back of its pen. As well it should. Arachne imagined its squeals were those of the fat pig that hung off her master�s friends like a leech.
She held it still with extra legs that sprouted from her back. She stroked it. Patted it. She calmed it until the squeals ceased.
Two sharp fingers dug into its eye sockets. And it screamed.
Arachne listened to the pleasant shrieks even as she liberated its insides from the cruel prison they were trapped in. She waited until the last twitches of the fat creature died down and then turned to find another stress release.
She had told Eva that she was heading back to the prison to see if Devon had returned. And she would. Later.
Now Arachne was having too much fun.
The skeletons had been a decent workout, no matter how much her Eva worried about the superficial wounds they gave Arachne. It was nice having the concern without Eva being upset at causing the wounds. Even if the concern was completely misplaced.
Arachne had lived forever and she would live forever more.
That was the main reason she had run for five hours to find this remote farm. Hurting the people her Eva perceived as friends would never be forgiven. Arachne knew that.
That was not something she wanted to risk.
Arachne stepped over the six corpses lying around the field. A squish sounded as she crushed the stomach of a headless lamb.
The little girl who accepted the party invitation bothered Arachne the most. If she hadn�t been there, Arachne would be walking around the room like normal. If she hadn�t been there, this Halloween party wouldn�t be a thing.
Arachne clacked her claws together. Her bloodlust subsided along with her anger as a sudden thought occurred to Arachne.
Uh-uh. This could work. A grin revealed her sharp teeth. Not every mistake is a foolish one, even when the little girl was nothing but a fool.
This was a costume party. Arachne could go. She couldn�t walk in with her Eva. Too many questions about a sudden extra friend. Eva would be met at the party.
And what do humans do at parties? They dance.
Her grin spread wider. Oh yes, they dance. Arachne never once had danced with Eva. That would change this Halloween. It would still be their night. There just might be other people around.
Other people would see her magnificence just like Juliana had. That girl acted differently since the skeleton cave. She now looked at Arachne with a bit of respect and a lot of trepidation. Not once had the girl called her harmless.
The few times they had spoken while Arachne was in her usual form left Arachne with the impression that the girl had become frightened of her. She spoke politely, but never at any length.
And that suited Arachne just fine. She had no desire to speak to anyone but her Eva. And occasionally Devon if he was needed.
Though, Arachne thought, maybe I will say thanks to the little sheep who accepted the invite. The thought of dancing with Eva threw Arachne into a jovial mood. The thought of terrifying the little girl while appearing polite and even courteous in front of her Eva only added to that.
Her grin left her ears as it slipped into a slight frown.
The corpses would be a mess to clean up. Even then, the animals would be found missing. Arachne didn�t want to raise any suspicions even several hours away at her top sprint.
It might delay her returning to the dorms, but this was her mess to clean up. They had wolves in Montana right? Or lions? She�d dump a few of them around the farm. They would eat at least some of the corpses. The crushed skulls wouldn�t even be looked at. Humans never looked farther than the obvious answers.
Arachne bit what passed for her lips.
Yeah. That will work.

Chapter 018

Halloween Club
�This is a nightmare.�
�How did things come to this?�
Eva shared a glance with Juliana. Beads of sweat dripped down her forehead despite the cold October air.
�If only you�d have done this earlier,� Shalise said at their backs.
The two sighed at the same time and each turned back to their current enemy.
�I don�t even think that one has a chest,� Juliana said with a look of disgust. �This is supposed to be a school. For kids. How can they let something like this happen.�
�No. It just got knocked off. Look,� Eva pointed, �it is lying on the floor over there.�
�That barely covers anything.�
�Yeah. Let�s go check the men�s section.�
Juliana and Shalise trudged along behind Eva.
�I can�t believe you don�t know any good monsters. I mean, you know Rach.�
�First,� Eva said, �Rach isn�t a monster.� Although Arachne was making Eva nervous. She hadn�t seen the demon all day. Eva had planned on spending most of the day hanging out with her and not dressing up for the party. Arachne apparently had plans and left Eva to go shopping with Juliana.
The fact that she had something planned for Halloween made Eva a bit sad. It was supposed to be their day after all.
�She�s very nice,� Eva continued. �Second, I know of plenty of �monsters� but I wouldn�t know where to start making costumes of them. That�s assuming we had longer than a few hours as well.�
�I don�t know why you two waited. I�ve had my costume for a week,� Shalise grinned at the two. �There was a much better selection when I was here too. Now you�re stuck with all the things everyone else didn�t want.�
�You sneaked off on your own,� Juliana said as she started picking through the men�s racks. �You didn�t even invite us.�
Eva shuffled through the racks. She didn�t want to wear a costume. She barely wanted to party. The situation with the grimoire had gone nowhere. Zoe Baxter hadn�t managed to destroy even a single page.
The day before, Zoe Baxter vanished the book in front of Eva. She claimed it was �between� and would be safe until the Day of the Dead festival ended on November third. Then she wanted Eva to try, but only while she was watching.
Even after assuring Eva that Zoe would do nothing no matter the kind of magic she used, Eva had her reservations about that. Under no circumstances did she want to stand around summoning a demon in front of Zoe Baxter.
There was nothing to be done about it now, however. Her master hadn�t even returned yet.
That led to her current situation of picking out a costume. If she�d known there was absolutely no selection, she would have made her own. Arachne could have helped her make an amazing outfit. She�d done so in the past. Eva still had the dress Arachne had made when she was nine.
It was a crime that it remained hidden away in a closet in Florida.
Eva shoved more costumes aside. Nothing would match that dress. Nothing would come even close. She�d have to settle for something else.
Something else caught her eye.
Juliana seemed to notice the pause in Eva�s shuffling of costumes. �Find something?� she asked.
�Maybe. It will need touching up, that�s for sure.�
�Good luck with that. I�m going back to the girl�s section.�
Eva held her future costume up and looked it over. She could feel Shalise leaning over her shoulder.
�That�s it?� she asked.
�It is a start. Needs a bit of flair though.�
�Better hurry, there�s only a few hours until the party starts.�
�Who shows up to parties on time anyway,� Eva said. She actually wasn�t sure. Shalise admitted in front of everyone that she had never been to a party before. Eva hadn�t admitted it.
When your friends consisted only of demons and people several decades older than yourself, you didn�t get invited to parties very often. At least not the kind that didn�t involve danger, blood, and possible death.
�Well, I�m not showing up late to my first party. Need help?�
�Just need a black necktie and a white button up shirt. I think I can get everything else at our dorm.�
�Those shouldn�t be hard to find. I�ll go help Juliana then.�
Eva nodded as the chipper woman left. She dug through a prop bin, trying to find a syringe. Not a real one. A prop comical one. She could get real ones if she took the time to run to the prison. Eva didn�t think she wanted to put that much effort into a costume.
Still, this one seemed decent.
�
�You�ve been giggling the whole way here. My costume is fine.�
That only made Shalise giggle harder.
Eva carefully kept her own smile polite and controlled as they walked down the street.
Juliana wore a large one piece suit covered in fur. She had a dog nose covering her nose and long floppy ears coming off of a head band.
�It was the only costume that showed less skin than Eva when she walks around wearing nothing but Rach.�
�Eva�s covered up now and without wearing a dog costume.�
Eva glanced down at her own costume. A knee-length lab coat hung loose over slacks and a button up shirt. She had slicked back her hair into a loose ponytail and added a pair of fake glasses. The look was topped off with a fake syringe full of glowing green liquid and several real potions shoved into her pockets.
The real potions were just in case, as were the vials of blood and her dagger hidden against her back.
Overall, Eva thought she looked like a perfect stereotypical mad scientist.
�You�re the one who pointed this out to me. I�ll have no more laughter from you.�
�And I was right. It is very cute on you.�
Juliana crossed her arms and sulked. �Yours looks nice. You should have found me something like that.�
Shalise twisted slightly, letting her black coat flair out. It wasn�t a real coat, almost more like a knee-length dress that was missing its front. She wore a red minidress underneath. Fake fangs on her teeth poked out of her mouth.
�Like I said, you got the costumes everyone else didn�t want.�
Eva just smiled at their byplay as they arrived at The Vertex. They were quickly let into the building by bouncers? Maybe ushers. The Vertex didn�t seem like the kind of club that would need bouncers.
�Wow,� Shalise said, �it is almost like a real party in here.�
Eva had to agree. Almost being the key word.
The club had a large dance floor with a stage just in front of it. A DJ stood behind a large table with headphones on, nodding his head with the pounding beat. Neon lights and lasers strobed through a cool mist on the dance floor. A second floor curled around, offering a high altitude view of the dance floor.
The only thing missing were the people.
There were a couple of groups here and there. A cat girl and a rather poor skeleton chatted off to one side. A group of three hung out in a corner, they had a girl with impressive voodoo inspired makeup and several fake bones hung around her neck, a much more impressive skeleton, and a man who seemed to be into bondage with knives taped to his fingers.
No one danced on the dance floor and none of the groups appeared very animated.
There was a bar to the side of the entryway with a Frankenstein�s monster handing out a plate of nachos to the only patron. The portly man turned around to reveal a solid green suit and dyed red hair. Golden clover pins were attached all over his suit.
�Hello Max,� Shalise said warmly.
�You guys made it. I�m glad.� He grabbed both plates of nachos and seemed to struggle with his soda until Shalise took pity and grabbed it. �Thanks. Everyone else is upstairs, come on.�
They followed him up to the neon lit second floor. Another three groups of people hung about up here. Two of the groups consisted of a pair of superheroes with red and blue outfits, a pirate, a spooky bedsheet ghost, and a princess.
The third group was seated around one of the large tables that occupied much of the second floor. A winged fairy stood and started waving them over with a clear bottle. She was also entirely green except for the brown hair and red lipstick.
�Irene, nice makeup,� Juliana said.
Irene grinned. �Thanks. It took Shelby all afternoon to paint me green.�
�And don�t ask for it again,� a black and white woman said. She had painted her face completely white save for black lipstick. Her dress matched the white paint on her face and arms with black floral patterns. Even her green eyes had been covered by silver contacts.
�Oh, like your makeup took any less time.�
�Your wearing a lot less actual clothes than I am. You didn�t have to paint my stomach or my back or most of my legs. Most of it I did on my own.�
�Now now, you all look great. Don�t bicker.�
Eva almost missed the dark figure sitting next to Shelby. Where she looked like something out of an old black and white film, Jordan could have been her shadow. He had a full black body stocking on, even over his face. Something magical had been done to it; Eva�s eyes didn�t want to focus on it.
�You�re going to have to teach me that one,� Eva said. It seemed very useful for more than just party tricks.
Jordan chuckled. It sounded a bit forced, though that may be because if he had merely smiled, Eva wouldn�t be able to notice.
�He can�t,� Irene said. She had a large frown on her face and a glare leveled at Jordan. �The enchantment came with the suit.�
�Ah, that�s a shame.� Eva might have to spend some time tracking down the makers of the suit and learning the technique. Or at least buy one for herself.
�So,� Shalise said after a minute, �what do we do now?�
Maximilian spoke up, thankfully without his mouth full. �Grab some food unless you already ate. Then we just hang out, I suppose.� He looked around to the others as if for confirmation.
�That sounds good,� Juliana said. �I skipped lunch for costume hunting.�
She and Shalise turned and headed back to the stairs. Shalise paused. �You�re not coming Eva?�
�I�m not hungry at the moment. I might grab something later.� Eva doubted she would. In truth, Eva only ate about one meal a day. A side effect from the experiments, most likely; she�d never seen Arachne eat anything.
Her treatments were a point of worry. Because the ritual circle was still complete in her prison, she might be able to rope Juliana into performing the ritual in an emergency. It was not a thing she was very eager to show the blond.
Devon considered her his life�s work, so she doubted he would just up and abandon her. Unless he had gone off and died. Then again, she had to send Ivonis after her master over the summer.
She really wasn�t looking forward to cleaning fifty animal carcases out of a cell block again.
Shalise and Juliana headed back downstairs while Eva took a seat next to Irene.
�So a scientist, huh?�
�A mad scientist, if you please.� Eva whipped out the fake syringe and quirked an eyebrow. After striking her pose, she dropped the syringe back into her pocket. �It was either this or what Juliana is wearing.� Eva leaned over and stage whispered in Irene�s ear, �I�d rather come naked if that was my only option.�
�Oh it isn�t that bad,� Shelby said with only a small chuckle.
They descended into an awkward sort of silence. Eva imagined it would have been a comfortable silence, or not silence at all, if she hadn�t been there. Despite spending nearly every lunch together and interacting in class on a regular basis, Eva just didn�t click with them.
She didn�t think she really clicked with Shalise either, even if she got along with her. The only reason she and Juliana got along well was because of their little adventure. No part of that was going to be spoken of under any circumstances, no matter how much it might help avoid awkward silences.
So Eva just waited with a polite smile on her face. Hoping Juliana and Shalise returned quickly.
Luckily they did not dilly-dally. They brought back a plate of nachos each. Eva wondered if that was the only thing the club served. Juliana did not look overly pleased with it, at the very least.
Shalise was the one who managed to get a conversation going. She was much better at these things than Eva or Juliana. Talking about school was even a safe topic for Eva. Something she was very glad about when Jordan turned his masked face to her.
�Figure out your element yet? You were having problems with it if I remember right.�
�I can�t do a tiny bit of water magic which would normally mean my affinity is fire, right?� At Jordan nodding his head, Eva continued, �I don�t think I�m especially good at fire magic or air and earth. Chaos magic feels the best to use, honestly. That could be because it is the only real magic I knew before school.�
�You knew chaos magic before attending school?� Eva couldn�t see his face, but his voice sounded intrigued.
�Only a little. A darkness spell and a blink that apparently isn�t a proper blink.� She demonstrated by stepping past Juliana and onto the open floor then back to her seat.
It had taken her months to perfect stepping into a sitting position. Most tries ended up with her either standing on the chair or standing in front of it.
Unfortunately, she couldn�t even see if Jordan was impressed. Max spoke up in his place.
�I want to learn that. No. I need to learn that.� He batted his eyes and looked at Eva. �Teach me please?�
Shelby spoke before Eva could. �You can barely manage simple water spells and that is supposed to be your element. If you try that, you�ll wind up cutting yourself to pieces.�
The large boy deflated a bit at that. He puffed back up and drew his fist in front of himself with confidence. �I�ll start taking my studies seriously if it means I can teleport around.�
Eva quirked her eyebrow at that and shook her head. It was magic. He wasn�t taking it seriously? He might as well have just stayed in a regular school.
�That was impressive,� Jordan said. �Don�t worry too much though. Fire is supposedly the hardest of the four. As an earth mage, I�m finding it extra difficult.�
�Same,� Irene said.
Shelby frowned at Irene. �I don�t think I�ve found fire to be too hard and I�m air. At least not the warming spell and light spell we learned in class.�
�Hey,� Irene dropped her voice to a whisper, �is it just me or has that Phantom been staring at us for a while?�
Eva glanced up along with everyone else.
Arachne stood at the top of the stairs wearing a phantom mask. It covered four eyes on her forehead, but both her gleaming red eyes as well as a smaller eye beneath her left were visible. Not to mention the black carapace and sharp teeth that filled her grin.
The black tendrils that made up her hair had been swept back and lay in perfectly straight lines.
The rest of her was covered in a black suit with a red vest and black tie on a black shirt. She didn�t have shoes on and she didn�t have anything hiding her long fingers either.
Eva almost jumped to her feet. She might have if she hadn�t been so shocked at Arachne actually wearing clothes.
Juliana, on the other hand, did jump up.
Irene turned to them with a raised eyebrow. �Someone you know?�
�Ah, maybe. I�ll go speak with her,� Eva said.
She stepped straight from her seat to Arachne before anyone could say anything.
�What are you doing?� Eva half hissed.
�It is fine,� Arachne said with a wave of her hand, �we went trick-or-treating that one time and nobody cared.�
�That was different. Everyone over there has seen your spider form. They�ll notice similarities if not draw the correct conclusions outright.�
A long needly finger pointed at the phantom mask. �That�s why I�m disguised. You didn�t think I�d wear clothes for fun, did you?�
�So what, where have you even been all day?�
�It took longer than expected to steal these clothes without being noticed.�
�You could have asked me.�
�I wanted it to be a surprise. Are you surprised?�
�Very,� Eva deadpanned.
The smile that grew on Arachne�s face was so genuine that Eva had a hard time maintaining her anger. She almost felt bad that Arachne couldn�t walk over and join their table.
�So,� Eva said, �what do you want?�
�A dance.�
�I�� Eva glanced over the railing. �No one is even dancing.�
�More people to watch us.�
�I�ve never danced a day in my life.�
�I know,� Arachne�s gentle smile never wavered. �We�ll run to the bathroom and have a crash course. Enough to keep you on your feet, at least. And even after, I won�t mind if you step on mine.�
Eva bit her lip. What a cruel demon. How could she show up looking so earnest. �Alright. Meet me in the bathroom. I�m going to explain at least a little to the others.�
Arachne nodded and turned to the second floor bathrooms.
Eva stepped straight back to the table.
�Someone you know?� Irene asked again.
�Yeah, friend of mine from Florida. She decided to visit unexpectedly today.�
Maximilian let out a long whistle. �That�s a crazy costume. How did she do the hair?�
�Foam, I think.� Eva�s smile felt very plastered on. �She wanted to dance with me, and teach me to dance first.�
�Teach you to dance before dancing? Have you ever danced before?� Jordan asked.
�Never once.�
�We should get some popcorn.�
Eva allowed her fake smile to slip into a frown. �You do that. I�ll be back later, I think.�
�Good luck,� Juliana called even as Eva stepped straight to the bathroom door.
She opened the door and waked into the bathroom.
Like everything else in The Vertex, the bathroom was lit by several neon lights. Also like the rest of the place, it wasn�t very clean.
Arachne waited in the narrow area between the stalls and the sinks. A smile spread across her face as Eva wandered in.
�Come on, we have a full half hour before its time.�
�Time for what,� Eva asked.
�I had a word,� her grin turned a bit feral, �with the musician downstairs. He agreed the music was unsuitable for proper dancing.�
Arachne stepped forwards and grabbed each of Eva�s hands with her own. She placed one on her own shoulder and kept the other in her claw.
�Now,� Arachne said, �step with me.�
�I��
Arachne jerked her forward. �No saying you can�t. To the side now.�
Eva stepped to the side before Arachne had a chance to pull her. She almost got her own foot stepped on for her efforts. Eva took a quick step back to avoid Arachne�s clawed feet.
�Too quick,� Arachne chided. �You have to allow me to finish before you move on.�
Forget stepping on Arachne�s feet. If she steps on mine then there will be a bloody mess all over the floor.
They continued dancing and fell into a rhythm. It was actually kind of fun, though Eva doubted she would be winning any awards anytime soon. Dancing around in a small box didn�t look very impressive.
�Now,� Arachne�s sudden voice nearly caused Eva�s foot to slip under the claw, �we rotate with each step.�
Taking care to avoid being trod upon, Eva followed Arachne�s lead. They continued for another ten minutes until Arachne added another element.
�Spins are probably too much for our short lesson. If I lean to one side, just follow that lean.�
Eva nodded and tried to follow. Some steps Arachne would pause and lean while others were mid-step. Still, those wound up with patterns as well. She wondered if it wouldn�t be easier with proper music than the thudding bass that reverberated throughout the bathroom.
�That will have to do,� Arachne finally concluded. �Perhaps I�ll teach you how to properly dance in the future. I thought about teaching you before tonight but worried that it would ruin the surprise.�
Eva almost wished she had taught her earlier, surprise or no. She wasn�t the type to get embarrassed easily. That require caring about what other people thought. Not something she�d ever had a problem with in the past.
Now she might care, at least a little, what the group she�d come here with thought. What her friends thought.
None of that even compared to the disaster that might happen if Arachne stepped on her feet. She probably had enough control over her body to not injure Eva. Looking at the deep claw marks on the floor of the bathroom made Eva not want to take that chance.
Still, Eva didn�t want to take away the smile on Arachne�s face. Arachne never smiled. It was always a grin. This was nice. A side of Arachne that rarely showed.
So she allowed the woman to lead her out of the bathroom.
None of her friends were at the table. A quick peek over the railing showed Juliana talking to someone out of sight. Probably the others.
Arachne brought her down the stairs by her hand.
The moment her clawed foot touched the dance floor, the heavy sounds of an organ crashed over the room. Eva glanced up at the DJ who was looking very nervously at Arachne. He was completely ignored in return.
Arachne separated from Eva at the center of the dance floor. She turned and gave a deep bow.
Eva gripped the edges of her lab coat and curtsied.
Arachne offered her hand and Eva took it. They pulled together and began their waltz.
Just like the practice, they began stepping in a small square. As the organ raged on, Arachne started rotating and eventually added the leaning.
Eva was sure it didn�t look very impressive. They had done nothing especially fancy. Eva kept her eyes on her feet more than half the time and, more than once, broke the rhythm in her haste to escape being crushed by Arachne�s feet.
But it was fun. Arachne�s smile never left her face, even when Eva half kicked her foot.
They danced around. Eva had no idea how long the song was, but it eventually ended. It couldn�t have lasted more than five minutes.
Arachne drew back to arm�s length, holding Eva�s hands until they slipped out from the distance. She gave another bow which Eva returned. She stepped forwards once more and pulled Eva into a tight embrace.
Slowly, Eva brought her arms up and returned the hug. Eva normally did not return Arachne�s frequent hugs, but sometimes things were special. This is one of those times, she thought as she idly played with the tips of Arachne�s hair tendrils.
A scream from behind her brought the moment to a crash.
Arachne immediately moved to the other side of Eva in a full protective stance.
Eva uncorked two blood vials as she turned to look.
The rest of the room had descended into a panic. Two shambling men dressed as zombies staggered up to the bar where a third had his arms around Shalise. His teeth sunk deep into her arm as she tried to fight him off.
Jordan and Max both had their wands out and were casting spells. Shadows erupted out of Jordan�s wand�some kind of chaos spell, perhaps�and enveloped the two approaching zombies.
Max flicked his wand. When nothing happened, he scrambled backwards away from the group.
�Arachne.�
It was all Eva had to say. The demon jumped across the dance floor. The black needles of her fingers plunged straight through the zombie�s head as she landed next to Shalise.
Eva ran over as Arachne tore into the two zombies under Jordan�s darkness. She slid across the hard wood floor where some of the zombie had landed, but recovered her balance and knelt beside Shalise.
Shalise�s arm wasn�t looking good. She could already see the infection settling in. Eva thought about removing the arm the way her master had, but the gash in the side of the brunette�s face made her stop. She wouldn�t be able to remove her head to stop the infection.
�Don�t touch her,� Jordan said, �you�ll infect yourself without gloves.�
Eva shook her head. She could help, but not around so many people. �Don�t worry,� she pulled a black vial from her pockets, �anti-zombie potion.� A lie of course.
�I think I can help, but I need�� Eva cut herself off as she looked around.
Arachne was making her way back to Eva�s side, her fancy suit marred by blood and rotting flesh. Juliana looked petrified, she hadn�t moved since Eva first saw the zombies. Max slowly made his way back to Jordan�s side.
�Where�s Irene and Shelby?�
�Irene said she felt sick shortly after you entered the bathroom. Shelby took her back to the dorm.� Eva couldn�t tell his expression through his costume, but he stood straighter and squared his shoulders. �I�m going after them.�
�Jordan��
�Don�t try to stop me.�
�I�m not,� Eva said with vehemence. �But if she was feeling sick�� Eva gave a pointed glance at the zombie, �just be careful if you find her.�
He gave a solemn nod and dashed out the door.
Maximilian glanced between his friend and Eva.
�Go,� she said, �even if your magic is worthless, you can at least keep things from sneaking up behind him. Watch his back.�
He took a step but hesitated. Eva did not miss the tremble in his arm.
�Unless you wanted to leave him alone, of course.� That seemed to set him off. Eva called after him, �tell him that the girl�s rooms in the dorms might be safer than the guys.�
�Arachne,� Eva said as the portly man ran off into the night. The demon knelt and Eva spoke in a whisper, �I need you to take Shalise to the bathroom. Start stripping her, be careful to get any bits of clothing out of her wounds. Keep her awake and talking and try to hurt her as little as possible.�
The demon swooped down and lifted Shalise off the ground without complaint. Shalise started fighting and struggling, to no effect, as Arachne headed to the bathroom.
�Juliana.�
The blond didn�t respond.
�Juliana!�
Tear filled blue eyes flicked to Eva. Her eyes then swept over the corpses and blood on the floor.
Her knees cracked against the ground as she knelt over and retched.
Eva wanted to walk over and slap some sense into her, but she was covered in blood. It would only make the problem worse. Instead she waited until Juliana emptied her nachos all over the floor.
�Juliana,� Eva said softly as the blond staggered back to her feet. �We can save Shalise, but I need you to do something. Can you do something for me?�
Juliana wiped the edges of her mouth and nodded firmly, if a bit weakly.
�I need thirteen stones. Sharp ones, like arrowheads. Can you make thirteen arrowheads?�
She looked around her and tapped the floor with her foot. �It is wood, I�ll have to go o-outside.�
�The bartender,� Eva glared at the man who had just been watching the entire scene, �will watch your back or he will die.� Eva returned a soft gaze to Juliana. �When you�re done with the stones, block off the entrance with a wall of rocks, just like you did at the cave. If you see any zombies or skeletons, or anything at all, come get Arachne and myself.�
Juliana nodded and took a few shaky steps towards the door.
Eva glared at the bartender again. �Go.�
�What right do��
�If you don�t, I�ll wipe some of this blood all over you.� Eva held up her bloodied hands. �By morning, you�ll look like one of them,� she waved a hand at the corpses.
He returned her glare but stepped around the counter and followed Juliana out the door.
As he passed by, Eva said, �if you let anything happen to her, I�ll kill you.�
Eva turned to the remaining gawkers huddling around the dance floor. �Any of you know any good fire magic?� she asked. No one responded. �Then do not go near those bodies unless you wish to die a very painful death followed by attempting to kill your friends.�
�What about you?� a half hysterical cat girl asked.
�Anti-zombie potion,� Eva said holding up the black vial. She really wished she had worn a mask. If any of the students knew who she was, she�d be facing a lot of questions in the morning.
If anyone who cared to question her lived, that is.
�There is no cure for a zombie infection,� a pirate said.
�Oh? Who told you that?� He gave no response. �That�s right. Shut up and don�t touch the corpses and maybe you�ll live until tomorrow.�
Eva ignored any further questions and marched off to the bathroom.
A naked Shalise sat on the floor. Arachne was picking through the large chunk on her arm, pulling bits of cloth from the wound. She had a weary look on her face.
Could be worse, could be a dazed look, Eva thought with a mental shrug.
�Shalise, can you hear me?�
�I�m a�� a hiccup, �a-a zombie.�
�Not yet and not ever if I have anything to say about it. I�ll let you in on a little secret I haven�t even told Juliana. I�m a blood mage.
�Being a blood mage, I can clear this whole mess up with a little cleansing ritual.�
A brown-haired girl flicked eyes in Eva�s direction. Her eyes had the slightest glimmer of hope.
�It is a very thorough cleansing, however. Have you ever had any surgeries that implanted anything? Metal plates in your hip or pacemakers?�
Shalise shook her head.
�Good. We�ll need to get all those nasty nachos out of your stomach though.�
�She already vomited, thrice,� Arachne said. �Wasn�t anything left by the third time.�
�Excellent. Next step then. Shalise, I need you to close your eyes. This ritual requires a calm mind to work.�
Eva moved to the sinks. She tore off her lab coat�shame about it being ruined�her shirt, and her pants. All were too contaminated to trust. Naked, Eva began scrubbing her arms and face of all traces of blood, double checking in the mirror. She used her innate sense of blood to check that she was completely clean of any foreign contaminants.
�I need you to close your eyes. Think of a clean white cloth, gently blowing in the wind.�
Eva turned around and ensured the girl�s eyes were closed. She pulled her dagger off her back and jammed it deep into her own arm. Eva spread her arms wide, pulling a long trail of blood out with the dagger.
The blood was much darker than it had been the last time she saw it. Not quite Arachne black, but the ritual didn�t need blood purity. Without a stick of chalk, blood was the next best thing. Better, actually, as she had fine control in manipulating it.
�The white cloth just blew onto a crystal clear lake. It sent a handful of ripples across the otherwise smooth surface.�
Eva started manipulating the blood into a circle on the floor. She added lines to direct the magic and characters to control it.
The bathroom door opened and Juliana walked in, thirteen arrowheads floating behind her.
Eva met the blond�s eyes and pressed a finger to her lips.
�The ripples stopped. There�s just a white cloth floating on the water beneath a beautiful sky.�
Eva finished drawing out the ritual circle. She looked up and nodded at Arachne.
�Keep your eyes closed. Arachne is going to pick you up and move you to the ritual circle. Don�t be scared, nothing will hurt you. Just think of a gentle breeze bringing the fresh fragrance of flowers blowing over your lake. Don�t move after you�re set down.� The bathroom was cramped enough, there was barely enough space for the inner circle without her smearing the blood.
Arachne did as instructed and backed up.
Eva stepped straight across to Arachne and whispered in her ear, �Stand outside. I don�t want anyone seeing what is about to happen.� Eva turned to Juliana as Arachne stepped outside. �Place the stones down around the outer edge of the circle pointing inwards. Keep quiet, Shalise needs to concentrate.�
As Eva moved back in front of Shalise, she said aloud, �there is a small creek making a nice flowing noise in the background. Listen to the water run.�
Once Juliana finished with the stones, Eva pulled her dagger back out. �Now, raise your uninjured hand straight in front of you, palm down.� Shalise brought her hand out, shaking a good deal. Eva held her knife just beneath her open palm. �When I say go, I need you to bring your hand to the ground hard, like you�re trying to squash an ant that is invading your beautiful lake.�
Eva waited just a moment before steadying the knife in her hand. �Ready. Go.�
Shalise�s screams pierced the air as the magical ritual dagger pierced her hand like a knife through butter. Six of the thirteen stone arrowheads immediately splattered red and green with blood and gore. Eva sheathed her dagger and did a quick check of Shalise�s arm.
All the rot had been torn away, leaving an even larger wound than before. Still, it was clean.
Eva pulled the girl into a tight hug. �It�s alright, it�s okay,� Eva said as tears ran down her chest. �It hurts, but you are fine. No zombie Shalise tonight.�
Her words didn�t seem to comfort the crying girl. Shalise cried harder and squeezed back.
Juliana took half a step forward. Eva shook her head, pointing at the bloodied stones and shaking her head.
�You are safe. Safe from zombies, but we need to do something about your wounds.� Her arm and face were still bleeding and now her hand had blood pouring out of it. Eva couldn�t see it, but she could both feel and sense the blood running down her back where Shalise had her gripped. �I�m going to let you go, I have to grab some potions. I�ll be right back and we�ll get you feeling better, okay?�
Eva tried to stand, but the girl was reluctant to let her go. Eva pried herself out of Shalise�s grip and moved to her bloodied lab coat. Using her knife, Eva punctured her arm again. Drawing the ritual took a good amount of blood out of her, but she needed to make sure there was no contaminated blood getting back into Shalise�s bloodstream.
With a snap of her fingers, all traces of blood on the lab coat had been obliterated using drops of her own blood. She grabbed six vials of Arachne�s blood and sent orbs to obliterate the six arrowheads. She grabbed all of her potions, making sure they were clean, and went back to Shalise�s side.
Eva handed over two light blue vials and a yellow vial. The general remedies would help boost her blood production as well as general pain relief and the yellow vial would help stop the bleeding, though her arm and hand were going to need some serious healing before they went back to normal. If they ever got back to normal.
�Juliana,� Eva said, �see if you can round-up some clothes from the other party goers. It doesn�t need to be a lot, I don�t care if you can�t get clothes for me. Just something for Shalise to wear.�
The blond nodded. She still seemed to be in some sort of shock, but at least she was responding.
�Oh,� Eva said before she left, �don�t touch Arachne. She�s still covered in zombie blood.�
A soft whimper brought Eva�s attention back to Shalise. She knelt down and resumed her hug.
Those necromancers are going to wish they were never born.

Chapter 019

Halloween Streets
�Terrible night, isn�t it?�
�Is this an attempt at small talk?�
The man grumbled something under his breath.
Zoe took her eyes off searching the streets and glanced at him.
Wayne�s eyes searched the tops of buildings as they walked down the deserted street. He, like her, was fully dressed in his usual black suit. He held a large tome open in one hand as if he was in the middle of reading it. He wasn�t, of course.
Zoe had never understood why he used a tome as a focus. Their storage capacity surpassed staves. One could pen down spells into the tome�s pages to avoid the concentration required for more complicated spells. Wayne never used spells that took advantage of those traits. As far as she could tell, he used the tome like any other focus.
Tomes were heavy and unwieldy, yet it was all he used outside of the classroom.
�Ahead,� he said.
Zoe broke her thoughts and snapped her eyes forward.
Another group of the creatures shambled around the corner of the street.
Six of them looked old and rotted. Two had bright red blood still dripping from their wounds. Their clothes were less torn and one wore a Halloween costume. Fresh victims.
Still, no mercy would be shown. Zoe readied her dagger. She already had to put down one of her students, she only hoped neither of the two fresh corpses were students.
Zoe lanced a lightning bolt at the nearest one�s head. She sustained the bolt for a few extra seconds. A normal person would go down with a heart attack, brain damage, or nerve damage, depending on location and power. A zombie didn�t care about such things.
She held the bolt until the zombie�s eyes exploded. Another few seconds and the zombie crumpled to the ground with smoke rising from its body. The putrid stench of burnt flesh filled the street.
The crack drew the attention of the rest of the creatures.
Wayne didn�t hesitate for a moment. He immediately sent out a blast of fire, enveloping a zombie.
Zoe took a step backwards, casting a heavy wind in the direction of the zombies. Two of them stumbled and fell to the ground. A follow-up razor wind took the head off of another.
Wayne threw a blaze of red fire over the two on the ground and caught a third in the inferno.
Thick shoes clomping behind her made Zoe spin. Out of the alley stumbled one more creature. Wayne was incinerating a zombie to her side. This one fell to her. She raised her dagger and prepared to fire.
A small black sphere splattered against the neck of the zombie from its side. It flashed white a moment after.
The zombie�s head fell to the ground with its body crumpling after it.
Zoe whirled around to where the attack came from.
A woman stood next to a younger black-haired girl. The woman wore a suit�much fancier than Zoe�s own�splattered with blood. The sleeves were torn at the wrist and she had long black gloves tipped in sharp claws. What really drew Zoe�s eyes was the half-black, half-white mask with thin slits for eyes and thick cords that ran from the top of her head down her back.
The black-haired girl quickly placed something behind her back while Zoe was distracted with the masked woman. She wore much more normal pants, tee-shirt and a jacket.
It took a double take before Zoe recognized the girl. Zoe forced herself to relax and put on a calmer face.
�Eva, what are you doing here?�
The young girl looked up at Zoe with cold eyes. �Same thing as you, I imagine; cleaning up the town and hunting necromancers. Found any?�
�You�re covered in blood.� She wasn�t exactly covered in it. Not as much as her companion, at least. There was definitely blood, especially on her hands.
She looked down at herself then back up at Zoe with a small smile. �It isn�t mine.�
Zoe did not match her smile. If the blood was hers, she was injured. Not a good thing when zombies are running around. If the blood wasn�t hers then it was zombie blood.
�Eva,� Zoe started, calmly and slowly, �are you infected?�
The tall figure standing next to her tensed at the comment. Zoe couldn�t tell her facial expression beneath the mask, but she looked about ready to pounce. Judging by the blood dripping off of her clawed gloves as well as over her undamaged clothes, she was quite good at pouncing.
Eva held her hand to the side and gave a small shake of her head. The woman immediately relaxed.
�Don�t worry,� Eva said, �I took an anti-zombie potion.�
Wayne bristled at that. �No such thing,� he grunted.
�People keep telling me that.� Eva crossed her arms beneath her chest. �We�ll see who is a zombie in the morning and who isn�t.�
Zoe didn�t doubt Wayne�s knowledge of potions. She knew of only one way to counteract the infection from a zombie and she did not have a corpse flower handy. �You will become a hindrance if you are infected.�
�So you�re going to kill me then?� Eva half snarled. This time both of them tensed.
Zoe did not like how quickly the girl was ready to fight. She had one hand behind her back. Zoe did not know what was back there except that it was undoubtedly a weapon.
�Quarantine,� Zoe quickly said. �In the morning you can, if you�re you, teach Wayne how to make your potion.�
�Can�t,� Eva said with a wave of her hand, �I didn�t make it. My mentor did. It was delivered by,� she paused and glanced at the tall woman next to her, �his associate.� Eva relaxed, dropping her arm to her side. The woman next to her didn�t.
�Does this associate have a name?�
�Yes.�
�Why�s she wearing a mask?� Wayne asked.
�It�s Halloween, isn�t it?� The woman in the mask had a confident but very artificially modulated voice. Just four words came out like they weren�t being spoken by a proper mouth or vocal cords.
It set Zoe on edge. More on edge than she already was.
�Quarantine, Eva, is��
�A waste of time. If you have no information on the necromancers behind this, then I believe it is time to go.� She turned, though the woman next to her did not. �Believe it or not, I am mildly fond of you. Don�t try to stop me. It would be� unpleasant.�
�Take one of these at least,� Zoe said. She pulled out one of her business cards and held it out. �If you do find the necromancers, let us know. We can help.�
Eva reached out and almost took it. She pulled her hand back mere inches from the card. �I�d rather not risk getting blood on you,� she said.
Zoe set the card on the ground and took a step back. Eva picked it up.
�If I do use this, I highly recommend not touching either of us without sterilization. Even if we�re badly injured.�
With that said, the girl turned and used her false blink down the street. The �associate� remained�glaring if Zoe had to guess�for a moment longer before she sprinted down the street. She jumped straight to a rooftop that Eva blinked to and they were gone.
�You shouldn�t have let them go.�
�I don�t think we had much choice. I have no doubts that the thing next to her was not human. I do have doubts over how much we could have hurt it before it killed us.�
Wayne just grunted. �Come on,� he said, �night�s far from over.�
Zoe followed after him. She kept alert for any movement, but her thoughts were elsewhere.
A mysterious nonhuman associate. A weapon that she kept hidden even when she suspected an attack. A cure for zombie infection.
As long as she did end up not becoming a zombie. She seemed very confident about it, if exhausted.
Zoe let herself smile for the first time that night.
Wayne really had missed out when he let her slip by. Zoe just hoped the trouble Eva caused would be worth it in the end.
� � �
Eva stepped to another rooftop and paused, catching her breath. Arachne caught up a moment later.
Leaning into the spider, Eva sighed. The amount of blood she used drawing the ritual circle wound up taking more out of her than she thought. Combined with slaughtering a town infested with zombies and Eva felt ready to drop.
�You need to take a rest,� Arachne said. �They can finish cleaning the streets.�
Eva picked herself off of Arachne. �No. We�re going to find them.�
�You can barely stand. You may be half demon, but you aren�t a full one yet. You will die if you keep this up.�
�I will be fine. I�ll just avoid using blood magic for a while. I need to practice regular magic anyway.�
Arachne did not look convinced as she slid her mask to the side.
�And I�ll be relying on you,� Eva added.
�As much as I like to hear you say that, I�d rather you head in for the night. If you really want me to, I�ll continue scourging this town of the infected.�
Eva smiled at her concern. It was nice. Touching to have the woman care about her so. �Good thing we decided to get you that full mask. I�d rather have Zoe Baxter thinking of you as just a spooky associate than a demon.�
Arachne side and slid the mask back over her face. �I�m not going to talk you out of this, am I?�
�Try again a few zombies later. I might be more tired then.�
�I didn�t know you cared about the humans in this place enough to strain yourself so.�
Eva frowned at that and gave it a long thought before responding. �I suppose I don�t. Not humans in general anyway. These necromancers hurt my friends and are making a mess of the town I currently call home.� She paused, looking over Arachne for any cues. She found none.
�If I was the one hurt,� Eva continued, �you�d have brought the entire town to rubble until you found the culprit. So don�t say I�m going overboard over a couple of �measly humans.� They�re my friends right now, just like you are. I�d do the same for you.�
Arachne smiled at that. Even with the mask in place, Eva could tell. The twitching of her hair tendrils and the slight tilt of her head gave it away.
How she had gotten to know Arachne so well over the last few months felt odd. Like a twisting in her stomach. She wasn�t sure if it was a good twisting or a bad twisting, but being friends with Arachne had been beneficial, if nothing else. The real twist in her stomach was that she actually meant it when she said they were friends.
Devon always warned her away from even speaking with demons outside of orders and definitely disapproved of being friendly. He definitely disapproved of Arachne�s interest in Eva. Once she started taking interest, Devon sought to keep them apart save for her treatments and a select few jobs.
Eva never saw the harm in it.
Even Ylva, who could kill someone merely by brushing her hand over them, had been very polite to a frightened Eva. She even left a gift. Sure, Eva had apparently given her some great boon, but there was no contract for the gift. Eva foolishly gave the phylactery to the demon. She could have just left and gotten a free boon.
After the experiment ended, what would her master do? Keep her around for observations, surely. Start treating her like one of the demons he summoned? Not if Eva had a choice in the matter.
Eva sighed again and realized Arachne hadn�t said anything. The spider-woman had gone very still. �Something the matter?�
�Are you sure you don�t want to head back?�
�I�m sure. Why?�
Arachne hesitated just a moment before responding. �There�s a group of zombies in the street below. I can hear them.�
Eva went silent to listen. Her hearing wasn�t as good as the spider-woman�s. Still, she could hear faint moaning when she concentrated.
�If you promise to stay here, I�ll go finish them and be back in less than a minute.�
Eva shook her head. �Like I said, I could use practice with regular magic.�
Arachne slumped her shoulders. �Alright,� she said, �but let me carry you down. We don�t want you leaving half yourself behind again.�
�That happened once,� Eva said as the spider woman lifted her into her arms. �I was brand new and panicked at the time.�
�And this time you are very exhausted.� Arachne stepped off the edge of the building. She absorbed all the shock of the landing and set Eva down in one smooth motion.
Eva whipped her arm out and launched a fireball towards the zombies. It came out less as the basketball she envisioned and more as a ping-pong ball. Eva sighed as it sailed right past the group of zombies and dissipated harmlessly against the asphalt.
It did manage get their attention. Unfortunately, their attention went to where the fireball dispersed�in the opposite direction.
Eva shared a glance with Arachne. Despite the mask, she felt the demon was very desperately trying to hold in laughter.
Eva shook her head and concentrated. She pictured a boulder of flame and rock being catapulted against a castle wall. With that image in mind, Eva lobbed another fireball.
The ball slammed into the shoulder of one of the zombies. If the golf ball sized orb did more than singe the flesh, Eva couldn�t tell in the dim light of the street lamps.
Eva sighed. At least the fireball was bigger this time, maybe. If I squinted. �Maybe I�m actually not a fire mage,� she said to Arachne.
The zombie she struck turned around and started shambling towards her. Eva wasn�t worried. They were slow and uncoordinated. The only real danger was them sneaking up and with Arachne at her side, Eva doubted that was possible.
Arachne stuck nearby rather than jumping into the fray. It had been several groups of zombies since she decided sticking by Eva�s side was more important than wanton slaughter. Heartwarming in a way, and here it gave Eva a chance to practice.
She tossed another few fireballs without doing much damage. The other zombies had been attracted by the light. Eva just calmly walked backwards with Arachne at her side.
Zoe Baxter had used a gust of wind to completely remove a zombie�s head. Eva tried the same thing. Sneezing might have done more.
�You�re just not cut out for �proper� magics.�
Eva was sure there was laughter in the demon�s voice. �It is my second month of schooling. I�m sure I�ll get better.�
�May I?� Arachne asked with a gesture towards the approaching zombies.
Eva just nodded her head and stopped walking backwards.
Arachne took a look around before calmly walking forwards and decapitating each one with a swipe of her hands. She did so quickly and without needless gore as she had done with some of the earlier groups. Arachne walked back to Eva�s side.
With the zombies dead, Eva slumped her shoulders and sighed. Maybe her lack of ability was exhaustion. No, not maybe. Definitely.
A nap sounded amazing at the moment. Curling up under some warm blankets with Arachne huddled around her had never sounded better. Alas it was not to be.
A thunder crack put Eva on full alertness. She turned at the noise. A horde of corpses streamed into the street from an alley. They less shambled and more ran.
A similar crack shook the street somewhere behind Eva. Another horde materialized out of thin air.
�These aren�t zombies,� Eva said.
They were more like skeletons that had been shoved into the fresh meat section of a grocery store. Flesh and skin hung off the bones. None of the bones seemed to be from the same creature either. Not a one looked human without heavily squinting your eyes.
They shambled and twisted until Eva was backed against the wall of a building. Arachne kept a few paces in front, flinging any that got too close down the street.
�We need to get out of here,� Arachne said.
Eva couldn�t agree more. She was about ready to step away when the flesh golems stopped. They left about a ten foot ring around her and just stood, staring.
Arachne growled, flexing her claws but not moving forward. She started pacing in front of Eva.
�Well,� a voice above Eva echoed down into the street, �what do we have here?�
Two men stood on a roof looking down at Eva and Arachne. Two spectral hounds flanked them, both barking and growling at the two in the street.
�Two party goers lost out on All Hallow�s Eve,� the skinny one said.
Eva narrowed her eyes. She didn�t doubt for a moment who these two were.
Arachne kept moving around Eva as if expecting one of the flesh golems to lunge at any moment.
�The dogs are saying she was the one at the crypt.�
�She�s the one,� a voice shrieked out. Stephen Toomey stumbled forward past the two men. He collapsed on his knees and pointed the only finger left on his hand at Eva. �I swear. I sold it to the little girl.�
�Oh?� The bulky man stepped to the edge of the roof and looked down. �I have doubts about that pathetic display of fireworks. There were a good hundred skeletons taken out. The dogs might be wrong, or it might be the other woman. If you�re sure you sold the book to her��
�It�s her. Now please, let me go. I just��
The blond man clapped Toomey on the back with a friendly smile. �Looks like we won�t be needing to visit the dorms after all.� He stood up, dragging Toomey to his feet by the shirt. �Selling out a schoolgirl in an attempt to save your own life?� He clicked his tongue disapprovingly. �Disgusting.�
He gave just a light push.
Toomey tumbled off the edge of the roof. He let out a short cry before he was silenced. A sickening crunch spread through the air.
�A vain attempt,� the skinny man said with a wide smile.
�Thank you for caring for our tome, but we�ll be taking the book back.�
The flesh golems shuffled back and forth, eager to advance. If they attacked, things could get bad. The spectral dogs would make running more difficult.
Eva leaned back against the wall, trying to look casual, and placed her arms behind her back. �What book?� Eva said with more confidence than she felt.
�What book?� The larger man looked to his companion. �Sawyer, you�ve killed the bookkeeper too soon.�
While the man was turned, Eva carefully slipped her dagger out of its sheath. She touched it against her other arm. Blood marbles began forming behind her back.
Her body wasn�t quite at a real danger point. She�d survive enough blood loss to take out the dogs. Maybe the two necromancers if she was lucky. If this turned into a long confrontation, she�d be in trouble.
�She�s lying.� The skinny man�s eyes never left hers. His smile still stretched from ear to ear.
Eva frowned at his words. Why does everyone seem to know when I�m lying.
The man turned back to her and frowned. �You don�t want to test us further. You will regret it. Hand over the book.�
�Oh, I just hand it over and you�ll let me go on my way?�
�Of course not. There are worse things than death, my sweetie.�
�Sweetie?� Eva controlled her voice very carefully. �If we are so familiar, why not introduce yourselves.� She tapered off the flow of blood and healed her cut. Ten marbles totaling about a pint of blood hovered in the small of her back.
�Your last warning. Hand us the book or��
The skinny one interrupted. �She doesn�t have the book. Obviously.� He managed to roll his eyes without taking them off Eva.
�Take us to the book or��
�Don�t know where it is,� Eva interrupted. The man seemed to be going a bit red in the face. �Ask your friend if I�m telling the truth.�
The moment his head swung to the side, Eva launched four blood orbs. One at each of the dogs and one at each of the men.
Arachne noticed the orbs whizzing past her. She turned and grabbed Eva, smoothly jumping over the horde of golems without a pause.
Eva barely had time to snap her fingers before Arachne bolted down the street. Over Arachne�s shoulder, she could see the two figures atop the building still standing there. Neither crumpled or appeared to be in pain.
One of the spectral dogs chased after her through the air. It barked and snarled as it closed in faster than Arachne could dash. The other dog was nowhere to be seen.
One out of four isn�t bad, she thought as she launched another two orbs. They passed straight through the dog as if it wasn�t even there. A snap of her fingers and the orbs exploded within. The dog howled and vanished into green motes.
�Dogs are dead,� Eva said to Arachne. �Take me back, I want another shot at the necromancers.�
�No.�
�Arachne?�
�You�re shaking, shivering even, and covered in sweat that wasn�t there before. You need rest.�
Eva held her hand in front of her. She couldn�t hold it steady as much as she tried. Arachne�s running didn�t help. �Shaking and sweating from excitement.�
�Don�t lie to me Eva. Your breathing is ragged. You were supposed to be done with blood magic for the night. I could have dealt with them. Call your teachers if you wish. We�re going back to our home.�
Eva sighed and leaned into Arachne�s shoulder. She didn�t close her eyes. If she fell asleep, no one would be able to keep an eye on pursuers. �Can�t call them. Zoe Baxter has the book. Too dangerous to have her engage.�
�Relax, Eva. We�ll find them again. Maybe we will send Ivonis after them.�
�Oh? Did they introduce themselves to you while I wasn�t looking? I must have missed their names.�
Arachne�s mouth split into a small smile. �Another demon then. I�ll go even. Once you�re safe and rested.�
�We do need to warn Zoe Baxter.� Eva scanned the streets behind Arachne, waiting for someone to show up. �And retrieve the book from her.�
�Shall I hunt her down?�
�No, I have her card. Take us home and we�ll call her there, someplace far away from here.�
�She can teleport, right?�
�It will take us time to get there. Time for the necromancers to vanish.�
�Or cause more problems.�
Eva sighed. She wished her master were here. He�d know what demon to summon to clean up the town.
Maybe he will be at the prison.
� � �
�I just got a pulse from Eva.�
Wayne tensed up immediately.
They hadn�t seen anything for the last half hour. Not a zombie, not another person. The other instructors were still checking in every so often, but it seemed like most of their excitement died down as well.
�Where at?�
�Not sure. About fifty miles outside Brakket.�
�Found the necromancer�s base? Or captured? Worse?�
�Just a moment.� Zoe took her dagger and sliced straight down in front of her. A tear in space widened to a small oval in front of her face. Zoe peered into the pure white of between.
And immediately pulled away, clutching her head.
�Zoe?� Wayne set a firm hand on her shoulder.
She shook him off. �Nothing. Same effect as when trying to look around her runes at the dorms. Which means it is probably a safe area.�
�Safe for her. Or the necromancers use the same thing.�
Zoe attempted scrying again. This time, she picked an area half a mile off. �No protection over here. There�s an unmaintained road leading up to a large black area.� Zoe winced. �The black area is the protected area. It triggers the same effect, though not as bad as when I tried to look in directly.�
�Any people or zombies around?�
�None that I can see from the hill.� Zoe frowned. She tried to avoid looking directly at the black area, but it was huge. �Each one of her rune packets is just enough to cover one room. This place is probably the size of the entire school plus one of the dorm buildings, maybe the other as well.�
�Are we going to go?�
�I�d rather not leave a student in trouble. We can be gone in an instant if it looks dangerous.�
�Unless they�ve got wards set up against that.�
�If we can get in, we can get out.�
Wayne just grumbled. He moved over and peeked into her scrying window.
Zoe readied her dagger and went between. The street fell into a white void and was replaced by a sagebrush filled hillside. Wayne appeared at her side an instant later. Zoe turned, looking out over the area that was covered in darkness.
�A prison.�
�An old one,� Wayne grunted.
�Do we go knock?�
Wayne shrugged and headed down the hill. Zoe followed after him, careful to mind her step down the rough hillside.
As they approached the main gate, Zoe made out the young girl leaning against the bars.
�Eva, are you alright?�
The girl before her looked like she could barely stand on her feet.
�Just tired for the most part. Took you long enough to get here.�
�I couldn�t see into the prison. Your runes, I assume. We were forced to arrive on the hill.�
�When you didn�t show up, I figured it was something like that. I had to come out here to keep you from wandering the prison.�
Wayne took a step forward, peering down at the girl. �Something we shouldn�t see inside?�
�Tons of things,� Eva rolled her eyes, �mostly didn�t want you running into one of my mentor�s wards. You would find that very unpleasant.�
�Unpleasant?�
�Explosively so.�
Wayne growled.
�In any case,� Eva said, �I�m fine. I need the book. Recent events have convinced me that it needs to be destroyed sooner rather than later.�
Zoe did not like the sound of that. �What events?�
�Oh nothing much. Ran into two necromancers. They killed Stephen Toomey right in front of me and had about a hundred flesh golems. They found us with some ghost dogs that were tracking us from when we found out the name of the book.� The black-haired girl smacked her face. She half shouted, �Which is something I didn�t think about until just now.�
The edge in her voice set Zoe on edge as well. Eva rarely was perturbed by anything.
�There is one more person I didn�t tell you who went with us. Well, two, but my mentor�s associate can take care of herself. Juliana on the other hand��
�You took Juliana with you?� Eva putting herself in danger was one thing. One thing Zoe didn�t like. She couldn�t do much to help it aside from confining Eva to her room. She doubted that would even hold her. Not if she�d set up a home out here with enough facilities to make it livable.
Bringing other students into it was crossing the line.
Not to mention that it was Juliana. Her mother would raze Hell itself if anything happened to her daughter.
�You said there were hordes of skeletons.�
�Not that many.�
�Mr. Carter was injured so bad you haven�t even seen him since.�
�It was just a flesh wound.�
�You said you were lucky to have escaped with your lives.�
�Nothing wrong with a bit of embellishment. You�re making a much bigger deal out of this than you did when it was just me and my mentor.�
�You are wrong about that, Evaleen Spencer.� The girl winced at her full name. Zoe hadn�t forgotten how her father went on about the �ungrateful brat who won�t even call herself by her birth name.� �I remember very distinctly scolding you for a good half hour.�
�Well, we don�t have time for another scolding. If they tracked me down, they might go to the dorms. They might already be there, I escaped from them over an hour ago.�
The young girl looked calm, but she started sweating. In the cold air, that was something of a feat.
Zoe knelt down and placed a hand on Eva�s shoulder. She felt a tremble beneath the shirt. �Eva, calm down. The dorms and school have very thorough alarm wards set up. If anyone were hurt or even taken somewhere against their will, all teachers would know instantly. Nothing has happened yet.
�Professor Twillie along with a full complement of local police are watching over it. Wayne,� she glanced at her companion, �will head over and check on Juliana.�
Eva nodded and looked at Wayne. �Shalise was injured at the party earlier. Bitten by a zombie.�
Zoe couldn�t help but gasp. Wayne shifted.
�She�s fine, not contagious nor infected.� Eva held up her hands. �Though you may not believe that when you see her injuries. We thought about taking her to the hospital, but Juliana believed that would be a bad place to go on a night like tonight. She�s hopped up on potions and being watched over by Juliana.�
�More of your zombie immunity potion?� He made his disbelief clear in his tone.
Eva nodded.
Wayne grunted and vanished.
�Now, Eva, we are going to talk about everything that happened tonight.�
�I�d rather get to destroying dangerous books and then bed. I am feeling a very bad headache coming on.�
�Eva.� Zoe gave the girl a hard glare. �We are going to talk about everything. People died tonight. I had to rekill two students. This is not okay.�
The girl tried to shake her hand off, but Zoe kept a firm grip on her shoulder.
�None of that is my fault. I am not a necromancer. I didn�t bring them here. I warned you that Halloween was a dangerous day.�
�I know. I�m not blaming you. You are more involved in this than anyone else save for the missing Mr. Carter, that is why we will talk.� Zoe gave her a smile and a squeeze on her shoulder before releasing her. �Are you going to invite me in?�
Eva shuffled her feet and shifted her eyes away from Zoe. �There are no good areas to host guests outside of very heavily protected wards. Well, there are, but you probably won�t like solitary.�
�And you can�t key me into the wards?�
�I� could. We talked about incriminating things already once. A similar idea applies here.�
Zoe didn�t respond to that. She already had an idea of what the elusive Mr. Carter was into. The �associate� of his that had been with Eva earlier was another piece to the puzzle. There were few humanoid creatures that could move and jump the way it did.
�My office then,� Zoe said.
�That�s�� Eva put her hand to her forehead. �I�d much rather stay here. I�m quite confident in my wards and their ability to repel even very powerful creatures. Not to mention A�my mentor�s associate will get antsy if she finds me missing. She may become� unpredictable.�
�Eva. I am willing to look over Mr. Carter�s demonic associations.� Eva snapped her head up, eyes wide. So easy to read, Eva. �So long as Mr. Carter truly means no harm to anyone and keeps his�� Zoe ground her teeth, �things under control. And is against the necromancers currently assailing our town.�
There were another hundred stipulations Zoe should add to the list. She�d have to report this to� to someone. Whatever Mr. Carter was, he was against the necromancers. The enemy of my enemy is my enemy�s enemy. And I will use that enemy to defeat my enemies.
�For now,� Zoe added. She�d think of how to break Eva away from the man after their current crisis was over. Eva mentioned the man saved her from death. That surely created a strong connection.
�As amusing as your baseless accusations are, they aren�t the only issue. The anti-zombie potion kept me from becoming a zombie, but it has left me with massive headaches, shaking, sweating, and general exhaustion. I am in no state to speak on anything tonight.�
Zoe looked the girl over again. She hadn�t moved from leaning against the metal. The sweat she had thought to be from worry over Juliana hadn�t stopped. The girl was telling the truth about this, at least.
�First thing in the morning. I will be at this gate as the sun rises. If you are not here, I�ll hunt you down. Confidence in your wards or not, all wards can be broken.�
�That is grim, but agreeable.�
�I wouldn�t hunt you down to kill you, Eva, if that is what you are thinking.�
�Not that, that my wards might be brought down. Still, even if someone hammered against them all night, I should be fine. I�ll have someone watching over me as I sleep.�
Zoe frowned at that, but didn�t say anything. Baby steps, she told herself. She pulled out another business card. �Just if anything happens.�
�Don�t aimlessly wander the prison, you might not survive.�
�I appreciate the warning.�

Chapter 020

Aftermath
Wayne Lurcher had never been one for passive action. The very phrase was an oxymoron he couldn�t stand.
And yet here he sat, in a meeting room, listening to Rebbecca Halsey panic. The dean had called an emergency meeting to try to figure out what went on last night and what the damage was. If the senile woman had any clue, she would realize that no answers would be found in a meeting with the faculty.
Especially because the only one who might have any answers at all was absent.
He cast a sullen glance at the empty seat next to him. Zoe had gone off to a meeting of her own. He only hoped she knew what she was getting into.
Wayne didn�t trust Eva Spencer. He had a bad feeling in his gut when they met with the girl�s father. The feeling got worse when she ran away in the alley. Every time he had seen the girl outside of class and half the time when she was in class, his gut said there was something wrong.
The girl was trouble.
At least that meeting might be productive, Wayne thought as Yuria stuttered out a report of her actions last night.
Wayne ticked off two more students� names as Yuria finished her report. Five students dead was five too many. At least with her report finished, all the students were accounted for. There wouldn�t be any more ticks on his list.
Townspeople were another matter.
Halsey would be relieved of her post, he was sure, if not imprisoned. Zoe had warned her about the zombies in the house, the suspicious characters wandering town, and even the crypt full of skeletons a few miles out-of-town. The old woman had done nothing, probably at the insistence of the slimy secretary standing just behind her.
Of course, he wasn�t wholly innocent in the matter. He knew the dean had done nothing. Could the kids have been saved if he had taken more drastic measures? Maybe. Maybe not.
�And Zoe�s report?� Halsey glanced at the empty seat next to Wayne. She lurched to her feet, one hand darting over her mouth. �Oh no, where is Zoe? She didn�t��
�Baxter is fine,� Wayne said as he took to his feet. That the old bat didn�t notice her missing until just now made hackles rise on the back of his neck. �She is dealing with a couple of students, one of whom was injured last night.�
�Oh.� Halsey sat down, patting her chest and taking deep breaths. �That�s good. She�s with children then, are they alright?�
Wayne shifted his feet to one side. He didn�t want to come off looking uncomfortable, but this topic unsettled him. �Baxter and I were patrolling the same areas last night, I will supply the report for both of us.�
He started with the regular stuff, the same things all the other teachers mentioned. The routes they took, number of deceased redeceased, and if they knew anyone. He reluctantly mentioned the two students Zoe had been forced to dispatch.
Then he got to the more worrisome topic. Zoe asked him to leave Spencer�s name out of it. He would, but only out of respect for Zoe.
�A third-party intervened last night. They engaged the necromancers behind the incident, though did not manage to eliminate them. I do have descriptions,� Wayne passed around papers describing the men. �Baxter got them from said third-party while I tended to the aforementioned injured student.
�They were my main concern, you will have to get additional details on the third-party from Baxter herself at a later date.� He glanced around the room, daring any to request more details. Secretary Orgell looked like he wanted to speak, but he stayed silent.
�The injured student was Shalise Ward, first year, Rickenbacker three-one-three. She had injures consistent with being bitten by human teeth as well as several other injures. Before you go marking her off,� he said as a few of the instructors moved their pens to the sheets in front of them, �she is alive and well.
�I inspected the wound myself and found no trace of rot or infection.�
�Preposterous,� Twillie jumped to his feet, �there is no cure for a zombie bite.�
�That is what I said. However, the third-party insisted they had a potion to halt the effects. The other members of Rickenbacker three-one-three confirmed that Ward was bitten by a zombie and administered a potion soon after. Ward herself was regrettably, though understandably, unconscious.�
Wayne glared at Twillie until the man retook his seat. �Baxter is watching over her at the moment, just in case this �cure� doesn�t take.�
Wayne retook his seat. Everyone continued staring at him. He didn�t blame them, but he�d said his piece. Wayne glanced at Kines and nodded for him to start his report. The last one of the meeting, thankfully.
Eventually, Kines took the hint. He had had a rather tame evening, being one of the ones assigned to watch over the dorms.
The meeting wrapped up shortly after. Halsey wanted to reconvene in twelve hours to decide future actions. In the meantime they were to speak with each of their students, check in on them and make sure they were alright. The parents of students who were �directly affected� by the night�s events would be getting personal visits from Halsey during that time.
Wayne ignored that order. He had few students and had visited them all already. The closest any got to danger was Jordan and Maximilian. They had a run in with a small horde of zombies as they ran back to the dorms in search of friends. Jordan managed to hide the two of them with chaos magic.
Jordan was a point of pride for Wayne. The young boy showed remarkable bravery and talent for a thirteen year old. Most importantly, he was not a troublemaker unlike a certain other instructor�s students.
Rather than visiting his students again, Wayne elected to return to town and continue sweeping it for any remaining creatures.
The familiar wrongness of between almost overwhelmed his gut in the brief instant it took to appear in town. Getting Zoe to agree to learn that spell had taken months of prodding. When she finally relented and learned from him, she spilled her lunch the first several times. She had told him that she never intended to use it again.
Unfortunately for the both of them, its sheer utility outweighed the sickening sensation it caused.
Wayne walked down the street. He kept an ear out for anything unusual. He patrolled around, suppressing any lingering idle thoughts. Distractions could get him killed.
He froze at a movie theater. There was something off about the building. It looked right, no blood or displaced posters. But it bothered him. It bothered his gut.
Wayne growled and marched towards the building, tome at the ready. There would be zombies inside, stragglers from the night before. He was sure of it.
His gut told him so.
� � �
Shouts pierced the wall of Rickenbacker three-fifteen.
Irene pulled her covers over her head and tried to avoid eavesdropping. Even with the privacy enchantments on the rooms, such a task was near impossible today.
�Zoe says you have been afraid to leave your room for three days.�
�Zoe doesn�t know what she is talking about. The first day, I had an injured roommate I was looking after. The second day I went to the hospital with that injured roommate and stuck by them for most of the day. Today I decided to stick around the dorms since you were coming. I can see that was a mistake now.�
�Juliana Laura Rivas. Do not talk to me that way. Gather your things, we are leaving.�
They had been arguing for the better part of an hour. Pretty much from the moment Mrs. Rivas arrived. It had been silent at first, then their voices escalated. It triggered the safety systems in the enchantments to let distressed voices through�in case of an emergency in another room�and they hadn�t let up since.
Irene shut her eyes and desperately wished humans could shut their ears. Such a feature would certainly help with Shelby�s snoring.
She almost wished her mother had shown up to pull her out of the academy. Irene was the one who hadn�t left her room in three days. Sadly, her parents hadn�t come. Her parents originally wanted Shelby and herself to attend a different school. Since her father lost his job during government reorganization, the prospect was off the table.
Several other students were already home. The prospect of near free schooling was outweighed by unchecked hordes of zombies that the staff apparently knew about for months.
Irene doubted that claim.
While the zombies were scary, and she definitely did not wish to come across any, they weren�t her main concern at the moment.
Some Elysium Sisters arrived to investigate earlier in the morning. They were famous for being the most experienced organization in matters of undeath. They�d have whatever mess happened on Halloween cleaned up by the weekend.
Her issue was with the thing living in the neighboring room. Irene knew the �spider� Eva had shown them wasn�t a real spider. She knew it. Every time she brought it up with Jordan, he would just hum and shrug with a smile.
He also knew it wasn�t normal.
He probably knew what it was.
If Jordan knew what it was, she definitely didn�t want to be near it.
Luckily for Irene, it had stayed out of sight for most of her time at Brakket. She�d only seen it once or twice during study sessions. Even then, it was mostly just the thing�s legs poking out of Eva�s shirt.
Until Halloween. It showed up, just glaring at them�at her�wearing human clothes. It took a few minutes, but Irene made the connection. Eva and Juliana�s reactions helped. Shalise, oddly enough, just looked confused.
Irene wished she could have seen Jordan�s reaction through his stupid shadow mask.
Shortly after, she made the excuse of being sick. Lucky too. Irene and Shelby arrived at the dorms before anything truly terrible happened.
It showing up at the same time as the zombies couldn�t have been a coincidence.
Still, Jordan acted nonchalant about the entire thing. He�d rushed to the dorms with Max and stayed with the twins over night. He was far more worried about the zombies. Even when Irene asked about the thing, he just shrugged and said it wasn�t his business as long as they stayed out of his affairs.
Max told his story of how the thing tore apart zombies with its bare hands.
That did nothing to make Irene feel better.
Irene peeked out of her covers at the empty room around her. It was only Shelby and herself in room three-fifteen and her other half wasn�t scared of leaving the room.
Shelby was afraid of the zombies, but decided the opportunity to hang off Jordan�s arm without Irene around was worth whatever fears she felt.
Irene sighed and put her back to the room. Hopefully things would make sense again when school started back up. She missed the routine and the learning.
Both were major stabilizers she needed right now.
� � �
The house Lynn Cross stood in front of looked much better than it had in the past.
The peeling paint had been replaced by a fresh coat of tan. Gone were the rickety stairs leading to the door. The door knocker looked new and the window didn�t have the large crack running down it.
Lynn gave the knocker a good three knocks and stepped back. Excited shouts brought a small smile to her face. A middle-aged woman opened the door a moment later.
Gabrielle Mendoza looked over her guest with surprise worn clearly on her face. �Sister Cross? We weren�t expecting you for a few weeks.�
�I apologize,� Lynn said with a slight bow, �I won�t be able to make our previous appointment. I was in town today and thought I might drop by. If it is inconvenient, I can go, of course.�
�No, no,� Gabriella waved her hand quickly and opened the door wide. �Please come in. The children would have my head if I turned you away.�
Lynn gave her a polite chuckle as she walked into the front hall. It wasn�t much of a hall, just a small room that was barely kept separate from the rest of the building by a low wall.
Three little heads peeked over that low wall. When they saw who walked in, excited cries of �Sister Cross� squeaked out of them and they dashed around the small wall. One tried to climb over the barrier.
�Slow down there Tim,� Lynn said. She plucked him off the barrier with her gloved hands and dropped him on his feet, saving him a near head first fall. �I�m not going anywhere yet.�
�Did you bring us gifts?� Cody asked.
Lynn put on a fake pout. She knelt down and tapped his nose. �You haven�t seen me in a year and I don�t even get a hello?�
Cody had the good manners to look embarrassed and then he wrapped Lynn in a friendly hug. Tim and Lisa joined without a moment of hesitation. She returned the hug.
After disentangling herself from the three, they took a seat in the nearby sitting room. Lynn asked each of them how they were doing, if they needed anything, and other such general questions.
They talked quite excitedly about school and friends. Lynn entertained them for the hour. She liked children, especially these kids, but time was dragging on. She had a real reason to visit the group home aside from a social call with the three runts.
She waited for a lull in Lisa�s rapid fire speech about a painting she drew for school. When the lull came, Lynn tapped her forehead. �Silly me,� she said, �I forgot. I did bring you kids gifts.�
Lisa immediately forgot about her painting and joined the other two in trying not to look so eager. Well, joined Tim in trying not to look so eager. Cody made his excitement clear.
Lynn reached into the small bag she brought and withdrew three small boxes, each neatly wrapped with some simple but nice wrapping paper. �I know it is a tad late for Halloween and very early for Christmas, but if you promise to be good, you can have these.�
The three quickly agreed and Lynn handed them out. �Run along and play now,� she said with a smile. They thanked her and ran off into one of the children�s rooms to inspect their new bounties.
Gabriella chuckled lightly. �Thank you,� she said.
�It isn�t anything much.�
�It means a lot to them.�
Lynn just nodded. She packed up her bag and headed towards the door. There was one more thing she needed to do before leaving, but she didn�t want to raise the point. It might add unnecessary attention to both of the subjects.
Luckily, Gabriella spoke up first. �Before you go, would you mind visiting Shalise?�
With her carefully practiced �mild-surprise� face on, Lynn said, �I thought she was up in Montana, schooling. Is it vacation time already.�
�There was�� Gabriella looked down, rubbing her hands together. �An accident. She won�t tell me the details, but about a week ago she shows up covered head to foot in bandages. She barely speaks and barely eats.�
Lynn frowned at that. She�d heard Shalise was injured. Bandaged head to toe seemed different from the report. Not eating definitely wasn�t in the report.
�I know you�re busy,� Gabriella said quickly, apparently taking Lynn�s failure to respond as hesitance. �It would mean a lot. To all of us.�
Lynn forced her frown into a small smile. �Of course, Gaby. She�s up in her room?�
The caretaker nodded.
Lynn took the stairs to the second floor. She stopped just outside the first door and knocked lightly.
No one responded.
�Shal? It�s Lynn.�
Nothing.
Undeterred, Lynn opened the door a small crack and peeked inside.
Shalise sat on her bed, propped up by a multitude of pillows. Stuffed animals covered every available inch of her bed, and much of the floor where several had been knocked off. The normally chipper girl would always pick them up and replace them on her bed. But they just lay there, abandoned.
The poor girl�s arm was up in a sling, bandages visible on the hand sticking out of it, or perhaps that was a cast; Lynn wasn�t sure. Her face had a deep red gash stretching from her nose to her ear. A bandage might have been there at one point, a bit of medical tape clung to her cheek. Her other hand rested in her lap, also wrapped in a bandage. If the lump under her blanket was anything to go by, she had a cast on as well.
Lynn felt a twisting in her heart as she looked at her girl. Her face was as blank as a corpse.
Shalise�s large brown eyes just stared dully out the window, half turned from the doorway. They were unfocused and didn�t seem to track to any movement outside. She didn�t spare a single glance towards the woman standing in the doorway.
Lynn had only a vague idea of what happened at that school. When the request for assistance came in from the school�s dean earlier in the week, they had sent a few cursory investigators. Preliminary reports were about rogue necromancers unleashing zombies on the town.
She�d hoped to get a few inside details from Shalise, but nothing warned her that it had been this bad.
Lynn stepped into the room and shut the door quietly. She discreetly pulled her wand from the holder on her back and put some simple privacy protections on the room. Anyone who even accidentally overheard anything would suddenly feel a need to be in the opposite end of the house.
With the protections in place, Lynn replaced her wand�Shalise being none the wiser�and moved to the empty chair beside Shalise�s bed. She placed a hand on the girl�s knee, confirming that she was wearing a cast. She slid her hand up to the girl�s thigh only to draw back at the girl�s shriek.
Stuffed animals went flying as she scrambled back against the pile of pillows. Shalise stared, wide-eyed and far more focused. It took a moment before recognition set in and Shalise slumped back against the pillows.
�Hey kiddo,� Lynn said. She offered a sad smile.
�Sister Cross. I thought I was going to die.�
Lynn wasn�t sure if she was talking about just now or back on Halloween. Possibly both. �I�ve told you, call me Lynn.� The stubborn girl just shook her head. �If you want to talk about it, I�m here.�
They sat in silence for a minute. Lynn replacing her hand on the girl�s thigh seemed to set her off. She burst into tears and leaned into Lynn�s shoulder.
At least she didn�t pull away, Lynn thought as she patted the girl on her back.
Shalise started talking about her time at school. Learning magic, her roommate�s creepy pet spider, the teachers and how one of them named Yuria something�the poor girl let out a sudden sniffle as she said her last name�was her favorite, and on and on about her friends and roommates.
Then she got to Halloween, or the preparations for it. How Shalise agreed to go to a party despite her roommate�s apprehensions.
That was something Lynn wanted to follow-up on. Did they know something was going to happen?
She chose her costume and helped a friend choose one. She went over the party and her roommate dancing the most awkward dance she�d ever seen with some stranger.
Her voice was excited and animated, if a bit tear filled. The fun she had brought a small smile to Lynn�s lips.
Then she went silent.
�Shal?�
�I don�t really know what happened after that. I was on the ground and in pain.�
She went silent again. Lynn gave her a light squeeze.
�I was attacked by a zombie. Then its head just exploded in front of me. All over me. That�s where I got most of my injuries.�
Lynn frowned at that. The reports didn�t mention she was attacked by a zombie. How she was even sitting in front of her had to be a miracle.
Shalise lifted up the arm in her sling. �Doctors say I might not be able to use my hand again, too much of the wiring� eaten. I�m lucky it doesn�t need to be amputated. When a magic doctor says you�re out of luck, you know you�re really out of luck.� She sighed. �My leg broke when I fell to the ground and the zombie landed on top of me. My other hand isn�t healing properly, though that injury saved my life so I suppose it is forgivable.�
Lynn quirked her eyebrow at that. �An injury saved your life?�
A brief grimace of panic crossed Shalise�s face before she settled back into her melancholic look. �I was supposed to tell all the doctors and teachers and anyone else who asked that a potion stopped me from becoming a zombie.�
�It was something else, then?�
Shalise brought her eyes to meet Lynn�s for the first time since she entered the room. She searched back and forth, looking for something.
Lynn couldn�t hide her disappointment when the girl dropped her eyes back to her lap, apparently not finding it.
�My friend said I�d get the person who saved me into a lot of trouble if I ever told what actually cured me. I think I owe her enough to stay silent.�
Lynn sighed at her reluctance. She couldn�t remember the last time Shalise kept something from her. That it was an injury that cured her spoke of black magic. She thought for a moment about asking Shalise to see the wound, but decided to let it be.
From the sound of it, Shalise knew this person, this �her,� outside of whatever incident this was. Probably not a necromancer that grew a conscience. Someone who was at the club? A friend then.
Something to look into later.
�So what are you going to do now?�
Shalise just shook her head.
�You sounded like you were having fun, learning magic and being with your new friends.�
�I�� She leaned back and turned her gaze out the window. �I think I need time, for now.�
�I understand. Don�t take too long to decide, you�ll fall behind in class.�
When Shalise didn�t respond, Lynn stood up and ruffled the girl�s brown hair. �I have to go. In fact, I�m going to Brakket.�
Shalise�s eyes snapped over to Lynn. �You? Why?�
�Didn�t I ever tell you? The Elysium Sisters are necromancer hunters.�
Shalise�s eyes spread wide open. Lynn was quite sure she didn�t know that the order of nuns was even magical.
�They hurt a good friend of mine so I�ll be going personally to oversee the operations.� She fluffed up Shalise�s hair once again. �I have to make it safe if that good friend decides to go back to school.�

Chapter 021

Genoa Rivas
A white-robed nun stood outside both of the dormitory buildings. One in the short pathway leading to the Rickenbacker and one on the opposite end of the street in front of the Gillet.
Eva froze at the sight of them. There was still a good distance between her and the dorms. She spun and headed down an alley in the entertainment area just outside of the dorms. The thick snow crunched under her feet as she ran to a secluded spot.
�Arachne,� she whispered, �there are Elysium nuns outside the dorms.�
The spider stirred beneath her heavy coat. She slipped out and dropped to the ground. An instant later, Arachne stood in front of her on two legs. A grin split across her face. �Let�s take them out,� were her first words.
Eva shook her head. �If there are two, then there are more. Probably a response to the necromancers.�
�So? We can take them.�
�I�d rather not risk it. Even if I wanted to, I�d still like to be able to attend school, at least for now.�
�We running back to the prison until they leave then?�
�I�m not. You are.� Eva held up her hands before the protest could even start. �If they�re looking for the necromancers, they might look at the prison. All my books, my notes, my equipment. It needs to be hidden. I trust you to do that for me.�
Arachne still looked sulky even after the emphasized trust. �I can�t move that skull. Your other demon wouldn�t tell me a thing about it.�
�This again? Ylva is not my other anything. I couldn�t just leave her to wander on her own with that death touch of hers.� At Arachne�s continued bad mood, Eva unzipped her jacket and pulled her shirt down, exposing her modest cleavage and the small black sphere that nestled between. �You don�t see me carrying around that skull, do you? You should be aware that I never take this necklace off, given where you spend most of your time.
�Now, are you going to help me or should I really call up Ylva again?�
It was an empty threat, she knew it and she knew Arachne knew it. Arachne knew she knew it. It was a vicious cycle.
Having the daughter of Hel marching around the prison for the last week had been stressful enough. Her setting up a full throne room in cell house two and asking that it not be touched until her next visit made Eva even more nervous.
Arachne eventually sighed. �You should come with me. It would be dangerous if the nuns catch a whiff of your� treatments. I can protect you while I�m around, but not from the prison.�
�That is one of the reasons I want you back there. Stay there after you hide the books. Or wherever you decide to hide them.� Eva gave the demon a comforting smile, at least, she hoped it was comforting. �I�m only halfway done with the treatments and even further before I�m where you are. I look normal and no one has noticed anything amiss so far. I can�t say the same about you.�
A sudden pull in her wrists knocked Eva off-balance. She fell right into Arachne as the spider tightened her grip around Eva�s wrists.
�What if they find out anyway? What if the necromancers attack?� She half whispered, half shouted.
Eva let out a soft sigh as she relaxed into Arachne�s shoulder. �Arachne,� she said after a slow breath, �if the necromancers attack then the sisters will fight them. I�ll be fine. However, we run an increased risk of them detecting something wrong if we�re together.�
�I�m not staying there,� Arachne said after a few minutes of them resting against each other.
Eva definitely enjoyed the heat radiating off the spider-woman. She might have to look into making more heat runes for her clothes, or just upping the intensity; Montana winters were cold.
�At least for a few days, I�ll get a feel for the sisters. If it seems safe then I�ll leave a mark on the roof, a smiley face by the door.�
Arachne nodded. �I�ll have to accept that. But, I can�t take down the wards.�
�That�s fine,� Eva said. �Don�t worry about any of the furniture or my master�s area. Books and especially my spare dagger, but anything else easily movable. I don�t know any good hiding spots that are out of the elements though. I�d rather not have my books damaged.�
�Leave that to me.� Arachne let Eva go. �Eva,� she said, �I will be back, soon. I�ll know if something goes wrong.�
�I�ll be careful. Don�t get seen on your way back. I�m almost worried someone saw us arrive.�
�Who do you take me for?� Arachne chastised with a wide grin, though her heart didn�t seem to be in it.
If Arachne even had a heart. Something to ask another time.
The spider quickly clambered to the roof of a building in the alley and vanished from Eva�s sight.
With Arachne gone, Eva headed back to the dorms. It didn�t seem like a good idea to step straight through her window. They might have put up detectors for magical transportation.
Instead, Eva walked right up to the front door, looking her best like she was supposed to be there. I am supposed to be here, she thought with a mirthless smile.
The nun glared at Eva as she approached. �Stop,� she said. �I haven�t seen you before, who are you?�
The smile vanished off of Eva�s face. �My name is Eva. I reside in dorm three-thirteen.�
�Explain your absence for the past several days.�
Eva glared at the white clothed nun. She wasn�t sure if she should risk lying. On the other hand, telling her that most of the time was spent in the company of demons would probably not go over well. �I was in the company of a guardian following the Halloween debacle. Zoe Baxter was aware if you need to confirm that.�
Hopefully the instructor would come up with a better lie and be able to sell it.
The nun glared back and studied Eva. She whipped out a cell phone and tapped the screen a few times. �Your full name?�
�Eva.�
The woman typed on her cellphone once again before glaring back at Eva. �Your full name?�
Eva grit her teeth. She knew she should have just stepped straight into her room. �I gave the fullest name I ever give.�
The nun�s glare intensified. Her free hand slowly inched around to her back.
Eva narrowed her eyes and mirrored the action, planting her hand on the hilt of her dagger beneath her coat. Her blood magic would be drastically slower than whatever the nun had planned, but hopefully a quick step behind the nun would buy time. Arachne wasn�t around, but she shouldn�t have a problem escaping at the very least.
A gloved hand clasped the shoulder of the white-robed nun.
The nun jumped half a foot in the air, whipping around to face her assailant.
The sudden movements almost made Eva jump into her attack. She managed to maintain her composure. Her arms dropped to their sides.
A nun wearing the more traditional black habit glanced between Eva and the nun. She narrowed her brown eyes at her comrade. �What�s going on here, Sister Mable?�
Her voice was soft, almost melodic. Yet the nun wilted under its tune.
Before the nun could respond, Eva decided to get her side of the story across first. �Your lunatic Sister was about to attack me for refusing to state my name. Not that she has any right to ask or deny me entry to my dorm room in the first place.�
�Is this true, Sister Mable?�
The nun glanced down at her feet under the harsh tone of Sister Cross. Almost as if she was slapped by the voice. �I asked for her full name, she refused. Under the scriptures of Saint��
Sister Cross held up a gloved hand, stopping the cowed nun�s voice. �We�re here for the protection of the children, not to slaughter them ourselves. Consider yourself relieved. Return to your quarters and reflect on your actions.�
�Yes, Sister Cross.�
As the newly named Sister Mable made a hasty retreat, Sister Cross turned her narrowed gaze over Eva. �Do you have a death wish, my girl?�
Eva crossed her arms. Only now did she realize how hard her heart was beating. She could feel it beneath her coat. With a deep breath, Eva glared back at the nun. �How was I supposed to know your nutty order thinks attacking children is a good idea.�
If the nun took any offense to the insult against her sisters, she didn�t show it. A soft smile touched her face instead. �While that is a valid point and Sister Mable will be receiving a lecture, she would likely have merely incapacitated you until another authority could be contacted.� Her smile remained on her face, but it hardened somewhat. �You were going to attack her back. Escalating matters would only end in tragedy.�
�I have to object to �incapacitation� in any capacity. You�re not police. You don�t have authority.� Eva struggled to keep herself from growling out her anger. �If this is the way your order acts, I�d rather take my chances with zombies. At least they aren�t difficult to put down when they decide to attack.�
�Quite.�
Eva waited, but Sister Cross didn�t have a proper response. �If there is nothing else, I�ll thank you to get out of my way. I�d rather not spend more time than necessary in the cold.�
The woman moved to the side, her heavy boots clacking against the cement.
Eva glanced down to see shiny black, almost military boots laced up to her knees. She mirthlessly wondered if that was part of a standard habit. Probably for these nuns, it is.
�If I might ask, what do you call yourself?�
�Eva.� She said nothing else and immediately moved past the nun into the warm Rickenbacker lobby.
Not exactly how she wanted to interact with the Elysium Sisters. They�d probably watch her more closely rather than ignore her. Hopefully they would be gone along with the necromancers once the latter learned of the book�s destruction.
As she walked up the steps to the third floor, Eva tried to justify the interaction with herself. She might have been able to pass by saying her father�s name, but it was the principles of the matter. Zoe Baxter�s nagging words about foolish pride surfaced in the back of her mind.
She shook it out of her head and focused instead on her master�s advice. Don�t concern yourself over things that can no longer be changed.
The door to her room opened just before Eva could reach for the handle.
�You�re back.� Juliana looked Eva up and down as though confirming to herself the truth of her own statement.
�I am. You don�t look surprised to see me.�
�Zoe mentioned you were fine, though I had my suspicions when you took over a week to return. She mentioned you were �taking care of things� outside the academy.�
�That would be destroying the book. Unfortunately, the method I used to destroy the book decided to stick around for a few days as part of her payment. I was loath to leave her alone.�
�Her?�
Eva shook her head. �Probably one of those things you don�t want to know about. Trust me, you�ll be happier about it.�
Juliana didn�t look happier. The opposite, really. She turned and grabbed a large coat off of the hook next to the door.
�Going somewhere?� Eva asked.
�I promised my mother I would have lunch with her every day until school starts. The Elysium Sisters running around seem to have calmed her, at least a little.�
�Well, at least something good is coming from their presence. How long until school starts anyway?�
�Monday. The school is undergoing �restructuring� until then.� Juliana shifted, looking down at her wringing hands. �Eva. We need to talk. I haven�t said anything and I don�t think Shalise will, but I�d like some answers.�
�You know more than anyone else. Like I just said, you�ll probably be happier not knowing more than you do.� Eva said with a shrug. She knew she was deflecting again. It was almost second nature at this point. �Where is Shalise anyway? The hospital?�
�She went home.�
�Home? For good?�
Juliana leaned back against the table, slumping her shoulders slightly. �Don�t know. She wasn�t talking much before she left.�
�She was okay though, right?�
�Shalise isn�t a zombie, if that is what you mean. I don�t think she�s okay at all.�
That brightened Eva�s mood a little. If the girl wasn�t dead, she could recover. Since she went home, there wasn�t much to do about it. Maybe Zoe had a phone number Eva could use one of these days.
�What did you do to her?� Juliana blurted out. She quickly looked off to one side. �I mean, you saved her, obviously. Just how?�
�A ritual I read about one time.�
�A blood magic ritual.�
Eva gave a noncommittal shrug.
Her long blond hair flared out as Juliana shook her head. A short laugh escaped her lips. �Blood magic and demons. Any other surprises I should know about.�
�Probably,� Eva said with another shrug. �Though I should mention, Arachne might not be around for a while. The Elysium Sisters didn�t react in a very friendly manner the last time we ran across them.� It is probably dangerous for me to be around them, Eva thought to herself.
When Juliana did not respond, Eva said, �no other movements from the necromancers?�
�Nothing since Halloween.�
�Odd.� Eva didn�t know what to make of that. Was their only goal the book? What would they do now that it was destroyed? Well, what would they do after they found out it was destroyed?
Not for the first time since the crypt, she wished her master was around for advice.
�I should go.� Juliana stood from the table and slipped past Eva. �I�ve kept mother waiting long enough. Unless you wanted to come?�
�That�s�� Eva was about to decline. She wanted to decline. The prospect of meeting Juliana�s mother, a mage-knight, outside of combat gave her pause. She rather hoped she�d never have to fight Juliana or her mother, making friends now might help. �Alright. I�ll go.�
A look of surprise touched Juliana�s face. She quickly recovered and nodded. �I must warn you. My mother can be a tad� overbearing at times.� She turned and led Eva out of the dorms.
Eva didn�t know what to say to that. She shrugged to herself and followed after Juliana. �How�s the town anyway? What is the damage?� she asked after a moment of silence.
�Five students died. I�m not sure how many people in town died, heard it was a lot. Not to mention the people who became the original zombies.�
�It couldn�t have been too many. Brakket�s population is what, a thousand? Two? Not including the students.� Eva glanced around the streets as they walked. People milled about. Shops were open. If anything, it seemed busier than before.
Juliana stopped suddenly. Eva had to jump to the side to avoid crashing into her. �How many is too many to you, Eva?�
�Enough for the school to shut down, I think,� Eva said with a frown. She stepped off the sidewalk and into a bit of deep snow in her efforts to evade Juliana. She could feel the snow seeping into her socks and shoes.
It wasn�t very pleasant.
�This is a sleepy little town apart from the school. The kind of place where everyone knows each other. Even a handful of untimely deaths affect the people more than you could guess.�
�You shouldn�t let such things bother you. There are simply things you can�t change.� Eva thought about pulling out a pen and drawing some heat runes in her shoes. She didn�t know why she hadn�t already thought of doing that. Unfortunately, Juliana started walking again.
�I should have been able to change things,� Juliana said after a pause. �Instead I cowered in the dorm while you went out doing whatever you were doing.�
�Hunting zombies, and you weren�t cowering. You were watching over an injured friend. That�s far more important than helping random people.�
�Is that all they are to you? Random people?�
�Since you didn�t name any names, even when you mentioned students, I am going to assume that yes they were just random people.�
�They were people with lives, Eva.� Juliana stopped again and turned to face Eva. Eva was more ready for the stop, she didn�t have to dodge this time. �People who might have been eventually in your life if they wouldn�t have died.�
Eva frowned. Juliana seemed to be taking this conversation more personally than she should. �Did someone you know die, Juliana?�
�Not really,� she said. She turned and resumed walking. �I heard Mr. Toomey died.�
�He, well, probably didn�t deserve it,� Eva lied. �Thousands of people die every day that don�t deserve it and you don�t worry over them. Just because some died close to us�physically, not emotionally�does not mean we should lie down and act differently than normal.�
�That�s a cold way of looking at it.�
�Maybe so. There isn�t much I can do about it, especially after the fact. I�ll concern myself with those close to me before I worry about others.�
Eva wondered how true that actually was. The closest people to her before was a very short list consisting mostly of Devon. Arachne probably got on the list sometime more recently, but neither of those two really needed to be concerned over. Arachne was nigh-immortal and Devon was Devon.
Nowadays she had friends. Real ones. Probably. Did she concern herself over Juliana? What did that even mean? It sounded good when she said it, but now it started feeling weird.
How do people even know if they�re friends anyway?
My world was simpler when there were fewer people in it.
Juliana didn�t say anything the rest of the way. Eva wasn�t complaining. She doubted friends often talked about such morbid topics.
Eventually they came to a stop in front of a homely little cafe stuck between some decrepit looking buildings in town. A faded signboard let customers know the shop was called The Liddellest Cafe.
It was a quaint little cafe. Painted on red roses and giant mushrooms adorned the window. Glowing yellow eyes and a teeth filled grin were reflected in the window, but nothing was there when Eva turned to look. A magic trick of some sort, Eva thought. A neat little effect, even if the red spots on the teeth were a little odd.
�Well, don�t make a fool of yourself,� Juliana said, �she�ll tease you as long as she knows you.� She paused with her hand on the door. �And let�s try to keep the conversation light, shall we?�
Eva nodded in agreement. She�d had enough with heavy for one day.
Juliana opened the door and stepped through the large horseshoe that framed the doorway. She walked straight to a corner booth�a large table that seemed to be a giant clock�with only a nod towards one of the staff behind the counter.
The place smelled strongly of tea, Eva noted as she followed. Not the worst of smells, in fact it was quite good, but the cafe was missing a good food smell.
In her distraction, Eva missed a portion of the conversation. She perked up at her name being mentioned.
��my roommate, Eva.� Juliana gestured to her side.
Eva gave a light nod of her head. �Hello.�
The woman didn�t respond. She just gave Eva a long look from head to toe. Eva decided to respond in kind.
Juliana was definitely her daughter. An older set of the girl�s piercing blue eyes stared over the rims of smaller circular sunglasses. They had the same shade of blond hair, though the mother�s was twisted into two short braids reaching just to her shoulders rather than flowing freely down her back.
She wore fairly revealing clothes though she didn�t have much to reveal. Eva�s eyes flicked to a heavy fur coat sitting over the back of a nearby chair. Her clothes did show off a very impressive set of muscles on her stomach and arms. Two knives hung off of a loose belt. They were probably foci similar to the one Zoe Baxter used.
The only real difference other than size was the number of scars running the entire length of the woman�s body. A particularly nasty one covered one eye and ran up to a small bald spot on her scalp.
A hand jutted out in front of her so suddenly, Eva had to stop herself from reaching for her own dagger. Eva took the offered hand with her own.
She immediately regretted the decision.
Juliana�s mother crunched down on Eva�s hand. It took all her effort to keep from wincing and to return the shake as hard as she could. She had a sudden wish for some of the strength Arachne possessed. Sadly Devon wasn�t expecting any drastic physical changes of that nature until far past ninety percent of the treatments, if not for several years after the treatments were finished.
Still, it seemed enough for the amazon in front of her. She barked out a short laugh and said, �Genoa Rivas. I take it you aren�t the roommate she spent a while caring for after Halloween?�
�No, that would be Shalise. I�m Eva.�
�The missing one then?�
Eva shot a quick glance at a shrugging Juliana. �I wasn�t missing. I knew exactly where I was. For the record, my guardian was considering taking me out of school over the �incident.� I do believe the Elysium Sisters plaguing the town convinced him otherwise.�
Genoa Rivas shot her daughter a pointed look. Juliana returned it in full force.
�Plaguing? Interesting term to use.�
�Sorry, slip of the tongue. I meant infesting.�
After a short laugh, Genoa Rivas said, �at the very least, they�ll keep zombies from walking the streets unchecked.�
�Hopefully,� Eva conceded. �Might I have my hand back?�
She gave one tight squeeze before releasing Eva�s hand. �To be honest,� she said as she sat in the chair with the fur coat, �I don�t like them either. They�re a sneaky bunch that use odd magics. They don�t play by mage-knight rules when hunting their targets. I had to work with one condescending bitch wearing their robes one time. Worst job I ever took.�
�Turn out poorly?� Eva wondered if that was the story behind her scars.
Juliana shot Eva a glare. She then sighed and buried her face in her hand.
Eva just quirked an eyebrow.
Turns out, it wasn�t. An hour later, Juliana and Eva finished their meals while Genoa Rivas barely touched hers. She was too engrossed in telling her story.
The south coast of Africa had a vampire plague at one point in time. She had been bitten thanks to her partner using her as bait. She even showed the two round spots on her neck as proof, they had barely faded even after twenty years.
Despite the vampire not even performing the kindling ritual, the nun tried to attack Genoa due to her being �tainted� by the undead. She�d escaped and didn�t know what happened to the nun. That she wasn�t being chased by sisters meant the nun was either dead or the rest of the order had better sense than their overzealous sister.
�But enough about me. I�m sure two youngins like yourselves think you have better things to do than listen to an old has-been blabber on.�
�Not at all, Miss Rivas. It was very interesting,� Eva said in her best polite voice. �You seem like the kind of person who has a lot of stories to tell.�
�Don�t egg her on or we will be here all day,� Juliana stage whispered.
�Oh, look at you, acting all standoffish in front of your friend.� Genoa Rivas looked to Eva and held up a hand to her mouth before doing her own stage whispering. �She used to ask me to tell her a story every night before bed. Couldn�t get to sleep without one.�
Eva shot a small smile at the sighing blond.
�Well, I�ll let you to get back to whatever youngsters get up to these days.� She stood and slid over to Juliana. �Come on, Juli, give your mother a goodbye kiss.�
Juliana gave her a very half-hearted hug, more like a pat on the back. Her mother just barked out a laugh and sat back down.
�Perhaps you�ll tell another story the next time we meet.�
Genoa gave Eva a wide grin. �Look forward to it.� She glanced down at her barely touched soup and picked through it with her spoon. �I wonder if I could get them to toss this into a microwave for a minute.�
Eva chuckled at her distress as Juliana led her out of the shop.
�She�s so embarrassing,� she said once they were outside.
�Oh? I thought most parents told stories about their children to embarrass them. She spent most of the time telling her own story.�
�That�s embarrassing in its own right.�
�At least the story was good.�
Juliana scoffed loudly and abruptly. Eva stopped moving to avoid running into her, but the blond didn�t stop.
Eva took a few quick steps to catch up to her. �I thought you liked your mother�s stories. You mentioned as much over the summer.�
�Yeah. That was before I got my own stories.�
�Your stories?�
�The abandoned house, the crypt, even Halloween. Most of them consisted of me running around scared or doing nothing at all.�
Eva frowned as she followed after the girl. �Well, I can�t say much about the house, but like I said earlier about Halloween; don�t sell yourself short because you watched over Shalise. That was important and I�m sure it means a lot to her. A lot more than me running off into the night.
�And don�t forget you took out those archer skeletons plus tunneled us out. We might not have lived if it wasn�t for that.�
Another scoff erupted from the girl in front of Eva. �You could have killed those skeletons. I saw that spell you did.�
�Could have, but we very well might have died if I had.�
�That was �your� magic, wasn�t it.� The blond stopped, seemingly ignoring Eva. �You knocked away a massive horde with that.� She spun, facing Eva. �Teach me.�
Eva slowed to a halt next to the blond. �I can�t. Or perhaps won�t.� She moved in and whispered in the girl�s ear. �There are reasons black magic is called �black� magic. You do not want to take that step.�
�How do you know what I want,� she hissed.
Eva shrugged and walked past the still blond. �You�re a powerful earth mage. Focus on that. I�d hate to see you stunt yourself the way I have.�
It was a lie to be sure. Eva didn�t feel stunted, just unpracticed. Still, it felt a good excuse for the girl.
�You�ll have stories to rival your mother in time. You just need practice and patience. And practice at embellishing as well as your mother.
�Trust me. You�ll be much happier with yourself if you can look your mother in the eyes when you tell your stories.�

Chapter 022

Juliana in the Dorm
An awkward air hung about the usual group. No one talked, no one laughed. Everyone sat around picking at their food.
Everyone except for Max. He had his usual double helping of refried beans and a side of string beans.
Eva wasn�t sure what was up with everyone. Juliana, she could understand. The girl had barely spoken two words since Eva refused to talk about blood magics or demonology.
She didn�t think she had done anything to the others. None of them asked about Shalise. Either they already knew she was back at home or they didn�t care.
Could they be worried over what happened on Halloween?
Even if they were, Eva didn�t know what to say. Juliana did not seem to like her opinions on the matter. The twins would probably like it less.
Eva picked through her own salad.
It wasn�t just her table in a mood. The rest of the lunchroom kept to themselves as well. A table holding a lot of normally loud fourth years was completely subdued.
The round table that normally held the student council was completely empty.
Eva regretted not finding out at least the years of the deceased students. The student council had more than six members, but if some of them died then the rest might be absent.
Or their parents had pulled students. There were at least two students in the first year whose parents wouldn�t allow them to remain at school. More might have followed suit had the Elysium Sisters not showed up.
One of the nuns stood guard in front of the large windows looking out into the Infinite Courtyard.
She barely avoided a glare from Eva as her thoughts drifted in the Sister�s direction.
Her hands were clasped behind her back as she slowly sent her gaze across the cafeteria. The nun should really be watching out the windows. It was almost as if she was expecting a horde of zombies to teleport inside the room at any moment.
Which, Eva supposed, they could. She�d seen several flesh golems materialize out of thin air in the street. Even with that, Eva wasn�t about to give the nun the benefit of the doubt.
Despite there being swarms of the nuns dotted around town and campus, Eva hadn�t been accosted by any of them since her first encounter outside the dorms. That didn�t stop Eva from being annoyed with their presence. That they seemed to spend most of their efforts watching the students rather than hunting necromancers only compounded Eva�s annoyance.
Eva let her fork drop into her dish with a loud clatter. Irene, surprisingly, was the one to jump at the noise. Eva didn�t pay the brunette any mind.
�I�m going to head to next class, I don�t think I�m very hungry.�
�Twillie won�t let you in until class starts,� Jordan said. �You�ll be stuck outside in the cold and snow.�
Eva gave the boy a shrug as she picked up her plate. �I�m loaded up with enough heat runes that I could confuse Antarctica with the Sahara.�
Eva gave the group a light smile before she walked through the courtyard doors, earning a glare from the Sister. She might have been the same one that originally tried to attack Eva. It was hard to tell for sure.
Most of the nuns looked so similar with their nun habits on that Eva had a difficult time telling them apart from each other. The few who wore the black robes were much easier to tell apart, but only because there were less to keep track of.
Trudging through the snow to Bradley Twillie�s zoo wasn�t a fun affair. No one bothered to shovel the snow on the paths in the courtyard. There were a few footprints from the classes earlier in the day, but that was as close as the road got to being clear.
Eva decided she didn�t like snow. It rarely snowed in the middle of Florida and when it did, it was less snow and more of cold rain. Snow had a nasty habit of getting all over the ground. It was deep enough that stepping in it would get it inside her shoes. Even with heat runes melting and warming the snow, Eva�s socks stayed soaking wet.
More than once she thought about increasing the temperature.
That was one of the reasons she went back to wearing her skirt with her gray top. It was high enough up that it didn�t get caught in the snow, unlike her pant legs. With heat runes, she could barely tell the difference between the temperature.
The boots the nuns wore were appealing. Hopefully the shops in town sold something similar. Simple shoes were just not good enough for Montana�s winter. Though, if it snowed more�something she figured it would�even the knee-high boots might not be high enough to keep the snow out.
Sadly, no boots would stop that horrid crunching sound.
Bradley Twillie�s zoo had a small area that had been cleared of snow in front of the main door. The door itself was locked, as Jordan predicted, so Eva took a seat on a bench near a snow-covered flowerbed. She leaned back and rested her eyes.
It wasn�t long before sounds of crunching snow approached her. Eva snapped her eyes open, making sure that the person wasn�t a threat.
The skinny form of Professor Twillie stumbled up to his own lecture room. He either wasn�t paying attention or simply ignored Eva; he walked straight to the door and stepped inside. The soft click of the door locking behind him may as well have been thunder in the silent outdoors.
Eva didn�t mind. She enjoyed the peace and quiet. Her feet were slowly yet surely drying.
Since arriving at Brakket, Eva had scarcely two minutes without someone else around. Usually that someone was Arachne, though Arachne wouldn�t have bothered her at the moment. She�d have been silent in spider form, clinging to Eva�s chest as another heat source.
The white forest was a serene place in any case, even if Eva would have preferred almost anyplace in Florida.
The serenity broke again with more crunching snow. That the sounds were coming from the wrong direction immediately put Eva on guard. She jumped to her feet with her hand already on the dagger attached to her back.
She relaxed as the approaching figure held up a hand in a peace gesture.
�You miss all the fun times, don�t you?�
�So I hear. Although, sneaking past all the Elysium Sisters is a bit of sporting fun.�
�I�m surprised you managed.�
�I have a few tricks up my sleeve.�
Eva snorted and a smile spread across her face. �I should hope so. You�ve got nothing else up it.�
�A problem I am still working on resolving,� her master said.
�So,� Eva said, crossing her arms, �you were just watching me and waiting until I was alone? What a creeper.�
�I said I have my tricks, girl. Don�t push your luck.� He took a step forward, waggling his finger in Eva�s direction.
Eva just laughed the gesture off. �I take it this isn�t a social call?�
�It has been three months and I would rather not be dragged here by a haunter again. Assuming you are still willing to go through with it?�
�Of course I do,� Eva answered without a moment�s hesitation. �Not that you�ve given me a choice before.�
�The only choice you�re being given now is between being knocked out or coming willingly.�
Eva glared at her master. He�d never acted like this in the past. �Why would you think I wouldn�t want to continue the experiment?�
�You have friends now, human friends. Human friends that might disagree with your �condition.� I was concerned they might poison your mind.�
Eva scoffed. �The only poisoning done to my mind is your doing.�
Devon�s neutral expression turned to a glower at that.
Eva quickly amended, �though they say one man�s meat is another�s poison. I should think I�m in the former category with regards to the experiment.�
�Let�s get on with it then.�
He turned and started walking off into the forest.
�Right now?� Eva called after him. �I haven�t seen Arachne in a few days. She said she�d come back after she finished hiding some books, but she hasn�t returned yet.�
�Don�t worry about the demon. I stopped by the prison yesterday. Arachne will be waiting there.�
�Shouldn�t we wait until dark?�
�I�ve been watching the Elysium Sisters� movements. They mostly hang around during the day. Night is when they become far more watchful. Now is the best time.�
Eva sighed. �At least let me leave a note. If a student goes missing with the way things are now, a ruckus is sure to be raised.�
�Fine,� he said after a minute, �but hurry up. We�ve wasted enough time.�
Eva quickly scrawled out a short note explaining she was feeling ill. She signed it and left it stuck in the crack of the door.
Her master was already walking by the time she finished. Eva hurried to catch up with him. Once she did, he began stepping. Soon enough, they reached an edge of the school building and moved to the roof. Devon led her across a series of rooftops and out-of-town.
The prison was just as she remembered it, thankfully. No obvious traces of Elysium Sisters raiding the place.
As they walked past cell house two, Devon paused. �I�ll ask about that later.�
Eva winced at Devon�s tone. Her wince was quickly replaced by a burst of anger. She knew she messed up. She already knew where she messed up. If he hadn�t gone missing, he could have dealt with Ylva.
All things considered, it could be worse; cell house two could belong to an obviously malicious demon rather than Ylva. That only left the glaring issue that Ylva was subtly malicious.
The demon hadn�t done anything that others might consider morally reprehensible in either of Eva�s interactions with her. She supposed Ylva might be more of a good demon. Not that her master would ever admit to good demons existing.
One of those demons Eva considered good paced back and forth in front of the small building she now called home. Upon seeing her, Arachne lunged. She crossed the ten feet between the doorway and Eva. Eva waited as four legs sprouted from her back midair.
All four of her legs along with her arms wrapped around Eva as she landed.
Eva patted the spider-woman�s back. �It�s only been four days Arachne. I�m fine.�
�Enough lollygaggin. Let�s get this done with. I still need to get back to looking for a replacement to my arm.�
Eva sighed and walked into her home. Arachne didn�t let go in the slightest and half dragged herself along.
The ritual circle was already set up, the regular furniture and rug pushed off to the back.
Eva stripped down, tossing her clothes into a corner. The cold Montana air quickly moved in to bite Eva in the backside. She shivered but shrugged it off. There were heating runes around her home, she hadn�t noticed that they didn�t keep up well with the dropping temperatures. She made a mental note to drastically increase the intensity after they were done.
Until then, she�d bear with it.
She took her seat in the seat on her half of the circle and waited while Devon hooked her up. Arachne sat in her own chair, looking very much like she wanted to say something. Eva gave her a quirked eyebrow but the spider-woman just gave a small smile in return.
Her master stepped back to his section of the ritual circle. The moment he did, Eva felt the familiar drowsiness take hold of her. The room swirled away into a black void.
�
Eva�s eyes snapped open at a loud bang. She immediately wished she hadn�t heard anything. She snapped her eyes shut again to keep the blinding light from penetrating her brain.
The regular post-treatment nausea had settled in full force while she was asleep. It didn�t compare to the early days of her treatments. After the first one, she had been so sick she couldn�t move for half of a month.
She wanted nothing more than to slip back into sleep. Sadly, loud noises usually meant something was wrong.
With a groan, Eva sat up. Or tried to. Firm and elongated fingers pressed themselves against her chest, gently pushing her back into her seat.
�Shh,� Arachne said, �it was nothing you need to worry about. Devon decided to make himself a snack in our kitchen.�
Eva thought back. The bang might have been a pot being dropped. The hammering inside her head wouldn�t let her remember clearly.
Sharp fingers gently moved through Eva�s hair, caressing her scalp as they went. It had a nice, calming effect on Eva. She took slow breaths; in through the mouth and out through the nose.
She relaxed until the shuffling feet of her master moved across the floor.
�Awake already?� he asked.
Even with her eyes closed, Eva could tell he had just shoved something into his mouth. A small box dropped into her bare lap before she could respond.
�A little gift,� her master said.
�Aww, it isn�t even my birthday for another two months,� Eva said. She risked a small peek through one eye and winced back as light poured in. Still, she struggled through long enough to open the lid on the box. Two hazel eyeballs stared back at her.
�Eyes?�
�Contacts. You might be fine not wearing them for now,� he said, �that will change sooner rather than later.�
She took another peek. �Do they need to be so big?� The two lenses in front of her were almost a full half of an eyeball. She�d never worn contacts before, but she was sure normal ones were less than half the size.
�Your sclera has darkened, your pupils are elongating, and your irises are turning red.�
�I knew about my irises and my pupils. I didn�t think they were that bad yet. What is a sclera?�
�The white part of your eyes. You�re less likely to notice changes in yourself because they are gradual changes. Others often around you, friends and teachers, won�t notice quickly either. One day though, they�ll look at you and think �huh, has she always had red eyes?'�
Her master�s voice hammered into her head with every syllable. She didn�t want to think about what he said. Too many words this soon after a session.
�Seems excessive,� she said after a few minutes.
�Not if you want to keep attending school. Especially with nuns running around the place.�
That seemed a valid point. She had no arguments for that.
�Now,� Devon�s tone turned harsh, �mind telling me what happened to that other cell house?�
Eva winced back again. This was definitely not a conversation she wanted right after her treatment.
�Well,� Eva started, �good news is that the black book has been destroyed.�
Devon frowned harder.
�I asked Ylva, the hel I summoned to destroy the phylactery. She asked for compensation for the book�s destruction.�
�Compensation,� he repeated.
�She asked for a week of time to stay on the surface along with a place to stay.�
�Exact words, please.� His �please� didn�t sound very sincere.
Eva thought for a minute, trying to organize her memories against her pounding headache. �I think,� she said, �it was something like, �Allow me to stay for one week. While I am here, allow me to choose a place where I may reside.'�
�It returned after the week?�
Eva nodded.
�That�s something at least,� he grumbled. �I can�t do anything about the domain that it set up. Not now at least. I was unable to even step inside.�
�That�s,� Eva sighed, �bad, right?�
�You�ve given a demon a foothold in our world. Right next to your school no less. At least, being a hel, it shouldn�t act rashly. It is a servant of Death and, as such, shouldn�t go on mad sprees to kill everyone.�
Eva sighed again, glad she couldn�t see Devon�s face through her shut eyes. �So, what do we do?�
�Your mess, you clean it up. I still have an arm to replace.�
Sensing the opportunity to change the topic, Eva latched on to his words. �How are you going to get a new arm anyway?�
She could almost feel her master�s shrug. �I tried bargaining with a few demons able to grant such a thing. I didn�t like their offers.� He paused. Eva felt his gaze bore into her. �I�m not so foolish as to agree to anything a demon asks without thinking.�
It took all her effort to avoid complaining. For not being around when she needed, he was sure in a stickle about Ylva. By the sound of it, he was about to disappear again. Disappear without even giving her advice.
Besides, it wasn�t like Ylva did anything bad. She�d destroyed the book and taken one of the buildings as a home for herself. That was more good than Devon had done since the whole necromancer thing started.
The real question was about Ylva�s motivations. Why did the demon want a foothold, as Devon put it.
She�d never been interested in the intricacies of demonology. Even with regular interactions and summoning a few on her own, she�d never bothered to ask any of them why they did what they did.
Eva risked a peek at Arachne. She was pleasantly surprised to find the light caused only a mild throb rather than the hammering pain.
Arachne stood just to the side of Eva�s chair. Her hands still ran through Eva�s hair. The sharp teeth in her mouth poked through a slight open-mouthed frown. Devon held most of her ire if her glare was any indication.
Her master leaned against the wall of the building with a bowl in his hand. He shoveled macaroni and cheese into his mouth, ignoring or unaware of Arachne�s stare.
Maybe she�d ask Arachne about �footholds� later. After her master left. Eva didn�t think Arachne had one. It was hard to say; even over the past few months, Eva hardly asked Arachne any personal questions. It just felt like an awkward thing.
What the spider-demon wanted was a mystery as well. The only thing Eva knew for sure was that Arachne wanted the experiment to continue and wanted to keep Eva safe. After the experiment was complete, what would Arachne do.
Another thing to ask. Someday. That one could wait a year or two.
Eva wasn�t sure what she would do if she didn�t like the answer.
� � �
Rickenbacker three-thirteen was devoid of life.
�Eva?� Juliana called out.
There was no response.
Juliana didn�t expect one. She checked the bathroom and even the small closet, just in case. Empty.
Good.
After a student brought Professor Twillie a note stating that Eva was ill, Juliana quickly confirmed that she hadn�t looked good during lunch. For all she knew, it was true. The black-haired girl barely touched her food. Juliana didn�t expect it to be true, but it was a possibility.
That Eva was gone now meant it was a lie.
Juliana couldn�t be more pleased.
She moved over to the windows and shut the blinds. That would at least keep Eva from blinking into the room. It wouldn�t stop her from walking through the front door, but hopefully Juliana wouldn�t have to worry about that.
Papers covered the top of Eva�s desk; most were covered in uncharged runes. Juliana ignored them and pulled open the top drawer. Pens, fountain pens, vials of the expensive ink Eva used on her high quality runes, sticky notes, other regular desk things.
The high quality runes had been Juliana�s idea. Eva used them in three-thirteen, but she hadn�t used them anywhere else. When she got completely swamped between school and replacing the last set of envelopes for other dorms, Juliana suggested she offer the longer lasting runes at a price just under what it would cost to renew the regular runes over the same amount of time.
They accepted both a one time fee and a monthly recurring payment. Most people decided to switch over.
Of course, they had to spend money on expensive ink now. Eva felt the lowered workload was worth it.
That didn�t bother Juliana at all, it was no money off her back. Eva procured the ink on her own.
Rummaging through Eva�s things felt a tad bad and a lot dangerous. Not just because she had no idea what Eva would do if the girl found out, but also because of her trip to Eva�s prison. If she put any protections on her things similar to the wards at her other home, Juliana might just wind up with a missing limb in the morning.
She was counting on the hope that Eva wouldn�t want to accidentally cause harm to her roommates or to Zoe during room inspections if she happened to look in a drawer.
That thought made Juliana pause. She carefully replaced the papers and books in the drawer. Once back exactly how she found them, she slid the drawer shut.
Eva wouldn�t just leave things lying around that she didn�t want other people to see.
Juliana glanced around the room. There were really no good hiding spots for anything. Her drawers under the bed contained the skirts Eva liked so much and some tee-shirts. Maybe a pair of pants or two. The roof was smooth, no ceiling tiles to hide things in.
Everywhere else was a public place. The fridge, cupboards, drawers and closets in the bathroom. Not where Juliana would want to hide things that could get her tossed into prison, or worse.
Juliana slumped down on her own bed. None of the dangerous books would be in the dorm. If Eva had any at all, they would be in the book bag she carried almost everywhere. Everything else would be at the prison.
Even if Juliana could run as fast as Arachne without tiring over the course of an hour, the prison was too far off for a quick visit. Not to mention that, at least tonight, it was where Eva most likely was.
The sudden realization that she wouldn�t find anything interesting sapped her motivation. She was ready for sleep without even changing, showering, or even eating dinner. Everyone else would be at dinner, she offered to go check on Eva to get to snooping.
Juliana curled up beneath her covers. Her eyes shut as she started to drift into a drowsy state.
A tap at the window stopped her descent into sleep.
She tried to ignore it and go back to sleep.
It tapped again, louder than before.
Juliana groaned as she sat up. Eva wouldn�t tap, would she? Arachne maybe?
The windows rattled with the force of the next tap.
Something made her stomach turn. A subtle smell, or tingle in the air. Juliana jumped out of her bed, gripping her wand. She backed away from her window. If it was Arachne, she�d be tapping the window on Eva�s side of the room. Or just open it herself.
Shards of broken glass flew into the room, tearing through the bed and area Juliana had just been standing in.
Juliana ducked low. She shielded her head with the metal bracers on her arms.
The slap of raw steak hitting a cutting board brought her attention back to the window. She peeked out between the small gap in her arms.
Something crawled into her room. A bag of red meat the size of a small person with a few white bones protruding from it slipped into the room, flopping onto the floor as it crested the windowsill. A second then a third followed it.
They just lay there, squirming in a pile between her and Shalise�s bed.
Juliana kept her breath very slow. Her pounding heart told her to run, to throw up, to scream, to attack. She ignored it.
With the slightest flick of her wand hand, the metal covering half of her body came to life. It swam over her skin, building thick around her stomach, chest, and neck. She took a slow, careful step towards the door.
They noticed.
Her foot touched the ground. All three stopped moving and pointed towards Juliana.
She froze.
They didn�t.
Slowly, almost uncertainly, one squirmed in her direction. It clambered over the top of one of its companions.
Juliana internally cursed as it left a trail of blood on its way towards her. She needed more metal or earth, neither of which were available. The large sphere she had from the crypt was still in Eva�s prison. All the furniture was wood. The fridge might work, but it was halfway across the room.
Metal shifted beneath her black shirt. Some coalesced in her hand. It formed into a single sharp blade about a foot long. The rest she spread as thin as she could over the rest of her body, leaving only tiny slits for her eyes.
The things didn�t look like zombies�thank goodness�but Juliana wasn�t willing to risk infection by getting blood splattered on her.
Juliana waited.
The thing crawled to her feet.
Juliana gripped her makeshift sword in both hands. She waited until the last moment. With the creature at her feet, Juliana slammed it straight through what she hoped passed as the creature�s head.
The thing squealed. Rapid, high-pitched noises pierced the air.
She pulled back her hand and jammed it in again. The sword slid, chopping off a large chunk of meat.
The screams continued. The sword was left behind as Juliana stumbled backwards, pressing her hands over her ears.
It didn�t help. The shrieks rattled around her metal helmet.
She almost missed the two other things crawling towards her. There was no peripheral vision in her helmet.
They moved much faster than the first one did.
Juliana made a dash into the kitchen. Jumping onto the counter, she put one foot through the microwave and both hands into the fridge. She reinforced her armor as much as she could before the two things arrived.
She shoved the remains of the microwave off the edge of the counter, landing on one of the creatures trying to climb up.
It screeched louder than the first one.
Juliana shut out the noise the best she could and turned to the last pile of meat.
Its fleshy fingers slid over the smooth surface of her legs.
She took an instant to admire her metalwork. It was a good thing she reinforced her armor if the way it tore her pants was any indication.
More metal flowed from the fridge onto her free leg. It formed long spikes out of her foot.
With all her effort, she kicked.
The thing squealed like the rest as she kicked again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again.
And again.
�Juliana.�
And again.
And again.
�Juliana!�
And again.
A cry of her name startled her. She looked up, ready with her sword.
The sight of Zoe Baxter alongside one of the dark robed nuns stayed her hand.
Juliana looked down at the slaughterhouse that had once been her kitchen. All three corpses lay in pieces around her. The one she initially stabbed must not have been dead, it lay to one side of the kitchen. No less than forty of her small swords stuck out from various places.
The legs and arms of the one beneath the microwave were spread across the room.
The final one was little more than chunky salsa covering the floor.
Juliana looked back to the two adults standing at the precipice of the gore.
�It�s okay, Juliana,� Zoe said softly, �they�re dead.�
Juliana avoided looking down. She kept her gaze up and tried to swallow the rising bile. Her helmet was the only thing keeping Zoe from seeing whatever her face looked like. Not something she wanted to parade around.
�It took you,� Juliana started. Her voice echoed in her helmet She had to stop and take a deep breath. �Took you long enough.�
�Someone has tampered with the wards,� Zoe said. At least she sounded apologetic about it.
�Eva�s runes?�
Zoe shook her head. �I tested them, they only interfere with magical means of visual observation. There are several wards to detect trouble. At the very least, one should have detected the broken glass. Another should have detected blood, a third should have detected excessive use of magic. There are more but needless to say, none worked.�
At least my roommate isn�t trying to get me killed, Juliana thought. She glared at the nun who gazed around the room with glowing eyes.
It was probably them. Neither her mother nor Eva seemed to like the sisters. They probably took down the wards to draw out an attack like this.
Not that she�d voice her suspicions right in front of one.
Just as Juliana was about to speak, the nun interrupted with a cold voice. �Flesh golems. Verata style. Poorly constructed. Materials too old. Spells weaved improperly. Amateur work.�
The glow from her eyes faded. She slumped back slightly before regaining her composure.
�I doubt these were made by the same people you saw on Halloween,� the nun said after a moment. �Not if your claims of a hundred or more fully functioning flesh golems are true.�
Zoe didn�t look convinced. �Indeed,� was all she said.
Juliana shifted where she stood. A slight wobble almost sent her tumbling as she moved. Sitting would be nice, but showing weakness in front of these two wasn�t something she wanted right now. Her mother was going to have a fit enough as it was; she didn�t need collapsing or breaking down added to the list. Instead, she hardened the metal in her legs and back.
�Where�s Miss Eva?�
�Probably at her place.�
�Her place?� the nun asked with a quirked eyebrow.
The smell started to get to her. She held it in, not wanting to throw up in front of Zoe again.
�We do not require students to live in the dorms. If they have suitable living places, they�re free to use them so long as they make it to class.�
�And Eva has one of these places?�
Zoe nodded. �I will fetch her immediately. Would you please stay with Miss Rivas until I return?�
�Of course.�
Zoe stepped out into the hallway.
Juliana stared at the nun. She didn�t have much choice. Her legs were still untrustworthy. No topics came to mind to talk about either.
The nun had no such reservations. �I trust it is you I have to thank for saving a friend of mine?�
Juliana raised an eyebrow at that. An immediate wave of foolishness washed over her as she realized the nun couldn�t see her face. �I don�t remember saving any nuns lately.�
�Not a nun,� the Sister said, �Shalise. I visit the group home she lives in every now and again.�
Shalise never mentioned a group home, Juliana thought. She softly shook her head. �That would have been Eva.�
Juliana failed that night. She had been the reason Shalise was injured. The zombies shambled right up to Shalise and all Juliana could do was watch. She�d frozen, locked up, couldn�t even cry a warning. Even as Arachne tore the zombies to pieces, Juliana just looked on.
The nun didn�t notice Juliana�s turmoil. She gave a soft smile and said, �I�m sure you helped out in your own way. You seem quite capable.�
Juliana regretted turning her gaze over the room the moment she did. �I need a shower,� she choked out.
�Of course,� the nun said. �I�ll stand watch and let you know when they return.�
Juliana marched to the shower and stood under it, turning on Eva�s absurdly hot runes rather than using the plumbing.
Blood circled the drain as she stood there, still fully armored and clothed. Her school uniform was ruined. Even if it cleaned itself, it had tears and holes in it she didn�t know where from.
With a quick thought, a small metal blade extended from her chest and dragged down, cutting away her shirt. She did the same with her pants and kicked them off to a corner of the bathroom.
She stood under the water for another minute or two, just letting her armor clean off. Eventually she shed the armor, turning it into a ball of metal the size of a small beach ball.
Without her armor, the water definitely was too hot to handle. She tried to endure but had to shut it off and switch to the plumbing.
She stayed like that until a knock on her door woke her. The nun said Zoe was back.
How long it had taken, Juliana didn�t know. She didn�t care. It wasn�t long enough.
With a sigh, she stepped out of the shower. Her clothes were still a torn, bloody mess in the corner. She hadn�t gotten new clothes. They would have wound up bloody from touching her anyway.
Instead she touched her metal ball, her ferrokinesis spell still running from before. The metal molded around her up to her neck. She left her hair and face free.
Skin-tight metal armor in place, Juliana moved back to her bloody room.

Chapter 023

Clairaudience
�It was trying to climb up onto the counter. I just added spikes to the bottom of my shoes and stomped on it. Professor Baxter and Sister Cross came into the room a moment later.�
Eva leaned back, listening to Juliana�s story. She�d already heard it once, though that one was a lot different. A shame really. All the good parts were left out of this version.
Of course, the audience might not be able to take the unsanitized version.
Irene sat across from Eva. Her pork riblets had been shoved to the side after the initial description of the flesh golems. Her face grew greener almost every time Juliana said a line. She kept flashing a look at Eva as well.
A bit odd. Eva pegged her for the braver of the twins based on how she initially wanted to see Arachne.
Shelby also stopped eating her goulash, but she almost seemed interested in the story rather than scared or disgusted. Almost.
Jordan listened to the story with rapt attention. He shoved his food aside more for concentration than loss of appetite. �So where was Eva for all of this?�
�In the Rickenbacker medical center with Nurse Naranga,� Eva said, glad she and Zoe Baxter had come up with that cover story. �It was quite a shock to return to the room.�
�It was a shock to smell the hallway,� Irene grumbled, more to herself than anyone.
Eva gave the girl an understanding smile. The room smelled worse, but not by much. The real surprise for Eva was walking down the hallway.
At some point, the room entered her sphere of blood sense. She could almost �see� the entire kitchen from the hallway. All the cupboards and the furniture, she could even tell where the ceiling was from the splatter that landed there.
It was all a bit disorienting.
Irene just shivered and looked down at her plate.
�Still though, first Shalise and now you?� Max glanced over at Eva. �Better be on your guard, you�re next.�
Shelby elbowed him in the side. Hard. Max doubled over, groaning.
�You can�t say things like that,� Shelby said. �What if she really gets hurt? Then how would you feel?�
Eva let her smile drop, but didn�t respond. They were probably after her in the first place.
Arachne now waited in their temporary room as a guard, just in case. If Eva had to run to the prison again, she�d probably bring Juliana with her. Eva was still unwilling to have the spider-demon anywhere near the nuns patrolling the campus.
Outside of their dorms, the nuns had almost tripled overnight. Two stood around the cafeteria and a fourth seemed to patrol between the tables every minute or so. Unnecessary, in Eva�s opinion.
She was still unsure what to make of Sister Cross� theory of another necromancer in town. It seemed far-fetched. That there would be two separate groups of necromancers in town with both having run into Eva, or at least Eva�s room in the second case, she found to be incredibly unlikely. If it was true, however, they likely wanted the book as well.
What Eva really needed to do was inform the necromancers that the book was destroyed. For some reason, just hanging up notices like missing posters for a lost cat did not seem like it would do the trick.
�I can�t imagine having to sleep in that room.�
�We don�t,� Juliana said. �We�ve been moved to room three-eighteen until the room has been �sterilized.'�
�Even then, it can�t be pleasant going back to it.�
�I�m more concerned with my clothes. The things landed right by my bed. Some blood and puss got into my drawers.� Juliana sighed. �I think I have to burn the entire thing.� She pulled at the tee-shirt she had on, the only student in the cafeteria who wasn�t in uniform. �These are Eva�s even. Not that they�re bad or anything,� she said quickly with a glance at the owner.
Eva lightly chuckled and waved her off.
�Oh,� Irene perked up for the first time since lunch started. �We�ll go shopping after class ends. We�ll have to be quick though, curfew has been moved to an hour before sunset after your thing.�
�That seems odd,� Eva said. �A student is attacked in their dorm so now we have to be in the dorms sooner?�
Jordan looked up at Eva�s comment. �Professor Lurcher assured us that additional wards were being erected to prevent another incident,� he said.
Then why weren�t they erected after Halloween.
Eva didn�t have much confidence in the school. She had half a mind to erect her full blood wards when they moved back into three-thirteen. Sadly, such a thing would be hard to subtly key in everyone to the wards. Eva couldn�t very well go around to the entire faculty and ask for a blood sample.
Not to mention the wards might be detected by the Elysium Sisters. Their complete capabilities were still a mystery to Eva.
�No more zombie talk,� Irene said, flicking a finger at Jordan. Her finger whirled around to Juliana. �We�re going to get some new clothes and a new uniform for you with no talking about zombies either.�
The bell rang with only half of them having finished even part of their food. Together they sauntered off to alchemy.
Alchemy was the odd class out. Unlike all the classes with proper desks, they had counters with sinks and gas valves poking out the top. Four students could fit at each counter rather than the three per desk.
Normally, Irene sat with Eva and Juliana.
Today, Eva watched with furrowed eyebrows as the brunette stopped and hesitated. She glanced at her usual seat at Eva�s side before hurrying over to Jordan�s table, taking a seat beside Max.
Eva shot a questioning glance at Juliana. The blond shrugged and shook her head, looking just as confused as Eva felt.
Without Shalise, their table was down to two.
Understanding dawned on Eva as she moved to the stool next to Juliana. Most of Wayne Lurcher�s lessons were for pairs. Without Shalise, there would be an odd person out. It might be weird for Max to have a partner for the first time since school started, but it probably worked out better this way.
Wayne Lurcher got the lesson started the moment the bell rang. He pulled a bucket of crystals out from behind his counter. Eva recognized them immediately as crystallized magic spanning all six colors of thaumaturgical magic in various shapes and sizes.
�Today we will be melting this entire stock into liquid magic.� He held up one of the sapphire spheres. �Water is the easiest. As many of you may remember from Calvin�s class, getting it into the crystal form is the hard part. It wants to be liquid.�
That was an understatement. The water crystal class had been the worst general magic class so far. They�d had small glass bowls of water to turn into crystal. Getting it into a crystal form wasn�t that hard. Keeping it there was. A good portion of the class tried to pick up their crystals before they stabilized, despite warnings from Professor Calvin. The moment they touched it, the crystals would explode into liquid magic, soaking everyone around.
Shalise ended up soaking Eva and Juliana more than once.
�Earth,� he picked up one of the jagged green crystals, �is the opposite. It wants to be solid, though I imagine you�ll have less problems than you did getting water into a crystallized form.�
He held up a small lump that looked like a potato. If potatoes were transparent and had raging sandstorms inside of them. He put a glove on his other hand before lifting a pointed red crystal that had very visible heat waves emanating from it.
Eva did not miss Juliana�s wince at the sight.
�Both air and fire can simply be melted with heat. Extreme heat in fire�s case. We have special ovens for that.�
Only two types remained. �Order and chaos are the two odd ones. We will be dissolving and then distilling the two.� He tapped the smooth white sphere against the black box. A loud hiss echoed through the room. A portion of each crystal vanished. �It might look gone, but the essence is still in the air. It will dissipate after a few minutes. With a special still to trap it, we can condense the two into liquid order and liquid chaos.
�If you mess up, you�ll have homework of making more crystal of whatever type you ruined.�
The rest of the class was spent making large flasks of each type of liquid magic. Wayne Lurcher showed more in-depth ways of liquefying each type of crystal. Neither Juliana nor Eva had any problems.
The only group to wind up with any of Wayne Lurcher�s homework was the Jason Bradley and Peter Mason duo. They somehow screwed up making liquid fire. It was so simple. The fire crystal was placed in the oven and liquid fire dripped into a flask. How they messed it up Eva couldn�t fathom, but a large pile of slag had replaced their oven.
Max didn�t mess up anything, which came as a surprise to Eva. Probably due to Irene rather than any bouts of competence from her partner.
The moment Wayne Lurcher dismissed the class after the bell rang, Irene ran over and half dragged Juliana away. The poor blond gave a half-hearted wave to Eva as she vanished through the door.
That Juliana seemed to be done with her cold shoulder was nice. Four days of living in the same room right next to each other, without school even as a distraction, was awkward. She didn�t even have any good books to read. Almost her entire collection, including the as-of-yet unread necromancer books were all out at the prison.
Eva would have to thank the necromancers for sending those flesh golems before tearing out their hearts.
In the meantime, she had work to do.
Once inside dorm three-eighteen, Eva stepped straight to her desk. She had moved all of her supplies the night before.
Arachne peeked out from under her covers in spider form. She glanced around the room. A moment later, Arachne shifted into her human form, already reclining on Eva�s bed.
�It was boring without you around,� Arachne said.
Eva held up her finger to her lips.
�What?� Arachne whispered. She looked around the room again, getting up from the bed in an alert stance.
�I had the theory before,� Eva said as she pulled out a stack of fresh paper and a pen. She�d use her good ink after she was sure of her runes, the anti-scrying papers were getting exceedingly complicated, but it was a fun problem to work out.
Eva continued, �Juliana�s description of the golems seemed to confirm it.�
�Confirm what?� Arachne whispered.
�It also revealed a massive flaw I can�t believe I didn�t correct earlier.
�I�m pretty sure that those flesh golems couldn�t see thanks to my runes. I mostly expected that. After all, skeletons don�t have eyeballs yet they can still see. Those flesh golems seemed to hear Juliana�s footsteps.�
�Your runes don�t block sound?�
�No.� The oversight made Eva sweat buckets when she first thought about it. �If someone heard one of our discussions in the shower��
�They�d just think you were with Juliana or Shalise, right?�
�I can�t say that you sound like either of them,� Eva said. �Not to mention the things we talked about were definitely dangerous.�
�So you�re going to fix that?�
�At least for our room, I will.�
Eva set to work. She started with a blank piece of paper. It was easiest to start from scratch and then tie the sound runes into her already existing anti-scrying runes rather than try to get everything working at once.
Waves in the air cause sound. It seemed a good place to start.
Isaz tied to aesh to freeze the air. She tied them together and set up a boundary similar to the scrying runes. A uath and naudiz would be tied in later to cause fear and distress in anyone attempting to listen. For now, they were just to the side, unconnected. With the simple array in place, Eva charged the runes.
Nothing happened.
Of course nothing happened. She�d need to try to listen in. Eva didn�t know how to do that.
Eva looked up to ask Arachne if she had any way of testing.
She tired to speak, but no words came out.
A small feeling of panic settled in.
Eva took a big gasp of air. Relief replaced panic as air flowed into her lungs. She wasn�t sure if Arachne needed to breathe or not, or how often, but Eva still needed air. Adding pargon power runes might have solidified the air. If she had frozen the air so solidly she couldn�t even move, she would probably still be able to overload the regular ink, so it wasn�t that big of a deal.
Glad nothing went seriously wrong, Eva tore the paper in two, ending the effect.
The mistake was an obvious one, one she�d learned when she first made her anti-scrying runes. She forgot the praecantatio rune attached to the isaz rune.
Her first runic sheet blinded herself and Juliana, scaring the poor girl for a minute.
Praecantatio changed whatever it was attached to into magic, in this case, freezing magic that interacts with the air. Hopefully most forms of magical listening would pick something up from the air.
Eva quickly redrew the paper, changes in place, and activated it.
�Arachne,� Eva said, �know any means of scrying with sound?�
The spider-woman shrugged and nestled back into Eva�s bed.
Eva didn�t expect any other response. In all her years knowing the demon, Eva never once saw her casting any magic. Her blood was magical, very magical if Eva�s blood magic was any indicator, so she could in theory. Arachne was probably just too lazy to learn.
�I�ll be heading to the library for a few minutes then,� Eva said.
The runes were a good start. They felt promising, at least. It wouldn�t do to leave them untested. They almost assuredly needed testing. Hopefully, she would find a book on the subject.
Arachne perked up.
Eva was quick to crush her hopes. �I�ll only be gone for a minute. Stay here. We don�t want to run into any nuns out in the halls.�
Arachne fell face first onto the bed. She grumbled something into the pillow. Eva had a decent guess as to what she said.
Eva moved up next to her, patting her on her back. �Don�t be like that. They�re to our advantage right now. Plus there are at least thirty of them, probably more.�
Another set of grumblings rumbled out of the pillow. It sounded suspiciously like, �eh, I could take them.�
Eva ran her fingers through the semi-stiff hair tendrils running off onto the bed. �One other thing. Juliana is out shopping with Irene. When she comes back, Irene might help carry things into the room. It is safer for you to be a spider when that happens.� At further rumbles in the pillow, Eva added, �they won�t be back until curfew, I bet. Just keep an ear out. If you hear anything, change into a spider quickly.�
She gave a quick pat on Arachne�s head and headed down to the library.
The musty scent of the Rickenbacker library filled the air as usual. It seemed to have gotten worse after snowing. Students tracking in snow made the books moist.
If Eva were in charge of the library, there would be several runes set up around the entrances to keep dampness at bay. She�d done that at the prison and her Florida home.
David Sunji wasn�t Eva. He sat at his usual spot behind the counter and gave Eva a polite nod. He made no effort to make sure her shoes were clear of snow and water.
They were clear, of course. She cranked up the temperature in her shoes at the prison the night before to help dry any wayward snow.
Her next task at the prison was to inscribe some more permanent runes along every path in the prison. Something to keep the winter away while walking around.
Sadly, winter proofing the prison was not an immediate concern. Necromancers were. Ensuring privacy in dorms came pretty close to necromancers.
Eva made her way to the section she found the scrying book at. There had to be something around that she could use.
It didn�t take long before she found a book that looked promising.
Claircognizance: Clairvoyance, Clairsentience, Clairaudience, Clairalience, and Clairgustance
Written by Claire de Puys�gur
Rather than the smooth pools of water her other book instructed to use, Claire insisted crystal balls were the best form of clairvoyance possible. Unfortunately, crystal balls weren�t easy to come by. Filling a bowl with water was far more convenient.
Eva skipped to the clairaudience section. By burning fresh needles from pine trees, a good amount of smoke would be produced. Using a wand to channel magic into the smoke and focusing on a location, clairaudience could be achieved.
That seemed doable. Too doable. A crystal ball might be hard to acquire, but books like these shouldn�t be accessible by children. That was just asking for trouble.
Still, that was why Eva was working on her new runes.
There were pine trees in the small section of woods behind the outdoor auditorium.
Eva snapped the book shut. The auditorium wasn�t far. A jog from the dorms would take less than ten minutes and another ten minutes to get back.
Half way there, Eva started regretting coming. She should have gone shopping and picked up some boots. The paths were shoveled or at least trampled between school and the dorms. The path to the auditorium hadn�t been used since school started.
Snow a good five inches deep filled the entire area. The heating runes were not keeping up. Eva shivered, wishing she was better at fire magic.
Once far enough away from the dorms and the nuns, Eva started stepping. Skipping huge amounts of the snow helped a little, even if that little was just to get her out of the cold sooner.
In retrospect there were probably pine trees in the Infinite Courtyard. Most of its paths would probably be trampled down after two days of school. At least ones far enough in to reach a pine tree.
Eva toughed it out. The auditorium sprawled out before her, covered in snow. She�d just step straight past and be done with the cold for the rest of the week.
Just before the tree line, Eva withdrew her dagger. She tapped out just a tiny amount of blood. It formed an intense heating rune on each of her shoes. Blood wouldn�t last long for making the entire rune, but she�d rather walk on hot coals on the way back than trudge through the snow.
With steam rising at every step, Eva went up to the nearest pine tree and started pulling needles. They were slightly sticky. The self-cleaning enchantments on her school uniform better be up to the task.
She filled her pockets and took an extra double handful. After clearing a spot on the ground, Eva set the needles on a spot dried by her shoes. Might as well test her existing rune and clairaudience while she had the spare needles to gather if she screwed up.
A small, controlled flame was much easier to create than a fireball and that is what Eva used to get a smoldering clump of pine needles. As the book said, she channeled magic, wandlessly, into the smoke and visualized room three-eighteen.
Nothing happened.
If her rune was working, she wouldn�t be able to tell if she was doing the spell properly. She tried to focus on the dorm cafeteria which usually had at least someone in it.
Still nothing.
Eva pulled another handful of pine needles off a tree and added it to her pile. She settled down, ready to try again.
She spent a half hour testing various locations before she heard even the faintest murmur of noise that wasn�t from the near silent woods around her. There was a conversation going on in one of the classrooms in school. It wasn�t clear enough to make out details or even what the speakers sounded like.
At least the spell worked. Closing eyes seemed to help more than anything.
Nothing.
That might be because Arachne was quiet and Juliana wasn�t back. Not for the first time, Eva wished she had a way to contact the spider. Zoe Baxter seemed to use a cell phone for her long distance communication. Eva almost thought about buying one for her and another for Arachne, but didn�t think Arachne would like it so much. She didn�t wear clothes and would probably crush it any time she tried to type on it.
There had to be a proper magical way to communicate easily. If she could teach Arachne clairaudience, that might be a solution. If they both used it at the same time. And always had piles of the sticky pine needles on hand.
Sighing, Eva opened her eyes.
A large, murky spike of ice jutted out of her pile of needles.
Eva scrambled backwards, looking upwards to make sure she was in the clear from other icicles.
Her cheeks heated up with a wave of foolishness as she realized what the icicle was.
Huh, she thought as she tipped over the spike, I suppose isaz worked.
A light chuckle escaped from her lips.
The chuckle and any accompanying smile vanished as snow crunched behind her.
She pulled her dagger out from its place on her back and glanced around the woods.
�No demon to watch your back tonight?�
Eva whirled, sending a splattering of blood in the direction of the voice.
A large flesh golem jumped in the way of the blood, shielding its masters.
She snapped her fingers and the blood flashed. The golem staggered and collapsed to the ground.
�I�m quite capable on my own,� Eva said with far more confidence than she felt. The golem fell due to luck, more than anything. Had that been Arachne�s blood, the golem would have vaporized.
And she still hadn�t gotten around to having Arachne refill the vials she�d used on Halloween.
The skinny figure behind the fallen flesh golem clapped his hands twice with a wide grin on his face. �I thought that was blood magic the other night. It was too dark to tell for sure.�
A spectral hound growled at Eva from between the two men standing before her. Ectoplasmic foam dripped from its mouth to the snow. Around ten flesh golems stood around the two men.
The wider man shot a glare at his companion. �We�re here for the book, not for compliments, Sawyer.�
�Book?� Eva said with false swagger. �Oh, you must mean the pile of ashes I scattered to the winds after Halloween.� She ticked her finger back and forth. �Shouldn�t have shown your hand. Especially to me.�
The large man started forwards. Three more flesh golems jumped forwards with his movement. Sawyer placed his hand on the larger man�s shoulder, but the golems didn�t stop.
Eva jammed her crystal dagger into her arm. She drew a thin thread of her dark blood into a razor wire in front of her.
With a snap of her finger, the wire whipped out from her. She slashed it across the nearest golem.
The golem staggered, but kept coming.
Eva thrust out, wrapping the whip around its neck. She snapped her fingers, decapitating it.
The other two barreled onto her. She stepped straight behind them, forming a small blood needle in each hand as she moved.
The golems each got a needle in their backs. With a snap of her finger, the needles exploded. They collapsed with damaged spinal cords.
Eva whirled on the remaining group. None of them had moved. �Come on,� Eva said, trying to contain her anger. �I�ll take on the rest of them and you.�
Revealing her stepping was not something she wanted to do. Especially without her wand in her hand. She tried very hard to make her finger ring more obvious.
Sawyer just laughed and clapped again. His grin never left his face.
�What a ferocious display.� He leaned over to his companion. �If that�s what they teach kids at that school, I might have to enroll my daughter.�
�Sawyer,� the man growled. �No jokes. If she destroyed the book��
�It isn�t like the book was our main plan.� Sawyer paused and brought his finger to his chin. �It was expensive. We�ll have to gather just recompense from the young lady.�
A golden glint passed through his eyes as he spoke. It sent shivers up Eva�s spine. She quickly glanced around the woods. A number of flesh golems wandered up to form a loose circle around her. She almost stepped away when Sawyer�s companion spoke.
�I don�t care about the Elysium whores.� The word was all but spat out. �I want my book.�
None of the golems moved and their footsteps would crunch the show if they did. She�d have warning enough to step. Information might be more handy at the moment.
�What do you want with the Elysium Sisters?�
�Nothing much. Every chapter travels with an augur. We just want her skull polished and carved into a container. Her soul can stay inside until we tire of her blathering.�
�That doesn�t sound like something Death would like much.�
Sawyer shrugged without breaking eye contact. �It isn�t like we�re turning her into a lich. Did you even read those books you stole?�
Eva shifted uncomfortably.
His voice dropped to a low rumble. �Those who squander knowledge are the worst sorts of people.�
Eva opened her mouth to retort only for it to snap shut. A cold chill gripped her spine. The cold branched out to the tips of her fingers and the bottoms of her feet. Even the boiling runes in her shoes couldn�t fight off the cold.
She tried to step away. Even towards the necromancers when she couldn�t turn her head.
Instead, Eva teetered and fell into the snow.
�That took longer than expected,� Sawyer�s companion grumbled.
It took all her concentration to lift her head up. She struggled to look at the necromancers. Her head moved slowly, like she was in a pool of honey.
�Don�t fight the possession, my sweetie. You�ll just hurt yourself.�
Eva didn�t listen. She fought as hard as she could. Slowly she got to her feet.
It wasn�t her doing.
�Well?� Sawyer�s companion barked out.
�Something�s strange,� a voice said. �She�s strange,� Eva�s voice said. She lurched forwards. Her dagger tumbled out of her twitching fingers.
The large man walked up to Eva. He gingerly plucked the dagger out of the snow. Only his forefinger and thumb touched the hilt.
If only he accidentally cut himself.
He gripped Eva�s chin with a meaty hand and pinched her mouth open. A cold liquid flooded into her mouth.
�Make her swallow.�
Eva tried to spit. Tried to avoid swallowing. Cold tendrils snaked through the inside of her mouth. The potion was in her stomach soon enough.
If only she was further along in her treatments. The drowsiness wouldn�t have taken hold.
�Now,� Sawyer�s voice came through murky water, �what were we talking about?
�Ah yes, recompense.�
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�You knock on your own room?� Irene quirked an eyebrow in Juliana�s direction.
The two finished shopping in record time. The subpar selection offered by shops around Brakket certainly helped. Still, Juliana made out with a new uniform and plenty of everyday clothes. Her favorite purchase was a brand new winter coat. It was cut long with an outer layer of wool and fleece lining.
Her old coat wasn�t technically ruined due to being hung up near the door when the golems attacked. As long as Zoe lifted the limit on her miscellaneous spending, why not spend it.
�Eva tends to sleep naked. I like to give her some warning in case she�s already stripped down.� And to make sure Arachne wasn�t hanging around in her human form.
It had only been one day since Arachne came back to the dorms. Juliana spent most of that day at school. The night before and the morning, after their talks with Sister Cross and Zoe, Arachne spent the entire time as a human. Apparently she no longer felt the need to hide in her spider form. At least around Juliana.
Juliana expected her to take over the third bed in the room. Instead she cuddled up with Eva in her bed. They weren�t made for two people, barely made for one person, but Arachne didn�t care and Juliana heard no complaints from Eva.
In a way it was comforting to have her around. If the necromancers decided to send more golems to attack, Arachne should be able to deal with them without any trouble if her show at the club was any indicator.
�So, are we going in then?� Irene shifted the bag she was carrying to her other arm.
�There�s no answer. Maybe she�s out.�
Juliana slipped both of her bags onto one arm and pulled out her card. With a quick swipe, the latch clicked open.
An empty room greeted them.
Papers were strewn about Eva�s desk and her book bag lay underneath. If Eva really was gone, Juliana might take a brief peek; so long as Arachne was gone as well.
Irene set her bag down near Juliana�s bed.
�Can I offer you some�� Juliana stopped herself. �Well, our fridge and cupboards are empty. I�ll owe you something as thanks.�
Irene waved a hand. �That�s okay. I�m glad to have helped.� She wandered over to Eva�s desk. �What�s all this?�
�Hmm,� Juliana said with a peek over her shoulder. �New version of the scrying packets, maybe. She doesn�t use regular pens when she draws out the real ones.�
�Ah, well,� Irene glanced around the room almost nervously. �I guess I�ll be heading out now.�
�There�s no rush. I don�t know when Eva will be back, but I�m sure she won�t mind.�
�Shelby wanted me to help her with a thing when I got back, so I couldn�t stay long anyway.� Irene half skipped to the door. She paused with her hand on the handle. �Tell Eva I said hello.�
And with that, she was gone.
�You�d almost think she was avoiding you.�
Juliana whirled around. Metal turned to liquid beneath her shirt.
All her adrenaline meant nothing as she faced the speaker.
Eight red eyes poked out from beneath the covers of Eva�s bed. Arachne ducked back under the sheets leaving just the crest of her hair� things visible.
Juliana took a moment to allow her heart to come down to a more normal pace.
�I�d say she�s trying to avoid Eva, actually. We just spent two hours shopping together.�
�Why would anyone avoid Eva?� came the muffled response. Despite the muffle, it was almost a growl.
Deciding that might not be the safest topic, Juliana just shrugged. �Where is Eva anyway?�
�She went to the library an hour and a half ago.�
�And left you here?�
�She didn�t want to run into any nuns in the hallway with me hanging off of her.� The woman sighed from beneath the covers.
Juliana shuffled her feet. She thought about putting her new clothes away, but the atmosphere turned sour with Arachne acting dejected. �I�ll go see if I can�t drag her back up here.�
Arachne gave no protest as Juliana slipped out of the room.
Dealing with Arachne normally wasn�t much of anything. Except when Eva instructed, Arachne would all but ignore Juliana. A moping Arachne was far more uncomfortable to be around.
Juliana walked back down to the first floor and into the dormitory library. It wasn�t nearly as big as the main campus library, but it had several copies of all grade�s schoolbooks. There were a good number of extra books for extracurricular study.
Being smaller, none of the shelves were higher than Juliana�s head despite her rather petite stature. For now. Her mother would tower over nearly everyone she came across and one day Juliana was sure she would too.
No long black hair could be seen over the tops of the shelves. She walked up and down the few aisles anyway, in case Eva was kneeling down.
Juliana had yet to receive any kind of notice from her mother. She had just gone home Sunday night. There was no way she didn�t get a call about the golems on Tuesday morning, if not the night before. Juliana half expected to get pulled out of Brakket Academy, for good, by Friday.
Hopefully it wouldn�t come to that. Despite all the goings on, she�d actually been having fun at school. Even if most of the classwork was below the level of her mother�s tutelage.
Without finding her quarry, Juliana stopped by Mr. Sunji�s desk. The curly-haired man peeked over the rims of his glasses.
�Can I help you?� he asked in a soft voice.
�Have you seen Eva? A girl, slightly taller than me, black hair down to just below her hips,� she added at his puzzled look.
�Oh, I�ve seen her. She comes in with you sometimes.� Juliana nodded a confirmation. �Yeah, came in an hour or two ago. Only stayed about fifteen minutes. Haven�t seen her since.�
�I see. Know what books she was looking at?�
�Sorry. I don�t usually pay much attention unless people need something.�
Juliana sighed. �Thanks anyway Mr. Sunji.�
He nodded her off with a polite smile. Juliana doubted he knew her name. Not that it mattered.
Juliana headed back upstairs, ready to tell Arachne the bad news.
� � �
�Wakey-wakey.�
A hot sting burned into the side of Eva�s face. Her neck creaked as her head twisted to one side.
Her eyes snapped open. Sawyer�s wide grin was mere inches from her face.
�There we go. I was worried we killed you.�
The bone thin man stood alone in a small room. At least, the part she could see. He moved his hands just behind Eva�s head. There was a light clicking noise and a band tightened around her forehead. It held her head straight forwards, she couldn�t move it an inch in either direction.
A single light bulb hung from its cord just behind Sawyer. The dim light was barely enough to reach the rocky walls of the room. A barred door was firmly wedged in the opening.
If Eva didn�t know better, she�d think she was in one of the older buildings at her prison. She inspected every inch of that place. None of the buildings looked this much like a cave.
Eva tried to shout at him. Her mouth wouldn�t move. Rather than the cold grip of a specter, leather was taut against her mouth and chin. She couldn�t even move her lips.
�Ah yes, your restraints. I did them myself, quite proud of them. Go on, struggle.�
Eva tried. She didn�t even move. Something was wrapped around her forehead, several points on her arms and legs, and all along her torso. Judging by the cool air, she wasn�t wearing much other than her restraints.
�Not even a budge?� Sawyer tsked his tongue. �You should really try lifting a little. Exercise never hurt anyone.�
Eva was willing to bet she could arm wrestle the skinny little twig in front of her. With the restraints on, she couldn�t do much but glare.
�I wouldn�t worry about it anymore though.� He moved back and to the side, out of Eva�s vision. She tried to cast a fireball at herself. Even if her fireballs were weak, they should work on the restraints.
Or not.
The fireball fizzled out before it even left her fingertips.
Eva took a deep breath through her nose and tried again. Same response.
�Fascinating,� he said. �Do you have an implanted focus? Or is that� No matter. Magic doesn�t work in the dungeons. Can�t have our precious prisoners accidentally acquiring a focus and escaping, now can we?�
Eva let out a low growl. He was lying, of course. Magic did work. At least, it worked for her. Just not further away than her body.
She tried stepping straight forward.
Eva groaned. It felt like walking headfirst into a wrecking ball.
�Unexpected. Something just pinged against the anti-teleportation wards. Was that you?� He pinched Eva�s cheek from off to the side. �That school must be something special. I almost regret attacking it now.
�Now then,� he said, �apart from all your other tricks, blood mages are tricky sorts. Let�s test just how tricky you are, hmm?�
He walked back in front of Eva. In his hands was a small steel rectangle. It looked like the kind of thing a fat businessman would chop off the end of his cigar with. Kind of. Sawyer�s cigars must be made of steel.
Two sharp slices rang as Sawyer tested it on the air.
Eva tried to pull away as he brought it right next to her ear. The bindings gave no quarter.
He sliced it in the air again.
�Now, the test.� He knelt before her.
Without being able to tilt her head, Eva couldn�t see him.
Another slice through the air.
Eva kept her breathing calm and steady. Whatever he was going to do couldn�t be that bad. The contraption was too small for a foot. It would just be a toe.
Toes aren�t even big deals, really. Just little stubs of flesh and bone.
Cold metal touched against her little toe.
Eva tensed. She tried to curl her toes but a strap over her foot made it near impossible.
The cold disappeared and another slice shirked through nothing but air.
Eva didn�t relax.
The cold reappeared around her toe.
Eva screamed out. Or tried to. Her mouth wouldn�t budge. It came out more as a loud hum.
Her toe was off. It hurt. It hurt.
Sawyer popped back up holding a small, fleshy colored thing between his fingers.
�It was just a little toe and you�re trying so hard to thrash around? I�d have assumed a blood mage would be used to the pain. Are you really a blood mage?�
Eva glared at him, grinding down on her own teeth.
�I mean, there are no shards of blood exploding in my eyes. Not a single tendril of blood between your foot and the toe trying to reattach it. And,� he gave it a squeeze. Blood dripped down, pooling on the floor.
Eva could sense it. She could �see� it. The blood on the floor, his fingers, his shoe. She could see it all even without turning her head.
�And its black. I thought something was odd back in the woods. It might have been a trick of the light. Nope.� He laughed. �Black blood? You�re a demon yourself, aren�t you?�
With the restraints on, Eva couldn�t respond. She didn�t want to. With a deep breath, Eva concentrated on healing her damaged foot. Stopping the bleeding was the only thing she could do.
�That my restraints can hold a demon� Well, that brings a tear to my eye.� He laughed again. �I thought we�d barely get any money from selling off your body parts, but demon parts? Ohh boy, we�ll be living like kings. At least for a week or two.
�To be honest,� Sawyer leaned down, all but licking Eva�s ear. �I don�t care about the money, or the stupid book. Weilks� plan wouldn�t have turned it into the real thing. He�s a deluded fool getting on in age and getting a fear of Death.�
Eva glared. It was all she could do. Desperately willing the blood on his fingers to do something, anything, wasn�t working. Even if she could snap her fingers, the blood hadn�t touched her blade.
�If your kidnapping draws out the Elysium Sisters, all the better. Them trying to use their augur to find you would be the best case scenario. Weilks is out watching their movements.
�Meanwhile,� he snipped the cutter again, �I get all the fun!�
He knelt back down, snipping the cutter as he went.
�Oh good, you stopped your bleeding. It�d be a shame if you missed out on the fun by passing out or, Death forbid, dying.�
Eva hummed as another toe splattered to the floor.
�
Her last pinky dropped off its nub. Sawyer caught it in a small sack along with the others. He wiped a lock of blond hair back over his forehead. He didn�t seem to mind it being stained black with her blood.
�Ten toes, ten fingers. I honestly have no idea who would want to buy demon toes.� Sawyer�s grin was visible even through Eva�s tears. �I�m sure someone will. There are a lot of real freaks out there, you know?�
Eva couldn�t think. Her right thumb was the last to go and it didn�t even hurt. There was too much other hurt going on. She felt light-headed. Not a lack of blood. A lack of air. Her heart hammered non stop. Two nostrils were not enough for her needs.
�Now,� Sawyer said. He pulled a long, shiny knife off a side table, �there are a lot of real expensive goods inside here.� He patted her stomach.
Eva froze. Not that she had any choice, none of the restraints had loosened in the slightest. She might not have to worry about a hammering heart much longer.
�Not a lot you can live without though.� The knife glinted as he slid it back towards the table.
Eva almost relaxed. Almost. She�d learned better over the last hour.
�Then again, you are a demon. Who knows what you can live through?� His hand flashed to her chest. The knife drew across her skin.
Eva healed herself as fast as she could. The cut itself was barely a scratch against the pain pulsing out of her fingers. She glared at him all the while.
Sawyer drew back. �That�s an annoying ability. I might actually have to knock you out to get in there.� He pulled the whole tray of surgical materials into Eva�s line of sight. �I�m sure there is lots of other fun we can have until then.�
His hands passed over various implements. With each one, he paused and looked at Eva as if considering whether to use it or not.
None of them looked like anything Eva wanted used on her.
�Ahhh, this one might work.� He picked up an odd-looking metal stick. It was long and flat, with clear pincers at the end. �Watch close and I�ll explain how it works.�
Eva gave him her best glare.
�Enucleation. Know what that means?�
He got a glare in response.
�No? Well then, this thing here is flexible, see?� He bent the tip of the thing. �By pulling on a string at the end, it can hug whatever it is around. By pulling another string it goes snip-snip.� He demonstrated. The little flexible end snipped shut.
�Would you like to see how it works?� He laughed and pinched Eva�s cheek. �Of course you do.�
Sawyer gripped her forehead with one hand and pulled her eyelid open. With one deft movement, he jammed the thing into her eye.
Eva tried to scream. She tried to step. She tried fireballs and blood. Nothing worked. Nothing helped.
�Snip.�
Eva�s eyeball jiggled in its socket as Sawyer slid the implement around.
�Snip.�
Her toes and fingers were nothing. Losing her leg was nothing.
�Snip and snip. Okay, now the big one. Big smiles for the last one.�
Eva tried to scream. She tried to cry.
The cutter shoved further back. She could feel it. It wrapped around the backside of her eyeball.
�Snip.�
Her left eye went dark.
�And,� Sawyer made a popping sound with his mouth as he forced her eyeball out of its resting spot.
He held it up. A red-hazel eye stared back at Eva.
Eva threw up. For the first time in nearly eight years, Eva threw up.
It flooded into her mouth. With nowhere to go, it spewed out her nose. Two nostrils were not enough for her stomach. It dribbled down her bare chest, pooling under her seat.
Her lungs burned. Her nose cleared. Eva greedily inhaled, some of her own stomach acid flew back in, burning her lungs from the inside. With great effort, she swallowed back the stuff in her mouth before she started coughing.
Coughing didn�t work so well with your mouth covered.
It just hurt more.
�That wasn�t so bad,� Sawyer said, having taken a step away from her. �There�s still one left though.�
He moved in while Eva was still reeling from the first one. He quickly snipped out the smaller cuts and then stepped back.
Eva couldn�t move her eye anymore. It hung loosely, affected more by gravity than any of her will.
�You know,� he said, �demon eyes will fetch quite the price. Regenerate them quickly enough and maybe we won�t kill you. We�ll just harvest your eyes until you pay us back.
�With interest, of course.� He lunged forward, jamming the tool into her eye.
Eva�s vision went dark.
�If you promise to work on growing back your eyes, I�ll leave you alone for now.�
Eva felt fingers touching her cheek. They pulled away. A moment later, footsteps walked away from her. A door opened and slammed shut.
It took all of her willpower to concentrate on stopping the blood. Her eye sockets were slowly filling up behind the useless flaps that were her eyelids.
Eva slowly got herself under control. It might have been an hour or ten hours, she couldn�t tell.
Eva couldn�t even slump. She just sat in her chair. Body fluids still dripped from her chin down her chest. The dried parts cracked and stuck to her, but they were far from the most unpleasant thing she was feeling.
Grow back my eyes? Eva almost laughed at that. She wasn�t in the mood to laugh.
Maybe if she had been caught a few years from now. Somewhere in the final stages of her treatment.
As it was, Sawyer would just come back and see no progress in healing. She�d get her stomach cut open and everything valuable taken out.
She tried casting fireballs. The heat just fizzled out the moment they left her finger nubs. She tried another midway up her arm, right next to a restraint. There wasn�t even any heat with that.
Stepping didn�t work. Her blood wasn�t working. She could still see it. It was the only thing she could see, though it wasn�t true sight.
There wasn�t much to see. It was mostly a small section of the floor splattered in front of her, the ends of her feet and hands�and her face. Maybe some of the tools as well; they were too far away to do anything with even if she could move.
Demonology wouldn�t help either. She had no summoning circles nearby to call out to. No runes anywhere to charge. She hadn�t read the necromancy books, but she doubted they would�
Or would demonology help. Arachne was always pestering her about moving through Hell to reach their other home.
Infernal walks were dangerous for mortals. Even if Eva went, she assumed Arachne would be there to help.
Hell couldn�t be any more dangerous than waiting for Sawyer to return.
Eva concentrated. She would have closed her eyes but�
Eva didn�t shake her head. She tried, but failed.
Focusing, Eva channeled her magic into herself. Not elemental magic, not chaos magic. She channeled it into herself the same way she channeled magic to summon demons. Arachne hadn�t been clear on exactly what to do�the demon had never done it herself�but Eva got the gist that it was almost the same as summoning.
Except backwards.
Eva vanished from the room.
� � �
Her Eva was missing.
The stupid human returned without any real answers. She flopped down on her bed and shrugged it off saying Eva was �probably fine.�
Like Arachne would believe that. Necromancers running around and a missing Eva? �Probably fine� her tuberous abdomen.
Juliana conceded to that. She�d gotten her teacher to teleport the two of them out to the prison.
Eva wouldn�t be there.
Her Eva wouldn�t just run off without her. She promised never to do that again.
She promised. Eva wouldn�t lie to Arachne.
Which meant she had been kidnapped. Her Eva was in trouble and Arachne had no idea what to do. She was still alive; Arachne could feel it through their contract. But where at.
Arachne had left the dorms through the window. She marched around the area looking for any clues.
There were none.
If the necromancers were so easy to find, the foolish nuns would have found them already.
Arachne got the jitters as she walked along the forest near the Academy. She had half a mind to go get herself banished with the help of a nun. Then she could claw her way back into the mortal realm wherever her Eva�s necklace was.
That held dangers of its own. Aside from Hell�dangerous enough on its own�there was also the location of Eva. If she wasn�t in trouble, Arachne very well might expose her Eva as a diabolist. Their contract might be another problem.
Its wording was loose and vague, mostly on purpose. When they had made it, Arachne mentioned not having to go back to Hell as part of the deal. She wasn�t sure if wanting to go back to Hell would break the contract. If it did, Arachne would be at fault. She could handle the punishment the Void would dole out.
The real problem was that she wasn�t sure Eva would want to reforge their contract.
Everything was going smoothly with her plan. Eva seemed to enjoy Arachne�s company. Her Eva no longer complained about Arachne carrying her places, or physical contact in general. If anything, she expected it. That was a good sign. The necromancers helped, oddly enough, boost Eva�s reliance on Arachne. They had a home that was mostly meant for just them.
Nevertheless, Arachne couldn�t help but feel it was too soon. If she did anything to jeopardize their contract, would Eva be the one to reestablish their connection?
Her Eva would.
Would Arachne want it? She had another plan for after their contract ended naturally. A plan it was far too soon to enact. But maybe, if Eva�
Something happened. She could feel it in her heart tube. The binding coils of their contract were still there, so Eva hadn�t died. Something had happened.
Something bad.
Eva felt far away. Distance meant nothing to the Void�s contracts in the mortal plane. Yet it was there. A distance between them.
An involuntary shiver ran up Arachne�s exoskeleton.
Her Eva was in trouble.
Arachne ran.
She couldn�t banish herself. Arachne only tried magic once well over ten thousand years ago. It was a tedious annoyance when her job usually consisted of crushing skulls.
The nearest summoning circle she knew of was in the prison. She could charge it and use it to traverse to Hell. That was more than an hour away. There were closer ways to get to Hell.
Arachne ran until she reached the school. There. A suitable target walked away from Arachne just outside the building.
A white-robed nun spun to face the approaching demon. It didn�t matter if she heard Arachne�s approach or if she felt the murderous rage pouring off the demon. She turned too slow.
Arachne had her sharp fingers gripped around the nun�s neck. �Banish me,� Arachne growled out.
The nun�s eyes flashed white, a burning glow coming from within. Lightning arced from her fingers into Arachne�s shoulder.
Almost involuntarily�almost�Arachne crushed the nun�s neck. She went limp and sank to the ground. It didn�t matter. Devon said they could feel each other die, or some nonsense. More would be here quickly enough.
Arachne thrust her hands inside the chest of the nun, piercing her with her needly fingers over and over again. It had been such a long time and Arachne couldn�t wait calmly.
By the time Arachne changed to pulling limbs off, two more nuns raced across the campus.
One immediately launched a lightning bolt towards Arachne. The mutilated remains of the first nun kindly blocked it.
The third nun began speaking as the other kept up her assault.
�Demon. Sathanus, subcategory: Lucifer. Designation: Arachne. Response: Banish.�
At least they had her name right this time, Arachne thought as she dodged another bolt of lightning. She didn�t know what the Sathanus and Lucifer nonsense was about, but she was Arachne.
A game. Arachne would make it a stress reducing game. Could the nun banish her before her companion was a pulpy mess.
Arachne intended to find out.
She launched up into the air, unfurling herself to her full glory. A lightning bolt lanced up into her abdomen before she landed. She shrugged it off. It wouldn�t be pleasant later but right now, Arachne just didn�t care.
The lightning nun rolled out of the way just as Arachne landed where she had been.
Arachne barreled forth, barely avoiding another lightning strike. A blue shield enveloped the nun, stopping her claws just inches from her body. As much as she hated to admit it, she would have been banished in that alley if Eva hadn�t helped break the shield.
This time, she had no help. Arachne could feel the Void opening up beneath her. She almost stopped and let it take her. Not before she gave the nun a last parting gift.
Arachne swung her bulbous abdomen around, the same move that had scattered a mass of bones five times the nun�s size. Even with the shield, the nun went flying. She crashed straight through the cinder block wall.
Empty tendrils grew out of the ground. They wrapped around Arachne and pulled her down into a large portal.
She gave the remaining nun a grin as the mortal realm vanished above her.
The web covered crag of her domain rapidly approached Arachne.
Odd, Arachne thought as she fell, the contract with Eva feels closer now.

Author�s Note: Eva was tortured by Sawyer. She had her toes, fingers, and eyes removed. She attempted an �infernal walk� to escape.

Extra 002

Alchemy: Potions
�The first potion we will brew is a simple one. Despite its simplicity, it tends to be one of the most useful.� Professor Lurcher held up a small flask of light blue liquid. �It goes by many names depending on where you are. Anything from a quick fix elixir to the ostentatious �panacea.'�
Irene jotted down every word into her notebook. Potions, and alchemy in general, was not her best subject nor the one she was most interested in. That made it all the more important to pay attention.
It wasn�t that she saw no value in the subject. Alchemy filled many gaps left by regular thaumaturgy. Healing, for one. There were no spells that mended bone and flesh. Potions could be used to that end.
No, Irene definitely saw value in the subject. The problem was simply that potion making never made any sense. None of her tutors before school started could ever explain why ingredients provided seemingly unrelated effects when mixed.
Jordan couldn�t even tell her, and he liked the subject.
Unfortunately for Irene, the potion they would brew in class seemed to follow the nonsensical pattern.
Professor Lurcher quickly went through the ingredients, their amounts, and specific brewing instructions. All together it was a glowing mushroom, skimmed pond scum, powdered flame salamander eggshell, dirt from an anthill, and a tiny dab of low SPF suntan lotion.
At least he explained that suntan lotion wasn�t always used in this potion. It simply became a cheap alternative to rarer ingredients. The dirt was added to the recipe at the same time to help absorb unnecessary chemicals from the lotion.
Not a single sentence was spared for discussing why one might use dirt from an anthill rather than dirt from a termite hill.
How much a tiny dab consisted of went unsaid as did brand or specific type.
Maybe this potion doesn�t need specifics for the lotion, Irene thought as she glanced at all the precise measuring tools on their counters. None of them were labeled as a dab.
�I must stress that it is not a panacea. In some cases, the quick fix elixir may make things worse. Do not administer it if the subject is suffering from heart problems, missing or broken limbs, shortness of breath, or infections. If you don�t know if you should or shouldn�t give a dose, do not do so.�
It took almost half the lesson to go over the potion�s effects. Irene diligently wrote down every downside the potion could have. He went on to list several side effects like bloating, temporary tongue extensions, sore earlobes, full body hair loss, swollen feet, death, and more; Irene was sure she never wanted to take a quick fix elixir.
That reluctance only increased when the list of benefits was drastically shorter.
�It is good for most headaches, sore throats, nausea, most digestive problems, and minor injuries. It has a short boost to your body�s natural blood generation and will help close up small cuts.� He stopped and almost glared at the class. �As you can see, it is not a panacea. If you�re willing to risk the side effects, it can be effective for small things.�
Eva let out a short snort from her seat next to Irene.
Irene wasn�t sure why she chose to sit next to the black-haired girl. Probably because Shelby snatched up the seat next to Jordan and, given her collection of potions on the trip over, Eva had to be better at potions than Max was.
She wasn�t sure that was the right choice.
Eva never took notes. Sure, the first few days of going over lab equipment and safety procedures were not that interesting. What if something happened? What was Eva going to do then?
Even now that they were starting on their first actual potion, Eva hadn�t written down a single word. She didn�t even have a notebook out.
And Professor Lurcher hadn�t missed her scoff.
�Something the matter, Spencer?�
�I�ve told you before to call me Eva.� The girl�s tone had a distinct edge to it that Irene did not want leveled her way. �And there is something wrong. All that drivel you just spouted, Wayne Lurcher. I�ve taken possibly hundreds of general remedy potions, and seen plenty of other people take them. Not once have I seen any of your listed side effects.�
�Then I suggest you exercise caution in the future. Regardless of your personal experiences, Spencer, people can and do suffer more than they�re cured when they take a quick fix elixir.�
Eva just glared at the teacher, probably for using her last name again rather than his berating her. For whatever reason, her name seemed to be a sore spot for the girl. Still, she didn�t raise her voice at the professor again.
Irene gathered the ingredients from the professor�s desk. She set to grinding eggshells while Eva diced mushrooms.
The lotion, dirt, and pond scum all went into a flask of water. It was heated over the burner. Irene measured out an exact amount of her eggshell powder and dumped it in while Eva just eyeballed the number of mushroom chunks to put in.
They carefully stirred the murky brown and green goop. The temperature had to be regulated constantly. It needed to stay hot for a few moments before cooling for another few moments and back again. Eva volunteered to maintain the temperature.
She did not seem to pay attention to the thermometer.
Irene�s fingers twitched at that. She felt a need to take over from Eva and follow the directions in the book. Before she could protest her partner�s irresponsible brewing, the potion completed.
In the blink of an eye, the opaque goop turned clear with a light blue tint.
Irene shook her head. I hate potions, she thought as bottled up a small vial and dropped it off at Professor Lurcher�s desk.

Chapter 025

The Void
Author�s Note: There is blood in this chapter. Nothing on the level of the previous chapter. You will be able to bypass it by skipping down a few paragraphs.
Eva jolted awake.
Gritty sand flew in all directions as she flopped over to her back. She could feel it; it ground into her hair, her mouth, her finger stubs, her�
This isn�t the prison or the dorms, Eva thought. She looked around.
Eva landed on a small island. Water stretched endlessly as far as Eva could see.
A small flutter of hope beat in Eva�s chest. She brought her wrist to her face slowly. Her fingers were still gone. She could see them, or rather, she couldn�t see them. But she could see.
Her wrist bumped into an empty eye socket. She slumped back against the sand. It�s just a trick of this place.
Eva clamped down on a tension in her jaw. There had been enough crying earlier. She wasn�t going to cry. It couldn�t be a good idea to cry with empty eye sockets.
She knelt on her stomach and dry heaved at the thought. Her mouth still carried the putrid taste of vomit. She crawled up to the edge of the water.
It was black. The entire ocean had not a single ripple or wave. The entire glassy surface was black. Eva looked up. There was not a single star, sun, or moon in the sky.
There were no fires or lights, nothing that might help her see. She had a brief wonder if that was how things would look if Eva had her eyes. It didn�t matter.
The water, despite its color, didn�t smell different from normal water. Eva touched just the tip of her tongue to it. Normal, as far as she could tell. Not even salty like an ocean. Even if it turned out to be unnatural later, she wasn�t planning on drinking it.
Eva cupped some up in her hands�a task much harder without fingers than it should be�and rinsed it around in her mouth. She repeated the action another few times as well as wiping out her nose�the best she could with no fingers. The water ripples flattened out much faster than they should have.
Feeling much cleaner, if not much better, Eva took stock of her surroundings. The island might have taken her maybe five minutes to run around the edge at a light jog, if she felt so inclined. It wasn�t very big. A single tree with gray bark jutted out of the center. It was a skinny thing that held no leaves on its thin branches.
That was it. An endless black ocean in every direction, a small beach, a tree, and an empty night sky.
And heat. Eva was quite thankful for that. Being broken and naked in a cold place might have been unbearable.
It wasn�t as hot as she�d been lead to believe Hell should be, if that was truly where she was. It was the only place she could think of based on what she had been doing. Obviously the infernal walk failed. Unless she was supposed to walk somewhere here.
Eva didn�t know how to get back. She could try summoning herself or the same reverse summon she did to get here. For now, she�d look around.
Rather than try to stand, Eva tried to step. A small amount of relief filled her sick stomach when the step worked. She appeared kneeling next to the tree.
As happy as she was about her step working, Eva didn�t know what she expected. The island didn�t suddenly grow, no doors magically appeared, and the tree didn�t have any levers or buttons she could see. All she�d accomplished was moving a few feet to the center of the island.
Eva sighed and stepped back to an edge of the water. She still had dried vomit all down her front, butt, legs, and feet. The bloodied stumps of her toes, while not bleeding thanks to her healing efforts, had both blood and vomit caked on them.
She slowly inched herself into the water. She couldn�t see through the black, mirror-like surface. That made her nervous. Still, the water was without even a single ripple, other than her own.
Eva relaxed back with the water up to her neck. She rested her head on the beach and let the hot water soothe away her aches. Her eye sockets would need cleaning eventually. They had partially filled with blood, tears, and probably a little sand.
The idea of sticking fingers into her empty sockets sent shivers up her spine. Luckily she didn�t have any fingers. Eva didn�t count herself as the squeamish type, but there was something horrifying about her own empty eyes.
The emptiness was there. Almost as tangible as her eyes had been. She could feel the lack of anything pressing on the surrounding socket. Not to mention her eyelids. Without her eyes putting pressure on them, she kept trying to move them and they would just flap.
Eva shook her head. Not the line of thought she wanted to get into right now.
This place is nice, Eva thought as she lay in the water. If it wasn�t for� for that grinning man, she might have enjoyed coming here. Provided she could leave.
That was something she�d worry about later. Now, Eva just wanted to rest.
�
Channeling magic into herself didn�t work in any way, shape, or form.
Eva awoke after what felt like a very long nap. There was no way to tell exactly how long. The sky was as empty as it had been since she arrived. It felt like a good nap.
All her aches vanished. Eva half expected to have grown new fingers while she was out.
The water ran off her finger nubs as she lifted her arms out of the water. With a sigh, she put any thoughts of immediate recovery behind her. Devon was supposedly getting a whole new arm. How hard could a few fingers, toes, and eyes be.
She�d need to get off the island and back to reality if she wanted her master�s help in recovering lost limbs. Nothing she tried helped. Trying to get out the same way she got in did nothing.
Drawing a summoning circle and trying to summon anything did nothing. Standing in it and trying to leave by walking into it did nothing. Ylva did that both times she left reality. Eva wondered what would happen if her master tried to summon Eva into the real world. Did she need to set up some sort of gate on this side to get back?
Eva had no idea how demons really worked. They could get through to reality even without a summoner making a connection. That required a beacon like the one Eva suspected the black skull might be.
If she could use anything she left behind as a beacon, Eva didn�t know how.
That exhausted her total demonic knowledge. Something she really would like to brush up on one of these days. Her master could probably escape, so long as this truly was Hell.
It matched no description Eva had ever heard. It was hot, but not unbearably so. There were no other demons around. The only reason she still thought this was Hell was Arachne describing Hell as a void on a single occasion and that the Endless Void supposedly held dominion over the entire realm. Whatever that meant.
Devon would know. Eva would definitely ask to restart their demonology lessons.
For now, it left Eva in the terrible position of not knowing what to do. Her magic worked. Mostly. Darkness spells did absolutely nothing that Eva could see. An effect of her eyes being gone or the place, she didn�t know.
Her blink worked. Her fireballs worked. She could dig through the earth as Juliana taught her. Her light spell worked though it was just a dot in the sky, no actual illumination seemed to happen; her fireballs produced no light either.
She sent a ball of light across the glassy water until she couldn�t see the spot anymore. There was nothing but emptiness out there.
Nothing tried to eat her while she slept, so Eva decided to go for a short swim around the island. It was an awkward affair. Fingers, despite being so small, made enough of a difference that it was almost like relearning how to swim with just her square meat pads of hands.
She tried her hardest not to think about that.
The further out she went, the odder the water got. There was more pressure than normal water even at the surface. When she went down the sandbank to a neck-deep level, the water felt like it was hugging her.
Eva lifted a hand out of the water, expecting the liquid to cling to her skin. It didn�t. The water ran off into the pool creating tiny ripples that quickly dispersed. It was also completely opaque, something she failed to notice when she cleaned herself off.
She doubted she would see anything, but it couldn�t hurt to try. Anywhere would be better than her little island. Taking a deep breath, Eva dunked her head underwater.
The water pressed into her empty sockets. It met no resistance from her flaps of eyelids as it squeezed past.
Then it was gone. Not just the water in her eyes; all the water vanished.
A brief feeling of weightlessness took hold of Eva�s stomach.
She fell.
A hard, flat surface rushed up to greet her. It greeted her hard.
She crumpled and landed on her stomach, face hitting the floor a moment later.
Everything was black.
She couldn�t see.
Eva�s breath raced.
A light spell did nothing. No illumination, no little dot against whatever background was around her.
A heavy thunk hit the ground behind her. And then another. Then another and another and another.
Five thunks, each slightly different in sound as they hit. One higher, then another lower.
There was a short pause before five more thunks hit the ground in the same sound order. High, low, high, mid, mid. Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.
They were closer than before.
Something was coming her way.
Eva scrambled along the ground on all fours. Away from the noise.
It kept coming. Five thunks. Each sounding closer than the last.
Eva hit a wall. She felt around. It was smooth metal. No door handles, no openings.
She scurried along the wall, desperate to move away from the noise.
It was louder, almost deafening.
Her hand slipped in something. Eva�s arms fell out in front of her. Her face hit whatever she slipped on.
She could see it.
Blood.
Another thunk.
The thing was right on top of her. Eva cowered into a ball.
Another thunk.
A huge, metal sounding pole impacted the ground mere inches from her.
She could feel it hit the ground. The blood splattered up onto the pole.
Another thunk.
This one past her. Opposite of where the pole right next to her was. It sounded muffled.
Another thunk.
Another thunk.
Her bare backside almost was skewered. If she had clothes on, they would certainly be torn.
Another thunk.
The pole right next to her lifted up. It passed over what she decided was a wall and settled down on the other side with a muffled thunk.
Another lifted up, one she couldn�t see. She could feel the air as it passed over her.
The pole against her backside scraped against her as it lifted.
The contraption froze.
Eva froze.
She held her breath, not daring to even breathe. If she had the tools, she might have speared her heart to keep it from hammering so loudly.
Her backside cut open as the contraption moved once more. Eva could sense blood trickling down her butt. Her cut healed more on instinct than any conscious act on Eva�s part.
Eva watched the pole, with mere droplets of her blood on it, as it lifted up and over the wall.
Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.
Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.
Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.
Eva gasped in air. Her lungs were on fire. Her heart felt like it might explode.
She lay in the pool of someone else�s blood, thankful to be able to see anything at all, and waited for her shaking to stop.
Eva rolled in the blood, smearing it on herself. It meant she could see at least herself. Wiping on her face and soaking it in her hair created the odd sensation of seeing herself from outside her body.
Or like she had mirrors all around her.
She wished she had a container. She could splatter it around while she moved and at least get some simulacrum of the environment in her head.
That was not to be the case. There was nothing she could use.
Calmed down enough to think, though her heart still racing, Eva concentrated on the blood that was there.
She followed it up, her vision expanding as she concentrated and calmed. A person hung from chains attached somewhere out of her blood sight. He had a large hook through his chest. Blood dripped down from his toes.
He writhed and moaned, obviously still alive.
She ignored him. He wasn�t in any state to help her.
Eva splashed through his blood, splattering it around as much as she could. She crawled through it as far as she could stretch it.
Eventually, Eva ran out. She crawled along, blind to everything but herself and the rapidly diminishing trail of blood she made.
The sound of someone sobbing slowly grew audible.
She concentrated as hard as she could on expanding her vision as she crawled.
A small pool of blood entered her range about fifty feet away. She crawled towards it.
Another person, a woman this time, hung above the blood. Eva wasn�t sure she had a full grasp on interpreting her blood vision. There were two long poles on chains leading up to the ceiling like the kind trapeze artists swung on. They crisscrossed each other through the woman�s neck.
How her head hadn�t torn off her body, Eva couldn�t begin to fathom. Her body didn�t look like the lightest thing around.
Eva smeared herself in the pool of blood. It wasn�t as much as the man�s blood, but it freshened her up.
Do you wish to go back in time?
Eva whirled. She couldn�t find any source of a voice. That only meant they didn�t have blood on them. The woman above her continued sobbing, not taking notice of any voice.
You could regain your eyes. Your fingers. Your toes. Just say yes.
The voice came from all around, yet nowhere at the same time.
Devon was mad enough at her for Ylva�s throne room. Ylva had to be more benign than whatever lived here. She was sure she�d regret any contract made with whatever this was.
With time on your side, you could get revenge on all those who slight you.
Eva ignored the voice. She had a thought. Why couldn�t she sense someone who didn�t have blood on them. If they had blood in them, what difference would it make.
Eva focused on the woman above her. She had blood in her. She�d have to, in order to bleed.
The blood flowed from the holes in her neck. It fountained from her arteries and veins. Eva concentrated on that. Deeper and deeper inside.
You could get revenge before they hurt you.
Shut up, Eva thought. Her concentration broke. The sight of the blood shrank back to the woman�s neck. Eva focused again.
It was easier this time. Her sight sank into the woman. Limbs, organs, a beating heart. The woman�s whole body opened up to Eva. Every pulse brought her sight to life.
A neat trick, but not helping me escape. Even searching around for any other people brought up a blank.
Eva launched a fireball at the chains on the woman�s neck. It fizzled out without doing any damage. At least, none that Eva could see. For all she knew, that could be a lot.
She tried again, aiming for the same spot.
I wouldn�t do that.
On her twentieth try, the chain snapped. The woman swung to one side. The remaining pole tore through the woman�s neck as she swung. She landed with a plop in the pool of her own blood.
Somehow, she still sobbed and showed no signs of stopping. Eva wondered if she was even aware of anything outside her head.
Either way, her being alive was good.
Eva wiped the back of her right hand off on a relatively clean part of the woman�s body. At least, clean of blood. Cleaner than Eva was, in any case.
She shuddered at the thought that she might have been crawling through more than just blood. At least Eva wouldn�t be getting any infections.
With the back of her hand somewhat cleared off, Eva dipped her opposite thumb stump into the pool of blood. She carefully drew a circle on the back of her hand. Six lines spread outwards from the circle, touching the edge of a larger circle.
Probably the worst drawing Eva had done ever.
Hopefully it would work.
Moving to straddle the woman�s stomach, Eva whispered, �sorry, but you�re worth more dead than alive at the moment.� Her voice was hoarse and scratched in her throat.
Eva channeled magic into the back of her hand. She pressed down hard on the woman�s chest. A light pop was the only indication anything happened for a moment. The woman�s slowing cries were the next indication.
There it was. Looking inwards, Eva could see it covered in the woman�s blood. A bloodstone, right where her heart once was.
Eva smiled for the first time in a long time. She hadn�t expected that to work. Normally one should touch a beating heart directly. Not to mention the very malformed circle on the back of her hand.
Still, it had worked. The woman�s blood swirled around the bloodstone. With some effort and direction, the bloodstone erupted from her chest, covered in blood.
Eva inspected the bloodstone by covering it with blood. The blood filled every crevasse on the small marble.
That was a bad sign. Bloodstones were supposed to be smooth. The most perfect spheres to exist. Eva doubted this one would last a week. Less with use.
Eva planned to put it to good use.
She touched it to the pool of blood and the woman. Once sucked dry, Eva brought up as many blood marbles as she could. The marbles fell into a fast orbit around her, two merged together to form a sort of rolling-pin to run along the ground in front of her and check for obstacles. They were the only things Eva could sense in this place.
A small amount of blood kept circling around the stone. Without fingers, it was more convenient to have it hover in front of her. No dagger to mount it in, she would have a hard time drawing her own blood. A full, large bodied woman should be plenty for now. The woman�s blood was probably far more pure, according to blood magic, in any case.
Snapping fingers would be hard. Clapping would have to suffice for now. It was all a crutch in her mind, Eva knew. At least, theoretically. She�d never managed to vanish or obliterate blood without snapping in the past.
The blood swirled around her, touching against surfaces to grant her sight. Armed with her tools of war, Eva felt far more confident.
At least until a thunk sounded in the distance.
Now you�ve drawn the attentions of the keeper.
Eva shook the sing-song voice out of her head. It was not helping.
She ran.
Or tried to. The moment she shifted weight to her nonexistent toes, she fell.
Eva growled as toppled forward. She could fix this now. Several blood orbs dashed to her, catching her and righting her. She sent a handful of marbles to her feet. The spread out, forming makeshift toes. More blood stretched around her feet to anchor them in place.
Tentatively testing her temporary toes, Eva was happy to find they worked. At least for now.
She ran.
Whatever the keeper was, it couldn�t be a good thing to have the attentions of.
The walls of wherever she was ran in a large circle. At least from what she could tell of the short distance she ran. Another few bodies hung around the arena.
Eva happily sent her bloodstone skimming over the surface, gathering even more blood to herself.
There were no doors, no windows.
No roof either. At least not within her rough fifty foot range. Whatever the chains were attached to was so high, she couldn�t sense it.
Rather than continue around the arena�something that would bring her closer to those thunks�Eva created pillars out of the blood. Steps leading over the edge of the steel wall. She wasn�t sure the steps would hold her weight.
It was the first time she�d tried something like this. She�d never, ever had this much blood to play with. At least not since she made her last bloodstone, but she didn�t need to use the blood then. There was no way she could store this much blood without it degrading beyond use.
The steps did hold her weight.
Eva dashed up. She already sent an orb over to see the other side. There was ground there.
The thunks were slowly getting closer.
Rather than wait and form up steps on the other side. Eva just jumped.
One of her slippers splattered on landing. Eva tumbled into gritty sand.
Sand! That meant water, hopefully. Water brought her here, water could take her away.
Eva reformed her toes and ran. It was much harder to maintain cohesion while running across sand. Eva didn�t care. More blood was sent to her feet as she ran.
Her feet hit water before long.
Not sure that it would come with her otherwise, Eva popped her bloodstone into her mouth along with as much blood as would fit. She filled her eye sockets, ears, and other crevasses with as much as she could hold. The rest wrapped around her body.
She dived into the water thinking of nothing but home.
Like before, the water squeezed in on her and vanished.
A brief feeling of weightlessness took hold of Eva�s stomach once again.
And she fell.
Not a hard fall. Not like last time. She gently wafted down to a sandy beach.
A wave of nausea passed over Eva as she looked over the island with a single tree through blood filled eye sockets.
With a thought, the blood drained from everywhere she stuffed it. She was happy to note that the blood she wrapped around herself came through. It began orbiting around her, searching for any threats despite how the island felt safe the last time she was here.
One splattered against something. Something that wasn�t on the island before.
Eva whirled around, sending more orbs.
The orbs froze in midair. They dropped to the ground a moment later.
Eva fell to her knees and started crying.
She couldn�t help it. She tried to stop. Tried to stand up.
There was just no strength.
All her adrenaline was spent. Just a broken girl lying on a beach.
Sharp claws thrust out and grabbed Eva�s shoulders in a vice grip.
�It�s alright,� Arachne said. She pulled Eva close, squeezing her tighter than ever. �It�s okay.�
Eva threw her arms around the spider, squeezing just as hard as she cried into the demon�s shoulder.
�
Eva could see the agitation building in Arachne as her story went on. She looked about ready to tear something apart.
Unfortunately, the only thing to tear apart was Eva herself or the tiny twig that passed as a tree.
�The abattoir was a dangerous place to go. You shouldn�t have done that.�
�I didn�t know,� Eva snapped. �I was trying to get out of here. I didn�t want to end up in some demon�s private torture room.�
�The people there are being punished for severe breaches in contracts. Or rather, caught breaching contracts.�
�As nice as that is, I don�t really care.� Eva sighed as she leaned against Arachne.
Never had she been so glad to see a friendly face. They settled down at the edge of the beach and Eva couldn�t stop talking. Arachne silently listened to Eva�s day, even when Eva stopped at a few points.
Arachne had Eva�s hand in her own. She gently rubbed her claws over the back of her hand.
�I can fix this, I think.�
�What?�
�Not your eyes, I don�t think mine would fit.�
Eva pulled away from the demon and looked at her in her gray eyes. Everything was gray here, an odd irregularity she hadn�t noticed when she was alone.
�I�m not sure what you�re saying.�
�How do you think Devon is going to get his arm back? He�s going to make some deal with some demon. That demon is going to chop off its own arm and slap it on Devon. Demons do it all the time.�
Arachne stopped and shifted against the said. �I�ve never done it before. I�m sure it isn�t hard, I watched it happen once. My blood is your blood which can�t hurt.�
Eva pulled her hand out of Arachne�s grip. �I can�t take your fingers. Arachne, I��
�It isn�t even a big deal to demons, we regenerate things quickly. You would too, if you were further along. It�� She stopped again and gripped Eva�s hand, running a finger at the base of her wrist. �It would be your whole hand. My fingers,� she wiggled her needle-like claws, �aren�t exactly compatible with human hands. The wrist is much closer.�
�Arachne,� Eva said firmly, �I can�t take your hands.�
�If you don�t, you�ll be going through the same thing Devon is going through. Summoning demon after demon, asking what they want for their body parts. Finding a good deal will be difficult, I assure you. You�re going to have to do that for your eyes already, since mine aren�t analogous to human eyes.�
�You said it yourself, I�ll regenerate when I�m further along.�
�I wouldn�t take that risk, if I were you.�
�What is that supposed to mean?�
�When you reach the point where you can regenerate, your body might decide how you are then is how you should be. You might not be able to regenerate your missing parts at that point. You�d then have to go through the summon and bargaining process anyway and hope that whatever you�re given works.�
Eva frowned. That wasn�t what she wanted to hear.
Arachne pulled Eva�s hand up. �Close your� or just don�t think.�
�Wait,� Eva half shrieked. She pulled her hand back to her beating heart.
�You�re not going to find a better deal than free hands.�
�I know. I just�� Eva didn�t know what she just.
Arachne pulled her in close. Extra legs sprouted from her back, holding her steady. Two of the legs pinched Eva�s arms, holding them steady.
�Arachne,� Eva panicked. She tried to pull away. The restraints held her down tight, too tight. �I don�t think��
�Don�t think,� Arachne said softly. �If you have to think about something, think about pulling those necromancer�s hearts out with your new claws.�
Eva stepped. She turned and looked at Arachne.
The spider-demon stood there frozen. Her legs still wrapped around the empty air Eva vacated. A moment after, she slumped. A dejected slump, like Eva just turned down her best attempts at helping.
In a way, she might have.
It didn�t matter.
�Not like that. That was too close to being in that chair again.� Eva took a deep breath. �I don�t want to hate you like that.�
Arachne didn�t respond. Her back still faced Eva, not having moved since she slumped down.
�It is a good deal, I�m sure,� Eva said slowly. �If I thought about it long enough, I�m sure I would agree.�
�Let�s wait.�
A long sigh escaped Eva�s lips. She stepped back to Arachne and laid a hand on her shoulder. �I�m glad. I was scared.�
�I wouldn�t have done anything to hurt you. I mean,� Arachne hesitated, looking off away from Eva, �it might have hurt having the rest of your hands removed. But it would have gotten better in the end.�
�It is the emotional hurt that I am worried about. I don�t want to see you like I saw Sawyer.�
�We have all the time here. When you feel up to it, let me know.�
Eva sat down on the beach, her back pressed against Arachne�s back. �We can�t get back?�
�I can. It will take some preparations. Your necklace is a beacon I can use to break the rules and escape from here without being summoned.�
Eva expected the necklace to be a beacon. �But not me.�
�There are rules in place to prevent other demons escaping with one�s beacon.�
�I can�t make my own beacon for you to take with you?�
Semi-tough hair tendrils smacked the side of Eva�s face as Arachne shook her head. She dodged their return trip. �Again, there are rules. I can�t take another demon�s gift with me without being summoned regularly. Even if I could, gifts must be accepted in the hands of a mortal�a mortal who knows they are gifts from a demon�before they become active.�
�So,� Eva said with a trepidatious smile, �we just need loopholes in these rules. I�m not a demon right? Try taking me back with you.�

Chapter 026

Ylva | Out of the Fire
Juliana ran out of the small building titled Womens Ward.
Even without asking her, Zoe could see the blond hadn�t found her roommate.
Truly a troublesome student. If Eva just ran off somewhere with Mr. Carter without telling anyone, Zoe would be sticking a tracking tag on the girl.
If she hadn�t run off� well, she would probably still be getting a tracking tag, so long as she came back in one piece.
�I couldn�t go into her room,� Juliana said, �but I made a lot of noise at the door. I don�t think she�s home.�
Zoe frowned at that. She wished Eva had just added her to the wards set up around the place. She�d been warned not to wander aimlessly, but if this was an emergency then her professorial duty must be done.
�Let�s check the other buildings.�
�That building,� Juliana pointed towards a nearby cell house, �I think is her mentor�s building. I�m not even sure Eva is allowed inside; we should probably avoid it.�
�Good to know. Any others?�
�Not that I know of.�
�Let�s hurry then.�
Zoe and Juliana explored the rest of the complex. They avoided the two burned out buildings as well as the large machine shop. No one would stay in the burned out areas and the machine shop didn�t look like it had been opened in decades.
That left the remaining cell houses. The newer ones all seemed devoid of life. One, the furthest from Eva�s appropriated home, seemed less than devoid of life.
The smell leaking from it affected Juliana, Zoe could tell. She fidgeted. Her hand gripped tighter around her wand. Traces of flowing metal creeped up her neck to her chin.
Juliana�s nervousness only increased Zoe�s agitation. It was like some kind of paranoia plague leaking off the girl.
In truth, it wasn�t just Juliana. Necromancers were one thing. They dealt with the dead. What you would face fighting them was a known factor for the most part.
Diabolists were unpredictable. There were so many demons Zoe could think of and it wasn�t even a fraction of what a true diabolist would know of. Even that number wouldn�t be half the total number of demon types, let alone demons.
Zoe didn�t consider herself that great of a combatant. She could demolish students by the dozen, but they were just students. In her mock battles with Genoa, she did alright. If the mage-knight went all out, she doubted she�d be able to keep up.
That wasn�t even getting to nonthaumaturgical battles. The sisters favored lightning�an odd sort of lightning�there was no way that was all they were capable of. Their eyes glowed and they would suddenly know things a regular person shouldn�t know. Not to mention their lack of foci when casting. Whatever secrets they held, they never shared.
�You don�t have to come in, Juliana.�
The blond gave her a glare. �I can fight on my own.�
�Don�t. Demons are not to be trifled with. If a demon attacks us, I will immediately teleport us to the academy.� She rested one hand on Juliana�s shoulder and kept her dagger ready in her other hand. �Don�t move away from me.�
With no small sense of foreboding in her heart, Zoe opened the door to cell house two.
Luke warm air drifted out. The air smelled far fresher than the putrid stench outside the building. It was almost pleasant.
The interior consisted of a white marble ring surrounding a deep pit. Large arches held what looked like open doorways leading outwards. A black marble platform was suspended in the center of the pit. The only support it seemed to have were from chains bigger than Zoe herself stretching high into the sky.
A sky.
There was no way any of this fit in the relatively small cell house.
From the gray clouds in the sky, a single pillar of light shone down on a black throne raised up on steps in the center platform. A skeleton clothed in a pure white gown sat the throne. Its legs were spread as far apart as the armrests would allow. It seemed to have sunk down into the chair, barely keeping on the seat. One elbow rested on the armrest; its knuckles curled at the cheek of the skull, propping it up. The other arm draped over the other armrest.
It hadn�t moved a muscle�figuratively�since the door had opened, but Zoe couldn�t shake the feeling that it was watching her.
Zoe exchanged a quick glance with Juliana. Nothing on the girl�s face looked like she wanted to enter. A sentiment Zoe mirrored.
Still, she was in charge of Eva. If Eva went in here then it would be neglect to not enter.
At least, that�s what Zoe told herself as she stepped into the room.
Echoes spread through the chamber as her heels clacked on the marble floor.
Now that they were inside, the room only seemed larger. The marble ring could hold a whole classroom without any students feeling like they might fall. Railings would make Zoe feel much better, but whoever designed this place obviously didn�t feel the same way.
The door slammed shut, sending more ominous echoes through the room.
Zoe immediately flicked her dagger to send them between.
The walls did not drop away. The room stayed exactly as it was.
That�s a first, she thought. She�d have to check with Wayne, but Zoe never had between cut off before.
Zoe kept a firm grip on Juliana�s shoulder.
The blond scanned the whole room as if expecting an attack from anywhere. Her eyes kept darting back to the still skeleton.
�Show yourself,� Zoe called out. There had to be someone here. If not, she�d only embarrassed herself in front of Juliana.
�You would make demands of Ourself?�
The feminine voice boomed around them.
Juliana jumped. Zoe grabbed her shoulder and pulled her closer.
�Who are you?� Zoe asked.
�Another demand. Asking for a title before introducing yourself no less. Mortal manners have fallen over the centuries, We see.�
�KNEEL�
Juliana was all but torn from her hands as her knees slammed into the marble. Zoe didn�t manage much better. Someone tied ropes around her knees and pulled them into the ground.
She hissed as one of her knees felt like it cracked.
Juliana didn�t make a sound. Perhaps the metal flowing beneath her clothes cushioned her.
�We have observed you wandering about the grounds. We will not tolerate quidnuncs in Our presence.�
�I am Zoe Baxter, an instructor at a nearby magical academy. To my side is a pupil of mine, Juliana.� Zoe spoke quickly. She did not want to be on a list of intolerable things, not when a voice that could move her body against her will with a mere word had that list.
�We are searching for another pupil of mine, Eva.�
Zoe chanced looking around when the voice did not return. Nothing had changed in their surroundings. The skeleton, still sitting atop the throne, hadn�t budged and there was nothing else around.
�She has gone missing,� Zoe continued. �If you have any information, it would be graciously appreciated. If not, we apologize for our intrusion and will leave at once.�
�So mortals can display manners when their lives are endangered.�
The skeleton drew itself to its feet. It took one step down from its throne. Then another. At the third step, it moved out of the ray of light.
A woman stood in place of the skeleton. At first glance, she looked beautiful. Her square jaw kept high as she descended the stairs. Her eyes never left the two kneeling girls.
The longer Zoe stared, the more everything seemed off. Subtle cues, but they were there. Her dress was cut low enough that Zoe could see straight down to her navel. There was not even the slightest rise and fall of her chest for breaths of air. Not a sign of life could be seen on her blue lips.
Her eyes were like steel as the gazed down on her subjects.
When she got to the edge of her black marble platform, she took another step forwards. Small sections of a bridge flickered into existence with every one of her calm strides.
Invisible? Or was she materializing it with every step. Zoe�s mind couldn�t help but wonder.
She stopped just ten feet from the kneeling girls. �You mentioned Eva. Missing you said?�
Her voice no longer boomed throughout the chamber. It lost none of its power.
Juliana spoke up before Zoe could. �Arachne said she went missing from the school dorms. We came here, hoping she was safe in her home. There have been necromancers plaguing our school as of late, we were worried she was captured or killed by them.�
�Eva is not dead. We would know if she passed. This may prove providential.�
The woman paused, looking between her subjects.
�One of you will deliver a message to Eva.�
Zoe cringed at the wording. Before Juliana could say anything, Zoe said, �if you are planning on killing the other, Juliana will carry your message.�
The woman shifted and placed one hand on her hip. �You would die for your pupils?�
�I would,� Zoe replied without hesitation.
�Do you wish for death?�
Zoe hesitated. She didn�t wish for death. Not by a long shot. If this was a trick question where she said as much, the woman might kill Juliana instead. Zoe mulled over wording then said, �if it means saving my students, then yes.�
�Death will come for you on His own time. We have no wish to hasten His coming.�
�I understand,� Zoe said. She bowed back down.
�A man known as Griffin Weilks must die by solstice. That is your message. See that it is delivered and We will reward you.�
The hold on her knees vanished. Zoe slowly stood up, careful to avoid placing weight on her knee. Only at her full height did she realize that the woman before her stood almost three heads taller.
�We will deliver your message,� Zoe said as she helped Juliana to her feet. She started ushering the younger girl to the door.
Juliana stopped moving. She turned back.
The woman hadn�t moved a muscle. Her hand was still on her hip as she stared at them.
�I am Juliana Rivas,� she said with a deep bow. �If� If I can ask,� Juliana said, keeping her head down, �I mean, if it isn�t impolite. What or who are you?�
The woman tipped her chin the slightest bit higher. �Ylva, daughter of Hel, daughter of Loki.�
�Thank you,� Juliana said, holding her bow before she slowly raised her head.
Ylva gave the barest nod of her head. �We will remember the name you have given.�
Zoe half pulled, half threw Juliana out of the cell house door. She slammed it behind her. She leaned in on the door, almost panting for breath.
Adrenaline left with the demon�s presence and the pain in Zoe�s knee flared full on.
Before she got distracted by the pain, Zoe grabbed onto Juliana�s shoulder and flicked her dagger. No small amount of relief flooded into Zoe as the world fell to pieces around her. The Rickenbacker medical room appeared around them.
A surprised Nurse Naranga stood up from behind her desk and ran over to the two women.
�Are you injured,� Zoe asked the younger girl.
She shook her head.
�Just a bone mending tonic for me, Lisa.�
The nurse nodded and rummaged through a cupboard. �What happened?�
�Cracked my knee falling on ice,� Zoe said. �Nothing big.�
Lisa gave a knowing look�one she often used when the two were still students�but handed a white vial to Zoe without a word.
Zoe downed it with a barely mumbled, �thanks.� She took hold of Juliana and transported both straight to dorm three-eighteen.
�Stay here,� Zoe said. �We�ll discuss �Arachne� and your parting words to that demon later.�
�She seemed polite when we were polite,� Juliana said.
�Later,� Zoe said with a sigh. �For now, I think I will be asking the Elysium Sisters to help locate Eva.�
It would be remiss of her duty as an instructor not to use all the tools at her disposal.
Still, an involuntary shiver ran through Zoe�s spine at the thought.
� � �
Arachne crawled over the craggy terrain of her own domain in her largest form. It was the easiest way to move around in it. Her tiny corner of Hell had been designed to be difficult to traverse without Arachne�s mostly unique biology.
It kept her domain safe.
Her Eva nervously rode in her arms.
Without eyes, she couldn�t see. The small island granted her vision on account of it being her domain. At least, that was Arachne�s theory.
If she was demon enough to have a domain, she might be too demon to slip through a flimsy loophole. A loophole that might not even exist.
�There is no precedent for this, Eva,� Arachne said as she rounded the cave mouth into her lair.
�I don�t care. It is better than sitting around.�
�If I vanish��
�Then we�ll get Juliana to try summoning me. Wasn�t that why you helped me make a gateway on the beach?�
That didn�t mean Arachne liked their alternate plan.
Any plan that relied on people who weren�t Arachne was a bad plan.
�Eva, there are two outcomes for this. Either I disappear, leaving you to find your way back to your island on your own�quite a feat for anyone in my domain, let alone you as you are right now�or we arrive together wherever the necklace is. That is going to be with the necromancers unless they decided to throw it away along the way.�
�So what?�
Arachne turned back into her human form, still with Eva in her arms, as she walked through her lair�s corridors. The cave mouth opened up into an expansive almost palace. Almost.
It was fanciful and enormous, carved almost entirely by hand, or claw, over the course of millennia. Tapestries, woven by herself of course, adorned key spots along the main hall. Some were simple images, other depicted legends�mostly hers.
Eva�s blindness was a travesty that Arachne intended to return tenfold and tenfold again on the necromancers.
�If Juliana can�t summon you, or something happens to me with the necromancers, you could be stuck here for a very long time.�
�Your point, Arachne?�
�Reconsider taking my hands.�
There was a short pause before Eva said, �alright, I�ve reconsidered.�
Arachne set Eva down on her bed. It was a rather normal bed for her. She didn�t sleep often, but on the occasions she did, it was usually in her human form.
It was a good thing Eva was blind. There were several tapestries hanging around the room. Most were of Eva, though one was of Devon�Arachne must have been ill that day�and the rest were all scenery.
The scenery ones she might have shown off.
�You agree then?�
�No.�
�Eva, I am not going anywhere without you having something you can use as a weapon.�
�I have this,� Eva said as she tapped the crumbling bloodstone hanging from around her neck. She�d already vanished all the blood, it had grown too old to be used properly before her story finished.
�That is going to do you no good Eva, and you know it. It is barely holding together as it is. I know nothing about blood magic, but that can�t last more than another hour of use, can it?�
Eva said nothing.
�You can�t see right? You�re telling the truth?�
There was a bit of nervousness when Eva answered. �I can�t see.�
�What if you were asleep?�
�I think I�d wake up at my hands being torn off.�
Arachne grinned. Her domain, her rules. Mostly. �Human doctors cut up people all the time while they are asleep. Just say yes, Eva. Agree to sleep in exchange for my hands. A contract.�
�You�re forcing another contract on me.�
�No,� Arachne said as she took a seat on the bed. Eva shifting away from her pulled at something in her chest. Arachne shook it off. �No. If you don�t want to, I�m not forcing anything.�
Eva sat there. Thinking? Considering? Hopefully about ready to agree.
�If,� Eva started, �if I say yes��
That was as far as she got. Eva slumped over.
Arachne gently caught her and laid her down on the bed gently. There was a brief thought about moving her off the bed. Arachne banished it as quickly as it came.
It was a rare opportunity to infuse her bed with her Eva�s scent, after all. She wouldn�t mind sleeping in her Eva�s blood. There shouldn�t be much of it if Arachne did this properly and quickly, in any case.
All of her extra limbs sprouted from her back. They couldn�t form into the fine fingers she used, but she was dexterous enough to overcome anything for her Eva.
With Eva�s arm held steady, Arachne placed her own hand inside her mouth. A sharp and firm bite severed her hand just behind her wrist. She pulled it out with her other hand and quickly snapped down on Eva�s wrist in the same spot.
She was in too much of a rush to enjoy the taste of Eva�s skin. Arachne quickly spat out the squarish pad of meat. It might come in handy later.
Her Eva�s wrist was much squishier. Maybe she�d accept a full arm later.
Arachne pressed her severed hand against Eva�s stump. She slowly channeled magic into the spot where they touched.
If there was more to it than that, Arachne didn�t know. Eva might wake up without working hands and then hate Arachne for a lot longer than she would if she woke up with working hands.
The trick she�d pulled, if she could call it that, would anger Eva far more than any issue with her hands. Arachne knew that. But Eva was about to say yes. So surely it wouldn�t be that bad. If she�d said no, the contract would have just dissipated.
Eva�s wrist made an odd noise. It almost scared Arachne into stopping the magic. She continued, not wanting to risk stopping and restarting.
Her bone stretched outwards to meet the edges of Arachne�s hand. A weird thing to watch. Arachne�s hand stretched over the bone in turn. Holes appeared in the bone and veins and muscle stretched through the holes, presumably connecting to something inside the hand. The black exoskeleton stretched over the openings in her wrist about half way to her elbow.
That was a good sign. Hopefully.
Soon enough, Arachne�s magic felt like it was being wasted, vanishing into the void. She stopped channeling and inspected the new limb.
It looked good. The exoskeleton dug into then slowly merged with her skin as it got to her elbow. She gave it a light tug�a very light tug for Arachne�and was pleased to find it didn�t budge. She could see the tendons moving in the skin part of Eva�s arm when she wiggled the fingers, another good sign.
Happy with how it turned out, Arachne repeated the process with Eva�s other hand.
It was a bit tricky getting her own hand out of her mouth with her legs. Something she was glad Eva was both blind and asleep for. It couldn�t have been pretty.
Once the other hand was attached, Arachne gave her a full once over. The hands weren�t quite symmetrical. The part that merged with her skin went up to about the same spot, but the designs formed large curls as it merged. The curls were different on each arm.
Overall, Arachne thought it looked good. Hopefully Eva would think so too.
Eva�s feet, Arachne couldn�t do much about at the moment. Their contract was only for hands. Even if it was for feet, Arachne wasn�t sure she�d go for it right now. Not with her hands needing to heal. If she was going to enter battle before long, she didn�t want to cripple herself too much.
Perhaps later, Eva would consider allowing Arachne to chop off both her entire legs and the rest of her arms. She�d have to be careful moving at full strength while her torso was human, but she could at least have extra partial strength.
Maybe if the unthinkable happened and Eva found herself captured, she�d be able to escape with Arachne�s limbs.
For now, she�d have to deal with and adapt to her lack of toes.
And eyes.
Arachne had no solutions for eyes. Eva would need all of Arachne�s eyes to have proper sight, and even if it was only her two humanish ones, they wouldn�t fit in Eva�s eye sockets. Something similar to what happened on her arms might fix that, but that left the issue of the other eyes.
Perhaps the hel would have a deal on eyes that wasn�t horrible. It left a bad taste in her mouth even thinking of the creature, but the hel seemed at least mildly interested in Eva.
Something to think on later. For now, she could adapt and deal with her vision.
Arachne sighed. She ran a leg over Eva�s hair and another over her cheek. It might be a while before the girl let her near.
�Eva,� Arachne said, �contract complete. You can wake up now.�
Her black-haired girl groaned. One of her new hands slowly rose up to Eva�s head. Not to be inspected, but in the way humans cradled headaches.
Arachne moved to stop it. She didn�t want her Eva�s opinions on the new hands to be marred by a pierced skull.
�Arachne,� Eva groaned. Her groan had a sharp edge to it.
�I�m here. Everything went perfect.�
�Arachne. What went perfect.�
Arachne didn�t respond. She watched as Eva flexed the hand caught by her legs. Even the extra joints flexed; not something Arachne even thought about when she started.
�Arachne,� Eva snarled, �what did you do?�
She winced back at Eva�s voice. She expected it, and it was much better angry than sad. Arachne just wished the anger was directed somewhere else. �I completed our contract.�
�You did it again. I can�t believe you.� Her fingers clicked as she tapped them together. �You couldn�t just wait for me to say yes, could you?�
�I�� Arachne sighed. �I didn�t want to risk you saying no.�
Eva turned away, pulling her arm out of the legs holding it. She carefully kept her hands away from her bare skin. Probably a good idea until she got used to them.
�I don�t know why I bother trusting you. You clearly have no trust in me.�
�I just want what�s best for you.�
�And this is what�s best for me?� She held up a hand, clacking the long fingers together. �How am I supposed to hide these from people. Let me decide what�s best for me and I�ll let you know how you can help. This is not it. You didn�t even let me agree on my own��
�Humans have gloves. If you fold up the top two segments, you�ll fit.�
Eva sighed. She fell backwards on the bed and just lay there.
This wasn�t how it was supposed to be. Eva should be fired up. Yelling. Angry. Or Eva should be thankful. Glad. Happy.
This was�
Pathetic.
No. Arachne shunted the voice from her mind. This was her domain. Her rules. There would be no machinations of the Void here.
�Can we go now?�
Arachne looked down at Eva. She hadn�t moved except for a slight drumming of her fingers.
�Eva, I�m� sorry.� This felt gross. Arachne didn�t like it.
�Me too.�
Using all of her legs to help hold Eva, Arachne picked the girl up. At least she isn�t flinching away.
She carried her Eva through the halls to the gateway chamber. It was a small place. No ostentatious carvings or tapestries. Apart from the last several years, it went mostly unused. The only real designs were the gateway diagrams on the floor. Almost a mirror of what summoners in the mortal realm used.
Arachne walked up to the gateway and channeled magic into it. She focused on the necklace as she did so.
�Remember, if you don�t make it through��
�Place my left hand on a wall and follow it until I reach a sandy beach. Then think of the island.�
�I will come for you. I promise.�
Eva didn�t acknowledge anything. She stared off into a corner of the room. Or she would have, if she could stare.
The floor rippled. A black emptiness tore open.
Arachne fell. She kept all her legs tightly wrapped around Eva as the void swallowed them whole.
� � �
Nel Stirling concentrated on the floating strand of hair in front of her.
Her concentration yielded nothing even after hours of searching.
It was next to impossible to hide from an augur when one had something personal. Hair should definitely work. Yet there was nothing but darkness in her vision.
If this went on, she�d be excommunicated for being abandoned. Or worse. Very probably worse. The Sisterhood wouldn�t leave a rogue augur running wild.
With fear in her heart, Nel redoubled her efforts.
Nel pulled her hand away from the long strand of black hair as if it shocked her.
She felt her eyes fade from the glowing white back to their normal brown as she glanced at the person impatiently tapping her foot.
Sister Cross stood next to her, arms folded with an obvious question on her face.
�I found her,� Nel said.
�But?�
Nel bit her lip. Sister Cross was already on edge from losing one of the sisters. Now this.
It wasn�t my fault. Sister Cross wouldn�t do anything to me. The reassurance rang hollow in her own head.
Delaying telling would only be worse. Sister Cross would find out anyway. In a quick decision, Nel began telling everything she saw in the instant the endless abyss opened in a small cave north of the academy.

Chapter 027

Dismantling Operations
The pleasant heat vanished. A cool musk rushed in to replace it.
Slowly, carefully, Arachne set Eva down on the slightly uneven ground. She used all of her legs to help steady Eva until she got her balance under control.
Eva shrugged her off and kept her own balance.
She stumbled forwards almost immediately. One of Arachne�s limbs reached out and steadied her.
Without toes, Eva had to pick up her feet straight up in order to walk. It wasn�t quick and it wasn�t elegant. More of a waddle. Hopefully I can come up with some way to rig toes into shoes, Eva thought with a sigh.
Eva reached out with her sight. Arachne stood just to her left. All her limbs were hovering just inches away from Eva. Her hands were mere stumps, both still bleeding. Either Arachne didn�t notice or she didn�t care.
Eva certainly didn�t at the moment.
The blood dripped down, splashing on the rough floor. It formed a rough topography as it ran down a slight incline. They were almost certainly in a cave.
Some distance away, Eva could feel a lot of bodies. Their biology was weird. Weirder than Arachne�s even. Large sacks with small tubes connecting them. Flesh golems perhaps? Maybe zombies.
�Arachne,� Eva snapped, �where are we?�
�A cave. Maybe a storage room of some sort? There�s a lot of junk lying around.� Eva watched her limbs as they moved off to one side, seemingly picking up something. �Your necklace.�
Eva almost pulled away. Instead she put on her best glower as Arachne�s legs reached around her. Had she been less angry, she might have appreciated the way Arachne manipulated the necklace to attach it behind Eva�s neck with only her legs.
�Arachne,� Eva said. �I am mad at you. More than mad, I am disappointed.�
The muscles making up Arachne�s face contorted. Eva wasn�t sure what to make of the expression. She couldn�t see Arachne�s chitinous face, just the meat beneath. �Eva, I��
�You�re lucky. For two reasons,� Eva held up one of Arachne�one of her fingers. She�d been trying not to think about it. Her fingers were long. They had too many joints. Moving them was clumsy and unnatural. �The first reason is that I cannot see. I can�t move around this place and it is full of enemies. I can see flesh golems, maybe zombies too. Skeletons? Ghosts? I doubt I�ll see anything.�
Eva extended a lengthy second finger. �The second reason you are lucky is that I am furious with the necromancers. I will tear Sawyer apart.�
No response came except a slight bowing of her head.
Eva shrugged it off. She could yell at Arachne later.
�Is my dagger around here?�
Arachne rummaged through boxes and drawers, by the sound of things. Eva wasn�t expecting results.
The bloodstone she made in the abattoir glowed in her vision as it rested against her chest. It was crumbling and cracked. The escape from the Abattoir cost it a lot of integrity. Controlling so much blood just wasn�t healthy for the poor thing.
Without her dagger, it was all she had.
She knelt down, careful to keep her balance, and dipped it in the small puddle of Arachne�s blood. The blood swirled up to form a small handful of marbles. Not even enough to make toes out of. She needed more.
The flesh golems stood, unmoving, a distance away. They were folded up on each other like chairs might be in a storage room. They would do.
�Enough, Arachne. It isn�t here.�
Arachne stopped searching. The blood in her eyes focused on Eva.
�Anything useful?�
�Books, lots of books. No weapons that I could see.� One of her legs lifted up near Eva. �Your clothes, though it looks like they cut you out of them rather than simply undressed you.�
�Leave them,� Eva sighed. She did not miss the edge in Arachne�s voice when she spoke of undressing. �As much as I would like to take the books, they aren�t much use to me at the moment.� She resisted an urge to tap at her eyes. �Maybe later.
�The door?�
Arachne led Eva with her legs. Eva herself used the marbles of Arachne�s blood to get a rough view of the floor. She tried not to trip over anything as she waddled out into the hallway.
Eva pointed in the direction of the flesh golems and said, �that way.�
An odd concentration of blood appeared in Arachne�s face. Pursing her mouth together?
Eva couldn�t tell. Maybe with practice.
Together, they walked through a very uneven corridor, almost perpendicular to where the flesh golems sat. It was slow going and more than once, Arachne offered to carry Eva. Eva refused.
It would have been the smart thing to do. Under other circumstances, Eva would have in an instant.
If she didn�t show Arachne she was mad at her, the demon would just try the same trick again next time.
Next time, Eva thought, if she even got a next time.
They moved around the cavern until another blood bag entered Eva�s sight. He sat casually, writing on a desk if Eva was reading his motions correctly. The blood form was slim, a skinny man who towered even while sitting. He shook a finger off to one side as if flicking something away. The way the blood in his mouth flowed, Eva could tell.
He was wearing a wide grin.
�Sawyer,� Eva hissed. �Arachne, that way.� She raised one of her pointed fingers, aiming it right at the man. Her hand knocked against a hard wall.
She grit her teeth. �Are there any doors or passages that might lead in that direction?�
Arachne didn�t respond. She was looking down the hall in the direction they had been heading.
�Arachne?�
�Dogs. The ghost kind.�
�Can you take them?� Eva wasn�t entirely sure the dogs could actually hurt either of them, being ghosts. That went the other way as well. Her blood seemed effective on Halloween, but being unable to see severely hurt that plan.
�I don�t think I need to. They took one look and ran off without even a growl.�
�They�re warning Sawyer,� Eva said with a small amount of panic. She pointed again at the wall. �That way Arachne, as fast as we can.�
Without asking, Arachne scooped up Eva into her arms and legs. She took off down the hall at a light run.
Eva almost protested, but she�d asked for fast.
It didn�t matter now. If Sawyer got away�
Her fists collapsed in on themselves as she brought her many jointed fingers into a ball.
Arachne skidded to a halt. She spun, whipping Eva around.
Two light thuds hit Arachne�s back. Eva could see blood trickling out of fresh holes in her back.
�Skeletons,� Arachne said. �Stay here.�
Arachne set her down on the cavern floor. She didn�t even set Eva upright. Another wound appeared in her back before she charged down the hallway.
Sawyer was moving. He was walking calmly, not running or panicking. His heart wasn�t even beating especially fast. Yet he was getting away.
Eva grit her teeth.
He was getting away.
The marbles of Arachne�s blood formed into a single large small ball. She formed it, weaved it into a wire array. She couldn�t tell how well the fight was going. For all she knew, Arachne was in the middle of killing the last skeleton.
It didn�t matter.
�Arachne, hit the floor,� Eva shouted.
Eva didn�t wait. She plunged her hand straight into the blood sphere.
The arachnid turned her head back for just an instant before all but falling straight to the floor.
Her vision warped and twisted as a massive claw made of blood launched down the hallway. She felt her fingers pierce more than a few skeletons as it went. It crashed against the end of the corridor, shaking the entire cavern.
That felt a bit worrying. She couldn�t tell where the cavern ended before her attack. More of those might risk some sort of collapse.
The blood it left in its wake painted a vision of the hallway in her mind. Eva knew from experience that the blood wouldn�t be usable, but it was interesting that she could see it. Five distinct and massive holes buried deep into the cave wall.
She could get used to that.
Arachne clambered back to her feet. She gave the hallway a once over before running back to Eva. Apparently everything was dead.
Deader.
Eva did not miss the extra arrow holes leaking small amounts of blood in her chest.
�I was almost done.�
�No time, Sawyer is getting away.�
There was a brief hesitation before Arachne scooped Eva back up.
While running, Eva tapped her bloodstone against the stubs of Arachne�s wrists.
That did it. The stone crumbled to dust. That attack strained it too far.
Eva tore the lace necklace from her neck and flung it to the floor. Worthless.
Her fingers ticked as she tapped them against the palm of her hand. Fireballs wouldn�t do much of anything other than provide a minor inconvenience. Her wind and earth magic would be worth less than dust in an eye.
She cursed herself for not spending more time practicing regular thaumaturgy.
Arachne rounded a corner.
At least they were making progress towards Sawyer now. He turned down another corridor. This might have been the original hallway he was in before the skeletons delayed them.
�Sawyer!� Eva called out with no idea if her voice would carry to him. She didn�t care. �I�m coming for you!�
He definitely heard it.
He gripped something in one hand, tightly if Eva read the heavy pressure around his fingers, and threw it off to one side. He made motions that were unmistakably closing a door. Seemingly satisfied with shutting something into a room, he pulled out some small object from a pocket.
Not being able to see objects was a curse, though she supposed she wouldn�t be able to see even Sawyer normally from where she was.
With no small amount of satisfaction, Eva watched as his heart picked up a beat.
Whatever it was, Eva didn�t care.
Sawyer slowly walked back towards the corridor Eva was in.
She grinned as her fingers clicked against her palm.
Arachne rounded the corner and stopped. They were face to face.
�Ghosts,� Arachne whispered, �at least three humans and a dog.�
�One possessed me earlier, that�s how I got captured. Be careful.�
Sawyer�s grin widened, Eva could tell. He looked on at them and started laughing. �A crippled girl and a crippled demon come to attack me? I was almost worried for a minute.� He stopped laughing and glanced at Eva again. She could feel his eyes running over her.
�Ah,� he said, �but those fingers are sure to sell far better than your old ones. Have you come back to donate more? Where are your eyes and toes?�
�A work in progress,� Eva growled. �Arachne, we�re not here to talk. We�re here for fun.�
There was an almost imperceptible nod from Arachne. Rather than dash forward, she took one slow step. Eva did not fail to notice her mouth opening into a wide grin. It was almost a shame she couldn�t see her sharp teeth poking though.
The step back that Sawyer took brought a wide grin to Eva�s own face.
Arachne took another step forward.
Sawyer took half a step back. Then he paused. His smile grew wider.
�Arachne,� Eva started.
Sawer waved whatever was in his hand.
The blood configuration Eva decided was flesh golems appeared in front of her. More and more appeared, seemingly filling the hallway.
Eva wasn�t sure if they were being created or transported. It didn�t matter in the end. A plan formed in her mind as they shuffled towards them.
�Hold them off.�
Arachne gently set her on the ground. The moment Eva was steady on her feet, she jumped at the creatures. Eva watched for a moment as six legs lanced into the chests of the first six.
They flew aside as if they weighed no more than a pillow.
Eva set to work on her idea.
Using one of her pointed fingers, she punctured her upper arm. She brought her bloodied finger to the back of her left claw. Keeping her arm as steady as she could, Eva started a circle on the back of her claw.
She found it far easier to move her whole arm, keeping her needle-like finger stiff. Trying to bend the joints felt awkward. It was a far more precise circle than she felt she could draw otherwise.
Slowly, Eva pulled out six spokes and drew an outer circle. The base design was complete. Eva wasn�t finished. Arachne followed her orders perfectly, none of the creatures were getting hear her.
Three tear shaped droplets dripped down from the main circle. A single line crested the top of the circle. Eva added several small marks from the line, stretching out to her fingers.
That would do for now.
Eva walked�waddled�to the nearest downed golem. It wasn�t moving, but its heart beat. That was all she needed.
She dug into the bag of flesh where its heart was located. Her marked hand pressed up against the beating heart.
I hope this is a human heart.
Eva channeled her magic into it.
The heart twisted in on itself, pulling and rending the flesh it was attached to. It compressed until a small glowing sphere appeared in Eva�s vision. As blood collected against the sphere, Eva could tell it still had flaws. Far less flaws than the woman from the abattoir, but it was more porous than a proper bloodstone should be.
A wave of her hand caused the entirety of the creature�s blood to tear out of its corpse. She kept a small amount wrapped around the bloodstone to keep it floating around her.
The rest formed large marbles and shot off towards the heart of every flesh golem Eva could detect. Once they were splattered with her controlled blood, Eva snapped her fingers.
Nothing happened.
Eva snapped her fingers.
She looked down and repeated the motion. She couldn�t see more than the insides, but Eva had her guesses. The smooth chitin rubbed uselessly against each other in the clumsiest way she ever saw someone try to snap.
�Arachne,� Eva yelled, �I can�t snap your stupid fingers.�
The demon didn�t respond, opting instead to skewer another two golems.
Eva sighed and clapped.
At once, all the flesh golems� hearts exploded in their chests.
As they tumbled Eva could only lament the potency of the blood. It was far better than hers.
At the moment, she reassured herself.
She sent the bloodstone off to collect more blood. Not too much, Eva didn�t want to wear down the new stone too quickly.
�Sawyer,� Eva called as she looked around for the man. �Sawyer, where are you?�
Her calls were just for fun. He sat back behind the line of fallen golems, apparently having fallen backwards when the golems died. His grin was still plastered on his face. She wondered for a moment if it was just stuck like that.
Eva focused on him. All her rage, all her anger. If it wasn�t for him�
She grit her teeth. As carefully as she could, Eva marched up to him. The ground was slick enough with blood for her to see every nook and cranny.
�Ah-ah, my sweetie.� He ticked his finger back and forth. �I should mention this: killing me won�t make it stop.�
Eva tilted her head to the side. �What are yo��
A brief flash of movement was the only warning she got.
Eva dived to the side, tumbling out of the path of the attack.
�It took all five specters and she is fighting every step.� Eva watched as the meat in his tongue slipped over empty space. His teeth. �I love the feisty ones. She�s a much better fighter than you.�
Arachne lurched forwards. Her steps were unsteady, more like a zombie than some of the actual zombies she�d seen. Another step almost sent her to the ground; one of her legs stretched forward to catch her.
Eva didn�t waste a second of time. Her blood spread forward, wrapping around each of Arachne�s legs at the base of her back. She doubled and tripled up the rings of blood. Arachne was a demon and her carapace was strong.
Eva clapped.
Not strong enough. Six legs violently exploded off the back of the arachnid. Arachne fell on her face a moment later. Eva couldn�t tell for sure, but an arrow sticking out of her chest might have been pushed all the way through. The legs squirmed and writhed on the ground before they went still.
�Heartless,� Sawyer quipped as he looked down at the lamely flopping Arachne.
The stubs on her hands didn�t seem to offer enough grip to prop herself back up. That or Arachne was fighting every movement.
Eva hoped it was the second.
Eva shrugged. �She�ll regenerate. You,� Eva couldn�t help but grin at the man before her, �will not.�
�I had my doubts about you being a demon. I suppose my doubts were unfounded.�
�Arachne,� Eva said as she walked over to Sawyer, �you have until I finish sorting our friend�s organs from smallest to largest to fight off those ghosts. If you fail, I�ll banish you until we find a solution.�
�Smallest to largest?� Sawyer said with mock confidence. �Why not alphabetical? It just seems so plebeian, otherwise. Or,� he gasped, bringing a hand to his mouth, �are you a simpleton who doesn�t even know the names of half the body�s organs?�
�Really, the only organ that matters to me is the heart.� Eva knelt down near the grinning man. �I could coat you in blood and clap my hands. I could, it would be so easy. I could have done it instead of the golems or Arachne.�
Her fingers clicked as they tapped against each other. �I think it would be much more cathartic to do this by hand,� she wiggled her needle-like fingers, clacking them together more, �or claw, as the case may be.�
Sawyer offered nothing but his wide grin. His heart rate increased. Not by a little bit. It hammered in his chest almost as hard as Eva�s own heart.
�Shall we start here?� Eva gripped his little toe, or tried to. The man was wearing a shoe that Eva couldn�t see. Eva pinched, intending to only cut through the shoe. She misjudged her hand�s strength. Her sharp fingers pierced straight through his toe.
He didn�t scream. He didn�t even slip in his smile. His heart beat faster.
�Sorry,� Eva said. �I don�t have much experience with these hands. Something we can explore together. You still have nine toes and plenty more after that.�
Eva reached into the small opening in his shoe. The next toe, Eva rolled back and forth in her fingers. Bone snapped beneath her fingers before she squeezed it off. �Eight now, Sawyer. Any comments?�
�Just one,� he said with a laugh that sounded far less forced than it should have sounded, �I�m glad I took your eyes.�
Eva frowned at that. She reached for his third�
Hot pain pierced her side. Eva gripped her side as something kicked the side of her head.
�Trouble with two naked whores, Sawyer? I am disappointed.�
�Weilks, good to see you.�
Eva couldn�t breathe, not well at least. She could see exactly what happened, at least to her blood vessels. Something pierced her lung. She set to healing as much as she could. Her bloodstone flew into the cut, giving her more control over her own blood. Lungs were far more complicated than skin; as long as it matched the opposite side, it should be fine. Her blood magic could keep her from drowning in her own blood as well.
�The Elysium Sluts are on the move. Now would be the perfect time to find the augur. Except,� the larger man made a show of looking around the chamber, �is this our entire army?�
�A third.�
�Sawyer,� Weilks said warningly.
Eva gripped the thing piercing her side and pulled it slowly out, healing as she went. The blood sticking to the blade made a familiar pattern.
This was her dagger. Her dagger. The bloodstone was missing. It was her bloodstone. The best one she�d ever made. The fat man must have it.
She launched the blood at him, forming rings around his feet and hands.
Eva clapped.
Weilks fell forwards, nearly crushing Sawyer. He tumbled without even a scream.
The skinnier man scrambled out of the way. Eva noted with some satisfaction that the smile finally slipped from his mouth.
Eva let him scramble to the side. She mostly ignored him as she rolled Weilks over on his back.
�Where is my bloodstone,� Eva said. She felt a distinct need to cough, but suppressed it. Her claws pressed around his neck as she straddled his chest. �My bloodstone, I want it back.�
�You whore,� he said.
Eva jammed one of her claws straight into his side. �My bloodstone?�
The man just glared.
�I�ll need to make a new one then.�
Using the bloodstone floating near her, Eva cleared off the back of her hand. She cut open a small cut on her upper arm and touched the bloodstone to it, careful to keep the flesh golem blood separate from her own.
She formed the sigil on the back of her hand using purely blood magic. Eva fancied it up as much as she could. Smooth, clean lines. The droplets of blood being actual droplets rather than a mere drawing.
Once ready, Eva tore into his chest with her other claw. She was careful. Her vision helped keep from even scratching the man�s heart as his flesh tore away.
Eva ignored his screams. His thrashing arms were held down by rings of the flesh golem blood. They also served to keep him from bleeding out.
With his beating heart exposed, Eva pressed her sigiled hand against it. She felt its beats even through the exoskeleton. It was best while his heart still beat strong.
Eva channeled her magic.
The heart twisted in on itself, repeating the same motions the flesh golem heart made.
This time came with the added benefit of watching the very life being sucked out of the man she was sitting on. His blood stopped pumping immediately. She watched as the blood in his veins came to a standstill. His eyes bulged for a moment before a last gasp of breath escaped from his lifeless corpse.
Cradled in his open ribcage was a perfect bloodstone. At least, as perfect as Eva could make them. It might be better than her old one, she couldn�t be sure. Her old one she inspected with her eyes. This one she used the blood surrounding it.
Eva stood up, stepping irreverently on the corpse as she did so. Both stones and her dagger hovered around her, coated in blood. The dagger may have gotten dirty, not something she could worry about now. She�d set the stone later.
Now, she looked over to the figure standing to one side. She paused, frozen in her steps. The figure had two mounds of blood on her chest and a distinct lack of blood between her legs. She was not Sawyer.
Arachne slowly picked herself off the floor. Her biology was different enough that Eva couldn�t mistake her for anyone.
�Who are you?�
The woman raised an arm.
Eva didn�t hesitate for a second. She�d had enough of being injured for one day. A blood shield formed around her and Arachne with a mere thought. With all the available fuel, it wouldn�t be running out anytime soon.
Eva never got to play with this much blood. A shame, really.
�I�ll not ask again,� Eva said.
�You don�t recognize me.� Her voice came out soft, almost as a song.
�Voice is familiar, but no eyes.� Eva pointed two fingers at her empty eyes, careful to keep from touching her skin with her sharp fingers. She gave a hard kick at the corpse behind her, almost tumbling due to her balance issues. �Thanks to these necromancers. Did you happen to see the other one?�
�You are a blood mage.�
Eva didn�t know what to say to that. It would be hard to hide in her current state.
�That�s how you saved Shal.�
�Shal? Shalise?�
�And your hands?�
�Didn�t have much choice in the matter.� Eva shot a hard glare at the now standing form of Arachne. �Are you yourself?�
�The ghosts left along with Sawyer,� Arachne hung her head, �sorry.�
�Consider your lack of limbs both a lesson and a punishment. The first of many, I think.�
�You know that demon?�
�Something like that.�
�I�ll spare your life for saving my daughter.� She paused, turning her head to point at Arachne. �That thing killed one of my sisters. I demand its obliteration.�
�Your sisters?� The voice finally clicked in her head. �Sister Cross?�
�I can ensure the augur doesn�t speak of you to any others, but you must hand over that demon.�
�I�ll do no such thing. Her punishment is mine. Although,� Eva tapped a finger on her chin. She winced away at a cut as she healed it. �Now that you mention it. The other necromancer mentioned your augur. She was their main target.�
�What?� Sister Cross� heart picked up a handful of beats.
�Given that he disappeared from here, with two-thirds of their flesh golem army, I sure hope your augur is protected.�
�Come here. I�ll take you back to the academy.�
�How stupid do you think I am? I�m not going anywhere with you.�
�Eva,� Sister Cross half shouted, �I came here alone to pull you out before any others saw you; as thanks for saving my daughter. My sisters would kill you on sight when they storm this place.�
�Thanks but no thanks,� Eva said. �As you so astutely deduced, I am a blood mage and here,� she waved her arm over the littered corpses of flesh golems, �I am in my element. Are you in yours?�
Sister Cross dropped into a fighting stance. �You�re going to try to fight me?�
�I certainly don�t want to. With all the corpses and two bloodstones, I�m sure I run a sporting chance.�
�Most of all,� Eva said, �I don�t think I have to. If all your nuns are poised to strike here, who is defending your augur?�
Sister Cross� heart picked up another few beats.
�Go, take your nuns and save your augur. I�ll find my own way back.�
The nun�s jaw grit to one side. A moment later, she vanished.
�If you find Sawyer,� Eva called to the empty air, �please, don�t kill him. I owe him a dismemberment. Several, actually.�
Tension drained out of the air and Eva felt herself drain with it. She stumbled forward only to be caught by Arachne�s stumps.
�I thought you might hand me over for a moment.�
Eva spun out of Arachne�s arms and slammed her foot into the corpse of Weilks as hard as she could.
Sawyer got away.
She kicked again. The wound in her toes opened up again. Eva healed it quickly and kicked again.
Sawyer got away.
Eva kicked one more time and sighed.
�You might wish I handed you over when I�m done with you,� Eva said. She felt in a particularly vicious mood at the moment.
Arachne grinned. A wide grin. Eva didn�t need to look to see it. Eva didn�t mirror the expression.
She gave Weilks another kick.
�My legs would kick harder, if you want.�
�Later,� Eva said. �I need a bath. And a shower. And a nap. And�� Eva sighed. �And a lot of things. Let�s get back to the prison.�
Arachne moved to pick her up. Eva allowed it. She was too tired to complain.
Arachne walked slowly, careful to keep Eva from slipping out of her smooth arm stubs. They did stumble across a storage room. Eva collected a few books, using blood to carry them.
She had no idea how she�d read them. Maybe she�d force Arachne to read them to her. That might be a worse punishment for the demon than anything Eva could come up with.
Together they wandered, lost in the cavern until they found the exit.
Eva shut her�relaxed in Arachne�s arms.
Next stop: home.

Chapter 028

Epilogue
�Spencer!�
Eva crushed a glass vial in her hands. She glared up at the teacher. Or the black band of leather over her eyes glared up.
�Gloves off in this class unless they�re lab gloves.�
�I was doing fine until you shouted at me.�
�You�ll soak up materials you don�t want to walk around with.� Professor Lurcher glowered down at the girl. �Gloves off.�
The steel spoon bent in her other hand. Grains of paradise spilled over the table. Eva grit her teeth. She threw down the spoon with a clatter and marched out of the classroom.
Juliana sat for a moment longer, watching her friend leave. She nimbly dodged a stool someone left out as she stormed out.
How the girl compensated for her blindness, Juliana didn�t know. Eva mentioned she could see blood, but Juliana very much doubted that stool had blood in it.
Her hands were another matter. They were obviously Arachne�s hands, but Eva didn�t want to talk about it. She just folded them up into some gloves and went about her day. The gloves only came off inside the dorm room before they left for school.
Juliana hadn�t seen Arachne in a week, since before Eva�s disappearance.
Before Eva came back to school, there was talk that she had left.
The flesh golems and their subsequent cleanup by the Elysium Sisters had simultaneously frightened off and reassured the students. Eva was rumored to be one of those scared away, or pulled by her parents.
She showed up at the start of the day, much to the surprise of everyone except Zoe and Juliana. Eva had been hiding out inside the dorm since she showed up the day after.
There was a brief talk of surprise before everyone�s eyes drifted to Eva�s lack of eyes. The thin leather band stretched over her eye sockets did nothing to actually hide the emptiness.
No one spoke to her, not even Jordan and Irene. Everyone stared for a moment and then quickly pretended she didn�t exist. She spoke to no one in return.
She sat with the group during lunch. Even there, everyone was silent. No one knew what to say. At least, Juliana didn�t. Max didn�t even speak up and Juliana had pegged him as impulsive enough to start up some kind of conversation.
He didn�t.
Professor Lurcher was the first to call attention to her while she was around. That she refused to remove her gloves did not go unnoticed by the class.
The room went silent in the wake of her departure, but murmurs started up soon after.
��saved by the Elysium nuns.�
�How does she see?�
�Think she was a necromancer?�
�Watch the nuns, one of them gave her a nasty glare at lunch.�
Juliana dropped her flask of antimony oil on the ground. Loudly. She made sure it would shatter by helping it drop with a strong swing of her arm.
The classroom went silent.
She got up and walked to the door.
�Rivas,� Professor Lurcher said, �you both have detention with me on Saturday.�
Juliana opened the door and walked out into the hall, ignoring the murmurs of her classmates that were already starting up.
She�d taken too long. Eva wasn�t anywhere in sight. Juliana sighed as she headed towards the dorms. If Eva wanted to be found, that�s where she would be.
If she didn�t want to be found, Juliana couldn�t do much about that.
� � �
Nel tried to stifle a yawn as she leaned back in her chair. It wasn�t so successful. She waved away the lingering wisps of frankincense as she turned from the floating strand of hair. She replaced the large sack of beads in her desk drawer and pulled out her laptop.
�Another unimportant status update,� Nel said as she typed.
Keeping near constant surveillance on the abomination was taxing work. None of it was particularly interesting. The last line in her report consisted of a couple of broken lab materials. Accidentally no less.
Most of the last week consisted of the girl trying to get used to her hands, both with gloves on and off. She never sneaked off at nights to murder other students. There was not consorting with any demons, not even the one Nel saw her with the first night.
Her biggest crime was chopping down nearly a full tree in pencils just trying to hold them without breaking them.
Nel turned to the floating black leg�she�d been told it was a leg anyway�and concentrated. Sister Cross destroyed five legs in holy fire as abominations. The last leg had been squirreled away to the augur�s chambers.
The demon sat still. The same position she�d been in for half a week. The other half of the week had been spent resting and recuperating, by the looks of it. She never left the small room she was in.
Nel had been ordered to keep an eye on her, though why Sister Cross didn�t go to destroy the demon while she was weak, Nel didn�t know.
No one ever told her anything.
With a sigh, Nel added another line to her report.
Pops rippled throughout the small room as Nel cracked her knuckles. She shut and locked the armoire containing a leg and a hair. Her eyes glowed with righteous light as the protective enchantments settled into place. It would take a metaphorical tank to break in.
Or someone with the authority, like Sister Cross.
She pulled her wimple over her head and attached her collar and veil. Nel straightened her cross and adjusted the rosary at her belt.
�I hope this is perfect,� Nel said to herself. Appearances gave a lot of authority, and she wanted to project as much as she could.
Nel crossed the tiny room to the door.
The Sister on guard jumped at the door opening. She quickly caught herself and smoothed out her scapular before lightly clearing her throat.
�Is there something you need, Sister Stirling?�
Nel took a deep breath of the fresh air. �I have run out of frankincense beads.�
�I shall send someone to fetch more at once.�
�I shall get them myself.�
Sister Mable�s shook her head. �Sister Cross has instructed that I keep you here until we are absolutely sure it is safe.�
�I don�t mind if you guard me, but it has been a week since I left this room.�
A look of pity crossed over Sister Mable�s face. �I�m sorry, Sister Stirling. Sister Cross� orders.�
Nel took one last deep breath of the fresh air. �Very well. I expect the frankincense will be delivered within the hour.�
She turned inside and shut the door without waiting for a response. People in authority didn�t wait for underlings to acknowledge an order. They expected the order to be taken care of promptly and efficiently as soon as the words were given.
�At least,� she sighed and deflated a little, �that�s how Sister Cross does it.�
She pulled off her veil and almost threw it across the room. She stopped. That might wrinkle it. An augur couldn�t be caught showing disregard to holy items. Instead, Nel set it on the rack, nicely and neatly. She took off her wimple and collar as well. Nel started to take off the rest of her habit, but paused.
The nuns would be delivering frankincense soon, even though she didn�t need it. She wouldn�t be able to take much of a nap before she had to check in on the girl again.
With a sigh, Nel undid the enchants and locks on the armoire and pulled out the strand of hair.
At least she could see outside her room for the next hour, even if it wasn�t anything interesting.
� � �
�Next is,� Martina Turner glanced down at her notebook. She ran a finger down the paper. Halsey would rely on Orgell for any of her meetings. Turner fired the man the day she got in the office and had yet to replace him.
When she paused in her notebook, her sharp eyes turned straight at Wayne.
�Ah yes, Mr. Lurcher. You gave two girls detention this Saturday. The reasons?�
Wayne glared back at the new dean. �I don�t see how it is your business how I run my classroom.�
�Detentions are handed out rarely at Brakket. I�d like to know what kind of trouble these two got into to warrant such drastic action.�
Her tone wasn�t harsh or accusatory, it was just a question. He grit his teeth anyway. �Spencer refused an order to remove her gloves during class. Both girls damaged lab equipment then stormed out of class.�
�I see. Damaging school property is certainly grounds for detention.� Turner made what looked like a check mark on her notebook. �Next��
�You are aware, Mr. Lurcher, that Miss Eva�s hands were severely disfigured during the recent events?�
Wayne glanced over and narrowed his eyes at Zoe. She hadn�t warned him at all, yet she knew Spencer was coming back looking like she did.
�Disfigured how?� Turner asked.
�Her hands and arms were mutilated during her abduction. The Elysium Sisters were unable to heal her when they rescued her.�
�That�s not all,� Carr spoke up. �I didn�t notice at first� Eva walked into my class as if everything were normal and took her usual seat. She didn�t pull out a notebook to take notes, but then she never does.� The history professor sighed. �Nobody does. It wasn�t until she raised her hand to ask a question that I got a good look at her face without her hair over part of it. She had a thin band wrapped around her eyes.
�Or, around her face. I don�t think there were eyes behind the band.�
�No eyes?� Yuria looked aghast and brought a hand up to her mouth. �Eva�s blind? What happened?�
A mumbling of shock and questioning went among the teaching staff.
Wayne had been wondering that as well. He hadn�t been so inattentive as to miss the band around her eyes when she walked in. He expected her to sit back and not touch anything. Instead, Spencer went about the classroom as normal; even going so far as to collect lab materials and start working.
Zoe looked distinctly uncomfortable. She shuffled in her seat and a small twitch developed at her eyebrow.
�I�m unsure how she is compensating,� Zoe said. �She said the necromancers were experimenting on her. It could be related to that.�
Turner drummed fingers on the wooden meeting table. �Black magic?�
�Possibly.�
Yuria gasped.
�If it was forced on her,� Turner said, �and is how she is getting around a lack of eyes then I do not see a problem. At least as long as it isn�t a danger to other students. Keep a watch on her though, I�d like to know exactly what it is.�
�I�ll see to talking to her about it,� Zoe said.
�Good. Now then, I expect everyone to treat this girl as normal with respect to her vision. Offer assistance if she needs it or asks, otherwise don�t make a big deal out of it.�
There were nods among the teachers. A few of them, notably Twillie, seemed more skeptical.
Wayne counted himself among the skeptical.
There was so much delicacy in alchemy that required eyes. Needing to see the color of a brew to tell if she should add more of an ingredient or even seeing the result to tell if she completed a potion correctly.
If she could compensate, fine. If not, Spencer would be a danger to the entire class as much as herself.
Wayne would be watching. So long as she swapped her long gloves out for proper lab gloves. If she made a mistake, he�d see her removed permanently.
Turner tapped her finger on the counter. The room slowly quieted. �Sister Cross has informed me that their chapter will be staying in Brakket for the time being. Supposedly for our protection against one of the necromancers they were unable to apprehend. However,� she paused to glance over the staff, �I believe they have ulterior motives of recruitment. One of their nuns was making a �pitch� to a sixth year girl.�
Another murmur ran throughout the staff. The tone seemed to be generally negative. A frown creased across Zoe�s face.
Wayne didn�t much care one way or the other. Kids would need to find jobs after school. If they wanted to spend the rest of their lives hunting down necromancers and the undead, it didn�t hurt him at all. The Elysium Sisters were far more reputable than working as a cashier in some magic shop. Or worse, getting a nonmagical job.
The negative tone seemed to please Turner, in any case. Wayne did not miss the corner of her mouth flicking upwards.
�While I have the utmost respect for their work keeping Brakket safe, I personally find recruiting out students to be distasteful. So long as the necromancers have been routed, I would very much like the sisters out.
�If any of you have ideas for ending their stay here peacefully, I am very much open to them. Other comments or concerns about the sisters are also welcome.�
She looked around the room. No one said anything.
�Well, we will bring this up in future meetings, I am sure. The last thing,� Turner said as she made another check mark in her notebook, �isn�t immediately relevant, but I would find it prudent if we began talking about it. There are two years, or two and a half years until the end fate of our academy is decided.�
Most of the teachers slouched down. Zoe perked up. She had high confidence in her candidates this year as well as last year.
Wayne wondered how she managed that with one student at home, her return tentative at best, and another student disabled.
�I only received this position a short time ago. Personally, I�d be disappointed if my tenure here was so short-lived. I�m sure many of you would like to see Brakket remain open as well. Perhaps even thrive and flourish.�
Turning the state of Brakket around would sure look good on any future job prospects, Wayne thought with a barely suppressed scoff. Turner was young. Not Zoe or Yuria young, but not far off. Spending a decade turning a dump into a castle would be time well spent.
�I have plans for next year, but I�d like to hear ideas for giving our students a sporting chance in the more immediate future.�
Kines spoke up, much to Wayne�s surprise. �I ran a mage-knight club until Dean Halsey shut it down for being too �dangerous� to our student�s safety.�
�Excellent, restart it. Anyone else?�
�The seminars many of us run over summer are intended to keep our students sharp,� Zoe said. �The attendance rate is abysmal. Even the students who attend hardly listen. They mostly come because of boredom or because one of the teachers personally requested it. Promoting them towards the end of the school year may help.�
�Think on the best ways to do that.� Turner glanced over the teachers expectantly. No one spoke up. �Think on that over the week. We are adjourned until next Monday unless anyone has any further business?� She looked around for a moment. �Very well. I will see all of you in a week.�
Turner vanished. A light scent of rotten eggs was left in her wake.
The smell quickly cleared away the rest of the staff from the meeting room. Only Zoe and Wayne stayed behind.
Zoe whisked her dagger out and cleared the air. �That�s horrible,� she said.
�Whatever it is, it isn�t going through between. Frankly, I don�t care to know.� He waved his hand across his face to help clear the remnants of the smell. �I�d offer to teach her to go between. I don�t think I�d like to spend that much time with her.�
�She�s better than Rebbecca, at least as far as keeping the school running.�
�I�ll try to keep my hopes from getting too high.�
Zoe narrowed her eyes, probably at his tone.
�But,� Wayne said before she could comment, �Eva.�
�I honestly don�t know more than I said.�
�She crushed a stainless steel spoon in one hand.�
�That�s,� Zoe bit her lip. �Don�t try to see her hands.�
�Excellent choice of words if you want to inspire me to catch a glimpse.�
�Wayne.�
There was a story there. Wayne could tell. Something Zoe was keeping from him.
He sighed. �You�re giving that girl far too much leeway.� Especially if it is something she wouldn�t talk to him about.
�Probably. For now I�ll handle this myself.�
�I hope you know what you are doing.�
� � �
Shelby was furious with her twin. Jordan and Max too, but they weren�t around to be vented to.
�We can�t just pretend she doesn�t exist.�
Irene looked at her like she was crazy. �I didn�t see you striking up a conversation.�
�You and Jordan are closer to her than I was�I am�but if you aren�t going to talk to her, I will.�
�And what am I supposed to say. �Oh, hello Eva, sorry about your eyes. By the way, it is really freaky how you get around without them.'�
�Yes. That would be perfect. Maybe she�d just say how she gets around and we could all get along again.�
�I don�t want to know. What if it is something horrible.� Her twin was shouting now. Not a thing she often did. Irene was supposed to be the calmer and more level-headed of the two.
Shelby sighed. She stood up from her desk and crossed to Irene�s bed. She took a seat beside her sister and wrapped an arm around her. �You�re lucky she doesn�t live next door right now.�
She had a feeling she knew what the problem was. Irene�s problem, at least. Shelby didn�t know why Jordan hadn�t tried to talk to Eva. Maybe, like Shelby herself, he thought she would talk about it on her own. Maybe Eva still would.
Max hadn�t said anything because the boy was awkward; he�d admitted as much after alchemy. A good thing in her book. He would have said the wrong thing.
Maybe that was Eva�s own problem.
�I know Halloween scared you. I know Eva�s mysterious dance partner scared you. Max�s story of her scared me too. But she saved Shalise, she�s not a bad person.�
�We haven�t seen Shalise since then.�
�You haven�t. You were hiding in your room for a week, remember? I spoke with her before she left. She seemed a bit� well, traumatized��
Irene scoffed. �After hearing Max�s story about the phantom, I can�t imagine why.�
Shelby swatted her upside the head.
�You hid in the room for a week and you didn�t even see anything. How would you feel if you were attacked by zombies. I doubt that she even registered Eva�s dance partner saving her.�
�And how did Eva save her? Shalise had a chunk taken out of her arm by a zombie! There�s no cure for that.�
Shelby shook her head. Her twin could be so dense sometimes. �Doesn�t matter. Eva saved her. How isn�t for us to know, at least not right now. Maybe we could ask that too.
�Now tomorrow, we are going to apologize. All of us.�
�Apologize? For what?�
Shelby flicked her twin�s nose. �For all but ignoring her. Then we are going to ask her if she wants to talk about anything. After that, we�re going to treat her like normal.�
She kept her finger tapping on Irene�s nose. �For you, that means treating her like before Halloween. I will be very cross with you if you don�t. You�re not a cruel person, I know you better than anyone. Being afraid or hating someone because they saved someone else is not your style.�
Shelby bounced off the bed and rounded on her sister, pointing a finger at her face. �Do you understand me?�
�Yes mother,� Irene pouted.
�Good.� Shelby turned back and sat down on her own bed. �I am your older sister and it is my job to set you straight. Call me mother again and I�ll turn you over my knee until your rear turns red.�
Irene stuck her tongue out before flopping over on her bed, shutting off her light as she did so.
With a sigh, Shelby did the same.
Another day like today couldn�t happen again. It felt too gross. Everyone sat around stewing in their own thoughts.
It was a good thing Juliana went after Eva during alchemy. If they managed to talk a little, perhaps that would help in the morning. She�d been surprised that Juliana didn�t say anything during classes or lunch. Juliana, at times, seemed just as awkward as Max.
Shelby doubted that either of the girls had any friends before coming to Brakket.
All the more reason to be friends now.


Author�s Note 001

All of the following is completely optional to read. This is no narrative. It in no way affects the story. I�m mostly going to ramble for a few words.
And that�s that.
Book one closes.
Thanks for reading. I do hope you enjoyed, I certainly did.
Book two will continue as scheduled. No intermissions, no interludes. Tune in next time for 002.001.
My main goal with book one was simply to finish. And I�d say I did so. It is a coherent story, at least from my position. I do hope it was coherent for you as well.
For book two, I am going to try to give some limelight to other characters and develop some of them a little more. Eva might take a short backseat. We�ll see more non-Eva characters as POVs. Probably. Still hammering out some details though I have a few chapters written already. It is a little something of an experiment so I suppose we�ll see how that goes.
Book two will finish out the remainder of the school year and then on to book three where Eva will be the unquestionably main character once again. But that�s a ways off yet, so I won�t promise any details I might change later.
As for book one, it took a little while to get off the ground, I�d say. I can already see things that I would change were this not a web serial. The early chapters especially.
Chapter six, I do believe is the weakest chapter. Few things actually happen that progress much of anything. Devon is made to look like a buffoon a bit too much, though I may blame that on Eva handing him potions that don�t mix well. At least in my headcanon.
It wasn�t until after I finished the entire thing and started on book two that I realized Eva fell victim to the �main character runs off alone despite nefarious people being around and after her� cliche. It seriously didn�t even register with me until just now. I�m going to claim that Weilks had her stalked by ghosts and they were purposely waiting for her to be alone. Maybe that will alleviate some of my worry.
I do like the end of the book, that is to say the last few chapters. In my original plan, Eva was simply to be captured by Sawyer. A capture she promptly escapes from in a manner similar to how she actually escaped. At some point, I realized that these big bad necromancers were treating her with kid gloves despite killing several people during the Halloween chapters.
Halfway through writing that chapter, I decided that had to go. This isn�t some story with ineffectual villains. Sawyer and Weilks are unrepentant murderers who kill for their own gain. They�re not going to just leave Eva in some cell somewhere.
So the Sawyer torture scene came about.
I had a table set out full of injuries. Some were very minor, such as Eva�s hair. Others were more severe than her eyes. The eyes was probably the worst along side a full limb being removed. In the end, I decided on her fingers and eyes. After I decided on torture being a thing, she was always going to lose her toes.
The removal of her eyes caused quite a few changes, though nothing too specific. I had already alluded to her being able to sense blood, so I didn�t think it was too big a jump for her to sense blood within people. I�m always nervous about �eleventh hour superpowers� as I don�t think they�re done well too often, but I thought that might be a reasonable.
No more talk about her eyes, though. There will be more on that in book two.
Her hands being replaced with Arachne hands ended up being another thing I had slight reservations about. I don�t want to make light of those with actual injuries in real life, but it is hard to write a protagonist with no eyes, no hands, and no toes. Perhaps in the future as my writing improves, I�ll take a stab at a legitimately crippled character. For now, I needed to at least somewhat rectify her injuries. I do think the hands will come into�well, I�ll leave that talk for future books. Wouldn�t want to spoil much of anything.
Speaking about injuries and their causes, I almost had a villain chapter. Sawyer and Weilks were mostly going to talk about their plans and how they were going to accomplish them. I ended up scrapping it only a few hundred words in. Rest assured, there were plans there and they would have succeeded had they not been disrupted.
There�s probably more I can talk about, but I think I will stop it here for now. This isn�t supposed to be some long thing.
I will leave a bit of trivia about some things in the first book.
-Brakket Academy is so named because of my placeholders. When writing, I will type something like [Protagonist] if I haven�t come up with a name. [Academy] was the placeholder for Brakket. In my head, I called it Bracket Academy and decided to change the c to k.
-Eva was not the original protagonist. That honor went to Jordan. Juliana also did not exist in the original outline.
-All names of Brakket Academy staff are references to other works. The exceptions are Zoe Baxter, Wayne Lurcher, and Martina Turner. In the future, �main� staff such as Zoe will have nonreferential names. I plan to continue referencing works I enjoy with nonessential staff.
�For example, Isaac Calvin and Franklin Kines are references to Isaac Asimov�s Robot series character Susan Calvin and Frank Herbert�s Dune�s Liet Kynes. Not all references are in this pattern. Some are far more obtuse than others. I dislike coming across super obvious references when reading, so I�ve made a lot of them very obscure. Good luck figuring out Nurse Naranga.
�These references are name only. Don�t expect the characters to act like the character or person they are referencing.
-Different characters refer to other characters in different ways. This is an absolute nightmare to keep straight between the multiple POVs. Eva, for instance, refers to characters how they introduced themselves to her. Peers tend to introduce themselves by first name only while those in higher standings, such as teachers, often introduce themselves by their full name.
-Several locations are based on real locations I�ve actually visited in real life. Brakket Academy, the abandoned hospital/retirement home at the start, and Eva�s prison are some of them. Quite a high number of states in the US have old, abandoned prisons. Most, if not all of these have been turned into walk through museums. Check around you and see if you�ve got one too. They�re fun to visit.
�Death is mentioned as a character more than once though He has yet to show up. While my Death may differ in personality and appearance, I highly recommend Terry Pratchett�s Discworld novels. Mort is one of my favorites and deals with Death a fair amount.
Stats:

Chapters: 28 (+two Extras)

Wordcount: 124,536 (according to WordPress� built in word counter; including Extras)

POV counts (max of one count per chapter(including Extras)):

-Eva: 24

-Zoe: 6

-Juliana: 4

-Arachne: 4

-Devon: 2

-Wayne: 2

-Irene: 2

-Nel: 2

-Lynn: 1

-Shalise: 1

-Shelby: 1
That�s all, thanks for reading book one. I hope you enjoy book two.
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